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Preface





Literary futures are sometimes unpredictable. Honoré de Balzac, unsatisfied with fame as a novelist, dreamt fruitlessly of becoming a great playwright. Samuel Beckett once confided that he considered his sequence or ‘trilogy’ of post-war novels to be his most important work. Yet slipped in between the composition of the second and third volumes (Malone meurt and L’Innommable) was a two-act play that he claimed to have written ‘as relaxation, to get away from the awful prose I was writing at that time’.1 Such was En attendant Godot, later to be acclaimed by many as the greatest play of the twentieth century.


On the day Beckett began composing the play – Saturday, 9 October 1948 – the London theatre scene hardly seemed to be waiting for Godot. That evening, theatregoers had a range of options which included the usual variety of farces and musicals, an American ice show, plays by established writers such as Terence Rattigan and George Bernard Shaw, a production of Doctor Faustus at the Old Vic, and one or two new offerings, such as Tennessee Williams’s The Glass Menagerie at the Haymarket Theatre. Yet, within a few years, Godot was to force a reconsideration of what theatre was and what it could be. In 1955, the critic Kenneth Tynan would remark that the play had prompted him to reflect on the rules governing drama, ‘and, having done so, to pronounce them not elastic enough. It is validly new.’2


The journey through text, transmission and reception was, however, a long and complex one. In 1948, Beckett had recently emerged from the uncertainties and traumas of the Occupation in France, much of which he had spent in hiding, with his partner Suzanne, in the unoccupied southern zone. Even if cultural life in capitals like London and Paris might appear to be enjoying a renewed vibrancy, daily life in large parts of Europe was still overshadowed by shortages and by political, economic and social instabilities. Indeed, on that October weekend in 1948 when Beckett began to write Godot, northern France was in turmoil as a result of a miners’ strike; police used tear gas in Nancy to break up crowds of demonstrators; railwaymen were planning to strike in support of the miners; and merchant seamen had already halted cross-Channel steamers between Dieppe and Newhaven. Only half of the northern power stations were running, and the threat of electricity rationing loomed large.


Power is failing and supply lines are uncertain in the Godot landscape too, its crafted indigence consonant with the background of both the war and its aftermath. The play is not ‘about’ the experience of war, any more than it is about any of the other myriad contexts and locations in which it has been performed over the ensuing decades. Nevertheless, a world in which Estragon gets beaten up by nameless aggressors, in which bare chicken bones are pounced upon for food, in which carrots are rationed and eventually lacking, and in which individuals are haplessly caught up in queues for their own salvation is one that is hospitable to these kinds of resonance. Could Beckett have written Godot before the second World War? It might seem unlikely.


The names originally allocated to the wayfarers of Godot are themselves evocative of diaspora. The first old man was given the Jewish name Lévy, which was changed in the second act to Estragon, the French word for tarragon, that subtle and aromatic herb.3 The Slavic name Vladimir has grandiose etymological origins (‘regal’; ‘ruling with fame’), ironically so in context, but it is also the name of a Russian saint who converted to Orthodoxy from paganism in the tenth century. ‘Pozzo’, while being Italian for ‘a well’, has an aptly (ex)plosive ring to it, especially in conjunction with the persecuted creature who bears the English name of Lucky. And given the latter’s servile status, it seems apposite that the epithet is often given to a pet canine. As it happens, the first film to include the comedy duo Laurel and Hardy – often evoked in connection with the crosstalk routines of Godot – was called The Lucky Dog, in which the down-at-heel hero (Stan Laurel) teams up with a stray. A lobby card advertising the film shows three men recoiling in horror from the seated dog, whose jaws are clamped over a long, drooping stick of dynamite, in a shot redolent of Lucky holding the whip in his mouth under the gaze of the three surrounding men.


