THE ENTRAPMENT OF THE FEMALE BODY IN BECKETT’S PLAYS       
IN RELATION TO JUNG’S THIRD TAVISTOCK LECTURE

Julie Campbell

This article is concerned with the female body in Samuel Beckett’s drama, and how often the female characters are shown as trapped and immobile. My main focus is on Happy Days, and the paradoxical nature of Winnie’s entrapment, and her attitude to it. I make particular reference to C. G. Jung’s Third Tavistock Lecture, which was attended by Beckett and obviously affected him quite profoundly, as he made reference to it throughout his career, for example in All That Fall, and also during rehearsals when advising female actors how to approach their characters. It seems to me that the ideas Jung expressed in this lecture help to illuminate both Winnie’s plight, and her seeming indifference to it, whilst also helping to elucidate the extreme responses, from both actors and audiences, to this highly charged dramatic image of a woman trapped, up to her waist and then to her neck, in a mound of earth.

I want to begin by discussing the dramatic stage imagery that involves the female body in Samuel Beckett’s drama. The first female character to appear in a Beckett play published during his lifetime is Nell in Endgame (1958). We see a partial body only: head and shoulders, with her hands clutching the rim of the dust bin, in which she is immured. She has, we hear, lost her legs, and so is completely immobilized. It is true that she shares her predicament with Nagg, but she appears from under the lid of her confining dustbin for a much shorter time than her male counterpart, has far less speech, and dies during the course of the play. The next play featuring a woman, and one that I will focus on during this paper, is Happy Days (1961); here the woman is the main character. She is placed centre stage. In the first act she is seen “embedded up to above her waist in exact centre of mound,” a mound of “scorched grass” (CDW, 138). In the second act she is seen “embedded up to neck” (160). In this play her counterpart, Willie, is not imprisoned alongside her, but free and capable of movement. With Play (1964) there are three characters, two women and one man, all encased in large urns, and the stage directions describe how “from each a head protrudes, the neck held fast in the urn’s mouth” (307). With Not I (1972) the diminution of the female body has been taken further: only a mouth can be seen. Footfalls (1976) depicts a woman again trapped, but this time within a narrow strip of light, surrounded by darkness. Billie Whitelaw, a consummate Beckett actor, describes this character as “caged by this one little strip .… she’s confined … unable to break out of her compulsive, narrow rut” (109). And in Rockaby (1981) we see a woman in a rocking chair, alone and immobile, except for the rhythmic rocking of the chair and a voice which speaks in time with the to-and-fro movement of the chair. Each image is striking and unforgettable. The women are alone, even when sharing the stage with another character or characters. There can be no contact. Nell and Nagg cannot kiss; Willie hardly replies to Winnie’s many questions. The characters in Play tell their own stories, apparently incessantly, without any recognition of those incarcerated beside them.


They are fascinating images, and add credence to Whitelaw’s suggestion that Beckett acted like a sculptor when creating the images in rehearsal:

Sometimes I felt as if he were a sculptor and I a piece of clay. At other times I might be a piece of marble that he needed to chip away at. He would endlessly move my arms and my head in a certain way, to get closer to the precise image in his mind. I didn’t object to him doing this. As this went on, hour after hour, I could feel the ‘shape’ taking on a life of its own.

   (144)

Beckett obviously had an exact image in mind, which he wanted reproduced by the actor’s body. He was, in Whitelaw’s words, “creating an image with my body” (qtd. in Zurbrugg, 109).  Pierre Chabert uses the same analogy of a sculptor when he considers that

Whereas the actor’s body is usually a “given” which does not vary – aside from that part which contributes to the “composition” of the role (costume and makeup) – in Beckett’s theatre the body undergoes metamorphoses. It is worked, violated even, much like the raw materials of the painter or sculptor.







             

     (23)

But why does Beckett insist on showing his female characters as isolated and immobile? Why do we so often see fragments of the female body, rather than the whole? What is he hoping that his dramatic images will say to the audience? Why is there such care and precision taken in creating these images? 


