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A b s t r a c t

The p u rp o se  is  to  e lu c id a te  one of the m o s t  im p o r ta n t  types  of p lay  

w r i t te n  in  r e je c t io n  of la te  n ine tee  n th -c e n tu ry  s e c u la r  r e a l i s m .  The 

th e o ry  of the f o rm  w as  m o s t  fo rc e fu l ly  e x p r e s s e d  by T . S .E l i o t  and 

G .B .S h a w ,  A lthough in  m any  w ays  a n t i th e t ic a l ,  Shaw and  E l io t ,  in  

t e r m s  often  c u r io u s ly  s im i l a r  and w ith  a  c r u c ia l  m o d e l  in co m m o n , 

d em an d ed  a  d r a m a  w hich  w ould  r e j e c t  the s e c u la r  e thos  of r e a l i s m ,  i t s  

f o rm a l  a m o rp h o u s n e s s ,  and  i ts  p re o c c u p a t io n  w ith  the  p o r t r a y a l  of p e r 

s o n a l i t i e s ,  Quite indep en d en tly ,  in  looking fo r  a n  e x e m p la ry  p lay  in  the 

whole E n g l is h  t r a d i t io n ,  e a c h  fixed  on the m e d ie v a l  E v e r y m a n , In  " F o u r  

E l iz a b e th a n  D r a m a t i s t s "  E l io t  puts the po in t  w ith  fo rce  in  a  p h r a s e  p e llu c id  

y e t  r ic h ly  su g g es t iv e  : "In one p lay , E v e r y m a n , and p e rh a p s  in  th a t  one 

p lay  only, we have  a  d r a m a  w ith in  the l im i ta t io n s  of a r t ,  " Shaw u s e d  

E v e ry m a n  as  the c l e a r e s t  ex am p le  in  E n g l is h  of the w o rk  of "the a r t i s t -  

p h i lo s o p h e r s " .  In  both S haw 's  and E l io t ' s  a d m ira t io n  fo r  the m e d ie v a l  

p lay  l ie s  a  h o r r o r  of c h a o s ,  and a d em an d  fo r  p h ilo so p h ic a l  o r d e r .  Som e 

p lays  by M a e te r l in c k ,  Y e a ts ,  B e c k e t t  and P i n t e r  a r e  a s s e s s e d  a c c o rd in g  

to t h e i r  s u c c e s s  o r  f a i lu re  a s  " d ra m a  w ith in  the l im i ta t io n s  of a r t " ,  d r a m a  

th a t  im p o se s  o r d e r  on a c tu a l i ty  in o r d e r  to  e l i c i t  a  s e n s e  of o r d e r  in  a c tu a l i ty ,  

Y e a t s 's  s u c c e s s fu l  c r e a t io n  of a  co m p lex  p r iv a te  m ythology p ro v id e d  h im  

w ith  w hat the  o th e r  th r e e  d r a m a t i s t s  so  c r ip p lin g ly  lacked  - w h a t Y ea ts  

c a l le d  h is  "d efense  a g a in s t  the  chaos  of the w o r ld " .

1 T , S ,E l io t ,  " F o u r  E l iz a b e th a n  D r a m a t i s t s  ", S e lec ted  E s s a y s .
F a b e r  and  F a b e r ,  th i rd  e n la rg e d  ed it io n ,  1951, p. i l l ,

2 G .B .S h a w ,  E p is t l e  D e d ic a to ry  to  A r th u r  B in g h am  W a lk ie  y , Man and



3

S u p e rm a n . T he  B odlev  H ead  B e r n a r d  Shaw : C o llec ted  P la y s  
w ith  th e i r  P r e f a c e s , vo lum e 2, e d i ted  by D an H . L a u re n c e ,
M ax R e in h a rd t ,  1971, p. 519»
C ited  by John  U n te r e c k e r ,  A R e a d e r ' s  Guide to  W ill iam  B u t le r  
Y e a t s . T h a m e s  and H udson , 1959, p . 43 .
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A Note

Q uotations  f r o m  n o n -E n g l ish  p la y s ,  and  in  m any c a s e s  f ro m  non-  

E n g l i s h  d r a m a t ic  th e o ry ,  a r e  g iven  in  the  o r ig in a l .  T r a n s la t io n s  a r e  

to  be found in  the n o te s .  T h e se  a r e  p o s it io n ed  to g e th e r  a t  the  end  of 

V olum e 2. W h ere  I have o m itted  p a s s a g e s  in  quo ta tions  I have  u se d  

o m iss io n  m a rk s  w ith in  s q u a re  b r a c k e t s  î G • 0  » w h e re  con tinua tion  do ts  

a r e  n o t b ra c k e te d  in  th is  w ay  they  have b e e n  u se d  by the a u th o r .



In trod u ction

In one p lay , E v e ry m a n ,  and p e rh a p s  in  th a t  one p lay  
only, we have  a  d r a m a  w ith in  the  l im i ta t io n s  of a r t .  *

W here  E l io t  o f fe red  E v e ry m a n  to  tw e n t ie th -c e n tu ry  d r a m a t i s t s  a s  a
Z

h e a l th ie r  m o d e l  than  the " a n a r c h is m "  of the E l iz a b e th a n s ,  Shaw a d m ire d

the  E v e ry m a n  d r a m a t i s t  a s  one of the  " a r t i s t - p h i l o s o p h e r s "?  to  be follow ed
4-

in  p r e fe r e n c e  to  the ' a n a r c h ic a l"  S h a k e s p e a re .  S c h i l l e r ' s  d is t in c t io n  

betw een  the n a iv  and  the s e n t im e n ta l i s c h  a r t i s t  is  c e n t r a l  h e r e .  The 

n a iv  a r t i s t  h a s  an  a t t i tu d e  to  n a tu re  w hich  e n a b le s  h im  to  e x p r e s s  the 

h a rm o n io u s  r e la t io n  w hich  e x i s t s  be tw een  h im s e l f  and  th e  r e s t  of n a tu r e .  

E v e ry m a n  is  n a iv  a r t  : the o r d e r  so  env ied  by Shaw and E l io t  is  a  function  

of the W eltanschauung  w hich  s e e s  the life of m an  a s  being  in c lo se  h a rm o n y  

w ith  the r e s t  of c r e a t io n .  E v e rv m a n  is  r e c o m m e n d e d  to  the m o d e rn  

s e n t im e n ta l i s c h  d r a m a t i s t  who is  d i s e a s e d  by a  s e l f - c o n s c io u s n e s s  w hich  

a l i e n a te s  h im  f ro m  h is  s o c ia l  and  c o s m ic  c o n te x ts ,  and who i s  p re o c c u p ie d  

w ith  the d is ta n c e  be tw een  h is  p e rc e p t io n  of r e a l i ty  and  h is  p e rc e p t io n  of 

the id e a l .  T he  new a n t i - r e a l i s t i c  d r a m a  u n d e r  re v ie w  a im s  to  be w hat 

I t e r m  p o s t - s e n t im e n ta l i s c h . The id e a l  p o s t - s e n t im e n ta l i s c h  d r a m a  

shou ld  e s ta b l i s h  a e s th e t ic  and p h i lo so p h ic a l  o r d e r  fo r  th e  tw en tie th  c e n tu ry  

a s  E v e ry m a n  h ad  done fo r  the  m e d ie v a l  a g e .

In 1901 W il l ia m  P o e l  re v iv e d  E v e ry m a n  fo r  the  London s ta g e .  T he  

t im e  w as  a u s p ic io u s ,  fo r  in  the  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  m e d ie v a l i s m  had  been  

of g r e a t  im p o r ta n c e  in  the o th e r  a r t - f o r m s  -  in  the n o v e l ,  in  pa in tin g , in  

p o e t ry ,  and  in  a r c h i t e c t u r e .  T h is  m e d ie v a l i s m  w as s e n t im e n ta l i s c h  in 

th a t  i t  looked b ack  s e l f - c o n s c io u s ly  to a n  e a r l i e r  p e r io d  of o r d e r  w hich  

inv ited  e m u la t io n .  S im i la r ly ,  w hen M au rice  M a e te r l in c k  in i t ia te d  the
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m o d e rn  t ra d i t io n  of s y m b o l i s t  d r a m a ,  he s e t  w h a t  w as  to  be the r e c u r r i n g  

t( ne of e leg y  fo r  lo s t  h a rm o n y .  A lre a d y  in  the e ig h te e n -n in e t ie s ,  

M a e te r l in c k  w as a t te m p tin g  to w r i te  " d ra m a  w ith in  the l im ita t io n s  of a r t " .  

He s e t  out to c r e a te  a  p a t te r n  of o r d e r  by the  u se  of c e r ta in  sy m b o ls .

In the  chaos  of the  m o d e rn  w o r ld ,  h is  a r t  s t ro v e  to  su g g e s t  the  h a rm o n y  

w hich  the a u th o r  and  f i r s t  au d ience  of E v e ry m a n  could  take  fo r  g r a n te d .

In C h a p te r  One the im p o r ta n c e  of E v e ry m a n  in  r e la t io n  to  m o d e rn  

d r a m a  is  su g g e s te d  and  S c h i l l e r ' s  th e o ry  is  ou tlined . In C h a p te r  Tw o 

the  i n t r i c a c ie s  of la te  n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  s y m b o l is t  th e o ry  and p r a c t ic e  

a r e  in d ica ted  w ith  r e f e r e n c e  to S téphane M a l la r m é ,  V i l l i e r s  de I 'I s le -A d a m  

and  A r th u r  S ym ons. In C h a p te r  T h r e e ,  C h a p te r  F o u r ,  C h a p te r  F iv e  and 

C h a p te r  Six the  d if fe r in g  a p p ro a c h e s  by M a e te r l in c k ,  Y e a ts ,  B e c k e t t ,  and 

P i n t e r  to  " d r a m a  w ith in  the l im ita t io n s  of a r t  ' a r e  a n a ly se d  in  d e ta i l .

1 T . S .E l i o t ,  " F o u r  E l iz a b e th a n  D r a m a t i s t s " .  S e lec ted  E s s a y s .  
F a b e r  and F a b e r ,  th i rd  e n la rg e d  ed it io n , 1951, p . 111.

2 I b id . ,  p. 116
3 G .B .S h a w ,  E p i s t l e  D e d ic a to ry  to  A r th u r  B in g h am  % a lk ie  y , Man 

and S u p e rm a n .  T he  B od ley  H ead  B e r n a r d  Shaw : C o llec ted  P la y s  
w ith  th e i r  P r e f a c e s ,  vo lum e 2 , e d i ted  by D an H . L a u re n c e ,  Max 
R e in h a rd t ,  1971, p . 519.

4 I b id . ,  p . 520.



C h a p t e  r  O n e  

" E v e ry m a n "

\ The R e a c t io n s  of Shaw and E l io t  to  P o e l 's  R ev iv a l  of " E v e ry m a n "

W ill ia m  P o e l  s ta g e d  E v e ry m a n  on 13 Ju ly  1901. H is  re v o lu t io n a ry  

p ro d u c tio n  abandoned  the  p ro s c e n iu m  a r c h  fo r  s im p le  s tag in g  in  the  

O pen-a ir  s e t t in g  of the  M a s t e r 's  C o u r t  of C h a r te r h o u s e .  P o e l  had  

p e r s e v e r e d  w ith  h is  p lan  to  a c c o m m o d a te  the  m e d ie v a l  p lay  in  a  su itab le  

e n v iro n m e n t;  h e  h ad  a l r e a d y  been  r e fu s e d  s tag in g  p e r m is s io n  in  W e s t

m in s te r  A bbey and in C a n te rb u ry  C a th e d ra l .  T h e  r e v iv a l  of the  m e d ie v a l  

m o ra l i ty  p lay  took p lace  w ith  a  s u c c e s s  u n p re c e d e n te d  in  P o e l 's  e x p e r im e n ts ,  

P e r f o r m a n c e s  w e re  e n c o u ra g e d  in  the  q u a d ra n g le  of U n iv e r s i ty  C o lleg e ,  

O x fo rd , and  in  the R o y a l  P a v i l j lo n  a t  B r ig h to n ,  b e fo re  E v e ry m a n  r e tu rn e d  

to  London in  1902 fo r  a  ru n  on the  c o m m e r c ia l  s ta g e .  T h e  p ro d u c tio n  

w as then  ta k e n  to  the  p ro v in c e s ,  to  D ublin  and  to  E d in b u rg h ;  f in a lly  P o e l  

so ld  the  A m e r ic a n  r ig h ts  of the  p ro d u c t io n  and  con tinued  h is  w o rk  w ith  

R e n a is s a n c e  d r a m a !

E n th u s ia s m  fo r  the p lay  w as  no t confined  to  th o se  who s h a re d  i t s  

r e l ig io u s  a s s u m p t io n s .  P o e l  h im s e l f  w as  p re ju d ic e d  a g a in s t  the  C atho lic  

C h u rc h .  H is  a d m ira t io n  fo r  E v e ry m a n  w as  fo r  a  beau tifu l  w o rk  of a r t  

w hich happened  to  e x p r e s s  r e l ig io u s  dogm a: "I do not b e l iev e  in  the  

fu tu re  of r e l ig io u s  p la y s .  I h ave  com e to  s e e  th a t  th e i r  ten dency  is  

d a n g e ro u s .  R e lig io n  can  n e v e r  be a c te d .  I t  i s  too  r e a l  and  p e r s o n a l  a  

th ing  . .  • I d id  not m y s e l f  p ro d u ce  E v e ry m a n  as  a  r e l ig ié s  p lay .  A s a 

r e l ig io ^  p lay ,  i t  is  b ad . I t s  theo logy  is  in d e fe n s ib le .  One ca n  v e r y  

e a s i ly  t e a r  i t  to  p ie c e s  in  th a t  r e s p e c t .  B u t the w hole s to r y .  E a s t e r n  and 

not C a th o lic  in  i ts  o r ig in ,  i s  b eau tifu l  a s  a  p iece  of a r t ;  i t  o f fe rs  a



h u n d red  o p p o r tu n it ie s  f ro m  the poin t of v iew  of b eau ty , and i t  le a v e s  an  

im p re s s io n  th a t  is  fine and c h a s t e . "  T he  s to ry  of the  abandonm en t of 

E v e ry m a n  by h is  f r ie n d s  u l t im a te ly  d e r iv e s  f ro m  an  E a s t e r n  fab le ,  y e t  it  

is  doubtful th a t  the d r a m a t ic  s t r u c tu r e  and  the th e o lo g ic a l  m a t t e r  can  be
4-

d iv o rc e d  in  the w ay th a t  P o e l  s u g g e s ts .  L a w re n c e  V. R yan  h a s  shown 

th a t  the  theology d e te r m in e s  the s t r u c t u r e ,  w hile  T h o m a s  E .  Van L aa if  

d e m o n s t r a te s  how the s t r u c t u r a l  p a t te r n  is  im m e d ia te ly  d is c e rn ib le  a s  the 

r e c u r r e n t  r e l ig io u s  and p sy c h o lo g ic a l  p a t te r n  of d e s c e n t  fo llow ed by a s c e n t ,  

dea th  followed by r e b i r t h .  O ur r e s p o n s e  i s  cond itioned  by the rh y th in ic  

p r o g r e s s io n  w hich  i s  m e rg e d  w ith  the r e l ig io u s  s ig n if ic a n c e .  E d i th  Wynne 

M atth iso n  p layed E v e ry m a n  u n d e r  P o e l 's  d i re c t io n ;  she  d is c o v e re d  th a t  

the  rh y th m  of the a c t io n  is  b a se d  on the p a t te rn  of the G o sp e l acco u n ts  of 

C h r i s t ' s  l i fe ,   ̂ She 'c o n v e r te d  (m en ta lly )  the g r e a t  p r a y e r  in to  the  agony 

of G e th se m a n e ,  the p r o c e s s io n  in to  the  w ay of the  C r o s s ,  the fa i lu re  of the 

S o u l 's  o u te rm o s t  functions  into the d e n ia l  of P e t e r  and the fo rsa k in g  of the 

d i s c ip le s ' '^  E v e r y m a n 's  h a rm o n y  l ie s  in i ts  equation  of the  fa lling , th en  

r i s in g ,  a c t io n  w ith  the acco u n t  of r e b i r t h  w hich  the a u th o r  w ish e s  to  s t r e s s  

a s  h is  r e l ig io u s  m e s s a g e .  The o r d e r  of the p lay  l ie s  in  the  in s e p a ra b i l i ty  

of f o rm  and co n ten t.

T he  t im e  w as a u sp ic io u s  fo r a  r e v iv a l  of m e d ie v a l  d r a m a .  In  the

n in e teen th  c e n tu ry  the  cu lt  of m e d ie v a l i s m  had been  e s ta b l is h e d  in  the 

7
Other a r t s  - in  the  n o v e l,  in pa in ting , in  a r c h i t e c tu r e  and in  p o e t ry  -  and  

the  p e r io d  b e fo re  the R e n a is s a n c e  had  been  r e g a rd e d  as  a  t im e  of unity  

and  p u rp o se fu ln e s s .  T h is  v is io n  of lo s t  h a rm o n y  w as  to  be ex p lo ited  

in  tw e n t ie th -c e n tu ry  sy m b o l is t  d r a m a .  E v e ry m a n  s p u r r e d  Shaw and 

E l io t  into  d i s c u s s io n s  of how the m e d ie v a l  p lay , a  n u c leu s  of o r d e r ,  m ight



lo

2
be u se d  a s  a  m o d e l  fo r  m o d e rn  p la y w rig h ts .  T he  th e o ry  of the  f o rm  was 

e x p r e s s e d  by p lay w rig h ts  who d id  not a t te m p t  the sy m b o l is t  m ethod  in th e i r  

own p lays  but w hose r e m a r k s  ca n  be u se d  to  e lu c id a te  the d r a m a  of 

M a e te r l in c k ,  Y e a ts ,  B ec k e tt  and  P i n t e r .

In the  p re fa c e  to B ack  to  M eth u se lah  Shaw d e s c r ib e s  C re a t iv e  

E v o lu t io n  a s  a  re l ig io n .  He goes on to r e la te  h is  m e ta p h y s ic s  to  a r t  :

" the r e v iv a l  of re l ig io n  on a s c ie n ti f ic  b a s is  d oes  no t m e a n  thé  d ea th  of a r t ,  

but a  g lo r io u s  r e b i r th  of i t .  Indeed  a r t  h as  n e v e r  been  g r e a t  when it  was 

not p rov id ing  an  ico n o g rap h y  fo r  a  live re l ig io n .  And it h a s  n e v e r  been  

quite  co n tem p tib le  e x cep t  w hen im i ta t in g  the ico n o g rap h y  a f t e r  the  re l ig io n  

had  b eco m e a s u p e r s t i t io n .  " Shaw w as d e te rm in e d  th a t  h is  own a r t  should  

take  the fo rm  of r e l ig io u s  com edy , a  p o s it iv e  a r t  th a t  would s u p e r s e d e  "a
lO

d e s t r u c t iv e ,  d e r i s o r y ,  c r i t i c a l ,  nega tive  a r t  '. C om edy of c r i t i c i s m  and 

n e g a t iv is m  m igh t e x e r t  in te l le c tu a l  v i ta l i ty  but i t  lacked  the  n e c e s s a r y
/I

p o r t r a y a l  of an  ico n o g rap h y .  S haw 's  "natura l function  a s  an  a r t i s t "  w as

to  w r i te  r e l ig io u s  a r t .  He su m s  up  the p o s t -m e d ie v a l  a r t i s t i c  p re d ic a m e n t

w ith  re le v a n c e  to d r a m a :  " E v e r  s in ce  Shake s p e a r ,  p lay w rig h ts  have b een

s tru g g l in g  w ith  t h e i r  la c k  of p o s it iv e  re l ig io n .  Many of th e m  w e re  fo rc e d

to b eco m e m e r e  p a n d a rs  and s e n s a t io n - m o n g e r s  b e c a u s e ,  though they  had
12.

h ig h e r  a m b i t io n s ,  th ey  could  f ind no b e t t e r  su b je c t  m a t t e r .  " Shaw 's

a t te m p t  to r e s t o r e  a r t  to  i ts  n a tu r a l  function  w as to  w r i te  'a d r a m a t ic
13

p a ra b le  of C re a t iv e  E v o lu tio n " .  T h is  p a ra b le  w as  con ta ined  in  one a c t  of 

Man and S up erm an  so th a t  Shaw 's  re l ig io u s  e x p re s s io n  w as  o b s c u re d  by the 

su r ro u n d in g  com edy  of the  o tlie r  th r e e  a c t s .  He w as d e te rm in e d  in  B ack  

to  M eth u se lah  to "keep  to  the point a l l  th ro u g h " .  T h is  p r e fa c e  is  in d ica tiv e  

of S haw 's  r e l ig io u s  d isp o s i t io n  in g e n e r a l  and , in  p a r t i c u la r ,  i t  i l l u s t r a t e s  

h is  conv ic tions  abou t the  function  of a r t .



T he E p is t l e  D e d ic a to ry  to  A r th u r  B in g h am  W alk ley , w hich  

p r e fa c e s  M an and S u p e rm a n , ta k e s  up  th e se  c r u c i a l  r e m a r k s  w ith  r e f e r e n c e  

to  E v e r y m a n . Shaw had  s e e n  W il l ia m  P o e l 's  C h a r te rh o u s e  p ro d u c tio n  

and  h e r e  p ro n o u n c e s  It a  t r iu m p h a n t  r e v iv a l ,  adding  "I t r u s t  he  w il l  w o rk

th a t  v e in  f u r th e r ,  and  re c o g n iz e  th a t  E l iz a b e th a n  R e n a sc e n c e  fu s t ia n  i s
IS'

no m o re  b e a ra b le  a f t e r  m e d ie v a l  p o esy  th a n  S c r ib e  a f t e r  I b s e n . "  K is  

a p p re c ia t io n  of the  p lay  i s  n o t  confined  to  i t s  d ic t io n .  T he  d if fe re n c e  

be tw een  m e d ie v a l  and E l iz a b e th a n  d r a m a  is  th a t  b e tw een  p h ilo so p h ica l  and 

" m e r e  a r t " .  T he  w e l l -m a d e  e n te r ta in in g  p lay  of S c r ib e  i s  the  w o rk  of 

an  " a r t i s t "  a s  d is t in c t  f r o m  the  s o c ia l  and  p h ilo so p h ic a l  p lays  of Ib se n .  

S haw 's  own re l ig io u s  p a ra b le  w i l l  r e w o rk  the  id e a  of a n  a r c h e ty p a l  hum an  

f ig u re .  H is  e x p r e s s e d  a t t r a c t io n  to  the  m o ra l i ty  p lay  s t a r t s  off a  long 

d ig r e s s io n  on the " a r t i s t - p h i lo s o p h e r "  :

T h a t  the  a u th o r  of E v e ry m a n  w as  no m e r e  a r t i s t ,  
but a n  a r t i s t - p h i lo s o p h e r  and  th a t  the  a r t i s t - p h i lo s o p h e r s  
a r e  the  only of a r t is ts  I  ta k e  qu ite  s e r io u s ly ,  w il l  be 
no new s to  you.

Shaw fo rm u la te s  a n  e x a c t  d e f in it io n  of the  a r t i s t - p h i lo s o p h e r ,  p lac in g  the 

E v e rv m a n  a u th o r  in  r e la t io n  to  B unyan , B la k e ,  H o g a r th ,  T u r n e r ,  G oethe, 

S he lley ,  S c h o p en h au e r ,  W ag n e r ,  Ib se n ,  M o r r i s ,  T o ls to y  and  N ie tz s c h e .  

T he  m a in  r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  of the  o ppos ite  type a r e  D ick en s  and  S h a k e sp e a re  

T he  c r i t i c i s m  le v e l le d  a t  th e m  is  th a t  w hich  i s  d i r e c te d  a g a in s t  the D ev il  

by the  p u rp o se fu l  Don Ju a n  in  S h aw 's  p lay: "T he  p h i lo so p h e r  i s  N a tu r e 's

p i lo t .  A nd th e r e  you h av e  o u r  d if fe re n c e  : to  be in  h e l l  is  to  d r i f t  : to  be
17

in  h e a v e n  i s  to  s t e e r .  " D ick en s  and  S h a k e sp e a re  have  in  co m m o n  w ith  

the  D e v i l  in  Man and S u p e rm a n  th a t  " th e i r  p re g n a n t  o b s e rv a t io n s  and 

d e m o n s t r a t io n s  o f  life  a r e  n o t c o -o rd in a te d  in to  any  ph ilosophy  o r  r e l ig io n



IZ.

j7, .3 they  a r e  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  the  d iv e r s i t i e s  of the w o r ld  in s te a d  of w ith 

i t s  u n i t ie s  : th ey  a r e  so  i r r e l ig io u s  th a t  th ey  ex p lo it  p o p u la r  r e l ig io n  

fo r  p ro fe s s io n a l  p u rp o s e s  w ithout d e l ic a c y  o r  s c ru p le  Q . .3 th ey  a r e  

a n a r c h i c a l  .3 th ey  have  no c o n s tru c t iv e  id e a s "  and  the  d is a p p ro v a l  i s  

s tro n g ly  e x p r e s s e d  in  the  su m m in g  up: "T h e  t r u th  i s ,  the  w o r ld  w as  to  

S h a k e sp e a r  a  g r e a t  's ta g e  of fo o ls '  on w hich  he w as  u t te r ly  b e w ild e re d .

H e could  se e  no s o r t  of s e n s e  in  liv ing a t  a l l ;  and  D ickens  sav ed  h im s e l f  

f ro m  the  d e s p a i r  of the  d r e a m  in  T h e  C h im es  by tak ing  the w o r ld  fo r  

g ra n te d  and busy ing  h im s e l f  w ith  i t s  d e ta i l s .  ' Shaw con tinues  h is  a rg u m e n t  

on the  b a s is  of c o n t r a - a b s u r d i s m ,  ex to ll ing  a s  i t s  exponen ts  B unyan and  

N ie tz s c h e ,  W agner  and Ib se n ,  who p ro v id e  e ffec tive  a n t id o te s  to  D ick en s  

and S h a k e s p e a re .  T he  a r t i s t - p h i lo s o p h e r ,  a s  d is t in c t  f r o m  the  a r t i s t ,  

id e n t i f ie s  h im s e l f  w ith  the p u rp o se  of the  w o r ld .  A t  th is  poin t in  the  

d is c u s s io n  Shaw e ru p ts  in to  a  p a s s io n a te  v e h e m e n c e  to  w hich  a l l  h a s  been  

a  p re a m b le  : ^

T h is  i s  th e  t r u e  jo y  in  l i fe ,  the  being  u se d  fo r  a  
p u rp o se  re c o g n iz e d  by y o u r s e l f  a s  a  m ig h ty  one; 
the  being th o ro u g h ly  w o rn  out b e fo re  you a r e  
th row n  on the  s c r a p  h eap ; the be ing  a  fo rc e  of 
N a tu re  in s te a d  o f  a  f e v e r i s h  s e l f i s h  l i t t le  c lod 
of a i lm e n ts  and g r ie v a n c e s  co m p la in in g  th a t  the 
w o r ld  w il l  no t devo te  i t s e l f  to  m ak ing  you happy . 
And a l s o  the  only r e a l  t r a g e d y  in  l ife  is  the  be ing  
u se d  by p e r s o n a l ly  m inded  m e n  fo r  p u rp o se s  
w hich  you re c o g n iz e  to  be b a s e .  A l l  the  r e s t  is  
a t  w o r s t  m e r e  m is fo r tu n e  o r  m o r ta l i ty  : th is  
a lone  is  m i s e r y ,  s la v e ry ,  h e l l  on e a r th ;  and  the  
re v o l t  a g a in s t  i t  i s  the  only  fo rc e  th a t  o f fe r s  a  
m a n 's  w o rk  to  the  p o o r  a r t i s t ,  w hom  o u r  p e r so n a l ly  
m in d ed  r ic h  people  w ould so  w ill ing ly  em ploy  a s  
p a n d a r ,  buffoon, beau ty  m o n g e r ,  s e n t im e n ta l iz e r  
and  the  l ik e .  ^

S haw 's  g r e a t  e n e rg y  and  fo rc e fu ln e s s  do no t a llow  h im  to  conce iv e  of 

m o r ta l i ty  i t s e l f  a s  t r a g ic .  f B e c k e t t 's
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e m p h a s is  on the t ra g e d y  of b i r th  i t  is  v e r y  like ly  th a t  Shaw would have 

condem ned  Shaw goes  on to  s ta te  th a t  h is  fou r

c h o se n  a r t i s t - p h i lo s o p h e r s  e x p r e s s  the s a m e  id e a s  in  d i f f e re n t  f o r m s ,  tha t 

w hat is  new is  the r e p la c e m e n t  of the naxnes of c o n cep ts  by o th e r  n a m e s  

w hich  m e a n  the  s a m e .  W hat is  im p o r ta n t  i s  the p o le m ic a l  v eh em en ce  a t  

the  c o re  of e ach  a r t i s t -p h i lo s o p h e r* s  w r i t in g ,  a  v e h e m e n c e  w hich  sp r in g s  

f ro m  a n  a p p re h e n s io n  of the p u rp o se fu ln e s s  of the w o r ld .  T h e re  can  n e v e r  

be s ty le  w ithout opin ion , s a y s  the t r e m e n d o u s ly  op in iona ted  hhaw , and , 

even  if  a l l  a s s e r t i o n s  get d is p ro v e d  in  the end  (p re s u m a b ly  ev en  C re a t iv e  

E v o lu tio n  w il l  go the  s a m e  w ay), s ty le  w il l  e n d u re  in  a  fo s s i l iz e d  d id ac tic  

w o rk .  T h is  a rg u m e n t  is  of s u p re m e  im p o r ta n c e  in  c o n s id e r in g  why 

H v e ry rr  y n r e t a in s  i t s  p o p u la r i ty  w ith  a  s e c u la r  au d ien ce  and  why s e c u la r  

d r a m a t i s t s  took the p lay  a s  a  m ode l.  hhaw a d v a n c e s  h e r e  the  a p p e a l  of 

the p lay  a s  th a t  of i t s  p h i lo so p h ic a l  c o m p le te n e s s ;  i t s  th e o lo g ic a l  b a s i s  

i s  in s e p a ra b le  f ro m  i ts  s t r u c tu r e d  ac t io n .

F o r  T . S .  E l io t  the  v e r s i f ic a t io n  of L v e ry rn a n  is  i t s  g re a t  m e r i t .  

A lthough  hhaw and  L l io t  look a t  I .v e ry m a n  f ro m  independen t v iew p o in ts ,  

the  f o r m e r  e a g e r  to u s e  d r a m a  a s  a  v eh ic le  fo r  p r o s e  d id a c t ic i s m ,  the 

l a t t e r  p re o c c u p ie d  w ith  the poe tic  m e d iu m  a s  a  p o w e rfu l  and  su g g es t iv e  

fo r c e ,  the a t t r a c t io n  fo r  both d r a m a t ic  th e o r i s t s  l ie s  in the  o r d e r  m ade  

ex p l ic i t  by the p lay . In ' I ’o c t ry  an d  D r a m a  ' E l io t  r e l a t e s  to E v e ry m a n  

h is  own e x p e r ie n c e  a s  v e r s e  d r a m a t i s t .  He i s  c o n c e rn e d  th a t  p o e t ry  in 

d r a m a  m u s t  be u n o b tru s iv e  and  in te g r a l  w ith  i t s  s u b je c t ,  th a t  th e re  m u s t  

be no p o t -p o u r r i  of  p ro s e  and  v e r s e  (which would c a l l  a t te n t io n  to the 

changes  in  s ty le )  and th a t  the v e r s e  m u s t  be f lex ib le  enough to  a c c o m m o d a te  

e v e r y  type of s ta te m e n t ,  h igh-f low n  o r  b a th e t ic .  He sough t a  n e u t r a l  s ty le



f o r  M u rd e r  in  the  C a t h e d r a l . a  s ty le  n e i th e r  m o d e rn  n o r  vag u e ly  a r c h a i c ,  

n e i th e r  in e x a c t  n o r  too e x a c t ,  s in c e  E l io t  w an ted  to  show the  c o n te m p o ra ry  

re le v a n c e  of a  tw e l f th -c e n tu ry  e v en t .  H e had  c e r t a in  a d v a n ta g e s ,  s in ce  

h is  au d ien ce  w as  to  be s e le c t  and  b e c a u se  h is  top ic  w as  of a  ty p e - r e m o te ,  

h i s t o r i c a l  and  r e l ig io u s  -  w id e ly  c o n s id e re d  to  be  a p p ro p r ia te  fo r  v e r s e -  

f o r m .  He w as  a w a re  th a t  he  m u s t  avo id  the  f a i lu re  of the  n in e te e n th - 

c e n tu ry  p o e ts  who had  tu rn e d  to  d r a m a  c o m m it te d  to  a  b lank  v e r s e  m e d iu m  

devo id  of th e  f le x ib il i ty  of S h a k e s p e a r e 's .  A t th is  s ta g e  E l io t  looked to  

E v e ry m a n  fo r  gu idance :

T he  r h y th m  of r e g u la r  b lan k  v e r s e  had  b eco m e  too 
r e m o te  f ro m  the  m o v em en t of m o d e rn  sp e e c h .  
T h e re f o re  w hat I k ep t  in  m ind  w as  the  v e r s i f i c a t io n  
of E v e r y m a n , hoping  th a t  any th ing  u n u s u a l  in  the  
sound of i t  w ould be , on the  w hole , a d v an tag eo u s .  
A n avo id an ce  of too m uch  ia m b ic ,  so m e  u s e  of 
a l l i t e r a t io n ,  and  o c c a s io n a l  unex p ec ted  r h y m e ,  
h e lp ed  to  d is t in g u ish  the  v e r s i f i c a t io n  f ro m  th a t  of 
the n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry .

In h is  u se  of the  p o e t ic  m e d iu m  E l io t  w as  t ry in g  to  e f fe c t  a  g ra n d  d e s ig n  

w hich  he  e la b o r a te s  in  the  c l im a c t ic  p e r o ra t io n  to  h is  e s s a y .  H e s e e s  

p o e t ic  d r a m a  a s  a  r e v o lu t io n a ry  m e d iu m , w hich  m u s t  o v e r t ly  co m p ete  w ith  

p r o s e  d r a m a :  "W hat we h av e  to  do i s  to  b r in g  p o e try  in to  the w o r ld  in  w hich  

the  au d ien ce  l iv e s  and  to  w hich  i t  r e t u r n s  w hen i t  le a v e s  the  th e a t r e ;  not 

to  t r a n s p o r t  th e  au d ien ce  in to  so m e  im a g in a ry  w o r ld  to ta l ly  un like  i t s  own, 

a n  u n r e a l  w o r ld  in  w h ich  p o e try  i s  to l e r a te d .  W hat I should  hope m ig h t be 

a c h ie v e d ,  by a  g e n e ra t io n  of d r a m a t i s t s  having  the  benefi t  of ou r  e x p e r ie n c e ,  

i s  th a t  the  au d ien ce  should  find , a t  the  m o m e n t of a w a re n e s s  th a t  i t  is  

h e a r in g  p o e try ,  th a t  i t  i s  say ing  to  i t s e l f :  |I_ cou ld  ta lk  in  p o e try  too l ' T h e n  

w e should  not be t r a n s p o r te d  in to  a n  a r t i f i d a l  w o rld ;  on the  c o n t r a ry ,  o u r



own s o rd id ,  d r e a r y  d a i ly  w o r ld  would be suddenly  i l lu m in a te d  and
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t r a n s f ig u re d .  " W hat E l io t  i s  say in g  h e r e  i s  th a t  p o e t ry  could  change 

a c tu a l i ty .  I t  m u s t  not p r o je c t  a n  id e a l ,  r e m o te  w o r ld ,  but i t  should  

e x e r c i s e  a  d y n am ic  r e le v a n c e  to  l i fe .  T h e  w o rd s  E l io t  u s e s  of a c tu a l i ty  

a r e  d e s c r ip t iv e  of d i r t i n e s s ,  s q u a lo r ,  m e a n n e s s ,  lo w n e s s ,  b le a k n e ss  and 

m onotony , " o u r  own s o rd id ,  d r e a r y ,  d a i ly  w o r ld " ;  the  re v o lu t io n  invo lves  

l igh t and  v is io n ,  m e ta m o rp h o s is  in  a  sp e c i f ic a l ly  re l ig io u s  s e n s e .  B e c a u se  

th e se  fu tu re  a u d ie n c e s  w il l  co m e  out w ith  the  in ten tio n  of sp eak in g  p o e try  

and  of r e fo rm in g  co m m u n ic a t io n  in  a  r a d ic a l  s e n s e ,  t h e i r  l iv e s  w i l l  be 

s p i r i tu a l i s e d ,  a n d ,  by a s s o c ia t io n ,  no t only the  w hole of s o c ie ty  bu t the  

w hole of the  w o r ld  w il l  be a l t e r e d  f ro m  s o rd id n e s s  to  p u rp o s e fu ln e s s .  T h is  

i s  a  t re m e n d o u s  v a l id a t io n  of the  s p i r i tu a l  fo rc e  o f  v e r s e  d r a m a ,  a  fo rc e

w hich  E l io t  t r i e s  to  convey in  h is  a n a ly s is  of  w hat he r e f e r s  to  a s  the
2.3

"u n a tta in a b le  id e a l  to w a rd s  w hich  p o e tic  d r a m a  should  s t r i v e " .  E l io t  o f fe rs  

a  d u a l  r e s p o n s e  to  a r t .  On the one hand  he  m a k e s  a  c l a s s i c a l  defin ition :

" It  i s  a  function  of a l l  a r t  to  give u s  so m e  p e rc e p t io n  of an  o r d e r  in  l ife ,  

by im p o s in g  a n  o r d e r  u pon  i t . "  H is  nex t a s s e r t i o n  v in d ic a te s  ro m a n t ic  

a e s th e t ic s  :

I t  s e e m s  to  m e th a t  beyond the  n a m e a b le ,  c la s s i f ia b le  
e m o tio n s  and  m o tiv e s  of o u r  c o n sc io u s  life  w hen 
d i r e c te d  to w a rd s  a c t io n  • the  p a r t  of l ife  w h ich  p ro se  
d r a m a  is  w holly  a d e q u a te  to  e x p r e s s  •  t h e r e  i s  a  
f r in g e  of indefin ite  e x te n t ,  of fee lin g  w hich  we can  
only d e te c t ,  so  to  sp e a k ,  out of the  c o r n e r  of the  eye  
and can  n e v e r  c o m p le te ly  focus: of fe e l in g  of w hich  
we a r e  only a w a re  in  a  k ind of t e m p o r a r y  d e ta c h m e n t  
f r o m  a c t io n  {7. J T h is  p e c u l ia r  ra n g e  of s e n s ib i l i ty  can 
be e x p r e s s e d  by d r a m a t ic  p o e t ry ,  a t  i t s  m o m e n ts  of 
g r e a t e s t  in te n s i ty .  A t su ch  m o m e n ts ,  we touch  the 
b o r d e r  of th o se  fee l in g s  w hich  only m u s ic  c a n  e x p r e s s  
We can  n e v e r  e m u la te  m u s ic ,  b e c a u se  to  a r r i v e  a t  the  
condition  of m u s ic  w ould be the  a n n ih i la t io n  of p o e t ry .



l e

and e s p e c ia l ly  of d r a m a t ic  p o e t ry .  N e v e r th e le s s ,  
I have  b e fo re  m y  e y e s  a  k ind  o f  m i ra g e  of the 
p e r fe c t io n  of v e r s e  d r a m a ,  w hich  w ould be a  
d e s ig n  of h u m an  a c t io n  and  of w o rd s ,  su ch  a s  to  
p r e s e n t  a t  once the  two a s p e c t s  o f  d r a m a t ic  and  
of m u s ic a l  o r d e r  . .3

F in a l ly  E l io t  r e s o lv e s  th i s  d u a l i ty  in  a  d e f in it io n  w hich  d em an d s  a  

co n tro ll in g  o r d e r  w hich  is  a t  once p e rc e iv e d  in  and  im p o se d  on a r t  :

T o  go a s  f a r  in  th is  d i r e c t io n  a s  i t  i s  p o s s ib le  to  
go, w ithout lo s in g  th a t  c o n t r a c t  w ith  the  o rd in a ry  
e v e ry d a y  w o rld  w ith  w hich  d r a m a  m u s t  com e to  
t e r m s ,  s e e m s  to  m e the  p r o p e r  a im  of d r a m a t ic  
p o e try .  F o r  i t  i s  u l t im a te ly  the  function  of a r t ,  
in  im p o s in g  a  c re d ib le  o r d e r  upon  o r d in a ry  r e a l i ty ,  
and th e re b y  e l i c i t in g  so m e  p e rc e p t io n  of a n  o r d e r  
in r e a l i ty ,  to  b r in g  u s  to  a  condition  of s e r e n i ty ,  
s t i l l n e s s ,  and  r e c o n c i l ia t io n  [• • «3

E l io t  e n v isa g e s  h e r e  an  a r t  f o rm  so  p e r fe c t  th a t  it  w i l l  e x p r e s s  th e  

in e x p r e s s ib le .  He d e s i r e s  a  r a r e  b a lan ce  in  p o e tic  d r a m a ,  a  b a lan ce  of 

the  d r a m a t ic  and of the  m u s ic a l ,  a  d e l ic a te  eq u a li ty  of in te n s i ty  in  p a r a -  

p h r a s t a b l e  a c t io n  and  the  u n t r a n s la t^ a b le  b eau ty  of a n  e m o tio n  e x p r e s s ib le  

only in  p o e try ,  th e  whole function ing  a s  a  r e v e la t io n  of o r d e r .  E l io t ' s  

c o n c e rn  w ith  the  o b se rv a t io n  of p r o p e r  r e s p e c t  f o r  g e n re  w i l l  no t allow  

h im  to  concede  to  the  a p p ro a c h  to  the  a r t s  w hich  a ttem pts  to  m e rg e

w o rd s  in to  m u s ic ,  so  a c h ie v in g  p e r fe c t io n  in  sound a lo n e .  F o r  E l io t  

t h e r e  m u s t  be  a c t io n  in  d r a m a  by  i t s  v e r y  n a tu r e ,  p oe tic  rh y th m  and 

d r a m a t ic  c o n f l ic t  w ork in g  to g e th e r  so  h a rm o n io u s ly  th a t  a  condition  of 

p e r fe c t io n  is  r e a c h e d .  T h e  id e a l  i s  u n a tta in a b le  : o f  th is  E l io t  r e m in d s  

us  f r o m  the  beg inn ing , and  h e r e  s e e m s  to  l ie  i t s  a t t r a c t io n .  S h a k e s p e a re ,  

he f e e l s ,  h a s  c r e a te d  the  e f fe c t  of m u s ic  by us in g  the  m e a n s  of w o rd s  and 

a c t io n ,  a t ta in in g  in  c e r t a in  s c e n e s  " the  two a s p e c t s  of d r a m a t ic  and of
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m u s ic a l  o r d e r "  in  s im u lta n e o u s  p e r fe c t io n .  If  a r t  i s  to  r e v e a l  a  p a t te r n  

in  the  w o r ld  then  i t  m u s t  co n ta in  w ith in  i ts  b eau ty  id eas  w hich  r e l a t e  to  

ac tu a l i ty ;  i f  a r t  i s  to  im p o se  a  p a t te r n  c»n' the  w o r ld  th e n  i t  m u s t  con ta in  

w ith in  i t s  m a t r i x  of id e a s  a  b e a u t i fu l  m u s ic a l  p e r fe c t io n .  The d u a l  

function  of a r t  o p e ra te s  m y s te r io u s ly  beyond the  s e n s e s ,  the  two a s p e c t s  

of o r d e r  co h e r in g  to  give a  g l im p se  of p e r f e c t  o r d e r ,  of u n iv e r s a l  

c o h e re n c e .  S haw 's  concep t of the  a r t i s t - p h i lo s o p h e r  can  be a lig n ed  w ith  

E l i o t ' s  th e o ry  of p o e tic  d r a m a  : the  a r t i s t - p h i lo s o p h e r  id e n tif ie s  w ith  the  

p u rp o se  of the  w o r ld  an d  he b e s t  r e v e a l s  th is  p u rp o se  in  a  p e r fe c t ly  

co n g ru e n t  f o rm ,  th e r e b y  im p o s in g  o r d e r  and  e l ic i t in g  p u rp o s e .  T h a t  

E l io t  a s  w e l l  a s  Shaw h o lds  u n r e s e r v e d  a d m ira t io n  fo r  E v e ry m a n  a s  th is  

type  of o r d e r e d  and  o r d e r in g  a r t  i s  c o n f irm e d  in  " F o u r  E l iz a b e th a n  

D r a m a t i s t s "  :

In  one p lay , E v e r v m a n . and p e rh a p s  in  th a t  
one p lay  only, we have  a  d r a m a  w ith in  tlie 
l im i ta t io n s  o f  a r t  (7 . ]

T h e  e n t i r e  h i s to r y  of E n g l ish  d r a m a  co n ta in s  a  s in g le  e x a m p le  w hich  m e e ts  

E l io t ' s  a e s th e t ic  th e o ry .  In an  e s s a y  w hich  d e ta i l s  h is  an tip a th y  to  

r e a l i s t i c  d r a m a ,  E v e rv m a n  i s  o f fe re d  a s  the  one p lay  w hich  i s  no t a f fec ted  

by r e a l i s m .  E l io t  o b je c ts  to  th e  la c k  of f o rm  and  r h y th m  in  E l iz a b e th a n  

d r a m a ,  th e s e  f law s c o n tr ib u tin g  to  an  u n o rd e re d  d is s o n a n c e .  T h e  d i s r e g a r d  

of l im i ta t io n  in  d r a m a  a b u s e s  the  fu n d am en ta l  te n e ts  of a r t ;  the  in tro d u c tio n  

of d r a m a t ic  r e a l i s m  w as  d e b il i ta t in g  and d e t r im e n ta l  : "T he  a r t  of the 

E l iz a b e th a n s  w as  an  im p u re  a r t " .  T he  E l iz a b e th a n  p h ilo so p h ica l  d e c a y  

and d is in te g ra t io n  p e n e t r a te  the  p lay s  a s  the  la te  n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  and 

tw e n t ie th -c e n tu ry  la c k  of c o h e re n c e  i s  r e f le c te d  in  d r a m a  : "T h e  E l iz a b e th a n s



a r e  in  fa c t  p a r t  of the  m o v em en t of p r o g r e s s  o r  d e te r io r a t io n  w hich h as

c u lm in a ted  in  S ir  A r th u r  P in e ro  and in  the  p r e s e n t  r e g im e n t  of E u r o p e . "

B e c a u se  of E l io t 's  a p r io r i  concep tion  of the  p e r fe c t  d r a m a  a s  the

d e m o n s t ra t io n  of a  p a t te r n  of c o h e re n c e ,  e a c h  s e g m e n t  c o -o rd in a t in g  w ith

the  w hole d e s ig n  in a  p o e tic  o r d e r  - by d e f in it ion  a p a r t  f ro m  the  u n c o -o rd in a te d

n a tu re  of r e a l i ty  •  h is  a t t i tu d e  to  r e a l i s t i c  d r a m a  is  to  " d ra m a  s t r iv in g
30

s te a d i ly  to  e s c a p e  th e  cond itions  of a r t " .  In  A e sc h y le a n  t ra g e d y  we find a  

c o h e re n c e  w hich  s ta n d s  in c o n t r a s t  to  the d i s o r d e r l in e s s  of E n g l is h  d r a m a  

f ro m  the  E l iz a b e th a n s  to  the p r e s e n t  day  :

In  a  p lay  of A e s c h y lu s ,  we do not find th a t  
c e r t a in  p a s s a g e s  a r e  l i t e r a t u r e  and o th e r  
p a s s a g e s  d r a m a ;  e v e ry  s ty le  of u t t e r a n c e  
la  the  p lay  b e a r s  a  r e la t io n  to  the  w hole  and  
b e c a u se  of th is  r e la t io n  i s  d r a m a t ic  in  i t s e l f .
The Im i ta t io n  of life  is  c i r c u m s c r ib e d ,  and 
the  a p p ro a c h e s  to  o r d in a ry  sp e e c h  and  
w ith d ra w a ls  f r o m  o rd in a ry  sp e e c h  a r e  not 
w ithout r e l a t io n  and  e f fe c t  upon e a c h  o th e r .
It i s  e s s e n t i a l  th a t  a  w o rk  of a r t  should  be 
s e l f - c o n s i s t e n t ,  th a t  an  a r t i s t  shou ld  c o n sc io u s ly  
o r  u n c o n sc io u s ly  d ra w  a c i r c l e  beyond w hich 
he  d o es  no t t r e s p a s s  : on the  one hand a c tu a l  
life i s  a lw ays  the  m a te r ia l ,  and  on the  o th e r  
hand a n  a b s t r a c t io n  f r o m  a c tu a l  life  i s  a  
n e c e s s a r y  condition  to  the c r e a t io n  of the  w o rk  
of a r t .

