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Editor’s Note

This book brings together a representative selection of the best critical
interpretations of Samuel Beckett’s masterpiece, the drama Endgame. The
critical essays are reprinted here in the chronological order of their original
publication. I am grateful to Edward Jefferson for his assistance in editing
this volume.

My introduction meditates upon Endgame as a kind of play-within-a~
play, and speculates as to the status of the enclosing play, as it were. The
distinguished Frankfurt theorist Theodor W. Adorno begins the chrono-
logical sequence of criticism with his mordant discussion of how Endgame
reduces the possibility of a philosophy like Existentialism to “‘culture-
trash.”

Hugh Kenner, possibly Beckett’s foremost exegete, emphasizes the
play’s sense of itself as self-conscious performance and chess match, and
finds this to be a saving theatricality. In Antony Easthope’s view, Endgame’s
dramatic method juxtaposes a formal surface of ironic repartee with the
authentic depth of Hamm’s ““chronicle.”

The philosopher Stanley Cavell examines Beckett’s uses of literality
and the philosophical questions the play’s “hidden literality’’ asks, partic-
ularly about Hamm’s Noah-like predicament.

Like Adorno, Richard Gilman rejects weak misreadings of Endgame as
Existentialist philosophy, and sees it instead as depicting the self-dramatiz-
ing ways through which we fill the void. An analysis of the play’s language
by Paul Lawley shows that it, despite extreme stylization resonates with
mythic connotations.

Studying the drafts of Endgame, the eminent Beckett scholar Ruby
Cohn illustrates how the revisions produced more consistency of details,
symmetrical characters, and sustained themes. In this book’s final essay,
Sidney Homan focuses upon the heroic aspects of Hamm as an artist, and
clarifies the complementary roles of Clov, Nagg, and Nell.
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Introduction

I

Jonathan Swift, so much the strongest ironist in the language as to have
no rivals, wrote the prose masterpicce of the language in A Tale of @ Tub.
Samuel Beckett, as much the legitimate descendant of Swift as he is of his
friend, James Joyce, has written the prose masterpieces of the language in
this century, sometimes as translations from his own French originals. Such
an assertion does not discount the baroque splendors of Ulysses and Finnegans
Wake, but prefers to them the purity of Murphy and Watt, and of Beckett’s
renderings into English of Malone Dies, The Unnamable and How It Is.
Unlike Swift and Joyce, Beckett is only secondarily an ironist and, despite
his brilliance at tragicomedy, is something other than a comic writer. His
Cartesian dualism seems to me less fundamental than his profoundly Scho-
penhauerian vision. Perhaps Swift, had he read and tolerated Schopenhauer,
might have turned into Beckett.

A remarkable number of the greatest novelists have found Schopen-
hauer more than congenial: one thinks of Turgenev, Tolstoy, Zola, Hardy,
Conrad, Thomas Mann, even of Proust. As those seven novelists have in
common only the activity of writing novels, we may suspect that Scho-
penhauer’s really horrifying system helps a novelist to do his work. This
is not to discount the intellectual and spiritual persuasiveness of Schopen-
hauer. A philosopher who so deeply affected Wagner, Nietzsche, Wittgen-
stein and (despite his denials) Freud, hardly can be regarded only as a
convenient aid to storytellers and storytelling. Nevertheless, Schopenhauer
evidently stimulated the arts of fiction, but why? Certain it is that we cannot
read The World as Will and Representation as a work of fiction. Who could

bear it as fiction? Supplementing his book, Schopenhauer characterizes the
Will to Live:

Here also life presents itself by no means as a gift for enjoyment,
but as a task, a drudgery to be performed; and in accordance

1



2 / INTRODUCTION

with this we see, in great and small, universal need, ceaseless
cares, constant pressure, endless strife, compulsory activity, with
extreme exertion of all the powers of body and mind. . . . All
strive, some planning, others acting; the tumult is indescribable.
But the ultimate aim of it all, what is it? To sustain ephemeral
and tormented individuals through a short span of time in the
most fortunate case with endurable want and comparative free-
dom from pain, which, however, is at once attended with ennui;
then the reproduction of this race and its striving. In this evident
disproportion between the trouble and the reward, the will to
live appears to us from this point of view, if taken objectively,
as a fool, or subjectively, as a delusion, seized by which every-
thing living works with the utmost exertion of its strength for
something that is of no value. But when we consider it more
closely, we shall find here also that it is rather a blind pressure,
a tendency entirely without ground or motive.