In order to try to address these questions I want to turn to C. G. Jung, and a specific lecture that Beckett attended and which made a deep impression upon him. Jung gave five lectures at the Tavistock Clinic, London in 1935. Beckett was at the time attending the Tavistock Clinic, and his therapist, Dr Wilfred Bion, invited him to attend the third of Jung’s lectures (Knowlson, 176). In this lecture Jung spoke about the levels of the unconscious that he had discussed in his previous lecture. He spoke about complexes, and described a complex as “an agglomeration of associations … sometimes of traumatic character, sometimes simply of a painful and highly toned character” (79). He spoke of how a highly toned complex has “a body of its own,” and is rooted within the body it inhabits: “a complex with its given energy has the tendency to form a little personality of itself. It has a sort of body” (80). 

James Knowlson discusses how Not I has been considered in relation to the ideas Beckett gleaned from the lecture: “Scholars have focused on the possible Jungian parallels … in Mouth (whose disconnected psychological state is related to a failure to achieve a coherent sense of an individual self) (Knowlson, 815, n. 98). Such an interpretation does have a genuine basis. Jung considered that the complexes, each of which can form “a little personality of itself … a sort of body,” are able to “emancipate themselves from conscious control to such an extent that they become visible and audible. They appear as visions, they speak voices which are like voices of definite people” (80-81).
If Not I is considered in the light of this, it is as if we are being confronted with one of these voices: we are hearing a voice from the unconscious. The body of the actor is hidden; only the mouth is visible, and the voice we hear is a voice from within. What is important here is not the body of the actor, but the emancipated voice from the unconscious, which, eerily, has “a body of its own,” although we cannot see it. We see the mouth, out of which the voice escapes the confines of the unconscious, and we hear the voice.


During the discussion period that followed the lecture Jung spoke of a little girl, and the words he used about her stayed with Beckett and affected him deeply. Jung said of the little girl, who died when still very young, that “she had never been born entirely” (107). Beckett recalls these words in All That Fall (1957), where he has Mrs Rooney remember the lecture by Jung, as if she had been present, in the following way:

I remember him telling us the story of a little girl, very strange and unhappy in her ways …. When he had done with the little girl he stood there motionless for some time, quite two minutes I should say, looking down at his table. Then he suddenly raised his head and exclaimed as if he had had a revelation, The trouble with her was she had never been born!.

        (195-196)

 That this image stayed with him is clear from the fact that he spoke of it, over forty years later in 1976, to actress Hildgard Schmahl who was rehearsing Footfalls (qtd. in Gontarski, 173). As S. E. Gontarski suggests, these words of Jung’s help to explain the character, May (173). Beckett also told the story to Whitelaw, who wrote the words “She was never properly born” at the top of her Footfalls script during rehearsals of the play (Whitelaw, 142). This helped her to understand the way “May seems to be in the process of disappearing like smoke, becoming more and more inward …” (142). Whitelaw considers that Beckett “was trying to convey something that was in his head, possibly a dream, something ghostly, mystical, not quite there” (144). He told her to “make it ghostly” (146) and explained, as best he could, that the character is “not quite there” (143). Knowlson describes: “May in Footfalls [as] Beckett’s own poignant recreation of the girl who had never really been born, isolated, and permanently absent, distant and totally encapsulated within herself” (616).
Jung, in the lecture, spoke of how “in dreams ... our complexes … often appear in a personified form” (81). I think it is quite useful to think of Beckett as creating dream images in his plays. He is attempting to personify his own dream images, one could say, by accessing the personages or bodies within his own unconscious, and that seems like a good explanation of why he is so precise and indefatigable in the construction of his dramatic images in the stage directions and when rehearsing his plays. Whitelaw has described acting in Beckett plays as “like taking an audience and leading them on a journey to strange, subterranean areas of the mind.” (Zurbrugg, 108). Jung spoke in the same lecture also about how an artist “has the capacity to dramatize and personify his own mental contents. When he creates a character on the stage … that character in a certain secret way has made itself” (81).
This idea must have appealed greatly to Beckett. It seems to me that he is not only involved in personifying or embodying his own unconscious “fragmentary personalities” (Jung, 81), but encouraging the audience to recognize the images, too. As Whitelaw expresses it: “He wanted to get to some unconscious centre” (Whitelaw, 120); his plays “represent emotional states of mind” (76); “There is a core there which we all can recognize” (116).