T h is  d e f in it ion  of o r d e r  in d r a m a  i s  o ffe red  a s  the  id e a l  in  c o n t r a s t  to  w hat 

E l io t  r e j e c t s  a s  the " a n a r c h i s m "  of the  E l iz a b e th a n s .  F o r  Shaw, the 

o r d e r  in life  and  the d e m o n s t r a t io n  of th a t  o r d e r  in  d r a m a  a r e  s im i la r ly

of s u p re m e  im p o r ta n c e .  V/ith the  c r i t e r i o n  of the  a r t i s t - p h i lo s o p h e r  in
3 Z

m ind he could  sp eak  of S h a k e s p e a re  a s  " a n a rc h ic a l"  to  p re fa c e  h is  c h a rg e  

of a b s u r d i s m  a g a in s t  h im .  T he  n e c e s s i ty  in  m o d e rn  p oe tic  d r a m a  to 

r e t u r n  to  the  c o h e re n t  s im p l ic i ty  of E v e ry m a n  a r i s e s  f ro m  the need  to  m e e t
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the  a n a r c h i s m  of r e a l i ty  -  and u l t im a te ly  to  t r a n s c e n d  i t  -  w ith  th e  o r d e r  

of a r t .

W " E v e ry m a n "  : A C om edy  and a  P h ilo so p h y

The a t t r a c t io n  of E v e ry m a n  fo r  Shaw and E l io t  w as  in  the o r d e r  

i t  m ade  e x p l ic i t .  T he  p h ilo so p h ic a l  o p t im is m  of the p lay  is  co m m u n ica ted  

by an  a c t io n  co m ic  in the  s e n s e  of D a n te 's  D iv ina  C o m m ed ia  ; " F o r  if  

we c o n s id e r  the  th e m e ,  in  i t s  beg inn ing  it  i s  h o r r ib le  and  foul, b e c a u se  it  

i s  H ell;  in i ts  end ing , f o r tu n a te ,  d e s i r a b l e ,  and  joyfu l,  b e c a u se  i t  is  

P a r a d i s e  . T he  p r o g r e s s io n  of the  p ro ta g o n is t  in v o lv es  a  s e r i e s  of 

d is i l lu s io n m e n ts  w hich  a r e  f in a lly  c o u n te re d  by a  r i s e  in  fo r tu n e .  T he  

com ing  of d e a th  to  a  m a n  a t  the  h e igh t of h is  e a r th ly  a t t r ib u te s  i s  p o ten tia l ly  

t r a g ic  m a te r i a l ,  but the d r a m a t i s t  u s e s  the  G o sp e l  acco u n t  of C h r i s t ' s  

life  a s  a  s t r u c t u r a l  b a s is  fo r  the  a c t io n ,  thus  in tro d u c in g  a  p a t te r n  of 

a f f i rm a t io n  in to  the  f o rm  of the  p lay , a  p a t t e r n  w h ich  te a c h e s  s a lv a t io n  

and  r e s u r r e c t i o n .  It  i s  le f t  to  the  au d ien ce  to  follow the  s a m e  r i s in g  ac t io n  

in  th e i r  own l iv e s ,  b a se d  on th e i r  f r e e  cho ice  of the  w ay  to  s a lv a t io n .  By 

w atch ing  the  fo r tu n e s  of E v e ry m a n  on h is  w ay  to  the  g rav e  the  au d ien ce  

h a s  p a r t ic ip a te d  in  a  r i t u a l  a c t io n  of r e b i r th ;  fo r  the  m o d e rn  a u d ie n c e ,  

unconv inced  of the  th e o lo g ic a l  m o r a l  r e - a s s e r t e d  in the d id a c t ic  p e r o ra t io n  

of the  D o c to r ,  the  a c t io n  n e v e r th e le s s  c o n s t i tu te s  a  p o s it iv e  rh y th m ic a l  

f o rc e  up lifting  in  i t s  conv ic tion . T h is  p a r t i c u la r  kind of co m ed y  is  

e n d o rse d  by Shaw a s  the  w o rk  of the  a r t i s t - p h i lo s o p h e r  who id e n t i f ie s  w ith  

the  p u rp o se  of the  w o r ld  and  e x p o se s  a  d e s ig n  in  the w o r ld  by h is  a f f i rm a t iv e  

c r e a t io n .  T he  a l ig n m e n t  of the  d r a m a t ic  te n s io n s  witli the  p h ilo so p h ica l  

d ev e lo p m en t a l lo w s  us to  p e rc e iv e  s im u lta n e o u s ly  the  two p lan es  of poe tic  

d r a m a  a s  defined  by E l io t  : the  d r a m a t ic  and  the  m u s ic a l .



2.0

A . C .  C a w le y 's  s ta te m e n t  th a t  " P r in te d  in  the s a m e  d ecad e  a s  

M a c h ia v e l l i 's  II P r in c ip e  (1513), E r a s m u s ' s  N ovum  I n s t ru m e n tu m  (1516),

and  L u th e r 's  T h e su s  a t  W it te n b e rg  (1517), E v e rv m a n  is  un touched  by
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e i th e r  R e n a is s a n c e  o r  R efo rm a tio n ! ' le a d s  u s  to se e  E v e rv m a n  a s  a 

c o h e re n t  m a t r ix  of m e d ie v a l  ph ilo sophy , the c r e a t io n  of a  d r a m a t i s t  

su b sc r ib in g  to  a g e o c e n tr ic  w o rld v iew  in w hich m an  h a s  unique im p o r ta n c e .  

L iv ing  in  a n  age of p h ilo so p h ic a l  and  th e o lo g ic a l  sp e c u la t io n  a t  the  

beginning of the  s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry ,  the  E n g l ish  d r a m a t i s t  ch o se  to  t r a n s l a t e

the  D utch  E lc k e r l t j c .  thus  c o n f irm in g  m a n 's  c r u c ia l  p o s it io n  in  the  Chain
31

of B eing . T he  d is in te g ra t io n  of m an  s d e e p e s t  co n v ic tio n s  abou t the  

n a tu re  of h is  being w as su b je c t  m a t t e r  fo r  t r a g e d y .  In  c o n t r a s t ,  the  p lay  

so  a d m ire d  by Shaw and E l io t  is  a  p a r t i c u la r  type  of com edy  w r i t t e n  to  

c e le b r a te  the  hope he ld  out fo r  m ank ind  by the  In c a rn a t io n ,  P a s s io n  and  

R e s u r r e c t i o n  of J e s u s ,  Son of God. T he  type  of com edy  a t  w o rk  in  E v e rv m a n  

o p e ra te s  on a  h igh  p h i lo so p h ic a l  le v e l .  W hen Shaw and E l io t  tu rn e d  to  

the  s tag e  th ey  chose  to u se  a  s im i l a r  p h i lo so p h ic a l  c o m ic  g e n re .  Shaw 

defined  I'ian and S u ce r  m a n  a s  "A Comedy and a P h i lo so p h y " ,  w hile  E l io t  

found th a t  "If  you w an t to  say  so m e th in g  s e r io u s  n o w ad ay s ,  i t ' s  e a s i e r  to  

s a y  i t  in  com edy  th an  in  t r a g e d y .  P e o p le  ta k e  t r a g e d y  s e r io u s ly  on the 

s u r f a c e .  T hey  tak e  com edy  l igh tly  on the  s u r f a c e  but s e r io u s ly  u n d e rn e a th " .  

S o c ia l  h u m a a i ta r ia n is r a ,  fo r  E l io t ,  a s s u m e d  im p o r ta n c e  only w hen i t  w as  

s e e n  in  r e la t io n  to  God :

The concep tio n  of in d iv id u a l l i b e r ty  . .  • m u s t  be 
b a se d  upon the  unique im p o r ta n c e  of e v e ry  
s ing le  so u l,  the know ledge th a t  e v e r y  m an  is  
u l t im a te ly  r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  h is  own sa lv a t io n  o r  
d a m n a tio n ,  and tlie c o n seq u en t  ob liga tion  of 
so c ie ty  to  a llow  e v e r y  in d iv id u a l the opportun ity



to  deve lop  h is  fu ll  h u m an ity .  B ut u n le s s  
th is  h u m an ity  i s  c o n s id e re d  a lw ays  in r e la t io n  
to  God, we m ay  ex p ec t  to  find an  e x c e s s iv e  
love of c r e a te d  b e in g s ,  in o th e r  w o rd s  
h u m a n i ta r ia n i s m  lead ing  to a  genuine o p p r e s 
s ion  of h u m an  be ings  in  w hat is  conce ived  by 
o th e r  hum an  beings to  be th e i r  i n t e r e s t .

T he  h u m a n i ta r ia n i s m  of S h a k e s p e a re  and the e p h e m e r a l  ro m a n tic  v a lu es  of

h is  c o m e d ie s  have no la s t in g  s ig n if ican ce  fo r  Shaw o r  fo r  E l io t .  E l io t

looks back  to  E l iz a b e th a n  E ng land  a s  "a  p e r io d  of d is so lu t io n  and  ch ao s"

and finds th a t  S h a k e s p e a re  d id  not in te l le c tu a l i s e  a  c o h e re n t  view  of l i fe .

Shaw e la b o ra te s  th is  in the |? r e fa c e  to M an and S u p e r m a n , in  w hich  he

v>
c a l ls  S h a k e sp e a re  'a n a rc h ic a l  ' and  " ir re l ig io u s  '. An a n a ly s is  of the 

u n sw erv in g ly  p h ilo so p h ic a l  com edy  of E v e ry m a n  w ill  d e m o n s t r a te  i ts  

p e r fe c t io n  fo r  Shaw and E l io t .

E v e ry m a n  is  a  d id a c t ic  p lay , d e m o n s t r a t in g  the need  fo r  re p e n ta n c e  

by an  e n a c tm e n t  of the dea th  of a  r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  m a n . The M e ss e n g e r  

an n ounces  the s e r io u s  p u rp o se  of the  a c t io n  in  a  p r e l im in a r y  sp e e c h .  T h is  

p lay  d e m o n s t r a te s  how to live  o n e 's  life  : be co n sc io u s  of the t r a n s i t o r in e s s  

of e a r th ly  e x is te n c e ;  th ink  of the e f fec t  of o n e 's  life  h e r e  on the life e v e r 

la s t in g .  God c a l ls  E v e ry m a n  to a  rec k o n in g  a s  He w il l  c a l l  e v e ry  p e r s o n  

in  the au d ience  to  a  re ck o n in g .  F r o m  the  s t a r t  the  au d ien ce  is  a w a re  of 

the e n o rm ity  of the i s s u e s  invo lved . The g e n e r a l i s e d  c h a r a c t e r s  em body 

a b s t r a c t  c o n c e p ts ,  p sy c h o lo g ic a l  a t t r ib u te s  and p h y s ic a l  a d v an tag es ;  the 

p ro ta g o n is t  is  n o t s e e n  a s  a  m a n  in a  s o c ia l  con tex t such  a s  the  use  of 

ind iv idua lly  n am ed  r e p re s e n ta t iv e s  of h is  f r ie n d s  and r e la t iv e s  w ould provide , 

The au d ien ce  a s  a  r e s u l t  p e r c e iv e s  th is  a c t io n  as  u n iv e r s a l ,  a  p o r t r a y a l  of 

t ru th  a b so rb in g  a l l  s e c t io n s  of s o c ie ty .  T he  s p e c ta to r s  canno t e m p a th ise



w ith  the s tage  p e r s o n a g e s  b e c a u se  they  a r e  a l l  the  t im e  co n sc io u s  th a t  they  

a r e  w atch ing  the d r a m a t i s a t io n  of an  in te l le c tu a l  p ro p o s i t io n .  It is  up to 

th e m  to re c e iv e  the  m e s s a g e  a s  a c a l l  to  a c t io n  and th e re  is  co n s ta n t  

p r e s s u r e  on th e m  to do so . T he  d ev ice  of s ta r t in g  the play w ith G od 's  

b i t t e r  denun c ia tio n  of m an  a s  t r a i t o r  to  a  c a u se  p r e p a r e s  u s  fo r  the ensu ing  

le s s o n  w hich  He is  d e te rm in e d  to t e a c h .  G od 's  m a je s ty  i s  f it t ing ly  p o r 

t r a y e d  f i r s t  o n - s ta g e ,  to  be jo ined  by h is  "m yghty  m e s s e n g e r e " .  D eath .

T he  con flic t we a r e  about to  se e  is  in i t ia te d  by the  p o w ers  w hich  c o n tro l  

m a n 's  l ife .  T he  th i rd  c h a r a c t e r  to  a p p e a r  is  E v e ry m a n ,  w alk ing  in  u n 

su sp e c t in g  g a ie ty .  D e a th 's  com ing  a p p a lls  E v e ry m a n .  The potent 

d r a m a t ic  con flic t  w hich  is  in s t ig a te d  is  p ow erfu l  b e c a u se  E v e ry m a n  is  

n e i th e r  age ing  n o r  unhea lth y  - but he is  r ic h ,  and we a r e  re m in d e d  th a t  

d ea th  co m e s  to  a l l  r e g a r d l e s s  of s o c ia l  s ta tu s .  T h is  f i r s t  le s s o n  is  

s t r e s s e d  by E v e r y m a n 's  d is i l lu s io n m e n t .  He is  s t r ip p e d  of h is  b e l ie f  in 

the p e rm a n e n c e  of life and he is  le ft  o n - s ta g e  alone to  c o n s id e r  h is  ch an ces  

on the  jo u rn e y  w hich  h is  so u l  m u s t  tak e .  T he  lo n e l in e ss  following each  of 

the four d is i l lu s io n in g  e n c o u n te r s  -  w ith  D e a th ,  w ith  " F e la w sh y p " ,  w ith  

"K ynrede  ' and 'C o sy n " ,  and f ina lly  w ith Goods - g ives  us t im e  to c o n te m 

p la te  the  s o l i t a r in e s s  of our p o s it io n  in  l i fe .  E v e ry m a n  re v ie w s  h is  

s i tu a t io n  a f t e r  the  d e p a r tu r e  of G oods. He h as  been  pushed  to  sh a m e  and 

sh am e  p ro m p ts  h im  to  find "Good D e d e s" .  T he  w eak n ess  of th is  c h a r a c t e r  

is  v isu a l is e d  by h e r  im m o b il i ty ,  and  the b lank book of acco u n ts  c a u se s  

E v e ry m a n  to c r y  out in f e a r  for J e s u s  to  h e lp  h im .  The a c t io n  h as  a c c u m 

u la te d  so  convincing ly  th a t  we have fa l le n  witli h im  to  the  n a d i r  of the 

d i s c o v e ry  of Good D e e d s 's  f r a i l ty .  Now the d r a m a t i s t  in t ro d u c e s  a  

c h a r a c t e r  who h a s  the m ean s  to  r e s t o r e  E v e r y m a n ’s rec k o n in g  b e fo re  he



m e e ts  the  g ra v e .  In the  p r o c e s s  of dying E v e ry m a n  h a s  found K now ledge, 

the  knowledge of h is  s in .  H is  f i r s t  s tep  to  re d e m p tio n  is  to  show h is  

c o n tr i t io n .  The p r ie s t - p e r s o n i f i c a t io n  of C o n fess io n  e n c o u ra g e s  h im  to  

u n d e r ta k e  the s a c r a m e n t  of p en ance  and , in a lengthy  p r a y e r ,  he a s k s  God 

fo r  b a p t ism  and p en an ce .  He r e - e n a c t s  C h r i s t ' s  P a s s io n  in  h is  p en an ce .

T he  m ood is  changing fa s t ;  the aud ien ce  is  e n c o u ra g e d  to r i s e  w ith  

E v e ry m a n  to  f r e s h  hope a s  Good D eed s  m a n a g e s  to  waLk and the p ro ta g o n is t  

changes  h is  co s tu m e  to  denote  h is  new -found  c o n tr i t io n .  C om panions a r e  

found fo r  E v e ry m a n  w ithout h is  need ing  f u r th e r  to  s e e k  th e m .  A t th is  

s tag e  E v e ry m a n  is  fu lly  confiden t th a t  he  lack s  noth ing  and th a t  he h a s  been  

re sc u e d :  h is  t r u s t  in B ea u ty ,  Good D e e d s ,  S tre n g th ,  D is c re t io n  and F iv e  

W its is  a b so lu te .  He bes tow s M s Goods now a s  he should  have done in  l ife ,  

r e s i s t i n g  the d ev il  and d am n atio n . F iv e  W its d e ta i ls  the  s e v e n  s a c r a m e n t s  

and  the  pow er of p r ie s th o o d  to rem it o r  to r e t a in  s in .  E v e ry m a n  r e t r e a t s  

to  the  H o u se  of S a lva tion  and r e c e iv e s  the  l a s t  s a c r a m e n t s  of H oly  C o m 

m union  and E x t r e m e  U nction . When he e m e r g e s  he h a s  w ith h im  a  

c ru c i f ix ,  a  p r o p e r ty  w hich  r e m in d s  the  au d ien ce  of C h r i s t ,  w hose  life  

E v e ry m a n  h as  been  r e - e n a c t in g ,  and w hose life  should  s e rv e  e v e ry  C h r i s t i a n  

a s  a  m o d e l .  But E v e r y m a n 's  and  the  a u d ie n c e 's  em otions  a r e  tugged  ag a in  

w hen the  new  com pan ions  d e s e r t  h im .  He h as  been  fo rs a k e n  a s  J e s u s  w a s ,  

and  he  is  le f t  w ith  h is  Good D eed s  a s  h is  so le  com pan ion . The second  

d is i l lu s io n m e n t  of E v e ry m a n  is  v e r y  d is tu rb in g .  We a r e  taught th a t  looks 

leave  m a n  f i r s t ,  th en  h is  s t r e n g th  f a i l s ,  th i rd ly  h is  d i s c r e t io n  d e s e r t s  M m , 

to  be jo ined  f ina lly  by the  r a t io n a l  f a c u l t ie s .  F iv e  W its .  The o r d e r  of 

d e p a r tu r e  of th e s e  p e r s o n a l  a t t r ib u te s  is  v e r y  te l l in g .  To  the  l a s t  E v e r y 

m a n  r e ta in s  the  facu lty  w hich  could  save  h im  -  F iv e  W its -  the  p o w er  by
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w hich  he  ca n  gain know ledge. The aud ien ce  i s  to  u n d e rs ta n d  th a t  

r e p e n ta n c e  can  n e v e r  com e too la te  th is  s ide  of the  g r a v e .  E v e ry m a n  

c r i e s  to  God fo r  m e r c y  u s in g  C h r i s t ' s  w o rd s ,  and the  p ro o f  of  the  e ff icacy  

of h is  s a c r a m e n ta l  a c t io n s  is  r e v e a le d  by the  A n g e l 's  a p p e a ra n c e .  The 

sou l is  sav ed  and the reck o n in g  is  c l e a r .  We a r e  no t a llow ed  to  r e s t  

th e r e  - the g e n e ra l  m e s s a g e  is  b ro u g h t  hom e by the D o c to r .  T he  p o la r i t ie s  

of sa lv a t io n  and  d am n a tio n  a r e  a lw ays p r e s e n t  fo r  m a n 's  cho ice  in  h is  f r e e  

w ill .

T he d r a m a t ic  p r e s e n t a t i o n  of the d o c t r in a l  m a t e r i a l  is  s u c c e s s fu l ly  

r e a l i s e d  by the  u s e  of a l le g o ry .  It  is  a t  a l l  t im e s  c l e a r  th a t  we a r e  be ing
tLai.'4(!. j ^  iv<rrv- ^

o ffe red  a s e r i e s  of s tep s  to w a rd s  salvation '; ^the d id a c t ic i s m  does  no t 

u n d e rm in e  the e f fe c t iv e n e s s  of the d r a m a t ic  co n fro n ta t io n  w ith  d e a th .  

A lle g o ry  is  the  b e s t  w ay to  d r a m a t i s e  d id a c t ic i s m ,  y e t  the E v e ry m a n  

a u th o r  a lso  m a k e s  u se  of language and th e m e  in  such  a  w ay th a t  s u g g e s 

t iv e n e s s  and conno ta tion  a r e  r e ta in e d .  An e x am in a tio n  of th is  su b tex t  w il l  

define  in  E v e ry m a n  the  m u s ic a l  o r d e r  w hich  E l io t  d em an d s  of the  p e r fe c t  

v e r s e  d r a m a .  E m a n a t in g  f ro m  the  c e n t r a l  s t r e s s  on the  C h r i s t i a n  

sy m b o lic  a c t io n  known a s  s a c r a m e n t  a r e  th e m e s  w hich have  a c q u i re d  the 

p ro p o r t io n  of sy m b o l by m e a n s  of t h e i r  a g e^ ld  r e p e t i t io n  in  p h ilo so p h ica l  

in te rp r e ta t io n  of l i fe .  T he  rec o g n i t io n  of h u m a n  m o r ta l i ty  s u c c e e d s  the  

re c o g n i t io n  of a n im a l  m o r ta l i ty  in  a c h i ld 's  c o n sc io u sn e s s  and  the  a w a re n e s s  

of the ex t in c tio n  of o n e 's  own life  follows a b ru p t ly .  The m o s t  im p o r ta n t  

c ru x  in  life th en  b e c o m e s  the a t te m p t  to  com e to  t e r m s  w ith  o n e 's  own 

d e a th .  The co ncep t of t im e  is  a l l - im p o r ta n t .  N a tu r a l  rh y th m s  d ic ta te  

the  d iv is io n  of t im e  into y e a r s ,  m on ths  and  d ay s .  E x p o sed  to  th e s e  n a tu r a l  

rh y th m s  m an  is  a w a re  of th e i r  c i r c u l a r i t y  : the  life w hich ends  in  d ea th  

ju s t  a s  s u re ly  beg ins  a g a in  a  new  l i fe .  In  the m e s s e n g e r 's  p ro lo g u e  a
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sc h e m e  of t im e  i s  p re s e n te d  w hich  in s t ig a te s  a n  a w a r e n e s s  of the  

h o p e fu ln ess  of the  r e c u r r e n t  n a tu r a l  c y c le .  In  the  beg inn ing , we a r e  

w a rn e d ,  we m u s t  look to  ou r  end ing , and  beyond the  b u r ia l  of the  body to  

the  fa te  of the so u l.  A l l  the  t r a n s i t o r y  p o s s e s s io n s  of life  "W yll fade 

f ro m  the  a s  f lo u re  in  Maye"^f ^The s im i le  l in k s  h u m a n  life  w ith  the 

f r a g i l i ty  of a  f lo w e r ,  m y s te r io u s ly  b eau tifu l  w hile  i t  is  f r e s h ,  but c e r t a in  

to  w i th e r  b e fo re  long. T he  u se  of the  m on th  of May a s  a  def in ite  

p o s it io n in g  in  t im e  o f fe rs  the  conno ta tion  of the  aw akening  to  life  of 

s p r in g t im e ,  the  s e a s o n  w hich  w i l l  rh y th m ic a l ly  p a s s  to  the a p p e a ra n c e  of 

s u m m e r .  By the  in tro d u c t io n  of the  f lo w er  im a g e  a  p a t te r n  is  s e t  up  

w hich  p e rv a d e s  the  p lay  so  th a t  the  d ea th  •  r e b i r th  cy c le  u n d e r l ie s  the 

d r a m a t i c  a c t io n .  A f lo w er  e i th e r  w il ts  g ra d u a l ly  ex a c t ly  a s  a  m a n  c a n  a g e ,  

o r  e l s e  i t  can  be t r a m p le d  u n d e rfo o t  and  k i l le d  a t  the h e ig h t  of i t s  b eau ty .  

T he  su d d en n ess  of D e a th 's  a p p e a ra n c e  b e fo re  E v e ry m a n  a t  the  p in n ac le  

of h is  w o r ld ly  s i tu a t io n  r e s u l t s  in  a  ru d e  aw akening  of a w a r e n e s s ,  a c c e n 

tu a te d  by the  p r o ta g o n is t 's  g u i le le s s  e x c la m a t io n  : "O D e th ,  thou  c o m e s t  

w han I had  the  l e e s t  in  m y n d e !"  (1.119) T he  cy c le  of E v e r y m a n 's  life is  

in te r r u p te d  a s  the  cy c le  of a  f lo w e r 's  can  b e ,  but the  hope s t i l l  l in g e r s  th a t  

r e b i r th ,  w ith  the n a tu r a l  s e a s o n s ,  i s  a  p o s s ib i l i ty  a s  m uch  fo r  m a n  a s  fo r  

the  f lo w e r .  D ea th  i s  ch il l ing  in  h i s  r e m in d e r  th a t  " the  tyde abydeth  no 

m a n "  (1.143) a c c e n tu a t in g  the  p a t t e r n  of n a tu r a l  rh y th m .  O nce E v e ry m a n  

is  le f t  on h is  own, h is  pan ic  le a d s  h im  to  m ak e  a  c o n s ta n t  c o m m e n ta ry  on 

the  sp e e d  w ith  w h ich  he  m u s t  a c t ,  fo r  "T he  ty m e  p a s s e th "  (1.192) and  "T he  

day  p a s s e th  and  is  a lm o o s t  ago"  (1 .194). In  tliis  con tex t,  g r e e t in g s  

a u to m a t ic  in  th e m s e lv e s  a s s u m e  i ro n ic  and  h e igh tened  m ean ing  : "good 

m o ro w e ,  by th is  day e l " (1.206) s a y s  F e l lo w sh ip ,  but, fo r  E v e ry m a n  th e r e  

w il l  be no s im i l a r  g re e t in g  the  following d ay .  T he  ep iso d e  witli F e l lo w sh ip



c o n t r a s t s  the  s o m b re  f a c ts  we have  ^ ' c o n c e rn in g  the  t r a n s i to r in e s s

of life  w ith  the  v a in  and  sp e c io u s  h o p es  of the  m a n  who w il l  no t face  up to  

th o se  fa c ts .  F e l lo w s h ip 's  an x ie ty  to  know w hen he  w ill  r e t u r n  f ro m  the  

jo u rn e y  w ith  E v e ry m a n  b ra n d s  h im  a s  a n  ig n o ra n t ,  w o r th le s s  s lo th  of a  

m an . E v e r y m a n 's  f r a n k  re p ly  is  th a t  they  w il l  r e t u r n  n e v e r  a g a in  " ty l l  

the  daye  of d o m e"  (1 .261), in t ro d u c in g  the  t e r m i n a l  po in t fo r  woiidty t im e ,  

the  d ay  of ju d g e m e n t fo r  a l l  m ank ind . E v e r y m a n 's  m a in  c o n c e rn  i s  to  

find a  com pan ion  to  h e lp  h im  on h is  jo u rn e y .  W ith e a c h  r e je c t io n  th a t  he 

r e c e i v e s ,  he is  f o rc e d  in to  looking a t  h is  m is s p e n t  t im e  on e a r th .  D e a th 's  

sum m oning  h a s  b ro u g h t  h im  to  la te  a w a r e n e s s  th a t  t h e r e  i s  no t im e  to 

w a s te  : "I lo se  m y  ty m e  h e r e  lo n g e r  to  ab y d e"  (1. 3S6), "And a l l  I m ay  

w yte m y spendynge of ty m e "  (1 .436). E v e ry m a n  h a s  w a s te d  h is  t im e  on 

e a r th  in  h is  a c c u m u la t io n  of Goods r a t h e r  th an  of Good D eed s  * y e t  the 

p u rp o se  of the p lay  is  d i r e c te d  a t  th o se  who have done s im i l a r ly ,  and  the 

c r u c i a l  m e s s a g e  is  th a t  i t  i s  n e v e r  too  la te  to  r ig h t  o n e 's  re c k o n in g .

The re c k o n in g ,  o r  book of a c c o u n t ,  i s  a  sy m b o lic  co n cep t  w hich  

i s  f a m i l i a r .  T he  book a c ts  a s  an  o b je c t if ic a tio n  of o n e 's  l i fe ,  a  r e c o r d  

of o n e 's  p r o g r e s s  in  the  dodging of v ic e s  and  the  c e le b ra t io n  of v i r t u e s .  

T h e  A ngel who ta k e s  E v e r y m a n 's  so u l  to  J e s u s  t e l l s  u s  th a t  h is  r e c o r d  is  

" c r y s t a l l - c l e r e "  (1.898); the ep ilogue  d e l iv e re d  by the  D o c to r  po in ts  to  

the  r e s u l t  of a  m uddied  rec k o n in g  :

If h is  rek en y n g e  be no t c l e r e  w han  h e  doth  c o m e ,  
God w yll s a y e ,  'I te .  m a le d ic t i .  in  ig n em  e te rn u m .  ' 
And he th a t  h a th  h is  acco u n te  h o le  and sounde ,
Hye in  h eu en  he s h a l l  be c ro u n d e .  (11.914-917)
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It  ia l ike ly  tha t the e a r ly  tw e n i ie th -c e n tu ry  aud ience  of poets  and d r a m a t i s t s  

who w e re  in tro d u c e d  to  E v e ry m a n  th ro u g h  P o e l 'a  p ro d u c tio n  woiid have 

in te rp r e te d  the book a s  an  im age  of a r t .  We do not know if  the au th o r  of 

I  v e ry  m an in tended  to su g g e s t  such  a  m ean ing  ; h o w e v e r ,  to those  m e m b e r s  

of the aud ience  p r e s e n t  a t  the m o d e rn  r e v iv a l ,  such  a s  A r th u r  S ym ons, who 

w e re  s te e p e d  in F r e n c h  S y m b o lism e  , M a l l a r m é 'a idea  of the a r t i s t ' s  

a s p i r a t io n  to c r e a te  a book re f le c t in g  the m ean in g  of the u n iv e r se  would 

have com e to m ind . V/ . B.  Y ea ts  u s e s  the sy m b o l of the book in  The Cat 

and the M-oon and in th a t  p lay  about s a lv a tio n  the sy m b o l su g g e s ts  the 

fu lf i lm en t of the a r t i s t  in the c r e a t io n  of h is  oeu v re  : if  the a r t i s t  p r e s e n ts  

a c o n s is te n t ,  p u rp o se fu l  p a t te rn  in h is  a r t  then  he has  ach iev ed  an im m o r ta l  

p e rp e tu a t io n  of h is  l ife .  T he  co ncep t of the book in E v e ry m a n  would have 

been  h ighly  su g g es t iv e  to a  m o d e rn  and p re d o m in a n tly  s e c u l a r  aud ien ce  

w ith  a knowledge of la te  n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  a e s th e t ic s .

T he  a n a ly s is  of sha llow  f r ie n d s h ip  in E v e ry m a n  is  u n iv e r s a l ly  re le v a n t .  

We need  not s h a re  the re l ig io u s  a s su m p t io n s  of the a u th o r  to a p p re c ia te  

th a t  the s e c u r i ty  o ffe red  by the  s h a r in g  of o n e 's  life w ith  f r ie n d s  can la s t  

only a s  long a s  life  i t s e l f .  F e l lo w sh ip  is  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  m u rd e r  and  h is  

n a tu re  is  d e s t r u c t iv e  ju s t  a s  G o o d s 's  is  ; c o m p le te ly  w illing  as  he is  to  be 

D e a th 's  a g en t ,  he b li the ly  Ig n o res  th a t  E v e ry m a n  is  D e a th 's  v ic t im  :

But and  thou w yll m u r d e r ,  o r  ony m an  ky ll.
In tha t I w yll h e lp  the w ith  a  good w yll. (11.281 -2)

F r ie n d s h ip ,  the au th o r  im p l ie s ,  canno t u l t im a te ly  h e lp  us ; in  the  c o n f ro n 

ta t io n  w ith  dea th  E v e ry m a n  is  on h is  own. We a r e  to ld  th a t  w ith  the 

knowledge of re l ig io n ,  and the fa ith  in tha t know ledge, and w ith  good d e e d s .



the  c o r o l la ry  of th a t  f a i th ,  hope is  av a ila b le  to  h im . T h e  E v e ry m a n  

a u th o r  d o es  not ig n o re  the fac t th a t  som e p r i e s t s  canno t be t r u s t e d  to  

fu lf i l  tixeir d u tie s  to th e i r  f lock . We a r e  le f t  w ith a  fo rc e fu l  m e ss a g e  

th a t  people of a l l  c r e e d s  can  a p p r e c ia te ;  p e r s o n a l  in te g r i ty ,  som eth ing  

th a t  o th e rs  canno t p rov ide  us w ith , is  v e r y  im p o r ta n t  : it is  up to 

E v e ry m a n  to  a c q u ire  a c l e a r  acco u n t  in the book, the la s t in g  te s ta m e n t  

to h is  l ife .

If  m an  d o es  not u se  h is  'F iv e  V/yttes ' th en  he does  not r e a l i s e  

th a t  the t e s ta m e n t  h a s  to  be m ade  : h is  e y es  a r e  blind to  hope. The 

p a t te rn  of im a g e s  co n c e rn in g  s ig h t c o n tr ib u te s  a  m u s ic a l  th em e  to  the 

sub tex t of E v e ry m a n  . God m a k e s  it  obvious in h is  f i r s t  sp eech  th a t  

p h y s ic a l  c la r i ty  of v is io n  does  not n e c e s s a r i l y  go with s p i r i tu a l  in s ig h t  :

Cf ghostly  syght the people  be so  blynde (1 .2 5 )

T he  e n t i re  play is  d i r e c te d  to w ard  c o r r e c t in g  the v is io n  of th e se  s ig h t le s s
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p eo p le .  H eav en  is  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  s ig h t  in  an  im a g e  u se d  by D ea th .  

T he  p ro te s ta t io n  i s  sav ag e  :

He th a t  loue th  r y c h e s s e  I w y ll s t r y k e  w ith m y d a r t e .
H is  syght to b lynde , and f ro  h eu en  to  d e p a r t e —(11. 76-7)

F a i th  in  m a t e r i a l  goods, w o r th le s s  in  o n e 's  ac c o u n t-b o o k ,  lead s  to  the 

d e n ia l  of s p i r i tu a l  s ig h t .  W hen E v e ry m a n  is  f i r s t  con fro n ted  by D ea th  he 

i ro n ic a l ly  co n fu ses  b l in d n ess  w ith  s ig h t :

T h is  b lynde m a te r  t ro u b le th  m y  w y tte .  (1.102)

H e i s  th en  a b ru p t ly  en ligh tened  w ith  th e  in fo rm a tio n  about h is  s o u l 's  

jo u rn e y  and  abou t the  s ig n if ic a n c e  of h is  book of a c c o u n t .

A n o th e r  s e t  of im a g e s  in  E v e ry m a n  c o n c e rn s  the  j u x t a p o s i t i o n  of 

o p p o s i te s .  A t the  beginning God d e s c r ib e s  C h r i s t ' s  P a s s io n  w ith  a  vivid 

d e ta i l in g  of the  r e d  blood and  the  in te n se  p a in  w hich  r e s u l t e d  f r o m  the 

p e n e tra t io n  of th o rn s  in to  a  v u ln e ra b le  h ead  :

T o  ge te  th e m  lyfe I su f f re d  to  be deed ;
I he led  th e y r  fe te  /  w ith  th o rn e s  h u r t  w as  m y  h e e d .  (11.32-3)

T h e  a n t i th e t ic a l  im a g e s  su g g e s t  the  noble  and  the  ignoble  : th e  su ffe r in g  

f r o m  pain fu l fee t  i s  l a t e r  r e n d e r e d  c o m ic  in  C o sy n 's  "I haue the c r a m p e  

in  m y  to "  (1. 356), w h e re a s  the  p a in  in f l ic te d  on the  h e a d ,  r a t io n a l  and  

s p i r i t u a l  g o v e rn o r  of th e  body, i s  a t  the  opposite  e x t r e m e .  M an 's  p o s it io n  

w ithou t fa i th  i s  th a t  of an  a n im a l  to rm e n te d  no t by q u e s tio n s  of the  s p i r i t  

bu t by s o re  fe e t .  God tw ice  m a k e s  th is  d is t in c t io n  ag a in  :

And thus  th ey  leue  of a u n g e l le s  the  heu en ly  co m p an y .( l .  39) 
V ery ly  th ey  w il l  b ecom e inoche w o r s e  than  b e e s te s   ̂(1.49)
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I t  w as to  p re v e n t th is  u lt im a te  ig n o b ility  of m an  th a t the E v e ry m a n  au th o r 

w ro te  h is  p la y . He p ro v id e d  h is  au d ien ce  w ith  a  tw ofold  o r d e r  : th e  o rd e r  

in  h is  a r t  d ir e c t ly  re f le c te d  the o rd e r  by m ean s  o f w hich  m an  could 

d i r e c t  h is  life .

\ii T he  "r»aiv" and th e  " s e n tim e n ta lis c h "

S c h ille r  s th e o re t ic a l  e s s a y  U b er na iv e  und s e n tim e n ta lis c h e  

4- 2-

D ichtung e s ta b lis h e s  tw o of the c r i t i c a l  t e r m s  w hich I s h a ll  be u s in g  in  

su b seq u en t c h a p te r s .  N aiv  and  s e n tim e n ta lis c h  w ill be le f t u n tra n s la te d  

th ro u g h o u t b e c a u se  the E n g lish  " s im p le "  an d  " se n tim e n ta l"  h av e  pe_%jorative 

co n n o ta tio n s .

S c h il le r  s t a r t s  h is  d is c u s s io n  by a sk in g  why n a tu re  shou ld  have 

su ch  an  em o tio n a l e ffe c t on h is  c o n te m p o ra r ie s .  H e finds th a t the  id e a  of 

u n ity  and  h a rm o n y  r e p re s e n te d  by f lo w e rs  and  b ird s  and  sp r in g s  and  s to n e s  

and  o th e r  n a tu r a l  o b jec ts  r e v e a ls  a  m ode of e x is te n c e  th a t  is  p ro found ly  

s a tis fy in g  no t to  the a e s th e t ic  s e n se  a s  one m ig h t a s s u m e  bu t to  m a n 's  

m o ra l  s e n s e ,  fo r "S ie  s in d . w as w ir  v /a re n ; s ie  s in d , w as w ir  w ie d e r  

w erd e ii so llen  . W ir w a r  en  N a tu r  w ie s ie ,  und u n s e re  K u ltu r  s o il  u n s ,
4-3

au f d e m  W ege d e r  V ern u n ft und d e r  F r e ih e i t ,  z u r  N a tu r  z u ru c k fu h re n . "

T h e  q u a lit ie s  o f n a tu re  e m p h a s is e d  h e re  a r e  th o se  of f re e d o m , o f in n o cen ce , 

of g o o d n ess  and  of in g e n u o u sn e ss . T he  p le a s in g  n a iv  cond ition  of n a tu re  

is  lo s t  to  m o d e rn  m an , who in  h is  envy  of i t  f e e ls  d is e a se d  : "U n se r  

G efuhl fu r  N a tu r  g le ic h t d e r  E m pfindung  d es  K ra n k e n  fu r  d ie  G esu n d h e it. " 

T h is  th e o ry  of a  c r i s i s  in  h u m an  h is to r y  e x p la in s  w hat S c h ille r  s e e s  a s  

th e  m a in  d is tin c tio n  to  be d raw n  in  the  a r t s  :
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A ile  D ic h te r ,  d ie  e s  w irk lic h  s in d , w ard en , je  
n ach d em  d ie  Z e it  be s chaff en  1st, in  d e r  s ie  b luhen , 
o d e r  z iifâ llig e  U m stan d e  au f ih re  a llg e m e in e  
B ildung und au f ih re  v o ru b e rg e h e n d e  G em u tss tim m u n g  
E in flu |3  h ab en , en tw ed e r zu  d en  n a iv en  o d e r  zu  d en  
s e n tim e n ta l!8chen g e h o ren .

T he n a iv  poet i s  o b je c tiv e , u n a n a ly tic a l and  s e lf -e f fa c in g . In  h is  a r t  he 

d e s c r ib e s  a  co n co rd  w ith  the  e x te rn a l  w o rld . F o r  th e  sentlm e n ta l is c h  

p o e t th is  h a rm o n y  la  a  lo s t  r e a l i ty  and  h a s  b eco m e an  id e a l  fo r  w hich  he 

se e k s  : "D ie U b e re in s tim m u n g  zw isch en  s e in e m  E m p fin d en  und D enken , 

d ie  in  d e m  e r s te n  Z u s tan d e  w irk lic h  s ta ttfa n d , e x i s t i e r t  j e tz t  b io  id e a lis c h  ; 

s ie  i s t  n ic h t m e h r  in  ih m , so n d e rn  au  e r  ih m , a l s  e in  C edanke, d e r  e r s t  

r e a l i a i e r t  w e rd e n  s o li ,  n ich t m e h r  a ls  T a ts a c h e  se in e s  Le b e n s . " ^

S en ti m e n ta lis  ch a r t  is  an  a r t  of id e a s  in  o p p o sitio n  to  the  im m e d ia te  

e x p re s s io n  of n a iv  a r t .  I t  is  s e lf - c o n s c io u s ,  a n a ly s in g  th e  im p re s s io n s  

and  r e a c tio n s  of the  a r t i s t .  T h is  c r i t i c a l  a w a re n e s s  r e s u l t s  in  the c o m 

p lex  e x p re s s io n  w hich r e c o rd s  the  d is ta n c e  be tw een  the  r e a l  and  th e  id e a l .  

T h is  e x p re s s io n  w ill  be e i th e r  of a c tu a li ty  a s  a n  o b jec t of a v e r s io n , o r  

e ls e  i t  w ill  be of th e  id e a l  a s  an  o b jec t o f d e s i r e .  T he s e n tim e n ta lis c h  

a r t  i s  th e r e fo re  e i th e r  s a t i r i c a l  o r  e le g ia c . T h e  e le a ia c  s e n tim e n ta lis c h  

p o e t w ill  e x p re s s  h im s e lf  sad ly  in  e leg y  o r  jo y fu lly  in  id y ll.

S c h ille r  co n c lu d es  th a t the s e n tim e n ta lis c h  a r t i s t  shou ld  c r e a te  a  

type  of id y ll w h ich  s y n th e s is e s  bo th  p a s to r a l  in n o cen ce  and  so p h is tic a tio n . 

T h is  so lu tio n  to  the  d ile m m a  of the m o d e rn  a r t i s t  s e e m s  p a ra d o x ic a l  : the  

se n ti  m e n ta lis  ch a r t i s t  is  a lie n a te d  f ro m  h is  s o c ia l  and  n a tu ra l  co n tex ts  

and  la c k s  id e n tity  y e t h e  m u s t find  a  new  w ay of e x p re s s in g  n a iv  h a rm o n y .

H e can n o t r e g r e s s  to  th e  n a iv  co n d itio n  of th e  a n c ie n t a r t i s t s ;  in s te a d  

he  m u s t fo rm u la te  a  p o s t - s e n tim e n ta lis c h  outlook w hich  h a s  th e  sam e  

s im p lic i ty , ^  ^  f^r Lh
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In  the  follow ing p ag es  I s h a ll  d is c u s s  th e  a t te m p ts  of so m e m o d e rn
^ rw v .

d r a m a t is ts  to  a c h ie v e  th is  outlook,,^ E l io t 's  d e s c r ip t io n  of E v e ry m a n  a s  

" d ra m a  w ith in  the  l im ita tio n s  o f a r t "  a t t r ib u te s  to  th e  m e d ie v a l p lay  a  

h a rm o n y  such  a s  th e  d r a m a t is t s  I  s h a ll  ex am in e  t r y  to  e m u la te . T he 

c r u c ia l  is s u e  b eco m es  w h e th e r  M a e te r lin c k , o r  Y e a ts ,  o r  B e c k e tt, o r  

P in te r ,  s u c c e s s fu lly  a c h ie v e s  th e  m o d e rn  p o s t - s e n tim e n ta l is c h  s im p lic ity .

. . . ooO oo.. .
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C h a p t e r  T w o  

S téphane M a lla rm e , V il l ie r s  de I 'I s le -A d a m , and A r th u r  Sym ons

T o t r a c e  the  o r ig in s  of any  tw e n tie th -c e n tu ry  l i t e r a r y  fo rm  w ill 

n e c e s s a r i ly  lead  one to  th e  co m p lex  P a r is i a n  m ilie u  a t  the  end  of the  

n in e tee n th  c e n tu ry  : in  p o e try , f ic tio n  and  d ra m a , a s  w e ll a s  in  m u sic  

and  the  r e p re s e n ta t io n a l  a r t s ,  P a r i s  w as a m a z in g ly  f e r t i le  in  both  p ra c t ic e  

and  th e o ry . I t  is  th e r e fo re  to  be ex p ec ted  th a t an  a tte m p t to  p lace  the  

d r a m a tic  fo rm  u n d e r  re v iew  in  i ts  h is to r ic a l  c o n tex t, and  to  u n d e rs ta n d  

the  fo rc e  of sp e c if ic  p lay s  by M a e te r lin c k , Y e a ts ,  B e c k e tt and  P in te r ,  

shou ld  involve so m e d is c u s s io n  of th e i r  F re n c h  p r e c u r s o r s .  F i r s t l y ,  I 

s h a ll  in d ica te  M a lla rm é 's  im p o r ta n c e . S econd ly , I s h a ll  look a t th e  e x t r a 

o rd in a r i ly  p o w erfu l in flu en ce  of V il l ie r s  de 1'I s ie -A d a m . F in a lly , I s h a ll  

d is c u s s  A r th u r  S y m o n s, w hose e s s a y s  d is s e m in a te d  in  E n g lish  w hat w as 

im p lic i t  in  the F re n c h  l i t e r a tu r e  of th e  fin  de s ie c le  pe r io d .

S téphane M a lla rm e

M a lla rm é , lik e  m any  a e s th e t ic  th e o re t ic ia n s  a t  th e  end  of the

n in e tee n th  c e n tu ry , saw  in  a r t  a  lo s t  r e l ig io n . T he c o n v e rsa tio n s  of h is

fam ous T u e sd ay  s o i r e e s ,  ev en  m o re  th an  h is  l i t e r a r y  a c h ie v e m e n t, caugh t

ho ld  of a  g e n e ra tio n . T h e se  g a th e r in g s  a t  Ma l ia r  m e 's  f la t  in  the  ru e  de

R om e a r e  d e s c r ib e d  by h is  c o n te m p o ra r ie s  a s  s a c re d  r i tu a ls  : Sym ons

w r i te s  "H e re  w as a  h o u se  in  w hich a r t ,  l i t e r a tu r e  w as the  vejry a tm o sp h e re ,

a  re lig io u s  a tm o sp h e re ; and  the  m a s te r  of the h o u se , in  h is  ju s t  a  l i t t le
I /

so le m n  s im p lic i ty , a  p r i e s t . "  F o r  M a lla rm é  p o e try w w a  s a c re d  a r t  fo r



th e  in itia te d  few , a  m ean s  of re c o rd in g  th e  s p ir i tu a l  v /o rld  in  th e  sy m b o ls

w hich  e x p r e s s ,  in  th e i r  in effab le  fo rm , the  e s s e n t ia l  s t r u c tu r e  of the

u n iv e r s e .  He found in  w o rd s  and th e i r  fo rm u la tio n s  in p o e try  the

re f le c tio n s  of u ltim a te  t ru th ,  endow ing th e  book w ith  a  m y s te r io u s  p o w er.

