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THE USE OF TWO LANGUAGES
IN SAMUEL BECKETT'S ART

This study argues that Samuel Beckett's works in English
and French reveal the organising energy of a "bilingual
consciousness''. Bilingualism is no personal eccentricity but
the foundation for Beckett's mature art, without which it
could not have developed. He has never been a unilingual
writer; at every stage of his career his two languages have
enriched, challenged and opposed each other. Bilingual art
has allowed Beckett to move between linguistic circles,
claiming as his own a transitional space that has protected
his need for imaginative solitude. Gradually abandoning the
cultural specificity of his early works in favour of
archetypal settings that "translate'" successfully to other
contexts, he has focussed directly on what unites rather than
divides human communities. Yet his writing retains an evident
alertness to, and love of, the linguistic and cultural
resources of English and French. His alternations between
languages and his frequent activities as translator and self-
translator contribute to a detachment from generic conventions
that encourages innovation. Thus the often-criticised
marginality of the bilingual has become for Beckett a source

of strength.

This analysis draws on a close reading of certain key
texts, crossing languages freely to follow Beckett's own
development. The prose has central place, because it spans
his entire career, and because his most radical innovations
have occurred in prose to be, subsequently, transferred in new
forms to the drama. Chapter I presents Beckett's dual
language-use in a wider context, exploring the early exposure
and later suppression of "bilingual awareness, the=
implications of bilingualism for his artistic outlook, and the
bilingual aesthetic he has developed. The remaining chapters
draw on a new chronology of his writing and translating
activities to show the development of his dual language-use
and how it has interacted distinctively at each period with
his artistic goals and practice.
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NOTE

USE OF MANUSCRIPTS

The symbols I have used in manuscript transcriptions
are as follows:

C 7 - erasure in Ms.

( ) - substitution in Ms.

XXX - illegible

(") - suggested reading; barely legible

NAMING OF TEXTS

The focus of this study demands a precise naming of
Beckett's texts in their original language and in
translation, a practice which is not always followed
in Beckett criticism. I use En attendant Godot, for
example, or From An Abandoned Work, to refer to the
original French and English versions, and Waiting
for Godot or D'un ouvrage abandonné to refer to the
translations. When the French and English titles appear
identical (e.g. Murphy, Molloy) I add the bracketed
letter (F) or (E) in contexts where confusion could
otherwise arise.

TERMINOLOGY

In discussions of bilingualism, especially literary
bilingualism, the use of the synonymous terms 'monoglot/
unilingual/monolingual" and '"polyglot/multilingual"
remains a matter of personal preference. I have chosen
to use "unilingual" and "multilingual'", thus retaining
the clear link. with the unambiguous term "bilingual' and
stressing the idea of human tongues. Beckett is a
multilingual person; as a writer, however, he 1is
primarily a user of two languages, and it is in this
sense that I use "bilingual" throughout this study.



INTRODUCTION

Why does Samuel Beckett write in two languages? How
important has bilingualism been to him at different stages
of his career? What does it mean to be a fully bilingual
artist? These questions surface again and again in Beckett
scholarship, to be answered with a brief hypothesis, then
to be put aside. My aim in this study of Beckett's use of
two languages has been to bring together all the
hypotheses and to give my own interpretation of the

meaning of his bilingualism.

My answers, in the simplesE)terms, are the following:
Beckett writes in two languages because he must,
bilingualism being not a personal eccentricity but the
foundation for his mature art, the motivating and shaping
force without which it could not have developed as it did.
He has never been a unilingual writer; at every period of
his artistic life his languages and cultures have enriched,
challenged and opposed each other, whether or not they
are both visibly present. What bilingual art has meant
to Beckett is the chance to move between linguistic
circles, claiming as his own a transitional space, an
imaginative realm of complete solitude, that has allowed
him to remain true to a vision of exceptional integrity,

unaffected by the pressures of social interaction and,
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since the 1950s, of fame. His "bilingual consciousness",
as I have called it, shapes every part of his work. For
this very reason Beckett cannot beexpected to analyse or
justify it; it lies too deep, is too intimately connected
with the unconscious sources of his creativity, for him

to expose it or even to acknowledge it explicitly.

Beckett's answers to enquiries about his reasons for
writing in French have been evasive, humorous, or at best
over-simplifying. French was more exciting, or had the
right weakening effect, or allowed him to write "without
style"; he had to leave English because he "couldn't help

writing poetry in it." (1) When the question was posed for

the 1948 issue of Transition in which three of his poems

(written in French and translated into English) appeared,
he drew his interrogator aside "into the little

frequented semi-circular Rue de Tilsitt, and (...)

1. These comments, quoted over and over again in studies of
Beckett, come from the following records of interviews or
correspondance: Israel Shenker,'"Moody Man of Letters",

New York Times (6 May, 1956), Section 2, p. 3; Herbert Blau,
"Meanwhile, Follow the Bright Angels'", Tulane Drama Review,
V (Sept. 1960), pp. 90-91; Niklaus Gessner, Die
Unzulanglighkeit der Sprache: Eine Untersuchung uber
Formzerfall und Beziehungslosigkeit bei Samuel Beckett
(Zurich: Juris, 1957), quoted in Ruby Cohn, Samuel Beckett:

the comic gamut (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University
Press, 1962), p. 95; and Richard Coe, Samuel Beckett
(London: Oliver and Boyd, 1964), p. 1l4.
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confessed at last in a strong or rather weak Dublin accent:
'Pour faire remarquer moi.'" (1) This "undoubtedly original
syntactical usage of his adopted tongue'" provides an

effective defense against such intrusive questions, and in

its own form shows Beckett's freedom to sin against the rules
of French syntax, a freedom that, at a far more serious level,
he has used to the full. Like all his responses, 'Pour

faire remarquer moi"

discourages the questioner from probing
further, and conceals the profound psychological and

emotional implications of his bilingualism.

Among the scholars who have included consideration of
Beckett's bilingual focus in their work — and a great many
never mention it — John Fletcher, Ruby Cohn, Richard Coe,
James Knowlson, Raymond Federman, Ludovic Janvier and
Jean-Jacques Mayoux are the most familiar. They have provided
a solid foundation for the study of Beckett's self-
translations and his stylistic methods at various periods of
his bilingual career. Yet their interest has generally been
centered on the details of textual analysis and the effects
of translation-changes in the interpretation of a particular
work. The same is true even in studies whose titles suggest
that bilingualism, rather than (or as well as) self-translation,

1. "Notes About Contributors'", Transition 48, I1I
(June 1948), p. 1l47.
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is central, such as Harry Cockerham's article "Bilingual
Playwright" (1) and the doctoral theses by Helen Wehringer,
"Beckett and his Bilingualism: The Word as Mask and

Mirror",(2) and Ekundayo Simpson, Samuel Beckett: Traducteur

de lui-méme. Aspects de bilinguisme littéraire. (3) While all

these discussions and analyses are valuable and have greatly
stimulated my own research, they seem to remain at a distance
from the full imaginative implications of Beckett's
bilingualism, and the ways in which, uniquely, it unifies

the whole of his work across the linguistic barrier and from
the earliest years of writing in English to the most recent,

and totally bilingual, art.

Some brief articles and sections of books do indeed
approach the subject of bilingualism as a concept in its
own right, including Evelyne Pieller's '"Les Mots des Autres",

(4) Erika Ostrovsky's "Le Silence de Babel,' (5) and Ludovic

1. Harry Cockerham, "Bilingual Playwright", in Beckett the
shape changer, a symposium edited by Katharine Worth (London
and Boston: Rewtledge & Kegan Paul, 1975), pp. 139-159.

2. Helen Wehringer, "Beckett and his Bilingualism: The Word
as Mask and Mirror", unpublished doctoral dissertation, City
University of New York, 1979.

3. Ekundayo Simpson, Samuel Beckett: Traducteur de lui-méme.
Aspects de bilinguisme littéraire (Québec: Centre international
de recherche sur le bilinguisme, 1978).

4. Evelyne Pieller, 'Les Mots des Autres', Magazine Littéraire,
No. 231 (June, 1986), pp. 27-28.

5. Erika Ostrovsky, '"Le Silence de Babel'", L'Herne: Samuel
Beckett (Paris: Editions de L'Herne, 1976), pp. 206-211.




Janvier's "Combinaison et Liberté: Le bilinguisme" in his

brilliant study Pour Samuel Beckett. (1) Pieller firmly
la
states: "Ce n'est pas,une bizarrerie, ni une quelconque

€légance, c'est tout au contraire la mati&re méme de son

travail."

I know of no full-length work, however, in either
English or French, which is devoted to the exploration of
bilingualism throughout Beckett's career, and it is this gap

in our understanding of the aesthetic and imaginative basis

for his art that I have tried to fill.

My approach has been shaped by a desire to follow the
development of Beckett's bilingualism closely and with a
sense of the successive waves of innovative energy that
characterise his work. It is important to remember that his
bilingualism is totally voluntary; he chose to study French
at university, chose to live in France from 1937, and made a
deliberate decision to write in French after the war. His
later return to English and sequence of alternations between
the two languages have been equally self-directed. To follow
this set of artistic decisions I have used a broadly
chronological outline (after the opening discussion of
bilingualism and the evidence for it in Beckett's work).
Within this chronology, however, my aim has been to look in
detail at the particular works, and the intz2ractions between

them, that seem to reveal most about the kind of bilingual

1. Ludovic Janvier, Pour Samuel Beckett (Paris: Les Editions
de Minuit, 1966 /1973) pp. 348-359,
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thinking, bilingual "making'", Beckett was then engaged in.
Bilingualism is never static; it changes throughout a life-
time and, in the case of a writer who has harnessed it,
made it a source of energy and insight, it emerges in many

different forms.

The prose takes central place here, not only because
Beckett has produced it at every stage of his career, from
1929 to the 1980s, buE,crucially, because it is the genre in
which his experimentalism has repeatedly brought new insights,
new forms, and new relationships with language. He has
spoken of theatre as a '"relaxation'", (1) and has said of
prose that in writing it he feels alone, '"dans le noir".(2)
The structural and economic demands of theatre give a certain
degree of security, a certain frame within which to work,
whereas in prose there are no forms, no rules, no constraints
other than that of the printed page,which cannot be broken.
This is not intended in any way to denigrate the drama, in
which Beckett has been an innovator of extraordinary
influence, and to which he owes his fame and the wvast
majority of his admirers. It is, however, in his prose that

the greatest continuity of bilingual practice can be seen,

1. Samuel Beckett to Michael Haerdter, quoted in Ruby Cohn,
Just Play: Beckett's Theater (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1980), p. 230n.

2. Paul-Louis Mignon, 'Le Théatre de A jusqu'3d Z: Samuel
Beckett", L'Avant-Scéne, 313 (15 June, 1964), p. 8.
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as well as the startling advances that have then gone on to
find different but equally effective form in his works for

the stage and the broadcasting media.

The danger of this approach, and perhaps a major reason
for its absence in previous criticism, is that it seems to
move back towards Beckett as a man, away from the art, and
thus to run the risk of lapsing into biographical or
psychological speculations that have no foundation in the
works themselves. "Even if French-speakers could read him
only in French and English-speakers only in English, there
would still be one person inescapably aware of his double
venture: Samuel Beckett'", as one reviewer expressed it. (1)
Perhaps that '"one person'" is a necessarily unknown area, a
hidden centre for the evidence we have in his plays and
novels, his poems and his criticism. Yet the desire to under-
stand Beckett the artist better surely justifies looking at
his bilingual artistry through new eyes. Bilingualism 1is
becoming a more and more common subject for research, and
I have drawn on this body of knowledge in order to provide a
context for Beckett's particular achievement. I have,
moreover, based my entire study on a close and sequential
reading of the works themselves, crossing languages as
Beckett did in writing them, and using manuscripts (or

manuscript evidence provided by Beckett scholars) wherever

1. George Craig, '"The voice of childhood and great age', Times
Literary Supplement (27 August, 1982), p. 921.
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they reveal bilingual and bicultural awareness in the
genesis of a work. It is Beckett the artist, not the
unknowable human individual, who is central here, one who
has indeed drawn deeply on the experiences of a long and
eventful life, but one for whom art itself has been the

formative influence and concern.

Beckett writes in the context of a rich European literary
tradition, having freed himself from a single language, a
single culture, through his lifelong use of bilingualism.
"L'artiste qui joue son &tre est de nulle part'", he said,
praising the Irish artist Jack B. Yeats. (1) Like Jack Yeats
Beckett has become an artist of intermational outlook, and
he has achieved this in a way that is remarkable for a creator
who uses, not the non-verbal medium of paint, but the
inherently localising medium of words. "Les mots vous font
voir du pays avec eux d'étranges voyages', the speaker of

Comment c'est informs us. (2) The imaginative territory

Beckett has made his own involves members of both language-
communities ( and all those who encounter his work in other

1. Samuel Beckett, Hommage a Jack B. Yeats, Les Lettres
Nouvelles, [ (April, 1954), p. 619.

2. Samuel Beckett, Comment c'est (Paris: Les Editions
de Minuit, 19611975), p. 145,
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translations) in strange mental journeys. Yet at the same
time his concerns are those at the deepest levels of the

self.

Beckett resists inclusion in any familiar contexts; he
is difficult to place because he has centred his art in a
bilingual realm of the imagination. His relativism and
bilingual consciousness offer a challenge to innocent
assumptions about a single natural language and the version
of reality it claims to represent. Still more, he challenges
us to know who we are when all secure anchors of home and

culture are torn away.



CHAPTER I: THE BILINGUAL ARTIST

A bilingual literary artist enjoys an unusual but a double-
edged privilege. To have "two tongues'", as the word in its
simplest definition implies, means for the writer something
very different from a simple convenience, a source of pleasure
or wider knowledge, as bilingualism may be for the non-writer.
In literature, the relation between personal idiom and the
speech of the group, between words and culture, words and
history, words and psychological realities, is a delicate and
powerful one; the bilingual writer is ﬁlaced in the unusual
position of asking: can this relation exist with my two
languages? Or do I accept that my use of one, or both, will
lack that loyalty, that intimacy of a primal bond, which the
unilingual writer so often delights in? For artists of Irish
birth, however, the bond with English, even if it is their
mother tongue, has always been an uneasy one; Beckett is one
of many Irish writers who has found in bilingualism a kind of
personal response to the divided linguistic heritage of his

native land.

W.B. Yeats, a poor linguist, yet so great a master of the
resources of English, spoke of his own paradoxical relationship

with the language thus: "My hatred tortures me with love; my



love with hate". (1) Like a passionate affair, his relation
with the English language that had conquered Ireland was
intense in both its angers and its joys. James Joyce felt
these contradictions equally strongly, and reacted to them in
a way that changed the course of literature. More recently,
Brian Friel has given a new perspective on the problem in his

play Translations. Beckett's contradictory relationship with

English has resulted in a bilingualism, and indeed multi-
lingualism, which, like Joyce's, has profoundly challenged
previous literary assumptions. In the pages that follow I will
explore Beckett's relationship with his inwardly divided mother
tongue, the English of Ireland, and with his adopted tongue,
French, that has been, at times, a successful rival for his

"love",

Beckett's passion for French was part of a voracious
linguistic hunger which also led him to Italian, German, Latin,
Greek and Spanish to greater or lesser degrees. His uneasiness
with Irish English, like that of Joyce, led Beckett to multi-
lingualism and to voluntary exile, but unlike Joyce Beckett
was not content to explode English from within, packing it
with words from other tongues and shaping it to his own rhythms;
Beckett went further still, abandoning it for French, the
language in which many of his greatest works are written. He

l, W.B, Yeats, Essays and Introductions (London and Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1961), p. 519.




could then return to it to refashion its syntax, phrasing

and idioms,employing the perspective given by his French.

Chapter I will explore the relation between the bilingualism
Beckett has developed over his long career as dramatist,
novelist and poet, and some characteristic features of the
works themselves. A sense of transitional movement, and
intermediate, indeterminate states, runs throughout his work
and allows a linking of his two languages in a way that
unilingual approaches to his art rarely consider; at many
levels of incident and image "transition" represents the
Beckettian sense of a purgatorial reality. The explicit
treatment of bilingualism, and of languages as elements of
Babel, is then traced from Beckett's early work to his maturity;
his relationship with the two languages, and his understanding
of the implications of multilingualism, can be seen to undergo
revealing changes as his art develops. The third section
examines the charge that has been made against bilingualism,
that multiple language use is an unhealthy, a mentally
dangerous practice; unilingualism, in this view, represents
the health of "normal" sanity. This "pseudo-scientific rumour",

(1) as George Steiner calls it, persists although there 1is

1. George Steiner, After Babel (London, Oxford, New York:
Oxford University Press, 1975), p. 119.




no solid proof, and although at least half, if not more, of the
world's population is bilingual. To stray from unilingualism,
at least in a European perspective, is sometimes seen as a threat
to identity and psychological balance., Similarly, Beckett's
works have been called "schizophrenic", and dangerous for
impressionable readers or audiences, though an explicit link
between the psychological challenges raised by his work and
bilingualism is not commonly made. The narrowness of the view
that condemns or distrusts bilingualism raises intriguing
questions about the ways in which relations between language
and identity have been defined, for the last two hundred years

at least, in the European context,

Finally, the investigation of bilingual artist and bilingual
art looks at a major principle of the Beckettian aesthetic,
the notion of "petrified" and "animated" matter in language.
Beckett's lifelong belief in the need for a living, freshly
created idiom for art relates directly to his bilingualism;
this viewpoint is one which all the subsequent chapters
subscribe to, as they move from the artist to the art. The
use of two languages informs and leads that art at every point,
for a language is not only a set of structures and a lexicon,
but a storehouse of a specific history and literature; for the
artist, if not necessarily for the mass of its users, it is a
consciously explored medium in which to express a vision, a

way of approaching truth.



Transitions

Beckett's bilingual art circles around the process of

transition., The word transition provided a name for the

influential journal in which he first came to public notice,

a journal committed to reawakening the energy of language
through the interpenetration of languages. The concept also
provides a key to his mature imagination and craftsmanship.
Movement between two points of time, or space, between the two
sides of an alternation or of a binary equation, and between
two cultures can be seen developing throughout his work, in
the major plays and novels as in the less familiar poems and
articles. In both "seeing" and "saying'", his writing is made

up of transitional shifts of focus.

Two themes become interwoven in this process: first, the
longing for the other place, wherever the speaker is not, so
that a restlessness develops, a need to alternate; second,
an awareness, at first suppressed, later focussed on with
increasing intensity, of the place between the two points, the
indeterminate area through which the traveller passes., Images
of the sea, the shore, railway lines, roads, journeys from
"A" to "B" are central to his imaginative patterning. Frenetic
travelling in the works of the 1930s to 1950s gives way, after
1960, to an increasing focus on stillness in a solitary realm,
a place between or beyond human interactions. Such images reveal

the bilingual consciousness at work, suggesting a restless,



shifting imagination that will not stay contentedly in one firm
environment. Yet even in the early writing, '"'spaces between'",

and the tension they create, exert a curious fascination.

One early use of the concept is especially striking in the
light of his later concerns, although as yet its full
significance is lost in too rapid, and widely focussed,

allusiveness, The dead body of Belacqua in More Pricks Than

Kicks becomes an intermediate space which his two mourners,
the Smeraldina and Capper Quin, are acutely conscious of:
She had herself supported up the stairs, she led the wayv
into the death-chamber as though it belonged to her,
They diverged, the body was between them on the bed
like the keys between nations in Velasquez's Lances,
like the water between Buda and Pest, and so on,
hyphen of reality. (3)
Here the two figures move to position themselves on either side
of the body, and in a curious reversal of what one might expect,
it is the body that seems in process, flowing, '"like the water

between Buda and Pest'", while they are still. The Velasquez

painting The Surrender of Breda, usually known as "Las Lanzas'",

shows the keys of Breda being handed across a shadowed central
area by the defeated commander to the victorious Spanish general.

It is "famous in its elegant courtliness as a model of fair

3. Samuel Beckett, More Pricks Than Kicks {(first published 1934;
this edition London: Calder and Boyars, 1970), p. 194. Note:
because of the limited availability of many original Beckett
editions I have used standard modern texts. Full details of
original publication can be found in Bibliography.




dealing and good manners". (1) Belacqua dead, had become a
"hyphen of reality", an intermediate force both dividing and
bringing together the two survivors, who will shortly take

comfort with each other. Water, meetings of nations, form in
language come together here, to force the solid shores of habitual
understanding apart. Budapest is redivided by water into the

two cities it names; the minds of the living must come to terms
with the "reality" of that indefinable figure lying between them.
The hyphen, a symbol of the writer's conventions, becomes a direct
equivalent of the body's shape; it is a curious concept in
language signs, for it denotes a separated but connected pair

of words, ideas -- or in this case future lovers.