Aside from changes of name, there are extensive variants between the first manuscript and the text as published by Les Éditions de Minuit in 1952,4 but the situational dynamic of two men undergoing two successive episodes of waiting, each of which is punctuated by the arrival of two further men, and each curtailed by a boy messenger who announces a postponement of the meeting with Godot, remained intact.5


Soaked in waiting, the play was itself subjected to prolonged periods of waiting. Although Godot was cautiously adopted by the French stage director Roger Blin in early 1950, nearly three years elapsed before the play received its first performance on 3 January 1953, after uncertainties about venue, financing and what was deemed to be an inconvenient absence of parts for women. Blin did in fact admire Beckett’s earlier apprentice piece, the three-act Eleutheria.6 However, the tiny Théâtre de Babylone which he had at his disposal was ill equipped to stage a play requiring two juxtaposed and independent performance areas and a cast of seventeen characters. Of the two plays, it was Godot that accommodated the practical constraints of a theatre with 220 seats, a stage twenty feet wide and a severely limited budget for actors. These exacting circumstances – the reality for many of the French post-war pocket theatres – were offset, however, by the enthusiasm and energy of Blin. In the run-up to the opening of Godot, a radio broadcast of an abridged version of the play was secured, and the consequent publicity was undoubtedly a factor in convincing the new managing director of Éditions de Minuit, Jérôme Lindon, to publish the work in the autumn of 1952.


In the course of rehearsals, many of which he attended, Beckett suggested cuts or rewordings. Some though not all of these were incorporated into the second French edition, which appeared later in the year. Thus a passage near the beginning of Act II – in which Vladimir, in some measure relieved to be reunited with Estragon after their night apart, describes an interplay between the darkness of shut eyes and the inner darkness that can coexist with open eyes – was omitted after the first edition, perhaps because of its abstract, conceptual bias. Blin’s own approach was indeed concrete and extrovert, as might be expected of a director who was at this time better known as an actor. Now in his forties, close in age to Beckett, Blin had appeared in a succession of films and stage productions, and was closely involved with the theatrical life of the capital. Turning to Godot, he paid particular attention to stage images, to the physical attributes of the actors and to the pattern of their movements, while striving at the same time to bring out the poetry of the text.


When Godot finally opened, textual considerations would have receded before the general bafflement with which the play was received, the unresponsive silences, the early departures from the auditorium. Support quickly rallied, however, bolstered by the positive reviews of such influential intellectuals as Jean Anouilh, Alain Robbe-Grillet, and Jacques Audiberti. Some noisy disagreement persisted, but the play survived to enjoy the success of notoriety and, accordingly, a buoyant first run.


A similarly stepped reaction greeted the London premiere, at the Arts Theatre Club, directed by the twenty-four-old Peter Hall in August 1955. In this case it was influential theatre critics such as Kenneth Tynan and Harold Hobson, in the Observer and the Sunday Times, who cut through the hostile initial reviews to champion the play in emphatic terms and reshape its reception. Godot had been translated into English fairly rapidly by Beckett in 1953, in response to requests from theatres, and was first published in America, by Grove Press, in 1954. At its English-language premiere in 1955, however, the play had not benefited from a pre-production radio broadcast, as had been the case in France.7 And there were other hurdles to overcome. In England, the Office of the Lord Chamberlain was required to approve all plays intended for public performance.8 Since the process of licence-granting erred on the side of conservatism, a preferred route for more provocative, avant-garde works was that of performance in establishments designated as private clubs (though these could also in principle be subjected to the attentions of the Lord Chamberlain’s Office).


It was foreseeable that certain passages of Godot would fall foul of the Lord Chamberlain’s blue pencil. These included moments deemed to contain unacceptable religious or sexual content, such as the exchange towards the end of Act 1 where Estragon talks of comparing himself to Christ, and observes that, in the region where Christ lived, ‘they crucified quick.’ Another casualty was the opening of Lucky’s monologue, with its supposedly blasphemous description of ‘a personal God quaquaquaqua with white beard quaquaquaqua outside time without extension who from the heights of divine apathia divine athambia divine aphasia loves us dearly with some exceptions’, and so on. These deletions were restored when the first performance took place in the ‘private’ space of the Arts Theatre Club, where another forfeited line, Vladimir’s punning comment on the effect of hanging, ‘It’d give us an erection’, was able to achieve its full resonance – the more so for some of the audience, given the intense and sustained national coverage just three weeks earlier of the judicial execution by hanging, at Holloway Prison in London, of the young and glamorous Ruth Ellis. The last woman hanged in Britain, Ellis had been convicted of murdering her lover, and the grim ceremonial of her death was accompanied by vigils and protests outside the gaol.