Hugh Kenner suggests that Beckett reads Descartes as fiction. Beckett’s
fiction suggests that Beckett reads Schopenhauer as truth. Descartes as a
precursor is safely distant; Joyce was much too close, and Murphy and even
Watt are Joycean books. Doubtless, Beckett turned to French in Molloy so
as to exorcise Joyce, and certainly, from Malone Dies on, the prose when
translated back into English has ceased to be Joycean. Joyce is to Beckett
as Milton was to Wordsworth. Finnegans Wake, like Paradise Lost, is a
triumph demanding study; Beckett’s trilogy, like The Prelude, internalizes
the triumph by way of the compensatory imagination, in which experience
and loss become one. Study does little to unriddle Beckett or Wordsworth.
The Old Cumberland Beggar, Michael, Margaret of The Ruined Cottage;
these resist analysis as do Molloy, Malone, and the Unnamable. Place my
namesake, the sublime Poldy, in Murphy and he might fit, though he would
explode the book. Place him in Watt? It cannot be done, and Poldy (or even
Earwicker) in the trilogy would be like Milton (or Satan) perambulating
about in The Prelude.

The fashion (largely derived from French misreaders of German
thought) of denying a fixed, stable ego is a shibboleth of current criticism.
But such a denial is precisely like each literary generation’s assertion that
it truly writes the common language rather than a poetic diction. Both
stances define modernism, and modernism is as old as Hellenistic Alex-
andria. Callimachus is as modernist as Joyce, and Aristarchus, like Hugh
Kenner, is an antiquarian modernist or modernist antiquarian. Schopen-
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hauer dismissed the ego as an illusion, life as torment, and the universe as
nothing, and he rightly credited these insights to that great modernist, the
Buddha. Beckett too is as modernist as the Buddha, or as Schopenhauer,
who disputes with Hume the position of the best writer among philosophers
since Plato. I laugh sometimes in reading Schopenhauer, but the laughter

is defensive. Beckett provokes laughter, as Falstaff does, or in the mode of
Shakespeare’s clowns.

II

In his early monograph, Proust, Beckett cites Schopenhauer’s definition
of the artistic procedure as “the contemplation of the world independently
of the principle of reason.” Such more-than-rational contemplation gives
Proust those Ruskinian or Paterian privileged moments that are “epipha-
nies” in Joyce but which Beckett mordantly calls “fetishes” in Proust.
Transcendental bursts of radiance necessarily are no part of Beckett’s cos-
mos, which resembles, if anything at all, the Demiurge’s creation in ancient
Gnosticism. Basilides or Valentinus, Alexandrian heresiarchs, would have
recognized instantly the world of the trilogy and of the major plays: Waiting
Jor Godot, Endgame, Krapp's Last Tape. It is the world ruled by the Archons,
the kenoma, nonplace of emptiness. Beckett’s enigmatic spirituality quests,
though sporadically, for a void that is a fulness, the Abyss or pleroma that
the Gnostics called both forefather and foremother. Call this a natural rather
than a revealed Gnosticism in Beckett’s case, but Gnosticism it is never-
theless. Schopenhauer’s quietism is at last not Beckett’s, which is to say
that for Beckett, as for Blake and for the Gnostics, the Creation and the
Fall were the same event.

The young Beckett, bitterly reviewing a translation of Rilke into En~
glish, memorably rejected Rilke’s transcendental self-deceptions, where the
poet mistook his own tropes as spiritual evidences:

Such a turmoil of self-deception and naif discontent gains noth-
ing in dignity from that prime article of the Rilkean faith, which
provides for the interchangeability of Rilke and God. . . . He
has the fidgets, a disorder which may very well give rise, as it
did with Rilke on occasion, to poetry of a high order. But why
call the fidgets God, Ego, Orpheus, and the rest?