In the same story, Belacqua's parson has made a hasty visit
to the deceased, and then, anxious to depart, pedals away '"like
a weaver's shuttle". The Book of Job is being recalled: "My
days are swifter than a weaver's shuttle, and are spent without
hope". (2) The verse shortly before this is also highly appropriat
to the Beckettian world: "When I lie down, I say, When shall I
arise and the night be gone? and I am full of tossings to and fro
unto the dawning of the day" (v.4). The sense of mortality, to-and-
fro movements, the speed and hopelessness of alternations between

light and dark ; all are characteristic of future Beckett concerns,

1. Enrique Lafuente, The Paintings and Drawings of Velasquez
(London: Phaidon Press, 1943), notes on plates 73-75.

2., Job, Chapter VII, verse 6.




hinted at in this one allusion. The shuttle is a superb image
of a shifting object, passing again and again over the same
intermediate space. It reappears to powerful effect in Molley.

Whereas in More Pricks Than Kicks the image does not resonate

widely beyond its immediate context, so densely packed is the
prose with allusions and ideas, the image in Molloy, typically
for Beckett's mature work, brings form, narrative persona and
the medium itself together in a deeply satisfying conjunction.
Moran, considering his account of his journey towards his target,
"toutes les vicissitudes du chemin menant de mon pays 3 celui
de Molloy", contemplates his lines of writing, doubtful as to
the wisdom of having attempted them:

Mais je les écris quand méme, et d'une main ferme,

inexorable navette qui mange ma page avec l1'indifférence
d'un fléau (1)

In English the text is slightly different:

But I write them all the same, and with a firm hand
weaving inexorably back and forth and devouring my
page with the indifference of a shuttle (2)
The page itself becomes an intervening space. A text is,
etymologically, a piece of weaving; what happens between the
fixed points of the beginning and end or between the two sides

1. Samuel Beckett, Molloy (Paris: Les Editions de Minuit, 1951),
p. 205,

2. Samuel Beckett, Molloy in Molloy, Malone Dies, The Unnamable (London:
Calder and Boyars, 1959), p. 133.




of the page is a mysterious process since it involves both
conscious and unconscious levels of the weaver's mind. The
"indifference" of that mind is the detachment of the experienced
traveller, the disciplined writer. Yet as Molloy goes on,
Moran's firmness and detachment are revealed to be more
vulnerable to attack by the unknown than he at first believes:
he himself begins to be woven into the strange, irrational
tissue of events surrounding his prey, Molloy. He too becomes
subject to tossing "to and fro'", and to a kind of hopelessness,
the shuttle caught up in, as well as directing, the mysterious
realm of the space between departure and arrival points, the

area of transitions.

At the same period as Molloy, Beckett reworks in a poem the
idea of travelling through a disturbing intermediate territory:
vous voulez que j'aille d'A 3 B je ne peux pas
je ne peux pas sortir je suis dans un pays sans traces (1)
The speaker cannot travel confidently from A to B because he
finds himself trapped in a special country. He is unable to
take for granted, to accept as normal, the passage from one fixed
point to another. The place is '"sans traces" -- tracks, marks
or signs are absent. It is a realm of wordless being, deprived
of namable co-ordinates, or, as the earlier lines of the poem say:

1. Samuel Beckett, bon bon il est un pays in Collected Poems (London:
John Calder, 1977), p. 53.




10

un pays v

~ ] . ~ -~ [] .
ou 1'oubli ou pése 1'oubli
doucement sur les mondes innommés
There is, once again, a sense of a transitional space that

cannot be clearly defined; it is a territory where the speaker

is alone and sinking into wordlessness,

Associated images recur in another form in the 1970s, at a

time when Beckett directed La derniére bande in Paris (1975),

Footfalls in London and its German translation Tritte in Berlin

(1976), and shortly afterwards, Krapp's Last Tape (in English,

though for a 1977 production in Germany). (1) As he himself
was travelling between languages and countries, he seems to
have been struck by the representation on stage of the familiar
to-and-fro movement, to judge by two short texts he wrote at

the same period, neither and the seventh mirlitonnade, lueurs

lisidres (2). In Footfalls May paces from right to left, left

to right, in a compulsive shuttle-like rhythm. In Beckett's

directing of Krapp's Last Tape, he makes a change from the

printed text; the alcove, as well as the table at which Krapp
now sits, is now lit, so that his lurching movement is from

light to light, through the intervening darkness which he fears.

1. For details, see Ruby Cohn, Just Play (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1980), pp. 248-249.

2., Note: Titles of all Beckett's published works are underlined,
and of all unpublished works given in quotation marks. I have
taken this somewhat unusual decision for the sake of clarity,
because some very short works have been published separately,
and because my use of unpublished material is extensive in some

chapters. .
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Krapp, another writer, finds relief not in the toing and froing
itself, but in the bitter comforts of drink and recollection
at either end. The dark between disturbs him; it is a space

without form, where death or 0ld Nick awaits him.

Beckett's fascination with binary forms, images and characters
comes together with these representations of the two halves
of a doubled world, and the no man's land that lies between.
"The living mystery of life is always hidden between Two, and
it is the true mystery which cannot be betrayed by words and
depleted by argumenty nas C.G. Jung wrote, (1)- Beckett's work
seems peculiarly fitting to embody such a statement. In all of
these images, the emphasis on the space between two fixed and
defined points evokes his transitionally-centred, relativist
view of reality., If the bilingual consciousness that underlies
such patterns has not received much emphasis, it is presumably
because, as Hjelmslev said, "it is the nature of language to
be overlooked". (2) It is even more the nature of bilingualism
to be overlooked when the usual context is that of unilingual
conventions of discourse. The switching between languages in
which the artist himself is engaged may not even become an issue,

1. C.G. Jung, Letters, ed. Gerhard Adler and Aniela Jaffé, 2 vols.
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1953/1975), Vol. 2,
P. 581.

2., Louis Hjelmslev, trans. Francis Whitfield, Prolegomena to a
Theory of Language (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press,
1961/1963), p. 5.
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an element of the reader's experience. It is hidden, and yet

its influence is everywhere,

The two short texts mentioned above, neither and lueurs

lisidres, both move the motif of transitional space towards

a realm of music; if they really were music, the limitations
of verbal attempts to convey such a perception could be
surpassed. neither is a text to be set to music, and lueurs

lisi®res is one of a group of miniature poems that play with

rhythm, rhyme, sound and sense as "mirlitonnades" or verbal
"jingles". Both these small and delicate works attest to
Beckett's concern, at the age of seventy, to explore more
directly the haunting image of then;fﬁan's land of intermediate
existence, a realm between the refuges of clearly defined and
secure human cultures. Reading them closely and together (they
were written five months apart) demonstrates the fresh patterns

of meaning that can be reached through a perspective that sets

Beckett's two languages side by side:

neither
to and fro in shadow from inner to outer shadow

from impenetrable self to impenetrable unself
by way of neither

as between two 1lit refuges whose doors once neared
gently close, once turned away from
gently part again

beckoned back and forth and turned away

heedless of the way, intent on the one gleam
or the other
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unheard footfalls only sound

till at last halt for good, absent for good
from self and other

then no sound

then gently light unfading on that unheeded
neither

unspeakable home (1)

lueurs lisiéres

lueurs lisiéres

de la navette

plus qu'un pas s'éteignent
demi-tour remiroitent

halte plutdot

loin des deux
chez soi sans soi
ni eux (2)

Like the Footfalls and Krapp's Last Tape productions, these

two short texts reemphasise a highly visual impression of
transitional movement. In neither the speaker's first words

may seem at first an echo of a familiar Cartesian dualism;
self-other, inner-outer, in a way Murphy would have understood
only too well. But "self" as well as "other" is impenetrable,
and the speaker seems to be outside both. Forty years of
bilingual art since Murphy lie behind the text. The '"to and
fro", like Moran's "back and forth'", suggests a spatial movement

l. Journal of Beckett Studies, 4, Spring 1979, p. vii. N.B. the
word "meared" was accidentally omitted from the end of the fourth
line. I have restored it here.

2. Samuel Beckett, Poémes suivi de mirlitonnades (Paris: Les
Editions de Minuit, 1978), p. 37.
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which the observer analyses from a detached third position.

Beckett may have written neither in Germany, where he was
directing in September, 1976; he was perhaps standing outside his
two principal languages and looking at them. Self and other are
both unattainable, two 1lit refuges whose doors close to the

approaching traveller and, tantalisingly, open again as soon as

1" "

he no longer tries to enter them. For a time he ignores the '"way
itself, intent on the one gleam or the other; in a character-
istically Beckettian oxymoron "unheard footfalls'" are the

"only sound”". The observer's focus then changes with the

words "till at last". He learns to abandon the anxious pursuit

of impossible safety on either side, rather like the protagonist

of Acte sans paroles I abandoning all action. Instead he

settles for the place between, which can only be designated by
the word "meither" since it has no linguistic or rational
identity., This is, necessarily, a place of no sound, but once
accepted, it can be a region of illumination, suggesting an
almost mystical solitude: "then gently light unfading on that

unheeded /neither".

This "unheeded" realm surely hints at that between languages
and cultures; a disturbing because indefinable dark space between
the circles of rational understanding which have traditionally
been associated with metaphors of light. It is, necessarily, an
"unspeakable" home (both unspeakably strange and beyond speech).
Language 1is absent, but the space offers, once the speaker has faced

it directly, the security of a home (a key word in many Beckett
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works) otherwise denied. It is the "extraterritorial" writer's

only possible home, "unhoused" in language, solitary, but also

unconstrained.,(1l)

The images of light, refuges and binary contracts are familiar
Beckettian motifs., But as a whole the text of neither remains
somewhat obscure, or may seem a mere reworking of a familiar
game of dualistic negation, unless it is read in the bilingual

context. The images and sense of lueurs lisiéres add force

to the idea that Beckett's imagination was working in both
languages on the sense of private space between. The weaving

shuttle of Moran's words has returned in the mirlitonnade's

linguistically playful form. The French word "navette'" has

a variety of meanings, including not only "shuttle" but the
kind of boat, car or train that does repeated short journeys
between two points. Here, though, '"navette" is used also in
its agricultural sense; the field of growing '"rape-seed" lies
between two borders: the "lueurs lisiéres'" are also gleams of
light on either side. Meanings dance elusively together;
Tantalus—like the scene frustrates the traveller; '"plus qu'un
pas s'éteignent / demi-tour remiroitent'". He decides, as

in neither, to give up trying to attain either alternative, and
to "halte plutdt/ loin des deux" in lines that resemble neither

1. These terms are taken from George Steiner's After Babel and
Extraterritorial (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1971/1972).
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especially closely: '"chez soi sans soi /ni eux " ("absent

for good/ from self and other"). Again the poem reflects a
state of linguistic and imaginative detachment, the discovery
that the speaker can somehow hover in a realm between languages,
a "chez soi", a home, in a place where verbal definition of

self is impossible.

The notion of self and other as distinct and confrontational
collapses in the direct consideration of language itself; language
necessarily bridges the gap between the two, is always inter-
actional., Bilingualism complicates the issue of one speaker's
use of language being different from another's, an issue Beckett
had explored in his only long piece of criticism, Proust, written
in 1930:

Even on the rare occasions when word and gesture
happen to be valid expressions of personality, they
lose their significance on their passage through the
cataract of the personality that is opposed to them,
Either we speak and act for ourselves -- in which case
speech and action are distorted and emptied of their

meaning by an intelligence that is not ours, or else
we speak and act for others -- in which case we speak

and act a lie. (1)
Indeterminacy within a single tongue is clearly on a different
level from indeterminacy between different languages, as Quine

has argued in Word and Object (2), While it is true that,

over the years, Beckett has read deeply in Western philosophy,
what surely matters most in his sense of language and languages

1. Samuel Beckett, Proust and Three Dialogues (with Georges Duthuit),
(London: Calder and Boyars,31370), p. 64.
1965

2, Willard von Ormond Quine, Word and Object (Cambridge, Mass.:
M.I1.T. Press, 1960).
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stems from his own linguistic experience -- as artist and
translator -- not simply from his reading. If anything, thinkers
such as Mauthner and, very much later, Wittgenstein confirmed

in a different discipline what he already knew: 'individuals
communicate with each other", as Mauthner said, "because every

one of them sees the speech-habits (Sprachgewohnheiten) of

the other similar (to his own)". (1)

When the speech-habits of a single language community are not
shared, the sense of a self distinct from the other immediately
becomes focussed and intensified., One's sense of belonging
in a group with shared assumptions depends on the conventions
the group has developed together. As a professional translator,
Beckett knows only too well the real blind spots, as well as
the strengths, of different languages as public, mediating
instruments of culture which also interact constantly with
individual reception and perception. This was exactly the

kind of question the contributors to the magazine transition

were interested in discussing. The "inner shadow" of neither
is the place of solitude in which any speaker can create an
internal monologue, using a public language for a private
purpose. The "outer shadow" is that area where the speaker
employs the public language, while knowing it distorts inner

l. Translated from the German by Gershon Weiler in his book
Mauthner's Critique of Language (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1970), p. 113. The parentheses in the quotation are
Weiler's.
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experience., The bilingual who turns both languages inwards

can do something quite different: experience a dialogue between
two different human tongues within his own head, thus becoming,
in microcosm, the place where self and society meet. Yet, as
language must, the tongues come from and ultimately return to

the public realm, or madness follows.

In the English translation of Thé&tre II Beckett had a happy

afterthought in a passage where the madness, or at least
suicidal depression, of the central character, C, comes
together with questions of language, languages, failed
communication and mortality. For the French: "partie d'échecs
inachevée avec correspondant & Melbourne" (1), pronounced

by one of the chillingly bureaucratic investigators of C's
case, as he reads from a report, the English has a variation:
"unfinished game of chess with a correspondent in Tasmania"
(2). The alteration adds greatly to the poignant emphasis

on a failed communicative relationship, as well as making a
concealed point about human cruelty. The original Tasmanian
language and culture died in 1876, with its last unfortunate
native speaker, a woman called Truganini who had outlived the
rest of her community. European settlers had persecuted them

l. Samuel Beckett, Fragment de Théitre II, in Pas suivi de quatre
esquisses (Paris: Les Editions de Minuit, 1978), p. 46.

2, Samuel Beckett, Rough For Theatre II, in Collected Shorter

Plays of Samuel Beckett (London and Boston: Faber and Faber,
1984), p. 82.
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to extinction in the space of seventy-five years, (1) B's
report continues: '"hope not dead of living to see the
extermination of the species." The grim humour of this line has

a painful edge; English, French or any other apparently
successful language, even with the added security of a written
form, is just as mortal as Tasmanian. Like the game of chess,
languages are patterned systems which can only survive as long
as their '"players" do. Tasmanian is a game for which the rules

are now lost.

Beckett's sense of contrasting verbal systems, his use of
transition, opposition and meanings that shift into each other
in a vortex of disintegrating solidities, (2) emerges in the
words and imagery of many of his works, but is encapsulated

in neither and lueurs lisiéres. These exist as a kind of

bilingual pair, linked without direct translation, in which
Beckett expresses a transitional consciousness directly.

Eugene Jolas, the editor of transition, had wanted to discover

this realm too, as an escape from the conflicting language-
worlds which shaped his experience:

1. Racism: The Australian Experience, ed. F.S. Stevens, 3 vols.
(New York: Taplinger, 1972), vol. 2, pp. 228-234,

2, In a 1934 review of Sean 0O'Casey's Windfalls, Beckett spoke
of O0'Casey discerning '"the principle of disintegration in

even the most complacent solidities". Reprinted in Samuel
Beckett, Disjecta (London: John Calder, 1983), p. 82.
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In the little border-town of Lorraine, where
French and German civilizations sought and fled
each other in a ceaseless tension, I spent my
childhood before the World-War dreaming escape from
the millenary struggle of languages and races. (1)

Although part of a literary age long gone when Beckett wrote

neither and lueurs lisiéres, Jolas would have been well placed

to appreciate them. The revolutionary language which transition

celebrated, the automatic writing of the Surrealists, the

dream-language of Finnegans Wake, all seemed to provide bridges

to unconscious levels of experience. They bear a direct
relation to Beckett's own verbal exploration of the implications
of bilingualism or multilingualism, of a relativism extending

to language as well as to culture, for the human mind,. Living
in the stimulating circle of Joyce's "Work in Progress'" as

a young man, Beckett found, in the decades that followed,

his own highly individual path to a new artistic vision, in
which languages, in Jolas' words, seek and flee each other

"in a ceaseless tension."

Bilingualism exposed/concealed

Explicit references to bilingualism occur frequently in
Beckett's pre-war work; they continue to appear occasionally in
his great post-war flood of writing, but in more recent years

1., transition, April-May 1938, No. 27, p. 243,
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they have sunk to concealment beneath layers of rare allusion
and powerful metaphor, Bilingualism is a subject for
facetious jokes in 1934; it helps to undermine narrative
authority in 1948; only gradually does it descend into the
subtext of Beckett's work, consistently vital to the creative
act itself but generally "unheeded" because the explicit signs
of its presence have been steadily suppressed. Why such a
development should occur is a question at the heart of the
artistic direction Beckett has taken. His intuitions, if not
the explicit goals he has revealed in his criticism and in
conversation, led him to a bold and unusual decision: to make
of bilingualism a context and provider of energy for his art.
Its intimate connections with the unconscious sources of his
imagination are reason enough for the artist himself to avoid
analysing it rationally, yet on some level, as I now want to

illustrate, the awareness is undoubtedly there.

The younger writer of Whoroscope, of "Dream of Fair to middling

Women" and of More Pricks Than Kicks takes pleasure in both

using and at times abusing the French language. He wants his

readers to know of his linguistic versatility. Whoroscope

has its bilingual phrases, and is devoted not simply to a
French-language context but specifically to the emblematic

French thinker, René Descartes. '"Dream of Fair to middling Women
is full of French expressions and passages, used with knowledge

and evident delight. 1In More Pricks Than Kicks, which Beckett
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partly salvaged from his cumbersome and unpublishable novel,
the narrator shows a mocking, yet indulgent, attitude towards
the bumptious Belacqua who is so proud of his "short stay

abroad" (More Pricks Than Kicks, p. 26). Seeing the Alba home,

in "A Wet Night", Belacqua's powers of amorous persuasion

seem limited in either language:

He insisted on their taking a taxi to her home.

They found nothing to say on the way. Je t'adore 3
1'égal...
(ees)

'Well' he said, wondering might he hazard a quick
baisemain before he went. He released the gesture but she
shrank away and unlatched the gate.

Tire la chevillette, la bobinette cherra.

Pardon these French expressions, but the creature
dreams in French. (More Pricks Than Kicks, p. 86)

The scraps of French, "je t'adore 3 1'égal", "baisemain'" and

the quotation from Perrault's Le petit chaperon rouge (1)

are only some of many such expressions with which Belacqua's
mind is well-stocked. The narrator seems both pleased and
comically apologetic at Belacqua's distinct sense of superiority
to the society in which he lives; Belacqua is a typical
Beckettian protagonist already in the sense that he exists

with a divided consciousness, dreaming in French in a -- to

him =-- impossibly provincial Dublin. As yet, however, the

use of French does not reveal, in the text itself, deep or

1. Where it is the grandmother's, and then the wolf's,
explanation as to how to gain entrance to the cottage (Contes
de Perrault, fac-similé de 1'édition originale de 1695-1697
(Genéve: Slatkine Reprints, 1980), pp. 52-53).
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disturbing psychological implications. Belacqua's search
for identity and his bilingualism have not come together into

a powerfully united focus,

His need to communicate has a slightly darker tone in "Yellow"
when he longs to make conversation with his night-nurse, as
he languishes in a hospital bed:
Belacqua cast about wildly for a reply that would
Please her and do him justice at the same time. Au

plaisir was of course the very thing, but the wrong
language. (More Pricks Than Kicks, p. 178)

Once again French seems more attractive for the affairs of the
heart., The most explicit hint of all (and the only occasion
where any Beckettian narrator or speaker uses the word "bilingual')
is the effect a Scottish dialect has on the extremely tense
patient, as his operation time approaches. The reference to
Scottish English is most unusual: Miranda, who hails from
Aberdeen, is preparing his toe for surgery:

'"Such a lang tootsy' she giggled.