It should be remembered too that suicide by hanging was still a criminal offence in Britain at this time.9 Those who tried but failed to hang themselves – a very real prospect for Estragon and Vladimir, who have only a fragile bough and a rotting belt with which to attempt their suspension – could find themselves prosecuted and imprisoned as a result. It is in this context that the withering critical assessment of Peter Woodthorpe’s Estragon, in the Theatre Review section of The Times on the morning after the first night, can be better understood: ‘a whimpering grotesque, all for deserting or suicide by hanging’.10 Even if suicide now elicits a more compassionate response, military desertion still attracts severe penalties. With such a range of religious, moral, sexual, ethical and judicial norms then thought vulnerable to corruption, the extent of the deletions to Beckett’s text, which had to be reimposed when the production moved to the Criterion Theatre in September, were both infuriating to the author and of consequence for his carefully wrought text. As he wrote of the Lord Chamberlain to Barney Rosset on 21 April 1954: ‘His incriminations are so preposterous that I’m afraid the whole thing is off. […] The things I had expected and which I was half prepared to amend (reluctantly), but also passages that are vital to the play […] and impossible either to alter or suppress.’11


It was the bowdlerised text that provided the basis for the first UK edition of the play, published by Faber the following year. This edition also differed in numerous small ways from its American counterpart, published two years earlier by Grove Press. Thus in the episode where Estragon requests money from Pozzo, Grove retains French currency – ‘ten francs’, followed by ‘Even five’ – while the first Faber edition has ‘a shilling’, followed by ‘sixpence’. Earlier, the humorous reference to the English (as opposed to Irish) pronunciation of the word ‘calm’ is ethnically precise in Grove – ‘The English say cawm’ – but more consciously sardonic in Faber’s ‘All the best people say cawm.’ Ten years on, in 1965, Faber published ‘the complete and unexpurgated’ Godot in a second edition.12


The parallel readings offered by the Faber bilingual edition published to mark the centenary of Beckett’s birth fifty years later (Waiting for Godot/En attendant Godot, 2006) are a rich resource for those wishing to follow the fascinating complex of Beckettian practices that go under the general heading of ‘translation’. At their broadest, these are concerned to form a tissue of references which work loosely together within their own linguistic and cultural frame, rather than translating a different and antecedent ‘original’. Thus, in Lucky’s speech, where the French cites the period ‘depuis la mort de Voltaire’ (‘since the death of Voltaire’), the English prefers ‘since the death of Bishop Berkeley’. The disparity of the interval – Voltaire dying in 1778, the Irish philosopher Berkeley in 1753 – is immaterial.


Similarly, in respect of naming, structurally similar names are chosen that can nevertheless be put to work in locally referential ways. The authority cited by the French Lucky, ‘Conard’, not only proposes itself as a legitimate French surname (held, for example, by a prominent publisher of the time, Louis Conard), but is also a homophone of the slang connard, meaning ‘silly bugger’ or ‘damn fool’. The English Lucky, on the other hand, quotes ‘Cunard’, a name that creates a comparable yet distinct manifold of associations. While the first three letters similarly suggest offence to their bearer, the name also evokes Sir Samuel Cunard, founder of the prestigious Cunard Steamship Company, which ran between Britain and America, and his great-granddaughter, Nancy Cunard, a close friend of Beckett from his early years in Paris.