Not I and Footfalls are particularly suited to an interpretation according to the ideas Jung put forward in his third Tavistock lecture. All the plays I have referred to have an uncanny dream-like quality. With Nell in Endgame the set is like the inside of a head, with the two high windows like eyes. If considered in this way all the characters could be seen to be embodiments of mental complexes, and Nell’s dustbin with its lid can be seen as a dramatic representation of repression on the part of ego, embodied in Hamm. Play has the quality of a nightmare. The banal story of adultery, the stuff of so many traditional, realist plays, is transmuted into a nightmare vision of an afterlife. The characters are immured in urns, so again elements of repression are presented, but within the ghostly bodies thought goes on, and the voices haunt the stage, as in a nightmare, as the heads are illuminated by turn. It recalls what Jung said of emancipated complexes “they appear as visions, they speak in voices which are like the voices of definite people” (81). Rockaby presents us with just one character, apparently nearing her death. It is as if the woman is dreaming and the voice she hears is speaking to her from her unconscious. Her conscious self wants to cling to life, but within a voice is insisting (435): 

time she stopped

time she stopped
and eventually the rocking does stop.


With Happy Days we are presented with “Blazing light” (138). As Beckett described it in a letter to Alan Schneider, “there is no more night, i.e. nothing but day” (Harmon, 102). The set is not realist, but in Beckett’s words needs to be “a pathetic unsuccessful realism, the kind of tawdriness you get in 3rd rate musical or pantomime, that quality of pompier, laughably earnest bad imitation” (Harmon, 94). Winnie spends her existence in the light. She seems blithely ignorant of her situation. She is buried in a mound, but is seen carrying on with her everyday routines as if nothing was strange. We see the strangeness. We see her trapped, unable to move, and wonder at her peculiar indifference. We see the “pathetic unsuccessful realism” that surrounds her, whereas she accepts her situation, and acts in a way we recognize as habitual, everyday behaviour, or even as a stereotype of how we expect a “well-preserved” (138) woman in her fifties to behave. 


Whitelaw feels that Happy Days shows “the universal human task of getting through the day” (Whitelaw, 148). Linda Ben-Zvi sees Winnie as stereotypically female:

Conditioned to “make the best of things,” to “say one’s prayers,” “recite one’s classics,” take care of one’s bodily functions, and repair one’s physical appearance, Winnie goes through the rituals that society ascribes to, and allows, the female.

     (xii)
She considers that Winnie “could well be described as a caricature of the middle-aged woman …. She is the physical embodiment of the condition of being a woman in her society” (xii-xiii). Andrew Kennedy describes her as an “Everywoman,” and considers that Beckett has created “a mythic dimension for the humble woman trying to get through her minimal day with as much grace as possible” (78). Whitelaw has described her as “terribly brave, terribly courageous” (Ben-Zvi, 7). She described her to Jonathan Kalb “as quite jolly” (Kalb, 242).

But we do need to search further. The above actors and critics are speaking of how Winnie deals with her situation, and she does this through will power, repression and denial. Jung, in his third Tavistock lecture, tells us that “we always forget that our consciousness is only a surface” (90). Winnie’s situation is in the constant “blazing light” (138); “there is no more night” (Harmon, 102), and Jung contends that

Presumably we are dreaming all the time, although we are not aware of it by day because consciousness is much too clear. But at night … the dreams can break through and become visible.

     (87) 

Winnie could be seen as a woman whose consciousness is always much too clear to allow her contact with her unconscious complexes, or her repressed functions. Her primary or “surface” function is thinking (Jung, 47). Aiden O’Kelly speaks of the “denial in herself of her real feelings, and her longings” (Lamont, 37). She also recognizes her repression of sexuality: 

She’s a sexual woman even though she may never have used her sexuality. Beckett must mean something by having her buried in sand from the waist down. She has rarified her sexual instincts …. She does not let herself have any feelings in the lower part of the body.