Ho p lanned  to  w r ite  the g r e a t  w o rk  w hich he m a in ta in ed  th a t e v e ry  au th o r

had  a tte m p te d , th e  book w h ich , in  i t s  u se  of syxribols, w ould en ca p su la te

th e  m ean in g  of the  w o rld . M a lla r rn e 's  fe rv e n t b e l ie f  in  the  pow er of such

a book led  h im  to  sa y  to  J u le s  H u re t ,  in  1891# "Au fond , v o y e z -v o u s , le

m onde e s t  fa it  p o u r  a b o u tir  a  un b eau  l iv re .  W ith M a lla rm é  the  function

of th e  poet b ecam e  th a t of the  sh a m a n , equ ipped  w ith  the  m a g ic a l s tre n g th

to  su g g e s t to  h is  fo llo w e rs  the  w o rld  of e s s e n c e s .  T he c re d o  of a r t  fo r

/
th e  sy m b o lis ts  wof e x p re s s e d  by M a lla rm é  in  th e se  w o rd s  :

N o m m er un o b je t, c 'e s t  s u p p r im e r  le s  t r o i s - q u a r t s  
de la jo u is s a n c e  du poerr.e qui e s t  fa ite  de d e v in e r  
peu a  peu  : le  s u g g é r e r , v o ila  la  r ê v e .  C 'e s t  le  
p a r fa i t  u sa g e  de ce m y s tè re  qu i c o n s titu e  le  sym bo le : 
ê^voquer p e ti t  a  p e tit  un  o b je t p o u r m o n tre r  u n  é ta t  
d 'â m e , ou, in v e rs e m e n t,  c h o is i r  un o b je t e t en  
d é g a g e r  un  é ta t  d 'â m e , p a r  une s é r ie  de d é c h iffre m e n ts . '^

T he co n cep t of th e  su g g e s tiv e  fo rc e  of a r t  found a sy m p a th e tic  re sp o n s e  in  th e

la s t  d ecad e  of the  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  p a r t ly  b ec au se  of the  ren ew ed  in te r e s t

A-
in the  o ccu lt and  in  m y s t ic is m . B e lie f  in  the  i l lu s io n  of the  w o rld  of

a c tu a li ty  and  the e s s e n t ia l  fo rm s  of th e  s p ir i tu a l  w o rld  h ad  f lo u r ish e d  in

th e  la te  1 8 8 0 's , so  th a t  th e  a r t i s t 's  t r u e  ro le  cou ld  be u n d e rs to o d  on 

/
M a lla rm é  s t e r m s .  T h e  t ru e  a r t i s t  d id  no t im ita te  n a tu re ; he ex p la in ed  

it  in  r e fe re n c e  to  th e  s u p e rn a tu r a l .  T h a t th e  re lig io n  of a r t  had  r a d ic a l ly  

sh if te d  aw ay f ro m  n a tu ra l  d e s c r ip t io n  is  v ig o ro u s ly  e x p re s s e d  in  th e  n o v e l 

w h ich  Sym ons c a lle d  " th e  b r e v ia ry  of the d e c a d e n c e " . In  J . -K . H u y sm a n s '
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A R eb o u rs  (1884) d e s  E s a e in te s  w ith d raw s  f ro m  the n a tu ra l  w o rld , 

tak in g  re fu g e  in  an  a r t i f i c ia l  e n v iro n m e n t w h e re  he  can  indulge h is  ta s te  

fo r  r a r e f ie d  s e n sa tio n . T he d e ca d e n t h e ro  finds g re a t  p le a s u re  in  read in g  

B a u d e la ire , E d g a r  A llan  F o e  (B a u d e la ire 's  m a s te r ) ,  V e r la in e , V i l l ie rs  

de 1'18l e -A d am , an d , above a l l ,  M a lla rm é  h im s e lf .  M a lla r rn e 's  w o rk  

e x p re s s e s  fo r  d e s  E s s e in te s  tlie q u in te sse n c e  of th e  d ecad en t m ovem en t 

to  w hich  T h éo p h ile  G a u tie r  h ad  f i r s t  r e f e r r e d  in  h is  186% p re fa c e  to  L es 

F le u r s  du fv>al. D es E s s e in te s  te l l s  h im s e lf  th a t  he  w ill  p ro b ab ly  n e v e r  

ex ten d  h is  l ib ra ry , b e c a u se  :

E n  e ffe t, la  d ecad en ce  d 'u n e  l i t t é r a tu r e ,  i r r é p a r a b le m e n t  
a tte in te  d an s  son  o rg a n is m e , a ffa ib lie  p a r  l 'â g e  d es  
id e e s , é p u isé e  p a r  le s  e x c è s  de la  sy n ta x e , s e n s ib le  
se u le m e n t au x  c u r io s i té s  qu i e n f iè v re n t le s  m a la d e s  e t  
cep en d an t p r e s s é e  de to u t e x p r i m e r ^  so n  d é c lin , 
a c h a rn e e  à  v o u lo ir  r é p a r e r  to u te s  le s  o m iss io n s  de 
jo u is s a n c e , èi le g u e r  le s  p lus su b tils  so u v e n irs  de dou leu r,
I l son  l i t  de m o r t ,  s 'é t a i t  in c a rn é e  en  M a lla rm é , de  la  
faço n  la  p lu s  co n so m m ée  e t  la  p lu s  e x q u ise . ^

D es E s s e in te s  looks upon h im s e lf  a s  a  u n iq u e ly  s e n s it iv e  hum an  being ,

w hose d e s i r e s  can  be s a tis f ie d  only  w hen he is  iso la te d  f ro m  m e re  h u m an ity .

H o w ev er, h is  w ith d ra w a l le a d s  to  s e v e re  n e u ro s is  and  h is  d o c to r  p r e s c r ib e s

a  r e tu rn  to  s o c ie ty . T h e  end  of the  n o v e l fin d s  h im  co n tem p la tin g  the

re lig io u s  life  a s  an  a l te rn a t iv e .

H uys m an s h ad  fo re sh ad o w ed  th e  d a n g e rs  of a r t i s t i c  iso la tio n  e a r ly

on in  h is  n o v e l, in  th e  an ecd o te  w hich  b e s t  i l lu s t r a te s  d e s  E s s e in te s ' tu rn in g

of n a tu re  a g a in s t i t s e l f .  H u y sm a n s ' h e ro  s tu d s  a  to r to i s e 's  back  w ith

je w e ls  a r ra n g e d  in  a  f lo w er p a tte rn ;  the  to r to is e  is  k ille d  in  the p r o c e s s .

T he  ep iso d e  c a p tu re s  th e  im p o rta n t t ru th  abou t the  type of a r t  w hich  
/

M a lla rm é  p ro p ag a ted  : a r t  w hich  s t r iv e s  to  im p ro v e  on n a tu re  fu lf ils  a
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d e a th -w ish  in  the a r t i s t .  H u y sm a n s ' n o v e l, to g e th e r  w ith  V e r la in e 's  

study  of L e s  P o e te s  M au d its , a ch iev ed  fam e fo r  M a lla rm é  in  1884.

M a lla r rn e 's  a ttitu d e  to  th e  th e a tr e  is  e s p e c ia lly  r e le v a n t. H am le t 

is  fo r  h im  the u ltim a te  p lay , "une tra g é d ie  in tim e  e t o c c u lte " . T he 

f ig u re  of H a m le t, e x is tin g  a lw ay s  in  a  s ta te  o f p o te n tia l , i s  behind  

M a lla rm é '8 u n fin ish ed  p lay , Ig itu r .  W ritte n  be tw een  1867 and  187 0, the  

w o rk  w as r e a d  by M a lla rm é  to  C a tu lle  M endes and V il l ie r s  in  1870, and  in  

s e v e r a l  w ays i t  a n tic ip a te s  A x e l. M a lla rm é  s h a re d  W a g n e r 's  fa ith  in  the  

re l ig io u s  p o te n tia l of th e  th e a t r e ,  a lthough  he d is a g re e d  w ith  the  W ag n erian  

s t r e s s  on th e  s u p re m e  im p o rta n c e  of m u s ic  in  d r a m a . M a lla r rn e 's  fa ith  

in  the  p ow er of sy m b o lis t  p o e try , in  th e  c r u c ia l  w o rd s  and in  the book, 

fo rc e s  h im  to  re le g a te  m u s ic  to  a  s e c o n d a ry  ro le  in  the th e a t r e .  O f p r im e  

im p o rta n c e  i s  p o e try  in  a c tio n , the  th e a t r e  finding  i ts  t ru e  r i tu a l i s t ic  

n a tu re  in  m im e and  s ile n c e . T h e  p o te n tia l of the  undefined  * th e  s ile n t  

a c to r  a s  m uch  a s  the  b lan k  page -  e x e r c is e s  th e  fa sc in a tio n  of m y s te ry .

T he  d a n c e r  o ccu p ies  an  im p o rta n t p o s itio n  in  d r a m a , in c o rp o ra tin g  in
I

rh y th m ic  m o v em en t th e  e v o ca tio n  of m u s ic .

In  1890 M a lla rm é  le c tu re d  in  B e lg iu m  and in  P a r i s  on V il l ie r s  de
tc

I 'I s le -A d a m . T he a ffin ity  of fee lin g  w hich  he h a s  fo r  V il l ie r s  i s  sounded

im m e d ia te ly  : "U n hom m e au  rê v e  h a b itu e , v ie n t ic i  p a r l e r  d 'u n  a u t r e ,
u

qu i e s t  m o r t .  " V i l l ie r s  is  e x a lte d  to  a  p o s itio n  a lm o s t su p e rh u m a n  : 

" v é r ita b le m e n t e t  d an s  le  se n s  o rd in a ir e ,  v e c u t - i l? "  M a lla rm e  r e la te s  

how m en  of h is  tim e  in  P a r i s  -  in c lud ing  V e rla in e  and  C a tu lle  M endes -  

h e ra ld e d  V il l ie r s  a s  a  g e n iu s . T he  only  m an  w hom  V il l ie r s  cou ld  a c c e p t 

a s  h is  eq u a l w as E d g a r  A llan  P o e . M a lla rm é  s t r e s s e s  V i l l i e r s ' d e ta c h 

m en t f ro m  the w o rld  of a c tu a li ty  ; " l 'h o m m e qu i n 'a  p as  e te ,  que d an s  s e s
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r e v e s " .  H e c a lls  A x el V i l l i e r s ' " te s ta m e n t"  and he q uo tes  a p p re c ia tiv e ly

p a r t  of the f in a l d ia logue  in  w hich  A x el r e je c ts  th e  fu tu re  r e a l i ty  a s

in c o m p a ra b le  w ith  d r e a m , and ch o o ses  d ea th . M a lla r rn e 's  s ta te m e n ts

o ffe r  a  u se fu l in tro d u c tio n  to  A xel.

i’l V il l ie r s  de I 'I s le  -A dam

A x el is  of c o lo s s a l  s ta tu r e  in  th e  h is to ry  of sy m b o lis t d ra m a . 

M a e te rlin c k  w as to  acknow ledge V il l ie r s  a s  h is  m a s te r  in  te rm s  of the 

h ig h e s t p r a is e  : " V ill ie rs  de I 'I s le -A d a m  e s t  la  g ran d e  a d m ira tio n , le p lus 

beau  so u v en ir  e t  le g ran d  choc de m a v ie . Ma v ie  a  deux  v e r s a n ts  : a v an t, 

a p r è s  V i l l ie r s .  D 'u n  co te , l 'o m b re ,  de l 'a u t r e  la  lu m iè re .  A u co n tac t 

de V i l l ie r s ,  j 'a i  c o m p ris  ce que d e v a ie n t é p ro u v e r  le s  A p è tr e s .  " Y e a ts 's  

im p re s s io n  of the 1894 P a r is ia n  p ro d u c tio n  of A x e l a t  th e  T h e a tre  M o n tp a r

n a s s e  s ta y e d  w ith  h im  fo r th i r ty  y e a r s .  In h is  1924 P re fa c e  to  H ,P .R .  

F in b e rg 's  t ra n s la t io n  of A x el Y ea ts  d e c la r e s  th a t he "can  see  how th o se  

sy m b o ls  becam e a  p a r t  of m e , and fo r  y e a r s  to  com e d o m in a ted  m y im a g in 

a tio n , and w hen I po in t out th is  fa u lt o r  th a t G* D  ̂ but d isc o v e r  th e re  is  no 

e s c a p e , th a t I a m  s t i l l  d o m in a ted . Is  i t  only b ec a u se  I opened th e  book fo r

the  f i r s t  tim e  w hen I had  the v iv id  s e n s e s  of youth th a t I m u s t se e  th a t to w er
16

ro o m  a lw a y s , and h e a r  a lw ay s th a t th u n d e r? "  T he en ig m a tic  n a tu re  of A xel 

is  a p p re c ia te d  w hen the  c r i t i c a l  c ru x  of the p lay  is  ex am in ed . A x e l ends in 

the  double su ic id e  of i ts  p ro ta g o n is ts .  T h e re  a r e  tw o p o ss ib le  r e a c tio n s  to 

th is .  E i th e r  V i l l ie r s ,  who w as C a th o lic , w as condem ning h is  p ro ta g o n is ts ,  

ex ilin g  th em  f ro m  h eav en  by th e i r  m o r ta l  s in , o r e ls e  he w as expounding an  

id e a l is t  ph ilo sophy  and ex to llin g  h is  p ro ta g o n is ts ' e sc a p e  f ro m  illu s io n  in to  the
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w o rld  of e s s e n c e s .  I s h a ll  ex am in e  th e  ev id en ce  fo r both  in te rp re ta t io n s ,  

tak in g  in to  acco u n t th e  f ra g m e n ts  d is c o v e re d  a f te r  V illie rs*  d e a th , and 

show  how A xel w as in  a  v e ry  e x tr a o rd in a ry  se n se  V illie rs*  " te s ta m e n t" .

In  th e  P a r i s  of the  18 8 0 's  a v a n t-g a rd e  th e a tr e  w as d o m in a ted  by 

n a tu r a l is m . In  1882 L es  C o rb eau x , and  in  1885 La P a r is ie n n e , w e re  

p io n e e r in g  p lay s  by H en ry  B ecq u e . A n to in e 's  e x p e r im e n ta l  T h e a tre  l ib re  

w as founded in  1887, opening w ith  fo u r  n a tu r a l is t ic  p la y s , inc lud ing  the  

d r a m a tis a t io n  of a  con te  by Z o la . In  1834, a t  the  h e ig h t of n a tu r a l is t ic  

d r a m a 's  f i r s t  s u c c e s s ,  V il l ie r s  h ire d  a  co n fe re n c e  h a l l  fo r  th e  p u rp o se  of

g iving a c o m m e n ta ry  on h is  own new  p lay . H e w as v e ry  m uch  a w a re  th a t
/  n

he had to  p r e p a re  h is  p ub lic  fo r "U ne l i t t é r a tu r e  d ra m a tiq u e  n o u v e lle " ,

re p re s e n ta t iv e  of a  g e n re  a lie n  to  th a t of s e c u la r  rea lism . H is  le c tu re

in tro d u c e d  the av an t a v a n t-g a rd e . F i r s t  of a l l  V i l l ie r s  an nounces th a t h is

au d ien ce  can  ex p ec t to  find  none of the  d ra m a tic  f e a tu re s  p a r t ic u la r ly

in te re s t in g  : " I 'in t r ig u e ,  le s  'c a r a c t è r e s ' ,  e t  l 'a c t io n  th é â t r a le ,  ne so n t

 ̂ Aque d 'in te r e t  s e c o n d a ire " .  T he  im p o rta n c e  of th e  p lay  does no t lie  in  the

ac tio n ; in  fa c t ,  V i l l ie r s  h a s  r e s e rv a t io n s  ab o u t A x e l 's s ta g e -w o r th in e s s  :

" C 'e s t  a s s e z  vous d i r e  que le  d ra m e  d 'A x él n 'e s t  n u lle m e n t é c r i t  p o u r la

sc en e  e t  que la  s e u le  id ée  de sa  r e p ré s e n ta t io n  s e m b le , a  l 'a u te u r  lu i-m ê m e ,
H

a  peu  p r è s  in a d m is s a b le .  " A x el, he c o n tin u e s , w ill  o ffe r m o s t in te r e s t  

w hen i t  is  r e a d ,  and  i t  is  no t fo r  th o se  who bem oan  th e  leng th  of a  m onologue 

such  a s  H a m le t 's  "T o  be o r  no t to  b e " . V i l l i e r s ' su b je c t is  now announced , 

fo llow ing n a tu ra l ly  a f te r  the  r e fe r e n c e  to  H a m le t : " la  g ran d  a n x ié té

hum ain e  d ev an t l 'é n ig m e  de la  v ie " ,  " c e  c o n s ta n t, ce t e r r ib le  e t  lo in ta in
20

s o u c i" . V i l l ie r s  to  som e e x te n t p le a d s  w ith  h is  le c tu r e -h a l l  au d ie n c e , 

a sk in g  th e m  to  a c c e p t h is  lo fty  su b je c t a s  su ita b le  m a te r ia l  fo r  a  p lay . He
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is  ad m ittin g  th a t ,  in  th e i r  e y e s , he  h as  ch o sen  an  e x tr a o rd in a ry  g en re

in  w hich to  a i r  h is  d e e p e s t  c o n v ic tio n s . H e h o p es  th a t he need  not ex cu se

h im s e lf  fo r  a ttem p tin g  to  em body "d an s une a c tio n  sc e n iq u e , une concep tion
Zl

de l 'o r d r e  t ra n s c e n d e n ta l" .  A f te r  th e se  c o m m e n ts , V il l ie r s  announces 

th a t he w ill r e a d  one o r  tw o p re l im in a ry  s e c tio n s  in  o rd e r  to  a c c u s to m  h is  

au d ien ce  to  the  s ty le  of A x e l. T h e se  e x tr a c ts  a r e  u n fo rtu n a te ly  m is s in g .

V i l l i e r s ' a w a re n e s s  of A x e l 's s ta g e  lim ita tio n s  and a ls o  of i ts  

s ta r t l in g ly  new  a r e a  of s u b je c t-m a tte r  is  v e ry  re v e a lin g . In  th e  co n tex t 

of th e  n a tu ra l is m  of the  18 8 0 's  V il l ie r s  w as r e  - in tro d u c in g  w ith  A x el w hat 

had  a lw ay s b een  the  t r a d it io n a l  s u b je c t-m a tte r  of the  n a iv  d r a m a t is t .  T he 

a u th o r  o f E v e ry m a n  w ould no t have found if  n e c e s s a r y  to  g a th e r  to g e th e r  

h is  au d ien ce  b e fo re  the  f i r s t  p e r fo rm a n c e  o f h is  p lay  in  o rd e r  to  is s u e  a  

w arn in g  abou t i ts  u n iv e r s a l  and  p h ilo so p h ic a l c o n te n t. T he  p ro c e d u re  

w as  n e c e s s a r y  fo r  V il l ie r s  b e ca u se  th e  p h ilo so p h ic a l is  bound to  be su b 

je c t iv e  and in d iv id u a lis tic  in  an  ag e  d iv id ed  o v e r  re lig io n , so  th a t h o s ti le  

r e a c t io n s  a r e  lik e ly . N a tu ra l is t ic  p lay s  r e t r e a t  f ro m  th is  d iv is iv e  a r e a  

and  d is c u s s  s e c u la r  i s s u e s .  V i l l i e r s ' c a v e a t w as w ise  too  in  th a t he  w as 

c o n ce rn ed  w ith  the  p la y 's  d ra m a tic  q u a l i t ie s .  T he d e ta ile d  n o te s  and  

p h ilo so p h ic a l f lig h ts  of th e  p lay  r e q u ir e  slow  rea d in g  and  A x e l m u s t en d u re  

cu ts  b e fo re  i t  c an  be p e r fo rm e d .

The im p o rta n c e  of A xel fo r  Y ea ts  w as no t th a t i t  s e e m e d  a  c o n su m 

m a te ly  ex ecu ted  w o rk  of a r t  bu t th a t i t  s e e m e d  to  em body the  em o tio n  of 

h is  " t ra g ic  g e n e ra tio n " . I s h a ll  quo te  in  fu ll h is  r e m a rk s  on th is  a s p e c t  

of th e  p lay  b e c a u se  th ey  a r e  c r u c ia l  in  an  a s s e s s m e n t  of A x e l 's  im p a c t 

on the  c o n te m p o ra ry  l i t e r a r y  s c e n e . It is  th is  im p a c t th a t I a m  above a l l  

c o n c e rn e d  w ith , b e c a u se  of th e  im p lic a tio n s  fo r  la te r  d r a m a t is ts  :
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I w as q u ite  c e r t a i n ^ .  ^  th a t i t  fA xeP w as abou t th o se  
th in g s  th a t m o s t occupied  m y thought and the  thought 
of m y f r ie n d s ,  fo r  we w ere  p e rp e tu a lly  th ink ing  and  
ta lk in g  abou t th e  va lu e  of life , and so m e tim e s  one o r  
o th e r  of u s  -  L io n e l Jo h n so n  p e rh a p s  • w ould sa y , 
like  A xel (si<Q, th a t  i t  had  no v a lu e . I t d id  no t m ove 
m e b e c a u se  I thought i t  a  g re a t  m a s te rp ie c e ,  but 
b e c a u se  i t  se em e d  p a r t  of a re lig io u s  r i t e ,  the  c e rem o n y  
p e rh a p s  o f som e s e c r e t  O rd e r  w h e re in  m y g e n e ra tio n  
h ad  been  in itia te d . E ven  th o se  s tra n g e  se n te n c es  so  
m uch  in  th e  m an n e r of m y tim e  -  "a s  to  liv in g , our 
s e rv a n ts  w ill do th a t fo r u s " ; "O to  v e i l  you w ith  m y 
h a i r  w h e re  you w ill b re a th e  the  s p i r i t  o f dead  r o s e s "  -  
d id  no t s e e m  so im p o rta n t a s  the sym bo ls  : the  fo re s t  
c a s t le ,  th e  t r e a s u r e ,  the  lam p  th a t had b u rn ed  b e fo re  
S olom on. 2.3

2.4-
A xel fo r  Y ea ts  and  h is  c o n te m p o ra r ie s  w as a  "S acred  B ook". In  the 

A u to b io g rap h ie s  Y ea ts  once m o re  a s s o c ia te s  A x el w ith  L io n e l Jo h n so n ; 

com m en ting  on J o h n so n 's  w ith d raw al f ro m  the w o rld , he q u o tes  "A s fo r
7. S'

liv ing , o u r s e rv a n ts  w ill do th a t fo r  u s .  " In  1928 Y ea ts  w r i te s  to  S tu rg e  

M oore : "I r e m e m b e re d  w hen I got back  th a t w hen I s ig n  a  book fo r  anybody 

I put a  lin e  of v e r s e ,  v e ry  com m only  'F o r  w isdom  is  a  b u tte rf ly  and  n o t a

gloom y b ird  o f p re y . ' I u sed  to  w r i te ,  in  c h e e rfu l you th , 'A s to  liv ing  o u r
2-6

s e rv a n ts  w ill do th a t fo r  u s .  " M ore im p o rta n t th an  the  haugh ty  lin e  -  

w hich c e r ta in ly  su m s up th e  fin  de s ie c le  m a la ise  a s  ty p ified  in  A R e b o u rs  

-  w e re  the  sy m b o ls  of A x e l. T h e se  sym bols w e re  to  r e - a p p e a r  in  

M a e te rlin c k , w hose e a r ly  p lays Y ea ts  a d m ire d .

Y ea ts  m en tio n s  th a t A xel " fille d  the m in d s"  of h is  P a r i s  f r ie n d s ;

he te l ls  u s  th a t V e r la in e  " in s is te d , having ev id en tly  fo rg o tten  a l l  abou t i t ,
Z7

th a t V il l ie r s  m e an t th a t noth ing  m a tte re d  bu t lo v e" . Y ea ts  a s s u m e s  th a t 

V e rla in e  m u s t h av e  fo rg o tten  the  co n ten ts  of A xel b ecau se  Y ea ts  re m e m b e rs  

the p lay  d if fe re n tly , bu t th e  opposing in te rp re ta t io n s ,  m ade by th e se  two 

d isc ip le s  of v e ry  e x tr a o rd in a ry  p o etic  p e rc e p tio n , do not d is c r e d i t  e a c h  o th e r,
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The g re a t  fo rc e  of the  p lay  depends upon the  fac t th a t th e re  a r e  m any 

fa c e ts ,  each  b r i l l ia n t  w ith  an in d iv id u al m eaning  w hich can  ca tch  any  one 

r e a d e r 's  eye  and b lind  h im  to  the m ean ings of the  o th e r fa c e ts .  F o r  Y ea ts  

A xel m o st im p o rta n tly  e x p re s s e d  a w e a ry  re n u n c ia tio n  of l ife . H .P .R .  

F in b e rg 's  r e m a rk  th a t " P la in ly  the sy m p a th ies  of the  a r t i s t  who c re a te d  

A xel (s ic )  and S a ra  w e re  not undiv ided" fo rm u la te s  the  p e rp le x ity  of th o se  

who have sough t in  the p lay  fo r  a  c o n s is te n t ex p lan a tio n  of V i l l ie r s ' 

ph ilo sophy . It i s  a p p ro p ria te  to  d is c u s s  h e re  the an o m a lie s  of the p o s t

h u m o u sly -p u b lish ed  vo lu m e. T he 1890 ed itio n  of A xel co n ta in ed  a  no te  

by H u y sm an s, to g e th e r  w ith  a  fra g m e n t w hich he  m ain ta in ed  th a t V il l ie r s  

had in ten d ed  to  in s e r t  in  a  c ru c ia l  s c e n e . O th e r f ra g m e n ts  w e re  p u b lish ed  

la te r  in  the sam e  y e a r  by Re m y de C o u rm o n t. T ak en  to g e th e r  th e se  

fra g m e n ts  in d ica te  an  em p h atic  a u th o r ia l  v iew poin t w hich  is  subdued in  

the m ain  te x t .

A su m m a ry  of the  m ain  te x t is  n e c e s s a ry  in  o rd e r  to  a p p re c ia te  th e

su b seq u en t co n fu sio n . A xel is  in  fou r p a r t s ,  e ach  o ffe rin g  u s  th e  e s se n c e

of a w o rld , of a  p a r t ic u la r  w ay of life  : " le  Monde re l ig ie u x " , " le  Monde

tra g iq u e " , " le  M onde o cc u lte "  and  "le  Monde p a s s io n e l" . V il l ie rs  w as

undecided  about h is  g e n re ; w as h is  p lay  a  T ra g e d ie  m étap h y siq u e  . a  D ram e  
"  3c

ly riq u e , o r  an  E tu d e  ly r iq u e ? T he c h a ra c te r s  and  th e i r  d e c is io n s  a r e  

undoubtedly  a l le g o r ic a l ;  V il l ie rs  i s  giving us h is  concep t of the  fo u r w o rld s  

w hich he r e p re s e n ts  th ro u g h  th e se  c h a ra c te r s  and d e c is io n s . T he co n flic ts  

an a ly se d  in  the  p lay  a r e  th o se  betw een  body and so u l, h e d o n ism  and 

asceticism , p h y e ic a li^  and s p i r i t u a l^ .  In  " le  Monde re lig ie u x "  E ve  S a ra
31

E m m an u e le  de M au p ers  m ak es  the c ru c ia l  ch o ice . U tte rin g  one w o rd , "N on", 

she co m m an d s th e  sc e n e , im p re s s iv e ly  s ile n t in c o n tra s t  w ith  the  long



4

sp eech es  o f l 'A rc h id ia c re  and I 'A bbess^ . On C h r is tm a s  E v e , in  about

1828, S a ra  r e je c ts  the v e il  and w ith the  v e il " la  L u m iè re , I 'E g p e ra n c e  e t

la  V ie" . She h as  opposed  the  a s c e t ic is m  of the  C hurch  and , bo lting  the

A rch d eaco n  in  th e  v a u lt, she e sc a p e s  f ro m  th e  convent in to  th e  n ig h t. "L e

Monde tra g iq u e "  t r a n s p o r ts  us f ro m  the F re n c h  F la n d e rs  convent to  an

iso la te d  c a s t le  in  the m idd le  of the B lack  F o r e s t .  I t  is  now the  eve of

E a s te r  and a  s to rm  is  ra g in g . Count A xel d 'A u e rs p e rg , a  p e n s iv e , p a le ,

H am le te sq u e  c h a r a c te r ,  c lad  in  so lem n  b lack , m y s te r io u s  r e c lu s e  and

stu d en t of th e  o cc u lt, c la sh e s  w ith  h is  co u sin , le C om m andeur K a sp a r
32-

d 'A u e rs p e rg . K a s p a r  announces th a t he is  c a lle d  " la  v ie  r é e l l e " . H e is  

g reed y  to  r e c o v e r  th e  t r e a s u r e -h o r d e  th a t l ie s  b u rie d  b en ea th  the c a s t le ,  

a ho rd e  w hich w as a ss ig n e d  in  the  N apoleonic w a rs  to  A x e l 's  fa th e r  fo r  

sa fe ty , the  w h ereab o u ts  of w hich is  b u rie d  w ith  h im , and  abou t w hich  A xel 

does no t c a re  to  tro u b le  h im se lf .  In  the ensu ing  du e l. A x el k il ls  le  C o m 

m a n d eu r. "L e  Monde o ccu lte "  s ta g e s  the  co n fro n ta tio n  be tw een  A x el and  

the  o m n isc ie n t M a ître  J a n u s , te a c h e r  of the o ccu lt. A xel h as  been  in fec ted  

w ith K a s p a r 's  longing fo r  the gold and fo r the o u tside  w o rld . M a ître  Jan u s  

c o n tro ls  the  a c tio n  to  com e a s  he  m ak es c le a r  : "E lle  a u s s i  v a  v e n ir ,  c e lle  

qui re n o n ç a  l 'id e a l  D iv in  p our le  s e c r e t  de l 'C r ,  com m e tu  v as  re n o n c e r ,  

tou t a l 'h e u r e ,  è i te s  su b lim e s  f in a li té s ,  pou r ce m é p r is a b le  s e c r e t .  V o ici 

donc en  p ré se n c e  la  d u a lité  fin a le  d es  deux r a c e s ,  é lu e s  p a r  m o i, du  fond 

des â g e s ,  p ou r que so it v a in cu e . r>ar la s im p le  e t v irg in a le  H u m an ité , la

double i l lu s io n  de l 'O r  e t de l 'A m o u r . -  c 'e s t - a - d i r e  pour que so it fondée,
33

en un po in t de D e v e n ir , la  v e r tu  d 'u n  Signe nouveau. " A x e l 's  ch o ice  is

7

p re d e s tin e d , p a ra lle l in g  S a r a 's  cho ice  : w hen Jan u s a sk s  " A c c e p te s - tu  la
s .. 34-

L u m ie re , l 'E s p é ra n c e  e t la  V ie ? " ,  A x e l, a f te r  a  long s ile n c e , r e p l ie s  "N on".
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He h a s  r e je c te d  a  ph ilosophy  w hich e n ta ils  the conquering  of p a s s io n  and  

c o v e to u sn e ss , w hich  m a in ta in s  th a t in m a n 's  own w ill he can  r e a l i s e  h is  

c ap ac ity  fo r  th e  d iv in e , th a t by see in g  o n ese lf  a s  p a r t  of a  life  fo rc e ,  and 

by m ak ing  ch o ic e s  w hich  s tre n g th e n  th a t fo rc e  in  o n e se lf, one can  becom e 

an im m o rta l  e s s e n c e ,  beyond ind iv idual lim ita tio n  and  f re e  of the  t r a n -  

s i to r in e s s  of o n e 's  p h y s ic a l n a tu r e . Jan u s  h as  s t r e s s e d  th a t m en  live  on 

illu s io n s  and  th a t f re e d o m  e x is ts  only once the cho ice  of d ed ica tio n  h as  

been m ad e . He h a s  e m p h a s ise d  th e  s u p e r io r i ty  of in te llig e n c e  o v e r  the  

tan g ib le  a c tu a lity  of an  i l lu so ry  w o rld , and  w hen A x el r e je c ts  J a n u s 's  

ph ilosophy  he g iv es  the c l e a r e s t  e x p re s s io n  of h is  d e s p a ir  fo r h u m an ity .

A t the  end of the  a c t  S a ra  is  see n  m o m e n ta rily  in  the h a ll .  J a n u s 's  w o rk  

has com e to  f ru itio n  : "L e V oile e t le M anteau , tous deux re n o n c ia te u rs , 

se son t c r o is e s  ; l 'O e u v re  s 'a c c o m p li t ."

S a ra  h a s  com e to c la im  the t r e a s u r e  and  in  the  f in a l p a r t ,  " le  Monde 

p a s s io n n e l" , she m e e ts  w ith  A xel in  the  g a lle ry  of to m b s u n d e r the c a s tle  

c ry p t. T he  t r e a s u r e  su rro u n d s  the couple a s  S a r a 's  b eau tifu l sp e e c h e s  

pour fo r th  e x o tic , sen su o u s  im ag es  of a  w orld  th a t w ill be open fo r  h e r s e l f  

and A x e l, a  w o rld  to  s h a re  in  the d e lig h tfu l t r a n s p o r ts  of ro m a n tic  lo v e .

A xel finds h e r  w o rd s  so  b eau tifu l th a t the  thought of th e ir  r e a l is a t io n  a b h o rs  

h im  : "N o tre  e x is te n c e  e s t  r e m p lie , • e t  s a  coupe d éb o rd é! -  Q uel s a b lie r  

c o m p te ra  le s  h e u re s  de c e tte  n u it?  L 'a v e n ir?  .« .  S a ra ,  c ro is  en  c e tte  

p a ro le  : nous venons de l 'e p u i s e r .  T o u tes  le s  r e a l i te s ,  d em a in , que 

s e r a ie n t - e l l e s ,  en  c o m p a ra iso n  d es  m ira g e s  que nous venons de v iv re ?  . . . 

L a q u a lité  de n o tre  e s p o ir  ne nous p e rm e t p lus la  t e r r e .  Que d e m a n d e r , 

sinon de p a le s  r e f le ts  de te ls  in s ta n ts ,  c e tte  m is é ra b le  é to ile ,  ou s 'a t t a r d e

n o tre  m é la n c o lie ?  L a T e r r e ,  d is - tu ?  Q u 'a - t - e l le  donc ja m a is  r é a l i s é .
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ce tte  goutte  de fange g la c e e , dont l 'H e u re  ne s a it  que m e n tir  au  m ilie u  

du c ie l?  C 'e s t  e l le ,  ne le  v o is - tu  p a s , qu i e s t  devenue l'I llu s io n '.

R e c o n n a is - le , S a ra  : nous avons d é tru it ,  dans nos é tra n g e s  c o e u rs ,  

l 'a m o u r  de la  v ie  -  e t c 'e s t  b ien  en R EA LITE que nous so m m es devenus 

nos a m e s l  A c c e p te r ,  d é s o rm a is ,  de v iv re , ne s e r a i t  p lu s  q u 'u n  s a c r i le g e  

e n v e rs  n o u s -m ê m e  s .  V iv re ?  le s  s e rv i te u r s  fe ro n t c e la  p ou r n o u s ."

The g r im  w o rld  of a c tu a lity  is  ren o u n ced  w hen the  couple m ake the  su p re m e  

choice ; A x e l an d  S a ra  d r in k  po ison  and d ie to g e th e r . We know th a t  the 

young p ag e , U kko, and h is  b r id e , w ill su cceed  A xel in  the c a s t le  m anage - 

m en t. T he  p lay  h a s  ended  on a  double su ic id e , the  couple have ex iled  

th e m se lv e s  f ro m  h eav en , but life  w ill go on in  A x e l 's  c a s tle  w ith  h is  b le s s in g .

V il l ie r s  cou ld  no t u n d e rtak e  h is  p ro je c te d  re v is io n  of the f in a l scen e  

in the  agony of h is  te rm in a l  i l ln e s s .  H u y sm an s ' ev idence  d e p ic ts  A x el a s  

a  c o n v e rt to  C h r is t ia n ity , and  the  invocation  to  the  c r o s s  d isc o v e re d  by
3*7

R em y de C o u rm o n t in d ic a te s  A x e l 's  re p u ls io n  f ro m  the a c t  of su ic id e . We

have no f irm  ev id en ce  co n cern in g  V i l l ie r s ' C a th o lic ism ; h is  m ay  have been

a la s t  m inu te  c o n v e rs io n  to  the fa ith  and , if  so , th is  w as a  m ove by w hich
3S

h is  re v is io n  w ould s e e m  to  have been  in s p ire d . H ow ever, w ith  r e g a rd  to  

the u n re v ise d  te x t,  M a lla rm é , Y eats  and H .P .R .  F in b e rg  a r e  s u re ly  

ju s tif ie d  in  a s su m in g  th a t the  ex a lta tio n  in  the f in a l m om en ts  of the p lay  

in v e s ts  the  su ic id e  w ith  the  g lo ry  of m a r ty rd o m  ; the beau ty  o f th e  r h e to r ic a l  

p ro se  and  the id e a lis e d  re n u n c ia tio n  of worldly v a lu es  w ork  to g e th e r  to  

ach iev e  th is  e f fe c t.  Y ea ts  i s  em p h atic  about V i l l ie r s ' in ten tio n  : "T he 

in fin ite  a lone  is  w o rth  a tta in in g  and the  in fin ite  is  the  p o s se s s io n  of the  

dead . Such a p p e a rs  to  be the  m o ra l.  Seldom  h as  u tm o s t p e s s im is m  found 

a  m o re  m ag n ifice n t e x p re s s io n . " F in b e rg  d e s c r ib e s  the su ic id e  a s  e s s e n -  

tia lly  a  s e lf - im m o la tio n  fo r  the love of G od". He a ls o  n o tes  th a t F o r  the
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im ag in a tiv e  a r t i s t  i t  is  n e v e r  an  im p o ss ib le  s a c r if ic e  to  ren o u n ce  e x te rn a l  

r e a l i t ie s ,  h o w ev er sp len d id , in  favour of h is  own s e c r e t  m e d ita tio n s .

T h e re fo re  he (V ill ie r s )  shaped  h e ro  and h e ro in e  to  h is  own l ik e n e s s , 

p laced  the  sc en e  of th e i r  ad v en tu re  upon the fu r th e s t  confines of the m o d ern  

v /o rld , and m ade th e  w hole tra g e d y  an  im ag e  o f h is  m o r ta l  d is i l lu s io n m e n t .

^ . . ]  H e re  (In  th e  f in a l scen e) i t  is  no t A xel (s ic )  of A '^ r s p e r g  (s ic )  a lone

th a t s p e a k s , but the  c r e a to r  of A xel ( s i ^  th rough  h is  m outh : a  c irc u m s ta n c e

n-l
w hich c o lo u rs  th e  w hole d ra m a  w ith  a  c e r ta in  a m b ig u ity ."

I t  s e e m s  c le a r  th a t, in  A xel, V il l ie rs  w as ex p lo rin g  the  th re e  p a th s  

to tru th  w hich he had  ex p lo re d  in  h is  l ife tim e . We know th a t he wevs 4o

the C a th o lic  fa ith , th a t he w as a  h igh ly  a d m ire d  d r a m a tis t  and  p ro s e  w r i te r ,  

and th a t he w as in te re s te d  in  R o s ic ru c ia n is m . Jo se p h a n  P e la d a n , the 

p lay w rig h t and  o rg a n is e r  of the m o d ern  d o c tr in e  of the  R o s ic ru c ia n s , w as 

in fluenced  by V i l l ie r s .  P e la d a n  m ade c le a r  V illie rs*  p o s itio n  a s  a  m a s te r  

of the A sso c ia tio n  de l 'O rd re  du T em p le  de la  R ose  e t  C ro ix . In  1890 

P e lad a n  founded the T h é â tre  de la R o se -C ro ix  in  opposition  to  A n to in e 's  

T h é â tre  L ib re  . th u s  fu r th e r in g  V illie rs*  w ork  to w ard s  a  new  a v a n t-g a rd e  

of m y s tic a l  d r a m a . We need  not a c c e p t a rg u m e n ts  th a t a tte m p t to  m ake 

A xel a  C a th o lic  a lle g o ry , o r  a  s ta te m e n t c f R o s ic ru c ia n  fa ith . I t  i s  m o re  

re w a rd in g  to  lock  a t  A x el a s  a  th re e fo ld  a lle g o ry  : o f th e  a r t i s t ,  of the 

C atho lic  and  o f th e  R o s ic ru c ia n , and to  see  in  i ts  t r ia n g u la r  m o tif  V i l l ie r s ' 

own th re e  m oves to  s p i r i tu a l i ty . .  If V i l l ie r s ' p re lim in a ry  le c tu re  is  tak en  

in to  acco u n t, w ith  i t s  e m p h a s is  on the p h ilo so p h ica l im p o rta n c e  of A x e l, 

then  we cannot) doubt th a t " la  v ie  r é e l l e " (a lle g o r is e d  a s  K a sp a r)  is  co n 

dem ned fo r  i t s  v u lg a r ity  and i ts  lack  c f  s p ir i tu a l i ty .  A x el say s  o v e r 

K a s p a r 's  c o rp se  : "E n  ton  é tro ite  su ffisan ce  ne s 'a f f in è re n t ,  d u ra n t te s  jo u r s .
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que le s  in s tin c ts  d 'u n e  a n im a lité  r e f r a c t a i r e è  tou te  s é le c tio n  d iv ine!

R ien  n e  t 'a p p e la , ja m a is ,  de l 'A u -d e la  du m onde! E t tu  t 'e s  a c c o m p li.

Tu to m b es  au  p rofond  de la  M ort com m e une p ie r r e  d an s  le  v id e , -  san s
4-3

a t t i ra n c e  e t  san s  bu t. " V illie rs*  su b jec t is  th a t of how to  r e je c t  a c tu a lity . 

W ithd raw al f ro m  th e  a c tiv e  w o rld , w h e th er in  the abbey o r  in  th e  c a s t le ,  

p ro m is e s  lig h t, life  and h o pe . A x el and S a ra  r e je c t  s p ir i tu a l i ty  and  

becom e a s  a n im a lis t ic  a s  K a sp a r  had  been , a s  r e a l  life , a c c o rd in g  to  

V i l l ie r s ,  i s .  In h is  m an ip u la tio n  of even ts (and V il l ie rs  le a v e s  th is  

m an ip u la tio n  d e lib e ra te ly  vague in o rd e r  to  s t r e s s  the am b ig u ity  of h u m an  

d estin y ) Ja n u s  looks two w ays -  to w ard s  life  and to w ard s  d ea th . T he 

il lu s io n s  of love and gold a r e  d e s tro y e d  a s  Jan u s  had  fo re c a s t ,  b u t a t  the  

co s t of two l iv e s .  V il l ie r s  e m p h a s ise s  on one le v e l th a t d ea th  is  p re fe ra b le  

to  a  life  devoid  of s p ir i tu a l i ty  and , a s  K a sp a r  w as k ille d , so  m u st A x e l 

and S a ra  be p u n ish ed . In  the f in a l scen e  h o w ev er, d e sp ite  A x e l 's  co n d em 

n ation  of the  h u m an  r a c e ,  we have a  m ag n ificen t a rg u m e n t w hich sh in es  

th rough  th a t b la c k n e ss  : i t  is  a  v in d ica tio n  of the  pow er of the im ag in a tio n  

when A x el a s k s  "T o u te s  le s  r é a l i té s ,  d em ain , que s e r a ie n t - e l l e s ,  en 

c o m p a ra iso n  des m ira g e s  que nous venons de v iv r e s ? "  T he r e a l is a t io n  

of o n e 's  d re a m s  in  a c tu a lity  cannot be co m p ared  w ith the d re a m s  th e m s e lv e s . 

The a r t i s t  can  b e t te r  a c tu a lity  in  h is  iv o ry  to w er (as  H u y sm an s ' d e s  E s s e in te s  

had t r i e d  to  do) b u t, cu t off f ro m  " la  v ie r é e l l e " , the p ro c e s s  b r in g s  w ith  

it  an  in e v ita b le  d e a th -w ish  (a s  in  th e  anecdo te  about d es  E s s e in te s ' to r to is e ) .  

V il l ie rs  s e e m s  to  be w arn ing  h is  r e a d e r s  th a t such  a r t  h a s  i ts  d a n g e rs  a s  

w ell a s  i t s  a t t r a c t io n s .  A x el and  S a ra  can  r e tu rn  to  s p ir i tu a l i ty  no t th ro u g h  

the re lig io u s  p h ilo so p h ies  w hich they  have re je c te d , but only th ro u g h  the  

th ird  p a th  of a r t .  T h e ir  tu rn in g  inw ard  to  the im ag in a tio n  fo r  su c c o u r
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leav es  th e m  em p ty  in  the  w o rld  of h um an ity . T hey  ap p ro ach  th e  s u p e r 

hum an - S a ra  r e m a rk s  Ce so n t la  des p a ro le s  su rh u m a in e s"  and " c 'e s t  

p re sq u e  d iv in "  of A x e l 's  d ea th -w ish  - but a t  the sam e  tim e  th ey  k i l l  the 

hum an. S a ra  r e a l i s e s  th is  a t f i r s t  : "C es t inhum ain  p lu tô t m êm e que s u r -  

hun^ainl " She a sk s  "E n te n d s-tu  le  r i r e  du g en re  humain, s ' i l  a p p re n a it  

ja m a is  la  te n e b re u se  h is to i r e ,  la  fo lie  su rh u m ain e  de n o tre  m o r t? "  but she 

is  p e rsu a d e d  by A x e l 's  id e a lism . S a ra  had tem p ted  A xel w ith  h e r  b eau tifu l 

d e s c r ip tio n s  of ex o tic  p laces  (h e r  f i r s t  nam e is  E ve) and A x e l 's  te m p ta tio n  

to su ic id e  is  cap ab le  of fu lf ilm en t b ecau se  of S a ra 's  po ison  r in g . S a ra  a t  

th is  po in t a l le g o r is e s  the a r t i s t i c  im ag in a tio n , the d ed ica tio n  to  w hich is  

A x e l's  su b s titu te  fo r re lig io n . V ill ie rs  m akes i t  obvious in  the  f in a l p ag es  of 

A xel th a t the a r t i s t 's  re lia n c e  on the im ag in atio n  can only be an  e r s a tz  

re lig io n . The su ic id e  - of a young, handsom e coup le , endow ed w ith  love 

and w ea lth  -  ta k e s  p lace  a s  E a s te r  Sunday daw ns. I ro n ic a lly , they  a r e  

b an ish ed  f ro m  h eav en  on the  day of the r e s u r r e c t io n .  We h e a r  Ukko 

s ing ing  "Salu t a  m on jeune  a m o u r î " Ukko and h is  b rid e  w ill  l i te r a l ly  

"live fo r"  A x el and  S a ra , endow ed w ith  the r ic h e s  of love and youth , and , 

p re su m a b ly , w ith  the t r e a s u r e  once i t  is  d isc o v e re d . T h is  "tw in " couple 

lead  h e a lth y , uncom plex  l iv e s ,  and the im p lica tio n  is  th a t, for such  as  

Ukko, i t  is  good to  be a liv e .

A x e l 's  d iff icu lty  and h is  tra g e d y , like H a m le t 's  and undoubtedly  

like V i l l i e r s ',  is  th a t  he th inks too m uch . H is is  the d e b ilita tin g  q u a lity  

of the m o d e rn  s e n tim e n ta lisc h  m an . The d iv is io n  betw een  A xel and h is  

con tex t r e f le c ts  an  in te rn a l  d iv is io n  in  h im se lf; he is  c r i t ic a l ly  a w a re  of 

re lig io n  and  of so c ie ty , w h ere  the  naiv  m an  could a c c e p t th em  u n p ro b - 

le m a tic a lly , and is  c r i t ic a l ly  a w a re  of h is  own thoughts and a c tio n s . A x el 

only a c h iev es  an  id en tity  w hen he ch o o ses  d ea th , fina lly  ac tin g  out of a  w ill
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of h is  own, w h e re a s ,  p re v io u s ly , he had been  d o m in a ted  by K a s p a r  and 

by J a n u s . V il l ie r s  is  the s e n tim e n ta lisc h  p lay w rig h t in  S c h i l le r 's  t e r m s .  