In the various afterlives of the text of Godot, significant changes were implemented by Beckett, notably when he directed the German production for the Schiller-Theater in Berlin in 1975; he would subsequently retain most of these changes when working with Walter Asmus on the latter’s small English-language production with the San Quentin Drama Workshop in 1984. These modifications and Beckett’s longstanding creative engagement with the play are fully documented in the Theatrical Notebooks edition of Waiting for Godot,13 which draws on a range of production materials, including working notebooks and annotated copies used by Beckett. The process of revision involved verbal changes but also changes to movements (the excision of Pozzo’s pipe-smoking), positions, gestures and images. Over the course of time Beckett also made occasional additions to the English text to align it more closely with the French. A notable example is the exchange in Act I, where Vladimir tries to maintain Estragon’s commitment to the business of waiting by picturing the warm, hay-filled loft that they might occupy if taken under Godot’s wing: ‘All snug and dry, our bellies full, in the hay. That’s worth waiting for, no?’ This image, which was present in the French text from the beginning, was omitted from the English and American texts for over thirty years, until restored during the course of Beckett’s collaboration with Asmus.14


Over the six decades since its first performance, Godot has been staged on countless occasions and in radically contrasting circumstances, whether by convicts in California’s San Quentin Prison in 1957, or in war-torn Sarajevo in 1993, or by survivors of Hurricane Katrina in an open-air production in New Orleans in 2007. It may justifiably be claimed that the play’s central figure – albeit absent, and possibly non-existent – has by now assumed his own existence, independent of both play and author. Godot is a ‘pop culture ghost’,15 materialising in a huge variety of cultural and commercial contexts. There is a rich Godot cartoon tradition, and job advertisements or car insurance dealers routinely enjoin readers not to carry on ‘waiting for Godot’ but to apply immediately. Despite his non-appearance, Godot has passed into idiom.


Pozzo’s stutter of uncertainty – ‘I myself in your situation, if I had an appointment with a Godin … Godet … Godot … anyhow, you see who I mean, I’d wait till it was black night before I gave up’ – is striking in that it combines a threatened sense of Godot’s importance with an airy vagueness about his name, succeeding only on the third attempt. All the names have an identical first syllable, ‘God’, and some commentators have argued either that the play is a modern morality tale, a dramatisation  of mankind’s need – however unspoken – for a ‘God’; or alternatively a post-theistic play, illustrating either His/Her factitiousness, or His/Her aloofness from the travails of the created order.


Waiting is certainly a well-established concept within a number of faiths, including Christianity, but normally involves a good measure of willed anticipation and optimism. The deferred gratification represented by Godot, by contrast, is no more secure, no more imminent, by the end of the play than it is at the beginning. The only surety is the renewability of waiting. Moreover, En attendant Godot was written originally in French, a language in which god-, far from having theological associations, prefixes a range of words denoting material objects, such as godemiché [dildo], or slang usages (godasse and godillot [shoe; clodhopper], godiche [ninny]). The second of Pozzo’s tryouts – ‘Godet’ – means a goblet or pot, and is used colloquially in prendre un godet [to have a jar]. These earthy, homely words are just as consonant with Vladimir and Estragon’s physical extension as any spiritual referent intended to endorse their occasional glances towards the metaphysical.


Other explanations have linked Godot with homophonic Godeau, a character in Balzac’s little-known play Le Faiseur who is cited but who never appears, or a former racing cyclist, Roger Godeau, who is reported to have been keenly awaited at races by autograph hunters. Another attractive theory holds that the name derives from the last word of both of the play’s acts – ‘Let’s go’ – where the word ‘go’ leads not to departure but to immobility, summed up in the ensuing ‘dot’, full stop, period, so that the closure of each day remains impregnated by the evocation of Go-dot. Again, however, the association is available only in English, and then only as a product of reading. There is no punctuation on the stage – only pause and rhythm. What the lone figures are left with at the close of each act is something other than closure.


Beckett himself of course refused, resolutely and consistently, to supply excuses or explanations for his absent protagonist. A more profitable approach lies in simply acknowledging the happy phonetic genius of the name. It is as pleasing a find for Beckett as Figaro was for Beaumarchais. One might even argue that, in concluding with a vowel sound (like that equally compelling name, Dracula, which was not its author’s first choice), the bearer’s identity is left open, accorded indeterminate duration. Godot, taken on his own terms, is an unknown and possibly unknowable referent. A more satisfactory question than ‘Who is he?’ is ‘Why is he needed?’


