Waiting for __?

Beckett’s Theater of the Absurd
LASA Senior English

Though attempts to analyze Samuel Beckett’s work have been criticized by the author himself, to not attempt to understand his method or his purpose is at least as absurd as the events of his plays.  Despite his resistance to being pigeon-holed, there are many genres that Beckett relies on (and even creates) with plays like Waiting for Godot.  Beckett continues the 20th -century trend of attacking Romanticism and Transcendentalism, seeming to claim that these genres sought meaning in nature and inherent goodness in the human soul where none innately existed.  Beckett (1906-1989), from Ireland, originally wrote Waiting for Godot in French in 1948, before translating it into English. During World War II, he lived in France and was part of the underground resistance to Nazi occupation.  After the war, when he wrote this play, he was heavily influenced by the French existentialist Jean-Paul Sartre. In 1969, he was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature "for his writing, which—in new forms for the novel and drama—in the destitution of modern man acquires its elevation".
Beckett’s Genres:

1. Minimalism – stripped down to the bare essentials.  This kind of theater has a relatively bare stage and few costume elements.

2. Absurdism – Albert Camus’ assertion that man’s attempts to find meaning in the universe will fail.

3. Theater of the Absurd – reflecting the spirit of Camus on stage.

4. Existentialism – the idea that the individual precedes essence so that people create their own meaning in the world.  Often leads to angst over choices and defining truth.

5. Modernist – reflecting post-WWI literature (until around 1950) with its bleak outlook on traditional institutions and belief.

6. Post-Modernism – the child of Modernism.  Similar outlook but often goes further to attack traditional, i.e. narrative, form of literature.  Seeks connections yet seems chaotic on the surface, reflecting absurd nature of human desire to find meaning and order.  Beckett sometimes credited with having invented this genre.

7. Tragicomedy – blending comedy and tragedy, often with dark humor.

8. Metatheater – characters can interact with audience or are aware they are in a fiction (think of Wit or House of Cards).

Some, but not all, of the themes that stem from these genres are:

a. various aspects of human nature

b. uselessness of the Socratic search for meaning

c. miscommunication, comedy of errors

d. sado-masochism 

e. inanity of human pastimes such as sports, exercise, or appreciation for nature

f. slapstick humor

g. apathy, ennui of life

Some purposeful and commonly employed literary techniques in the play:

1. puns and double-entendre; consider pronoun ambiguity

2. allusions, particularly religious

3. irony – verbal, dramatic and situational

Purposes of the main characters:

· waiting (for Godot)

· cheap thrills

· to relieve physical discomforts

· reminder: the purposes of the play go beyond the purposes of the characters!

Task One:  We will start with a dramatic interpretation where volunteers play parts in all their glory.

Task Two: Discuss, along the way, some of the striking uses of humorous puns, allusions and irony.
Task Three: Upon finishing, discuss how the play’s themes are relevant to you.
Consider a scene in which to participate:

Scene 1:  Pages 7-14:  Estragon (Gogo) and Vladimir (Didi)- 2 players

Scene 2:  Pages 15-22:  E, V and Pozzo and Lucky join
- 4 players

Scene 3:  Pages 23-32:  E, V, P, L



- 4 players

Scene 4:  Pages 33-48:  E, V (and briefly Boy)

- 2 players (3 for a bit)

Scene 5:  Pages 49-60:  E, V, P, L (and briefly Boy)

- 4 players (5 for a bit)