He w r i te s  bo th  s a t i r e  and e leg y  : he  s a t i r i s e s  " r e a l  life "  in  K a s p a r ,  a s  

w ell a s  the c o r ru p t  r e p re s e n ta t iv e s  of the C h u rch , and  the R o s ic ru c ia n  

m a s te r ,  and  he a ls o  e m p h a s ise s  th e  lo s t  id e a ls  w hich  h is  p ro ta g o n is ts  

cannot r e d is c o v e r  in  tim e  to  p re v e n t th e ir  t r a g ic  d e a th s . It is  not s u r 

p r is in g  th a t  Y ea ts  found A x e l 's  se n tim e n ts  to  be in d ica tiv e  of the co n te m 

p o ra ry  m a la is e  : V i l l ie r s ' p lay  is  the " te s ta m e n t"  of a  s e n tim e n ta lis c h  

ag e .

In A x e l 's  C a s tle  E dm und W ilson s t r e s s e s  V i l l ie r s ' a ffin ity  w ith  

tlie la te r  sy m b o lis ts ;  he a rg u e s  c f P r o u s t 's  w ith d raw al tlia t "We beg in  to  

be w illin g  to  a g re e  f . J  th a t P ro u s t  is  gu ilty  of the m e d ie v a l s in  of a c c id ia . 

tlia t co m b in a tio n  of s lo tlifu ln ess  and g loom  w hich D ante re p re s e n te d  a s  an  

e te rn a l  su b m erg e ^ n ce  in m ud. " In A xel th is  a c c id ia  had  a lre a d y  been  

su g g es te d . A x e l 's  b o red o m  w ith the a s c e tic  life  c a u s e s  h is  te m p ta tio n  

by the  dem ons of love and gold; he has renounced  s p ir i tu a l  s e rv ic e  in  the 

slo tli w hich le a d s  to  h is  s e lf -d e s tru c t io n . In A x e l 's  m e n ta l s tru g g le  th e r e  

is  a fa sc in a tin g  c lo se n e s s  to  the ex tan t d e s c r ip tio n s  of the  s in  of s lo th , 

w hich d a te  b ack  to  the fo u rth  c e n tu ry . S ieg fried  W enzel h as  in v e s tig a te d  

a c c id ia  o r  a c e d ia  in  the  m ed iev a l worl<l^. I take  th is  fo llow ing in fo rm a tio n  

f ro m  h im . T h e  m e d iev a l s in  of s lo th , w itli i t s  G reek  n a m e , w as f i r s t  

defined  am ong E g y p tian  d e s e r t  m onks in  the fo u rth  cen tu ry  A .D . E v a g riu s  

P o n tic u s  liv ed  am ong tlie h e rm its  of Mount N itr ia  f ro m  382 to  399. B o rn  

in  346, he had  b eco m e a  p re a c h e r  in  C on stan tin o p le . He has been  c a lle d  

the c r e a to r  c f  C h r is t ia n  m y s tic is m , and he gave the f i r s t  fu ll a cco u n t of 

a c e d ia . S loth  w as m ade a  ch ie f  v ice  fo r  i t  led  to  the u ltim a te  re je c t io n  of
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re lig io n . I ts  sy m p to m s w ere  s p ir i tu a l  w e a r in e s s ,  l i s t le s s n e s s  and 

apathy  cau sed  by the  b o red o m  and m onotony of the  a s c e t ic  l ife . T he 

e ffe c ts  a t f i r s t  w e re  d e jec tio n  and r e s t l e s s n e s s ,  follow ed by h a tre d  of 

the c e ll  and the  fe llo w -m o n k s , and the d e s ir e  to  leave to  seek  sa lv a tio n  

e lse w h e re . T he g r e a te s t  tem p ta tio n  in  a s c e t ic  life  could be o v erco m e 

by re lie v in g  the m onotony w ith v a r ie ty ,  read in g  being  In te r s p e rs e d  w ith  

m ed ita tio n  and  p r a y e r .  The thought of heaven  w ould re p u lse  the  dem on , 

and the  m onk who did o v erco m e h is  dem on would have gained  in  s tre n g th  

and a p p lic a tio n . T he  concep t of acc id ia  o r  aced ia  w as re la te d  v e ry  

c lo se ly  to  the  m ed ie v a l w orldv iew ; p re su p p o sin g  th a t m an  w as s tru g g lin g  

to re a c h  h eav en , the  s in  of a cc id ia  w as o r ig in a lly  the s in  of slo th  in  G o d 's  

s e rv ic e  -  in  o th e r  w o rd s , a s p ir i tu a l  d is illu s io n m e n t w hich led  to  a  tu rn in g  

aw ay f ro m  God, to  d e p re s s io n  and in ac tio n , and fin a lly  to  d e s p a ir  and 

su ic id e . In the  R e n a is sa n c e  a te r m  w ith  a le s s  sp e c if ic a lly  th e o lo g ic a l 

im p lica tio n  w as d ev ise d  : "m elan ch o ly " . T he d e sc r ip tio n s  of th e  m e n ta l 

cond ition  of a n  a c c id io su s  a r e  re le v a n t fo r  the d e p re e e iv e s  of an y  e r a .

The follow ing v e ry  e a r ly  accoun t of a c c id ia  by the  fo u rth -c e n tu ry  p r e a c h e r ,  

E v a g riu s  P o n tic u s , m ay  be co m p ared  w itli A x e l's  in v asio n  of d e s p a ir  , 

a f te r  he lias  k ille d  K a s p a r  :

T he d em on  of a c c id ia  . a lso  ca lled  'noonday d e m o n ', is  
the m o s t o p p re ss iv e  of a l l  d em o n s. He a tta c k s  the 
m onk abou t the  fo u rth  h o u r and b e s ie g e s  h is  so u l u n til  
the  e igh th  h o u r . F i r s t  he m ak es  the sun  a p p e a r  s lu g g ish  
and  im m o b ile , a s  i f  th e  day had  fifty  h o u rs . T hen  he 
c a u se s  th e  m onk co n tin u a lly  to look a t  the w indow s and 
fo rc e s  h im  to  s te p  out of h is  c e ll  and to  gaze a t  the sun 
to  se e  hew  f a r  i t  s t i l l  is  f ro m  the n in th  h o u r, and to  look 
a ro u n d , h e r e  and  th e r e ,  w h e th er any  of h is  b re th re n  is  
n e a r .  M o re o v e r , the dem on sends h im  h a tre d  a g a in s t 
th e  p la c e , a g a in s t life  i t s e l f ,  and a g a in s t the w o rk  of h is  
h a n d s , and  m ak es  h im  th ink  he  h a s  lo s t the  love am ong
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h is  b r e th re n  and  th a t th e re  is  none to  co m fo rt h im .
If  d u rin g  th o se  days anybody annoyed the  m onk, the 
d em on  w ould add th is  to in c re a s e  the  m o n k 's  h a tre d .
H e s t i r s  the m onk a lso  to  long fo r d iffe re n t p la c e s  
in  w hich  he can  find e a s ily  w hat is  n e c e s s a ry  fo r  
h is  life  and  can  c a r ry  on a m uch le s s  to ilso m e  and 
m o re  ex p ed ien t p ro fe s s io n . I t is  no t on acco u n t 
of th e  lo c a lity , the dem on su g g e s ts , th a t one p le a se s  
G od. H e can  be w o rsh ip p ed  e v e ry w h e re . T o 
th e se  though ts the dem on adds the m em o ry  of the  
m o n k 's  fam ily  and of h is  fo rm e r  w ay of l ife . He 
p re s e n ts  the leng th  of h is  life tim e , hold ing  b e fo re  
th e  m o n k 's  e y e s  a l l  the  h a rd sh ip s  of h is  a s c e t ic  life . 
T hus th e  dem cn  em ploys a l l  h is  w iles  so  th a t the 
m onk m ay  leav e  h is  c e ll  and flee  f ro m  the r a c e - c o u r s e .

T h is  d e s c r ip tio n  could  in  a l l  p ro b a b ility  sp eak  of V illie rs*  ac c id ia  a s  

w e ll a s  A x e l 's .  E lio t sa id  of B a u d e la ire  th a t "H is ennui m ay  of c o u rse  

be ex p la in ed , a s  ev e ry th in g  can  be exp la ined  in  p sy ch o lo g ica l o r  p a th o lo g ica l 

te rm s ;  bu t i t  is  a ls o ,  f ro m  the opposite  point of v iew , a  t ru e  fo rm  of 

a c e d ia , a r is in g  f ro m  the  u n su c c e ss fu l s tru g g le  to w ard s  tlie s p ir i tu a l  l i fe .  " 

V il l ie rs  de I 'I s le -A d a m  s tru g g le d  s i .n i la r ly  and in  A xel he d ep ic ted  th a t 

s tru g g le .

T he  sy m b c lis t  d r a m a tis ts  a f te r  V il l ie r s  take  o v er the im a g e s  of 

a c c id ia . but they  r e je c t  A x e l's  unw ieldy fo rm ; in  th e ir  a tte m p t to  e x p re s s  

the n a iv  h a rm o n y  th ey  em u la te  the su c c in c tn e ss  of "d ra m a  w ith in  the  

l im ita tio n s  of a r t " .  V il l ie r s  had  re - in tro d u c e d  tlie p h ilo so p h ica l p lay  and 

in  th is  r e s p e c t  he  w as th e ir  m a s te r ;  he had  e x p re s s e d  the m a la ise  w hich  

they  a ls o  w ould e x p r e s s .  A r th u r  Sym ons say s  of V il l ie rs  :

He had  b een  p re p a r in g  the  s p ir i tu a l  a tm o sp h e re  of 
tiie new  g e n e ra tio n . L iv ing  am ong b e lie v e rs  in  the 
m a te r ia l  w o r ld , h e  h ad  b een  d e c la r in g , no t in  v a in , 
h is  b e lie f  in  the w o rld  of the  s p ir i t ;  liv ing  am ong 
R e a lis ts  and P a r n a s s ia n s ,  he had  been  c re a tin g  a  
new  fo rm  of a r t ,  the a r t  of the S ym bolist d ra m a , and
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of S y m b o lism  in  f ic tio n . l ie  had  been  lonely  a l l  
h is  l i fe , fo r  he had  been  liv ing , in  h is  own life tim e , 
the life  of the  nex t g e n e ra tio n . 52_

\li A r th u r  Sym ons

T he d e fin itio n  of " sy m b o lism "  is  p ro b le m a tic . M a lla rm é  re fu s e d  

to head  a  " sc h o o l ' a lthough  he w as the acknow ledged m a s te r  of th e  

sy m b o lis t m ovem ent; in  1926 P a u l V a le ry  m ade the follow ing d e fin itio n  :

Ce qui fu t b a p tise  le  S y m b o lism e, se  re su m e  tr 'e s  
s im p le m e n t dans l 'in te n tio n  com m une a  p lu s ie u rs  
fa m ille s  de p o e tes  (d 'a i l le u rs  en n em ies  e n tre  e lle s )
de r e p re n d re  à  la  M usique le u r  b ien . 5 3

A rth u r  S y m o n s 's  a tte m p t to  e s ta b lis h  in  s e v e ra l  v o lu m es of e s s a y s  " th e  

c o n c re te  e x p re s s io n  of a  th e o ry , o r  s y s te m  of a e s th e tic s  in  the  a r t s "  is  

the c o m p re h e n s iv e  re c o rd  of the  l i te r a r y  th e o ry  in  w hich  M a e te rlin c k  and 

Y ea ts  w e re  s te e p e d . In  1899* Sym ons d ed ica ted  to  Y ea ts  h is  T he  S y m b o lis t 

M ovem ent in  L i te r a tu r e  ; in  1903, he d ed ica ted  to  M a e te rlin c k  h is  P la y s .  

A cting  and M usic . In  th e se  and in  h is  la te r  vo lum es Sym ons en d eav o u rs  

to e x p re s s  the re lig io u s  p u rp o se  of sy m b o lis t a r t ,  and  he s t r e s s e s  the 

im p o rtan ce  of m u s ic  and  d an ce . In  th is  s e c tio n  I s h a ll  t r a c e  th e se  th re e  

fa c e ts  of th e  th e o ry , a s  Sym ons d efin es  th em , b ecau se  of the im m e d ia te  

im p lic a tio n s  fo r  M a e te rlin c k  and fo r  Y e a ts , and b ec a u se  of th e  r e p e rc u s s io n s  

fo r B e c k e tt and  fo r  P in te r .

A lthough Sym ons m ak es  the b ro ad  s ta te m e n t th a t the  a r t s  a r e
ss

eq u a l b ra n c h e s  o f " th e  u n iv e r s a l  sc ie n ce  of beau ty"  he m ak es som e 

q u a lif ic a tio n  of th is  in  the in d iv id u a l e s s a y s .  I t  is  re le v a n t f i r s t  to  look 

a t  h is  a ttitu d e  to  d ra m a . H e in s is ts  th a t "N othing bu t b eau ty  should  e x is t  

on th e  s ta g e " .  P la y s  should  be both m e lo d ra m a tic  and p o e tic  to  su cceed
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on the d e e p e s t  le v e l, and  the c o n te m p o ra ry  d ra m a tis ts  who have fa iled  

a r e  th o se  who liave n eg lec ted  one o r  the  o th e r of th e se  re q u ire m e n ts .  

Sym ons h a s  g r e a t  p r a is e  fo r th re e  d ra m a tis ts  who have r e s to r e d  to  th e  

s tag e  i t s  o r ig in a l  p u rp o se  - th a t of p o r tra y in g  m a n 's  re la tio n  to  the 

u n iv e rs e .  T h e se  th re e  a r e  M & eterlinck, Y ea ts  and Synge :

The d r a m a t is t  of the fu tu re  w ill have m o re  to  le a rn  
f ro m  M a e te rlin c k  th an  f ro m  any o th e r p layv /rigb t of 
ou r t im e . He h a s  seen  h is  puppets a g a in s t the 
p e rm a n e n t d a rk n e s s ,  w hich we had  cloaked w ith  
ligh t; he h as  g iv en  th em  su p rem e  s ile n c e s  |T. .J The 
I r i s h  L i te r a r y  T h e a tre  h as  a lre a d y , in  M r.Y e a ts  
and M r. Synge, two no tab le  w r i te r s ,  e ach  w holly  
in d iv id u a l, one a  poet in  v e r s e ,  the o th e r a  poet in  
prosCrj. • .Jw ho e ls e  is  th e re  fo r us to  hope in , i f  we 
a r e  to  h av e  cnce m o re  an  a r t  of the s ta g e , b a se d  on 
the  g re a t  p r in c ip le s ,  and a  th e a tre  in  w hich  th a t a r t  
can  be a c te d ?

I t is  ev id en tly  th e  p h ilo so p h ica l su b jec t and the  com bination  of p o e try  and 

m e lo d ra m a , w hich  a ls o  u n d e rlin e  fo r Sym ons the beau ty  of E v e ry m a n  :

T he  L liz a b e th a n  S tage S o c ie ty 's  p e rfo rm a n c e  of 
"E v e ry m a n "  d e s e rv e s  a  p lace  of i ts  own am ong the  
s ta g e  p e r fo rm a n c e s  of ou r t im e . "E v e ry m a n "  took 
one in to  a  k ind of v e ry  hum an  c h u rch , a  ch u rch  in  
the  m id s t of the m a rk e t-p la c e  J  T he v e r s e  is  
q u a in t, h o m e ly , no t so  a rc h a ic  w hen i t  i s  spoken a s  
one m ig h t suppose  in  read in g  it  [ . . . ]  "E v e ry m an "  is  
a  k ind  of " P i lg r im 's  P r o g r e s s " ,  conceived  w ith  a  
d a r in g  and  r e v e re n t  im ag in a tio n , so  th a t God h im se lf  
co m es q u ite  n a tu ra lly  upon the  s ta g e , and sp eak s  out 
of a  c lo th ed  and  p a in ted  im a g e . D eath , lean  and 
b a re -b o n e d , r a t t le s  h is  d ru m  and t r ip s  fa n ta s tic a lly  
a c r o s s  the  s ta g e  of the  e a r th , lead ing  h is  dance ; 
E v e ry m a n  is  s e e n  on h is  w ay to  the g rav e  [• • •] The 
pathos and  s in c e r i ty  of the li t t le  d ra m a  w ere  shown 
fin e ly  and ad eq u a te ly  by the s im p le  c lo th s  and b a re  
b o a rd s  of a  S h ak esp ea re  an  s ta g e , and by tlie so lem n  
chan ting  of th e  a c to r s  and  th e ir  s e r io u s ,  u n sp o ilt 
s im p lic ity  in  a c tin g . -SS



Sym ons s a p p re c ia tio n  of E v e ry m a n , and of the m o d e m , d r a m a tis ts  who 

s tr iv e  fo r  i ts  u n ity , im p lie s  th a t he h as  d isc o v e re d  in  th is  type of d ra m a  

w hat he finds so  a d m ira b le  abou t th e  E n g lish  c a th e d ra l, "an  in s t in c t" ,

S I" th a t e s s e n t ia l  h a rm o n y , w hich is  re a l ly  a  k ind  of so u l, no t a  p a t te rn " .  

T h is  " so u l"  is  w hat he a sk s  of the  sym bol ; "W hat is  sy m b o lism  if  no t an  

e s ta b lish in g  of the  lin k s  w hich hold  the w o rld  to g e th e r , the  a f f irm a tio n  of 

an e te r n a l ,  m in u te , in t r ic a te ,  a lm o s t in v is ib le  life , w hich ru n s  th ro u g h  

the w hole u n iv e r s e ?  E v e ry  age h a s  i ts  own sy m b o ls , but a  sy m b o l once 

p e r fe c tly  e x p re s s e d , th a t sym bol re m a in s , a s  G othic a r c h i te c tu re  re m a in s  

the  v e ry  so u l . of th e  M iddle A g e s ."  Sym ons does no t say  w hat sy m b o lism  

" is "  ; he  d o es  su g g e s t how sy m b o lis t a r t  a t  i t s  b e s t su c c e e d s . A sy m b o l 

e m a n a te s  su g g es tio n  in  such  a  w ay th a t i t  s e e m s  to  co n ta in  w ith in  i t s  

h a rm o n io u s  fo rm  a  m u ltip lic ity  of t ru th s .  A sym bo l se e m s  to  r e f le c t  

the in e x p lic a b le  o rd e r  of the  u n iv e rse , p e r fe c t  and m y s te r io u s  in  i ts  

in s e p a ra b il i ty  of fo rm  and co n ten t. M usic , in  i ts  unique a b ility  to  su g g e s t 

r a th e r  th an  s ta te ,  i s  a  p e r fe c tly  sym bo lic  a r t  fo rm  : once the  c ry p tic  n o tes  

on th e  page a r e  tra n s fo rm e d  in to  sounds th ey  a r e  open to  in n u m e ra b le  

in te rp r e ta t io n s . M o reo v e r, m u sic  is  a lw ays a p p re c ia te d  s im u lta n e o u s ly

fo r  fo rm  and  fo r  co n ten t. Sym ons w r ite s  of i t s  p e c u lia r  c h a r a c te r is t ic s  

in  a  w ay w hich  a ls o  fo rm u la te s  sy m b o lis t c r i te r ia  in  l i te r a tu r e  ; "M u sic  

h as  no s u b je c t,  o u ts id e  i ts e lf ;  no m eaning , ou tside  its  m eaning  a s  m u sic  

f . .]T h e  c o m p o se r  h im se lf ,  i f  you a s k  h im , w ill t e l l  you th a t you m ay  be 

qu ite  c o r r e c t  in  w hat you sa y , but th a t he  h a s  no opinion in  the  m a t te r .

The sy m b o l i s  s im i la r ly  au tonom ous; i t  is  in te rp re te d  by the " r e c e iv e r "  

r a th e r  th a n  by the  c r e a to r  who im p o ses  on it  no d e fin ite  m ean ing ; in  

o rd e r  to  in te r p r e t  the  sy m b o l we m u st have an  in s tin c tu a l, r a th e r  th an  an



in te l le c tu a l ,  a p p ro a c h  to  i ts  deep  s ig n ifican ce . The sy m b o lis t d r a m a t is t  

m u st t r y  to  ach iev e  a  p u r ity  of e x p re s s io n , involving s tag e  im ag e  and  

g e s tu re  and  sound (and ab sen ce  of im ag e , lack  of g e s tu re  and s ile n c e )  w hich 

w ill be a s  m u ch  beyond th e  ran g e  of p a ra p h ra s e  a s  m u s ic  i s .  W a lte r  

P a t e r 's  e s s a y  of 1877, "T he School of G io rg io n e" , e x p lo re s  th is  re g io n  

in  an  in f lu e n tia l a p p ra is a l  of the a r t s  : "A ll a r t  co n s tan tly  a s p ir e s  to w a rd s  

the co nd ition  of m u s ic . F o r  a  w hile in  a l l  o th e r  k inds of a r t  i t  is  

p o ss ib le  to  d is tin g u ish  the  m a tte r  f ro m  the  fo rm , and  th e  u n d e rs tan d in g  

can  a lw ay s m ake th is  d is tin c tio n , y e t i t  is  the  co n s ta n t e ffo r t of a r t  to
CTL.

o b li te ra te  i t . "  S y m o n s 's  deb t to  P a te r  is  acknow ledged in  th e  d e d ic a tio n  

w hich p re fa c e s  S tud ies in  Seven A r ts .  Sym ons and P a te r  iso la te  th e  n on - 

ra t io n a l e le m e n t in  a r t ,  ig n o rin g  the  a r e a  of c e r e b ra l ,  d id a c tic  l i t e r a tu r e ,  

in  o rd e r  to  a c c e n tu a te  the  re lig io u s  and the  u n iv e rs a l .

B ee th o v en  is  fo r  Sym ons the  id e a l a r t i s t ,  w hose co m m u n ica tio n  

of m y s tic a l  p ro fu n d ity  is  th a t fo r  w hich each  a r t i s t  should  s t r iv e .  In  the  

1904 e s s a y  he r e c o rd s  h is  a d m ira tio n  in  te rm s  w hich  a r e  v e ry  s im i la r  to  

th o se  u sed  by S c h ille r  in  the  d e s c r ip tio n  of the  na iv  a r t i s t .  B ee thoven  

is  c h a r a c te r is e d  by h is  in n o cen ce , h is  ch ild lik e  w isd o m , h is  n a iv e t^  and 

h is  c lo se  h a rm o n y  w ith  n a tu re .  S c h ille r  had  c ited  th e  ch ild  a s  an  o b jec t 

of envy fo r  the  se n tim e n ta lis c h  m an  : w ith h is  lack  of se lf -c o n sc io u sn e ss  

and h is  in n o cen ce , the  ch ild  is  in  s p ir i t  w ith  th e  r e s t  of n a tu re  ; the  ch ild  

h as  w hat th e  s e n tim e n ta l!sc h  m an longs fo r .  W hat Sym ons s t r e s s e s  

ag a in  and  a g a in  is  th a t the m u s ic ia n  is  im p e rso n a l; he can  "do w ithou t 

life , be u n co n tam in a ted  by  life " .^ ^ H is  lack  of s e lf - a w a re n e s s ,  and  h is  

lack  of c r i t i c i s m  a r e  w hat Sym ons e n v ie s . He say s  of B ee thoven  th a t 

"H is a r t  w as h is  re lig io n " ; the  s p ir i tu a l  peace  w hich B ee thoven  d e r iv e d
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f ro m  h ia  a r t  depended  upon h is  naiv  c h a r a c te r is t ic s  : " to  B eethoven  

n a tu re  w as s t i l l  h ea lth y , and joy  had  not begun to  be a  su b tle  fo rm  of 

p a in [7. ^ h i s  m u s ic  w as n e ith e r  re v o lt  n o r  m elancho ly".^^  I t is  th e  u n -  

n am eab le  th a t B ee thoven  sp eak s i "The d e e p e s t p o e try  and the  d e e p e s t 

ph ilosophy  in  w o rd s  have been  fo r  the m o st p a r t  q u es tio n s  to  w hich  no 

an sw e r  h as  b een  o ffe red ; like the  so lilo q u ies  of H am le t and the  th i r ty -  

eigh th  c h a p te r  of Jo b . W hen B eethoven  is  g r e a te s t  h is  m u sic  sp eak s  in  

a  vo ice w hich su g g e s ts  no w o rd s , and is  the ou tpouring  of a  h e a r t  o r  so u l 

too fu ll fo r  sp e e c h , and  say s  sp e e c h le ss  th in g s ."  Sym ons r e je c ts  th e  

a d u lte ra tio n  of m u s ic  by i ts  ap p ea ra n ce  in  d ra m a  : "W hy need  m u s ic , i f  i t  

is  the  v o ice  of so m eth in g  d e e p e r  than  ac tio n , c a r e  to  c o n c e rn  i t s e l f  w ith  

d ra m a , w hich  is  the r ip p le  on the  su rfa c e  of a  g re a t  d e p th ? "  H e re  Sym ons 

v o ice s  the  c r u c ia l  p a ra d o x . M a e te r lin c k 's  d ra m a  of in ac tio n  and  s ile n c e  

a tte m p ts  to  b r in g  d ra m a  c lo s e r  to  the condition  of m u s ic , w hile B e c k e tt 's  

co n ce rn  w ith  h is  fa i lu re  to  e x p re s s  the unnam eab le  pa in fu lly  a c c e n tu a te s  

the s e p a ra tio n  be tw een , and  the d iffe re n t a r e a s  of c o n ce rn  in , the  g e n re s  

of d ra m a  and  m u s ic . T he condition  of m u sic  i ts e lf ,  a s  Sym ons d e s c r ib e s  

it  in  h is  e s s a y s ,  a s  a  p e r fe c tly  h a rm o n io u s  e x p re ss io n  of the  d e e p e s t 

re lig io u s  c o n c e rn s ,  d isp en s in g  w ith  w o rd s  and so  ap p ro ach in g  m o re  

c lo se ly  a r e a s  of m y s te ry ,  is  w hat the  sy m b o lis t p lay w rig h ts  u n d er rev iew  

a tte m p t to  a tta in  in  the  m ed iu m  of p o e try , sy m b o l and s ile n c e . A s we 

have se e n , Sym ons p o s tu la te d  fo r  su c c e ss fu l d ra m a  the  c r i t e r i a  of p o e try  

and m e lo d ra m a . T he  b ro ad  a r e a  of ac tio n  w hich "m e lo d ra m a "  d e fin es  

w ill be see n  to  d is a p p e a r  in  p lays w hich a r e ,  in  th is  s e n s e , u n d ra m a tic .

In  th e  1898 e s s a y  "T he W orld  a s  B a lle t"  Sym ons c la s s e s  dance a s  

p re -e m in e n t  in  th e  sy m b o lis t a e s th e tic .  T h is  sh o r t p a p e r  c o n c e n tra te s
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an im p o rta n t ideal* T he sy m b o lis t a r t i s t  is  v iew ed a s  a  F a u s t- f ig u re ,  

y ea rn in g  to  c r e a te  l i fe .  We have seen  how H u y sm an s ' d es  E s s e in te s  

and V i l l ie r s  A x el d e s ir e  to  go beyond the  bounds of hu m an ity  and  how , 

in  each  c a s e ,  the  a s p ir a t io n  to w ard s  the su p erh u m an  s ta te  lead s  to  s e lf -  

d e s tru c t io n . S ym ons, h o w ev er, im p o ses  no w arn in g  on h is  acco u n t of 

the a r t i s t 's  d e s i r e  to  c re a te  som eth ing  m o re  than  a r t .  T h? P y g m a lia n  

m yth a t t r a c t s  h im  and  the a r t  of b a lle t  o ffe rs  h im  an  id e a l : " i t  i s  m o re  

than  a  b e au tifu l r e f le c tio n , i t  h a s  in  i t  life  i ts e lf ,  a s  i t  shadow s life ; and  

it  is  f u r th e r  f ro m  life  th an  a  p ic tu re  .Jm o re  n a tu ra l  th an  n a tu re ,  m o re  

a r t i f ic ia l  th an  a r t " .  E a te r  in  the sam e  e s s a y  Sym ons s ta te s  e x p lic itly  

the a r t i s t i c  id e a l w hich is  m o st fa ith fu lly  em bodied  in  th is ,  the  ultim^ate 

of the a r t s  :

T he a r t i s t ,  i t  i s  indeed  t ru e ,  i s  n e v e r  qu ite  s a tis f ie d  
w ith  h is  s ta tu e  w hich re m a in s  co ld , d oes not com e to  
life . In  e v e ry  a r t  m en a r e  p re s s in g  fo rw a rd , m o re  
and m o re  e a g e r ly , f a r th e r  and f a r th e r  beyond the 
lim its  of th e i r  a r t ,  in  the  d e s ir e  to  do the im p o ss ib le ; 
to  c r e a te  l ife . R e a lis in g  a l l  hum anity  to  be but a  
m asq u e  o f shadow s, and th is  so lid  w o rld  an  im p ro m p tu  
s ta g e  a s  te m p o ra ry  a s  th ey , i t  is  w ith a  p a th e tic  d e s ir e  
of so m e  la s t  illu s io n , w hich sh a ll  d ece ive  even  o u rs e lv e s , 
th a t w e a r e  consum ed  w ith  th is  h unger to  c r e a te ,  to  
m ake so m eth in g  fo r  o u rse lv e s  [T. .^And som eth ing  in  
th e  p a r t ic u la r  e leg an ce  of the d an ce , the  s c e n e ry ; the  
avo id an ce  of e m p h a s is , the ev a s iv e , w inding tu rn  of 
th in g s ; an d , above a l l ,  the in te lle c tu a l a s  w e ll a s  
sen su o u s  a p p e a l of a liv ing sym bol (T. .Jh a s  seem ed  to  
m ake the b a lle t c o n ce n tra te  in i t s e l f  a  good d e a l of the 
m o d e rn  id e a l  in  m a t te r s  of a r t i s t i c  e x p re s s io n . N othing 
is  s ta te d ,  th e re  is  no in tru s io n  of w o rd s  u sed  fo r  the  
i r r e le v a n t  p u rp o se  of d e sc rib in g  |7. ^  and the d a n c e r , w ith  
h e r  g e s tu r e ,  a l l  p u re  sym bo l, ev o k es , f ro m  h e r  m e re  
b eau tifu l m o tio n , id e a , s e n sa tio n , a l l  th a t one need  e v e r  
know o f e v e n t. T h e re ,  b e fo re  you, she e x is ts ,  in  
h a rm o n io u s  life ; and h e r  rh y th m  re v e a ls  to  you the 
so u l of h e r  im ag in ed  being . "72
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T he e s s e n c e  o f th e  sy m b o lis t a e s th e tic  is  to  be found here*  T he em p h a s is  

on " the  e v a s iv e , w inding tu rn  of th in g s" , on the  " in tru s io n  of w o rd s" , on 

rh y th m  and on h a rm o n y  is  re p e a te d  in the sy m b o lis t p lay s  I s h a ll  e x a m in e . 

B a lle tic  rh y th m  su ff ic e s  fo r  s tru c tu re  in  M a e te r lin c k 's  L es A v eu g les . 

w hile in  Y e a ts 's  T he C at and th e  Moon the  dance is  an  im p o rta n t c l im a tic  

fe a tu re  of the p lay . B ec k e tt o ffe rs  a  p a ro d is tic  dance in  W aiting  j^or 

Godot and  h ia  s t r u c tu r e  is  ba lan ced  in  a w ay a p p ro p ria te  to  the b a lle t  

fo rm . T he b a lan ced  c h a ra c te r s  and  rh y th m s in  P in te r 's  No M an 's  Land 

a r e  a ls o  r e m in is c e n t  of the a r t  of d an ce . Sym ons m ak es i t  c le a r  th a t a r t  

should  im p ro v e  on l i fe ,  th a t a r t  should be in v es te d  w ith  the q u a lit ie s  of 

re lig io n .

In  The S y m b o lis t M ovem ent in L i te r a tu r e .  Sym ons v in d ic a te s  th e  

m y s tic a l  p ow er o f sy m b o lis t a r t .  In the x-onclusion he s ta te s  th a t, a lthough  

m y s tic is m  d o es  no t p ro v id e  guides o r ex p lan a tio n s , i t  does p ro v id e  a  

fa m ilia r i ty  w ith  m y s te ry , and  " i t  i s  a t  le a s t  w ith  a  c e r ta in  r e l ie f  th a t we 

tu rn  to  an  a n c ie n t d o c tr in e , so  m uch the m o re  lik e ly  to  be t ru e  b e c a u se  i t  

h as  so  m uch  th e  a i r  of a  d re a m . On th is  th e o ry  a le  ne does a l l  life  b ecom e 

w o rth  liv in g , a l l  a r t  w o rth  m ak ing , a l l  w o rsh ip  w o rth  o ffe r in g . ""^ T h e  

breakdow n of t r a d it io n a l  v a lu es  in  the second  h a lf  of the  n in e teen th  c e n tu ry  

led  to  fa ith  in  "an c ie n t th ings and the  s tu ff of d re a m s  . Sym ons w r i te s  in  

the 'co n c lu sio n  o f the void  of life , of the  tra p p e d  n a tu re  of h u m an ity  and  

the  f e a r  of d e a th . T he n a tu re  of a r t  is  of excape and  so  a r e  re lig io n  and 

p a ss io n  e sc a p e s  f ro m  the  vo id  : " re lig io n  being the  c re a tio n  of a  new  

h eav en , p a s s io n  tlie c re a tio n  of a  new e a r th ,  and a r t ,  in  i ts  m ing ling  of 

heaven  and e a r th ,  th e  c re a tio n  of h eav en  out of e a r th  » O nce m o re  

Sym ons h a s  eq u a ted  a r t  w ith  the c re a tio n  of the im m o rta l  and the  s u p e r -



h u n ^ n , the  a r t i s t  by d efin itio n  being a  G o d -a r t is t .  In the  In tro d u c tio n

to th is  vo lum e Sym ons announces th a t he is  w ritin g  of "a  l i te r a tu r e  in

w hich the v is ib le  w o rld  is  no lo n g er a r e a l i ty ,  and the u n seen  w o rld  no 
IG

lo n g er a  d r e a m  . Sym ons is  v e ry  c lo se  to  suggesting  th a t a r t  of th is  

kind is  an  ad eq u a te  s u rro g a te  fo r re lig io n  :

T h e re  i s  such  a  th ing a s  p e rfe c tin g  fo rm  th a t fo rm  
m ay  be a n n ih ila te d . A ll the a r t  of V e rla in e  is  in  
b rin g in g  v e r s e  to  a  b i r d 's  song, the a r t  of M a lla rm é  
in  b rin g in g  v e r s e  to  th e  song of an  o r c h e s t r a .  In 
V il l ie r s  de  I 'I s le -A d a m  d ra m a  b eco m es an  em bod im en t 
of s p ir i tu a l  fo rc e s ,  in  M ae te rlin ck  no t even  th e i r  
em b o d im en t, but the  re m o te  sound of th e i r  v o ic e s .
It i s  a l l  an  a tte m p t to  s p ir i tu a l is e  l i te r a tu r e ,  to  evade 
the  old bondage of rh e to r ic  f .  .J in  th is  re v o lt a g a in s t 
e x te r io r i ty ,  a g a in s t rh e to r ic ,  a g a in s t a m a te r ia l is t ic  
t ra d itio n ; in  th is  en d eavour to  d isen g ag e  the  u ltim a te  
e s s e n c e ,  the  so u l, of w h a tev er e x is ts  and  can  be 
r e a l is e d  by the  c o n sc io u sn e ss ; in  th is  d u tifu l w aiting  
upon e v e ry  sy m b o l by w hich the  so u l of th ings can  be 
m ade v is ib le ; l i t e r a tu r e ,  bowed down by so  m any 
b u rd e n s , m ay  a t  la s t  a tta in  l ib e r ty  and its  au th en tic  
sp e e c h . In  a tta in in g  th is  l ib e r ty ,  i t  a c c e p ts  a  h e a v ie r  
b u rd en ; fo r  in  speak ing  to  .us so  in tim a te ly , so 
so le m n ly , a s  only re lig io n  had  h ith e rto  spoken to  u s ,  
i t  b e co m e s  i t s e l f  a  k ind of re lig io n , w ith  a l l  the d u tie s  
and  r e s p o n s ib il i t ie s  of the  s a c re d  r i tu a l .  7 ?

The key w o rd s  in  th is  e x tr a c t  a r e  " s p ir i tu a l" ,  " e s s e n c e " ,  " so u l"  and 

" r i tu a l" .  T h e  sy m b o lis ts  a r e  try in g  to  d isc o v e r  in  an a r t^ o rm  the  re lig io n  

of w hich tliey  a r e  d e p r iv e d . The naiv  a u th o r of E v e ry m an  had  been  

in ten t on re la y in g  a  re lig io u s  m e ssa g e  and, a t the sam e t im e , he had  

ach iev ed  a  p e r fe c t  fo rm  " th a t fo rm  m ay  be a n n ih ila ted " ; th e  s e n tim e n ta lis c h  

sy m b o lis ts  c o n c e n tra te  on ach iev ing  th a t p e rfe c tio n  and  in  th e i r  a tte m p t 

to  ach iev e  re lig io u s  re so n a n c e  they  in c re a s in g ly  r e ly  on fo rm  a lo n e .

In th e  n ex t c h a p te r  I sh a ll exam ine M a e te r lin c k 's  a tte m p t to  ach iev e  

such m y s tic a l  fo rm . Sym ons w r i te s ,  "M a e te rlin ck  h as  r e a l is e d ,  b e t te r



-y C
th an  any one e ls e ,  the  s ig n if ic an ce , in  life  and a r t ,  of m y s te ry .  " la  

M a e te rlin c k  we s h a ll  find the p r a c t ic a l  ap p lica tio n  of the  th e o ry  of 

ey in b o lism .

• . . oooOooo.• .
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C h a p te r  T h r e e  

Maurice Maeterlinck

Maeterlinck searched all his life for spiritual revelation. He 

documented the stages of this quest in volumes of philosophical essays, 

in books devoted to the workings of nature, in prefaces to his translations 

of mystic writing, in collections of Pascalian pensées « and in essays on 

scientific developments, as well as in poetry and in the plays which brought 

him renown. His open-mindedness involved him in contradiction which 

he boldly defended. In the 1936 volume of pensees,Le Sablier >he wrote 

in reply to criticism  that contradiction was not his overlooked carelessness 

but his principle, because his position of ignorance meant that it was not 

within his power to dictate truth. He was merely progressing towards 

knowledge :

Cue celui qui croit tenir la vérité me dise ce qu'elle 
est, je l'accepterais avec reconnaissance si elle me 
paraissait acceptable. Jusqu'ici, je ne l'ai pas 

découverte ; c'est pourquoi, je la cherche encore 
a droite et a gauche, devant et derrière moi, dans 
la lumière et dans les ténèbres |T. J Je ne m'attriste 
pas parce qu'un nouvel effort détruira ce qui fut 
péniblement édifie et emportera les \'u-ines dans 
l'inconnu. C'est tout ce que peut faire un homme 

de bonne foi; et je ne ferai pas autre chose jusqu'au 
jour ou d'autres m'auront convaincu qu'ils ont raison. *

Maeterlinck's philosophical indefiniteness made him in his own eyes 

a man of good faith, yet his religious disposition sought expression in 

literary form. When, he was led by Villiers de I'Isle-Adam to the writings 

of a medieval Flem ish monk he found inspiration to translate the mystic 

work and, in his preface to this translation, he seemed already to be 

devising for him self a literary method. He explained that he had translated
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Ruysbroeck. s writing because such works of mysticism seemed to him 

the most precious expressions of mankind. In his description of the 

work he could be referring to his own dramatic method : 'Toute cette

oeuvre, d'ailleurs, est comme un verre grossissant, applique sur la 

té^nèbre et le silence ; et parfois on ne discerne pas immédiatement 

l'extremite des idées qui y trempent encore. In Maeterlinck's symbolist 

phase of the 1890's he spurned melodramatic conventions and hoped with 

his static plays to capture the large areas of mystery in human experience. 

Like Ruysbroeck, he turned his magnifying glass on darkness and silence 

offering ideas whicli are not immediately discernible. He tried in his 

literary aesthetic to express how symbolism might be used in drama to 

create a religious atmosphere suggestive and by its very nature non-didactic, 

indefinable yet harmonious, simple yet yielding to complex interpretation.

His was the first attempt to achieve the form which I have described as 

"post-sentimentalisch the type of poetic and religious drama which Eliot 

defined as "drama within the limitations of art".

bhaw's attack on Shakespeare's pessim ism in the preface to Man 

and Superman is with particular reference to the absurdism at the heart

3
of King Lear ; Eliot's perception of the Elizabethan "dissolution and chaos" 

and his acknowledgement that Shakespeare had no 'coherent view of life ' ^ 

are directly related to the concept of the emerge_nce of the sentimentalisch 

self-awareness: "What influence the work of Seneca and Machiavelli and 

Montaigne seems to me to exert in common on that time, and most con

spicuously through Shakespeare, is an influence toward a kind of self- 

consciousness that is  new ; the self-consciousness and self-dramatization 

of the Shakespearian hero, of whom Hamlet is only one. It seems to mark



a stage, even, if not a very agreeable one, in human history, or progress,
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or deterioration, or change. " Maeterlinck agrees with Shaw that 

Shakespeare's metaphor of the "stage of fools" closely corresponds with 

Shakespeare's own pessim istic worldview, and he agrees with Eliot that 

Shakespeare's drama is characterised by self-consciousness. However, 

whereas both Shaw and Eliot denounce such pessim ism  as destructive, 

Maeterlinck finds that in the expression of despair Shakespeare most 

profoundly captured the nature of human experience:

(phakespeare) se révélait un grand mélancolique, 
un grand sceptique, un grand désespéré, en un mot 
l'homme qui a le mieux senti, le plus profondément 
compris ce qu'est la vie humaine : "A taie told by 

an idiot full of sound and fury, signifying nothing. " (sic)
'Une histoire contée par un idiot, pleine de fureur 

et de bruit et qui ne veut rien dire", ce qui, en attendant 
des révélations ou des découvertes sur l'humanité et 
l'univers, est sans doute le dernier mot de notre vérité, é,

The source of Maeterlinck's philosophical indefiniteness is to be found 

in tills analysis of Shakespeare the man. He identifies with the absurdist 

element in bhakespeare, the expression of despair which must, he writes, 

be accepted as the most profound truth. In his own plays he set out to 

isolate the Shakespearean despair, to abstract it from any surrounding 

action and to present it in a form, plotless and static, wliich would accen

tuate the feeling of chaotic life and bewildered humanity. However, in 

his use of symbolism, Maeterlinck produces an impression of metaphysical 

harmony which works against the expression of disintegration ; by using 

the naiv religious artform such as the Everyman author had employed, 

Maeterlinck reflects both the doubts and divisions of sentimentalisch man 

and also his longing for the resolution of conflict in the knowledge of an
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op>tiiiiistic universal truth. He was drav/n to the writings of mystics as 

much as to Shakespearean tragedy, and in his early plays he reflects the 

twin interest, the necessity for religious perception together with his 

resignation to the tragic conclusion that man's existence is  meaningless.

In Maeterlinck's preface to his translation of Macbeth his interest is 

centred on the play's background of mystery and this element he made the 

sole content of his own early plays ; "Un drame comme Macbeth ou les 

forces de l'Intelligence proprement dite ne tapissent que l'arrière-plan, 

vient nous montrer qu'il y a des beautés plus prenantes et moins périssables 

que celles de la pensee ; ou plutôt que la pensée ne doit être qu'une sorte 

de premier fond, si naturel qu'il semble indispensable, sur quoi se 

profilent des choses infiniment plus m ystérieuses." ^

Throughout Maeterlinck's career his name was linked with Shakes

peare's due to Cctave Mir beau's extravagant 1890 review of La Princesse  

Male in e . Mir be au claimed that "M. Maurice Maeterlinck nous a donne^

1'oeuvre la plus géniale de ce temps, et la plus extraordinaire et la plus 

naive aussi, comparable - et oserai-je le dire? - supérieure en beauté à 

ce qu'il y a de plus beau dans Shakespeare. " Maeterlinck's first play was 

not judged in performance but it achieved notoriety through Mirbeau's 

remarks, and it placed Maeterlinck as the first important symbolist 

playwright since V illiers de I'Isle-Adam. In the preface to the Theatre 

volumes, Maeterlinck admits tliat the dangerous simplicity, the several 

superfluous scenes and the repetitive dialogue of la  Princesse Maleine 

might seem to warrant revision ; however he had attempted by these

M
methods to render "une certaine harmonie epouvantee et sombre . This 

harmony was achieved with greater success in L'Intruse, Les Aveugles,



Les bept P rincesses, Pelleas et Melisande^ Alladine et Palomides.

Intérieur and I a Mort de Tintasiles . These early plays will be examined 

in relation to Maeterlinck's symbolist aesthetic* Aglavaine et Sélysette 

is a play of transition, heralding Maeterlinck's later turn to realism  and 

his relinquishment of the form of "drama within the limitations of art".

The fantasy L'ciseau Bleu will be seen as a movement towards allegory 

and Le Vieux qui ne veut pas MourirJJ marking Maeterlinck's reversion to 

his early form fifty-two years after L 'Intruse and Les Aveugles, will be 

assessed as a complete surrender of symbolism to allegory.

The violent drama and Gothic paraphernalia of La Princesse Maleine 

are unmuted. One strangulation, one murder by dagger wound, the king's 

blood-matted hair, the appearance of seven chanting nuns, the sounds of 

mysteriously creaking furniture, of groaning wind, and of storms, a 

breaiûng vase, red lights and an extinguished lamp : such coups de théâtre 

are (in the case of the murders and lurid visual effects) omitted altogether 

in the later plays, or else are (in the case of the sound effects and lighting) 

used with more subtlety and pointedness. Yet already in La Princesse 

Maleine Maeterlinck appeals to the emotion of fear more than to any other 

emotion or to the intellect. The most overworked word in the play is 

étrange , and the atmosphere is markedly abnormal; illness and death 

overpower tiie characters. There is a compelling sense of abnormality 

in nature, contributing to the total malaise. Maeterlinck's use of the 

pathetic fallacy was to be exploited in his other early plays. In La Princesse  

Maleine weeping willows and cypresses dominate the natural images, 

indicative of sickliness and death; a dog leads Maleine's nurse to the 

princess's corpse; animals gather together in the ce me try before the
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iriurdered princess is discovered by Hjalmar. A second characteristic 

of Maeterlinck's early plays is to be found in embryonic form in l  a 

Princesse Maleine. The handling of dialogue develops from the stumbling 

and repetitive questions of these characters, whose sensitivity to the 

manifestations of fate remains bewildered :

DEUXIElvlE PAUVRE Que faite s-vous ici?
LA NOURRICE Nous sommes perdues. lo

The philosophical statement behind this exchange inaugurates the obtrusive 

Maeterlinckian theme.

The preface to the Theatre collection indicates Maeterlinck's 

specific area of concern. He is attempting to animate the powerful, 

unknown and evil forces of fate, the forces which control human existence. 

Two of these powers, hostile to life, peace, and happiness, are love and 

death. Capricious and unjust, these evil powers exercise themselves on 

tlie innocent. Maeterlinck tries to classify tlie metaphysical system  to 

which such forces belong, succeeding only in stating tnat his drama merges 

the idea of tlie Christian God with that of classical fate. Ultimately the 

powers are unknown. In the early plays tlie y most often take the form 

of deatli : 'La présence infinie, ténébreuse, hypocritement active de la

mort remplit tous les interstices du poeme Q . .] c'est une mort indifférente 

et inexorable, aveugle, tâtonnant a peu près au hasard, emportant du 

préférence les plus jeunes et les moins malheureux, simplement parce 

qu'ils se tiennent moins tranquilles que les plus m isérables, et que tout 

mouvement trop brusque dans la nuit attire son attention. " Cur percep

tion of existence must be dominated by such a view, Maeterlinck adds.
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until our knowledge is extended in some way, perhaps by scientific 

revelation or by the establishment of communication with another world. 