Godot’s attributes shift, in the play, according to the needs of others. At times, his role seems potentially to be one of supplying material needs (money, shelter, provender). In a rare moment of solitude,16 Vladimir sings a song about a dog who is beaten to death by a cook for stealing a crust of bread. A little later, when Estragon arrives, it is evident that he too has been beaten overnight by nameless assailants, perhaps for a similar crime. In the course of the play, available food becomes depleted. In Act I, Estragon eats and enjoys what he knows to be the last carrot. In Act II, only turnips and a blackened radish are left.


On the other hand, Vladimir and Estragon are full of questions (as is the play itself, in which interrogation far outweighs statement), surprisingly few of which relate to material concerns. Overwhelmingly, their questions reflect fundamental uncertainty – about their environment, their place in it, their future prospects. Perhaps this is why the play has proved so durable and so adaptable to changing times and conditions. At the time of writing, a new production starring Sir Ian McKellen as Estragon is touring Britain. Its reception has focused upon the play’s relevance to current debate about resources, recession, financial rectitude and the fate of capital. ‘Waiting for Godot seems to have a unique resonance during times of social and political crisis. […] Now it resonates again […]. Consumerism is on the retreat. […] It is a moment for introspection and stripping down to bare essentials. There is no drama more stripped down and essential than Godot.’17 The meanings of Godot, and of its absent protagonist, seem set to continue evolving alongside us, for the unforeseeable future.




Notes


1 Cf. Colin Duckworth (ed.), En attendant Godot (London: Harrap, 1966), p. xlv.


2 Kenneth Tynan, The Observer, 7 August 1955.


3 Might one have expected Estragon to become Tarragon in translation? No, since it was not Beckett’s practice to translate names when he translated his work. It is likely that he encountered the herb first in France, where it was commonly used in traditional recipes at a time when it remained uncommon in the UK and Ireland.


4 Cf. Colin Duckworth’s edition of the play.


5 Ruby Cohn, A Beckett Canon (Ann Arbor, Mich.: University of Michigan Press, 2001), pp. 176–81.


6 Written in 1947, the play was withheld by Beckett, and remained unpublished until after his death.


7 The BBC had considered the idea of broadcasting Godot in 1953 but had not proceeded with it.


8 Although the Office of the Royal Chamberlain still exists to deal with matters pertaining to royal protocol, the role of theatrical jurisdiction or censorship was abolished in 1968.


9 Suicide was not decriminalised until 1961 in Britain, and not until 1993 in Ireland.


10 The Times, Thursday, 4 August 1955.


11 See James Knowlson, Damned to Fame: The Life of Samuel Beckett (London: Bloomsbury, 1996), p. 412.


12 This bowdlerised version was not eradicated, but returned to haunt the publishing history of Godot. When, in honour of Beckett’s eightieth birthday in 1986, the Complete Dramatic Works was published by Faber, the text of Godot had unfathomably reverted to its censored 1956 version; it was corrected in the paperback edition.


13 Dougald McMillan and James Knowlson (eds.), The Theatrical Notebooks of Samuel Beckett, vol. I: Waiting for Godot (London: Faber and Faber, 1993).


14 McMillan and Knowlson, Theatrical Notebooks, p. xv.


15 Kim Newman, interviewed about his 1992 horror novel Anno Dracula: ‘Dracula exists in a very real sense, in that he’s a kind of pop-culture ghost. He exists in the same sense as Sherlock Holmes […]. Any character who enters popular culture has a genuine existence, independent of the work in which they appeared. Dracula no longer belongs to Bram Stoker […]. [He] has escaped from his text’ (Open Book, BBC Radio 4, 22 January 2009).


16 In his Berlin and San Quentin productions Beckett included Estragon on stage at the start of Act II, observing the singing Vladimir and providing a parallel to the co-presence of both men at the start of Act I (McMillan and Knowlson, Theatrical Notebooks, p. xiii)


17 David Smith, ‘In Godot We Trust’, The Observer, Review section, 8 March 2009.
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