 




  (Lamont, 36)

This of course makes real sense of those who describe Winnie as a stereotype, in relation to her gender, age and class. Many women in their fifties in the early sixties would have shared such repressions of feeling and sexuality (especially, as O’Kelly suggests, in Ireland [Lamont, 36]). I think that O’Kelly has highlighted something of real significance here. Winnie is the embodiment of a sexually repressed woman, with the partial burial representing her imprisonment (caused by “playing out the cultural script” [Benstock, 174]): the lower part of the body is buried in the ground, symbolically dead. The repression of her unconscious feelings is dramatically embodied in her situation, and this sense of what it has cost her is made manifest in the dramatic image. In the second act Winnie is shown “embedded up to her neck …. Her head, which she can no longer turn, nor bow, nor raise, faces front motionless throughout act” (160). Her incarceration and immobility have increased startlingly. Now she is only a head. She can see, she can talk, she can think. Jung warns against the deep repression of feelings in the third lecture: “our consciousness is only a surface …. Our head is only one end …” (90), and he uses a startling analogy of a head without a body, which seems have a real bearing on Beckett’s powerful dramatic image of Winnie as only a head poking out of the surrounding mound that has engulfed her:

We are always human, and we should never forget that we carry the whole burden of being human. If we were heads only we should be like little angels that have heads and wings, and of course they can do what they please because they are not hindered by a body that can only walk on earth. 

     (91)

Beckett told O’Kelly during rehearsals of Happy Days to think of Winnie as “like a bird that can’t fly, a bird with a broken wing” (Lamont, 32). He told Martha Fehsenfeld, during her rehearsals, to “think of her as a bird with oil on her feathers” (Fehsenfeld, 55). Winnie speaks at one stage of the possibility of being able to “simply float up into the blue,” if only the earth “would yield and let me go” (151), which gives a strong sense of how much Winnie seems to crave wings like those on the heads of little angels who are free to do as they please. Winnie has repressed an important part of her humanity, and with her insistent stress on consciousness has lost “the most precious connection with the unconscious” which allows us a connection “with our fellow human beings” (Jung, 102).


Happy Days was created by someone with a very different state of mind from that of his protagonist. We are sharing Beckett’s view, but simultaneously there is identification with Winnie, because there is a recognition of her predicament in ourselves. Like him we are looking from the outside, and see the poetic and dramatic embodiment of her situation that was created by someone with access to the unconscious and a realization of its power, and the fact that we repress it at our own peril. Simultaneously we witness what seems to be an absurd refusal by the character to admit to the horrific circumstances of her existence. Her first words – “Another heavenly day” (138) – seem incredible for a woman in her situation, as are such exclamations as “Oh this is going to be another happy day” (142). And yet there is courage in her stance, and an amazing optimism, but this attitude is shown as strangely at odds with her situation. Why is she not fearful of her entrapment? Why is she not terrified by her impending total incarceration? But when her situation is perceived as a dramatic metaphor of life it becomes more understandable. We, too, ignore the facts of our inevitable decline and death, because, to return to Whitelaw’s first response to reading the play, the play shows this denial, and “the universal human task of getting through the day” (148).


The central character in Happy Days was originally to have been a man (Harmon, 4). I think that Beckett made the right decision when deciding to have a woman in this situation. Traditionally man is seen in terms of intellect and rationality, woman as physical and emotional. It is clear that Beckett has reversed this traditional image. Beckett’s stage women are not displayed as sexual objects for the male gaze. Their bodies are hidden and contained by a dustbin or urns, or concealed by long garments, or buried under ground. They come under the gaze of the audience, but we are encouraged to identify with them rather than diminish them by seeing them in terms of their sexuality. These women speak, and we listen. The immobility of the bodies “introduces force and dramatic tension” (Chabert, 24). The images are given greater power by their fixity; the focus is more intense and the affect on the audience is consequently stronger. They encourage sympathy, even empathy, and that all-important recognition of what lies beyond consciousness. Beckett is presenting us with new and surprising female images which jolt us out of the familiarity of the everyday world and affect us on a deeper level. The male gaze is parodied within Happy Days, with the couple who are spectators within the play: “What’s she doing? he says – What’s the idea? he says - stuck up to her diddies in the bleeding ground … What does it mean? he says – What’s it meant to mean?” (156).