In his attempt to describe our immense weakness, Maeterlinck thus 

assumes that he has approached "la vérité dernière et radicale de notre 

être . Those who face "ce néant hostile" will at the most manage a few 

gestures of tenderness, a few gentle words of fragile hope, of pity and 

of love; these characters exist in the knowledge of a horrific trutli so 

that their energy and their desire to live are frozen. Maeterlinck writes 

in terms comparable to Sartre's and, although he does not at this stage 

l<now how to formulate a specific philosophical system from the concept 

of "le néant", he does understand "la nausée" that his characters must 

endure, and he does maintain that we must not accept the uselessness 

witli which we are faced. V/e must take into account our fundamental 

ignorance and try to see beyond the apparent meaninglessness of life :

Chantons durant des siècles la vanité de vivre et la 
force invincible du néant et de la mort, nous ferons 
passer sous nos yeux des tristesses qui deviendront 
plus monotones èi mesure qu'elles se rapprocheront 
davantage de la dernière vérité. Essayons au 
contraire de varier l'apparence de l'inconnu qui nous 
entoure et d'y découvrir une raison nouvelle de vivre 
et de persévérer, nous y gagnerons du moins d'alterner 
nos tr istesses en les mêlant d'espoirs qui s'éteignent 

et se rallument Q . Q  l.a vérité suprême du néant, de 

la mort et de l'inutilité de notre existence, où nous 
aboutissons dès que nous poussons notre enquete a 
son dernier terme, n'est, après tout, que le point extreme 

de nos connaissances actuelles Ç. . .] Avant que d'être 
tenu de l'admettre irrévocablement, il nous faudra 

longterr ps encore chercher de tout notre coeur a dissiper 
cette ignorance et faire ce que nous pourrons pour 

trouver la lumière. 'V

N oth ingness  Is  conce ived  a s  a pos itive  b ase  f ro m  w hich t ru th  can  be
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discovered. Maeterlinck stresses again that our lack of knowledge 

can be seen as advantageous.

The preface continues with reference to the nineteenth-century 

evolution in human thought. The dramatist has, because of this evolution, 

surrendered his most powerful material : the uncertainties about man's 

purpose which had once inspired the most profound and beautiful literature, 

those speculations about the nature of existence which had provided tlie 

greatest subjects for drama, have been ignored in the majority of modern 

plays. Maeterlinck finds that great poetry consists of three elements: 

verbal beauty, the portrayal of actuality, and, most important of all, the 

poet's idea of the unknown. He goes on to examine the difference between 

the modern lyric poet and the modern dramatist. Although it is still 

considered permissible for the lyric poet to generalise about the universal 

forces of life, because we demand of the lyricist a subjective emotional 

quality, the drair^atist is expected to depict the unknownforces at work 

in the world of actuality, to show how the cosmic principles act on the 

lives of men and women. Maeterlinck’s concern with these genres is 

crucial: we shall see that his drama is criticised by Eliot for its over- 

poetic qualities. Maeterlinck's anxiety is that drama should be restored 

to its original function as an exploration of the relationship of man to 

the cosm os. Too often, he continues, the modern dramatist has not 

dared to risk trespassing beyond the bounds of actuality; this type of 

playwright has confined his study to human feelings and their material 

and psychological effects; because old truths have been obliterated, and 

where new truths have not been formulated, the modern dramatist finds 

it safer to restrict his sphere of inquiry. Maeterlinck observes that.
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alÜiOugU within these limitations the dramatist can create powerful plays, 

he will never attain to the more profound beauty of the great poems 

which attempt to include within their scope the infinite questions about 

life and tiie nature of hunxanity. Maeterlinck emphasises that the modern 

draixxatist must not cease to aim for profoundity. He is confident that 

future dramatists will find a way of realising such beauty. In his ov/n 

tixne two dramatists have succeeded in their attempt to transcend the 

lixxhted portrayal of the world of actuality. Maeterlinck cites here 

Tolstoy's The ?ov/er of Darkness and Ibsen's Ghosts. Tolstoy's play 

was first performed by Antoine's Theatre libre in 1889; Ghosts was 

performed by Antoine in 1890 and was the first Ibsen play produced in 

la r is .

Maeterlinck finds these two modern plays exemplary because they 

fctress "I'angoisse de l'inintelligible". This phrase is of great importance 

not only for xVIaeterlinck but also for the odier symbolist dramatists under 

review. The anguish of the unknown becomes in Maeterlinck, Yeats, 

Beckett and T inter tlie primary subject matter. In 1883, in A Is o Surach 

Zarathastra , Nietzsche had described the modern dilemma witli succinct 

expressiveness in three words. With the acceptance of Nietzsche's 

pronouncement that God is dead the modern dramatist who is willing to 

stuxTible into metaphysical territory is brave indeed. He can no longer 

describe with certainty the laws of being and is obliged to grope in dark

ness for a knowledge so nebulously conceived that his greatest difficulty 

becomes how to express the inexpressible anguish of his search. It is 

to this paradoxical situation tiiat Maeterlinck refers when he says that, 

since we no longer admit the a priori divine intervention in human affairs.
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the vast issues have become almost too difficult to present satisfactorily 

in drama. Thus, altiiough in the past playwrights have succeeded in 

writing plays which capture the mystery of life, Maeterlinck is convinced 

that this indispensable element, the poet's idea of the universe, has yet 

to be rendered successfully by a modern dramatist. He insists that he 

is waiting for such a genius among the moderns. Maeterlinck ends his 

preface by describing his attemjit to turn aside from the concentration 

on the force of death which had dominated his earliest plays. In Aglavalne 

et sélysette he found it impossible to do so. He has not been led to any 

truths by his exploration other tlian the supreme truth of nothingness 

with which he began. He admits that in his failure to depict metaphysical 

issues he can only await the revelation of a new dramatist. He adds that 

his later plays, Ariane et Earbe-Bleue and Soeur Beatrice, are not in 

the same category as his early plays, and that these light pieces do not 

pretend to reveal philosophical truths.

Maeterlinck's self-declared failure to depict "I'angoisse de l'inin

telligible" can be measured by an examination of the early plays, of their 

inspiration and their technique. In 1835, when Maeterlinck, together 

with his two school friends Grégoire Le Roy and Charles Va-n Lerberghe, 

discovered the literary fervour in Paris, he was influenced by the playwright 

whom he considered a genius : "je rencontrai un soir Villiers de l'Isle- 

Adam, l'homme providentiel qui, au moment prévu par je ne sais quelle 

bienveillance du hasard, devait orienter et fixer ma destinee". V illiers 

awoke in Maeterlinck his mystic disposition; his symbolist drama and his 

very characters existed because of this revelation : La princesse Maleine,

Melisande, Astolaine, Selysette et les fantômes qui suivirent attendaient
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1 atmosphere que Viiliers avait creee en raoi pour y naître et respirer

enfin. \  et it was Malxamie who brought Ala e te r lin ch to the attention

of the literary world, for it was at Mallan.-ie's instigation that Ivlirbeau

wrote his article on l.a I rincesse Maleine . It is important to note that

Maeterlinck was at this stage Mallarmé'$ protege; the priest of the

symbolist movement in poetry was choosing an unknown Belgian lawyer

to fulfil his (Mallarme's) symbolist aesthetic in drama. In 1888 Charles

Van Lerberghe had written an important symbolist play 1 es Flaireurs

v/hich appeared in I a Wallonie in 1889, yet Mallarmé had not brought

this play to public attention. Alaeterlinck acknowledges his debt to Les

F lai r eu r.y in a letter attachedlo the programme for the 1892 performance

by the Theatre d'Art. I 'Intr iso was published a year after l  es Flaireurs

and bears strcn^ resen.blances to Van Lerberghe's play. Maeterlinck

perhaps over-co npensates Van 1-erberghe in his anxiety to establish the

priority of l e s  F laireurs, declaring that "il y a ici une puissance de

symbolisation qu’on ne retrouve pas dans ma petite piece. " Van Lerberghe

in his turn testifies to Maeterlinck's help in the composition of Les 

20
Flaireurs and calls idaeterlinck the only genius since V illiers, one who 

has brought into his art "un frisson et une beaute nouvelle". l  es Flaireurs 

does owe to Maeterlinck's guidance, but it was Van Lerberghe who 

conceived of the subject and developed it, who took for the basis of his 

effect the terror of a knock at the door. I es Flaireurs involves three 

generalised characters : La F ille, la Mere, and une Voix (who seem s to 

be la Mort). In Act One the voice that asks for shelter declares that it 

belongs to a w ater-carrier ; in Act Twm it is the laundry-man ; in i-vct 

Three it is the coffin-maker who calls. The frightened girl w ill not allow
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the visitor to enter ; h^r mother lies dying. The crescendo is agonising. 

Each act ends with the clock striking until in Act Three, on the stroke 

of midnight, the door falls open. Van l  erberghe's play makes great 

use of musical effects, using the orchestra to play a funeral march at 

the very beginning. He plays upon fear by depicting the enormous con

trast between the girl's apprehension and the mother's acceptance that 

the visitor is none other than the Virgin Mary. Maeterlinck's L'Intruse 

appeals to the same emotion; in the absence of orchestral effects our 

imaginations work harder. The play intensifies the situation of Les 

Flaireurs.

I 'Intruse was Maeterlinck's first publicly performed play, given 

by Paul Fort's Theatre d'Art in a Verlaine-Gauguin benefit performance 

on 21 May 1891. The matinee programme consisted of several pieces - 

the recital of poems by I amartine, Hugo, Baudelaire, Edgar Allan Foe and 

others - and four plays. The combination of drama and poetry was the 

usual practice of the Theatre d'Art ; l 'Intruse was last on the bill, and 

the plan was to omit Maeterlinck's play should the programme seem too 

long. I.'Intruse was the success of the day, inspiring excellent reviews. 

The reviewer for I e Fi.c.aro stated : "Le succès de la matinée a été pour 

î- 'Intruse . . .  L'auteur belge n'est pas le Shakespeare annonce, mais il 

a su produire un effet de terreur indiscutable : il a fait passer les 

spectateurs par toutes les affres de la peur.' , while I a Plume reviewer 

acknowledged "L'enorme succès fut L 'Intruse . Du symbolisme, oui, 

mais du tliéâtre et du théâtre génial". A Mercure de France reviewer 

later recalled "Ce fut la révélation de la journée pour nous." L'E cho 

de Paris enthused ''puissance scenigue et impression pathétiques extra-
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ordinaires » » — oeuvre est une des pdus saisissantes qui soient . . .

Art puissant et sensible . C est une forme nouvelle, profondément 

éniouvante, du tragique humain au théâtre. " ^

The quirk of fate that allowed the performance of L'Intruse a year 

in advance of l e s  Flaireurs meant that Maeterlinck's play established 

onstage the recurrent modern dramatic form. The characters lack 

individualisation ; we are told in the 1er sonna-es list only one fact 

about one of then:: the grandfather is blind. They are ixe mbers of a 

family and, although the generic names imply that this is to be an action 

core-in on to all fam ilies, the mother is conspicuously absent from the 

list, while the inclusion of a sister of mercy adds a note of anxiety before 

we begin to approach the text. The curtain goes up on a modern room 

which is rather dark despite the glass windows and the glass panne lied 

door in tiie background. Each of the stage images is charged with the 

significance lacking in reaUstic presentation. The old castle in which 

the room em sts is a descendant of Axel's castle, impenetrable stronghold 

of withdrawal; an intruder in such a fortress will be forceful and unwelcome 

The three doors in this gloomy and claustrop,hobic atmosphere will take 

on an important aura of ap-prehension; they are exits from a trap and 

undefended points through which a stranger might enter. The large 

Flemish clock points to the great importance of time in the ensuing action 

and hints at the nationality of the family. This placing of tlie action, 

v/hile it does not detract from the generality of tlie situation, affords us 

a glimpse into the Belgian playwright's preoccupation with his country's 

sombre nature; Charles Van Lerberghe wrote of his and Maeterlinck s 

attitude : "cette conception de la mort est du reste plus dans notre race
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et en me me temps plus saisissante, me sem ble-t-il. " The lamp is lit

but it majT.es no in:pre s sion on the sinister and overo owe ring shadowiness 

of the room. The uneasiness of the characters is immediately stressed  

when the dialogue opens with references to the da rime ss of the room and 

the c^'clness of the night. The grandfather warns that "on ne sait pas ce 

qui peut arriver . The unpredictable happenings of L'Intruse will reflect 

the non sequiturs of life; this non-Aristotelian play makes no concession 

to its audience's desire for intrigue v/ith beginning, middle and end. It 

is obvious that a female character has been saved from an illness of some 

sort ; we assume that this is tlxe mother of the family but this is not 

confirmed by direct information at the start cf tiie play. The blind grand

father possesses an insight that the others lack and immediately Ms 

njystical sense that the woman is doomed convinces us more than the 

others' pragmatic acceptance that all is well. Very early in the action 

the uncle makes the equation betv/een the entry cf illness into a house and 

the coming of a stranger into a family. The intruder has come in the 

form of the woman's sickness and has taken up residence. He is with 

her through the door to the left, which is indicated by the grandfather in 

his reference to the ailing woman. V/e luiow that this door will emit the 

intruder at some point in the action and, after its indication (four pages 

into the text), the audience watches it as a potent and fearful source of 

the unlmown. In the course of conversation we gather that in the room 

opposite the woman's is her newborn child, whose unhealthiness is stressed  

by its never having cried. The grandfather's two sentences finally 

establish the situation for us five pages into the text: "Je crois qu'il sera

sourd, et peut-etre muet . . .  Voilà ce que c'est que les mariages consanguins 

'28
. . . "  The family's inbreeding has attracted the hostile forces which



our existence ; love has led to illness and to a deformed new 

generation, and tjie tnreat of death., the most potent force which res ses 

humanity, increasingly threatens to play its role in undermining the 

family’s confidence. The announcement is follower! by a "silence 

réprobateur" which stresses more than words could the burden of guilt 

v.diich these people must bear. The expression of "I'angoisse de l'inin

telligible ' is accom}dished here by silence, and this use of silence is 

widespread in the genre of drama which aims at the adequate staging of 

the inexpressible.

The anxiety increases, afflicting the audience and drawing them 

into the action. Maeterlinck very skilfully preys upon our sense of 

fear, and he does so at first through the grandfather's nervous expressions 

of worry. His wish that the evening would pass reacts on our already 

heightened conception of the horror that lies behind the action. The 

young girls are sent to examine the scene outside the roomj in their 

descriptions of the wind, of the frightened swans, and of the sudden c e s 

sation cf tiie nightingales' song and of the dogs' barking, Maeterlinck 

exploits the pathetic fallacy, as he had done in I a Princesse Maleine, to

indicate the presence of the unknown. The father sums up our foreboding

3 0
when he cornnients, "il y a un silence de mort' ; at the end of tlie play

we will find this particular silence in the stage direction, the silence

which speaks cf the most appalling and inconceivable hiatus of all, not

only a void of words but of life. In his essay on silence^ included in the

3 1
1896 collection I e Trésor des fum bles, Maeterlinck distinguisnes tliis 

type of active silence from the passive silence of sleep and lethargy.

Active silence provokes fear and unease; it offers us the deepest com-
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muïiicauion oi a2i;̂ M-iorje ; it id cf far greater profundity in this respect 

than are words. The use of silence in drama unites audience and actors 

in tneir appreciation, of tne unknown. T’lncru.se makes effective use of 

silence in tnis way, the absence of words at crucial mmrients greatly 

intcn-lf>ing the atmosphere of anniety.

I hysical discomfort is the next malaise to be experienced by the 

^randfalher. Ilis coldness affects the audience, arousing the senses in the 

same way as the unusual noise of the gardener’s scythe-sharpening 

attacks our nerves. The mention of the scythe is especially evocative; 

the iroage is associated with medieval allegorical portrayals cf death.

The grandfather is singled out by the uncle and the father :

LE FERE II est comme tous les aveugles,
E ’C liCLE Ils réfléchissent un peu trop. 3%.

Blindness is associated with mystic contemplation and insight here as 

it is in Eea Aveu^^es. In the essay "Ee Reveil de l'Ame", in Le Treaor 

des Kumbles, Maeterlinck details his view of history as the perpetual 

rising of the spiritual order over the intellectual; ours is a spiritual 

epoch and we are progressing towards the spirituality which w ill enable 

our souls to communicate witliout the intervention of the senses. The 

grandfather in 1.'Intruse is closer to this state of pure spirituality than 

any of the oilier characters. Cne of his physical senses is  useless but 

he has acquired a new sensitivity to the world beyond the known visible 

world. In contrast, the uncle and the father are boorishly insensitive 

and through their conversation Maeterlinck makes subtle use of irony. 

The uncle is describing what he considers to be the terrifying world cf



7 6

the b lind  and  a s  h is  w o rd s  unfold we u n d e rs ta n d  th a t  th is  d e s c r ip t io n  

is  u n iv e r s a l ly  a p p l ic a b le ,  tha t i t  d e ta i ls  the hum an d i le m m a  ; i t  i s  not 

the b lind  who a r e  like th is  but th o se  who " se e "  only the  w orld  im m e d ia te ly  

a ro u n d  them :

E 'O N C L E  Ne pas  sa v o ir  ou l 'o n  e s t ,  ne pas  sa v o ir  
d 'o u  l 'o n  v ien t ,  ne pas  s a v o ir  ou l 'o n  va , 
ne plus d is t in g u e r  m id i de m in u it ,  ni 
l'eté^ de l 'h iv e r  . . .  e t  to u jo u rs  ces  te n e b re s  
. .  . j ' a i m e r a i s  m ieux  ne plus v iv re  . .  . 3 ^

W hen the e lev en th  h o u r  ch im es  th e re  is  a  f u r th e r  d is tu rb a n c e  of 

the a u d ie n c e 's  em o tio n s  ; w ith  one hour le f t  of the day  i t  s e e m s  th a t  

t im e  i s  runn ing  out fo r  the  fam ily .  The nex t sound th a t  s h a t t e r s  the  

d ialogue i s ,  M a e te r l in c k  te l l s  u s ,  a s  i f  som eone has  e n te re d  the h o u se .  

The uncle  is  c e r t a in  th a t  i t  i s  h is  and the f a th e r 's  s i s t e r .  A knock a t  

the th i rd  d o o r ,  the d o o r  th a t  does not lead  into a  s ic k ro o m , in te n s if ie s  

ou r p an ic .  The aud ience  h as  been  w aiting fo r  som eone to  e n te r  the  

ro o m  s in ce  the  f i r s t  m o m en ts  of the p lay . When the  s e rv a n t  a p p e a r s  

th e r e  is  a  s tro n g  s e n se  of r e l ie f ,  but a lm o s t  im m e d ia te ly  we s u r r e n d e r  

tha t r e l i e f  fo r  ren ew ed  fe a r  : the s e rv a n t  d e c la r e s  th a t  no one h a s  

e n te re d  the  h o u se ,  c o n t r a ry  to  a l l  expecta tion . The g ra n d fa th e r  s e n s e s  

th a t  som eone  is  s i t t in g  w ith  the fam ily  a t  the  ta b le ,  and a t  th is  po in t the  

aud ience  h a s  been  a ro u s e d  in  such a  way th a t  an  im ag e  of dea th  w ith  h is  

scy the  a p p e a r s  to  have tak en  a  s e a t ,  the unknown th re a te n in g  pow er 

jo in ing  l ife .

T he  g ra n d fa th e r  b u r s t s  out in  h is  e x a c e rb a te d  f e a r  : he is  c e r ta in  

th a t  h is  d a u g h te r  h as  becom e w o r s e .  H is  w ords  m i r r o r  the  fa m ily 's  

com m on s i tu a t io n  and  a t  the sa m e  t im e  they  a b s o rb  the a u d ie n c e 's
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p re d ic a m e n t  : J e  su is  ic i ,  tout s e u l ,  dans d es  te n e b re s  san s  fin! J e

ne s a is  pas  qui v ie n t  s 'a s s e o i r  a cote  de moi! J e  ne s a is  p lus ce  qui 

se p a s s e  a  deux pas de moi! " He re p e a ts  t im e  and aga in  th a t  som eone  

h a s  com e am ong  them ; he a sk s  how m any  th e r e  a r e  in  the ro o m  and c a l l s  

by n am e  the  ind iv idua l m e m b e rs  of the fam ily  to  a s s u r e  h im  of h is  o r  h e r  

p r e s e n c e .  The re p e t i t io n  of the w ord  "p e rso n n e "  ("no one") is  h a r ro w in g .  

No p e r s o n  h a s  com e am ong th e m  but a  s tra n g e  fo rce  h a s  in tru d e d  th e i r  

l iv e s .  T he  g r a n d fa th e r 's  b lin d n ess  is  o v e r t ly  equated  with h is  co m p en -  

s a to ry  in s ig h t  w hen he ex c la im s  "Mais, vous n 'y  voyez p a s ,  vous a u t r e s !  " 

He can  p e rc e iv e  beyond the  o th e r s ,  d e c la r in g  "Je  v o u d ra is  p e r c e r  ces
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te n e b r e s .  " L ike  M a e te r l in c k ,  he is  s trugg ling  to  p e n e tra te  the shadowy 

m y s te r i e s  beyond h u m an  c o n tro l .  He begs to know the t ru th  -  but the 

uncle r e p l ie s  th a t  th e r e  is  no t ru th .  A  long speech  f ro m  the g ra n d fa th e r  

d e s c r ib e s  the co n tac t  w hich  he had m ade the p rev io u s  day  w ith  h is  s ic k  

d a u g h te r  ; the  p a s s a g e ,  w ith  its  e m p h a s is  on the te n d e r  way he had 

taken  h e r  hand , on h e r  changing ap p e a ra n c e  o v er  the w e e k s ,  and on h e r  

bony fa c e ,  c o n ju re s  up fo r  the aud ience an o th e r  s p e c t re  -  w ith  d e a th  s i t s  

a  w a s te d  young g i r l .  The g ra n d fa th e r  re p e a ts  "II y a  d es  m o m en ts  ou
32

je su is  m o ins  aveug le  que vous, vous s a v e z ? "  He l ikens  the p a le n e s s  

of the  shocked  fam ily  f a c e s ,  the p a le n e ss  w hich he can  se n se  w ithout 

needing  to  see  i t ,  to  the w h iten ess  of those  dead . H is  s im ile  deepens  

the te n s io n .  T he  aud ience  is  by now te r r i f i e d  and exp ec tan t of d i s a s t e r .  

Through  the  m e d iu m  of the  se n s i t iv e  old m an  M a e te r l in c k  a r o u s e s  h is  

aud ience  to  f e e l  the an g u ish  of the unknown. As they  w atch  now, the 

d im  light of th e  la m p  f l i c k e r s .  A f te r  som e d isc u s s io n  i t  is  a g re e d  th a t  

they should  s ta y  in  the d a r k  without s e a rc h in g  fo r  o il .  A s i le n c e  co m e s



1 &

a t  th is  c r u c i a l  s tag e ,  in  the  ga ther ing  d a rk n e s s  the  s i len ce  is  profound  

and the c lo ck  sounds a b n o rm a lly  loud, a fac t com m ented  on by the  g r a n d 

fa th e r .  T he  s ilences  in c r e a s e  f ro m  th is  t im e  u n ti l  the f ina l s cen e ,  

in te r ru p te d  by co m m en ts  on the s t i l ln e s s  of the a tm o sp h e re ,  by the pacing  

of the unc le  up  and  down, by the ap p ro ach  of m idnight and the c lo s in g  of 

the window. T h e  f ina l  s c e n e s  a r e  fu ll of m om en tum . A  r a y  of m o o n 

light c a s t s  s t r a n g e  ligh ts  h e r e  and th e re  in  the ro o m . M idnight sounds

and on the  f ina l s t ro k e  th e re  i s  a  no ise  a s  i f  som eone h as  h a s t i ly  a r i s e n .

In the ensu ing  f r a c a s ,  when each  of the m e m b e rs  of the fam ily  den ies  

having le f t  the ta b le ,  a  w a il  of f r ig h t  i s s u e s  f ro m  the baby in  the nex t 

ro o m . T he  w ailing  continues  to  in c r e a s e  in  d e g re e s  of t e r r o r  u n t i l  the  

end of the p lay . Muffled sounds and footsteps a r e  h e a rd  in the  opposite  

ro o m , the  s ic k  m o th e r 's  ro o m . The fam ily  is  t ra p p e d  be tw een  the  two 

sounds and th en  c o m es  "un s ilen ce  de m o r t" .  T hey  l i s te n  to  the  s i le n c e  

in dum b t e r r o r  u n ti l  the  door of the s ic k ro o m  slow ly opens . T h e ir  ey es  

and the  a u d ie n c e 's  (but not the g ra n d fa th e r 's )  a r e  r iv e te d  to  the  light 

com ing f ro m  th a t  ro o m  beyond, so u rc e  of profound t e r r o r .  The s i s t e r  

of m e r c y  a p p e a r s  in  h e r  b lack  g a rm e n ts ;  she m akes  the s ign  of the c r o s s  

to announce the  w o m a n 's  dea th . The s igh ted  ones u n d e rs ta n d  h e r  g e s tu re  

and, leav ing  the  g ra n d fa th e r ,  they  e n te r  the s ic k ro o m . T he  old blind m an  

is  le f t  s tu m b lin g  a ro u n d  the  tab le  in  the d a rk n e s s .  I ro n ic a l ly ,  he knew 

a l l  the t im e  th a t  h is  d au g h te r  w as dying, but b ecause  he cannot se e  the 

g e s tu re  of the  s i s t e r  of m e rc y  he is  un in fo rm ed  of the t r u th  a f t e r  a l l .

The l a s t  im ag e  th a t  M a e te r l in c k  o ffe rs  us  is  of a  blind m an  in  the  d a rk ,  

ask ing  w h e re  h is  fam ily  have gone and sobbing tha t he i s  le f t  a lone . We 

w atch th is  p a th e t ic  old m an  w ith  the t e r r i f i e d  c r i e s  of a  baby r ing ing  in  ou r
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e a r s

The p r o g re s s iv e  te n s io n  of L 'In t ru se  gives i t  a  d r a m a t ic  fo rc e  a s  

pow erfu l a s  th a t  of E v e ry m a n . M a e te r l in c k 's  p o r t r a y a l  of life  and d ea th  

u s e s  the o n e -a c t  f o rm  to ach ieve  a c l im a tic  ending, which is  so s u c c e s s 

ful b ecau se  it  i s  a t  once a re so lu t io n  of the anx ie ty  co m m u n ica ted  to  the 

aud ience  th roughou t and  a ls o  a  re v e la t io n  of the s ta te  of life  and dea th  : 

the w ailing  c r i e s  of the child  and the fe a r  of the s o l i ta ry  old m an  s ignify  

the b lan k n e ss  w hich  is  h u m an ity 's  only w ay to  face  d ea th ,  in s e c u re  and 

d is tu rb e d ,  p ro te s t in g  and blind. The in t ru d e r  is  fe l t  v e ry  in te n se ly  by 

the aud ience  b e c a u se  of the  cum ula tive  e ffec t  of suggestion  and h in ts ,  

indefinab le  sounds and d im m ed  light. T h is  w ay of sugg es tin g  an  in t ru s iv e  

p re s e n c e  r e p la c e s  the  em bodim ent of dea th  w hich the E v e ry m a n  d r a m a t i s t  

had u se d  n a tu ra l ly .  M a e te r l in c k  cannot use  the  technique of a l le g o ry  

b ecause  he has  no c o m m itm e n t  to  a  spec if ic  re l ig io u s  s y s te m  f ro m  w hich 

to d ra w  d id ac t ic  m a te r ia l  ; he can offer no c h a r a c te r  ca l led  "Knowledge" 

to ex p la in  the w ay to  sa lv a tio n ,  and th is  a sp e c t  of the w o m a n 's  d ea th  is  

not c o n s id e re d .  He is  not co n cern ed  p r im a r i ly  w ith the  p e r s o n  dying, 

a s  the  E v e ry m a n  au th o r  w a s ,  but w ith the im p ac t  on the living of the  

in t ru s iv e  fo rc e  of d ea th .  M ae te r l in ck  can offer no so lu tions to  the  en ig m a  

of dea th  :

Le g ra n d  s e c r e t ,  le s e u l  s e c r e t ,  c ' e s t  que tout e s t  
s e c r e t .  A pprenons  du m oins a  l 'e c o le  de nos 
m y s té r ie u x  a n c e t r e s l i  f a i r e ,  com m e i ls  l 'a v a ie n t  
fa i t ,  la  p a r t  de l ' in c o n n a is sa b le  e t  a  n 'y  c h e rc h e r  que 
ce qui s 'y  t ro u v e ,  c 'e s t - a - d i r e  la  c e r t i tu d e  que tout 
e s t  Dieu., que tout e s t  en  lui e t  y doit a b o u tir  dans 
le b o n h eu r ,  e t  que la seu le  d iv in i té  que nous p u iss io n s  
e s p é r e r  de c o n n a î t re ,  c 'e s t  au  plus profond de n o u s -  
m ê m e s  q u 'i l  la  faut d é c o u v r i r .
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In L In tru s e  M a e te r l in c k  co m m u n ica tes  the c e r ta in ty  of ig n o ra n c e .  T he  

only c h a r a c t e r  who t r i e s  to look deeply  into h is  own sou l,  and who t r i e s  

to co m m u n ica te  w ith  the  o th e rs  on the sam e  leve l,  is  sp u rn ed  by h is  fa m ily  

and left a lone a t  the c lo se .  Yet the old m an  c e r ta in ly  em bod ies  M a e te r l in c k 's  

id ea l  ; the g ra n d fa th e r  s t r iv e s  fo r  se lf-know ledge and com m union  w ith 

the unknown. In h is  f i r s t  p lay to be s taged  M a e te r l in ck  cho o ses  to  e m u la te  

the na iv  f o rm  such  a s  the E v e ry m a n  au tho r had  adopted , w ith  u n iv e r s a l  

c h a r a c t e r s ,  u n sp ec if ied  p lace ,  the im age of p h y s ic a l  b lin d n ess  to  denote  

s p i r i tu a l  in s ig h t ,  and poetic  speech  q u a l i t ie s .  L 'In tru se  is  r e m a rk a b le ^ a s  

is  E v e ry m a n  Tor i ts  w elded  fo rm  and content. M a e te r l in c k 's  c h a r a c t e r s  

do not m e r e ly  d i s c u s s  m e ta p h y s ic a l  anguish  ; they e x p e r ie n c e  i t  so 

ev iden tly  th a t  an g u ish  can be sa id  to be the shaping fo rce  of the  p lay  a s  

w ell a s  i ts  s u b je c t .  It is  the accum ula tion  of language and s i le n c e ,  sounds 

and l igh ts  th a t  g ives us the sub jec t  ; th e re  a r e  no o th e r  s u b je c ts .  F r o m  

its  t i t le  to i ts  f in a l  d e s p a i r in g  im age L 'In tru se  o ffe rs  us  the a c tu a l i ty  of 

fea r  befo re  the unknown. M a e te r l in c k 's  t ra p p ed  c h a r a c te r s  cannot be he lped  

yet the a r t i s t i c  h a rm o n y  of the p lay is  a consoling fe a tu re  fo r the  au d ien ce .  

M ae te r l in ck  i s o la te s  the t e r r o r s  of the unknown in the h a rm o n io u s  fo rm  of 

poetic  d r a m a ^  we a r e  fo rced  to  em p a th ise  w ith  the c h a r a c t e r s '  f e a r  but we 

a r e  capab le  of t ra n sc e n d in g  the raw  em otion  because  it is  e n c a p su la te d  in 

a r t i s t i c  t id in e s s  and s y m m e try .  The th e ra p e u t ic  value of such  e x p e r ie n c e  

is ind isp u tab le  ; by the c l im a x  of the play we have a t tem p ted  to  p e n e tra te  

the m y s te r y  of d ea th  a lso .  Although M a e te r l in c k 's  fo rm  s h a re s  the 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of the  na iv  E v e ry m a n , the content is  not a l le g o r ic a l .  H e re  

lies  the c r u c ia l  d if fe re n c e  betw een the naiv  and the s e n tim e n ta l is c h  

p layw righ t : M a e te r l in c k  c o n c e n tra te s  on the m o d ern  lack  of b e l ie f  ;
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unable to  c o m m it  h im s e l f  to  a re l ig io u s  s y s te m ,  he poin ts  out m a n 's  

lack  of know ledge, he s e e s  m an  as  a feeble  p laything in the  pow er of 

ev il  f o r c e s ,  he  bu ild s  h is  fa ith  on t r u s t  tha t one day m an  w il l  d is c o v e r  

h is  p u rp o s e ,  y e t  he h as  r e c o u r s e  to  the naiv  f o rm  w hich p ro v id e s  fo r  

h im  the  a r t i s t i c  com ple tion , beauty  and h a rm o n y  th a t  he  lack s  in l ife .

It is  th is  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  th a t  we^koH see  re p e a te d  in the o th e r  sy m b o lis t  

p lay w rig h ts  u n d e r  rev iew .

M a e te r l in c k  d e ta i ls  h is  innovato ry  sy m b o lis t  techn ique  in  h is  1896 

co llec tio n  of e s s a y s .  Le T r é s o r  des tu m b le s  . He finds fau lt w ith 

G re e k  t ra g e d y  and witli R a c in e 's  d ra m a .  He c r i t i c i s e s  the f o rm e r  

b ecau se  the  e le m e n t  of m y s te ry  in the plays is too f a r  off; he c r i t i c i s e s  

R ac ine  fo r  build ing  w a lls  of w ords  behind which th e re  is  no o th e r  e x is te n c e  

fo r  h is  c h a r a c t e r s .  In the  m o d ern  s p ir i tu a l  epoch l i t e r a tu r e  m u s t  

involve a g r e a t e r  s p ir i tu a l i ty .  M ae te rl in ck  p ro v id es  an  exam p le  of th is  

n e c e s s a r y  e le m e n t  in m o d e rn  d ra m a  when he  d e c la r e s  th a t  a  p r e s e n t -

day H a m le t  would p e rc e iv e  the ev il  souls  of G e r tru d e  and C laudius b e c a u se

42.
co m m u n ica tio n  now tak es  p lace  on a d e e p e r  leve l .  The e s s a y  en ti t led  

" L 'E to i le "  f u r th e r  in v e s t ig a te s  the d iffe ren t e m ^ s i s  of m o d ern  d r a m a .

The m a n - c e n t r e d  c a ta s t ro p h e s  of S h a k e sp e a re ,  R ac in e ,  and th e i r  s u c 

c e s s o r s  a r e  c o m p a re d  with the f a ta l is m  of the G reek  w orldv iew . The 

l a t t e r  w as  in a c c e s s ib le  and no one d a re d  to  ques tion  i t .  M a e te r l in c k  

con tinues  w ith  a d e s c r ip t io n  of the leading c h a r a c te r i s t i c  of m o d e rn  

s p i r i tu a l  p la y s ,  a  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  which we have  seen  in  the a c t io n  of 

L 'In tru s e  :
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On ne s 'a r r ê t e  plus aux  effe ts  du m a lh e u r ,  
m a is  a u  m a lh e u r  lu i-m e  m e , e t  l 'o n  veut s a v o ir  
son e s s e n c e  e t s e s  lo is .  qui é ta i t  la
p re o c c u p a tio n  inconsc ien te  des  p r e m ie r s  
t ra g iq u e s  et ce qui fo rm a it  l 'o m b re  so lonae lle  
qui e n to u ra i t  a  le u r  in su  les  g e s te s  s e c s  e t  
v io len ts  de  la  m o r t  e x té r ie u re ,  la n a tu re  m êm e 
du m a lh e u r ,  e s t  devenu le point c e n t r a l  des  
d r a m e s  le s  p lus rece^nts e t le foyer  aux lu e u rs  
equ ivoques  a u to u r  duquel to u rn e n t  le s  â i i re s  
des  h o m m es  e t  des  fe m m e s .  E t  l 'o n  a  fa i t  un  
pas  du cote  du m y s tè re  pour r e g a r d e r  en face 
le s  t e r r e u r s  de la  v ie .  q.3

In M a e te r l in c k 's  a n a ly s is  the e s s e n t ia l  co n ce rn  of m o d e rn  t ra g e d y  is  

the p re o c c u p a t io n  w ith  the t r a g ic  c o re ,  the fa ta l ity  beneath  cau se  and 

e ffec t ,  a c t io n  and  in te ra c t io n  of c h a r a c te r .  Incident and fac t a r e  

m in im a l ,  su b o rd in a te  to  the exam ination  of the d i s a s t e r  i t s e l f .  L 'I n t r u s e  

does not leave  us  question ing  what w ill  becom e of the fam ily  a f t e r  t h e i r  

con fron ta tion  w ith  d ea th  : we a r e  too m uch co n cern ed  w ith  th a t  c o n f ro n 

ta tion  i t s e l f .  M a e te r l in c k  h as  a  spec ific  goal in m ind when h e  c r e a t e s  

the f e a r  of the au d ience  : he is  t ry ing  to  p re p a re  the aud ience  to  face  

the t e r r i f y in g  m ee tin g  w ith  d ea th .  He holds th a t  one m u s t  not only 

a c c e p t  th a t  d ea th  is  inev itab le  but th a t  one m u s t  question i ts  n a tu re  and 

e x p e r ie n c e  i ts  t e r r o r .  M a e te r l in c k 's  em p h a s is  is  on the  lack  of f r e e  

w ill.  Man is  shaped  by the  pow erfu l fo rc e s  of d e s tin y ,  h e re d i ty ,  love 

and d e a th ,  and  th e s e  fo rc e s  m u s t  be ap p ro ach ed  m o re  c lo se ly  in  an  age  

which is  g row ing  in  s p i r i tu a l  po ten tia l.  M ae te r l in ck  is  thus u s ing  h is  

d r a m a  to  d e c la r e  the  n eed  fo r  an  in c re a s e d  a w a re n e s s  of h u m an  s p i r i tu a l i ty .

M a e te r l in c k 's  a e s th e t ic  is  m o s t  c le a r ly  s ta te d  in  the e s s a y  "L e 

T ra g iq u e  Q uo tid ien" .  He finds the t r a g ic  e le m e n t  in  da ily  life  f a r  

m o re  p ro found  than  the tra g e d y  th a t  i s  in g r e a t  a d v en tu re .  A lthough 

d r a m a t i s t s  have  given us  p a ss in g  g l im p se s  of th is  profound t ra g e d y ,  t h e r e
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h a s  not been  a  fu ll  co n c e n tra t io n  on i ts  t e r r o r s .  A ction  should  be

re le g a te d  to  a n  in f e r io r  pos ition  and the t r a g ic  e lem en t  should  be in  the

fo reg ro u n d .  He a s k s  : 'E s t - i l  done h a s a rd e u x  d 'a f f i r m e r  que le v é r i ta b le

tra g iq u e  de la  v ie ,  le t ra g iq u e  n o rm a l ,  profond e t  g é n é ra l ,  ne  co m m en ce

q u 'a u  m o m en t ou ce qu 'on  appe lle  les  a v e n tu re s ,  les  d o u leu rs  e t le s
* ,,4̂ 4-

d a n g e rs  son t p a s s e s ?  M a e te r l in ck  is  suggesting  th a t  the t ru ly  t r a g ic  

m o m en ts  in  life  a r e  those  suffused  with the feeling  of n u ll i ty  w hich  a r r i v e s  

when a c t io n  c e a s e s .  L ife  i t s e l f  is  t r a g ic  ; M a e te r l in c k 's  d r a m a  w il l  

d ep ic t  th is  fa c t  u n tra m m e lle d  by ad v en tu re  and p a t te rn s  of ac t io n .  He 

w ill  r e l e a s e  the  sub tex t f ro m  g re a t  S h a k esp ea rea n  t ra g e d y ,  looking to the 

a r e a  of m y s te r y  w hich p ro m p ts  conflic t and d i s a s t e r .  In w atching  

S h a k e sp e a re  the aud ience  is  continually  fo rced  to  . <\<̂ \ec-k the sub tex t 

in o r d e r  to  c o n c e n tra te  on the ac tion , the way in  which d e s tin y  w o rk s  

i t s e l f  out, r a th e r  than  s im p ly  on the fac t of d es tin y . M a e te r l in c k 's  d r a m a  

w ill  be n o n - s p e c i f ic ,  im p e r s o n a l  and p a s s iv e ,  in an e f fo r t  to  p r e s e n t  

onstage the m y s te r io u s  fo rc e s  of d es tin y ,  love, a n d  dea th . M a e te r l in c k  

denounces  d r a m a  th a t  e m p h a s is e s  tem p estu o u s  deeds  and m u r d e r s  m o s t  

foul; th is  is  an  ou tdated  m ode, while tha t of the t ru e  d r a m a t i s t  is  c o m 

p a ra b le  to  the a r t  of the good p a in te r .  The analogy w hich M a e te r l in c k  

d ra w s  h e r e  is  c ru c ia l .  He is  t ry in g  to  u se  h is  s tage  like a  c a n v a s ,  c o n 

c e n tra t in g  on s ing le  im a g e s  to in c r e a s e  our  co n sc io u sn e ss  of life  :

Un bon p e in t re  Q . r e p r e s e n t j e r a  une m a iso n  
p e rd u e  dans  la  cam pagne , une p o r te  ouverte  au  bout 
d 'u n  c o r r i d o r ,  un v isage  ou des  m ain s  au  re p o s  ; 
e t  c e s  s im p le s  im ag es  p o u rro n t  a jo u te r  quelque 
c h o s e 'à  n o t re  co n sc ien ce  de la  v ie; ce qui e s t  
un  b ien  q u ' i l  n 'e s t  plus p o ss ib le  de p e r d r e .



The u tm o s t  s im p lic i ty  of one d e ta i l  focussed upon by an  aud ience  i th is  

is  the concep t th a t  M a e te r l in c k  t r a n s f e r s  f ro m  painting to  the s ta g e .

The t i t le  o f  one of M a e te r l in c k ’s p lays  fo r  m a r io n e t te s .  I n té r i e u r , c a p 

tu r e s  th is  sh if t  f r o m  the  can v as .  The fam ily  ga ther ing  of L 'I n t r u s e  

would s im i l a r ly  p ro v id e  scope fo r  d e ta iled  o b se rv a t io n  f ro m  the a r t i s t .

The im ag e  of the  old m an  is  one on w hich M a e te r l in c k  c o n c e n t r a te s ,  

finding in  h is  p o r t r a i t  the p o ss ib i l i ty  of cap tu r in g  w isd o m  and v i ta l  e s s e n c e  

He u s e s  th is  im ag e  in  c o m p a r iso n  with O thello  and H am le t  . H a m le t  is  

seen  by M a e te r l in c k ,  a s  by M a lla rm é  and V i l l ie r s  de iT s le -A d a m ,  as  

a m odel fo r  p a s s iv e  d r a m a  ; he tak es  f ro m  H am le t  the e m o tio n a l  u n d e r 

c u r r e n t  and o ffe rs  i t  a s  au tonom ous. T h is  e n t i r e  p a s sa g e  should  be 

quoted b e c a u se  i t  r e c o r d s  the c re d o  tha t i s  behind a l l  M a e te r l in c k 's  e a r ly  

p lay s .  A t the  s a m e  t im e  it  looks fo rw ard  to B e c k e t t 's  d r a m a  and in 

p a r t i c u la r  to  K ra p n 's  l  a s t  Tape :

J 'a d m i r e  O thello , m a is  i l  ne m e p a r a i t  pas  v iv re  
de l 'a u g u s te  v ie quotidienne d 'u n  H a m le t ,  qui a  le 
te m p s  de v iv re  p a rc e  q u 'i l  n 'a g i t  p a s .  O thello  
e s t  a d m ira b le m e n t  ja loux . Mais, n 'e s t - c e  p eu t-  
ê t r e  p as  une vieille e r r e u r  de p e n s e r  que c ' e s t  aux  
m o m e n ts  ou une te l le  p a s s io n  e t  d 'a u t r e s  d 'une  
ég a le  v io lence  nous p o ssèd en t  que nous vivons 
vér i tab lem en t?  I l  m 'e s t  arrive'^de c r o i r e  qu 'un  
v ie i l l a rd  a s s i s  dans son fau teu il,  a ttendan t 
s im p le m e n t  sous  la  lam p e ,  écou tan t sans  le s a v o ir  
to u tes  les  lo is  é te rn e l le s  qui rég n en t  a u to u r  de sa  
m a iso n ,  in te rp r é ta n t  san s  le c o m p re n d re  ce q u 'i l  
y a  dans  le s ile n c e  des  p o r te s  e t  des  f e n ê t re s  e t  
dans  la  p e ti te  voix  de la lu m iè re ,  su b is sa n t  la  
p r é s e n c e  de son  â m e  e t  de sa  d e s t in é e ,  in c lin an t 
un  peu  la  tê te ,  san s  se  d o u te r  que to u tes  le s  p u is s a n c e s  
de ce  m onde in te rv ien n e n t  e t  v e i l len t  dans la c h a m b re  
com m e d es  s e rv a n te s  a t te n t iv e s ,  ig n o ran t que le  so le i l  
lu i -m ê m e  so u tien t a u -d e s s u s  de l ’ab im e  la  p e ti te  
tab le  s u r  laque lle  i l  s 'a c c o u d e ,  e t  q u 'i l  n 'y  a  pas  un^ 
a s t r e  du c ie l  ni une fo rc e  de l 'â m e  qui so ien t in d iffé ren ts  
au  m ouv em en ts  d 'une  p au p ie re  qui re to m b e  ou d 'u n e
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p en see  qui s 'é lè v e ,  - i l  m 'e s t  a r r i v é  de c r o i r e  
que ce v ie i l l a rd  Im m obile  v iv a it ,  en  r é a l i té ,  
d 'une  vie p lus profonde, plus hum aine e t plus 
g e n e ra le  que l 'a m a n t  qui é t ra n g le  sa  m a î t r e s s e ,  
le cap ita in e  qui r e m p o r te  une v ic to i re  ou " l 'époux  
qui venge son h o n n eu r" .

M a e te r l in c k  f inds va lid  the type of d r a m a  w hich d ep ic ts  the r e c u r r e n t  

p a s s iv e  co n fro n ta t io n  of m an  and the su rro u n d in g  c o sm ic  f o r c e s .  The 

th re e  s te re o ty p e d  s itu a tio n s  w hich he m entions  a t  the  end of the  p a s sa g e  

d e a l  w ith  the  s u p e r f ic ia l  confron ta tions  w hich a r e  out of the o r d in a ry  ru n  

of th in g s ,  which do not im p re s s  us as  containing im p o r ta n t  t ru th s  about 

the n a tu re  of e x is te n c e .  I t  i s  ex is ten c e  i t s e l f  th a t  M a e te r l in c k  w ish es  

to put o r^ ta g e  and th is  objective n e c e s s i ta te s  "un th e a t r e  s ta tique" .^^H e 

is  hopefu l th a t  he w il l  be ab le  to ach ieve  a  s ta t ic  technique a lthough th e re
re .* -li 'sÊ .s  • + t c 4 '  L a .

exifit p o ss ib le  ob jec tions  to  the fo rm . M aete rlinck^m ay  be re m in d e d ,  

fo r  e x a m p le ,  th a t  the dep ic tion  of a  m o tio n less  s i tu a tio n  can  only be r e n 

d e re d  d r a m a t ic  by c o n fe r r in g  ac tion  upon i t ,  y e t  i t  s e e m s  to  h im  th a t  

A esch y lu s  and Sophocles  have com e v e ry  c lo se  to  s ta t ic  d r a m a  in  t h e i r  

p o r t r a y a l s  of tlie in d iv id u a l 's  s tru g g le  w ith the u n iv e r s e .

T he  d ia logue  in  M a e te r l in c k 's  p lays  is  u n d ire c te d  to an  ac t io n ,  

r e v e a l in g  in s te a d  the profound y e a rn in g s  of the sou l.  H is  p lays  do not 

a p p ea l  to  the  in te l l ig en ce  alone ; r a th e r  they a im  fo r  a m uch  d e e p e r  

com m u n ica tio n  w hich  he  hopes  to ach ieve  by p o r tra y in g  the m o s t  p ro found  

reg io n s  of h um an  m y s te ry  ;  " i l  y a  en  l 'h o m m e b ien  d es  ré g io n s  plus 

féco n d és ,  p lus  p ro fondes  e t  plus in té r e s s a n te s  que c e l le s  de la  r a i s o n  ou 

de l ' in te l l ig e n c e .  In Ib s e n 's  The M a s te r  B u ild e r  M a e te r l in c k  finds a  

r e n d e r in g  of the  p ro fu n d it ie s  of hum an  ex p e r ien ce  ; in h is  own p lay s  he  

iso la te s  the  d e e p e s t  con flic ts  in life by offering  s ta t ic  im ag es  pa in ted  in



the m o s t  d e l ic a te  t in ts .