Heavenly father, the creature was bilingual. A lang tootsy.

Belacqua swallowed his choler.
'Soon to be syne' he said in a loud voice. What his reparte

lacked in wit it made up for in style. (More Pricks Than
Kicks, p. 182)

It is not, then, only in French that the first major Beckettian
hero makes an effort to communicate precisely; Belacqua is
nervously alert to any situation where two tongues (or two
dialects) interact with or oppose each other. Yet in the dense

and sometimes arrogantly intellectual tone of this early prose,
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much of the force of such preoccupations is lost. Later
works, for both the theatre and the page, will face questions
of linguistic doubleness and isolation with a depth of
understanding, a metaphoric power and humanity, that are

as yet unsuspected,

After 1934, Beckett became more discriminating in his
inclusion of explicit bilingual and bicultural references. For
nearly three years, corresponding to the period in which he
was trying to make a place for himself in English letters,
the habit of using, and alluding to, his European languages,
especially French, is reduced. Murphy is intriguing in this
respect, as the novel that deals most analytically with
questions of insanity and self-willed isolation in a social
setting of considerable realistic, if comically presented,
detail., It employs an English from which most of the obsessive
echoing of French words and phrases has been excised. Yet
even the character Murphy, who is shown in the contexts of Cork,
Dublin and London, recalls France with nostalgic resignation.
Poignant indeed is the record of his assessment of London and
Paris streets, comparing the merits of the two environments:

By far the best part of the way was the toil from
King's Cross up Caledonian Road, reminding him of
the toil from St. Lazare up Rue d'Amsterdam. And
while Brewery Road was by no means a Boulevard de
Clichy nor even des Batignolles, still it was better

at the end of the hill than either of those, as
asylum (after a point) is better than exile. (1)

1. Samuel Beckett, Murphy (London: Calder & Boyars, 1963), p. 53.
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"Asylum" and "exile" both permit separation from an unsympathetic
or incomprehending circle of fellow-beings: Murphy finds his
asylum with the insane, until released into chaos, and the
eternity he liked to gaze at with his star-charts, by the
explosion of gas ‘in his garret. Perhaps exile would have been
better after all, the implied conclusion seems to bej; it is,

at any rate, the decision made by the author of Murphy not long

afterwards.

The English of Watt is profoundly subverted and at the same
time motivated by a consciousness of two languages. A surface-

use of French in the style of More Pricks Than Kicks would be

undesirable, and Freach expressions are slipped in almost
surreptitiously through apparent linguistic interference,
while the novel's subversion of the English it employs bears

a direct relation to the tension of an underlying bilingual
consciousness. (See Chapter III.) Beckett wrote Watt in
English but in France, and after it began the years of using
his "second" language (which, in a sense, has since become his
"first") for the massive outpouring of fiction and drama for
which he is best known. Yet what is noticeable in almost all
the works of the period 1945-1954 is a nervous comic habit,
almost like an irrepressible need, by many of the characters,
spokesmen or narrators, to tell of a foreign origin, or
demonstrate knowledge of a foreign language, or hint at another

existence in a different tongue and a different realm.
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Mercier et Camier, like most of the fiction that comes after

it, contains scenes and sequences of dialogue that emphasise
problems of non-communication in conventional public language.
"Usage" is at the heart of linguistic and social agreement.
The couple, a kind of comic double-act, are rebels against
all kinds of unspoken rules of behaviour and speech, and
constantly bring attention to the words they are using.
"Quelque humble, dit Camier, que cela sonne drdlement." (1)
On their travels they find themselves being taken for tourists
by a hotel employee who associates the use of English with
all that is chic, just as French would be in linguistically
reversed circumstances:
Ce n'est pas le Savoy, mais c'est -- comment dirais-je?
I1 les toisa d'un regard rapide et sournois. Comment
dirais-je? dit-il.
Dites-le, dit Camier. Ne nous faites pas languir.

C'est... cosy, dit 1'homme. Voild. C'est cosy. (Mercier
et Camier, p. 66)

Although the man claims to be an expert in "physionomies" he
does not seem absolutely certain that Mercier and Camier are
English-speakers, so he adds "C'lest...gemUtlich" for good measure.

What he seems sure of is that they are not French.

As with Estragon's "accent anglais'" as he praises Pozzo's
oration on sunset, (2) the aim is still comic in context, but

1. Samuel Beckett, Mercier et Camier (Paris: Les Editions de
Minuit, 1970), p. 21.

2. Samuel Beckett, En attendant Godot (Paris: Les Editions de
Minuit, 1952), p. 53.
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the comedy is becoming related to a deeper level of feeling

about language itself. In the Nouvelles the unsettling sense

of a linguistic gap between protagonist and group coexists

with the humour more obviously, and darkens it. All the heroes
are on the edge of convention, social outcasts or objects of
charity, their language at a distance from their fellows.

The protagonists of L'exgulsé and La fin are quite literally

looking for a home, while the speaker in Le calmant is trying

to get back to his. In a rare chronicle of communication that,

for a time, is relatively successful, Premier amour has the

narrator and his female acquaintance agreeing over the
pronunciation of her name, Lulu, because they are both using
a foreign language to which their phonetic habits are not
fully adapted:

N'étant pas francgaise, elle disait Loulou. Moi aussi,
n'étant pas francais non plus, je disais Loulou comme
elle. Tous les deux, nous disions Loulou. (1)

Sadly, such unity of expression does not last long, and by the
end of the novella the narrator is being pursued by the screams
of Lulu/Anne (he arbitrarily changes the name during his
narration) in labour, bringing forth his child while he flees;
the language of pain and separation has outlasted the language
of "love".

1. Samuel Beckett, Premier amour (Paris: Les Editions de Minuit,
1970), p. 17.
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In the trilogy the French language allows Beckett to confirm
what Watt began: to undermine an unspoken narrative contract,
a sense of clear authority, which is also the contract of a
shared language. Molloy, Moran and Malone are all language-
conscious, and there are submerged hints of another language's
presence. Molloy tells us of the word for "papa'" in his part
of the world; it is "da";(l) the reader who, in common

with Beckett, knows Synge's The Playboy of the Westernm World

may hear the echoes of the tones of Christy Mahon. The parrot
at Lousse's house swears in fluent French ("Putain de conasse
de merde de chiaison", Molloy, p. 55) in the French text,
which leads Molloy-as-narrator to comment: "Il avait da
appartenir 3@ une personne frangaise avant d'appartenir 3
Lousse." So Lousse is not French, though the text we are
reading is. The parrot also swears in English: "il disait
aussi, Fuck! Ce n'était pourtant pas une personne frangaise
qui lui avait appris 3 dire, Fuck!"; it is, in other words,

a bilingual parrot. Molloy thinks it may have found "Fuck"
all on its own, a kind of innate language-ability. Yet the
parrot resists learning "Pretty Pollyi!" , which Lousse is
trying to teach it; though bilingual, it is also a parrot which
dislikes the clichés of parrot-language. When the text moves
to English, a neat reversal occurs, with a little cultural

1. "Et da, dans ma région, veut dire papa" (Molloy, p. 23).
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adjustment:

He exclaimed from time to time, Fuck the son

of a bitch, fuck the son of a bitch. He must have
belonged to an American sailor, before he belonged

to Lousse. Pets often change masters. He didn't

say much else. No, I'm wrong, he also said, Putain
de merde! He must have belonged to a French sailor
before he belonged to the American sailor. Putain

de merde! Unless he had hit on it alone, it wouldn't

surprise me. (Molloy, pp. 37-38)

The two versions, compared, reveal the predisposition of
the original French to translation into English; bilingual

awareness 1s already incorporated into its thinking. (1)

Malone meurt contains a startlingly direct admission by the

decrepit writer Malone, as he describes Big Louis' wife and

the way she uses her arms to show despair, that his own origins
are foreign: "je dirais brandissais (sic) si j'ignorais encore
mieux le génie de votre langue'. (2) It is "votre" langue,

not our language. He separates himself from his projected
readers in this one pronoun, as well as drawing attention to
the "faux ami"; "brandish" would be the verb used in English.
The statement compels the reader, already necessarily
suspicious of the authenticity of any level of the narrative,

l. Eugene Kaelin, in The Unhappy Consciousness: The Poetic Plight
of Samuel Beckett (Dordrecht, Boston and London: D. Reidel
Publishing Company, 198l1), has a sensitive discussion of this
passage in his chapter on Beckett's self-translation, '"Sound,
gense and Sound", pp. 269-281,

2. Samuel Beckett, Malone meurt (Paris: Les Editions de Minuit,
1951), p. 50,
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to take a further step backwards: this Irish-sounding
Malone is indeed Irish, not French, although using that

language. In both Molloy and Malone meurt, the reader of

the French original can be forgiven for thinking that this 1is
some kind of mental translation of what should be an Anglo-
Irish story, which, of course, it will become in Beckett's

subsequent translation.

L'innommable provides the most open exposition of bilingual

consciousness of this period. Some of the innumerable
confessions of the speaker, anonymous and incoherent as he
is, insist cumulatively on a separation between the words and
him who speaks them. The mind plunges into the mystery of

a space between two languages, the darkness separating areas

of rational discourse:

-Ci
Peut-8tre que cette fois, encore je ne feraig que

chercher ma legon, sans pouvoir la dire, tout en
m'accompagnant dans une langue qui n'est pas la
mienne. (1)

Cette voix qui parle (...) Elle sort de moi,
elle me remplit, elle clame contre mes murs, elle
n'est pas la mienne, je ne peux pas l'arréter...
(L'innommable, p. 40)

J'ai 3 parler, n'ayant rien 3 dire, rien que les
paroles des autres. (L'innommable, p. 55)

1. Samuel Beckett, L'innommable (Paris: Les Editions de
Minuit, 1953), p. 39.
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M'avoir collé un langage dont ils s'imaginent
que je ne pourral jamais me servir sans m'avouer

de leur tribu, la belle astuce. (L'innommable,
P. 76)

This last protest is especially provocative. It may call up
Mallarmé's famous lines about Poe: "Donner un sens plus pur
aux mots de la tribu", (1) Mallarmé was not only deeply
versed in English-language literature, like many of his
contemporaries, but was also, of course, a teacher of English,

and writer of Les Mots Anglais. He was, in other words,

an artist who has an exceptional relevance for Beckett as a

French/English bilingual. The poem on Poe also contains the

lines:

L3 - ’ »
Son si&cle épouvanté de n'avoir pas connu
Que la mort triomphait dans cette voix &trange!

"Une voix étrange" is exactly what L'innommable contains, in

more senses than one. It is a voice both strange and foreign,
"gtrange" and "étrangére". In a text triggered off by an
artistic need to confront language directly, the author's
bilingual consciousness allows him to move into a zone where

reason appears to have no control. L'innommable is art

1. Stéphane Mallarmé, Qeuvres Complétes (Paris: Editions
Gallimard, 1945), p. 71.
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externalising as fiction what in 1life would be psychological
breakdown. It is not that breakdown itself, because the circle
of irrationality is firmly and clearly drawn, and set in a
particular form, a weaving of complex metaphors; the artist has

found a way to contain and express verbal chaos.

L'innommable has frequently been cited by critics as an example

of texts about the alienation of the artist, the sense of language

as lies; like Sartre's La Nausée, Sarraute's novels, and her

essay L'8re du soupcon, Beckett's culmination to the trilogy

seems an ideal illustration of the way the individual artistic
consciousness (in a specific context) has felt itself betrayed
by, separated from, the words it had no choice but to use.

Hannah Case Copeland quotes from L'innommable to say:

Having no language of his own, the artist is compelled
to use the poor tool society has made. In his efforts
to see into the truth of himself, he has only the
blinding, distorting, utterly inadequate formulae of
others to aid him. Yet, all men are limited by such
a language; one can ask with Mayoux, "who does not
express himself in a foreign language?" (1)

Her comments are indeed apt within the specific context she
refers to. Yet in answer to her, or rather Jean-Jacques

Mayoux's, question: 'who does not express himself in a foreign
> 8

language?", a perspective that considers bilingualism as a

reality requires the answer: '"many people”. For vast numbers,

1. Hannah Case Copeland, Art and the Artist in the Works of
Samuel Beckett (The Hague, Paris: Mouton, 1975), p. 200.
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including many fine writers, language is not a "poor tool"

at all but an effective and rich one; it is not for them
"foreign". A broader view of both English and French literature
shows, in fact, that a strong non-alienated tradition of
writing has continued in each culture. There is a profound
difference between the native French writer writing for a
well-defined French audience, or the equivalent in England

or the United States, and an exile who, like Beckett, lives

in a language which he is consciously aware of as the language
of others. 1If the writer's own childhood was not lived in
that language, if it was learned after, not before, the
beginnings of rational thought, or if it is in political and
cultural conflict with another tongue, then he is "alienated"
not just in a loose, fashignable sense of the term, but in a

specific realistic one.

If alienated language has come to seem central to perhaps
the most powerful current of European literature, it is, as
George Steiner has pointed out, because so many of its writers
are exiles, bilinguals through some accident of birth, or
individuals affected by the century's great movements of
populations, giving them a double or multiple linguistic
awareness. A striking aspect of the language revolution,
Steiner says:

has been the emergence of linguistic pluralism
or 'unhousedness' in certain great writers, These
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writers stand in a relation of dialectical

hesitance not only toward one native tongue -- as

HBlderlin or Rimbaud did before them -- but

toward several languages. (1)
In Beckett's case, bilingualism was voluntary, as was exile,
and yet the linguistic conditions of his native Ireland
certainly set it apart from such firmly centred cultures as
those of England and France. Edward Said has a valuable
term to describe the particular pattern of comsciousness that
is characteristic of the exile, and is equally true of the
balanced bilingual:

Most people are principally aware of one culture,
one setting, one home; exiles are aware of at least
two, and this plurality of visions gives rise to
an awareness of simultaneous dimensions, an

awareness that -- to borrow a phrase from music --
is contrapuntal. (2)

In L'innommable, Beckett is continuously using a "contrapuntal"

sense of cultures and languages as a kind of subtext to his
words; such a sense '"'makes possible'", Said says, "originality of
vision'", The speaker obsessively reiterates that '"they" are
responsible for the words he has to speak; in the case of the

French original of L'innommable this is literally true. Yet

bilingualism is the hidden, not open, motivation for so intense

a struggle with words; self is indeed separate from other when

l, Steiner, Extraterritorial, p. 10.

2. Edward Said, "Reflections on Exile", Granta, 13, Autumn 1984,
Pp. 172.
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that self has deliberately pushed aside the mother tongue,
and replaced it with a second tongue of which it is conscious,
from which it can maintain a certain detachment, Even in
this courageous novel, uncompromising in its harrowing directness,
there is a moment of softening into nostalgia near the close
of the speaker's outpouring of words (or the point at which
the reader ceases to "hear" it):
je ne sais pas, c'est plus simple, je me voulais

moi, je voulais mon pays, je me voulais dans mon

pays, un petit moment, je ne voulais pas mourir

en étranger, parmi des &trangers, en étranger chez

moi, au milieu d'envahisseurs, non, je ne sais pas
ce que je voulais (L'innommable, p. 225)

For a moment the speaker can admit to not being in his own
country; his homesickness is as much linguistic as

geographical.

L'innommable is, like Watt, a major advance in Beckett's

bilingual awareness as an artist. A later advance will come

with Comment c'est and its translation as How It Is, and a

later still with Company. But what of explicit clues to

the bilingual consciousness after L'innommable? They turn

into remarks that show an acute awareness of one language
or the other but push to an even deeper level the "contrapuntal"

relation between them. The¢ speaker of From An Abandoned Work

exclaims, of a German word: '"Schimmel, nice word, for an

English speaker" (1), He savours the sound, in this first text

1. Samuel Beckett, From An Abandoned Work, in Collected Shorter
Prose 1945-1980 (London: John Calder, 1984), p. 130.
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Beckett had written in English for a decade (as the title
suggests, the return seemed premature to its author). The
speaker also tells us, disarmingly, that he has a mind "“always

on the alert against itself" (From An Abandoned Work, p. 131),

disclaims ownership of his voice, and sums up: "awful

English this" (From an Abandoned Work, p. 137). He could

hardly be more frank in sharing with readers the sense of

surprise at the qualities of the mother tongue.

In both languages, from the early 1950s, the question
of linguistic ownership can be raised, and the mind on the
alert against itself becomes more and more familiar. 1In the
theatre, Beckett frequently shows creator—-artist figures
who, while more rooted in the language they are using than
are his prose voices, perform and evaluate their own linguistic
prowess with an obvious self-consciousness; Pozzo and Hamm
are the most colourful examples. Pozzo even sprays his vocal
cords to achieve a better delivery of his oration, while Hamm,
equally in need of an audience for his story-telling, uses French

with a similar exaggerated awareness: '"Allons, allons, présentez

votre supplique, mille soins m'appellent. (Ton normal.) Qa
c'est du francais!". (1) Yet the theatre, because of its
different constraints, does not tend to show the pressures

of bilingualism as clearly as the prose, where the narrators

1, Samuel Beckett, Fin de partie (Paris: Les Editions de Minuit,
1957), p. 72.
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seem to push towards the borders of the language they happen

to be using.

Since the 1950s Beckett's increasingly long-standing
bilingualism has, as all things do in time, become less
remarkable to those (perhaps rare) members of his audience
and those readers who are aware of it. Yet his imagination,
as the 1976 poems quoted earlier suggest, has never lost the
wonder and the intensity of a "contrapuntal'" mode of existence,
a transitional realm of consciousness. As his use of self-
translation and a purely bilingual mode of writing became
more comﬂex, an intriguing reflection in the works is the use

of other language-groups for comparison and contrast.

In Comment c'est, the speaker shows himself capable of

considerable humour as he tries to discover whether he and the
new arrival in his patch of mud, "Pim", share a language. He

has already complained about having lost his Latin, (Comment c'est,pp66)

now he wonders if the figure lying beside him is German-

speaking:

je ne distingue pas les paroles la boue les étouffe
ou c'est une langue étrangére il chante peut-&tre
un lied dans le texte original c'est peut-€tre
un étranger (Comment c'est, p. 87)

Having considered German, he then wonders if Pim is an oriental.
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He listens a little more:

une voix humaine 13 3 quelques centimétres mon
réve voire peut-&tre une pensée humaine si je dois
apprendre l'italien évidemment ce sera moins
drdle (Comment c'est, p. 88)

As well as the humour (with what learning aids could he
acquire Italian?) there is an underlying serious point: both
"une voix humaine" and "une pensée humaine" are closed to
us if the walls of Babel intervene. Both German and Italian
reappear in the English text. Finally the speaker can
celebrate sharing a language, as he confirms that Pim is
indeed using recognisable words:

quelques mots yeux cieux amour ce dernier peut-E&tre

au pluriel aussi chic nous usons du méme idiome
c'est énorme..,. (Comment c'est, p. 100)

In English this becomes:

a word or two eyes skies the or thee cheers we
use the same idiom what a blessing (1)

What a blessing indeed. It is a blessing not shared by the
speaker in Not I, Beckett's most powerful representation of

alienated language in theatrical terms. In the French version

l., Samuel Beckett, How It Is (London: Calder & Boyars, 1964), p. 70.
It is charac:teristic of the relatively free translation of How

It Is to put sound and language-patterning before sense; one

might think "amour" g significant word here, yet Beckett drops

it for the "the/thee"™ homophones since no English singular-plural
pair will work on the page as '"amour/amours'" does.,
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of the play, Pas moi, a special touch of the translation brings
the speaker's isolation even more forcibly into focus:
brusque envie de.,.. raconter... alors sortir comme

une folle se jeter sur le premier venu... la cuvette

la plus proche... s'y vider... flot continu... sans

queue ni té€te... voyelles tout de travers... du

chinois... (1)
Her language-use is a kind of curse; the French phrase "du
chinois", rather like the English '"double Dutch'" or "it's
all Greek to me", takes her even further into a terrifying

linguistic isolation, a far-away system of words which for

some reason she must use.