And it is the woman who turns it around, who turns the questions back upon the man: “And you, she says, what’s the idea of you, she says, what are you meant to mean?” (156). The stage directions tell us that Winnie “stops filing, raises head, gazes front” when she speaks the woman’s words, so the words are addressing us as well. I think that Beckett is urging us to ask this question of ourselves, and realize, on a deeper level, what it means to be human, which recalls Jung’s contention that “we should never forget that we carry the whole burden of being only human” (91), and all that that burden entails. 

Beckett’s plays are not easy on the audience or easy on the actors. The audience is confronted with images that are strange and unexpected, far removed from those that traditional realist images on stage, TV and film have encouraged us to expect. There is a disorientation and defamiliarization. We are encouraged to become far more involved in the drama than we would with the far more passive stance realist theatre requires of its audience. The images in Beckett’s theatre disorientate and take us beyond what seems ‘normal” and everyday into something deeper, more disturbing and internal. As Stanton Gardner puts it: “to see with difficulty … is to become that difficulty” (456). Whitelaw, in relation to Not I, speaks of how it seemed to her “that Mouth was not going out to an audience; the audience had to be sucked into this rioting, rambling hole” (118). 

The difficulties are not confined to the audiences of these plays. Actors often speak about their experiences of working on these plays as both traumatic and painful. Whitelaw’s description, in her autobiography, of rehearsing for Not I is often quite alarming. She told Jonathan Kalb how she 

actually twisted her spine by doing Footfalls, because in fact something happens whereby my spine starts to spiral down as though I am disappearing. And it’s physically very painful to do. 

     (Kalb, 147)

Irene Worth recalls how she

had to go to a special doctor, because I’d got into a kind of terrible muscular spasm through tension [during Happy Days]. And so I’ve had to learn to get just the right sense of relaxation in my body and shoulders and my neck and yet give the sense of being trapped.

     (Kalb, 147) 

Brenda Bynam, when playing Winnie, found herself very much in the position of her character, and clearly there was a strong identification present:

Neither Winnie nor I seemed to question the situation. Beckett puts you in a strait jacket as he does with the text. He makes your body and your senses cut off, whether it’s your legs [Nell, Winnie] or eyes [Mouth], physically he takes things away from you and puts you in an impossible situation 

          (Overbeck, 53)
Fehsenfeld’s words, in relation to playing Winnie, seem to me to describe what is happening to the audience as well as the actor: “He takes you from safe places to unsafe places.” She continues:

And this is to me what acting is all about – to risk one’s vulnerability to the ultimate. But I came to trust Beckett’s text to support me. And I dared to venture further and further away from the “safe” places as I became increasingly confident that the text would sustain me wherever I went, as long as I remained absolutely faithful to it. 

     (57)

Actors in Beckett’s drama have to suffer alongside the characters they embody. Chabert writes of how “as in life, so in Beckett’s drama, one’s body exists all the more strongly when it begins to suffer” (24). Audiences are also encouraged to explore inner territories, and risk something in the process. They are encouraged to enter into the dark area of dreams and nightmares, to forego the safety of consciousness and enter into what lies behind it, which Jung describes as “a long historical ‘tail’ of hesitations and weaknesses and complexes and prejudices and inheritances” (90). Beckett encourages us to face our fears: our fears of death, of life, of suffering, of all those things we repress and deny in ourselves. What Beckett’s drama seems to be doing is embodying some of those “fragmentary personalities” (Jung, 81) that coexist in our unconscious, and by doing so is encouraging us to make that “most precious connection with the unconscious” that in turn links us with “our fellow human beings” (Jung, 109).
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