M a e te r l in c k 's  concept of s ta t ic  d ra m a  is c lo se  to  B ro w n in g 's  

s im i la r  th e o ry  w hich  w as se t  out in  the p re fa c e  to the f i r s t  ed ition  of 

Ra r a c e  Is us in  1835. M ae te r l in ck  m ay w e ll  have known th is  pre&ice^^ 

and w ithout co n f irm a t io n  of th is  i t  is  n e v e r th e le s s  in te re s t in g  to  look 

a t the B row ning  te x t .  Brow ning in s is t s  tha t he is  w r i t in g  not a  p lay

but a  d r a m a t ic  poem . P eo p le  in  ac tion , caught up in  a  n e tw o rk  of i n 

c id en ts  and e v e n ts ,  do not in te r e s t  h im . He h a s  in s te a d  t r i e d  to  c a p tu re  

.1. .a m ood, ' i ts  r i s e  and p r o g r e s s " ,  the ac tion  being su b o rd in a te  to  the 

e ffec ts  of th a t  a c t io n .  The r e a d e r  m u st co -o rd in a te  the  sc e n e s  and

e s ta b l i s h  the  a c t io n  fo r  h im se lf .  M a e te r l in c k 's  own a t te m p t  a t  d e s c r ib in g  

a mood con ta ins  ju s t  such a subord ina tion  of c a u s a l  ac tio n . H ow ever 

th is  is  a s  f a r  a s  the c o m p a r iso n  can be taken  becau se  Brow ning is  c o n 

c e rn e d  w ith  tlie re v e la t io n  of ind iv idual c h a r a c te r  as  M a e te r l in c k  in h is  

e a r ly  p lays  is  not. L es  A v eu g le s , the next s ta t ic  p lay  w hich I s h a l l  

e x am in e ,  i s  c o n c e rn e d  with a rc h e ty p a l  r a th e r  than  ind iv idual em otion .

It is  n e v e r th e le s s  p o ss ib le  to c a l l  it a "d ra m a tic  poem " : the g e n re s  

a r e  fu sed  a s  they  a r e  in  B ro w n in g 's  P a r a c e l s u s .

L es  A veugles  w as p e r fo rm e d  by the T h e a tre  d 'A r t  in  D e c e m b e r  

1891. I t  i s  th e  m o s t  su s ta in e d  of M a e te r l in c k 's  s ta t ic  p lays  ; i t s  su b je c t  

is  w a it in g , and  I ts  to u r  de fo rce  p re se n ta t io n  a n tic ip a te s  B e c k e t t 's  

W aiting ^ o r  Godot. The Jung ian  a rc h e ty p e s  and s ick ly  a tm o sp h e re  of 

Les A veugles  c r e a te  a  poe tic  s t r u c tu r e  of l i f e 's  m e a n in g le s s n e s s  and 

m a n 's  ig n o ra n c e .  On an  is la n d ,  in  a v e ry  an c ien t f o r e s t ,  u n d e r  a  d e n se ly  

s t a r r e d  sky , s i t s  an  e x t r e m e ly  old p r ie s t .  The in ten s i ty  of the a tm o s p h e r e  

and i t s  a w e s o m e n e s s ,  a r e  bu ilt  up by the age and e x c e s s  of each  im a g e .
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T h e re  i s  a  glut of s t a r s ,  an  o v e r - r ip e n e s s  w hich ex tends to  m ankind , 

w hose r e l a t io n s h ip  w ith  the  c o sm ic  background  is  im m e d ia te ly  a p p re c ia te d .  

The p lay  e x p lo re s  th is  re la t io n sh ip  so thoroughly  th a t ,  in  the p r o c e s s  of 

w atching i t ,  the  aud ience  e x p e r ie n c e s  the v e r t ig in o u s  h o r r o r  of the s ig h t

le s s  c h a r a c t e r s .  The c e n t r a l  hum an im age is  dead  ; we a r e  fo rc e d  to  

co n c e n tra te  on the  d ead  p r i e s t  th roughout,  see ing  h im  a s  the b lind  

c h a r a c te r s  canno t,  respond ing  to h is  p a l lo r ,  h is  w e a r in e s s  and  h is  e y e s ,  

eyes w hich  s e e m  to  b leed  und er  a  burden  of s o r ro w s .  He has  d ied lean ing  

ag a in s t  a  t r e e  ; tlie a s so c ia t io n  with the su ffering  of C h r i s t  i s  co m p le ted  

by the note th a t  he  c a r r i e s  a  g re a t  bu rden . Six b lind  w om en s i t  fac ing  

s ix  old b lind  m e n ,  b a lan ced  p a r t ic ip a n ts  d e te rm in in g  the b a l le t ic  q u a li ty  

of the p lay  to c o m e .  T h e se  people a r e  un ifo rm ly  d r e s s e d ,  e m p h a s is in g  

th e ir  in te r  ch an g eab il i ty ,  th e i r  r e p re s e n ta t iv e  n a tu re .  M o tio n less ,  th e i r  

heads  b u r ie d  in  th e i r  h an d s ,  they s e e m  like s c u lp tu re s  on the th em e  of 

d e s p a i r .  F u n e r e a l  t r e e s  -  yew s, weeping willows and  c y p r e s s e s  - c a s t  

shadows on tlie g ro u p  of d e fo rm e d  people . The fo re s t  b e a r s  down on 

them , w ait ing  like  an  e v i l  fo rce  to suck  the crow d into dea th ,  to  w i tn e ss  

a m a ss  fu n e ra l  in s te a d  of the so l i ta ry  death  it  has  a l r e a d y  c au sed .  T he  

sick ly  f lo w ers  w hich  f lo u r i sh  n e a r  the p r i e s t ' s  c o rp se  s e e m  to  be in  

sym pathy  w ith  the  t r e e s ,  tokens of d ea th ,  o p p re s s io n ,  and s in i s t e r ,  

r e le n t le s s  m o rb id i ty .

T he  c e n t r a l  im age  of b lindness  is  the c e n t r a l  im age  of O edipus R ex  

and King L e a r .  W h ereas  in  Sophocles and  S h ak esp eare  the  im ag e  is  

included w ith in  a  w e l te r  of even ts  k la e te r l in c k  a b s t r a c t s  the im ag e  and 

gives w eigh t to  i t ,  showing i t  tw elve t im e s ,  dep ic ting  i t s  to r tu r e  and  t e r r o r  

fo r  the people  in  the f o r e s t .  The feeling  of m a n 's  ig n o ra n c e ,  p e t t in e s s  and



lostness is presented in this static way by image and situation which 

combine to reinforce the mood of anxiety. The sea surrounds these 

people ; their refuge is miles away, beyond access, because their leader 

and saviour, the w isest of the community, is dead. The mood of vertigo 

and insecurity is intensified until the climax and discovery. Cnee it is 

ascertained tliat the priest is dead, the dozen blind people are left to nurse 

their unbearable knowledge in the darkness, the snow and the silence.

There is no possibility of escape because the nuns never venture out in tlie 

evening and the lighthouse keepers ironically look to the sea for those who 

need salvation. The blind men and women try to find hope in the sea's 

moaning and tha. wind's sigh ; at the end they seem to hear footsteps, but 

of these sounds there is no confirmation in fact, and the approach could 

be that of an evil force. Man's nakedness and need for artificial surroun

dings are constantly stressed. Left in the snow these exposed creatures 

will perish. The despair in the child's cry is the summation of the action 

as it is in L'Intruse . The meaningless utterance is the climax to a 

series of cries from nature ; the birds' screams and the rush of wind 

signify nothing for humanity yet each of these is a cruel pseudo-revelation 

seized upon by the lost creatures as a sign of salvation. The situation 

is cruel but the humans caught up in it are equally cruel. Instead of 

Wordsworth's pantheistic delight in golden daffodils we are presented 

with the murder of strange sickly flowers by the unintentioned step of a 

blind man. Each section of Maeterlinck's tableau seems to be in sympathy 

with tlie whole - the morbid trees, the wilting flowers, the ailing people - 

yet each is indifferent, the forest indifferent to man as the blind people 

are indifferent to the flowers underfoot. Time is passed without purpose



as  the s ig h t le s s  w ait  fo r  a dead  m an  in  an  en v iro n m e n t w hich , d esp ite  

the sound of a c lo c k 's  s tr ik in g ,  is  t im e le s s  :

Une horlORe t r e s  lo intaine sonne douze c o u d s  t r è s  le n ts .

LA PLU S V IEILL E AVEUGLE

LE  PLU S V IEIL AVEUGLE 
DEUXIEhlE AVEUGJJ2-NE

Oh', com m e nous so m m e s  
loin de l 'h o sp ic e î  
I l  e s t  m inuit!
Il e s t  midi! - Q uelqu 'un  
le s a i t - i l ?  -  P a r l e z !  51

A s the  s ig h t le s s  w a it  fo r  dea th  th e i r  igno ran ce  and th e i r  fa i led  

a t te m p ts  to co m m u n ica te  r e v e r b e r a te .  The need  fo r  t ru th  is  s e e n  a s  a 

deep  hu m an  longing , ye t the  r e c u r r e n t  r e f r a in  is  not m e t w ith  exp lanation ; 

the d e s i r e  to  know w h ere  they  a r e  re m a in s  unfulfilled . M a e te r l in c k  

d e m o n s t r a te s  the d iff icu lty , the n e a r  im p o ss ib i l i ty ,  of com m unica tion  

fo r  th e se  people  and for m ankind in  g en e ra l .  When the P r e m i e r  A v e u g le - 

ne g ro p es  about h im  in h is  a t te m p ts  to  r e a c h  the line of w om en opposite

he s tu m b le s  a g a in s t  som e ro ck s  and a  fa llen  t r e e ,  d e c la r in g  "II y a  quelque
52. ^  /

chose e n t r e  nous .  . .  " and the D euxiem e A veug le -ne  w a rn s  II vau t m ieux

r e s t e r  a sa p lace!  "^"^The a t te m p t  to  com m unica te  does not s e e m  w o rth

making in  the face  of inev itab le  f a i lu re ,  and th is  fa i lu re  is  s t r e s s e d  aga in

in tlie following exchange :

DEU.XIE2vlE A V EU G LE-N E

TROISIEM E A V EU G LE-N E
X

PR E M IE R  A V EU G LE-N E

J e  c ro is  que je  su is  p r e s  
de vous .
Ils  tâ tonnen t au to u r  d 'e u x  
Nous ne pouvons pas  nous 
toucher!
Cependant, noua ne so m m e s  
p as  loin l 'u n  de l 'a u t r e .  -^4-

When the  f i r s t  b lind  m an  p e r s e v e r e s  in h is  a t tem p t he  su c c e e d s  only in  

h itt ing  w ith  h is  s t ic k  the m an  who is  dea f  as  w ell  a s  blind. M a e te r l in c k
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su g g e s ts  th a t  even  w hen the a t te m p t is  m ade  to p e n e tra te  a n o th e r 's  

c o n sc io u sn e s s  people  find i t  im p o ss ib le  to l i s te n  so  th a t  the  a t te m p t  

b e c o m e s  a  wounding e x p e r ie n c e .

T he o b s ta c le s  on a l l  s id es  of the blind s e rv e  to  in ten s ify  th e i r  

p it iab le  condition . M a e te r l in c k  g ives h is  c h a r a c t e r s  poe tic  chants  and 

d e so la te  la m e n ts  ; one such  exam ple  is  " J 'a i  e s s a y é  de m e le v e r ;  i l  n 'y  

a  que d es  e pine s a u to u r  de m oi ; je  n 'o s e  p lus e te n d re  les  m a i n s . "  In 

th is  h o p e le s s  s itu a t io n  som e re a l i s a t io n  com es to  the  o ld es t  b lind  m a n ,  

who em b o d ie s  a type of w isd o m  s im i la r  to the g r a n d fa th e r 's  in  L 'I n t r u s e

LE PLUS VIEIL AVEUGLE Nous ne  nous so m m e s  
ja m a is  vus le s  uns le s  a u t r e s .  Nous nous in te r ro g e o n s  
e t  nous  nous répondons ; nous vivons e n s e m b le ,  m a is  
nous ne savons pas  ce que nous so m m es!  Q .  Q Nous 
n 'a v o n s  j a m a is  vu  la m a iso n  ou nous vivons . .J  V oilà  
des  an n ées  e t  d es  années  que nous so m m e s  e n s e m b le s ,  
e t  nous ne nous so m m es  ja m a is  a p e rç u s !  On d i r a i t  
que nous so m m e s  to u jo u rs  seu ls!  _SQ

T h is  d e so la te  v ig n e tte  is  c o r ro b o ra te d  a t  the end of the  p lay .  T he

" fo o ts te p s"  could  be the in t im a tio n  of dea th  ; they  could b r in g  sa lv a tio n

or d am n a tio n  ; th ey  m igh t not even  e x is t .  The o ld es t  b lind w om an p lead s  
/  S 7

"Ayez p it ie  de nous! " H e r  only a n sw e r  is  s i len ce  and  the f in a l  sound is  

th a t  of the  ch ild  who c r i e s  m o re  d e s p e ra te ly .  We a r e  le ft  w ith  the m o s t  

a b s t r a c t  and  the  m o s t  a n im a l i s t ic  of hum an u t te ra n c e s .  The b a b y 's  c r y  

is  in s e p a ra b le  f ro m  the  w o m an 's  dem and  fo r  co m p a ss io n  ; both a r e  

s e lf - in d u lg e n t  c r i e s  fo r  a n  a n sw e r  to b a s ic  n e e d s .  We a r e  re m in d e d  of 

the b a b y 's  c ry  of t e r r o r  in  L 'I n t r u s e .  a  c ry  which speaks  of the  h a rd s h ip s  

w hich life  w il l  in ev itab ly  b r in g .  T h e re  a r e  s tr ik in g  p a ra l l e l s  be tw een  

M a e te r l in c k 's  and B e c k e t t 's  d ra m a t is a t io n s  of m a n 's  e s s e n t i a l  s e l f i s h n e s s .  

In W aiting |  o r  Godot E s t r a g o n 's  c r y  fo r  c o m p ass io n  is  fu ll  of s e l f - c o n c e r n



and, v/hen the blind F ozzo  im m e d ia te ly  e n te r s  shouving fo r  he lp ,  a d eba te  

m u s t  be he ld  be tw een  E s t ra g o n  and V lad im ir  b efo re  they  dec ide  to  o ffer  

a s s i s ta n c e .  In B re a th  B ecke tt  u s e s  the se lf - in d u lg en t c ry  to ind ica te  

dea th  as  w e l l  a s  b i r th ,  im plying  tha t  m a n 's  s e lf ish n e ss  does not a l t e r  

on the  p a s sa g e  th rough  life .  In J .W .  M a ck a il 's  in tro d u c tio n  to an 

E n g lish  t r a n s la t io n  of Aplavaine et S e lyse tte  he  r e m a r k s  of L es  A veug les  : 

"It would be but a s tep  fu r th e r  to  a d ra m a  in  which the  a c to r s  should  be 

not only b lind , but dum b. ' B eckett  p roceeded  w h ere  M a e te r l in c k  h a l te d  

in th is  r e s p e c t ,  developing  the concept in  B re a th  w h ere  th e r e  a r e  no 

a c to r s .  M a e te r l in c k 's  red e fin it io n  of d ra m a ,  h is  new a e s th e t ic  of 

th e a t r e  s ta t iq u e , is  followed by B eck e tt .  The c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of th is  

g e n re ,  as  e s ta b l is h e d  by M ae te r l in ck  and continued by B ec k e tt ,  a r e  tlie 

ex ten s iv e  u s e  of s i le n c e ,  the ren u n c ia tio n  of in tr ig u e ,  the  s im p lif ica t io n  

of d ic tio n , r e s t r i c t e d  se tting  with li t t le  o r  no change th roughou t the p lay , 

with re p e t i t io n  of w o rd s  and events  playing a c ru c ia l  p a r t ,  the  whole 

being c o m p a ra b le  to the p a in te r 's  canvas in its  playing upon one im a g e .

The poetic  su g g es t ib i l i ty  of Les A veug les is  . M a e te r l in c k

su cceed s  in  p re se n t in g  the conflic t betw een m an and fate  in  a fo rm  w hich  

in som e w ays -  the  p r e s e rv e d  u n i t ie s ,  the s tichom yth ic  d ialogue and u se  

of m e ta p h o r  -  is  r e m in is c e n t  of the G reek  d r  anna w hich he a d m ire d .  

A lthough the  d r a m a t ic  co n cen tra t io n  of L 'In tru s e  is  s u r r e n d e re d  to a  

m o re  d iffuse  s t r u c tu r e  l e s  A veugles  is  m o re  open to  poetic  in te rp r e ta t io n  

than the e a r l i e r  p lay . Les  Aveugles, does not only r e p e a t  the  N ie tz sc h e a n  

m e s s a g e  of G od 's  dea th  ; i t  has  woven into i ts  f a b r ic  M a e te r l in c k 's  

a r t i s t i c  th e o ry .  When the young blind g i r l  u n su c c e ss fu l ly  t r i e s  to  exp la in  

h e r  p lace  of o r ig in  h e r  w o rd s  describe  M a e te r l in c k 's  ap p ro a c h  to  h is  p lay;



'Je  ne p o u r r a i s  le m o n t r e r  que p a r  s ignes  ; m a is  nous n 'y  voyons p lu s" .

H is s y m b o lism  su g g e s ts  t ru th s  ; he cannot s ta te  t ru th s  in  a l le g o ry ,  a s  

the E v e ry m a n  a u th o r  could , b ecause  he is  u n co m m itted  to d ogm atic  b e l ie f .

In h is  p la y s ,  h o w ev er ,  M ae te r l in ck  can p re s e n t  the unknown and t r y  to  

come to t e r m s  w ith  i t .  H is  h a rm on ious  and expansive  fo rm  is  of c r u c ia l  

im p o rta n c e  in th is  p ro c e d u re .  In Les A veugles the m u s ic a l  s t r u c tu r e ,  

the b a l le t ic  c h a r a c t e r s  and the s ta t ic  v isu a l  im age  b r in g  to g e th e r  the  a r t s  

of m u s ic ,  dance and pa in ting . The sen se  of to ta l  a r t i s t i c  o r d e r  is  s u s 

ta ined  by the  u se  of le i tm o tif ,  the ba lanced  c h a r a c te r s  and the o m n ip re se n t  

dom inant f ig u re  of the dead  p r ie s t .  The a r t i s t i c  o rd e r  goes a g a in s t  the  

p la y 's  v is io n  of d e s p a i r  ; in i ts  m eaningfu l s t r u c tu r e  M a e te r l in c k  e s ta b l i s h e s  

tlie o r d e r  th a t  he can only hope to be re le v a n t  in l ife .

L es  Sept P r in c e s s e s  w as published  in 1891. The p lay  com bines  

the a tm o s p h e re s  of f a i ry  ta le  and of s in i s t e r  fo reboding . The f a i ry  ta le  

e lem en t is  su g g es ted  by the m a rb le  h a l l ,  d e l ica te  p o rc e la in  v a s e s ,  w hite 

m a rb le  s te p s ,  and the  seven  p r in c e s s e s  in  seven  white n ightgow ns, th e i r  

heads on sev en  pillow s of pale  s i lk .  The s in i s t e r  a u ra  is  c r e a te d  by the 

p e rv a s iv e  im a g e ry  of w a te r  and d am p n ess  ; fog, d a rk  m a r s h y  t e r r a i n ,  

ponds, c h e s tn u ts ,  pine t r e e s  and w illow s, c an a l  and b a t t le sh ip .  The 

p r in c e s s e s  a r e  d i s e a s e d  b ecau se  they  have been  den ied  sun  in th e i r  land 

of fog and cloud. The T h e a t re  L ib re  had p e r fo rm e d  in t r a n s la t io n  

Ib se n 's  G hosts  in May 1890. T h is ,  the f i r s t  of Ib se n 's  p lays to be se e n  

in P a r i s ,  had g re a t ly  im p r e s s e d  M ae te rl in ck .  We m u s t  r e c a l l  h is  r e fe r e n c e  

to G hosts  in  h is  p re fa c e  to  the T h e a t re  v o lu m es ,  and h is  e s t im a t io n  of i ts  

pow er a s  a  m o d e rn  s p i r i tu a l  p lay . The l i fe - su s ta in in g  fo rc e  of the sun  

has been  r e p la c e d  by the  f j r c e s  of ev il  which have sapped  the p r in c e s s e s
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v i ta l  w ill .  iv iaeterlinck  d e m o n s tr a te s  in h is  play by m ean s  of a  s a i l o r s '  

shan ty  h is  c h o r ic  s t r u c tu r a l  m ethod. The s a i lo r s '  f a r -o f f ,  m onotonous 

and m o u rn fu l  cnan t i s  h e a rd  a t r e g u la r  in te rv a ls ,  ap p ro x im a tin g  to  the 

u se  of le i tm o tif  in  M a e te r l in c k 's  o th e r  e a r ly  p lay s .  He s t r e s s e s  the 

p re o c c u p a tio n  w ith  dea th  in  Les Sept 1 r in c e s s e s  by the s a i l o r s '  d e s p a i r  

tha t tne y n e v e r  r e tu r n  f ro m  th e i r  jo u rn e y .  The jo u rn e y  by w a te r

m o tif  is  p re v a le n t  in  T ennyson  and M a e te r l in c k 's  p lay  i s  c u r io u s ly  c lo se  

in i ts  A r th u r ia n  tone to the  r e c u r r e n t  mood of the V ic to r ia n  p o e t .  The 

r e so lu t io n  of ti*e play a n t ic ip a te s  som e of M a e te r l in c k 's  l a t e r  sy m b o lis t  

p la y s ,  Cne of the p r in c e s s e s  re n ià in s  m  a  s ta te  of t ra n c e  ; she  is  

r i fu a l i s t ic a l ly  c a r r i e d  by h e r  s i s t e r s  onto the h ig h es t  of the  m a rb le  s te p s .  

The s c r e a n h n g  king and queen , cut off f ro m  th e i r  d a n g l e r s ,  knock a t  a l l  

the w indows in  the  ro o m  and the c u r ta in  d escen d s  un the c r y  of "O uvrez!  ' 

B a r r i e r s  a r c  used  e ffec tive ly  by h la e te r l in c k  in  h is  l a te r  p la y s ,  b a r r i e r s  

v/hich p re v e n t  h ea l th y  and sy m p a th e tic  c h a r a c te r s  f ro m  re a c h in g  t l ie ir  

lovsd ones - and a lw ays th ese  t ra p p e d  people a r c  d eb il i ta ted  and o p p re s s e d  

by fa te .  T he  e th e r e a l  ro m a n tic  q u a li t ie s  of L es  Sept P r in c e s s e s  r e n d e r  

the tab leau  le s s  s u c c e s s fu l  a s  an  evocation  of the unlmown tlian L 'I n t r u s e  

and Ley A veuille s . The rh y th m s of opposites  (life and  d ea th ,  a c t io n  

and p a s s iv i ty ,  w a te r  and land , sun and fog) p rov ide  a  balance  ; the dance 

sequence  of the s a i lo r s  and th e i r  m u s ic a l  chants  co n tr ibu te  an  a r t i s t i c  

h a rm o n y  to the  p lay .

T he fa i ry  ta le  leg en d a ry  s t r a in  cf Les Sect P r in c e s s e s  w as r e p e a te d  

in F e l le a s  et M elisan d e , perform ed by L u g n e -F o e  in  i'.lay 1893. The 

s u c c e s s  of the p ro d u c tio n  led to L u g n e -F o e 's  d e c is io n  to fo rm  a  p e rm a n e n t  

com pany , the in f lu en tia l  T h e a t re  de I 'O e u v re . A b a re  s e t ,  w ith g re y



ov e rh ead  ligh ting , P r e -R a p h a e l i te  c o s tu m es  and a gauze c u r ta in  s e p a ra t in g  

aud ience  and  a c to r s  w e re  the com ponents of s tag ing  w hich acce n tu a te d  the  

re m o v a l  f ro m  r e a l i ty  of the  ac tio n . P e l le a s  e t  M elisande  ap p ea ls  a lm o s t  

e n t i re ly  to  the s e n s e s .  Cne contem ptuous c r i t i c  re c o u n te d ,  "T h is  d r a m a ,  

my goodness!  • • .  I t  i s  the  inces tu o u s  love of a  m a r r i e d  w om an fo r  h e r

b r o th e r - in - la w ;  the o u trag ed  husband s u r p r i s e s  the guilty  o nes ,  k i l ls  the
é ù  ■

one and w ounds the  o th e r ,  who d ies  a f t e r w a r d s ."  T h is  s u m m a ry  e x t r a c t s  

the m e lo d ra m a t ic  s t r u c tu r e  of the p lay , neg lec ting  the poignant m u s ic a l  

beauty  w hich  is  so  im p r e s s iv e .  In  h is  a n a ly s is  M a l l a r m é  re c o g n ise d  and 

a p p re c ia te d  both q u a l i t ie s ,  the  m e lo d ra m a tic  and the m u s ic a l .  He a t t e m p 

ted  to  sp ec ify  the d e ligh t w hich he d e r iv e d  f ro m  P e l le a s  e t  M elisande  in  

p e r fo rm a n c e ,  finding th a t  in the p la y 's  b r ie f  tab leau x  M a e te r l in c k  h ad  

r e p re s e n te d  so m eth in g  e s s e n t ia l .  He continues : "II sem b le  que so it  

jouée une v a r ia t io n  s u p é r ie u re  s u r  l 'a d m ira b le  v ieux  m é lo d ra m e .  

S i le n c ie u se m e n t  p re sq u e  e t c ibstra item ent au  point que dans  c e t  a r t ,  ou 

tout d ev ien t m u s iq u e  dans  le sens  p r o p re ,  la  p a r t ie  d 'u n  in s t ru m e n t  m em e  

p en s if ,  v io lon , n u i r a i t ,  p a r  in u t i l i té ."  M a l l a r m é  n o tes  M a e te r l in c k 's  

use  of r e p e t i t io n ,  the  a tm o sp h e re  which c r e a te s  a m ood of ang u ish ,  and 

the f re q u e n t  s u p e rn a tu r a l  u n d e r c u r r e n t s .  F o r  M a l la r m é  M a e te r l in c k  had  

ach ieved  the  s jm b o l i s t  id e a l  : P e l le a s  e t  M elisande put in to  p r a c t ic e  

M a l l a r m é '8 own d r a m a t ic  a e s th e t ic .  M a l la rm é  w as in te r e s te d  in  p o p u la r  

d r a m a  a s  w e l l  a s  in  the  fo rm u la t io n  of a  r i tu a l i s t i c  and s p i r i tu a l i s e d  

th e a t r i c a l  m ode . M a e te r l in c k  com bined th e se  in te r e s t s  in  P e l le a s  : 

" M a l l a r m é s concep tion  of the old popular m e lo d ra m a  is  a  s tr ik in g  

an tic ip a t io n  of M a e te r l in c k 's  th e a te r  ( s i ^ .  If th is  th e a te r  (s ic )  c u lm in a te s  

in a  d r a m a  of s i le n c e  o r  a t  any  r a te  in an evocation  of the  in te rp e n e t ra t io n



i s

of sp eech  and. s i le n c e ,  th is  su g g es t iv en ess  too is  wholly in  a c c o rd  w ith
62 . ^  

sy m b o lis t  poetics*  ' We m u s t  look a t P e l le a s  th e r e fo re  a s  a  s ig n if ican t

sy m b o lis t  p lay  ap p ro v ed  and a d m ire d  by the h igh p r i e s t  of s y m b o lism .

M a e te r l in c k 's  p lay  p r e s e n ts  the a ll-engu lf ing  p a s s io n s  of love ,

h a t r e d  and je a lo u sy  a g a in s t  a  background of a rc h e ty p a l  dom inan t im a g e s .

Of the  l a t t e r ,  w a te r ,  gold, b lindness  and h a i r  becom e the  m o s t  s ig n if ic a n t^

im a g e s  w hich  r e t a in  g r e a t  su g g es tib il i ty  ye t  w hich cannot be p a r a p h ra s e d .

The p lay  c a p tu re s  the  m y s te ry  of ex is ten c e  by th is  m ethod; a t  the  end ,

when the  d o c to r  tends  M elisande , he m u rm u rs  w o rd s  w hich  convey the

hum an d i le m m a  M a e te r l in c k  has  s e t  out to  i l lu s t r a te  ; "E lle  e s t  n ée  san s

,G3
ra is o n  . . .  pou r  m o u r i r  ; e t  e l le  m e u r t  sans  r a i s o n  . . .  T he  f in a l  no te  

s t ru c k  in  th e  p lay  is  of p ity  fo r  hum anity; d es tin e d  fo r  no r e a s o n  to  be 

born  and to d ie ,  M e lisa n d e 's  h e lp le ss  child  m u s t  take  h e r  m o th e r 's  p lace  

in a  p e rp lex in g  w o r ld .  M élisande  h e r s e l f  is  l ikened  to a  wounded b i rd  

and to  the  w orld ; a l l  t h r e e  a r e  c r ip p le d  and denied  f re e d o m . F r o m  the  

v e ry  beginning  we fo re s e e  d iff icu lty  and h a rd sh ip  a s  the s e rv a n ts  s tru g g le  

to pu ll  open  the e x t r a o rd in a r i ly  heavy c a s t le  d o o r .  I t  is  s t r e s s e d  a lso  

that the s e rv a n ts  w il l  n e v e r  be able to com ple te  t h e i r  c lean in g . The d o o r 

k e e p e r  in t ro d u c e s  the  th em e  of w a te r  by te l l in g  the s e rv a n ts  to  p o u r  a l l  

the w a te r s  of the  flood o v er  th e i r  ob jec ts  to  be c leaned . In the  second  

scene  the  w a te r  m o tif  is  re p e a te d .  M elisande h as  d ropped  h e r  crow n 

into a s p r in g  in  the  m idd le  of a  fo re s t .  I t  i s  by the w a te r 's  edge th a t  

Golaud co m es  a c r o s s  h e r  ; she h as  e scap ed  one h o r r o r  w hich  she  r e fu s e s  

to d e ta i l  but she  unknowingly s e ts  into m otion an o th e r  t r a in  of t r a g ic  

even ts  w hen  she  m a r r i e s  Golaud. H e r  crow n se e m s  to  su g g es t  the s e lf  

tha t M elisande  w ould d row n  in  o r d e r  to  choose an o th e r  life ; the m o tif  w il l
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r e c u r  w hen she  d ro p s  h e r  r in g  into a  w e ll  to  r id  h e r s e l f  of h e r  unlucky 

choice ; f ina lly , h e r  lo v e r  w ill  drown in the w e ll  taking f ro m  h e r  the  

se lf  th a t  she  h a s  w illing ly  chosen . B ec au se  the  a tm o sp h e re  su rro u n d in g  

the c a s t le  i s  g loom y and  d a rk  M elisande is  a t t r a c te d  to  the s e a .  She is  

a s so c ia te d  w ith  a  d e p a r t in g  sh ip  w hich, i t  i s  h in ted , w il l  be w re c k e d .

P e l le a s  ta k e s  h e r  to  the m ira c u lo u s  w ell ,  an  im age which Y ea ts  w as  to  

use  fo r  i t s  sy m b o lic  value  w ith  the sam e  fasc in a tio n  as  M a e te r l in c k  show s 

h e re  :

P E L L E A S  G • 0  C 'e s t  une v ie il le  fontaine ab andonnée .
Il p a r a i t  que c 'é ta i t  une fontaine m ira c u le u s e ,
- e l le  o u v ra i t  les  yeux des a v eu g le s .  -  Cn 

 ̂ l 'a p p e lle  en co re  la  "Fontaine  d es  a v e u g le s " .
MELISANDE E l le  n 'o u v re  plus les  yeux?
P E L L E A S  D epuis  que le ro i  e s t  p re sq u e  aveugle  lu i-

m ê m e ,  on n 'y  v ien t p l u s . . .  <6q-

The r e g e n e ra t iv e  p o w ers  of w a te r ,  and in p a r t ic u la r  i ts  cap ac i ty  to give 

sight to  the b lind , i s  a  leg en d ary  t ra d it io n  acknow ledged in  p o s t-M a e te r l in c k ia n  

d ra m a  by S y n g e 's  The W ell of the Saints and Y e a ts 's  The Cat and the  Moon.

In P e l le a s  the i ro n y  of the concept is  exploited  : the old king A r k e l  is  

a lm o s t  b lind  and P e l l e a s  w ill  be k il led  in  the w a te r s  w hich  a r e  su pposed  

to c u r e .  The f a ta l  a t t r a c t io n  of w a te r  fo r  M elisande , and h e r  sy m b o lic  

re je c t io n  of Golouid when the w a te r  c la im s  f i r s t  h e r  h a i r  and th en  h e r  

w ed d in g -r in g ,  is  s e n se d  by GoLiud's h o r s e .  Gol<^d is  th row n by the  

h o rse  at^the tim e^h is  r ing  is  lo s t  ; the p re d e s t in e d  u p h eav a l of t h e i r

lives is  s ig n if ican tly  fo reshadow ed  by th is  d ev ice .

T he  blind A r k e l  is  a  ty p ic a l  M ae te rl in ck ian  em bod im en t of w isd o m , 

while M elisan d e  is  the ty p ic a l  f ra g i le  im age of beau ty . M e lis a n d e 's  h a i r  

is  as  long a s  she is  t a l l  and in the g a rd en  scene  h e r  h a i r  inundates  P e l le a s
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f ro m  w h e re  she  s tan d s  a t the top of the to w e r .  P e l le a s  t ie s  the h a i r  to 

t r e e  b ra n c h e s  m ak ing  h e r  a  p r i s o n e r  so th a t  Golaud d is c o v e r s  the 

ro m a n tic  s c e n e .  W hen Yniold d is c lo s e s  the  love of P e l le a s  fo r  M e lisan d e , 

Golaud r e p e a t s  the  m otifs  of lo s tn e ss  and b l in d n ess .  M a e te r l in c k  s e e m s  

to be su g g es tin g  th a t  hum ans  a r e  lo s t ,  blind and in  c a p tu re ,  s tru g g lin g  

to " s e e " ,  to  find t ru th  and f reed o m : "Ah! m i s e r e  de m a  vie! . . .  je  su is  

ic i  co m m e un  aveug le  qui ch e rc h e  son t r é s o r  au  fond de l 'o ce an !  . . .  J e  

su is  ic i  co m m e un no u v eau -n e  p e rd u  dans la  fo re t  C • 0"*  h is  second  

analogy Golaud r e s t a t e s  the  t ra g e d y  of Les  A v e u g le s . Golaud is  im p e l le d  

by so m e  s t r a n g e  fo rc e  to a c t  out the  m u rd e r  of P e l le a s  ; M elisande  is  

wounded and d i e s .  A s w e ll  a s  d em o n s tra t in g  the fa ted  lives  of th e se  

people  M a e te r l in c k  in tro d u c e s  two o th e r  t r a g e d ie s  : the  th r e e  old b e g g a r s  

d isc o v e re d  by M elisande  in  a  cave a r e  the p it iab le  p ro d u c ts  of a  fam in e ,  

and P e l l é a s ' s  c lo se  f r ien d  d ie s .  T h e se  t ra g e d ie s  a r e  i r r e l e v a n t  to  the 

m e lo d ra m a tic  p lo t s t r u c tu r e  but they  con tr ibu te  to  the  w hole d e s ig n  in  th a t  

they b ro a d e n  the t r a g ic  v is io n  to  en co m p ass  a l l  h um an ity .  T he  in tr ig u e  

of P e l l e a s  goes a g a in s t  M a e te r l in c k 's  p r e s c r ip t io n  fo r  s ta t ic  d r a m a  p e r  se 

but h is  sy m b o l is t  ap p ro a c h  n e v e r th e le s s  fo rc e s  one to  judge the  p lay  by 

the p e r fe c t io n  of m u s ic .  M a e te r l in c k  had  found the fo rm  which b e s t  

e x p r e s s e s  the an g u ish  of the unknown. In P e l le a s  the  co n tro ll in g  fo rc e s  

of love and dea th  m an ipu la te  the f r a i l  h um an  f ig u re s ;  th e s e  fo rc e s  a r e  

su g g es ted  by the im a g e s  of h a i r ,  of b lin d n ess ,  of w a te r  and of gold.

A r th u r  S y m o n s 's  se n s i t iv e  re sp o n s e  to M a e te r l in c k 's  p o w erfu l  

p o r t  r a y a i  of h um an  t ra g e d y  is  w orth  re c o rd in g  :

"P E L L E A S  AND MELISANDE" is  the  m o s t  beau tifu l
of M a e te r l in c k 's  p la y s ,  and to  say  th is  is  to  say  th a t  i t
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is  the  m o s t  beau tifu l c o n te m p o ra ry  p lay .
M a e te r l in c k 's  th e a t r e  of m a r io n e t te s ,  who a r e  
a t  the  sa m e  t im e  ch i ld re n  and s p i r i t s ,  a t  once 
m o re  s im p le  and m o re  a b s t r a c t  th an  r e a l  people , 
is  the  re a c t io n  of the im ag ina tion  a g a in s t  the w holly  
p ro s e  th e a t r e  of Ib sen , into w hich  life  com es  
nak ed ly ,  c ru e l ly ,  sub tly , but vi thout d is t in c t io n ,  
w ithout p o e try .  M a e te r l in ck  h as  invented p lays  
w hich a r e  p ic tu r e s ,  in  w hich the  c ru d ity  of a c t io n  
is  subdued in to  m is ty  ou tl ines .  P eo p le  w ith s tra n g e  
n a m e s ,  living in  im p o ss ib le  p la c e s ,  w h e re  th e r e  a r e  
only w oods and foun ta ins , and to w e rs  by the  s e a 
s h o re ,  and an c ie n t  c a s t le s ,  w h ere  th e re  a r e  no 
tow ns, and w h ere  the com m on crow d of the  w o r ld  
is  sh u t out of s igh t  and h e a r in g ,  move like qu ie t 
ghos ts  a c r o s s  the  s tag e ,  m y s te r io u s  to us and not 
l e s s  m y s te r io u s  to  one a n o th e r .  T hey  a r e  lam en tin g  
b e c a u se  they  do not know, becau se  they  cannot u n d e r 
s tan d ,  b ecau se  th e i r  own sou ls  a r e  so s tra n g e  to  
th e m , and each  o th e r 's  souls  like p it ifu l  e n e m ie s ,  
giving dead ly  wounds unw illingly . T hey  a r e  a lw ays 
in  d r e a d ,  b ecau se  they  know th a t  nothing is  c e r ta in  
in  the  w o r ld  o r  in th e i r  own h e a r t s ,  and they  know 
th a t  love m o s t  often does the w o rk  of ha te  and th a t  
h a te  is  so m e t im e s  te n d e r e r  than  love. In 'î^ e l léa s  and 
M élisan d e"  we have two innocent lo v e r s ,  to  w hom  
love is  guilt; we have blind vengeance , aged  and h e lp le s s  
w isdom ; we have the conflic t of p a s s io n s  f ighting in  the 
d a r k ,  d e s tro y in g  w hat they  d e s i r e  m o s t  in  the  w o r ld .
And out of th is  t r a g ic  tang le  M ae te r l in ck  h a s  m ade  a  
p lay  w hich  i s  too full of beauty  to  be painfu l. We fee l  
an  e x q u is i te  s e n se  of p ity , so im p e rs o n a l  a s  to  be 
a lm o s t  h ea l in g ,  as  i f  ou r  own sym pathy  had  som ehow  
se t  r ig h t  the w rongs  of the p lay. 61

T his  p a s sa g e  is  in te re s t in g  to  exam ine  in  view of i ts  c r i t i c a l  defence of 

M a e te r l in c k  a g a in s t  " the wholly p ro se  th e a t r e  of Ib se n " .  T he  p oe tic  

n a tu re  of I b s e n 's  canon, including the m iddle  p lay s ,  h as  com e g ra d u a l ly  

to be re c o g n ise d  in  E n g l ish  c r i t i c i s m .  F o r  Sym ons, w hose knowledge of 

the p lay s  w as  l im i te d  to  t r a n s la t io n ,  Ib sen  seem ed  only to  be c o n c e rn e d  

with s o c ia l  p o le m ic s .  When Symons did re c o g n ise  th a t  in T he  Lady F r o m  

The Sea Ib sen  w as  c o n ce rn ed  with b ring ing  the s u p e rn a tu ra l  ons tage  in  

the f o rm  of the  S trange r^he  found the dev ice  c ru d e ,  com m enting : To  u se
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sym bol, and not to u se  it  in  the s u rp r is in g  and inev itab le  way of the poet, 

is  to  f a l l  in to  the d ry ,  im poten t s in  of a l le g o ry .  " P e l le a s  e t  M elisande  

see m e d  to  Sym ons to  be a t  the opposite  e x t r e m e  f ro m  Ib sen  in  i t s  sub tle  

and su g g es t iv e  u se  of sy m b o lism . He a p p re c ia te d  th a t  M a e te r l in c k  w as  

using  the  s ta g e  like a  canvas  to e x p re s s  h is  own com plex  a t t i tu d e  to  life ; 

such e x p re s s io n  would be red u ced  and s im p lif ied  in a l le g o ry .

In 1894 M a e te r l in c k  published  th r e e  p lays  fo r  m a r io n e t te s ,  hence  

S y m o n s 's  d e s c r ip t io n  above of " M a e te r l in c k 's  th e a t r e  of m a r io n e t te s " .

In 1896 M a e te r l in c k  w as to  d isc u s s  w ith the d e s ig n e r  C h a r le s  D oudele t  a  

p ro je c t  to  launch a  P a r i s i a n  m a r io n e tte  th e a t r e .  A t the  c lo se  of the 

1880 's  th e r e  had  b een  a r e v iv a l  of in te r e s t  in the s ty l is e d  d r a m a  m ade 

p o ss ib le  by the  puppet th e a t r e  ; c r i t i c s  had w elcom ed  e n th u s ia s t ic a l ly  the 

puppet p lay s  p e r fo rm e d  by the  P e t i t  T h e a t re  de la G a le r ie  V ivienne w h e re

adap ta tions  of C e rv a n te s ,  A r is to p h a n e s  and S h a k e sp e a re ,  as  w e ll  a s

"70 ,
b ib lica l  p la y s ,  w e re  to  be seen . M a e te r l in ck  s . ujse of m a r io n e t te s ,  

by d is ta n c in g  h is  im a g e s  f ro m  the audience and by e m p h a s is in g  the p u p p e t

like n a tu re  of m an  w ie lded  by a  c r u e l  w o rld ,  would h e lp  to  r e a l i s e  h is  

u n iv e r s a l  and  e s s e n t i a l  d r a m a .  The e n th u s ia sm  fo r  m a r io n e t te s  con tinues  

in the l a t e r  D a d a is t  and S u r r e a l i s t  d ra m a t ic  t ra d i t io n s  a s  w e ll  a s  in the  

A b su rd .  Io n esco  h a s  e x p re s s e d  h is  p re fe re n c e  fo r  p uppe try  w hich he 

sees  a s  a  m ethod  of e m p h a s is in g  g ro te sq u e  r e a l i ty .  The in f lu en tia l  

Ubu Roi by A lf re d  J a r r y  was f i r s t  p e r fo rm e d  in  a  m a r io n e tte  th e a t r e  in 

1888, and  w as su b seq u en tly  p e r fo rm e d  in  1896 by the  T h e a t re  de l 'O eu v re  

using  m a s k s  and  p u p p e t- lik e  d ev ices  such a s  a  sp e c ia l  tone of vo ice  fo r  

P e r e  Ubu. S ty l isa tio n  of a  m o re  e s o te r ic  and rh y th m ic  kind w as to  be 

developed  by Y ea ts  in  h is  Noh adap ta tions  w hich explo it the u s e  of m a sk s
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and to n a l  d ic t io n .  Sym ons a t tem p ted  to  an a ly se  the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of  

m a r io n e t te s ,  pointing out th a t  they a r e  the  m o s t  r e l ia b le  of a c to r s  and 

tha t they  u n iv e r s a l i s e  c h a r a c te r s  in  the sam e  way a s  the  m a sk s  of G re e k  

d r a m a .  He r e m in d s  the  r e a d e r  tha t a  p lay by Ibsen , in  c o n t r a s t  w ith  

the A gam em non  , could  not be su c c e ss fu l ly  p layed  by p uppe ts .  M a r io n e t te s

a r e  su ite d  not to  the p e r s o n a l  and so c ia l  but to the e s s e n t i a l  and  the
-72̂

poetic .  In S y m o n s 's  e s s a y  on M ae te r l in ck  in the s e m in a l  vo lum e The 

S ym bolis t  M ovem ent in L i t e r a tu r e ,  he a p p re c ia te s  the  a t t r a c t io n  of 

M a e te r l in c k  to  m a r io n e tte  p lays : "A re  we not a l l  puppe ts ,  in  a  th e a t r e  

of m a r io n e t t e s ,  in w hich the p a r t s  we p lay , the d r e s s e s  we w e a r ,  the  

v e ry  em o tio n  w hose dom inance  gives i t s  e x p re s s  fo rm  to o u r  f a c e s ,  have 

a l l  been  ch o sen  fo r  us C • 0  And a s  ou r  p a r t s  have been  chosen  fo r  u s ,  

our  m o tions  co n tro l le d  f ro m  behind the c u r ta in ,  so  the  w o rd s  we s e e m  

to sp eak  a r e  but spoken th rough  u s ,  and we do but u t t e r  f ra g m e n ts  of so m e  

e la b o ra te  inven tion , p lanned fo r  l a r g e r  ends th an  our p e r s o n a l  d isp la y  o r  

conven ience , but to  w hich , a l l  the s a m e ,  we a r e  in a  hum ble d e g re e  

n e c e s s a r y .  " Sym ons f inds hope in  the puppe t- like  n a tu re  of m an  ; the  

fac t  th a t  d e s t in y  and fa te  e x is t  a s s u r e s  h im  th a t  we a r e  n e c e s s a r y  to  the  

u n iv e r s e .  M a e te r l in c k  is  s im i la r ly  hopeful th a t  m an  is  e s s e n t i a l  to  the  

s ch em e of th ings  but he im p r e s s e s  on h is  aud ience th ro u g h  h is  m a r io n e t te  

p lays th a t  u n t i l  o u r  ig n o ra n ce  is  r e p la c e d  by knowledge we can  only c o n 

ceive of the  n u ll i ty  and p u rp o s e le s s n e s s  of our being,
y

The f i r s t  of  the  p lays  fo r  m a r io n e tte s  is  s im i la r  to  P e l le a s  e t  

M eiisande  In i ts  A r th u r ia n  tone and in  i ts  ex p lo ra t io n  of love r iv a l r y .  

M a e te r l in c k  indeed  ca lled  A llad ine et P a lo m id e s  "une d ecoc tion  de 

P e l l e a s T h r e e  of the c h a r a c t e r s '  n am es  blend u n co m fo rtab ly  to g e th e r  :



A b la m o re  the old king, h is  G reek  s lave  A llad ine  and h is  d a u g h te r  

A s to la in e  a r e  l inked  w ith  the knight P a lo m id e s  in a  t r a g ic  cha in  of e v e n ts .  