In other works of the 1970s and 1980s, Beckett's vivid sense
of the shock when two human tongues meet, or when communication's
conventions are disregarded, becomes calmer and suffused with
a resigned acceptance. The writer whose first experiences
of this clash were in the Irish context brings a memory of
the tongue dominated by his own English together with a

far-flung, utterly different language, in the gentle humour

of Company:

The voice alone is company but not enough. Its
effect or the hearer is a necessary complement. (ee.)
For were he merely to hear the voice and it to have
no more effect on him than speech in Bantu or in
Erse then might it not as well cease? (2.)

1. Samuel Beckett, Oh les beaux jours suivi de Pas moi- (Paris:
Les Editions de Minuit, 1963/1974), pp. 93-94.

2. Samuel Beckett, Company (London: John Calder, 1980), p. 1l1.
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Erse would be as incomprehensible as Bantu to this language-user,
even though the memories of childhood in Company lead back

to the "Ballyogan Road" "in lieu of nowhere in particular"
(Company, p. 30), and Ballyogan is, of course, an anglicised

version of an Erse or Irish name.

Beckett's bilingual consciousness is as crucial to his sense
of the way human groups live, in the most practical aspects
of existence, as to his perception of how they think and feel.
His own ability to slip from English to French and back again
raises his sensitivity to questions of "tongue'" to an acute
level, He rapidly suppressed the explicit, and even self-
congratulatory, display of two (or more) languages in his early
writing. It is impossible to know, of course, how consciously
or unconsciously he did this, but the evidence of the works
themselves suggests that his intuitive sense of what was
artistically appropriate, as well as his increasingly
articulate aesthetic aims, combined to lead him towards such
suppression. Instead he has developed serious and far-reaching
uses of the perceptions a relativist view of language has
given him, his French and English operating on either side
of a private transitional space. In this space, as a bilingual
artist, he has been able to liberate himself from many of
the unconsciously internalised conventions of a single linguistic

and cultural milieu. Even more important, he has retained a
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sense of solitude, through all the years of fame, a necessary
confirmation that neither language-community can assimilate a

consciousness determined to stand alone.

The bilingual mind

Attitudes to bilingualism in predominately unilingual
literary cultures often seem curiously nervous, as well as
uninformed., (1) Even though bilinguals are as common as
unilinguals in a global perspective, the whole subject remained
little studied until recently, after the rise of widespread
linguistic and anthropological research after World War Two.
Although there have been bilingual writers throughout recorded
history, the relative status of their two languages, politically
and culturally, has often determined how much attention 1is
paid to the merits of their performance as users of two
complete systems of image and reference. (2)

1., Further details about bilingualism in its social, psychological
and linguistic aspects can be found in many studies, including

the following, all of which contain extensive bibliographies:
Uriel Weinreich, Languages in Contact: Findings and Problems

(New York: Linguistic Circle of New York, No. 1, 1953), H. Baetens
Beardsmore, Bilingualism: Basic Principles (Clevedon, Avon:

Tieto Ltd., 1982) , Max K. Adler, Collective and Individual
Bilingualism: A Sociolinguistic Study (Hamburg: Helmut Buske,
1977), Francois Grosjean, Life With Two Languages: An Introduction
to Bilingualism (Cambridge, Mass., and London, England: Harvard
University Press, 1982).

2. See Leonard Forster's The Poet's Tongues: Multilingualism
in Literature (New Zealand: University of Otago Press and
Cambridge University Press, 1970).
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Bilingualism is in fact a perfectly natural part of human
achievement, and yet in the European context it conflicts with
unspoken assumptions about language and nationalism, an
inheritance from the Romantic period, so that it can seemn
eccentric, even psychologically dangerous. Rayner Heppenstall,

in his idiosyncratic study The Fourfold Tradition: Notes on

the French and English literatures with some ethnological

and historical asides,seems to hover in indecision over this

question, asserting that bilingualism (in relation,
specifically, to Beckett) "must, one imagines, always result

in a degree of harmless, non-clinical near-schizophrenia'. (1)
He has hedged in the word "schizophrenia'" with so many
qualifications that it is clear he is uneasy about using 1it,
and yet feels no other will do. Max Adler sees the danger of

a "split personality" in the bilingual, and yet makes a comment
that would seem, at least, to redeem Beckett: "Only in

people of the highest intelligence the conflict between the

two egos is absent", (2)

Probable reasons for the general reluctance to focus on
Beckett's bilingual artistry seem, then, to go beyond the
simple idea that most Beckett scholars prefer to work only in

1. Rayner Heppenstall, The Fourfold Tradition (London:
Barrie and Roeck 1iffy, 1961), p.: 263.

2. Adler, Collective and Individual Bilingualism, pp. 40-41.
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one literary tradition and language, and even beyond the
possibility that underlying influences are exerted by the
strongly-centred, predominately unilingual cultures where

he has found most of his interpreters. Rather, bilingualism
in Beckett's writing seems to lead towards a murky area

on the borders between literature and psychoanalysis, in
which the artist becomes a '"case'" and the art produced a

set of symptoms.,

Ever since belief in psychology became a kind of alternative,
in some circles, to religious faith, it has been easy to
see links between art and insanity, most particularly
schizophrenia, and indeed the Freudian tradition has allowed
for such an attitude. Instead of receiving inspiration from
God, or the poetic Muse, the artist is being inspired by an
unbalanced mind., Yet the difference between art and madness
is far more important than the similarity. The artist
communicates, and has voluntary control of the creativity
released from the unconscious. The victim of madness
(witness Mr. Endon, the gentle but totally isolated
schizophrenic in Murphy) cannot communicate and does not
have control over the split or multiple selves that occupy
the fragmented brain. Beckett himself, whose interest in the
disorders of the mind is evident from Murphy, would know this

perfectly well., Before moving into any further discussion of
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the bilingual aesthetic I see him as having developed, it
therefore seems imperative to look directly at the relationship
between Beckett's bilingualism and his exploration of dark --
and, some would say, dangerous -- areas of human consciousness.
He approaches these areas, not through the language of

religion or science but through the resources literary art

has always employed: image, character, form, plot, and above
all poetic, metaphorically charged language itself. He only
stands apart in having used his two human tongues, rather

than one, to achieve this.

In Angels of Darkness, Colin Duckworth argues emphatically

against the reductive -- and extremely hostile -- view of
Beckett's work that sees it as psychologically dangerous.
He illustrates this view with a letter from a doctor whose

daughter was studying Waiting For Godot. Such plays, the doctor

said, are "a mine of morbid introspection, nihilism,

depression, schizophrenic ideas etc." (1)

Duckworth's counter—-argument is that '"the effect of Beckett's
plays can be salutary, forcing one to stop blinding oneself
to existential and religious problems and to resolve them " (2).

l. Colin Duckworth, Angels of Darkness (London: George Allen &
Unwin, 1972), p. 56.

2, Duckworth, Angels of Darkness, p. 56.
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This view is, either explicitly or implicitly, generally held
by Beckett's admirers, and allows a study of his art to remain
within the area of imaginative concerns, not that of
psychiatric symptoms, Yet bilingualism in an artist, when

it is as far-reaching as Beckett's, raises profoundly disturbing
questions about the relationship between language, culture

and consciousness. Huguette Delye refers to Beckett's
bilingualism as a '"malaise", (1) Lawrence Harvey acknowledges
that Beckett as a young man felt some strong sense of inner
division, but sensibly concludes that this "split personality"
was seen by the young poet not '"as an aberration to be remedied
but as a condition to be exploited ", (2) Through literature,
in other words, Beckett was able to externalise what he had
experienced, and has repeatedly spoken of, as a doubled self;
through bilingualism he has been able to continue to nurture
and extend an acute sensitivity to questions of identity,

expression and feeling.

In the 1930s, the awareness of mind as place, and the fascinatio

with solipsism, play a central part in the development of Beckett'

1. Huguette Delye, Samuel Beckett ou 1a Philosophie de 1'Absurde
(Aix-en-Provence: '"La Pensée Universitaire", Travaux & Mémoires
XVI, Faculté des lettres, 1960), p. 13: "La personnalité se
dissocie dans le malaise du bilinguisme."

2. Lawrence Harvey, Samuel Beckett; Poet and Critic (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1970), p. 271.
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art. Belacqua "“"bragged of how he furnished his mind and

lived there" (More Pricks Than Kicks, p. 174); Murphy has a

whole chapter on the geography, so to speak, of Murphy's mind.
In writing about Descartes and Proust, Beckett was exploring
different cases of the isolated mind which is also highly
creative. Descartes has his "poé€le", Proust his cork-lined
room; both find their true originality by looking inwards.
In his own invented literary hero, Jean du Chas, the first
important character created in French, Beckett also experiments
with the idea. (See Chapter II.) A long and revealing
passage in "Dream of Fair to middling Women" has the clearest
statement in Beckett's entire work of a vision of humanity
as shades in a dark mental space, a space that makes all
difference of language and culture an irrelevance. It may
spring from Dante, but it is a rich source of imagery and
perceptions for the mental outlooks of the characters and narrators
created in this early period and later. 1In this passage,
Belacqua, trying to be truly alone in his hotel room in Paris,
constructs a kind of fortress to protect his inner world:
The labour of resting in a strange place is
properly extenuating. The first week and more went
to throwing up a ring of earthworks; this to break

not so much the flow of people and things to him
as the ebb of him to[xxxxX] people and things. (1)

1. Samuel Beckett, "Dream of Fair to middling Women" (copy of
unpublished typescript; Reading University Library, Ms.
1227/7/16/8), p. 38.
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For two months he lives in a kind of Dante-esque trance or
vision:

He moved with [xx] the shades of the dead and
the dead-born and the unborn and the never-to-be-
born, in a Limbo purged of desire. They moved
gravely, men and women and children, neither sad
not (sic) joyful. They were dark, and they gave
a dawn light to the darker place where they moved.

n> (...) The mi(b)d, dim and hushed like a sick-room,
like a chapelle ardente, thronged with shades;
the mind at last its own asylum, disinterested,
indifferent. ("Dream of Fair to middling Women",
PP. 38-39)

Belacqua's "waking ultra-cerebral obscurity, thronged with
grey angels" (so the passage continues), may be mystical,
but it is not mad, nor was the writer who created it. He
quickly rounds off the sequence and launches Belacqua once
more into his hilarious picaresque adventures in the outer
world, the typical tangles with sex, alcohol and poetry of
a young artistic rebel. Yet there is a profound rapport
in such images with the archetypal visions which have appeared
and reappeared in art over the centuries, especially in the
mystical and, more recently, psychological traditions of
writing. The fascination with asylum focusses on a basic
human preoccupation. In the works that follow, Beckett returns

again and again to a direct consideration of the mind "not as

an instrument but as a place',in the words of Murphy (p. 123).

What, though, is the connection between this visionary

bridging of medieval and modern thought and bilingualism
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itself? Bilingualism led Beckett towards a detachment from
specific culture and language into a private, relativist
world where the most fundamental and unifying concerns of
human life could be seen directly. He developed a strong
sense of inner territory, in a clear progression from the
nervous moving through the outer world in the early works,
to the blunt '"nous sommes bien entendu dans une téte'" of

Le‘calmant; (1) from the skull-like stage setting of Fin

de partie (the two windows eyes on a devastated world) to

Le dépeupleur which returns so closely to the "Dream"

vision; finally, from A Piece of Momologue,in which the white

globe of light is like a bleached skull seen from the outside,
to the oozing "soft" (the grey matter of the brain itself)

of Worstward Ho. (2) Bilingualism allows an unusually

direct focus on areas of awareness that are difficult to
articulate; as Beckett's career allows him, from the 1940s

on, to move more and more publicly from one language-world

to the other, he also gains insight into social experience

and expression in specific human idioms. Through the
transitional movement between the two languages he can put

his acute consciousness of language at the service of his need

1., Samuel Beckett, Le calmant in Nouvelles et textes pour rien,
(Paris: Les Editions de Minuit, 1958), p. 57.

2. Samuel Beckett, Worstward Ho (London: John Calder, 1983),
p. 46.
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to bear witness to a reality he sees as purgatorial. It is
in itself transitional, the space between Heaven and Hell,

between good and evil, total light and total darkness.

The degree to which psychology has become an alternate creed
in the Western mind to religious teaching (or an alternative
interpretation for areas of darkness and irrationality in humran
thought and behaviour), and has at the same time fuelled and
interacted with much twentieth-century art, finds fascinating
illustration in two testimonies that have survived almost
by accident from the 1930s., One is an account by Kay Boyle
of a memorable conversation with Beckett; the other his own
letter of 1937, written in German, to Axel Kaun, whom Beckett
had met during his 1936 travels. Both reinforce the
idea that Beckett, well-versed in theological questions and
psychology, was beginning to define for himself a way in

which art could address both areas of thought directly.

In the Kay Boyle memoir, Beckett becomes a Virgil-figure,
the artist who knows the way to the world of shades, and out
again. This world of shades is, in the context, that of
insanityv:

He explained to me that night in Paris that
madness is a geographical location inside the self,
As he talked, it was almost as if we moved through

purgatory together, and he was quite modestly
showing me the way out for the condemned, saying
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that just as there are deep, seemingly impossible
crevasses in the static ice of a glacier which
mountain-climbers cannot cross, so between sanity

and insanity lies a fathomless abyss that it is

not possible to traverse either by emotion (love)

or by choice (the free will). "Once one has

crossed over," Sam said, "there is no way back

unless a bridge can be constructed for the return." (1)

These lines, even if romanticised with the passage of
time, suggest Beckett's understanding of the implications
of alienation, and its different character in art and in states
of psychological imbalance., The artist maintains the

"bridge'"; the insane cannot. His imagery recalls not only

Dante but also Milton, although in Paradise Lost the bridge

over the abyss is used for opposite effect, not to bring

healing but to allow Sin and Death access to the earthly

Paradise:

«see a broad and beaten way
Over the dark abyss, whose boiling gulf
Tamely endured a bridge of wondrous length
From hell continued reaching the utmost orb
Of this frail world ... (2)

A bridge over a gulf of darkness appears once again in the

letter to Kaun, where =-- this time -- language is directly

1. Kay Boyle, "All Mankind Is Us'", in Samuel Beckett: a
collection of criticism, e!. Ruby CohnTNew York: McGraw-
Hill Paperbacks, Contemporary Studies in Literature, 1975),

ppo 16"170

2. The Poems of John Milton, ed. John Carey and Alistair
Fowler (London and Harlow: Longmans, 1968), p. 556.
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implicated., Beckett speaks of a desire to make language
capable of expressing silence, as music can, of dissolving
"that terrible materiality of the word surface" (1) which
keeps literature so close to the utilitarian, preventing
it from attaining independence and integrity as a '"pure"
aesthetic medium, Why, he asks, can language not be dissolved
like:
the sound surface, torn by enormous pauses, of

Beethoven's seventh Symphony, so that through

whole pages we can perceive nothing but a path

of sounds suspended in giddy heights, linking

unfathomable abysses of silence? (Disjecta, p-
172) (2)

In both the memoir by Kay Boyle énd the letter, Beckett's
imagination is revealed as that of an artist conscious of
mystical or visionary levels of experience —-- or in more
scientific terms, of the darkness of the world of the
unconscious, the place of shifting forms and "non-Newtonian"
motion as the long descriptionm of Murphy's mind expressed
it (Murphy, p. 69). Beckett's command of more than one language
allowed him, even in the 1930s, to explore what language

1. Samuel Beckett, German Letter of 1937 , trans. Martin Esslin,
in Disjecta, p. 172. The original German reads: '"jene flrchterlich
willklirliche Materialitlt der WortflHche", Disjecta, p. 53.

2. die von grossen schwarzen Pausen gefressene Tonflidche in der
siebten Symphonie von Beethoven, so dass wir sie ganze Seiten durch
nicht anders wahrnehmen kYnnen als etwa eigen schwindelnden
unergrlindliche Schllinde von Stillschweigen verknllpfenden Pfad von
Lauten? (Disjecta, p. 53)
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really is; his sense of the need to renew art through a renewal
of language, while part of a vast cultural movement in Europe
at the time, gained special urgency from his own need to escape

an inwardly divided native idiom, Irish English.

With Watt, a work written "with a view to not losing my
reason" [(1) he moved to an externalised use of English,
exposing the language as games and patterns within a conventional
system. (See Chapter III.) After the war he was able to find,
in French, a bridge to the unconscious over which he could
travel and return. Later still, once his full bilingual
activity was established, as writer, translatoer, director in
two (sometimes three) languages, he could actually stand on
the "bridge", looking at both sides with equal calm detachment.
The darkness of the abyss continues to surge below it, but
the bridge itself will not collapse; art, not insanity, has
won, and "neither" secure realm, but the space between, has
become the "unspeakable home". There can be few artists in
our age (Kafka is, perhaps, the closest parallel) who have
dared to draw on visions of alienation and mental solitude
so deeply, without themselves falling into the darkness. Kafka,
like Beckett, was a traveller between languages, and highly

l. Letter to Rubin Rabinovitz, quoted in his: The Development of
Samuel Beckett's Fiction (Urbana and Chicago: University of
Illinois Press, 1984), p. 1 and p. 4n.
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conscious of being one; both writers illustrate how the

bilingual (or multilingual) mind can look openly at language,

and reason, and at what lies beneath them.

Bilingual art

How does a literary artist re—-animate forms, images and stvles
that have begun to petrify as they move into popular acceptance
and usage? Since living in a particular language is for
most writers an initially intuitive process, only many years
of a developing craft, looking at words as well as through
them, will lead to the achievement of a new voice, a new way
of expressing experience. Bilingual artists, however,
especially those who translate, have a privileged way of
"seeing'" language: they can go outside and return to it,
testing it comparatively against the structures, wvocabulary
and cultural assumptions of another tongue. For Beckett, the
"animation" and "petrification" of language, as of matter,
are fundamental and lifelong aesthetic concerns. Words, like
mortal beings, are always somewhere in a continuum between
vigorous life and the stillness of death, In the remaining

pages of this chapter, I wish to consider his art in this

perspective,

Beckett's development as a bilingual writer makes him part

of a particular literary tradition which brings the artists
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of many countries together; for all their differences, they
have successfully expressed themselves in more than one human

tongue. In The Poet's Tongues, Leonard Forster traces the

Western branch of this tradition through many centuries,
There is a growing body of material which shows how common

it actually is for literary artists to step outside a single
cultural or linguistic perspective. Nabokov provides a
fascinating illustration of the ways in which bilingualism
can interact with literary development; he wrote not only in
Russian and English but also in French, his languages to

some extent reflecting the pattern of his exile. (1) Julien
Green, brought up in Paris by American parents, has provided
several accounts of how his writing would develop differently
depending on which language he chose to use. (2) Oscar Wilde,
who wrote Salomé in French, said it was "like a piece of
music"; he savoured the use of another language, as well as,
perhaps, finding French a relief as a way of escaping English

disapproval. (3) In an earlier era still, the aristocrat

1. See Jane Grayson's study Nabokov Translated: A Comparison
of Nabokov's Russian and English Prose (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1977).

2. For example, "My First Book in English" and "An experiment
in English", in Memories of Evil Days (Charlottesville:
University Press of Virginia, 1976), PDP. 96~110 and 81-95.

3. The Letters of Oscar Wilde, ed. R. Hart-Davis (London:
Rupert Hart-Davis, 1962), p. 475.
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Willam Beckford wrote Vathek in French, calling forth the
comment from Mallarmé that French literature should claim
the work. Mallarmé delighted in the fact that a novel known
in England in translation should have first been written in
French by an Englishman:
Cas spécial, unique entre mainte reminiscence,
d'un ouvrage par l'Angleterre cru le sien et que
. » [ » . N - ]

la France ignore: ici original, la traduction; tandis

que (pour y tout confondre) l'auteur du fait de sa

naissance et d'admirables esquisses n'appartient

point aux lettres de chez nous, tout en leur

demandant, aprés coup, une place prépondérante

et quasi d'initiateur oublié! (1)

Many other parellels with Beckett can be cited;

frequently, unless the bilingual writing is a matter of
economic or political compulsion, it is felt by its creators
to permit an alternating and freshening of vision and of
expression, or a way of allowing two cultures to meet each
other in new and surprising ways. In many parts of the
world, bilingual writing is hardly even unusual. Nadine
Gordimer writes of autotranslation and the divided tongues of
many African writers in an article which, curiously, fails to
acknowledge Beckett as a prime example of what she discusses.