In 1938, the year that Murphy was belatedly published, Beckett declared
his double impatience with the language of transcendence and with the
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transcendence of language, while intimating also the imminence of the
swerve away from Joyce in the composition of Watt (1942—44):

At first it can only be a matter of somehow finding a method
by which we can represent this mocking attitude towards the
word, through words. In this dissonance between the means and
their use it will perhaps become possible to feel a whisper of
that final music or that silence that underlies All.

With such a program, in my opinion, the latest work of Joyce
has nothing whatever to do. There it seems rather to be a matter
of an apotheosis of the word. Unless perhaps Ascension to
Heaven and Descent to Hell are somehow one and the same.

As a Gnostic imagination, Beckett’s way is Descent, in what cannot
be called a hope to liberate the sparks imprisoned in words. Hope is alien
to Beckett’s mature fiction, so that we can say its images are Gnostic but
not its program, since it lacks all program. A Gnosticism without potential
transcendence is the most negative of all possible negative stances, and
doubtless accounts for the sympathetic reader’s sense that every crucial work

by Beckett necessarily must be his last. Yet the grand paradox is that lessness
never ends in Beckett.

IIX

“Nothing is got for nothing.” That is the later version of Emerson’s
law of Compensation, in the essay “Power” of The Conduct of Life. Nothing
is got for nothing even in Beckett, this greatest master of nothing. In the
progression from Murphy through Watt and the trilogy on to How It Is and
the briefer fictions of recent years, there is loss for the reader as well as
gain. The same is true of the movement from Godot, Endgame, and Krapp’s
Last Tape down to the short plays of Beckett’s current and perhaps final
phase. A wild humor abandons Beckett, or is transformed into a comedy
for which we seem not to be ready. Even an uncommon reader can long
for those marvelous Pythagoreans, Wylie and Neary, who are the delight
of Murphy, or for the sense of the picturesque that makes a last stand in

Molloy. Though the mode was Joyce’s, the music of Wylie and Neary is
Beckett’s alone:

“These are dark sayings,’” said Wylie.
Neary turned his cup upside down.
“Needle,” he said, “as it is with the love of the body, so with
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the friendship of the mind, the full is only reached by admittance
to the most retired places. Here are the pudenda of my psyche.”

“Cathleen,” cried Wylie.

“But betray me,” said Neary, “and you go the way of
Hippasos.”

*“The Adkousmatic, I presume,” said Wylie. ‘‘His retribution
slips my mind.”

“Drowned in a puddle,” said Neary, “for having divulged
the incommensurability of side and diagonal.”

*“So perish all babblers,” said Wylie. . . .

“Do not quibble,” said Neary harshly. “You saved my life.
Now palliate it.”

“I greatly fear,” said Wylie, “that the syndrome known as
life is too diffuse to admit of palliation. For every symptom that
is eased, another is made worse. The horse leech’s daughter is
a closed system. Her quantum of wantum cannot vary.”

“Very prettily put,” said Neary.

One can be forgiven for missing this, even as one surrenders these
casier pleasures for the more difficult pleasures of How It Is:

my life above what I did in my life above a little of everything
tried everything then gave up no worse always a hole a ruin
always a crust never any good at anything not made for that
farrago too complicated crawl about in corners and sleep all I
wanted I got it nothing left but go to heaven

The Sublime mode, according to a great theorist, Angus Fletcher, has
“the direct and serious function of destroying the slavery of pleasure.”
Beckett is certainly the strongest Western author living in the year 1987,
the last survivor of the sequence that includes Proust, Kafka, and Joyce. It
seems odd to name Beckett, most astonishing of minimalists, as a repre-
sentative of the Sublime mode, but the isolation and terror of the High
Sublime return in the catastrophe creations of Beckett, in that vision Fletcher
calls “catastrophe as a gradual grinding down and slowing to a dead stop.”
A Sublime that moves towards silence necessarily relies upon a rhetoric of

waning lyricism, in which the entire scale of effects is transformed. As John
Hollander notes:

Sentences, phrases, images even, are the veritable arias in the
plays and the later fiction. The magnificent rising of the kite at
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the end of Murphy occurs in a guarded but positive surge of
ceremonial song, to which he will never return.

