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      Context

      
      Samuel Beckett's minimalist, bleak writings about alienation, death, and language made him one of the 20th-century's most
         influential playwrights, one of the founders of the Theatre of the Absurd, and a favorite of academic and avant- garde intellectuals
         alike. Beckett was born in Foxrock, Ireland, in 1906, lived an uneventful childhood, and after he graduated from Trinity College,
         moved to Paris. There he became friends with fellow Irish expatriate James Joyce, and became the venerable author's personal
         assistant, taking dictation for Joyce's novel Finnegans Wake.

      
      During World War II, Beckett joined the French Resistance and fled from the Nazis. He hid in a village in Southern France
         with his girlfriend, Suzanne Dechevaux-Dumesnil, for over two years. He and Dechevaux-Dumesnil marry in 1961. He wrote poetry
         and prose while in France, but it was not until his French- language theatrical masterpiece—Attendant en Godot—which he later translated into English as Waiting for Godot—was staged in Paris in 1953 that Beckett gained his own renown. The play was hailed for its stark portrayal of two tramps
         who wait endlessly on a deserted road for a man named Godot who never arrives. Beckett was also later recognized for his novel
         trilogy written in the late 40s and 50s: Molloy,Malone Dies, and The Unnamable.

      
      While Beckett considered himself separate from the French Existentialist playwrights, such as Jean-Paul Sartre and Eugène Ionesco, their shared themes and technical innovations united them under the umbrella "Theatre of the Absurd."
         Taken from an essay of French philosopher Albert Camus, the Absurdists believed that the world was beyond rational explanation,
         that the universe was chaotic, and that man had to commit himself to something important to make life meaningful. They employed
         new techniques to communicate their ideas. While the static, stripped action and dialogue of Beckett's plays may now seem
         like bad performance art, at the time they were revolutionary. He focused especially on silences and the unspoken desires
         of humans, and the way death dominates our thoughts. He developed his work in the successful plays Endgame (1957), Krapp's Last Tape (1958), and Happy Days, which was first performed in 1961. He received the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1969, but refused to go to Switzerland to
         accept the award in person and it is also rumored that he gave the prize money to needy artists. He continued writing for
         the theater, as well as for radio and television, through the 60s and 70s, though he never regained the startling success
         he had with his early plays. He maintained a quiet life in Paris until his death, of respiratory problems, on December 22,
         1989. His influence is far-reaching, and his plays are still among the most performed in the world. Actors as varied as Buster
         Keaton and Robin Williams have tackled his philosophical, comic roles. The name Samuel Beckett transcends mere ideas or theatrical
         schools; it stands for a cosmic and comic vision of pessimism and paralysis, despair and destiny, wanting and waiting.
      

      
   
      
      Plot Overview

      
      Winnie, a woman in her 50s, is buried waist-deep in a mound of scorched earth, with just a large, black shopping bag and a
         collapsed parasol. Behind her and hidden from view sleeps Willie. A bell rings and wakes her Winnie. She recites a prayer
         and goes through several cleaning rituals—brushing her teeth, etc.—with implements from the bag. She laments that "poor Willie"
         has no interest in life, but concedes that his constant sleeping is a gift she wishes she had. She tells herself that she
         must not complain, as she has much to be thankful for.
      

      
      Winnie tries to read something written on the toothbrush handle, but can only make out "genuine pure." She pokes Willie with
         the parasol to wake him. She drops it, but Willie, still hidden, hands it back. She removes a revolver from the bag, kisses
         it and replaces it, then takes out a bottle of red medicine. She drinks from it and tosses it in Willie's direction, where
         it shatters. Willie sits up, and Winnie turns to see blood trickling from his bald head. Winnie tells him to put on his underwear,
         which he does not do. She proclaims it will be "another happy day" as he reads a newspaper. Willie reads out a headline that
         announces the death in the bathtub of a priest, and reads about a job opening for youth. Winnie uses a magnifying glass and
         finally makes out "genuine pure hog's setae," or bristles, on the toothbrush handle. Winnie sees that Willie has a postcard,
         and asks to look at it. She is appalled by the picture and returns it to him.
      

      
      Winnie regrets not letting Willie sleep, and wishes she could tolerate being alone. She says that if Willie died or left her,
         she would never say another word. She anxiously wonders if she combed her hair and brushed her teeth, and locates the brush
         and comb in her bag. She resolves to "brush and comb them later." She stumbles when she wonders if hair is referred to as
         "them" or "it," and asks Willie, who answers "It." Winnie is overjoyed that Willie is speaking, and pronounces it a "happy
         day." She tells Willie to crawl back into his hole to avoid the sun, which he does. Winnie thanks him for reassuring her that
         he can hear her, as otherwise she would have only the bag. She asks Willie if he will leave her soon, but he does not answer.
         She says the earth around her is tightening, and wonders if she has put on weight.
      

      
      She sees an ant on the ground and watches it carry a little white ball through the grass. Willie says it was eggs, and then
         says "Formication." Willie breaks into laughter. She joins him, but they alternate who is laughing. She says there is no better
         way to "magnify the Almighty" then by laughing at his little jokes, then wonders if she and Willie were laughing at different
         things.
      

      
      Winnie asks Willie if she were ever "lovable," but he does not respond. Though it is getting late, she says it is too soon
         for her song. She reminds herself not to "overdo" the bag, but to use it and think about the point in the future "when words
         must fail." She reaches into the bag and accidentally takes out the revolver, which she disgustedly throws back. She inspects
         the revolver again and asks Willie if he remembers how he used to ask her to keep it away from him before he killed himself.
         Winnie says that she is tired of Willie, and she'll leave the revolver out from now on. She discusses her feeling that without
         being held down she would be sucked upward, and asks Willie if he feels that way. He does not understand, even after she explains
         it.
      

      
      Winnie hoists, with difficulty, her parasol. She ruminates on the danger of long days with little action or conversation.
         She says she cannot put the parasol down—she says she requires some change in the world for to move again. The parasol catches
         on fire, and Winnie throws it behind her to extinguish it. She then considers that the words "temperate" and "torrid" are
         "empty words," as are her memories of when she had the use of her legs. She reflects that if the earth ever covers her breasts,
         it will be as if no one has ever seen them. She remarks that the parasol will be back again tomorrow in perfect form. Winnie
         saddens and takes out a music-box from her bag, and plays the waltz duet from Franz Lehár's 1905 operetta, The Merry Widow, which Willie accompanies without words at the end. She becomes happy again, and when Willie refuses an encore, she discusses
         the difficulty of singing when one's heart is not in it.
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