1. Mallarmé, Qeuvres complétes, pp. 562-563.

2., Nadine Gordimer, "A Note on Autotranslation'", Translation,
XII, Spring 1984: "I do not know of any European writers
since Conrad and Nabokov who are autotranslators'", p. 24.

(2)
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This is hardly her fault; his bilingualism receives little
publicity, as Beckett perhaps intended. Innumerable other
examples of bilingual or bicultural writers could be cited;
their ability to draw on external resources as well as those

of the language which they are using at any one time has a
profound effect on unilingual, native traditions too. Although
he can hardly be called a bilingual writer, T. S. Eliot's
contact with French poets, especially Laforgue, is a remarkable
example, His use of French, experimentally, before he defined
with Pound a whole new path for English poetry,was a way of

renewing his own creativity after being "blocked" for a

time in English:

I hadn't written anything for some time and
was rather desperate, I started writing a few
things in French and found I could, at that
period. (1)

But Eliot insists that a single language must dominate for
the poet:
I don't think that onme can be a bilingual poet.

I don't know of any case where a man wrote great
or even fine poems equally well in two languages. (2)

This view, a common one, is precisely what Beckett's

1. T.S., Eliot, in Writers at Work: The Paris Review Interviews,
Second Series (New York: The Viking Press, 1963), p. 98.

2, Eliot, in Writers at Work, p. 99.
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poetic use of both English and French, admittedly in his drama
and prose more than in his poetry, emphatically disproves. The
implications of his bringing together of languages, and the
cultures behind them, will no doubt become clearer as time allows

a clearer historical perspective on his achievement.

A young Icelandic-Canadian poet, Kristjana Gunnars, speaks
for many major bilingual and multilingual writers when she
expresses in an interview a desire to bring her two languages
together in the creative process. Hers is a contemporary
example of the ways a language can be revivified by contact

from outside:

What flascinated me when I began was the possibility
of escaping a unilingual mode, expanding the language
I wrote in by pushing out the boundaries. I made
cracks in the surface of the English I wrote in by
shifting into an Icelandic phrase or changing the
structure of an English sentence in accordance with
Icelandic sentence structure. This is possible in
poetry and it is good to be able to let your language
be informed by other modes of thought., It is nothing
new, (| These rhythms should be allowed to enter,
to alter the rhythms of English so we can start thinking
in other ways. (1)

Although Icelandic may seem a somewhat unusual linguistic
resource through which to re-animate English, the process
Gunnars describes is not unlike the manner in which Latin syntax

1. "Interview: David Demchuk and Kristjana Gunnars'", Prairie
Fire: A Manitoba Literary Review, Vol. V, Nos. 2 and 3, Spring
1984, ppo 32—340
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and vocabulary influenced English in the Renaissance; and

in Ireland, Gaelic exerted a special influence of its own on
Irish writers, an influence which has remained strong. What
matters in all these cases, especially when major languages

and a major writer are in question, is that new forms and tones
can enter a native tradition; so can new perceptions of
experience., For the writer, language and form become relativised
and are made visible. Instead of a single tongue being so
instinctively used that its part in shaping thought, mood and
image remains beneath the surface of consciousness, there are at
least two languages at play in the writer's mind. The implicationmns,
both for language-use and adherence to (or rebellion against) a

particular literary tradition, are far-reaching.

The bilingual focus of Beckett's art comes togetherwwith his
aesthetic principles, and his development of forms and themes
that cross national boundaries, to revivify language in his use
of the animation/petrification motif at every level of his work.

"animation"

"Petrification'", the process of turning to stone, and
-~ the process by which inert matter becomes a breathing being --
carry a range of implications both in form and content, bringing
the matter and the manner of writing together. They are a
fundamental binary pair of metaphors, as universal as patterns

of light and dark, movement and stasis, childhood and old age.

The petrification/animation tension can be seen as a unifying

principle in Beckett's aesthetic., His art demands a sense of
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the art object coming to life; yet his characters and voices
are heading steadily towards death. Art is to Beckett a
source of strength and hope, replacing belief in religion or

science; it is a way of resisting mortality.

The stories of Pygmalion, Hermione, Deucalion and his wife
Pyrrha, Echo — whose "bones" so fascinated Beckett — and
the contrasting myth of Medusa who, instead of bringing stones
to life, reduces the living to stone, are just some uses
of the archetype which Beckett draws on, openly or indirectly.
Frequently they show how inextricably it 1is connected with
concepts of creativity, beauty, and speech, and their
opposites: infertility, ugliness, and silence. If artistic
forms become petrified Jthey die, and new life must somehow
be breathed into them. If language is living, it does not
petrify; each user breathes life into it and may potentially
contribute to its changes. Beckett's use of the birth-cry
(in, for example, Murphy (p. 52) and BreathYacknowledges his
understanding that language and form-making occur only after
the child's reception into a specific human culture. The birth-

cry is a pure signal of life, but as yet has no semantic, no

syntactic, meaning. The name Croker is a favorite one in Beckett's

works, not only because of a real autobiographical connection
("Croker's Acres" lay near his childhood home), but because to
"eroak" is to die with a kind of corresponding signal, a death-

rattle, freed once again from the specifics of a human tongue.
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"Crever'" as it is used at the end of Comment c'est has a similar

role ("JE POURRAIS CREVER hurlements JE VAIS CREVER hurlements

bon", Comment c'est, p. 228); air is expelled from the lungs

like a balloon bursting. The breath that allows both life and

speech is exhausted.

Beckett's art demands an acceptance of literature, the stage-
play or any kind of created object or event, on its own terms.
The art work exists for aesthetic reasons, not in service to
any other cause. Yet it cannot be assimilated passively:
process, interaction, is crucial to the actualisation, the
bringing to life, of the object in the mind of the receiver.
"Rupture in the lines of communication" (1) means that:no fixed,
absolute or rigid response is possible. If it were, the art

work would be petrified and would lose all meaning.

In the tension between his creative and critical writing,
Beckett seemed increasingly uneasy with the tendency of literary
analysis to "pin down" and fix the meaning of a literary work.
His own criticism becomes highly imaged and imaginative, before
ceasing altogether, as the dominance of the creative artist
grows., The three phases of Beckett's writing as a critic bear
a close relation to his developing sense of the integrity of
art as art, and the need for a living relation between art forms

1. Samuel Beckett, Recent Irish Poetry (1934), in Disjecta,
p. 70.
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and the individuals who both create and experience them. In

the first phase, up to the war, he was able to write analytically
about literature, His training as a scholar and a use of
language for clear rational thought came together with a highly
developed awareness of forms and genres in the Western cultural
heritage. Often, though, his c¢hoice of allusion and illustration
had a quirky individualism. The Apollonian in him was still
strong enough for Beckett to write directly about other writers,

though with a fiercely independent outlook.

In the second phase, coinciding with his move to France and
initiation of a kind of writing very different from Murphy,
he became increasingly unwilling to discuss literature in
critical language, and instead put his critical talents to service
in the cause of contemporary visual art. The writing, most of
it in French and closely tied to the Parisian context, allowed
him at least to escape the double bind of language about
language; language about a non-verbal art form offered greater
freedom. Yet even here a degree of dissatisfaction with the
evaluating, categorising language of criticism developed;
Beckett seemed alarmed lest his own words should help to petrify

the works they claim to discuss.

In the third phase, both words about words and words about
images became impossible; with a few small exceptions, he ceased

to perform as a critic altogether. His own art had by this
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stage gained a wide audience, and could speak in the 1living,
richly creative idiom of metaphor, form, rhythm, action. All
analytical discourse now seemed superfluous and distorting.
An acute double consciousness of art and culture gave

energy to the art object itself, an energy that is emotive
and imaginative, not intellectual; each reader or spectator
can engage with it personally, undergoing a cathartic
experience, Beckett is not, as he has repeatedly declared,

responsible for anything but the work itself. (1)

The internationalism of the movements in music and painting
familiar in Paris in the 1930s and later has had a profound
iﬁfluence on Beckett's desire to maintain artistic bilingualism
and an openness he associates with a living art. In the 1930s
he was clearly frustrated with the tendency for language to
remain trapped in pre-existing forms and patterns, forms that
were to him almost petrified in their resistance to change.
Generalizing drastically, he apparently decided that English
literature was "straight out of the Chester cycle'", (2) a remark
that for all its impulsiveness suggests the opposition he

felt to a tradition of psychological "types'", hostile to the new

1. "My work is a matter of fundamental sounds (no joke intended)
made as fully as possible, and I accept responsibility for nothing
else." Letters On 'Endgame'! in Disjecta, p. +09.

2. Deirdre Bair, referring to a letter from Beckett to Thomas
McGreevy, in Samuel Beckett: A Biography (New York and London:
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1978), p. 199.




63

expression of process, disintegrating solidities, and isolated
inner consciousness that interested him. The English tradition,
that of a strongly centred unilingual culture, seemed to him
insular, its forms resistant to external renewal, however
inaccurate such a view may actually be. "Monodialectal
arcadians'" (1) had earned his wrath even earlier, in the

context of Joyce's revolutionary approach to the English language
and literary traditions. In the Kaun letter he asks: "is
literature alone to remain behind in the old lazy ways that have

been so long ago abandoned by music and painting?" (2)

Yet it is not only the insular English tradition that he
finds fault with; Balzac also earns his wrath in the early
years as a representative of a prose tradition of psychological
realism and continuation of existing forms. (3) What Beckett
sought was a literature open to innovation and aware of a need

to question all certainties, in the tradition of Montaigne, or

of Montésquieu and Diderot. He needed the freedom to see language

l., Samuel Beckett, Dante... Bruno. Vico.. Joyce, in Our
Exagmination Round his Factification for Incamination of Work in
Progress (1929), (London: Faber and Faber, 1972), p. 19.

2., ‘German Letter of 1937 , in Disjecta, p. 172. The original
German reads: “Oder soll die Literatur auf jenem alten faulen von
Musik und Malerei lingst verlassenen Wege allein hinterbleiben?"
(Disjecta, p. 52).

3. For example, in an extract from "Dream of Fair to middling
Women", in Disjecta, p. 47: "To read Balzac is to receive the
impression of a chloroformed world. He is absolute master of
his material, he can do what he likes with it, he can foresece
and calculate its least vicissitude, he can write the end of his
book before he has finished the first paragraph, because he has
turned all his creatures into clockwork cabbages."
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and form in radically new perspectives, through the challenge of
other modes of expression, artistic and visual, and at a

deeper level through the conjunction of cultures whose own

secure traditions could not, then, remain complacent and set

in their ways. In the Parisian context, cultural battles

between the forces of conservatism and rebellion have long been
familiar, and even enjoyed: the battles of Ancients and

Moderns, the protest over Hernani, the Surrealist Manifestos,

all form part of a historical process of continual revivification
of language through experiment and debate, and a sometimes violent
destructive energy. Process, change, interaction imply a
constant unpredictability. Through the relativist perspective
his bilingualism allowed him, he was able to consider genre and
language on both sides of the balance with detachment, curiosity
and acute awareness, '"a mind always on the alert against itself"

(From an Abandoned Work, p. 131).

Literary language and its animating powers come into special
focus for the bilingual artist who also translates and, above
all, self-translates. Poor trans lations are those that convey
the matter of an original but fail to bring it to life. The
good translation achieves both, demanding, therefore, a new
creative process., After his experiences of translating Molloy
with Beckett, Patrick Bowles wrote:

From the outset he stressed that it shouldn't merely
be "translated"; we should write a new book in the

new language. For with the transposition of speech
occurs a transposition of thought and even, at times,
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of action: "You wouldn't say exactly that, in
English, you'd say something else." It shouldn't

be merely a matter of setting up new signposts. To
interpret a foreign book one must hope for some
intuition as to how its material might have occurred
in one's own mental landscape. (1)

In bringing the work to a new "mental landscape'", the tramslator
has to relive it. Beckett was adept at this even before
self-translation became a central part of his literary activity.
The translator of serious literature has to bring an enormous
range of talents to the task: linguistic, critical, intellectual,
imaginative, creative. Great translators, it is sometimes said,
are even rarer than great critics. Beckett's own translating,
almost entirely concentrated since the 1940s on his own French
or English originals, raises crucial questions about his art:
does the knowledge that a future translation will be necessary
influence the use of translatable elements (such as myth and
archetypes, rather than local, specific cultural allusions) in
his new writings? Does the writing of new works influence
translation of other, earlier works? And correspondingly, does
the act of tramslating an earlier work activate new sources
of energy, new ideas, influencing the development of new

writing in either language? The answer to all three questions

seems to be '"yes'", according to the evidence that has emerged

1. Patrick Bowles, Introduction to DUrrenmatt's " The Visit
(Der Besuch der alten Dame), trans, Patrick Bowles (London:
Jonathan Cape, 1962), n.p.
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in this study. Beckett moves between translation and bilingual
creation with a creative tension that works on both; in recent
years his directing activities in three languages have extended
his transitional movements between languages and cultural
traditions even more. The gradual development from realistic

to symbolic settings, the loss of specific references to

a single culture or place, and the corresponding use of universal
human archetypes, behaviour patterns and experiences relate
directly to his steady progress from bilingual knowledge to

bilingual expression.

Eugene Kaelin points out that Beckett in his student days
"imbibed a thorough draught of philosdphy and linguistics and
has never since lost his awe at the power of the word or the
eloquence of silence.”" (1) True, but what a young man reads,
and what a mature artist experiences over decades in a bilingual
context he has made his own, are very different things.
Beckett's knowledge of philosophy, his memories of the Bible
and of many great European classics, are all deeply influential
in the formation of his outloaok on art, thought and expression,
but they are not at the forefront of what he seeks to do as
artist. Indeed, by the 1970s they have become no more than

"bits of pipe" he happens to have with him as he writes, (2)

l. Kaelin, The Unhappy Consciousness, p. /.

2. James Knowlson, "Beckett's 'Bits of Pipe'", in Samuel Beckett:
Humanistic Perspectives, ed. Morris Beja, S.E. Gontarski, and

Pierre Astier (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1983), p. 16.
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the detritus of a vast inheritance lying about to be used.

Translation, self-translation and bilingualism have gone on
interacting with new work in a steady process that has
developed over sixty years. That they have received relatively
little attention says much about our own tendency, a very
natural one, to work within existing forms and modes of
discourse. We have come close to being '"petrified” in certain
approaches to Beckett that leave his bilingualism completely

aside.,

Beckett's poetic consciousness interacts with his bilingualism
in his own creative treatment of the petrification-animation
archetype. Creation and destruction, birth and death, represent
a challenge for the creative artist who must bring works to
closure, complete their form, and thus consign them to a kind of
death, yet who lives with the belief that other imaginations
will breathe life back into the art object created. Beckett's
concern with forms that allow in '"the mess'", '"the buzzing
confusion", (1) relates closely to his desire not to create tidy,
clockwork worlds in which all is predetermined and secure. The
contrast between cold stone and breathing, living beings 1is
constantly, in Beckett's works, a sign of a deeper set of

1. Tom Driver, "Beckett by the Madel®ine, Columbia University
Forum, 4 (Summer, 1961), quoted in Samuel Beckett: The Critical
Heritage, ed. Lawrence Graver and Raymond Federman (London:
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1979), p. 218.
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associations that touch his art at every level.

Molloy's famous sucking-stones, for which he wishes to
establish a methodical process, have caught many readers'
attention. The stones are like those Malone also has in his
pockets, to represent men and their seasons (''pleines de
cailloux pour représenter les hommes et leurs saisons',

Malone meurt, p. 117). Both may recall, in the French context,

Rabelais' famous lines:

Les beaulx bastisseurs nouveaulx de pierres

mortes ne sont excriptz en mon livre de vie. Je ne

bastis que pierres vives; ce sont hommes. (1)
The stones may be sexual, in the Elizabethan sense, offering
a kind of gratification when handled; they may stand for words
which are savoured by turn in the mouth. Or they may simply
be accepted as stones, objects of the sea-shore, worn smooth
by the action of wave and tide, piled up on dry land in their
myriad forms and colours. Their meaning remains indeterminate,

open for each reader; through the magic of the imagination,

inanimate matter is brought to life.

Beckett had a childhood fondness for the pebbles he found on

the sea-shore near his home, as he told Gottfried Buttner:

Beckett's relationship to stones, which he has called
"almost a love relationship,'" was associated by B-~ckett
himself with death (conversation of September 9,

1967). As a child he frequently picked up stones

l. Frangois Rabelais, Le Tiers Livre, VI, in Oeuvres Complétes
(Paris: n.r.f., Gallimard, 1955), p. 349.
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from the beach and carried them home,
where he built nests for them and put them in

trees to protect them from waves and other dangers.

On the same occasion, Beckett mentioned Sigmund

Freud, who had once written that man carried within

him a kind of congenital yearning for the mineral

kingdom. This remark followed a discussion of the

phenomenon of death, of "dying off," of "petrifying,"

after I had spoken of "sclerotic traits" in the

figure of Krapp. (1)
Wanting to make "nests" for the stones, thinking of them as
alive (and therefore threatened by death), is a very common
childhood fantasy, These early games with inanimate matter
suggest a fascination with creativity and mortality, and an
ability to "animate" matter in the imagination that is normally,
in adulthood, put aside -- except by the artist, who retains

the child's curious and excited interaction with the world,

seeing things as if for the first time.

Stones also have a more menacing role in Beckett's imagination.

In Pochade Radiophonique, Fox, who has been tortured with sexual

provocation as well as verbal questioning, longs to be free

of it all. He seems to represent both the artistic imagination
persecuted by the need to create, and the psyche or soul being
forced to confess its physicality; a variety of psychological
interpretations becomes possible with the Freudian and Jungian
overtones of the piece. Whipped with a Bull's Pizzle, he cries

1. Gottfried Buttner, Samuel Beckett's Novel ‘Watt, trans. Joseph
P, Dolan (Philadelphia: Univ. of Philadelphia Press, 1984),
P. 163n.
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out that he wants to '"Claquer dans les galets" (1) /

"Peter out in the stones". (2) The use of the infinitive,

a favorite Beckettian device in the later work to increase
syntactic ambiguity and multiple meaning, allows a striking
double focus in the English text. Fox wants to peter out in
the .stones, and join their inanimate endurance, but he may
also be saying: '"Peter is out in the stones"; Peter, the Rock
of the Christian Church, is out in a sterile landscape,

faith having failed.

The use of Peter, and the Rock of Faith, is widespread in other
Beckett texts; another important implication is the stoning of
Christian martyrs. In Eh Joe (this time the archetype has been
translated to television), the protagonist becomes a kind of
martyr figure, aging lecher though he is, as he is "stoned" to
death by the accusing voice which he hears inside his head.

The voice is a woman's, one of his cast-off lovers, and she forces
him to face up to his responsibility for another woman's suicide
once Joe had discarded her:

Imagine the hands....The solitaire....Against a stone....

Imagine the ezes....Spiritlight....Month of June....
What year of your Lord? ...Breasts in the stones...And
the hands....Before they go....lmagine the hands....
What are they at?...In the stones... (Eh Joe, in
Collected Shorter Plays, pp. 206-207)

In the French translation the word '"pierre'" appears even more

frequently, possibly because the stresses of the language do not
1. Samuel Beckett, Pochade radiophonique, in Pas, suivi de
quatre esquisses, p. 79.

2. Samuel Beckett, Rough for Radio II, in Collected Shorter
Plays, p. 121.
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allow the same emphasis as in English, so that extra repetition

fulfils the same function.

The stones which the dying girl grasps, her own body carefully
evoked as its life is departing, are not only a symbol of
mortality and a hollow mockery of the lover's "stones"; they
are also her last contact with the material world, a complex
symbol on the level both of the story told and of Joe's world

of lonely self-examination.

Henry, in Embers, similarly lonely and disturbed by the voices
of his women-folk, clashes stones together in order to drown out
the sea whose sounds haunt him, The medium is radio, and so
all the sounds heard, including the thud of stone on stone, may
be imaginary. The effect is powerful, though, for Henry's
whole world seems bound in by a terrifying sense of life and

death meeting on the shoreline where he sits.