Kafka’s Hunter Gracchus, who had been glad to live and was glad to
die, tells us that: “I slipped into my winding sheet like a girl into her
marriage dress. I lay and waited. Then came the mishap.” The mishap, a
moment’s error on the part of the death-ship’s pilot, moves Gracchus from
the heroic world of romance to the world of Kafka and of Beckett, where
one is neither alive nor dead. It is Beckett’s peculiar triumph that he disputes
with Kafka the dark eminence of being the Dante of that world. Only
Kafka, or Beckett, could have written the sentence in which Gracchus sums
up the dreadfulness of his condition: “The thought of helping me is an
illness that has to be cured by taking to one’s bed.” Murphy might have
said that; Malone is beyond saying anything so merely expressionistic. The
“beyond” is where Beckett’s later fictions and plays reside. Call it the
silence, or the abyss, or the reality beyond the pleasure principle, or the
metaphysical or spiritual reality of our existence at last exposed, beyond
further illusion. Beckett cannot or will not name it, but he has worked
through to the art of representing it more persuasively than anyone else.

IV

Trying to understand Endgame, Theodor W. Adorno attained to a most
somber conclusion:

Consciousness begins to look its own demise in the eye, as if it
wanted to survive the demise, as these two want to survive the
destruction of their world. Proust, about whom the young Beck-
ett wrote an essay, is said to have attempted to keep protocol
on his own struggle with death. . . . Endgame carries out this
intention like 2 mandate from a testament.

Hugh Kenner, a very different ideologue than Adomo, was less som-
ber: “The despair in which he traffics is a conviction; not a philosophy.”
A reader and playgoer who, like myself, enjoys Endgame more than any
other stage drama of this century, may wish to dissent from both Adorno
and Kenner. Neither the struggle with death nor the conviction of despair
seems to me central in the play. An extraordinary gusto informs Endgame,
surpassing even Brecht, Pirandello, and Ionesco in that quality. It is a gusto
quite indistinguishable from an acute anxiety attack, but anxiety and anxious
expectations need not be confused with despair (or hope) or with a struggle
against death. Endgame contrives to be both biblical and Shakespearean,
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despite its customary Schopenhauerian and Gnostic assumptions. Anxiety,
Freud noted, is the reaction to the danger of object loss, and Hamm fears
losing Clov. Or, as Freud ironically also observes, anxiety after all is only
a perception—of possibilities of anxiety.

Hamm, a bad chess player, faces his endgame with a compulsive in-
tensity, so that he is formidable though a blunderer. His name necessarily
suggests Ham, who saw the nakedness of his father Noah, and whose son
Canaan was cursed intoservitude for it. That would make Nagg and Nell
into Mr. and Mrs. Noah, which seems not inappropriate, but is sufficient
without being altogether necessary, as it were. There is enough of a ruined
Hamlet in Hamm to work against the story of Noah’s flood, and overtly
(“our revels now are ended’) a touch of a ruined Prospero also. I tend to
vote for Beckett's deepest orientations again. Take away from Schopenhauer
his aesthetic Sublime, and from ancient Gnosticism its transcendent if alien
god, and you are very close to the cosmos of Beckett’s Endgame.

As in Waiting for Godot, we are back in the kenoma, or sensible emp-
tiness, a kind of vast yet dry flood. A bungler in Hamm’s own image,
doubtless the Demiurge, has created this kenoma, written this play, except
that Hamm himself may be the Demiurge, the artisan or bad hammer
responsible for driving in Clov, Nagg, Nell, and all the other nails (to
follow Kenner, but with a Gnostic difference). The drama might be titled
Endgame of the Demiurge or even Hamlet’s Revenge upon Himself. Kenner and
other exegetes have centered upon a single moment in Hamlet, where the
prince tells Rosencrantz and Guildenstern what they are not capable of
knowing, even after they are told:

HAMLET: Denmark’s a prison.

ROSENCRANTZ: Then is the world one.