A s w ith  P e l le a s  the  en v iro n m e n t is  tha t of a  m y s te r io u s  c a s t le  and i ts  

im m e d ia te  s u r ro u n d in g s .  In  A lladine  e t P a lo m id e s  the  c a s t le  sy m b o l is e s  

the p u zz lin g  co m p lex ity  of ex is ten c e  ; "II e s t  s i  g ra n d " ,  co m m en ts  

A llad in e ,  "e t  je  su is  s i  p e t i te ,  e t je  m 'y  p e rd s  e n c o re  . .  . E t  puis  to u te s  

ces  f e n e t re s  s u r  la  m e r  . . . On ne peut le s  c o m p te r  . .  . E t  le s  c o r r i d o r s  

qui to u rn e n t  s a n s  ra iso n ;  e t d 'a u t r e s  %ui ne to u rn e n t  pas  e t  qu i se  p e rd e n t  

e n tre  le s  m u r s  . . . E t  les  s a l le s  ou je  n 'o s e  pas e n t r e r  . ,  . " ^ ^ n  the  f i r s t  

a c t  we a r e  in tro d u ce d  to  the  m ain  c h a r a c te r s ,  ro m a n tic  re n d it io n s  of the 

s tock  types  w hich puppets  a r e  b e s t  su ited  to play : the shy , innocen t and  

fr ig h ten ed  young g i r l ,  whose ingenuousness  is  enhanced  by h e r  pe t  lam b , 

the aged  king bowed down by h is  conviction  th a t  fa te  is  hold ing  in  s to r e  fo r  

h im  so m e d i s a s t e r ,  the p r e c a r io u s ly  happy knight p o ised  fo r  f a te 's  a t ta c k .  

The c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  d raw n  by th e i r  d es tin y , a  them e w hich g a th e rs  

m o m en tu m  th roughou t the p lay  u n ti l  finally  the young lo v e rs  a r e  s e p a ra te d .  

In the fifth a c t  the  se tt in g  is  of a  c o r r id o r  and of c lo sed  d o o rs ;  the 

d r a m a t ic  e f fe c t  of o u r  h e a r in g  f ro m  behind the c lo se d  d o o rs  the  v o ices  

of the s e p a ra te d  A llad ine  and P a lo m id e s  i s  potent in  i ts  c re a t io n  of t e r r o r  

and p ity .  T he  a c t s  thus tend  to  the poignant c l im a x  w h ere  we h e a r  v o ices  

but do no t see  the  a c to r s .  O ur gaze is  focused  on c lo se d  d o o r s ,  a s  i t  is  

in L 'In tru g e .  M a e te r l in c k 's  co n cern  to evoke m y s te ry  n e c e s s i t a t e s  the  

v isu a l  a b s e n c e  of the  p r in c ip a l  v ic t im s  of fa te ; th e i r  d isem b o d ied  v o ic e s  

c ry  p a th e t ic a l ly  to  e a c h  o th e r ,  and the c r i e s  becom e p r o g re s s iv e ly  m o re  

feeble u n t i l  the  f in a l  s i le n c e .  The ac tio n  of the p lay  con tinues  beyond 

th is  s i le n c e ,  p e rp e tu a t in g  the mood of anguish . M a e te r l in c k  r e p e a ts  the
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sequence  of L 'I n t r u s e ,  using  opened d o o rs  a s  s ig n a ls  of d ea th .  The 

n u r s e  who a p p e a r s  f ro m  P a lom ides*s  ro o m  com m ands  the  s i tu a tio n  ; 

A s to la in e  and P a lo m id e s 's  s i s t e r s  a r e  d raw n  in to  the ro o m  a s  if  by  a  

m ag n e t,  the  d oo r  c lo s ing  behind th em . A renew ed  s i le n c e  p r e fa c e s  the  

opening of the second  door; A lla d in e 's  n u r s e  d is c o v e rs  an  em p ty  c o r r id o r  

and, r e tu rn in g  to  the ro o m , she leaves  the door wide open. T he  vo ids  

c r e a te d  by M a e te r l in c k 's  s i le n c e s  h e re  ind ica te  vo ids  of life  ; h is  open 

d o o rs  im p ly  the e n t ra n c e  of death .

T he  a tm o s p h e re  of im m in en t  d i s a s t e r  is  f i r s t  conveyed by the old 

king ; A l la d in e 's  t re m u lo u s  f e a r s  build  on th is  foundation so  th a t ,  by the 

end of the  second  a c t ,  A l la d in e 's  drow ned lam b  se e m s  sym bolic  of the 

p r e c a r io u s  e x is te n c e s  of the hum an  puppe ts .  F a te  d e c r e e s  th a t  the  lam b  

fa ll  in to  tlie m o a t ,  e x e rc is in g  i ts  pow er f i r s t  of a l l  on s m a l l e r ,  m o re  

h e lp le s s  c r e a t u r e s  th an  m an . The m o tif  of a p re c io u s  o b jec t  lo s t  in  w a te r  

in th is  w ay r e c u r s  f ro m  P e l le a s  e t M eiisande . T h e re  i s  a n o th e r  echo  

f ro m  an  e a r l i e r  p lay  w hen M a e te r l in ck  h in ts  th a t  the king w as the  king of 

Les  Sept P r in c e s s e s  ; he u se d  to  have seven  d a u g h te r s ,  he te l l s  A lla d in e ,  

but now only A s to la in e  is  le ft  and  she too w ill  die som e day . T he  k in g 's  

m a d n e s s  e n su e s  when he is  doubly d isa p p o in te d  : he lo se s  A llad ine  and 

h is  d a u g h te r  lo se s  P a lo m id e s .  Im p r iso n e d  by A b la m o re  in  the  p a la c e 's  

u n d e rg ro u n d  n e tw o rk  of c a v e rn s  A lladine and P a lo m id e s  exchange  b e a u tifu l  

ly r ic a l  e x p re s s io n s  of love . They see  s t r a n g e ,  w onderfu l  f lo w ers  above 

th e m  in  the w a te r  and  glowing jew e ls  in the ro o f .  When A s to la in e  and 

P a lo m id e s 's  s i s t e r s  a r r i v e  to  " r e s c u e "  the couple f ro m  th e i r  p a r a d is e  the  

re fuge  is  invaded  by the h a r s h  light of a c tu a l i ty  and the o b jec t if ica tio n s  of 

th e i r  e x a l te d  s ta te  of m ind  change into the im ag es  of m ould  and fungus
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ind ica tive  of d ecay  and d i r t .  While A llad ine  and P a lo m id e s  lie dying 

the g i r l  m u r m u r s  th a t  the light had shown no pity; th is  is  the touching 

line th a t  i t  is  b e c a u se  for a l l  of M a e te r l in c k 's  e a r ly  fa ted  c h a r a c te r s  the  

light h a s  no pity .

T he  fo rc e  of love w o rk s  the t ra g ed y  in  A llad ine  e t  P a lo m id e s  as  

in P e l le a s  et M eiisan d e . M a e te r l in c k  h a s  d e m o n s tra te d  in  A llad ine  the  

c a p r ic io u s  and  m a lig n  n a tu re  of des tiny  by re ly in g  on sym bo lic  m u lt ip l ic i ty  

of m ean ing  to  e s ta b l is h  the p a t te rn  underly ing  the lives  of h is  c h a r a c t e r s .  

.His p lay  c o r re s p o n d s  to  E l io t 's  id ea l  in th a t  i t  a t te m p ts  to  im p o se  a n  

o r d e r  on r e a l i ty  and a t te m p ts  to  e l ic i t  an o r d e r  in r e a l i ty ,  e s ta b lish in g  

a  p a r t i c u la r  p a t te rn  to  im ply  u n iv e r s a l  p a t te rn .  Y et M a e te r l in c k 's  s u c c e s s  

in th is  r e s p e c t  is  m odified  becau se  h is  c h a r a c te r s  a r e  so fa r  re m o v e d  f ro m  

m o d e rn  a c tu a l i ty  th a t  they  s e e m  to be p a r t  of a  vaguely  m e d ie v a l  mythology; 

thus the w ork ing  out of fa te  se e m s  con tr ived  by the d r a m a t i s t  fo r  h is  

f ic tive  c i r c u m s ta n c e s  b e a r in g  l i t t le  re la t io n  to "le t ra g iq u e  quo tid ien " .

In I n té r i e u r  th is  fa ls i ty  i s  o v e rco m e . M ae te r l in ck  r e v e r t s  to  the  

g e n e ra l i s e d  c h a r a c t e r s  of L 'In tru s e  and Les A v e u g le s . H is scene  is  

not of an  e t h e r e a l  c a s t le  : he w orks  w ith m id d le -c la s s  peop le , in  th e i r  

g a rd e n  and th e i r  h o u se .  He is conscious of a  tra g e d y  th a t  w il l  not a ffec t  

c o u n tr ie s  and p o li t ic s  but which w re a k s  havoc on o rd in a ry  l iv e s .  He 

d r a m a t i s e s  a  r e c u r r in g  tra g e d y  of every d ay . The s tag e  p r e se n ta t io n  is  

m a s te r ly .  I t  is  a  deve lopm en t f ro m  Les Sept P r in c e s s e s  in w hich king 

and queen  w atched  a s  th e i r  daughters , s e p a ra te d  f ro m  th e m , lay  deep  in  

a co m a. In I n té r i e u r  the  c h a r a c te r s  in the g a rd en  w atch  the m o v em en ts  

of the fam ily  in  the  h o u se .  The fam ily  is  d is tan ce d  by th is  d ev ice  ; 

although we do not h e a r  th e m  ta lk  and although a l l  we know of th e i r  l ives
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is  conveyed by o u ts id e r s ,  th e i r  m im e is  c r u c ia l  to  o u r  u n d ers tan d in g  

of th e i r  t r a g ic  c i r c u m s ta n c e s .  The windows of the house  in the b a c k 

ground expose the  m o v em en ts  of a  fam ily  fo r  a  double aud ience  -  the  

s p e c ta to r s  in  the g a rd e n  a s  w e ll  as  the aud ience  of the p lay . Y e a ts 's  

Purgatory ( f i r s t  p e r fo rm e d  in 1938 and published  in  1939) u s e s  lighting 

in a  s im i l a r  way; he too is  co n ce rn ed  with a  fa ted  fam ily .  M a e te r l in c k  

dw ells  on the  e f fec ts  th a t  he hopes h is  s tag ing  w ill  p rov ide  :

II s e m b le  que lo rsq u e  l 'u n  d 'e u x  se  l ^ e ,  m a rc h e
ou fa it  un  g e s te ,  s e s  m ouvem ents  so ien t g r a v e s ,
l e n ts ,  r a r e s ,  e t  com m e sp ir i tu a l ise 's  p a r  la
d is ta n c e ,  la lu m iè re  e t  le voile  indéc is  des  f e n e t r e s ,  "7G

The s e p a ra t io n  of the  fam ily  f ro m  the c o m m e n ta ry  on th e i r  s i tu a t io n  

is  s u c c e s s fu l  in  th a t  i t  v isu a l ly  ju x tap o ses  h a r s h  ac tu a l i ty  w ith  f a ls e  

s e c u r i ty .  B e c a u se  we a r e  told of th e i r  t ra g e d y  by o th e r s  the in c u b a to r  

conta in ing  the fam ily  a p p e a r s  m o re  th re a te n e d  and v u ln e ra b le  : we 

w atch  the  s e a le d -o f f  fa m ily  in  grow ing pity fo r  th e i r  i so la t io n ,  in  the  

knowledge th a t  the g r im  fac ts  w ill  cause  th e m  to r e l in q u ish  the  p ro te c te d  

bubble they  a r e  s e e n  to  occupy. In té r ie u r  is  su cc in c t  y e t  v isu a l ly  

s t im u la t in g  in  a  way w hich the o th e r  e a r ly  p lays  a r e  no t.  T he  con flic t  

betw een  life  and  dea th  is  r e p re s e n te d  by the two d is t in c t  s tage  a r e a s .

The aud ience  i s  co n s tan tly  fo rc e d  to  move i ts  gaze f ro m  one a r e a  to  the 

o th e r ,  so  th a t  the  conflic t  is  fe l t  in  the sh if t ,  and in  the c o r re sp o n d in g  pu ll  

f ro m  the  o th e r  of the  two w o r ld s .  F in a l ly  one w o r ld  m e rg e s  w ith the 

o ther  and by the  end of th is  s h o r t  o n e -a c t  p lay  the aud ience  h a s  se n se d  

the in ev i ta b i l i ty  of the  em erg e^ jice  of a  new focus , one w hich v isu a l ly  

sy m b o lise s  the  to ta l  in te ra c t io n  of life and dea th .
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I n té r i e u r  is  the  m o st  v isu a lly  su c c e s s fu l  of the  e a r ly  p lays  b ecau se  

of the  s trüc ing ly  effec tive  s tag ing . T h is  w as re c o g n ise d  by M a e te r l in c k 's  

c o n te m p o ra r ie s .  A re v ie w e r  fo r La Revue Encyclopédique w ro te  

" L ' o e u v re  a p ro d u it  une em otion  c o n s id e ra b le ,  le su c c è s  a  é té  le p lus 

s in c e re  et le p lus v ra im e n t  sp o n tan é  du m onde. ", while J u le s  L e m a î t r e  

co m m en ted  on the  p la y 's  s tag e w o rth in ess  : " In té r ie u r  . . .  a p a ru  p re sq u e
's. X.

a u s s i  s a i s i s s a n t  a la  scene  que dans le l iv re  e t  ce n 'e s t  pas  peu  d i r e . "  7̂7 

The v iew point of the  ac tio n  is  alw ays th a t  of the  people  in the g a rd e n  : 

the old m an , the s t r a n g e r ,  M arth e , M arie  and the  c row d  ; the  m e m b e r s  

of the  fam ily  a r e  c ited  by M ae te rl in ck  in the l i s t  of c h a r a c t e r s  a s  

"p e rso n n a g e s  m u e ts "  (dumb c h a r a c te r s ) .  T h is  c i ta t io n  e m p h a s is e s  th a t  

the fa m ily  has  no c o n tro l  o ver  des tiny  and in the finale th e se  puppets  of 

fate m im e  th e i r  r e a c t io n s  to  the news which we have known a lm o s t  f ro m  

the opening of the  a c t io n .  The ap p reh en sio n  is  on the p a r t  of those  who 

know th a t  d ea th  h a s  o c c u r re d ,  those  who w a it ,  looking in  a t  the obliv ious 

fam ily  w hose  peace  w ill  be s h a t te re d .  The suggestive  fo rebodings  of 

dea th  exp lo ited  by M a e te r l in ck  in L 'In tru se  a r e  r e p la c e d  by som eth ing  

even m o re  s in i s t e r .  We have the p re se n ta t io n  of an  excep tiona lly  happy 

and c lo s e -k n i t  fam ily  g roup  -  f a th e r ,  m o th e r ,  two d a u g h te rs  and child  -  

who m u s t  be invaded by unw illing m e s s e n g e r s  of dea th . The d i le m m a  

d i s c u s s e d  by the old m an  and the s t r a n g e r  is  h e a r t - r e n d in g  : how is  i t  

b e s t  to  b r e a k  to the fam ily  the news of th e i r  young d a u g h te r 's  dea th  by 

d row ning?  M a e te r l in c k  does not ind iv idualise  the fam ily  ; he s t r e s s e s  

tha t th is  o c c u r re n c e  is  t r a g ic  in  a  way not out of the o rd in a ry  ; such 

even ts  tak e  p lace  a l l  the t im e ,  w reck ing  m any fa m il ie s  in the p r o c e s s .

The aud ience  is  fo rced  to  com e to  t e r m s  with the s itu a tio n  and m u s t  judge
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w h e th e r  c o r r e c t  d e c is io n s  have been m ade : fo r  ex am p le ,  w h e th e r  the 

old m an  is  w ise  when he fe e ls  tha t he should not v e n tu re  a lone in to  the 

h o u se .  In the shadow s of huge w i l lo w - t re e s  the d e c is io n  is  m a d e .  T he  

r e i t e r a t e d  m otifs  of w illow s and w a te r  a r e  cons tan t f e a tu re s  of M a e te r l in c k 's  

t r a g ic  p a t te r n  w hich a r e  u se d  to good effec t in  In té r ie u r .  The m e s s e n g e r s  

of dea th  h ide am ong the  t r e e s  a s  if  they occupy a  n a tu ra l  h a b ita t  of d a r k 

n e s s ,  u n e a s e ,  and s a d n e s s .  The beau tifu l drow ned g i r l  i s  the  c a ta ly s t  

be tw een  the  two w orld s  of light and d a rk n e ss  ; we r e ly  on d e s c r ip t io n s  

of h e r  in  ou r e f fo r t  to  judge the difficu lty  b e fo re  the old m an . I t  is  a l l  

the m o re  poignant th a t  the O p h e lia - l ik e  g i r l  w as be lieved  to  have b een  

s e a rc h in g  fo r  f lo w ers  along the r iv e r  bank; she is  in  th is  way a s s o c ia te d  

w ith n a tu r a l  th ings  both beau tifu l  and e p h e m e ra l .  The old m an  r e p ro a c h e s  

h im s e l f  fo r  not ques tion ing  the  g i r l  when he had s e e n  h e r  tha t m o rn in g .

He is  the sage  who g ra sp s  the c e n t r a l  m eaning  of the d ea th ,  who s e e s  

beyond i ts  p a r t i c u la r s  to the u n iv e r s a l  condition ; "E lle  é ta i t  p e u t - e t r e  

de c e l le s  qu i ne veu len t r ie n  d i r e ,  e t chacun p o r te  en  so i  p lus d 'une  r a is o n  

de ne p lus v iv re  . . .  Cn ne voit pas dans  l 'a  me com m e on vo it  dans c e t te
*7̂

c h a m b re .  " The ro o m  is  l ife ,  p ro te c te d  f ro m  m y s te ry ,  s eem in g ly  sa fe

but p o ten tia l ly  v u ln e ra b le ;  the old m an  say s  to h is  g ra n d d a u g h te r  :

'R e g a rd e ,  m on en fan t,  r e g a rd e  : tu -v e r r a s  quelque chose  de la v ie  . . . "

M a r ie 's  re p ly  e m p h a s is e s  the fa m ily 's  s e p a ra t io n  f ro m  the  h a r s h  t r u th  :

'Chi q u 'i l s  se m b le n t  t ra n q u il le  s I O n  d i r a i t  que je  les  vois  en  r e v e  . . . "  So

The continuous o b se rv a t io n  of the fam ily  b e tra y s  d e ta i ls  of b e h av io u r ,

confiden t m o v em en ts  and a c t io n s ,  which a r e  a la rm in g  only b e c a u se  tliey

a r e  about to  be lo s t .  T he  old m an  likens the  fa m ily 's  h ap p in ess  to  a
/  /

wounded b ird  ; M a e te r l in c k  re p e a ts  th is  m otif  f ro m  P e l l e a s _et M eiisande
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w h ere  i t  is  u sed  to  d e s c r ib e  M eiisande ; on both o ccas io n s  M a e te r l in c k  

would a p p e a r  to  be th inking b ack  to Ib se n 's  The Wild Duck w h ere  the 

wounded duck  is  sym bo lic  of the hum an p light, c r ip p le d ,  and fa ted  to d ie .

The old m a n 's  w isd o m  is  aga in  ap p a ren t  in h is  r e m a r k  about p ity . 

C o m p a ss io n  is  s een  to  be a p e r s o n a l  choice; the g a rd en  people a r e  not 

im m e d ia te ly  th re a te n e d  by dea th  as  the house  people a r e  but they  tob  a r e  

v u ln e ra b le  and w il l  need  pity  ; "Nous avons p i t ié  d 'e u x ,  m on enfan t,  m a is  

on n 'a  p as  p it ié  de nous . . . "  SI

Silence is  exp lo ited  by îvlaeterlinck in h is  a t te m p t  to  p e n e t r a te  the 

unlmown. The p lay  is  punctuated  by s ilencesw hich o c c u r  a f te r  r e m a r k s  

about the so u l,  d ea th  and  d es tin y , encourag ing  the aud ience  to  u se  each  

s i len ce  to ach ieve  s p i r i tu a l  com m union . The f ina l m om en ts  involve 

c o m m en t on the  im m in en t  knowledge of the fam ily ,  a s  the  g a rd e n  people 

w atch  the old m an  knock a t  the d o o r  and e n te r .  Now, a t l a s t ,  the  fam ily  

ta lies but we canno t h e a r  th e i r  w o rd s ,  so tha t we a r e  involved in  th e i r  

m im e  a s  tlie t r a g e d y  is  unfolded. The m o th e r ,  M a e te r l in c k  in d ic a te s ,  

q u es tio n s  the  old m an  "avec  a n g o isse "  (with anguish) and the  audience  

a t th is  poin t f e e ls  an  Anj%st appalling  and h a rro w in g .  The two w o r ld s  

m e rg e  ag a in  w hen the  fam ily  ru sh e s  out into the  g a rd en ,  th en  away into 

the h o s t i le  a tm o sp h e re  of d ea th .  A f te r  a s ilen ce  the  s t r a n g e r ,  who alone 

r e m a in s  of the g a rd e n  people , com m ents  th a t  the child  had not been  

awoken by the co m m o tio n . When the s t r a n g e r  ex its  the  c u r ta in  f a l ls .

We canno t take  the s t r a n g e r  to be an a l le g o r is e d  r e p re s e n ta t io n  of d ea th ,  

ye t h is  m y s te r io u s  p re s e n c e  is  undeniably  su c c e s s fu l  in  exp lo iting  the 

a u d ie n c e 's  a p p re h e n s io n .  An o u ts id e r  i s  not t ru s tw o r th y  and th is  o u t

s id e r  s e e m s  to  have  b rough t the t ro u b le  he has  w itn e sse d .  H is  la s t  r e m a r k
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thus p r e s a g e s  f e a r  fo r  the s leeping baby, M a e te r l in c k 's  ubiquitous

im ag e  of innocence , of l ife , and of doom ed p o ten tia l .  The c h i ld 's

oblivion sp eak s  of h is  u n aw aren ess  of the m en ace  th a t  w il l  s u r ro u n d

h im  a s  he grow s in to  adulthood.

I n té r i e u r  # in  i ts  se n t im e n ta l is c h  q u es t  fo r  h a rm o n y ,  r e l a t e s

fo rw a rd  in a s t r ik in g  way to P i n t e r ' s  canon. I a m  not su g g es tin g  a

M a e te r l in c k ia n  in fluence on P in te r ,  r a th e r  no tic ing  the co in c id en ta l

s im i l a r i t i e s  be tw een  the two d r a m a t i s t s ' dep ic tion  of the s e n t im e n ta l is c h

d i le m m a .  Lacking  a  s ing le  a tt i tude  to l ife ,  M a e te r l in c k  and P in te r

d ep ic t  the  lo s t  h a rm o n y  of m o d ern  m an  in r e p e a te d  im a g e s  w hich

a c q u ire  sym bo lic  s ig n if ican ce .  T h e se  im ag es  p rov ide  a  con tinu ity

f ro m  play  to p lay  w hich  su g g es ts  an  a t tem p t to p rov ide  s t r u c tu r a l  h a rm o n y ,

a c o h e re n c e  of a r t i s t i c  fo rm  in o rd e r  to a t te m p t  to  c a n c e l  out the chaos

of a c tu a l i ty .  The in^age of the ro o m  is  c ru c ia l  to  both p lay w rig h ts .

P in te r  h a s  co m m en ted ,  "I a m  dealing  a g r e a t  d e a l  of the  t im e  w ith  th is

im age  of two people in  a ro o m . The c u r ta in  goes up on the  s ta g e ,  and

I see  it  a s  a v e ry  potent ques tion  : what is  going to  happen ( ] . / ] ?  Is
82.

som eone  going to open the door and come in ? "  P i n t e r ' s  The R oom  w as

p r e m ie r e d  in  I960 . In 1894 In té r ie u r  had  en cap su la ted  the m enace  

which P in t e r  found so potent in  the seem ing ly  s e c u re  confines of a  room :

/
L 'ET R A N G ER  E n  ce m om en t,  i l s  so u r ie n t  en

s ilen ce  dans la  c h a m b re  . . .

LE VIEILLARD I ls  se c ro ie n t  à l ' a b r i  . . .  I ls  ont
f e rm e  les  p o r te s  ; e t  les  fe n e t re s  ont 
des  b a r r e a u x  de fe r  . .  . I ls  ont 
c o n so lid é  les  m u rs  de la  v ie i l le  
m a iso n  ; i ls  ont m is  d es  v e r ro u s  aux 
t ro i s  p o r te s  de chene . . .  I ls  ont 
p ré v u  tout ce qu 'on  peut p ré v o i r  G • 0
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I ls  c ro ie n t  que r ie n  n 'a r r i v e r a  p a rc e  
q u 'i l s  ont f e r m é  la  p o r te  e t  i l s  ne 
saven t pas  q u 'i l  a r r i v e  to u jo u rs  
quelque chose  dans les  a m e s  e t que 
le monde ne finit pas  aux  p o r te s  des  
m aiso n s  . . .  83

Both M a e te r l in c k  and T in te r  have env isaged  the th re a te n in g  s i tu a t io n  of 

the ro o m  in  two d is t in c t  w ays . In L 'In tru s e  a fam ily  aw aits  m e n a c e ,  

as  does  R o se  in  The Room  and Stanley in  The B ir th d ay  P a r ty .  In 

I n té r ie u r  we a r e  confron ted  im m ed ia te ly  by the m e n a c e r s ,  th o se  who w ill  

convey d ea th ,  a s  we a r e  in  The Dumb Vvalter. Both p lay w rig h ts  a r e  

co n ce rn ed  w ith the  h o s ti l i ty ,  d an g er  and u n p re d ic ta b il i ty  su rro u n d in g  the 

e p h e m e ra l  s e c u r i ty  w hich is  found in a  ro o m .

In 1902, when M a e te r l in c k  rev iew ed  h is  e a r ly  p la y s ,  he a n a ly se d  

th em  in t e r m s  w hich  c e r ta in ly  could be u sed  of P i n t e r ' s  d r a m a  :

Le r e s s o r t  de ce s  p e t i ts  d r a m e s ,  c 'é t a i t  l 'e f f ro i  de 
l 'inconnu  qui nous en to u re .  Cn y a v a i t  foi G . Q a  
des  p u is s a n c e s  é n o rm e s ,  in v is ib le s  e t  f a ta le s ,  dont 
nu l ne d ev in a it  les  a t te n t io n s ,  m a is  que l 'a m e  du 
d ra m e  su p p o sa it  m a lv e i l la n te s ,  a t t e n t i v e s ^  tou tes  
nos a c t io n s ,  en n em ies  du s o u r i r e ,  de la  v ie ,  de la  
pa ix ,  de l 'a m o u r .  84.

M a e te r l in c k  h e r e  r e p e a ts  the p re fa c e  to the T h é â tre  vo lum es  ; he 

continues th a t  the unknown m o s t  often took in  h is  p lays the  fo rm  of dea th  

and th a t  hum ans  can be co n s id e re d  playthings of v a s t  and in d if fe re n t  

f o rc e s .  He s ta te s  "Nous p a ra is s o n s  un m om en t dans  l 'e s p a c e  s a n s  

b o rn e s ,  e t  n 'a v o n s  d 'a u t r e  m is s io n  a p p re c ia b le  que la  p ro p ag a tio n  d 'une  

e sp e c e  qui e l l e - m e m e  n 'a  aucune m is s io n  c e r ta in e ,  dans  l 'o r g a n is m e  d 'u n  

u n iv e rs  dont l'entendue e t la d u r é e  échappent a  l ' im a g in a t io n  la  p lus p u is sa n te

et la plus tém éraire. "^^Maeterlinck argues in his essay that man must not
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dw ell on the t e r r o r s  of the unknown, but tha t  he should choose  a t ru th  

fo r  h im s e l f .  T h is  is  the c ru c ia l  d if fe ren ce  betw een  M a e te r l in c k 's  

a p p re h e n s io n  of the h um an  p re d ic a m e n t  and tw e n t ie th -c e n tu ry  a b s u rd i s t  

c o n s c io u sn e s s .  Ivlaeterlinck a p p re c ia te s  the  d eso la tio n  and ig n o ran ce  

of m an , ye t  he  a lw ays advoca tes  tha t one should g r a s p  th is  ig n o ra n ce  

and look beyond i t ,  s e c u re  in  the knowledge th a t  t r u th  does e x is t  ; m an  

and the s p e c ie s  to  w hich  he belongs s e e m  to our ig n o ra n t  ey es  p u rp o s e le s s  

but in  r e a l i ty  we do fulfil an  im p o r ta n t  position  in the u n iv e r s a l  s ch em e  

of th in g s .  The m o d ern  a b s u rd i s t  den ies  the e x is ten c e  of God w h e th e r  

he is  an  E x is te n t ia l i s t  bas ing  h is  life on a m a n -c e n t re d  p h ilo so p h y  o r  

w h e th e r  he r e fu s e s  to see  beyond " la  n a u sé e "  and thus  r e fu s e s  to  

a t te m p t  to  c r e a te  m eaning  for h im se lf .  The philosophy a t  the  c o re  of 

I o n e sc o 's  d r a n ia  s e e m s  on the su rfa c e  v e ry  like M a e te r l in c k 's  : "A bsu rd  

is  th a t  which is  devoid  of p u rp o se  , .  . Cut off f ro m  h is  re l ig io u s ,  m e t a 

p h y s ic a l  and t r a n s c e n d e n ta l  ro o ts ,  m an  is  lo s t  ; a l l  h is  a c t io n s  b ecom e 

s e n s e l e s s ,  a b s u rd ,  u s e le s s .  " H ow ever Ionesco  would a rg u e  tliat the 

f e a r  of dea th  and the feeling  of su p erf lu ity  could  not be su rm o u n ted  on 

any le v e l .  The way in w hich Ionesco  does to som e ex ten t m it ig a te  th e se  

con c lu s io n s  is  th a t  h is  p lays a r e  com ic  - com ic  with an  u n d er ly in g  

t r a g ic  s e n se  -  and i t  is  th is  s t r a in  in  A b su rd  d r a m a  th a t  is  not ev iden t 

in M a e te r l in c k .  H ow ever M a e te r l in c k 's  d r a m a  does  s h a re  w ith  Io n e sc o 's  

and B e c k e t t 's  ' ex. fundam en ta l  c h a r a c te r i s t i c  of the th e a t r e  of the A b s u rd  : 

h is  p lays  r e f l e c t  th e i r  t r a g ic  content in poetic  fo rm . In m oving s tage  

im a g e s  we u n d e rs ta n d  w hat i t  is  like to app rehend  the A b su rd  : a  w a r m ,  

c o m fo rtab le  ro o m  is  invaded  by dan g er  i a fam ily  w a its  fo r  dea th  i a  

dozen  s ig h t le s s  people  w ait  fo r  som eone who is  dead . In M a e te r l in c k  s
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le g e n d a ry  d r a m a  - P e l le a s  e t M eiisande . A llad ine  et P a lo m id e s  and 

l.a  M ort de Tintaj^iles - the s im i la r i ty  w ith  the A b su rd  of the tw en tie th  

c e n tu ry  is  not a s  a p p a re n t .  It is  L 'In t ru s e .  I n té r i e u r  and L es  A veugles  

th a t  ap p ro a c h  B ec k e tt  m o s t  c lo se ly .

T h e re  a r e  m any points of s im i la r i ty  be tw een  the  p h ilo so p h ica l  

a t t i tu d e s  of M a e te r l in c k  and the m o d e rn s .  In h is  e s s a y  "L a  J u s t i c e "  

in Le T e m p le  E n s e v e l i  M ae te rl in ck  m a in ta in s  the im p o ss ib i l i ty  of having  

a s ingle  a t t i tu d e  to a  s itu a tio n , a s ing le ,  sw eeping  m o ra l  s ta te m e n t  to 

c o v e r  a l l  c i r c u m s ta n c e s  : " c 'e s t  une des  plus v ie i l le s  e t  des  p lus  v a in e s  

hab itu d es  de l 'h o m m e  que de vou lo ir  e n fe rm e r  le m onde dans un s y l lo g ism e .

Il e s t  b ien  p é r i l le u x  de f a i re  de la logique dans l 'in co n n u  e t  dans l ' in c o n -  

n a i s s a b le " .  T h is  concep t is  fitting  f ro m  the d r a m a t i s t -p h i lo s o p h e r  who 

c o n tra d ic te d  h im s e l f  in  each  new book of e s s a y s  and who w as to change 

a lso  f ro m  w r i t in g  sy m b o lis t  to rea l is t^ 'p lay s . M a e te r l in c k  h a s  no " m e s s a g e "

to d e l iv e r  and like P in te r  finds i t  im p o ss ib le  to  " e n fe rm e r  le m onde dans

un s y l lo g is m e " .  P i n t e r ' s  ap p ro a c h  i s  b e s t  conveyed in h is  su p e rb  p a ro d y  

of the s y l lo g i s m  h u n te r  whose confidence is  u n d e rm in e d  in  the  following 

way :

GOLDBERG And y o u 'l l  find - th a t  w hat I say  is  t r u e .
B ecause  I be lieve  th a t  the w o r ld  . .  . (V acan t)  . . ,
B ec au se  I believe  th a t  the w orld  . .  . ( D e s p e r a t e ) . . .
BECAUSE I BELIEV E THAT THE W O R LD ,. .  (L o s t) .  .

ea

The r e a l m  of M a e te r l in c k 's  e a r ly  p lays  is  the  unknow able. Sym ons d e te s te d  

Shaw 's  M rs .  W a r re n 's  P ro fe s s io n  fo r  i t s  r e le n t le s s  sy l lo g is t ic  n a tu re  : 

"H um anity , a s  M r.  Shaw s e e s  i t ,  m oves like c lockw ork ; and m u s t  be 

re g u la te d  a s  a  w atch  i s ,  and  p ra i s e d  o r  b lam ed  s im p ly  in  p ro p o r t io n  to 

i ts  ex ac ti tu d e  in  keep ing  t i m e . ^ M r .  Shaw 's logic is  s t e r i l e ,  b e c a u se  i t
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is  w ithout s e n se  of touch , s en se  of s igh t,  o r  s e n se  of h e a r in g  ; once 

s e t  going i t  is  w a r ra n te d  to go s t r a ig h t ,  and to  go th rough  e v e ry  o b s ta c le .  " Sd 

M a e te r l in c k  is  a t  the  opposite  e x tre m e  f ro m  the Shaw th a t  Sym ons 

e n v is a g e s .  M a e te r l in c k  d is c o v e rs  th a t  the s e l f  cannot be v e r i f ie d .  If 

one w o rk s  f ro m  th is  b as ic  p re m is e  it  is  d iff icu lt to p r o g r e s s  ; to  t r y  to  

iden tify  the  n a tu re  of o th e r  beings and ob jec ts  b eco m es  im p o ss ib le  :

"Nous ne nous co n n a isso n s  pas  m ieux  que nous ne c o n n a is so n s  le s  a u t r e s .  

Nous ne nous voyons p a s ,  nous ne nous entendons pas  e t  n 'é co u to n s  que 

l 'inconnu  qui reg n e  en nous e t nous inène ou i l  veu t.  " "^^Beckett's e n t i r e  

canon is  b a s e d  on th is  p reo ccu p a tio n . The U nnanm able d e lv es  m o s t  

in t r i c a te ly  in to  the  m y s te ry  of the se lf ,  and M a e te r l in c k  m ak es  an 

o b se rv a t io n  in  L 'A u tre  Monde w hich  is  the com m on su b jec t  of B e c k e t t 's

w o rk s  : " C a r  b ien  que tout change sans  c e s s e  dans  n o tre  c o rp s  e t  dans

■ /
n o tre  e s p r i t ,  nous sen tons  que nous ne pourrons j a m a is  nous d e b a r r a s s e r

/  1 1 
de n o tre  m o i,  s i repugnan t q u ' i l  nous p a r a i s s e .  " In F i lm  B ec k e tt  u s e s

th is  a s  a  s t r u c t u r a l  concept : "S ea rch  of non-be ing  in  f ligh t f ro m  e x tra n e o u s

p e rc e p t io n  b reak in g  down in in e sc ap ab il i ty  of s e lf -p e rc e p t io n ,  " ^ ^ h e

n u lli ty  th a t  p ro m p ts  fee lings  of A ngst in  both d r a m a t i s t s  is  fo rce fu lly

e x p r e s s e d .  M a e te r l in c k  fee ls  th a t  "Le p lus d é c o u ra g e a n t ,  c ' e s t  que
 -

p ro b a b le m e n t ,  i l  n 'a  r i e n  a  s a v o ir ,  r ie n  a  c o m p re n d re ,  ou tou t au  m oins  

r ie n  qui r e s s e m b le  a  ce que nous appelons sa v o ir  e t c o m p re n d re  . . . "  

B e c k e t t 's  s e n se  of a r t i s t i c  f a i lu re ,  as  a consequence of f a i lu re  to  p e rc e iv e  

m ean ing  and  d i re c t io n  in  e x is te n c e ,  is  d e s c r ib e d  in  d ialogue w ith  G e o rg e s  

D uthuit : "T he  e x p re s s io n  th a t  th e re  is  nothing to e x p r e s s ,  noth ing  w ith  

w hich  to  e x p r e s s ,  nothing f ro m  w hich to e x p r e s s ,  no pow er to  e x p r e s s ,  

no d e s i r e  to  e x p r e s s ,  to g e th e r  w ith  the obligation  to  e x p r e s s .  T he  fee ling
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th a t  life i t s e l f  is  t r a g ic  in, i t s  m e a n in g le ssn e ss  is  d r a m a t is e d  by both 

M a e te r l in c k  and B eck e tt  as  the com m on d i le m m a . Both d r a m a t i s t s  

have a t te m p te d  to  w r i te  the E v e ry m a n  of m o d ern  t im e s  in th e i r  sy m b o lis t  

p o r t r a y a l s  of the hum an  condition.

La  M ort de T in ta  pi le s is  the la s t  of M a e te r l in c k 's  th re e  l i t t le  p lays  

fo r  m a r io n e t te s .  The t i t le  is  s ta rk ly  unam biguous. F r o m  the s t a r t  we 

know th a t  i t  w ill  be Y g ra in e 's  young b ro th e r  w hom  dea th  w ill  ta k e .  The 

jea lous  and m ad  queen , the g ran d m o th e r  of T in tag ile s  and Y g ra in e ,  is  

the agen t of fa te . She is  in a long line of m ad M a e te r l in ck ian  ro y a l ty  

d escended  f ro m  old King H ja lm a r  of l a  P r in c e s s e  Male in e . Y g ra in e 's  

opening sp eech  s e ts  the p e s s im is t i c  tone when she re v e a ls  th a t  she has  

r e c e iv e d  nothing but angu ish  in a n sw e r  to  h e r  p r a y e r  to God fo r  h a p p in e s s .  

H e r  fa th e r  h a s  d ied  and two of h e r  b ro th e rs  have d is a p p e a re d ,  leav ing  

h e r  w ith h e r  s i s t e r ,  T in ta g i le s  and th e i r  old m a s te r  A g lovale . T in ta g i le s  

is  im m e d ia te ly  c h a r a c te r i s e d  as  a  h e lp le ss  child  c a s t  in to  a  w o r ld  he
cv rA

does not u n d e rs tan d ^o v er  w hich he has  no c o n tro l .  F r o m  h is  f i r s t  w o rd s ,  

"Je  ne s a is  p a s"  ("I do not know"), to h is  la s t  pa the tic  c r ie s  fo r  h is  s i s t e r  

he is  buffe tted  by fa te .  He has  com e on the q u een 's  o r d e r s  ; n e i th e r  he 

n o r  anyone e ls e  is  a llow ed to see  the queen and a l l  th a t  he knows of h e r  is  

Y g ra in e 's  d e s c r ip t io n  of h e r  s in i s t e r  tow er s a n c tu a ry .  The d e s c r ip t io n  

of the to w e r  and of the q u e e n 's  om nipotence s tra n g e ly  a n t ic ip a te s  K a fk a 's  

v is io n  of D as Schlop,. M a e te r l in ck  u se s  the to w e r ,  as  he had u se d  the 

c a s t le  in  A llad ine  e t P a lo m id e s ,  to signify the im p e n e tra b le  m y s te r i e s  of 

hum an e x is te n c e  :

E l le  v i t  la ,  tou te  seu le  dans sa  to u r ;  e t  c e l le s  qui la  
s e rv e n t  ne s o r te n t  pas d u ra n t  le jo u r  (%. Ses o r d re s



s 'e x é c u te n t  san s  qu 'on  sache  com m ent.  . . E l le  ne 
d e sc e n d  ja m a is ;  e t  tou tes  les  p o r te s  de la  to u r  sont 
f e r m é e s  nuit e t jo u r .  . .  J e  ne l 'a i  ja m a is  a p e rç u e  ; 
m a is  d 'a u t r e s  l 'o n t  vue Q • 0  E l le  a  une p u is sa n c e  
que l 'o n  ne com prend  pas; e t  nous v ivons ic i  avec  
un g rand  poids sans  m e r c i  s u r  n o tre  âm e . . . ^ 5

In A ct One the a c t io n  ta k e s  p lace  a t  the top of a  h i l l  n e a r  the  c a s t le ;  in  

A ct Two we a r e  led  in to  the  c a s t le  i t s e l f .  The s tra n g e  and ev il  a tm o s p h e re  

c a u se s  T in ta g i le s  to  c ry  fo r  no r e a so n .  B ecau se  B e l la n g e re  h a s  o v e r 

h e a rd  in the  s e r v a n t s 'g o s s ip  th a t  a  child  is  w anted by the que en g ra in e  

p lans to  g u a rd  th e  d o o rs  of th e i r  a p ^ a r tm e n t.  In the  th i rd  a c t  T in ta g i le s  

h as  a s s u m e d  the l i s t l e s s n e s s  of a puppet w orked  by d es tin y  so  th a t  

Y g ra in e 's  co m fo rtin g  w ords  only s e e m  i ro n ic a l  : "Nous a llo n s  te  d e fe n d re  

et le m a l  ne p o u r r a  pas v e n i r " .  Old A glovale e n c a p su la te s  the  w e a ry  

a tm o s p h e re  in h is  r e m a r k  : "Cn a de ces  s o i r s  g ra v e s  ou la vie inu tile
ej-y

vous re m o n te  a  la  go rge  ; e t  l 'o n  v o u d ra i t  f e r m e r  le s  yeux" . A n o ise  

in the c o r r id o r  a r r e s t s  th e i r  a t ten tion  and the  n o ise  w hile  they  l i s te n  

s e e m s  in te rm in a b le .  A key tu rn s  in the lock, r id icu lin g  Y g ra in e 's  id e a  

th a t  she h a s  p ro te c te d  T in tag i le s  m e re ly  by locking a  d o o r .  When 

A glovale  th r u s t s  h is  sw ord  in to  the space  c re a te d  by the  opening d oor  

the w eapon b re a k s  and tlie no ise  re so u n d s  to  su s ta in  the a u d ie n c e 's  a ro u s e d  

f e a r .  The g r e a t  e f fo r ts  of A glovale , B e llan g e re  and  Y g ra ine  cannot 

p re v e n t  the d o o r  f ro m  opening. Cold shadows p e n e tra te  the  ro o m  ; 

T in ta g i le s  fa l ls  f ro m  h is  s i s t e r ' s  a r m s  and is  engulfed by the d a rk n e s s  

a t  the d o o r .  Y g ra in e  follows h e r  b ro th e r  and is  s im i la r ly  se iz e d  by the  

n ight. T h is  sequence  is  profoundly  d is tu rb in g  b ecau se  M a e te r l in c k  does  

not r e v e a l  the ag en ts  of the  c r im e .  The scen e  h as  been  r e v is e d  to 

ach ieve  an  e ffec t  of t e r r o r  f ro m  an e a r l i e r  v e r s io n  w h e re ,  in A ct F  o u r .
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we h e a r  the  s e rv a n ts  g o ss ip  and then  see  th e m  c a r r y  off T in ta g i le s .  In 

the r e v i s e d  v e r s io n  the doo r  s e e m s  to open by s u p e rn a tu ra l  m e a n s ,  thus  

c re a t in g  a  pow erfu l  feeling  of " I 'a n g o isse  de l ' in in te l l ig ib le " .  A c t F iv e  

of the lo n g e r  f i r s t  v e r s io n  now becom es A ct F o u r  in w hich M a e te r l in c k  

m ak es  v isu a l ly  com pelling  the se p a ra t io n  of b ro th e r  and s i s t e r .  A huge 

iro n  d o o r  is  r e v e a le d ,  f ro m  e i th e r  s ide  of w hich the c h i ld re n  c a l l .  

T in ta g i le s  h as  been  sw allow ed up behind i t  in the c a s t le  v au lts  ; we h e a r  

h is  feeb le  c r i e s  but we can  se e  only Y g ra in e  who knocks f ra n t ic a l ly  a t  

the d o o r .  C u r  agony in c r e a s e s  w ith  Y g ra in e 's  w hose p re d ic a m e n t  we 

find t e r r i f y in g .  We focus on the d o o r  as  we had in  L 'In tru s e  and A llad ine  

et P a lo m id e s ,  l is ten in g  to T in tag ile s  p leading  tha t he  w il l  die u n le s s  the  

door is  opened , w atching Y gra ine  fa il  to  open the d o o r .  We b e a r  w ith  

Y gra ine  the knowledge th a t  the q u een 's  hand is  tigh ten ing  a round  T in ta g i le s '  

th ro a t ;  we l i s te n  h e lp le s s ly  to the thud as  h is  f r a i l  body f a l l s .  T he  p lay  

ends w ith  a long speech  f ro m  Y g ra in e .  She p ra y s  to  God a t  f i r s t  fo r  the 

r e tu r n  of h e r  l i t t le  b ro th e r  and fo r fo rg iv en ess ;  h o w ev er ,  a f te r  a  long 

s i le n c e ,  she c u r s e s  the m o n s te r  who could k i l l  an  innocen t ch ild .  H e r  

ju x tap o s i t io n  of p r a y e r  and b lasphem y  is  v e ry  su g g es t iv e .  She s e e m s  to  

com e to the  r e a l i s a t io n  of the c ru e l ty  of c a p r ic io u s  and m alig n  fo rc e s  

opposed to  ju s t ic e .
j l ' ' t ' k c d '

In I a T^Iort de T in ta g i le s  ^ a e t e r l i n c k  s t r iv e s  to include ech o es  of 

h is  f o r m e r  w o rk  so  th a t  h is  canon fo rm s  a h a rm o n io u s  p a t te rn  of s i tu a t io n

and sy m b o l.  When Y gra ine  d e c la r e s  " J 'a i  vecu  b ien  long tem ps co m m e

A Id ,
une av eug le  dans ce tte  i le "  she fo rcefu lly  evokes the s i tu a tio n  of L es

A v e u g le s . If the  im p e n e tra b le  door a t  the end of the  p lay re m in d s  u s  of

the o th e r  in e sc a p a b le  b a r r i e r s  betw een life and dea th  th a t  M a e te r l in c k  h a s
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given u s ,  so too the to w e r 's  s in i s te r  shadow, the in e sc ap ab le  is la n d ,  

the p ro found  s i le n c e s  and the f ra g i le  p ro ta g o n is ts  have accu m u la ted  

m ean ing  b e c a u se  of th e i r  r e i te r a t io n  in  M a e te r l in c k 's  canon. I f  we a r e  

f a m i l ia r  w ith  the e a r l i e r  p lays we gain an  in s ig h t in to  the  ̂ pa ttern  ' 

the t ra g e d y ,  a  p a t te rn  w hich offers  sym bols  re d o le n t  of m ean in g , w hich  

^d em o n stra te  by the r e p e t i t io n  of the sam e  m ean ingfu l sym bols  in  each  

t r a g ic  s i tu a t io n  a  pos ition  of jDurpo se fu lness  fo r m an . F o r  a lthough 

m a n 's  life  is  s een  to  be u n rem it t in g ly  t r a g ic  th e r e  is  s t i l l  f o rm  behind 

til a t  t ra g e d y  ; we have u n d ers to o d  th a t  fo rm  by notic ing  the r e p e t i t io n  

of sy m b o lic  p a t te r n .  M a e te r l in c k 's  sy m b o lis t  fo rm  in  th is  w ay r 

w o rk s  a g a in s t  the a b s u rd i s t  e lem en t in  h is  philosophy. He i s  c o n s ta n tly  

fo rc in g  us to  look beyond the im m ed ia te  t r a g ic  s itu a tio n  to  u n iv e r s a l  

p a t te rn .  M a e te r l in c k  a s s u r e d  W ill iam  A r c h e r  th a t  La M ort de T in ta g i le s  

w as w r i t te n  "as  an  a l le g o ry  of the dea th  of a ch ild , and th a t  the i ro n  door  

a g a in s t  w hich poo r  Y gra ine  h u r ls  h e r s e l f  so ineffec tua lly  sy m b o l is e s  the  

p o r ta ls  of the tom b '. The t e r m  "a l leg o ry ' is  u sed  loo se ly  by M a e te r l in c k  

to d e s c r ib e  La M ort de T in tag ile s  ; it i s  c le a r  th a t  the lack  of d e f in it io n , 

the lack  of s ta te m e n t  of re l ig io u s  concept,  o ffers  a  su g g es t iv e  sy m b o l ism  

and n o t an  a l le g o ry  of the na iv  E v e ry m a n  type. T he  p lay  is  s e n t im e n ta l i s c h ; 

i t s  com p lex ity  is  r e n d e re d  in  the sym bolic  f o rm  of the  naiv  a r t i s t  but i t  

r e c o rd s  puzz ling  m y s te ry .  It is  indeed s t ra ig h tfo rw a rd  a l le g o ry  th a t  

is  d e s i r a b le  fo r  the type of a r t i s t  who is  d ivided o v er  r e l ig io u s  and  m o r a l  

q u es tio n s  ; the  longing for a  sy s te m  of re l ig io u s  or p h ilo so p h ica l  t r u th  

is  p a ra m o u n t  and only once such  a s y s te m  is  d is c o v e re d  can  th e re  follow 

the a b il i ty  to u se  the  a l le g o r ic a l  m ode.