What is significant about the archetype in all these, and
many other examples, is not only its importance to Beckett's
artistic world, in giving constant reminders of the vulnerability
of life and the approach of death, but also its translatability.
It is a perfect resource for a bilingual writer whose words
must cross boundaries of language, cross the boundaries of any
one culture's experience. It also crosses all boundaries of
genre and medium, allowing Beckett to use it in prose, drama for

the stage, radio and television, and poetry. The most direct
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and powerful use of the stone archetype, uniting reproduction,

sexuality, death and creative art, comes in Mal vu mal dit. (1)

This text, as its title suggests, is one in which Beckett
unites his perceptions, late in life, of how the artist '"sees"
and "says'". The o0ld division of form and content is given

a new twist as the text weaves a magical pattern of
imagination and doubtful memory, presenting an old woman

who is both dea@ and living, and speaking through an '"oeil",
an "I" who paints a verbal picture of a strange landscape

in which everywhere stone is gaining. The old woman, her
bones stiffening as she petrifies gradually in the movement
towards death, grieves for a man who lies beneath a tombstone,
Living in this rocky landscape, the '"zone of stones" (2),

the old woman is fascinated by Venus; the prose has a lucid
symbolic force in which stone and the miracle of life, death

and sex, come together,

The human body, approaching death, leaving sexuality behind
for the living, reproducing group, comes closer to stone with
time, the skull visible beneath the skin, the bones asserting
their presence. Many of Beckett's works since the 1960s use
this symbolism freely, whether written in French or English.

1. Samuel Beckett, Mal vu mal dit (Paris: Les Editions de
Minuit, 1981).

2. Samuel Beckett, Il1ll Seen Ill Said (London: John Calder,
1982), p. 10 .
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The body, notably in Comment c'est, Imagination morte imaginez,

Bing, and all of Beckett's work for the stage, is revered

even as it seems to be degraded, a symbol of beauty and
strength, vulnerability and pain, to which the local
specificity of a particular human tongue is irrelevant. What
makes the petrification motif exceptional is that even the
languages themselves, those Beckett has by chance and
circumstance employed as the medium for his art, acknowledge
through a word-play basic to the Christian and Latin tradition
the imaginative unity of stone and man. "Tu es Petrus",
states the Latin New Testament; Petrus, and Pierre, unite the
disciple with the physical world, the firm foundation of

faith with its earthly base. In English the link is less
obvious, the name Peter coming from the Latin while "rock"
comes from the Germanic roots of the language. The Authorised
Version has difficulty translating the pun: "Thou art Peter,
and upon this rock I will build my Church" (Matt. XVI, 18).
James Joyce delighted in the pun, transforming it into

"thuartpeatrick" in Finnegans Wake (1), and writing to Harriet

Weaver that it was "a pun in the original aramaic" (2).

1. James Joyce, Finnegans Wake (New York: Viking Press, 1939/
1958), p. 3.

2. James Joyce, Letters, ed. Stuart Gilbert (London: Faber
and Faber, 1957), p. 248,
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Beckett's Murphy contains the statement "In the beginning

was the pun" (Murphy, p. 48). In both Joyce and Beckett,

the deeper sense beneath the comedy is that linguistic form

and the deepest levels of religious and philosophical experience
do not come together in this way by accident; puns are often
strangely meaningful. Peter and Pierre are words that link

the matter of art with its form in language, the seeing with

the saying, and thus give a satisfactory unity: the form

is the content,

Beckett's transitions between languages over sixty years
have made him deeply conscious of their capacities as a
medium for art, and correspondingly, their inadequacy to
tell anything more than a versionm of the truth, Visual art,
music, mime, decor, props and lighting on the stage, as well
as silence, escape the weight of Babel because they are not
imprisoned within it. Beckett has turned to other genres
more and more -- and has led his remaining verbal resources
closer and closer towards them -- as his mastery over language
has convinced him of its "failure". His prose syntax and the
dramatic syntax of sound, image and gesture pull away from the
linguistic and cultural centre of each language towards his
own bilingual realm, opening the syntax and imagery of his
languages to each other, and towards flexible, continuously
re-animated meaning. The fear of finalising, of petrifying

art into pre-existing modes that can only "kill", not bring
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to life, is ironically underlined by a moment of exasperated
longing for traditional discourse in that most untraditional

of works, L'innommable. The speaker recollects a use of

language which he might even find comforting, a confident
and repeated usage in which things are established and secure,
having stood the test of time. In his own world, unfortunately,

such language use is no more than a memory:

Que ne parlent-ils done d'autre chose, de
quelque chose dont l'existence semble en quelque
sorte établie, sur laquelle on peut bavarder
sans rougir tous les trente ou quarante mille mots
d'avoir 3 employer des locutions pareilles, et qui,
enfin, garantie supréme, a déjd fait marcher les
langues les mieux pendues de tous les temps, ¢a
vaudrait mieux., (L'innommable, pp. 173-174)

Talking of something else "en quelque sorte &tablie’ is
something Beckett's mature art does, nostalgically, when it
plays with forms, traditions of thought and learning, mathematics
and chess, civilised values. Yet it refuses all complacency,
insisting instead on an attitude of questioning and comparison.
Binaries come together and turn into each other, agent and
victim, bourgeois and clochard, man and woman, living and
dead, awake and asleep. The mystery is between Two. Underlying
the contrasts is a solid base, nevertheless, of the fundamental
human experiences shared by all cultures. Through the bilingual
consciousness and a heightened awareness of his languages
as expressive media, Beckett succeeds in breathing new life

into forms as familiar as the novel, the short story, the one-act
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and full-length play . His influence on other dramatists and
novelists has been exceptionally powerful, in both his
language-communities and beyond, and whether or not these

other artists are familiar with the bilingual foundations

of his art.

In his book La tour de Babil: La Fiction du Signe, Michel

Pierssens examined five writers and thinkers (Mallarmé,
Saussure, Roussel, Wolfson and Brisset) in terms of their
"logophilie", a love of language so strong that it becomes

an equivalent, or alternative, to both sexual and spiritual
experience, a kind of madness (in one view) that is also a
path to extraordinary originality (1). This obsession leads
in various directions: to poetry and theories of poetic
language, to the scientific study of language, to a creativity
dissolving into madness, to multilingualism, and to a mystical
sense of the Word., Beckett, as linguist, as reader of works
of religious mysticism and philosophy, as translator, and above
all as bilingual artist, belongs with this group and touches
all five writers at some point., His pursuit of a bilingual
art through sixty years has given him an exceptional awareness
of what human beings experience through and beyond language.

l, Michel Pierssens, La Tour de Babil. 1,a Fiction du Signe
(Paris: Les Editions de Minuit, 1976).




77

His "logophilia" is a love of language that has allowed him
to re-animate petrifying attitudes and forms. It makes him

a leading exponent of the power and powerlessness of Babel

in a world of increasingly international modes of communication.
Ironically, English, the language he left behind and later
returned to in the full strength of his writing voice, has
become the world-language in which much of this communication
is occurring. Only now is a climate of awareness developing
in which the essentially relativist foundation for his art,
that of bilingual consciousness, can be fully perceived,

and used to provide a context of understanding for the works

themselves.



CHAPTER II: BEYOND THE CIRCLE

1929-1938

Beckett has never been a unilingual artist; any neat division
between his pre-1945 works in English and his post-1945 works
in French distorts the real nature of the pre-war writing as
well as the mature art that followed. This chapter will
examine, through some of the early work, how Beckett gradually
moved beyond his original circle of Anglo-Irish culture by
experimenting, from his first years as a writer, with both
his languages. The mother tongue that seemed to trap him,
and the learned language, French, which provided the freedom
he wanted, were in tension even then. The imaginative use
of French, even through comedy, gave the young writer
experience that would prove invaluable when he turned to
the language more seriously and forged in it his own

unmistakable voice.

The increasingly tight circle of Irish nationalism had
little tolerance, in the first decade of Beckett's life as a
writer, for the international modernism developing in Paris
and London. In his early publicatiéns a clear desire can
be discerned: to escape the constricting circle of Ireland,
to draw closer to the avant-garde in Paris, and tq explore

the European languages and literatures which exerted a
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gravitational pull upon him, Beckett's experiments in French
began remarkably early; he was developing at least the first
stages of the characteristic transitional, two-sided perspective
which would become so powerful in the decades after World

War Two. A sense of contrasting cultures and language-
systems was already present but -- as his various creative
experiments reveal -- could not yet be drawn into artistic
form or the deepest levels of experience. The use of two
languages remained superficial, at times exhibitionist, until
a long apprenticeship was complete. His voice as an

artist, though still unconfirmed, achieved much in its most
forward-looking ventures, and began the process, wrenched
into effectiveness by Watt and the war, of creating a new
vision and a new syntax through the consciousness, and then

the use, of French.

Between 1929 and 1938 Beckett underwent a process of repeated
self-transformation, from the scholar and future teacher
(always uncomfortably so, and yet brilliant in the role) to
the poet and essayist who rejected academic life, to the prose
writer who believed his future lay in English literary circles,
and finally to the translator living in Paris and experimenting
with linguistic, as with personal, isolation. What unifies
these different voices is the eagerness to compare and evaluate
literary tradition and innovation from a highly individualistic

standpoint. Much of the early writing is too bold, too
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ambitious, rather than simply bad. At the age of twenty-three
he already grasped the implications of "monodialectal"

opposition to his view of literature (Dante... Bruno. Vico..

Joyce, p. 19); though the essay was written to defend Joyce,
its tone of righteous indignation is very much his own.

At twenty-four he wrote, in the French text Le Concentrisme,

of the centripetal force pulling the artist into his own
depths, away from the circle of society. (1) At twenty-

eight, in Recent Irish Poetry, he precisely defined his

quarrel with Irish writing in terms of the poets' centrifugal
flight from their own centres into a shared and complacent

external culture (Recent Irish Poetry, p. 71). The circle

of the self, and the circle of society, were already subject

to the scrutiny of a detached, bilingual mind.

The discussion that follows falls into three parts: Beckett's
escape from the circle of Irish culture, his attraction towards
the powerfully centralised culture of France, and his
exploratory use of the French language in passages of prose
and poetry whose witty self-consciousness often belies the
importance of their contribution to his future. Bilingualism
and biculturalism fuel all three aspects of the artist's

l, Samuel Beckett, Le Concentrisme, in Disjecta, p. 38: "du
Chas avait une vie sociale comme vous avez une vie centripéte,
3 savoir, inconsciemment et indifféremment'.
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apprenticeship and early achievements. The battle between
the "old ego", both "minister of dullness" and "agent of
security" (Proust, p. 21), and the new ego, freed from

habit or instinctive assumptions and recreated in art, was a

battle not easily won,

Escaping from Ireland

Why could Beckett not accept, and work within, a native
tradition of exceptional cultural and linguistic richness?
To answer this question requires a consideration of what,
at the time, it offered him, and what his own literary goals
required. The culture of Ireland is complex, with its overlapping
circles of Celtic, Norse, Norman French, Tudor English, and later
immigration, its distinctive confrontation of Gaelic and

English speech, and of Catholic and Protestant religions.

Richard Fallis, in The Irish Renaissance, speaks directly of
a "bilingual tradition'", Gaelic being deeply influential
in the syntactic, lexical and phonetic patterns of Anglo-Irish

speech. (1) Yet for someone of Beckett's religious, social and

1. Richard Fallis, The Irish Renaissance (Dublin: Gill and
Macmillan, 1978), p. 33. One striking example of this bilingual
tradition's importance to Anglo-Irish writing is the career of
J.M. Synge, who, as well as being fluent in French, created a
personal voice blending English and Gaelic. As Declan Kiverd
says, "He forged an art of surpassing beauty out of the very
fusion of these languages and thereby achieved his aim of a
bilingual style." Declan Kiberd, Synge and the Irish Language
(London and Basingstoke: Macmillan Press, 1979), p. 202.
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educational background, the links with England, and with
"English" uses of the English language, were also strong.

The political aspects of the revival of Gaelic, intricately
involved with nationalist aspirations and anti-English

feeling, obviously intensified this divided consciousness just

at the time Beckett was growing up on the outskirts of

Dublin. "The Celtic drill of extraversion" to which he referred,

with withering scorn, in 1934 (Recent Irish Poetry, p. 73) was

in fact, to a more sympathetic eye, a necessary response to

a need to define a distinct identity. Yet Beckett, enamoured
of European tastes and attitudes, had no patience either with
Celtic romanticism or with the loyalty to the Catholic Church
that allowed it, after the formation of the Irish Free State,
to exert control over moral and social issues. His contempt
for the forces of conservatism, repression and dogma emergeS
clearly in his comic attack on Irish contraception laws,

Che Sciagura, (1929) (1) in spite of its obscure surface, and,

later, in the more sombre polemic directed against the

. . “~ 7 1a0acy ¥
Censorship Act, Censorship in the Saorstat (2) (1935).

In Ireland, according to Beckett's unsympathetic appraisal of

1. Samuel Beckett, Che Sciagura, Trinity College: A College
Miscellany, XXXVI, No. 662 (l4th November, 1929), p. 42.

2. Samuel Beckett, Censorship in the Saorstat, in Disjecta,
pp. 84-88. Previously unpublished.
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these years, natural impulses towards creativity, the artistic
and the sexual, were legislated against, treated as filthy
and criminal except when given sanction by the priests.

The Irish Free State was to him a prison.

Even Thomas McGreevy, Beckett's close friend, whose later
service to Ireland was outstanding, needed to distance himself

from it. Speaking of Dublin, in 1928, in the pages of transition,

he said:

For anyone who cares about living, [it] is a

rather intolerable as it is a rather intolerant,

strife-ridden, little town in the lesser of two

unintellectually not very important islands off

the coast of Europe and civilisation., (1)

More remarkable for its scorn than for its style this kind

of attack on Ireland, as, indeed, on the forces of moral
and artistic orthodoxy anywhere, was common among the Bohemian
expatriates in Paris. McGreevy no doubt repented of such
youthful contempt later. Beckett, however, has remained
unshakable in his resistance to some of the Republic's attitudes,
even in their post-war form. In the late 1950s, when a drama
and music festival, the Tostal, banned works by Joyce and
0'Casey because of pressure from the archbishop of Dublin,
Beckett withdrew his contributions, and, for a time, refused to

1. Thomas McGreevy, '"James Joyce at the Half-Century", in
transition 21 (1932), PpP. 254-255,
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allow performances of his plays anywhere in the Irish Republic.
In more recent years he has been a firm supporter of censored

artists in other countries, dedicating Catastrophe (1982), for

example, to the imprisoned Czech writer Vaclav Havel. (2) His
outrage, in 1935, at censors who could classify as "blatantly

indecent" (Censorship in the Saorstat, p. 85) works such

as Joyce's Ulysses has never entirely faded.

The exact nature of Beckett's criticisms of his native country

varies with context, year and purpose of writing. The most
significant attacks, significant partly because their lack

of complete coherence reveals deep emotional turmoil, occur
not in his letters or essays but in his creative work in the
period immediately following his decision not to be a
scholar and teacher at Trinity College, Dublin. In the still
unpublished "Dream of Fair to middling Women", in some of the

Echo's Bones poems, and most of all in More Pricks Than Kicks,

Beckett exposes or attacks through satiric comedy the aspects
of Irish life that irritated him: the pretensions of Dublin
literary society and weight of tradition, the provincialism of
taste, the complacency of the priests, the idealising of the
Gaeltacht. His compassion or gentler humour are reserved for

l. Bair, Samuel Beckett, p. 492,

2, Samuel Beckett, Catastrophe et autres dramaticules (Paris:
Les Editions de Minuit, 1982). The dedication is on p. 69.

(1)
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characters such as the madwomen selling tickets for heaven

in "Ding-Dong'". She at least has escaped the sordid realities

of her environment:

her face, ah her face, was what Belacqua had rather
refer to as her countenance, it was so full of light.
This she lifted up upon him and no error., Brimful
of light and serene, serenissime, it bore no trace
of suffering, and in this alone it might be said
to be a notable face. Yet like tormented faces that
he had seen, like the face in the National Gallery
in Merrion Square by the Master of Tired Eyes, it
seemed to have come a long way and subtend an
infinitely narrow angle of affliction, as eyes focus
a star. (More Pricks Than Kicks, p. 47)

In her madness, the woman has gone beyond Dublin, beyond

Ireland; like Murphy in London, her focus is on the stars.

Beckett also takes on the literary giants, pushing away
Swift, W.B. Yeats and Joyce himself in an assertion of independence.

The setting of Serena II, with its howling in the woods, its

harlots and twilight, its "able-bodied swans", its '"fairy tales

of Meath ended" (Serena II, in Collected Poems, pp. 23-24),

surely suggests a reaction against Yeats' use of such imagery.

"A Wet Night" in More Pricks Than Kicks clearly responds to

Joyce's "The Dead" in Dubliners. In "Fingal" Yeats, Joyce

and Swift come together through the symbol of the tower. Swift's
tower where he "kep a motte" "of the name of Stella”

(More Pricks Than Kicks, p. 34), Yeats' tower (although far to

the West), Joyce's Martello Tower of Ulysses, and Ireland itself,
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full of the stone ruins of towers built by its various
conquerors, are a heavy weight on the young writer in a
country which remains obsessed with history. 'The place was
as full of towers as Dun Laoghaire of steeples", as the
narrator of "Fingal", speaking for Belacqua, says in obvious

irritation (More Pricks Than Kicks, p. 28). The only tower

towards which Belacqua feels any attraction is that of the
Portrane lunatic asylum. Once more madness has his sympathy;
better, at this stage, asylum than exile, even for a young
fellow caught up in "polyglot splendours"” and making great

play with his short stay abroad (More Pricks Than Kicks, p. 139

and p. 26).

In Recent Irish Poetry (whether Beckett's own title or not,

he may have been pleased that' the initial letters also spell
out "Rest In Peace"), his feelings of frustration about the
politics and culture of his native land come together with

a calmer and more forward-looking examination of conflicting
poetic viewpoints., The Irish poets, in general, seemed
anxious, to him, to avoid facing up to the challenges of
modernism, instead "adoring the stuff of song as incorruptible,

uninjurable and unchangeable" (Recent Irish Poetry, P. 70).

"Rupture in the lines of communication" is his theme, and it

is deeply, inextricably part of Beckett's own sense of relativist

perspectives, and alienation from the secure group. The
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breakdown of traditional presentation of the object in
modern art has a direct parallel in language because this,
too, is not an incorruptible medium but a conventionalised
system worthy of suspicion. (1) Beckett will not admit any

value to the deliverers of "Ossianic goods'" (Recent Irish

Poetry, p. 70). The poets he praises, including Denis Devlin

and Brian Coffey, are those who have:

submitted themselves to the influences of thase
poets least concerned with evading the bankrupt
relationship referred to at the opening of this
essay - Corbiére, Rimbaud, Laforgue, the surréalistes
and Mr. Eliot, perhaps also to those of Mr. Pound.
(Recent Irish Poetry, p. 75)

They are those, in other words, who have accepted modernist
attitudes to language, self and society becoming familiar
in Paris and London, but at that time still alien to the

mainstream of Dublin literary opinion.

The need to escape from a country just in the throes of
celebrating its Gaelic and Catholic inheritance, both politically
and culturally, was clear enough for a Protestant and Francophile

writer attuned to an emphasis on psychological and sexual

l, For a discussion of the ways in which, as Beckett sees it,
traditional perspective in painting is no longer adequate to

the expression of experience, see Jane Alison Hale's The Broken
Window: Beckett's Dramatic Perspective (West Lafayette,
Indianag: Purdue University Press, 1987).
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liberation, internationalism and the exploration of

"ruptured" communication. The crucial question to be asked,
however, in examining Beckett's need to escape from the circle
to which he was born, is why he could not simply use English
(in London, or elsewhere) internationally, abandoning Ireland

without abandoning the language he grew up with.

In the period of Murphy Beckett attempted to go on
using English, but he found London unpleasant and his own
artistic outlook at odds, in the mid- to late-1930s, with a
politically engaged literary atmosphere. He could not, for
example, enter wholeheartedly into the debate about Fascism
and Communism, or commit himself or his writing, as others
were doing, to the cause of the Spanish Republic. But deeper
reasons can be discerned in the works themselves, works which
need to be read with a sensitivity to historical context.
Beckett's fight with English combines elements of pre-—existing
alienation (the Protestant, middle-class Dubliner could
not escape consciousness of his status as part of a small,
though privileged, minority in countless everyday situations
in Ireland, yet he was equally alien in England, where his
accent caused him to be treated like any other Irish immigrant)

1., Clancy Sigal, "Is This the Person to Murder Me?" Sunday
Times (Colour Magazine), March 1, 1964, pp. 17-22,

(1)
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with a need to free himself from the tones and habits of much

English writing popular in this period.