HAMLET: A goodly one, in which there are many confines,
wards, and dungeons, Denmark being one o’ th’ worst.

ROSENCRANTZ: We think not so, my lord.

HAMLET: Why then ’tis none to you; for there is nothing either
good or bad, but thinking makes it so. To me it is a
prison.

ROSENCRANTZ: Why then your ambition makes it one. "Tis too
narrow for your mind.

HAMLET: O God, I could be bounded in a nutshell, and count
myself a king of infinite space—were it not that I have
bad dreams.

(1l. 243-56)
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Hamm’s world has become a prison, with a single confine, ward, and
dungeon, a nutshell reduced from infinite space by the Demiurge’s bad
dreams. Endgame is hardly Hamm’s bad dream, but a Kafkan Hamlet could
be Hamm, Nagg an amalgam of the ghost and Claudius, Nell a plausible
Gertrude, and poor Clov a ruined Horatio. Contaminate Hamlet with Kaf-
ka’s “The Hunter Gracchus,” and you might get Endgame. Schopenhauer’s
dreadful Will to Live goes on ravening in Hamm, Clov, Nagg, and Nell,
as it must in any dramatic representation, since there can be no mimesis
without appetite. Where the Will to Live is unchecked, there are anxious
expectations, and anxiety or Hamm is king, but a king on a board swept
nearly bare. Kenner thinks Clov a knight and Hamm’s parents pawns, but
they seem to me out of the game, or taken already. But that raises the
authentic aesthetic puzzle of Endgame. Is there another, an opposing side,
with a rival king, or is there only Hamm, a perfect solipsist where even
Hamlet was an imperfect one?

I do not think that Hamm lacks an opponent, since his solipsism is
not perfect, hence his anxiety as to losing Clov. The Demiurge, like every
bad actor, finds his opponent in the audience, which comes to be beguiled
but stays to criticize. Kafka, with high deliberation, wrote so as to make
interpretation impossible, but that only displaces what needs interpretation
into the question of Kafka’s evasiveness. Beckett does not evade; Endgame
is his masterpiece, and being so inward it is also his most difficult work,
with every allusion endstopped, despite the reverberations. There is no play
in Endgame; it is all Hamlet’s Mousetrap, or Hamm’s. We have only a play-
within-a-play, which gives us the difficulty of asking and answering: what
then is the play that contains Endgame? If the audience is the opponent, and
Hamm is bound to lose the endgame, then the enclosing play is the larger
entity that can contain the chess game between Hamm and ourselves. That
is not quite the play of the world, yet it remains a larger play than any
other dramatist has given us in this century.



"[rying to Understand Endgame

Theodor W. Adorno

Beckett’s oeuvre has several elements in common with Parisian existen-
tialism. Reminiscences of the category of “absurdity,” of “situation,” of
“decision” or their opposite permeate it as medieval ruins permeate Kafka’s
monstrous house on the edge of the city: occasionally, windows fly open
and reveal to view the black starless heaven of something like anthropology.
But form—conceived by Sartre rather traditionally as that of didactic plays,
not at all as something audacious but rather oriented toward an effect—
absorbs what is expressed and changes it. Impulses are raised to the level
of the most advanced artistic means, those of Joyce and Kafka. Absurdity
in Beckett is no longer a state of human existence thinned out to a mere
idea and then expressed in images. Poetic procedure surrenders to it without
intention. Absurdity is divested of that generality of doctrine which exis-
tentialism, that creed of the permanence of individual existence, nonetheless
combines with Western pathos of the universal and the immutable. Exis-
tential conformity—that one should be what one is—is thereby rejected
along with the ease of its representation. What Beckett offers in the way
of philosophy he himself also reduces to culture-trash, no different from
the innumerable allusions and residues of education which he employs in
the wake of the Anglo-Saxon tradition, particularly of Joyce and Eliot.
Culture parades before him as the entrails of Jugendstil ornaments did before
that progress which preceded him, modernism as the obsolescence of the
modern. The regressive language demolishes it. Such objectivity in Beckett
obliterates the meaning that was culture, along with its rudiments. Culture
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