Beckett probably knew the Victorian poets, particularly
Tennyson, Browning and Arnold, better than he would willingly
have admitted. He could hardly fail to be familiar with the
pre-modernist Georgian style, a lush, late Romanticism., The

polemic of Dante... Bruno. Vico.. Joyce belongs in the context

of the fight against Georgian poetry. It is only in such
a context that Beckett's complaints about English as a

language "abstracted to death" (Dante...Bruno., Vico.. Joyce,

P. 15), an unusual, and to modern eyes misleading, assessment,
can be understood. Calling poetic English an abstract
language allowed him to make a stirring call for a return to

a vigorously physical, living language, closer to that of the
Elizabethans, and to defend Joyce's style and multilingual
lexical concatenations. (1) Yet Joyce's polyglot splendours,

his words that "elbow their way on to the page" (Dante...

Bruno. Vico.. Joyce, p. 1l6) were not, in fact, a course

Beckett could successfully follow beyond youthful experimentation.

It was not until he returned to English (or Anglo-Irish)

l. This was also the period of rehabilitation for the
"Metaphysical" poets, especially John Donne, as illustrated
in T.S. Eliot's 1921 essay '"The Metaphysical Poets" (T.S.
Eliot, Selected Essays, London: Faber and Faber, 1932/1951,
pp. 281-291).
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after years of writing in French that he was able to infuse

his own work with a vigorously active voice, as open to the
metaphoric life of words, and to a sense of their form and

shape and flavour, as that of Joyce's and yet utterly distinct
from it., The anxiety of influence, not only from the Romantic
and Victorian poets, but also from Joycean Modernism, contributed

jointly to his need to move beyond his mother tongue and Irish

inheritance,

Beckett's early story, Assumption, published in transition in

1929, (1) in part exemplifies what he criticises in Dante... Bruno.

Vico.. Joyce. It displays a use of English that could be

described as "abstract", in the sense that the words do not

act out the context; they simply refer to it. Assumption shows

the beginnings of a preoccupation with the artist's isolation
and inner voice, with a sense of language as imwmensely
powerful in a quasi-religious sense, and yet its own language
repeatedly slips back into a loose Romanticism and faded
idealism which sound oddly nineteenth-century in tone:
After a timeless parenthesis he found himself
alone in his room, spent with ecstasy, torn by the
bitter loathing of that which he had condemned

to the humanity of silence. Thus each night he
died and was God, each night revived and was torn,

1. Samuel Beckett, Assumption, in transition, 16-17
(June 1929), pp. 268-271.
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torn and battered, with increasing grievousness,
so that he hungered to be irretrievably engulfed
in the light of eternity. (Assumption, p. 271)

"Ecstasy", "bitter loathing", "grievousness'" and "eternity"
are words Beckett would find hard to use seriously in English
again, disguising his most profound ideas instead in defensive
comedy, until he had passed through his years of French. He

already sensed, Assumption suggests, the enormous symbolic

power certain images would have for him (the sea, the eyes,
darkness), but each of these images is also familiar, central
to the Romantic tradition, and he had not yet found a way of
using them to advance a new expression of experience. His
scholarly grasp of the literary tradition still stood in thé

way of what Assumption moves tentatively towards: a declaration

of an aesthetic outlook in which the only possible direction
for the artist was inwards and downwards, a self-perception

he was to find lacking in most Irish writers. If Dante...

Bruno., Vico.. Joyce succeeds in its own terms where Assumption

fails, it does so because its evangelical fervour is matched
by a startingly bold intelligence and concern for literary
form, and because Beckett was as yet more critic than creator.

Yet, like Text (1) and Sedendo et Quiescendo (2)— the two

1. Samuel Beckett, Text, in New Review, II (April, 1932), p. 57.

2., Samuel Beckett, Sedendo et Quiesciendo (sic), in transitiom,
21 (March, 1932), pp. 13-20. I have used the correct spelling
of the title in my text.
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fragments of "Dream of Fair to middling Women" which Beckett

chose to publish — Dante... Bruno. Vico.. Joyce is in many

ways a false trail for Beckett's future, whereas Assumption,

with its flooding, unstoppable voice,is a fascinating early

precursor of L'innommable and Not I. Text and Sedenda et

Quiescendo, both obviously marching under the Joycean banner,

are completely atypical of "Dream of Fair to middling Women".
They are, however, the sections that Beckett at that time

wanted to see published.

The problem of falling back into. cliché, tradition and
conventional language-use is obviously considerable for a
young writer trained as a critic, and therefore adept at being
sensitive and open to other writers. Beckett also had to
contend with the problem that much of the original manuscript
of "Dream of Fair to middling Women'" would be unpublishable
in England, let alone Ireland, because of its openness
about homosexuality and brothels, promiscuity and alcoholic

excess., More Pricks Than Kicks, though it did achieve

publication, is ruined thematically and formally by the
exclusion of the final chapter, called (like Beckett's poetry

collection published in 1935) "Echo's Bones". (1) Again and

1, The collection of poetry called Echo's Bones and gther
Precipitates was published in 1935 (Paris: The Europa Press).
The poems are reprinted in Collected Poems, pp. 9-28. The story
"Echo's Bones", still unpublished, exists in manuscript at the
Baker Memorial Library, Dartmouth College. There is a
description in Richard Admussen's The Samuel Beckett Manuscripts:

a Study (Boston: G.K. Hall, 1979), pp. 103-104.
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again, between 1929 and 1935, Beckett's writing in English

shows an anxiety to avoid falling back into convention,

combined with a frustration at the expressive medium available

to him. His nervous linguistic experimentation is mingled

with passages of plain, even inert, language, and his recognition
of the strengths of word-order and rhythm in English syntax
exists side by side with a refusal to use them as if effective
communication is possible. Frequently he buries a strong

and simple declarative sentence in a mqgntainous heap of

subordinate clauses:

Up to time then after this little railway-station
rectification she advanced up the railway-platform
like a Gozzi-Epstein, being careful not to lose
the platform ticket that yet ten Pfenig ?Eost had,
insisting on the garden of Eden in Mammy ° s
furcoat, scarcely suggesting within the mild
aphrodisiac of cheap loose black leather Russian
boots legs that even flexed nervously in black
stockings stretched to the absolute limit of intensity
and viewed from a certain very special Blickpunkt
against a very special quality of hard light
during a period of oestruation were not alas reasonably

exciting. (Sedendo et Quiescendo, p. 13)

"

The central statement in this morass of words 1is she

advanced", but it is certainly not easy to locate.,

Yet Beckett's apprenticeship as an artisan of English letters
contains work of real value, forward-looking and necessary
to his later return to English, just as his early French contains
perceptions and parodic stylistic experiments that foreshadow

his post-war strength in that language. A Case in a
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Thousand, (1) like Assumption and Sedendo et Quiescendo a story

that Beckett does not want republished, shows for the most

part a problematic gap between form and content. The text

is built around the childhood experiences of the healer,

Dr. Nye, who cannot save himself. Meeting his old nanny,

whose son Dr. Nye has failed to cure of T.B., brings up

some deep and powerful unconscious disturbance (the story

is one of the clearest examples of Beckett's interest in
psycho-analytical theories). The over-controlled form of

the story, the clinical detachment of language and the
narrator's poorly-prepared refusal to tell us the exact nature
of the childhood . problem make the ending weak. Beckett seems

to have been tTying to renew, on his own terms, an English
tradition with which he had little sympathy, one of psychological
realism in which language does not draw attention to itself.

Yet the attempt was doomed before it began because his own
concerns were far more drawn towards questions of communication,
the mystery of consciousness, and the inexpressible strangeness
of objects and events for which language cannot provide an

adequate translation.

The story comes to life, paradoxically, when a kind of
silence, a meditative attitude to words and things, takes over

1. Samuel Beckett, A Case in a Thousand, in The Bookman,
Vol. LXXXVI (August 1934), ppP. 241-242,
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from the effort to use and yet conceal Freudian theorising.
"The handle of the umbrella, carved in bog-oak to represent

a bird, rose and fell" (A Case in a Thousand, p. 242,

column 1); spirit and matter come together in an object

(like the knife-rest Molloy will find) more interesting

than its owner. And a supposedly realistic dialogue moves
onto a deeper level as it comes to resemble the wordlessness

of water flowing under the bridge:

"There's something I've been wanting to ask you," he
said, looking at the water where it flowed out
of the shadow of the bridge.
She replied, also looking down at the water:
"I wonder would that be the same thing I've
been wanting to tell you ever since that time
you stretched out on his bed."
There was a silence, she waiting for him to ask,
he for her to tell.
"Can't you go on?" he said. (A Case in Thousand, p. 242,
column 2)

We are not told what the "thing" was. Beckett could not
reveal the psychological puzzle; to have done so would
have been to set himself back in the company of Bal:zac,
whose characters Beckett saw as "clockwork", so predictably
did environment and action determine their reactions.

To "go on" in the English of A Case in a Thousand, over-controlled,

precise, almost petrified in its desire not to flow with
familiar patterns of romantic sentiment or comic excess, was

impossible. He would have to write for many years in another
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tongue before he could combine the measured simplicity of
the lines quoted above with images of sufficient power
and a syntax strong and flexible enough to carry both a
love of language and a deep-seated resistance to its

temptations.

The greatest effort Beckett made to remain in the English
language in the 1930s was, of course, Murphy. As a comic
novel of ideas exploring insanity and astrology (1), and
in its concentration on the experience of solipsism, it
shows great advances over what came before. Its verbal and
formal coherence reveal a now patient imagination able to
maintain linguistic energy and a vividly conceived variety
of settings. Yet Murphy remains in some sense a curiosity,
an eighteenth-century novel in a time-wa¥p. Its classical
strictness of control, and the rejecting of environment
and psychology that makes Murphy subject to a rigid system of
planetary influences and all the other characters, according
to the narrator, "puppets'", relate directly to Beckett's
attempt to use English as a public language, a language to

communicate with readers versed in a particular literary

1., The astrological and astronomical patterning of the novel
is explored in great detail in Sighle Kennedy's Murphy's Bed:
A Study of Real Sources and Sur-real Associations in Samuel
Beckett's First Novel (Lewisburg: Bucknell University

Press, 1971).
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tradition. The syntax often seems overworked, sometimes
brittle. A satire at times dangerously close to sneering

conceals subjects which (as Assumption revealed) the younger

writer had wanted to treat with idealistic and lofty
seriousness: the isolation of the self, the search for a

voice, the experience of the sublime.

The need to conceal by means of euphemism what in Paris
could have been direct and honest sexual references also

makes the novel curiously "tight". As in Che Sciagura

and Censorship in the Saorstat, Beckett fulminates against

those who seek to entrap artistic language in a narrow and
perverted attitude to sexual activity:
Celia said that if he did not find work at once
she would have to go back to hers. Murphy knew
what that meant. No more music,
This phrase is chosen with care, lest the filthy
censors should lack an occasion to commit their
filthy synecdoche. (Murphy, p. 55)
Murphy is clever, entertaining and, in the portrayal
of Celia (who is not a puppet in spite of Beckett's apparent
intentions), genuinely moving. She escapes the petrification
in hard, comic brilliance, no doubt because, as a prostitute,
she is already an outsider, a marginal figure in the circle of

conventional society. Murphy gives, nevertheless, a curious

overall impression of existing in a constrained world, a world
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of artifice and decorative effect. What Beckett needed was

a form and language capable of showing, not merely
analysing, the depths of Murphy's mind, an artistic medium
in which the reader's insight into that mind would be the
result of an experience shared, not an observation completed
and reported. (1) Such experience became possible in the
post-war French novels, but was not yet available to Beckett
in an English still mastering him far more than he could
master it, an English full of literary and social habits

he already wanted to relinquish and expose. Writing in
French and self-translating into English would allow him to
present directly the world of the unhoused imagination, the
inchoate consciousness unanchored in society and in a

defined personality.

Yet there remains a pair of pre-war English works in which
Beckett did achieve a use of English that had beauty of form,
resilience and metaphoric strength, without striving

unnaturally for innovation. They are the brief poems

1. Beckett's praise of Marcel Proust includes the following
statement: "The book is the search, stated in the

full complexity of all its clues and blind alleys, for

that resolution, and not the compte rendu after the

event, of a round trip." Proust in Pieces, Spectator,

June 23, 1934, In Disjecta, p. 65, Beckett ‘7as not,
until later, able to equal this ability to show process as
it occurred.
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Gnome and Da Tagte Es. (1) The secret of their strength

lies in their brevity, a miniaturising of form with which
the Beckett of the 1970s and 1980s has become closely
identified. They also share European connections, Gnome

being inspired by Goethe's Xenian, and Da Tagte Es having a

a German title and links with Walther von der Vogelweide's

Nemt, frowe, disen Kkranz. (2) Beckett's love of such brief,

neat forms as the epigram and the maxim in French hasS been
illustrated much more recently in his Chamfort adaptations

and his mirlitonnades. But as well as the German and

French connections, these short poems suggest a way of
responding to the work of one English writer Beckett has
always admired: Samuel Johnson, whose short pieces for the
Idler and the BEEELQL combined a precise and polished English
with bold and resonant images. Johnson's desire that English
should become a language of '"polite learning'", as it was
often then called, (3) and a true rival to French, must have
had a special poignancy for Beckett, He not only knew and

l, Gnome, Dublin Magazine, IX (July-Sept. 1934), p. 8;
reprinted in Collected Poems, p. 7. Da Tagte Es in Echo's
Bones (Collected Poems, p. 27).

2., These details taken from Collected Poems, pp. 141-142.

3. 2.,g. Oxford English Dictionary, '"polite", definition 2.a.
"All the Lovers of Polite Learning...give me thanks",
Richard Bentley, A dissertation upon the epistles of
Phalaris, 1697 (1699), "Preface", p. 49,
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loved the eighteenth-century English and Irish writers
but had also spent years preparing for a career as a scholar-
critic. Gnome seems particularly relevant to this
struggle:

Spend the years of learning squandering

Courage for the years of wandering

Through a world politely turning

From the loutishness of learning

This tiny tour-de-force of simple words, unified by that

essentially English grammatical feature, the "-ing" ending,
has a classical precision and economy that are oddly like

the mirlitonnades, written more than forty years later,

Da Tagte Es has a similar economy. (1) In both poems

Beckett allows his grasp of English stress-patterns and
rhythms, his familiarity with French intellectual keenness,
and his reading of German literature to come together., The

small scope of the poems makes them effective and memorable

1. The entire poem, a moving farewell, consists of four brief
lines.

redeem the surrogate goodbyes
the sheet astream in your hand
who have no more for the land
and the glass unmisted above your eyes
(Collected Poems, p. 27)

The balanced, four-line form is o%guﬁeckett seems to favour;
Dieppe (Collected Poems, PpP. 48) and %&.1.5 (Collected Poems,
P. 32), as well as some of the mirlitonnades, also share 1it,
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in a way that most of the longer and more ambitious poems
of the early 1930s are not. Yet the world-weariness which
underlies these brief gems could not, apparently, sustain
an artistically unified voice in English, or an intensely

serious imaginative wvision,

Beckett's pre-war attempt to reach that vision in drama,
beneath a comic surface, failed for similar reasons:
his desire to exploreyin an eighteenth-century context,
themes of mortality, time, communication and, above all, the
need for love foundered because of a problem of language.
Beckett wanted to write about Samuel Johnson and Mrs. Thrale;
the part of the draft that survives (perhaps the only part he

wrote) shows a concern, as in Assumption and A Case in a Thousand,

with the way human beings succeed in not communicating through
language, or communicating only in the form of conflict. Dr.
Johnson himself does not appear, and the only possibly "merry"
member of the group gathered in his sitting-room is the

cat Hodge (Human Wishes, p. 159) who is, "if possible',

as the stage-directions request, asleep. (1) (Human Wishes,

P. 155) The speakers in the scene are nervously alert to

diction and syntax, as well they might be in the home of the

l. Human Wishes, first published in Ruby Cohn's Jyst Play,
PP. 295-305. Reprinted in Disjecta, pp. 155-166. My references
are to Disjecta,
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great lexicographer . Beckett has said of the play that
it was his inability to get their language right that
stopped him from completing it:
It was a question of putting it into the Irish
accent as well as the proper language of the period.
It would not do to have Johnson speaking proper
language, after the manner of Boswell, while all
the other characters speak only the impossible
jargon I put into their mouths. (1)

Once again, the desire for a new tongue, or a new way of

using his old one, is evident.

Too many constraints on Beckett's artistic freedom held him
back, before the move to Paris, for him to find fulfilment
in his art, Tradition, censorship, the increasing preference
for socially and politically conscious writing in the 1930s,
held back his experiments and prevented him from reaching the
audience he wanted; even more, the mastery of his mother
tongue over him stood in the way of his desire to carry out

what Proust defined in A 1'Ombre des Jeunes Filles en Fleurs

as: "ces altérations de la syntaxe et de l'accent qui sont

en relation nécessaire avec l'originalité intellectuelle". (2)

l. In conversation with Deirdre Bair, April 13th, 1972, Paris
(Bair, Samuel Beckett, p. 255, and note p. 673).

2, Marcel Proust, A La Recherche du Temps Perdu, 3 vols.
(PariS: norofo - Gallimard, 1954), VOlo I, po 5550
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His wvision before the war was far ahead of the syntax and
vocabulary available to him${ his various, often brilliant
failures are more illuminating than his comparative
successes in showing what he wished to translate into
literary form. The vision was already that of an artist of
bilingual and bicultural awareness for whom the fundamentals
of human life, loneliness, love, death, communication,
mattered far more than local concerns of nationalism,

creed and history. Yet his language, still rooted in that
localised and nationalistic culture, worked against his
stubborn aesthetic purism. He had to leave behind the culture
and its language, as well as the larger English-speaking
circle, uprooting himself linguistically before he could
return to it through self-translation and the invention of a
personal Anglo-Irish voice freed from pre-rational levels

of influence, convention and control.

Towards French

While his dissatisfaction with the constraints and conventions
he felt in Irish culture and language pushed Beckett's writing
away from the centre he was born to, counter-balancing
forces were pulling him towards the centre of another culture.
As S.E. Gontarski has recalled in a recent book, Beckett's

career as an academic involved lectures on French literature
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which say much about his own artistic preferences. (1)

More important still, a list of the French writers named,
quoted from, alluded to and parodied in the whole of Beckett's
pre-war work would be an enormously long one. (2)

Soaking up French styles and attitudes as a student, Beckett
used these resources in countless ways, as I now wish to

illustrate,

His tutor, T.E. Rudmose-Brown, was undoubtedly a major
influence on his early love of, and tastes in, French literature.
What is more, Rudmose-Brown had a story of his own published

in the pages of transition at least oncej; he thus provided

a link of a special kind with the Parisian environment. (3)

l. S.E. Gontarski, The Intent of 'Undoing' in Samuel Beckett's
Dramatic Texts (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985),
PPe Xiv—-XxXVe Gontarski quotes a student's notebook: "Beckett
was already deriding naturalism and romanticism because they
attribute 'absolute value to one system of reference and point
of view. Only one valid vision of material'" (p.xXV).

2. It would include, at the very least: Apollinaire, Balzac,
Bergson, Chénier, Cocteau, Corbiére, Corneille, Descartes,.
Fargue, France, Gide, Gourmont, Hugo, La Fontaine, Laforgue,
Malherbe, Mallarmé, Malraux, Mauriac, Montaigne, de Musset,
Proust, Racine, Rimbaud, Ronsard, de Sade, Stendhal, Valéry,

de Vigny and Voltaire. These are only some of the writers named
or referred to directly; there are undoubtedly many more,
especially in "Dream of Fair to middling Women'", to whom Beckett
makes more distant allusions.

3. T.B. Rudmore-Broun (sic), "The Field", transition 9 (December
1927), pp. 62-75. The story, a romantic encounter between a
young woman and a sensitive man with an ailing, fragile wife,
contains several scenes and images similar to those in Beckett's
early writing. Most notably, though, it contains an impassioned
protest against Irish complacency and narrow patriotism. The
central figure feels "he could not be happy in Ireland, nor
happy outside Ireland”" (p. 66).
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Like Beckett, Rudmose-Brown admired both the cool rational
strengths of French classicism, and the contemporary writing
which was exploring the psychological underworld which that
classicism had contained and controlled within its balanced
and beautiful forms. (1) It is instructive to compare
Beckett's style as a literary critic, reviewing Pound on
French literature, with his teacher's own style. Rudmose-
Brown's "Introduction" to a collection of French stories
begins with the following words:

Vapereau's Dictionnaire des Littératures, which
defines the nouvelle as a short novel, takes no account
of any form of conte except the badin and the
merveilleux, and includes the verse tale with the
prose. For our purpose the verse conte may be
entirely excluded. 1In other respects Vapereau's
definitions are adequate in so far as the development

of these genres up till the end of the eighteenth
century is concerned. (2)

Beckett, writing six years later, long after his break
with Trinity College and his tutor's academic aspirations

for him, speaks of Ezra Pound thus:

The opening essay has a penetrating account of
the deterioration of Provencal poetry after the
crusade of 1298. This would have been the very
place for a pronunciamento on that most fascinating
question, the Minne modification of amour courtois. (3)

l, Bair, Samuel Beckett, p. 39.

2. T.B. Rudmose-Brown (ed.), French Short Stories (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1925), p. ix.

3. Ex Cathezra (review of Ezra Pound's Make It New), in
Disjecta, p. 77.
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In both, questions of form and genre, not of theme or setting,
are seen as crucially important, and Beckett's reviewing
style, surely not one that by this stage came naturally to
him, seems at this point almost a parody of his former tutor's.
Beckett, it is worth remembering, has a superb ear, an ear
which, for an artist seeking escape from earlier patterns of
language, can be a handicap, even though it is one of the most
important of the professional linguist's gifts. The elegance,
erudite precision and apparent confidence of the Pound review,
taken together with his other reviews, cannot outweigh the
possibility that he was far from happy with his voice in this
role, The most importanf exceptions occur when -- g in the
Feuillerat review of Proust (1) -- he was genuinely able to
give an expert opinion (having written his own book on Proust)
and when he passed judgement on the quality of a translation,(2)

another area in which he was knowledgeable.

The mimicking, at times unconscious, of other styles and voices,
the sensitivity to tone, and ability to analyse and parody
successfully, were all skills learned by Beckett the scholar
which Beckett the artist had to fight against, or at least adapt

to other uses, His chief pre-war weapon in this was comedy;

l, Proust in Pieces in Disjecta, pp. 63-65.

2. Poems. By Rainer Maria Rilke, in Disjecta, Pp. 66-67. Beckett
takes issue with J.B. Leishman's ' translations, as well as being
critical of Rilke himself; he says firmly: "The translation gets
least in the way when it follows its text most closely (eos) The
numerous deviations are unwarrantable, that is to say, ineffective"
(p. 67).
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by making light even of his heroes in literary tradition

or juxtaposing their vision or style with some incongruous
aspect of modernity, he could free himself from the danger of
using them unconsciously, of falling back into old grooves

of familiar form and perception. Thus the classical French
theatre, with its unities of time, place and action, so different
from the Shakespearean tradition, was transformed into the
spoof-play "Le Kid", which Beckett wrote with Georges Pelorson
in 1931. Corneille's Le Cid and Charlie Chaplin's film The Kid
of 1921 came togetherin the title., (1) It is noticeable,
though, that much of Beckett's great post-war drama returmns

to the unities, or seems aware of their extraordinary capacity
for theatrical effect, by limiting variety of setting and
action, and, often, observing a version of the twenty-four

hour rule which made Corneille pack in his hero's exploits to
such an unrealistic degree. (2) In Winnie's routine, in Happy

1. "Le Kid" was performed at the Peacock Theatre, Dublin in
February 1931. Unfortunately, the script has not survived.
Descriptions of it suggest a comic reaction to the "unity of
time" in classical French theatre: '"The set was constructed

with a huge alarm clock with movable hands painted onto a backdrop
at the rear of the stage. Pelorson sat next to it, atop a large
ladder. As the hours of the play passed, he moved the hands

of the clock" (Bair, Samuel Beckett, P. 127).

2. In Le Cid, as Scudéry pointed out when it appeared, the hero
accomplishes a variety of battles, quarrels, and the promise of
marriage with the daughter of a man he kills, all within twenty-
four hours; 'ce qui, loin d'étre bon dans les vingt-quatre heures,
ne serait pas supportable dans les vingt-quatre ans.'" Scudéry,
"Observations sur Le Cid", reprinted in Pierre Corneille, Qeuvres
Complétes (Paris: n.r.f.-Gallimard, 1980), p. 786.
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Days, time is dictated by the bell for waking and the bell
for sleep; for her, however, it is the length and potential
emptiness of the day, not a frantic variety of incidents,

that dominates. (1)

Several other early texts show Beckett's delight in testing

himself against the great French writers. Che Sciagura took its

title (though Italian) and its biting comia satire from
Voltaire, a writer whose battles with the Catholic Church made
him particularly suitable for the context. As a free thinker
Voltaire may have been a considerable influence on Beckett's
anti-Catholic comedy, as well as encouraging a sceptical and

independent attitude to systems of state authority.

Of all the allusions, and uses of French writing, in works

that Beckett saw in comic or satiric terms the most serious

and ambitious is Whoroscope (1929), (2) for here Beckett dared

to take on the whole tradition of French rationalism, and the
representative Frenchman, Descartes., A thinker who did so much
to develop a mechanistic view of the universe, a view which

world science has developed over the succeeding three hundred

1., Samuel Beckett, Happy Days (London: Faber and. Faber, 1963/1966) :
"if you were to die — (smile) — to speak in the old style —
(smile off) — or go away and leave me, then what would I do, what
could I do, all day long, I mean between the bell for waking

and the bell for sleep?" (p. 18).

2. Whoroscope, in Collected Poems, pp. 1l-6.
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years, yet had to reintroduce God because he couldn't do without Him
is surely not the object of Beckett's unequivocal admiration. Even
when he was a young scholar, adherence to the light of reason alone
was alien to Beckett's developing need to express imaginatively

a darker and more unconscious level of experience than science

could allow. What seems to fascinate Beckett in Descartes

is the courage of his introspection, chronicled in Discours

de la Méthode, even more than its devastating effects upon

the outer world. Reaching inside himself for "truth'",
Descartes laid the foundations for scientific objectivity, yet
he himself had many eccentric, if not irrational, habits,

as Beckett's poem takes pleasure in revealing.

In this paradoxical union of introspection and the ideal of
objectivity, Beckett must have grasped the central concern
which has remained through his entire work in both languages:
the battle of subjective and objective experience, the conflict
between reason and the forces of the unconscious. The

surréalistes, drawing on psycho-analytical discoveries and

on literary'sources including de Nerval, Rimbaud and Lautréamont,
were at the time of Beckett's first visits to Paris bringing

back into serious French literature a deliberately chaotic,
anti-rationalist and deeply subjective view of experience which
had been beyond the pale of refined critical taste for so long.

In writing Whoroscope Beckett reveals a deeply ambiguous
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fascination. On the one hand, he admired the traditions of
clarity, logic and constraint, the purified and precise
language, of the French classical tradition, a tradition he
would lecture on in 1931; on the other, his exposure to the
contemporary writers in Paris, some of them friends of Rudmose-
Brown, as well as to Joyce, gave him a desire to celebrate

the forces of dream, of anarchic metaphor, and of time
untrammeled by the mechanisms of human chronometers.,

"ripen" in its own time, (1) his 1life

Descartes' egg will
proceed and end in a schedule no calendar can predict. Much
of what Descartes does and suffers in the poem is blatantly

beyond the power of reason to control,

Beckett's interest in French classicism and in contemporary
French poetry is understandable when one considers the kind of
imaginative literature still emerging in the Irish culture
he was so anxious to leave behind. 1In a passage from "Dream
of Fair to middling Women" which has often been quoted to show
Beckett's attraction towards French, what may not always be
clear is the importance of the context. Belacqua and the Alba,
his Beatrice in so far as he is capable of such idealism, sit
on the sea-shore, that typical Beckettian setting, between

1. The poem opens with a reference to an egg that "stinks fresh"
(Whoroscope, p. 1); Beckett's note informs us that Descartes
"liked his omelette made of eggs hatched from eight to ten

days; shorter or longer under the hen and the result, he says,
is disgusting. (...) The shuttle of a ripening egg combs the
warp of his days" (Whoroscope, Notes, p. 5).
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Ireland and the ocean waves., (1) During their discussion,
the Alba--who elsewhere in the novel shows her command of
French, sprinkles her speech with French epithets, and,

the narrator suggests, wants to go to France although she

cannot do so--makes the following statement:

"I hate Omar" she said "and your fake penumbra.Haven't we had
enough of that in this festering eountry. Haven't we had
enough Deirdreeing of [xxxxx] Hobson's weirds
and Kawthleens in the gloaming hissing up
petticoats of sorrarrhoea? Haven't we had enough
withered pontiffs of chiarinoscurissimo. 'The mist'
she sneered 'an' it rollin' home UP the glen and the
mist agin an' it rollin' home DOWN the glen.'

Up, down, hans arown. Merde. Give me noon.,
Give me Racine,"

"Help yourself" he said, mollifying her with a betrayal
of .annoyance, "but Racine is all twilight."

"All brightness" she said. ("Dream of Fair to
middling Women", p. 176)

She is thus doing more than expressing a simple aesthetic
preference; rejecting Celtic Twilight, folklore, Church, history
and the current trends of Irish literature, she becomes a
mouthpiece for ideas that the aimless and contradictory
Belacqua often seems to be circling around. He is at this
point (though not necessarily elsewhere in "Dream of Fair to

middling Women'") perhaps thinking more of the intermediary area

l. As Lawrence Harvey points out, beaches and other "margins,
edges, borders'" are frequent in the poems and early prose
(Harvey, Samuel Beckett; Poet and Critic, p. 327).
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of psychological contradictions which Racine, in superbly
clear form and language , reveals., Unlike Belacqua, the Alba
forcefully and logically expresses her preference for the
noonday light of the classical tradition; we see the
intellectual clarity of her mind. (1) Like Belacqua's French
friend Chas, the Alba has a comparative focus; but even

more than Chas she articulates the French challenge to
"Irishness", the ideal of precise, abstract thought set

against the hazily emotive and subjective. In More Pricks

Than Kicks, both she and Chas are considerably diminished in

importance, and the yearnings of Belacqua himself towards
France and French literature, though sparingly used, take a

larger place.

Beckett's own attraction to French culture, the French
language and Parisian bohemianism owes much to his two years
at the Ecole Normale Supérieure (1927-1929), at the time

when transition was championing the "Revolution of the Word" (2)

1. To glance for a moment at the biographical background

that went towards the making of this character, it is
intriguing to 'see that Ethna McCarthy, on whom the Alba

was partly based, did indeed pursue reason and mental clarity;
after studying modern languages, she turned to medicine and
became a notable paediatrician (Bair, Samuel Beckett, p. 53).

2. See transition 16-17 (Spring-Summer 1929).
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in English, and the surréaliste movement was at its height

in French. (1) The belief in the value of the avant-garde,
and in a destructive as well as creative energy devoted

to the search for new artistic forms and new "syntax"

(in the largest sense: the way all artists assemble and
juxtapose their materials% has remained with Beckett ever
since, long after most writers of that time have died or moved
to more traditional "“centred"approaches in their own language

and culture. Undoubtedly the freedom from sexual and social
restraints, from censorship and narrowly utilitarian or
bourgeois attitudes to art appealed to Beckett at the time.
The confirmation of his own voice through the contact with
living artists comes through in the tone of his early writing;
to be familiar with France and with French literature was a

source of power.,

Beckett's experimentalism in poetry and prose between 1929
and 1934 shows his involvement with what was happening in
Paris during that time, the excitement of probing dreams,
insanity, sexual psychology, new scientific discoveries and
new ways of using language. That Beckett viewed himself as an

artist embarking on a future career that would be centrally

1., Breton's first surrealist manifesto was published in 1924,
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concerned with "self-perception" (unlike the Irish
"twilighters" (1) for whom he then had such contempt; their
"twilight" was a very different thing from Racine's) can

be seen in the unsuccessful yet ambitious surrealist poem

For Future Reference, (2) a poem dealing with traumas of his

past in Ireland yet in its title suggesting the material for
future artistic activity. The gently organic nature of

change in English literature -- relatively free of manifestos,
rule-making leaders or Academicians and rebels against them --
must have seemed to the artist struggling to be revolutionary
a feeble alternative (instead of, as it is, a remarkably
productive one) to the lurching movement between conservatism
and revolution which has characterised French literary

history. Even though most of the contributors to transition

were of English-speaking background (some, surprisingly,

did not even speak French), the journal could flourish only
in a city such as Paris, alongside revolutions in the other
arts., Frustrated with Irish literary concerns, Beckett could
hardly fail to be drawn towards the centre of a circle

of artistic renewal in the country whose literary past he knew

1. Recent Irish Poetry, p. 71.

2. Samuel Beckett, For Future Reference, tramsition 19-20
(June 1930), pp. 342 — 343,
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so intimately — more intimately, indeed, than he knew
that of his own culture., He could judge the value and the
importance of the revolution going on in Paris because he had

deep respect for the traditions it was in rebellion against.

But knowledge of a tradition and attraction to a vibrant
artistic atmosphere are not in themselves any explanation for
the step that Beckett, unlike most of the English-speaking
artists in Paris, was to take into the French language itself.
To explain the attractions of French as a medium for expression,
for this particular writer in the 1930s, demands a closer
look at the relative strengths of the types of French and
English (specifically the Anglo-~Irish variety) which were

available for Beckett to use,

French differs from English most profoundly in its unified
origins. As a Romance language it has a singleness of structure
and vocabulary which English, a mingling of both Romance and
Germanic sources, lacks. Put the other way round, English can
be said to have a richness and strength in its enormous vocabulary,
its vast numbers of synonyms or near synonyms, which French
lacks. Writers have compared the two languages again and
again, preferring one to the other for some particular literary
project or tone. St.-John Perse recorded a conversation with André
Gide on the subject which is especially intriguing; when set

beside Beckett's polemic about English abstractness in Dante...
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Bruno. Vico.. Joyce it shows once again that the revaluing

of Elizabethan English, compared with its contemporary and,
it seems, feebler counterpart,was a current concermn:
Then he wanted to talk about English literature;
the Elizabethans, I think (...). He told me of
the attraction that an exhaustive study of the
English language was beginning to exert over him.
I, for my part, deplored the denseness of such
a concrete language, the excessive richness of
its vocabulary, and its pleasure in trying to
reincarnate the thing itself, as in ideographic
writing; whereas French, a more abstract language,
which tries to signify rather than represent the
meaning, uses words only as fiduciary symbols like
coins as values of monetary exchange. English
for me was still at the swapping stage. (1)

This disagreement focusses on a difference in the "nature"
of English and French. (If indeed it 1is "nature'", rather
than a particularly privileged type of language-use in a
literary context; obviously each language has so many
traditions, registers and dialects that no overall
generalisation can be adequate. Here, this reservation must
be taken into account in the discussions of the two languages
that follows.) The contrast, in any case, allows a writer
who has mastered them both to compare two quite different
modes of expression. That Beckett was aware Or at least

able to draw on his own sense of the difference becomes clear

in some of his 1937-1939 poems in French, whose abstract

1, St.-John Perse, "André Gides 1909", in Sewanee Review LX
(1952), p. 601.
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conceptualising is very far from the densely physical,
concrete quality of his early experiments in English. Julien
Green, speaking of his use of French and English, noted with
interest that use of one or the other for a piece of writing
would make his imagination proceed in a very different

way. (1)

In a thorough study of French-English stylistics, Vinay and
Darbelnet point out many differences, semantic and structural,
between the two languages thatseem to corroborate St.-John
Perse's remarks and add support to Julien Green's experience.
English, they observe, prefers the '"mot-image'" to the '"mot-
signe" which is favoured in French. (2) This fits closely
with Beckett's own remark in the 1960s =-- after

he had once again returned to a direct use of his native

1., "I did not say the same things in both languages, because,
when writing in English, I had the feeling that in some

obscure way I was not quite the same person. (...) There 1is

an Anglo-Saxon way of approaching a subject, just as there

is a French way. The difference between the two is

essential, although not easily defined. Also, the choice

of words — 1 was about to say the choice of colours —varies
considerably from one language to another. (eose) I am convinced
that words can cause a book to completely deviate from its
course". (Julien Green, "My First Book in English", p. 102)

2, "Mot-image": "susceptible d'évoquer une image ou tout autre
sensation". "Mot-idée"/"mot-signe": '"Mot qui tend vers
l'abstraction du signe mathématique et s'adresse a l'esprit
plutdt qu'd l'imagination ou aux sens". (J.-P. Vinay and

J. Darbelnet, Stylistique Comparée du Francais et de

1'Anglais (Paris: Didier, 1958), p. 11)
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tongue — that it was a good theatre language because of

"its concreteness, its close relationship between thing

and vocable", (1) English also has a richness of wvariant
descriptive terms where French often has one precise word

of broad generalising power; "luire" can be translated by
"glimmer", "gleam", "glow", "glisten" and "glint", (2)
English retains resonant associative layers from its literary
inheritance (especially Shakespeare and the King James
Bible), from proverbs, idioms and verbal fossils; it was
never as completely regularised, in spite of the efforts

of eighteenth~century grammarians and "polished" writers,

as was the literary French of the French court, subject to
the decrees from the Academy, and even more the strictures

of guardians of the language such as Malherbe and Boileau.
Shakespeare and Racine stand at the two extremes of the
contrast; for Shakespeare's vocabulary of some twenty or
thirty thousand words, many of them "new-minted", Racine's
equally powerful plays content themselves with some two
thousand words. It is hardly surprising, then, that each
Playwright is difficult to translate into the other language.

l. Samuel Beckett, in conversation with a Swedish friend. Quoted
in Clas Zilliacus' Beckett and Broadcasting: A Study of the Works
of Samuel Beckett for and in Radio and Television (Kbo,

Finland: Abo Akademi, 1976), p. 30.

2. Vinay and Darbelnet, Stylistique comparée, p. 61,
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The very idea of an English Academy regulating vocabulary
is unthinkable., If, however, English has replaced first
Latin, then French, as the language of international science
and political affairs, it is almost certainly because of the
vast political and economic power of the English-speaking
world rather than any innace precision in the language itself. (1)
While a clarity sufficient for most purposes is obviously
possible, English syntax does not involve its user, in formal
writing, in the same abstracting, the same intellectualising
demands, as that of French. The public elegance, the precision
and reliability of French syntax have long been used by
defenders of French as a world language, and even today
passions run high on the subject. Rivarol's proud and
famous dictum "Ce qui n'est pas clair n'est pas francais" (2)

still has its supporters.

Beckett was, as I have already suggested, caught in the 1930s
between his love of French classicism (and the literature of
England and Ireland influenced by it in the age of Johnson
and Swift), and his opposing admiration for a Joycean or
Rabelaisian use of language that could allow the free play of

l. For an illuminating study of French resistance to this
process, see David C. Gordon, The French Language and National
Identity, 1930-1975 (The Hague, Paris, New York: Mouton,
1978).

2. Antoine de Rivarol, De 1'Universalité de la Langue Francaise
(1784) ed. Th. Suran (Paris, Toulouse: Didier Privat, 1930),
P. 255.
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metaphor, of dream-worlds, of the unconscious, in literary
forms brought energetically to life by a use of words which
were the exact opposite of "fiduciary symbols", as St.-John
Perse called them. They would indeed be bartering objects,
delightful for their own form and colouring as well as their
powers of reference. Beckett, as a sensitive translator,
knew the value of savouring and considering a word as if

it had a personality of its own; this is clear from his use

of the word "viduity".

The French version of the word appeared in an Eluard poem
which Beckett translated 1in 1932 and he retained it in
the English, even though its effect in the language is quite
different; (1) it sounds Latinate and abstract compared
with the more homely '"widowhood". 1Its advantage is that it
can apply to both sexes ("widowerhood" is impossibly clumsy),
and that it gives a wonderful echo of an idea of emptiness,
"vide", the void. Thus in English the word takes on a

special value, and thirty years later, in Krapp's Last Tape, the

aging failed writer jumps to hear that his younger self knew

the meaning of such a word: '"where mother lay a-dying, (...)

l. Paul Eluard, "La Vue'":

A l'heure oli apparaissent les premiers symptdmes de la
viduité de 1l'esprit

Beckett's translation:

At the hour when the first symptoms of mental viduity
make themselves felt
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