In the  p re fa c e  to the T h é â tre  vo lum es  M a e te r l in c k  r e c o r d s  the
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diff icu lty  w hich he e x p e r ie n c e d  in w riting  A giavaine et S e ly s e t te . In 

th is  p lay  he t r i e d  and fa iled  to dev ia te  f ro m  h is  sub jec t  of dea th . T h is  

fa i lu re  is  a t t r ib u ta b le  to  the sy m b o lis t  technique of the p lay ; a lthough 

the sy m b o l is t  fo rm  is  m odified  in  A glavaine e t S e ly se tte  the su b jec t  of 

dea th  is  s t i l l  linked by M ae te rl in ck  w ith sy m b o lis t  e x p re s s io n .  He 

would have to  go e n t i re ly  to  r e a l i s m  befo re  renouncing  the su b jec t .  T h is
• fu-KS

^  p ro c e s s  of a s so c ia t io n  is  orf.vreJ In the e a r l i e r  p lays M a e te r l in c k 's

p u rp o se  had  been  to  exp lo re  m y s te ry  in o rd e r  to  u n d e rs ta n d  i t .  By 

a ttem p tin g  to e x p r e s s  the angu ish  of the unlcnown he had  a r r a n g e d  a r t i s t i c  

p a t te rn s  am ong the d e b r is  of life a s  he saw  it .  He had t r i e d  to  e s ta b l i s h  

an a w a re n e s s  of s p ir i tu a l i ty  among the aud ience , com m unica tion  w ith  

w hom  w as fo s te re d  on the m o st profound leve l : the i s s u e  of m a n 's  

u l t im a te  and inev itab le  m ee ting  with dea th  is  fe lt  w ith deep  em otion  by 

any c la s s  of au d ien ce ,  re l ig io u s  o r  a th e is t ,  r ic h  o r  poo r.  The s y m b o lis t  

fo rm  had enab led  M a e te r l in c k  to p ro je c t  the e s s e n t i a l  su b jec t  of any 

ph ilosophy , and it  w as to th is  s u b je c t  tha t he  n a tu ra l ly  re tu rn e d  in  a new 

sy m b o lis t  p lay . The sym bolic  dea ths  of h is  e a r l i e r  t r a g ic  c h a r a c t e r s  

a r e  »&:%.t.«uW/ t̂he sym bo lic  p a t te rn s  and im ag es  of the plays ; when th e se  

p a t te rn s  and l in ag es  r e c u r  in A glavaine et S e lyse tte  so a lso  does the 

su b jec t  of dea th .

A g lavaine et S e ly se t te  r e v e r t s  to the f iv e -a c t  fo rm  of P e l le a s  e t  

M eiisande  and A llad ine  e t P a lo m id e s . A ct One s e e m s  to h e ra ld  a 

m e lo d ra m a tic  m enage a t r o i s  s itua tion . A glavaine is  to live w ith h e r  

s i s t e r - i n - l a w  S e ly se tte  and S e ly se t te 's  husband  M ele an d re .  S e ly se t te  s 

ch ild like  in c o m p re h e n s io n  of M e le a n d re 's  d isc u s s io n  of A g lavaine  s 

s p i r i tu a l i ty ,  and h e r  im m e d ia te  je a lo u sy ,  su g g es t  a new m ove in M a e te r l in c k 's



d r a m a ,  an a p p ro a c h  m o re  in t r ic a te ly  co n cern ed  with c h a r a c te r  and 

plot. A g lavaine  *8 e n tra n c e  is  m ade to w ard s  the end of the f i r s t  a c t ,  

the r e m a in d e r  of w hich is  dom inated  by S e ly s e t te 's  om inous d e s c r ip t io n  

of h e r  l igh thouse  to w e r  w ith  its  la rg e ,  heavy  key , and by A g la v a in e 's  

sp eech  on the  p o w ers  of s i le n c e .  At th is  e a r ly  m om en t in  the  ac t io n  

M a e te r l in c k  a s s o c ia te s  the w indsw ept to w er  w ith  h is  t r a g ic  p ro ta g o n is t  : 

S e ly se t te  w il l  be a s  iso la te d  as  the tow er now th a t  the s t ra n g e ly  e th e r e a l

A g lavaine  has  in tru d ed  into h e r  life . The d es tin y  th a t  m ade co n tac t
/  /  

betw een  A g lavaine  and S e lyse tte  w ill  s e v e r  S e lyse tte  f ro m  love and

u lt im a te ly  f ro m  l ife ,  and th a t  s e v e ra n c e  w il l  o c c u r  f ro m  the  to w e r 's

he igh t.  T he  ac tio n  develops to w ard s  its  t r a g ic  r e so lu t io n  by m ean s  of

d ia lo g u es  b e tw een  A glavaine  and M elean d re ,  A glavaine  and S e ly se t te ,  and

S e ly se t te  and  M e le an d re .  T he  o th e r  c h a r a c t e r s ,  M elig rane  and Y s s a l in e ,

/  /  
a r e  p e r ip h e r a l .  The g ra n d m o th e r  M elig rane  is  u sed  to  p ro m p t S e ly se t te

in to  the r e a l i s a t io n  th a t  the s itu a tio n  can only be re so lv e d  i f  one of the

two g i r l s  should  die o r  leav e .  L it t le  Y ssa l in e  w i tn e s s e s  S e ly s e t te 's  f a l l

f ro m  the  to w e r .  M a e te r l in c k 's  m ain  them e is  tha t h a p p in ess  is  d an g e ro u s

in its  p ro v o c a tio n  of des tin y . Symbolic ac tion  and u se  of im a g e s  r e in fo rc e

the th e m e  of d e s t in y 's  hold over  the c h a r a c t e r s .  S e ly se t te  i ro n ic a l ly

sa v e s  A g lavaine  f ro m  drow ning ; th is  ac tion  is  taken  a s  a g e s tu re  of the

s o u l 's  d e s i r e  to co m m u n ica te  a g a in s t  the w ill .  S e ly se tte  h as  a p a th e t ic

song to  in d ica te  h e r  t r a g ic  c i r c u m s ta n c e s  • one fee ls  h e re  th a t  M a e te r l in c k

h as  b een  in fluenced  by S h a k e s p e a re 's  s im i la r  u se  of songs to  p re s a g e

d i s a s t e r  fo r  h is  t r a g ic  h e ro in e s  -  the r e f r a in  of w hich in d ic a te s  h e r  c lo se

m ee tin g  w ith  dea th  :
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E t  j ' a i  vu la m o r t  
( J 'e n te n d is  son âm e)
E t  j 'a i  J a  m o r t
Qui l 'a t te n d  e n c o re .  • .  »oi

S e ly se t te  ta k e s  to  looking out fo r  a s tra n g e  pale  g re e n  b i rd  f ro m  the 

to w e r  w a l l  ; the b i rd  sym bo l is  r e i t e r a t e d  by M a e te r l in c k  as  an  ob jec t 

of d e s i r e  w hich , b ecau se  of i ts  f re e d o m , m ankind cannot a t ta in .  It 

s e e m s  to  Y ssa l in e  th a t  the  to w er  w a lls  open when S e ly se t te  lean s  over  

a s  if  to g ra b  the  b i rd .  S e ly se tte  m a in ta in s  to the l a s t  th a t  she did  not 

w ill  d ea th ,  th a t  dea th  in s tead  m et h e r  and took h e r  a s  she fe ll .  It w as 

h e r  d e s t in y  to d ie ,  and h e r  fa te  w as not b rought about by a  s u p e r f ic ia l  

im p o s i t io n  of the wdll. *

In A glavaine  e t  S e ly se t te  M ae te rl in ck  a t te m p ts  to p robe  in to  c h a r a c te r  

and m otiv a tio n  in a  way th a t  would have been  supe r f luous  in  the  e a r l i e r  

p lay s .  B e fo re  A c lava ine M ae te r l in ck  w as co n cern ed  with m a n 's  h e lp 

l e s s n e s s  in the  face  of unloiown fo rc e s .  C h a r a c te r s  w e re  d e l ib e ra te ly  

not in d iv id u a lised  b ecau se  they  r e p re s e n te d  the  u n iv e r s a l  p re d ic a m e n t .

When M a e te r l in c k  a t te m p ts  in d iv id u a lisa tio n  in A g lavaine (which w as 

p ub lished  in  1896) he i s  u n su c c e ss fu l .  He is s t i l l  r e l ia n t  on s y m b o lism  

in a  way in co m p atib le  with the r e a l i s t i c  developm ent of c h a r a c t e r ,  and by

the w ay in  w hich S e ly se tte  d ies  we a r e  rem in d e d  of the e a r l i e r  ch ild like
/

p ro ta g o n is ts  who w e re  g ripped  by m y s te r io u s  p o w ers .  S e ly se t te  i s  d ra w n  

by h e r  fa te  in  such  a w^ay th a t  we r e j  ec t  the^. su ic ide  a s  an  a c t  of h e r

own f r e e  w ill .  The t ra g e d y  l ie s  not in a choice but in  an  in e x o rab le  

beckoning  of fa te .  In the l a s t  a c t  we a r e  m ade consc ious  of S e ly s e t te 's  

p re d e s t in e d  d e a th  in such  a w ay th a t  the idea  of h e r  t r a g ic  ren u n  dation of 

life is  m inim JZvjed . The focus is  on S e ly se t te 's  d es tin y  ; A g lavaine  and
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/  /
M ele an d re  a r e  fe lt  to be the agents  of fate and the im p o r ta n c e  of t h e i r  

love r e la t io n s h ip  is  subsu m ed  in  the im p o r ta n c e  of S e ly s e t te 's  dea th .  

M a e te r l in c k  r e c o g n ise d  th is  a s  a  fault in the p lay . He w as d is s a t i s f i e d  

w ith  h is  p o r t r a y a l  of the s p i r i tu a l  A glavaine : "II n 'e s t  pas  t e l  que je  le 

d e s i r a i s ,  ce p au v re  d r a m e ,  e t  quand je  le r e v o is  d 'e n se m b le  dans

l 'e s p r i t ,  je  ne l 'a im e  p lus du tout. I l  d eva it  ê t r e  le t r io m p h e  e t ,  en
/  ioz.

so m m e , la  fo rce  des  cho ses  a voulu q u 'i l  so it  p re sq u e  la  dé fa ite  d 'A g la v a in e .  "

The p lay  h a s  been  tak en  o ver  by S e ly se t te 's  t ra g e d y  : the  fo rce  of dea th

could not be e a s i ly  d is m is s e d .

M a e te r l in c k 's  volum e of p h ilo soph ica l  writing>La S ag esse  e t La 

D e s t in é e  .ac ts  a s  a co m m e n ta ry  on the l a t e r  d ra m a .  I t  w as pub lished  

in 1898. M a e te r l in c k 's  fa ith  is  p laced  in  o p tim is t ic  h u m an ism ; he 

n m in ta in s  th a t  m an  w as c re a te d  fo r  h app iness  and th a t ,  although m an  

lives  in m is e r y  and  in ju s t ic e ,  it  is not c ru e l  to  speak  a s  though th a t  

in ju s t ic e  does  no t e x is t .  O th e rw ise ,  M a e te r l in c k  a r g u e s ,  we would n e v e r  

e sc a p e  f ro m  the s i tu a tio n . T h is  a rg u m e n t  is  a d i r e c t  c o n tra d ic t io n  of the 

m y s t ic i s m  of Le T r é s o r  des  Kumbles ; M ae te r l in ck  had  s t r e s s e d  in  1896 

th a t  one should  be m ade  a w a re  of fa te ,  m is e r y  and dea th  in  o r d e r  to  com e 

to t e r m s  w ith  th e se  t e r r o r s .  In La S ag esse  M a e te r l in c k  e m p h a s is e s  the  

im p o r ta n c e  of c h a r a c t e r .  Self-know ledge is  the q u es t  of the  w ise  m an  and 

it  i s  m a in ta in e d  th a t  w isd o m  can to  som e ex ten t  o v e rco m e  fa ta l i ty  :

Cn nous a f f i rm e  que tou tes  le s  g ran d es  trag éd ies  ne 
nous o f fren t  pas  d 'a u t r e  sp ec tac le  que la lu tte  de 
l 'h o m m e  co n tre  la  fataliteé J e  c r o i s ,  au  c o n t r a i r e ,  
q u ' i l  n 'e x is te  pas une seu le  t ra g é d ie  ou la fa ta l i té  
règ n e  r é e l le m e n t .  J ' a i  beau  les  p a r c o u r i r ,  je  n 'e n  
tro u v e  pas  une ou le h é ro s  com batte  le d e s t in  p u r  e t  
s im p le .  Au fond, ce n 'e s t  ja m a is  le d e s t in ,  c 'e s t  ^ 
to u jo u rs  la  s a g e s s e  q u 'i l  a ttaque . I l  n 'y  a de fa ta lité
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v e r i ta b le  q u 'e n  c e r ta in s  m a lh e u rs  e x t é r i e u r s ,  
te ls  que le s  m a la d ie s ,  le s  a c c id e n ts ,  la  m o r t  
inopinée de p^ersonnes a im é e s ,  e tc .  , m a is  i l  
n 'e x is te  pas  de fa ta l i té  in té r i e u r e .  103

M a e te r l in c k 's  own e a r ly  p lays  had shown a v e ry  pow erfu l " fa ta li té  in té r ie u re " ,  

Now he e m p h a s is e s  tha t w isdom  can re c t i fy  any s i tu a t io n  a p a r t  f ro m  th a t  

of dea th  ; w isd o m  can a lso  at t im e s  a v e r t  e x te rn a l  fa ta l i ty .  He even 

m a in ta in s  th a t  H a m le t 's  t ra g e d y  would have been  a v e r te d  had  H a m le t  b e e n  

w ise  ; he e m p h a s is e s  tha t H am le t cannot o v erco m e d es tin y  b e c a u se  of 

a fau lt in  h im s e l f  th a t  m akes  h im  conceive  of revenge  a s  h is  duty . T h is  

a n a ly s is  c o n c e n tra te s  on the ac tion  of H am le t  r a th e r  than  on the i n e r t i a  

of the sub tex t w hich M a e te r l in c k  had fo rm e r ly  a d m ire d .  M a e te r l in c k 's  

te n e t  h e r e  is th a t  p re d e s t in a t io n  e x is ts  in c h a r a c te r  so th a t ,  in o r d e r  to  

a v e r t  d e s tin y ,  one has  only to modify o n e 's  c h a r a c te r .  A cknow ledgem ent 

of the m y s te r i e s  of life should , he now m a in ta in s ,  be b u r ie d  beneath  a n  

e x te r io r  o p t im ism . A c r u c ia l  ind ica tion  of M a e te r l in c k 's  newfound 

o p t im ism  o c c u rs  in  h is  a n a ly s is  of the b ib l ica l  r e fe r e n c e  to  the th iev es  

on the  c r o s s .  M a e te r l in c k  d is c u s s e s  m o ra l  sa lv a tio n  in  th is  con tex t :

E s t - c e  que le bon l a r ro n  n 'a  pas é té  sauve', non
se u le m e n t  au sens  c h ré t ie n ,  mai,s en c o re  au  sens  
p lus  p a r fa i t  de ce m o t?  Cependant i l  deva it  
m o u r i r  dans l 'h e u re  m ê m e ,  m a is  i l  m o u ra i t  
é te rn e l le m e n t  h e u re u x  p a rc e  q u 'i l  a v a i t  é t é  a im e  
au  tout d e r n ie r  m om ent; e t qu 'un  ê t r e  in fin im en t 
sage  a v a i t  su  lui m o n t r e r  que son am e  n 'e ta i t  pas  
in u ti le ,  q u 'e l le  av a it  é té  bonne e lle  a u s s i  et n 'e ta i t  
pas p a s s é e  in a p e rç u e  s u r  ce t te  t e r r e . . .

B e c k e t t 's  a t t i tu d e  to the  s a m e  re fe re n c e  c o u n te ra c ts  th a t  of M ae te r l in c k .  

V la d im ir  p ro b e s  the concept of sa lva tion  in Godot in such  a w ay th a t  the  

dam ned  th ie f  a s s u m e s  g r e a t e r  s ign if icance . The a r b i t r a r i n e s s  of the



decision and the d is c r e p a n c ie s  betw een the r e c o rd in g s  of the  even t a r e  

dw elt upon w ith  dwindling hope. The gap be tw een  M a e te r l in c k  and the 

a b s u rd i s t s  w idens i r r e t r i e v a b ly  in l a  S ag esse  et La D e s t in é e . M a e te r l in c k 's  

new d e te rm in a t io n  to find happ iness  in the d e ta i ls  of m o ra l  conduct and 

in te g r i ty  led  h im  back  to  so c ie ty  ;  ̂ in 1901, La Vie des A b e il le s

e m p h a s is e d  tlie o r d e r  and in s t in c tu a l  knowledge of r ig h t  conduct w hich 

p a t te rn  a b e e 's  e x is te n c e .  In the sam e  y e a r  the p lay A r ia n e  et B a rb e -b le u e  

paid  t r ib u te  to the old h e ro in e s  ; B a rb e -b le u e  's  f o rm e r  w ives  a r e  Y g ra in e ,  

B e l la n g e re ,  M e iisan d e ,  A llad ine  and S e ly se t te .

In 1902 Monna Vanna was played by the  T h e a tre  de I 'C e u v r e .

T h is  t h r e e - a c t  p lay  m a rk s  a c ru c ia l  point in  M a e te r l in c k 's  canon. In 

the  s a m e  y e a r  he pub lished  I e T em ple  E n se v e l i  in w hich  he co m m en ts  

on tlie f it t ing  use  of the sym bol ;

II e s t  tem p s  que les  poè tes  le re c o n n a is s e n t  : le 
sym bole  suffit a  r e p r é s e n te r  p ro v is o i re m e n t  une 
v é r i té  qu 'o n  ne peut ou qu 'on  ne veut pas e n c o re  
r e g a r d e r ;  m a is  quand v ien t le m om ent où l 'o n  veu t 
v o ir  la v é r i té  m ê m e ,  i l  e s t  bon que le sym bole  
d i s p a r a i s s e .  I l  faut d 'a i l l e u r s ,  pour q u 'u n  sym bole  
so it  d igne d 'une  p oés ie  r é e l le m e n t  v iv an te ,  q u ' i l  
so it  au m oins  a u s s i  g ran d , a u s s i  beau  que la  v é r i té  
q u ' i l  r e p r é s e n te  ; i l  faut a u s s i  q u ’i l  p ré c é d é  une 
v é r i t é  e t  non pas q u ' i l  la  su ive . \os"

H e re  M a e te r l in c k  is  expounding two view points  w hich s e e m  c o n tra d ic to ry .  

In tlie f i r s t  sen te n ce  he a rg u e s  th a t  sym bols  should only be u sed  in  

l i t e r a tu r e  when th o se  sym bo ls  s tand  fo r  accep ted  t ru th  ; he is  see m in g ly  

renounc ing  the  e n t i r e  sy m b o lis t  a e s th e t ic  and the Ma 11a r  m e an d o c tr in e  

of su g g es tio n . He is  accep ting  th a t  sym bols  can only be ju s t i f ia b ly  

em ployed  in  the a l l e g o r ic a l  fo rm  and th a t  tlie sy m b o lis t  f o rm  i t s e l f  does  

not c o m p e n sa te  fo r the lack  of knowledge of truth* He h a s  com e to  the
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r e a l i s a t io n  tha t in  an  age of s c e p t ic is m  and f ra g m e n ta t io n  sym bols  cannot 

r e p r e s e n t  a c cep ted  t ru th  and tha t th e re fo re  the fo rm  is  redundan t.  T h is  

con c lu s io n  is  ju s t if ia b le  ; we a s su m e  tha t M a e te r l in c k  had not re a c h e d  

the re l ig io u s  knowledge w hich he had a t tem p ted  to r e a p  f ro m  a r e l ig io u s  

l i t e r a r y  fo rm ,  and th a t  he had concluded th a t  dogm a m u s t  e x is t  befo re  

m a n 's  m e ta p h y s ic a l  s itua tion  can  be r e p re s e n te d  in sy m b o ls .  H o w ev er ,  

in the second  sen te n ce  of the e x t ra c t  M a e te r l in c k  expounds w hat s e e m s  to 

be an in h e re n t  p a r t  of sy m b o lis t  th e o ry  ; th a t  the sym bo l in  l i t e r a tu r e  

p r e c e d e s  the  g r e a t  t ru th  fo r  which it  s ta n d s .  The confusion  is  p e rh a p s  

due to  the c o n trad ic t io n s  a t  the h e a r t  of m o d ern  sy m b o lis t  th e o ry  ; the 

e x a c t  conflic t  is  the one tha t M ae te r l in ck  h e re  e x p r e s s e s  : sym b o ls  a r e  

u sed  to  r e p r e s e n t  e s s e n c e s  but, lacking re l ig io u s  fa ith , the m o d e rn s  do 

not know th a t  th e se  e s s e n c e s  e x is t .  The p ra c t ic e  of m o d ern  sy m b o l ism  

th e re fo re  depends e n t i re ly  on the fo rm  to su g g es t  e s s e n t i a l  t ru th .  

M a e te r l in c k 's  s ta te m e n t  r e c o rd s  h is  fa i lu re  to d e r iv e  re l ig io u s  a p p re h e n 

s ion  f ro m  a r t i s t i c  fo rm  a lo n e . He had fa iled  a t th is  s tage  in h is  c a r e e r  

to find the p o s t - s e n t im e n ta l is c h  fo rm .  He had w r i t te n  " d ra m a  w ithin  

the l im ita t io n s  of a r t " ,  w elding fo rm  to conten t,  com plem en ting  d ra m a t ic  

s i tu a t io n  with m u s ic a l i ty  ; y e t  he had done so without having  a  p r e c i s e  

and p o s it iv e  philosophy to o f fe r ,  thus negating  tlie c r u c ia l  fac t about such  

d r a m a ,  th a t  i t  is  the w o rk  of an  a r t i s t -p h i lo s o p h e r .

A b r ie f  r e s u m e  of Monna Vanna w ill  d e m o n s tra te  how r a d ic a l ly  

M a e te r l in c k 's  d r a m a t ic  fo rm  had a l t e r e d .  A p r e c i s e  t im e  p e r io d  and 

a sp e c if ic  loca tion  a r e  given : th is  is  f i f te e n th -c e n tu ry  P i s a .  The 

p re d ic a m e n t  is  m ade  c le a r  a t  the v e ry  beginning w ith m ention  of p la c e -  

n a m e s  and  o th e r  d e ta i ls  th a t  leave no ro o m  for sp ecu la tio n , w hich r e n d e r  

in te rp re ta t io n  u n n e c e s s a ry  and w hich a r e  f i rm ly  s i tu a ted  on the  r e a l i s t i c



p lane . P i s a  is  in  a  s ta te  of s iege  ; the only hope fo r  f re e d o m  r e s t s  

w ith  V anna w hom  the F lo re n t in e  P r in z iv a l le  h as  d em anded . B ec au se
io c/k.

Vanna had  m e t  P r in z iv a l le  when they w e re  ch i ld re n  she is^able  to  p r e s e r v e  

h e r  f id e li ty  to  h e r  h usband  and a lso  to save  the P i s a n s  f ro m  s ta rv a t io n .  

H ow ever V anna i s  in  love w ith P r in z iv a l le  ; she  is  ab le  to  s p a re  h is  

life only by lying to  Guido. Guido, h e r  husband , is  c r a z e d  w ith  je a lo u sy  

and w il l  no t a c c e p t  th a t  Vanna h as  been  fa ith fu l.  The p lay  d i s c u s s e s  

q u es tio n s  of m o ra l i ty  w hich a r e  a p p ro p r ia te ly  r e p re s e n te d  in  r e a l i s t i c  

fo rm ,  c o n ce rn in g  a s  they  m u s t  the n a tu re  of s o c ia l  m an  r a t h e r  than  

e s s e n t i a l  m a n .  T he  " p ro b le m s "  w hich the aud ience  m u s t  tack le  a r e  

s im i la r  to  th o se  in  c o n te m p o ra ry  "p ro b le m  p la y s"  : should  a  wife r e m a in  

fa ithfu l to  h e r  h u sb an d ?  Should she m an o eu v re  h is  fee lings  and lie to  

h im ?  L ike  o th e r  "p ro b le m  p lay s"  of the age , M r s . W a r r e n 's  P r o fe s s io n  

and A D o l l 's  H ouse fo r  ex am p le ,  Monna Vanna w as n o to rio u s  fo r  i ts  

u p r is in g  a g a in s t  t ra d i t io n a l  m o ra l i ty .  In London^Mr. B ed fo rd , who had 

been  appo in ted  by Q ueen V ic to r ia  in  1895 as  A cting  E x a m in e r  of P la y s ,  

found th a t  the p lay  should  be banned. H is  r e p o r t  r e a d s ,  "The c e n t r a l  

idea  of Monna V anna i s ,  in  m y opinion, e s s e n t ia l ly  s e n su a l  and  sex u a l .

The S tage B u s in e s s  and s i tu a t io n s ,  n e c e s s a r y  to the  p lo t,  a r e  g r o s s ly  

im m o ra l ,  and the  th in ly  v e i led  indecency ap p ea ls  to the g r o s s e r  in s t in c ts  

of the  a u d ie n c e .  It m a t t e r s  l i t t le  th a t  Monna Vanna is  h e r s e l f  a c tu a te d  

by high and noble m o tiv e s ,  and th a t  the aud ience  know th a t  P r in z iv a l le  

h a s  no t tak en  advan tage  of h is  opportu n it ie s ;  b e c a u se  the  m a t te r  i s  

openly d i s c u s s e d ,  AS IF  THE IM PRO PRIETY  HAD TAKEN P L A C E , and 

ev en tua lly  in  d isg u s t  a t  h e r  d is t ru s t in g  and unbeliev ing  husband , she 

a c tu a l ly  p re te n d s  th a t  she HAD been o u traged , and poin ts  to  h is  wound and
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h e r  own a s  having been  cau sed  in  the s tru g g le  betw een  th em . " *^This 

p a s sa g e  te s t i f i e s  to  the s ta r t l in g  c o n t ro v e rs ie s  th a t  M aeterlinck*s new 

play c a u s e d  ; Monna Vanna w as seen  on the s a m e  le v e l  a s  G hosts  w hich 

had  a l s o  been  banned in  London. M ae te r l in ck  had f ina lly  s tepped  in to  

the  r a n k s  of the s o c ia l  d r a m a t i s t .

A r th u r  Sym ons r e a l i s e d  th a t  Monna Vanna is  " d ra m a t ic  in  the
lOT

obvious s e n se  of the w ord" ; M ae te r l in ck  had renounced  h is  e x p e r im e n ta l  

th e a t r e  s ta t iq u e  a s  he m ade p la in  in  the 1904 e s s a y  "L e  D ra m e  m o d e rn e " .  

M a e te r l in c k  n o te s  th a t  a  c h a r a c te r i s t i c  of m o d ern  d r a m a  is  the  lack  of 

ac tion ; p e n e tra t io n  of the hu m an  psyche and a  s e a rc h  fo r  new b eau ty  

have r e p la c e d  the  t ra d i t io n a l  e lem en t  of action# M odern  d r a m a  lack s  

m e ta p h y s ic a l  f ra m e w o rk .  T h e re  e x is ts  only a  v a s t  unknown -tW:, 

M a e te r l in c k  admits^ is  v e ry  d iff icu lt  to  evoke d r a m a t ic a l ly .  One r e c o u r s e  

of m o d e rn  d r a m a  h as  been  to delve deep ly  in to  the m a k e -u p  of the  c o n 

s c io u s n e s s .  M a e te r l in c k  no tes  th a t  conflicts of d e s i r e s  and m otives 

have b e e n  d is c o v e re d  the  m o re  deep ly  d r a m a t is t s  have t r i e d  to  p ro b e  the  

m ind . The en ligh tened  c o n sc io u sn e s s ,  ac c o rd in g  to  M ae te r l in c k ,  

r e v e a l s  only one duty f ro m  w hich th e r e  can d e r iv e  no conflic t ; the  duty 

th a t  we should  love o th e rs  a s  o u r s e lv e s .  The d r a m a  of p sych ic  ex p lo ra t io n  

m u s t  th e r e f o r e ,  he e s t im a te s ,  be r e s t r i c t e d  to t r a g ic  c a s e s  w hose  m inds  

a r e  s e iz e d  w ith  the  conflic t  betw een  d e s i r e  and duty. T h e re  r e m a in s  a  

d if fe re n t  s t ru g g le  w hich m o d e rn  d r a m a t i s t s  should m ake  t h e i r  c o n c e rn  ; 

the co n f lic t  be tw een  the  dutiesof c h a r i ty  and  ju s t ic e  a g a in s t  h u m an  e g o ism  

and ig n o ra n c e .  When th is  c la sh  h a s  been  r e so lv e d  th e re  w il l  e x is t  a  

new th e a t r e ,  one of peace  and beauty , renouncing  tra g e d y .  M a e te r l in c k  

is  ask ing  fo r  a  m o ra l  co n sc io u sn e ss  b ased  on ju s t ic e  and c o m p a ss io n ,  a
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m o re  c h a r i ta b le  a t t i tu d e ,  a  cu ltiva tion  of the h ig h e r  hu m an  in s t in c t s .

T h is  is  w hat m o d e rn  d r a m a  should m ake i ts  ch ief r a i s o n  d 'e t r e .  

M a e te r l in c k  e s ta b l i s h e s  th a t  d r a m a  m u s t  involve ac tio n  and  con flic t,  

th a t  i t  had  t ra d it io n a l ly  done so and th a t  the m o d ern s  should  continue to  

find a r e a s  of con flic t,  r e le v a n t  to  the m o d ern  ag e ,  to  su b s t i tu te  fo r  th o se  

of a n c ie n t  d r a m a .  The d r a m a t i s t ' s  occupation  is in t r in s ic a l ly  d i f fe re n t  

f ro m  th a t  o f  the th in k e r ,  the m o ra l i s t ,  the h is to r ia n ,  the  n o v e l is t  and  

the ly r ic  poet :

Quoi qu 'on  f a s s e ,  quelque m e rv e i l le  qu 'on  p u is s e  
un  jo u r  Im a g in e r ,  la  loi so u v e ra in e ,  l 'ex ig en ce  
e s s e n t ie l l e  du  th e a t r e  s e r a  to u jo u rs  l 'a c t io n .
Quand le r id e a u  se lève , le haut d é s i r  in te l le c tu e l  
que nous ap p o rto n s  se  t r a n s f o rm e  soudain; e t  le 
p e n s e u r ,  le m o ra l i s te ,  le m y stiq u e  ou le psychologue , 
qui e s t  en n o u s ,  cède la p lace  au  s p e c ta te u r  in s t in c t i f ,  
à  l 'h o m m e  e l e c t r i s e  nég a tiv em en t p a r  la fou le , e t 
qui veu t v o ir  quelque chose se p a s s e r  s u r  la scène  T. *3 
11 n 'e s t  a lo r s  s i  a d m ira b le s ,  s i  p ro fondes  p a ro le s  
qui b ien tô t ne nous im p o rtu n en t ,  s i  e l le s  ne changen t 
r i e n  à  la s i tu a t io n ,  s i  e l le s  n 'a b o u tis  sen t èi un a c te ,  
s i  e l l e s  n 'a m è n e n t  un conflit  d é c is i f ,  s i  e l le s  ne 
h â te n t  une so lu tion  d ef in it ive .  103

T h is  a rg u m e n t  b e a r s  no re la t io n  to the p re fa c e  to  the T h e a t r e  v o lu m e s ,  

w h e re  M a e te r l in c k  had  a rg u e d  th a t  the d r a m a t i s t ' s  duty is  to  e x p lo re  

re g io n s  of m y s te r y  in  the sa m e  w ay a s  the  ly r ic  poe t.  The r e s ig n a t io n  

to a c t io n  f i r s t  and  fo re m o s t  n eg a te s  the th e o ry  e x p re s s e d  in  "L e  T ra g iq ^ e  

Q uotid ien"; by th e se  new re q u i re m e n ts  fo r  d r a m a  a l l  of M a e te r l in c k 's  

e a r ly  p lays  should  be c la s s i f ie d  a s  ly r ic  p o em s.

I t  is  A r th u r  Sym ons who c a p tu re s  the u n ease  of the new  re so lu t io n  

to a c t io n  a s  p r a c t i s e d  in  Monna Vanna : "The ac tion  m oves  and m oves

a lw ays  in  a n  in te r e s t in g ,  even  in  a  te l l in g ,  way. But a t  the  s a m e  t im e  

I cannot but fe e l  th a t  som eth ing  h a s  been  lo s t .  The s p e e c h e s ,  w hich  w e re
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once so s h o r t  a s  to be e n ig m a tic a l ,  a r e  now too long, too ex p lan a to ry  ; 

they  a r e  s o m e t im e s  r h e to r ic a l ,  and have m o re  logic than  life .  The 

p lay w rig h t h a s  gained  e x p e r ie n c e ,  the th in k e r  has  gained  w isd o m , but the 

cu r io u s  a r t i s t  h a s  lo s t  so m e  of h is  m ag ic .  " T he  w ord  ‘lo g ic "  is  u se d  

with the  s a m e  p e jo ra t iv e  connotation a s  i t  has  in  S y m o n s 's  co m m en t on 

M rs .  W a r r e n 's  P r o f e s s i o n . Not only had  the m y s t ic  b ecom e a  lo g ic ian  

but he  w as  soon, like the  Ib sen  of The Lady F r o m  The Sea , to c o m m it  

"the d ry ,  im p o ten t  s in  of a l le g o ry " .  M a e te r l in c k 's  r e s o lu te  d e te rm in a t io n  

to ren o u n ce  in h is  p lays  the  study of dea th  and  the w ide i s s u e s  of fa te  

and  t ru th  in  fav o u r  of the  ex p lo ra tio n  of m o ra l  p ro b le m s  invo lved  the 

s im u lta n e o u s  re n u n c ia t io n  of the  M a lla rm e a n  d o c tr in e  of sy m b o l ism .

C nee M a e te r l in c k  had  fo rm u la ted  h is  o p tim is t ic  philosophy , h is  know ledge 

th a t  m an  can  b e t te r  h im s e l f  and r a i s e  h is  m o ra l  c o n s c io u sn e s s ,  he could  

e i th e r  w r i te  r e a l i s t i c  "p ro b le m  p la y s"  o r  a l le g o r ic a l  p lays  to  d e m o n s t r a te  

h is  conv ic tion . S ym bo lism  p re su p p o se s  a  w o rld  of e s s e n c e s  and  a t  the  

s a m e  t im e  o ffe rs  in fin ite  p o ss ib i l i ty  of in te rp re ta t io n ,  thus i t  is  an  

a c c e p ta b le  fo rm  fo r  those  p layw righ ts  w ithout d id ac t ic  p u rp o se ,  w hose 

e f fo r t  is  n e v e r th e le s s  to  su g g es t  an  a rc h e ty p a l  u n iv e r se  beyond the known 

w o r ld .  T he  u se  of a l le g o ry  n e c e s s i ta te s  a p re -k n o w n  se t  of v a lu es  and 

ph ilo so p h ica l  te n e ts  to  w hich the  d r a m a 's  p e rso n if ie d  a b s t r a c t io n s  and 

a n th ro p o m o rp h ise d  o b jec ts  r e l a t e .  T h is  l a t t e r  fo rm  is  a c c e p te d  in  

L 'C is e a u  B leu .

M a e te r l in c k 's  f é e r ie  w as w r i t te n  in  1905 and w as p r e m ie re d  w ith  

t re m e n d o u s  s u c c e s s  by S tan is lav sk i  and the M oscow A r t  T h e a t r e  in  1908. 

The f a i ry - p la y  is  a  g en re  w ith sp ec if ic  c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  : "A h e r o  (o r  

h e ro in e )  h a s  to  go in  s e a r c h  of som eth ing  o r  o th e r ,  and is  he lped  by so m e
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b én é f ic ien t p o w er ,  who gives h im  a  t a l i s m a n  to  u s e .  He is  th w a r te d  

by som e e v il  p o w er ,  who had v a r io u s  su b o rd in a te s  to  a c t  a s  h is  ag en ts  

in h in d e r in g  the  s e a r c h .  The h e ro  is  a lw ays accom p an ied  by a  fa ith fu l 

s e rv a n t  of the Sancho P a n z a  type, who p ro v id e s  the  com ic  r e l ie f .  He 

invari&bly w ins in  the  end, being he lped  out of v a r io u s  d iff icu l t ie s  and  

d a n g e rs  e i th e r  by the b enef icen t po w er ,  o r  by the ta l i s m a n ,  o r  by the  

fa ith fu l s e rv a n t .  M a e te r l in ck  u s e s  the g en re  not to  h in t o r  su g g e s t  in  

the  m a n n e r  of s y m b o lism  but to  propound c e r ta in  id eas  and p e r s o n a l  

co n v ic t io n s .  When F lo re n c e  G. F id le r  " s t r iv e s  to e x t r a c t  e v e ry  ounce
iii

of m ean ing  f ro m  the sy m b o lism "  h e r  e f fo r t  is  re w a rd in g  p r e c i s e ly  

b e c a u se  she  is  not faced  w ith  ineffable  sym bols  ; she  " t r a n s l a t e s "  the 

im a g e s  of L 'O iseau  B leu  in a  way helpfu l to  a l le g o ry .

In the f e e r ie  the blue b ird  i t s e l f ,  f o re v e r  on the  point of be ing  

c a p tu re d  but f o r e v e r  e lu s iv e ,  a l l e g o r i s e s  the t r u th  fo r  w hich m an  s e a r c h e s ,  

h is  ig n o ra n t  n a tu re  p rev en tin g  h is  p e rce iv in g  the e s s e n c e .  L 'C is e a u  

B leu  is  d ynam ic  ; c e n tre d  on the q u es t  of Mytyl and T y lty l  fo r  the  blue 

b i rd  i t  m oves  f ro m  one e la b o ra te  and fa n ta s t ic  se tt in g  to  the n ex t  w ith  

the  r a p id i ty  of a  d r e a m  seq u en ce .  M a e te r l in c k  indeed  h in ts  th a t  the 

c h i ld re n 's  e x p e r ie n c e  tak es  p lace  in a  d r e a m ,  y e t  the  poe tic  re m o v a l  

f ro m  a c tu a l i ty  is  u se d  to  c la r i fy  r a th e r  than  r e n d e r  d is c o rd a n t  the  sequence  

of s c e n e s .  We se e  th a t  dea th  is  m o re  co m fo rtab le  than  life  ; not only 

do the  dead  live on in the  m e m o ry  of the  living but they  have noth ing  to  

f e a r ,  n e i th e r  i l ln e s s  n o r  anx ie ty . We a r e  taught to  acknow ledge th a t  

a n im a ls  a r e  m o re  in tu itive  than  m an ; we u n d e rs ta n d  th a t  th e i r  h o s t i l i ty  

is  c o n tro l la b le .  M a e te r l in c k  d r a m a t i s e s  h is  convictions th a t  h a p p in e s s  is  

ub iq u ito u s ,  th a t  lu x u r ie s  a r e  not to  be o v e r- in d u lg ed  in , and  th a t  th e r e  a r e
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s e v e r a l  g r e a t  joys  : being ju s t ,  being good, th inking, u n d e rs ta n d in g ,  

s ee in g  w hat is  b eau tifu l,  loving, offering  m a te r n a l  love and  ach iev ing  

fa m e .  T im e  is  s e e n  to  c o n tro l  the unborn  ch i ld re n  each  of w hom  b r in g s  

in to  the w o r ld  h is  d e s t in y .  One child  w ill  d ev ise  r e m e d ie s  fo r  p ro long ing  

life ; a n o th e r  w il l  invent a  w in g less  flying m ach ine  ; a  th i rd  w il l  

d i s c o v e r  the  m o o n 's  t r e a s u r e s  ; a fourth  w ill  b r in g  p u re  joy  and a  f ifth  

w il l  co n q u e r  d e a th .  Mankind is  s e e n  by M a e te r l in c k  to  be p r o g re s s in g  

to w a rd s  p e r fe c t  c o n tro l  of its en v iro n m en t.

L 'O ise a u  B leu  w as p opu la r  in the e x t r e m e .  The blue b i rd  b e c a m e  

the  h a l lm a r k  of l a u n d r ie s ,  c h o co la te s ,  s ta t io n e ry ,  p e t ro l ,  h an d k e rc h ie fs

and m o u th -o rg a n s  i the  play p re c ip i ta te d  a  m ode of d r e s s  ; thé b lue b i rd
HZ.

cam e  c lo se  to  being  accep ted  a s  a  com m on noun to m ean  "h a p p in e ss" ;  in 

1939 S h ir le y  T e m p le  p layed  Mytyl in  the Tw entie th  C en tu ry  F o x  f i lm  

v e r s io n .  T he  p lay  e s ta b lish e d  i t s e l f  in  so c ie ty  m o re  fully  than  any  o th e r  

by M a e te r l in c k .  S tan is lav sk i  p e n e t ra te d  the a tm o sp h e re  of L 'O ise a u  B leu  

in  h is  I 9O8 s p e e c h  to  the  Moscow Arti T h e a t re  Com pany : "T he  p ro d u c tio n  

of T he  B lue  B ird  m u s t  be m ade  with the p u r i ty  of fa n ta sy  of a  t e n - y e a r -  

old ch ild .  I t  m u s t  be n a iv e ,  s im p le ,  ligh t, fu ll of the  joy  of l ife ,  c h e e r fu l  

and  im ag in a tiv e  like the  s le e p  of a child  ; a s  beau tifu l  a s  a  c h i ld 's  d r e a m  

and a t  the  sa m e  t im e  a s  m a je s t ic  a s  the id e a l  of a  poetic  gen ius  and 

th in k e r  . . .  If m an  w e re  a lw ays  able  to  love, to  u n d e rs ta n d ,  to  de ligh t 

in n a tu re !  If he con tem p la ted  m o re  often, i f  he r e f le c te d  on the m y s te r i e s  

of the  w o r ld  and  took thought of the e te rn a l!  then  p e rh a p s  the  B lue B ird  

would be flying f r e e ly  am ong u s .  " The p lay is  appealing  b ecau se  of i ts  

ch ild like  q u a l i t ie s  of n a ive te  and lack  of s e l f - c o n sc io u s n e s s  ; i t  p ro v id e s  

a  c h e e r in g  o p t im is t ic  h u m a n ism  : the blue b ird  m ay  be e lu s iv e  but i t  is
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t h e r e ,  i t  e x i s t s .  M a e te r l in c k  had d isc o v e re d  a  p o s t - s e n tim e n ta l ia c h  

a l le g o ry .  T he  a r t i s t - p h i lo s o p h e r  of the Middle A ges could u s e  fo r h is  

u n iv e r s a l  m e s s a g e  the na iv  fo rm  of a l le g o ry ,  such  a s  the  Everym a.n  

a u th o r  em p lo y ed . The m o d ern  a r t i s t -p h i lo s o p h e r  w ithout c re d o  r e s o r t s  

to se n tim e n ta l ia c h  sy m b o lism , the fo rm  of M a e te r l in c k 's  e a r ly  p lays  

up to  and  inc lud ing  A ^ lavaine e t S e lv se t te .  The p o s t - s e n t im e n ta l i s c h  

a r t i s t - p h i lo s o p h e r  looks back  to a l le g o ry  fo r  h is  b a s ic  fo rm ,  but p o s t-  

s e n t im e n ta l is c h  a l le g o ry  can only involve p e r s o n a l  t ru th s  u n ti l  such  a 

t im e  w hen u n iv e r s a l  a l le g o ry  is  aga in  p o s s ib le ,  a  t im e  when th e r e  is  

com m only  acknow ledged re l ig io u s  t ru th .  T h is  being  so ,  m o d e rn  a l le g o ry  

is  a " d ry ,  im p o ten t  s in "  ; the p e r s o n a l  a l le g o ry  is  d id a c t ic a l ly  o n e -s id e d  

without p o s s e s s in g  a  t ru th fu ln e ss  acknow ledged by the  au d ien ce . I t  does  

not su m  up the  thought of an  age ; i t  m e re ly  r e c o rd s  the  ph ilosophy  of 

one m an . T h a t ind iv idua l w orldv iew  is  b e s t  r e c o rd e d  in  the  m u lt i fa c e te d ,A

m y s te r io u s  s y m b o lism  p ro p ag a ted  by M a lla rm é  ; p a ra d o x ic a l ly ,  once the  

w orldv iew  is  fo rm u la te d  i t s  sy m b o lism  b eco m es  fixed and poin ted  to  

i l lu s t r a t e  one p e r s p e c t iv e .  In L 'C is e a u  B leu  M a e te r l in c k  is  v e rg in g  on 

such n a r ro w n e s s  and i n 'Le Vieux qui ne veu t pas  M o u r ir  "he  a c h iev es  the 

c lose  confines  of p e r s o n a l  a l le g o ry .  L 'In t ru s e ,  I n t é r i e u r . L es  A v e u g le s .

La M o rt  de T in ta g i le s ,  A llad ine  et P a lo m id e s ,  P e l le  a s e t Me lis  and e and 

A g lavaine e t  S e lv se t te  a r e  ' reAO&fd^ , d r a m a t ic  w o rk s  b e c a u se  th e y

su g g es t  c o s m ic  fo rc e s  in  the way of p o e try  and m u s ic  w hile r e ta in in g  c o n 

f lic t  and  p r o g re s s io n  to  c l im ax  in  th e i r  s i tu a t io n s .  Once p e r s o n a l  a l le g o ry  

t r iu m p h s  o v e r  s y m b o lism  th e re  is  d e te r io ra t io n  in  f la t ,  c a te g o r is a b le  

im a g e s .  P e r s o n a l  a l le g o ry  is  not p e r su a s iv e  in  the sa m e  way a s  u n iv e r s a l  

a l le g o ry  y e t  fo r  each  p lay w rig h t u n d er  rev iew  we w il l  se e  th a t  the  fo rm  

p ro v id e s  once a l le g o ry  can  be u se d  a  philosophy h a s  been
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fo rm u la te d .

T he  l a t e r  r e a l i s t i c  p lays of M a e te r l in ck  a r e  i r r e l e v a n t  to th is  

study ; it  th e r e fo r e  r e m a in s  to exam ine the ph ilo so p h ica l  sp ecu la tio n  

w hich led  up  to  Le V ieux oui ne veut pas M ourir!  M a e te r l in c k 's  continued 

p reo c c u p a tio n  w ith  dea th  and w ith the w id er  i s s u e s  of h is  e a r ly  d r a m a  

a r e  ev id en t in  the 1913 vo lum e, I.a M ort. In th is  a n a ly s is  h is  a t t i tu d e  

is  th a t  d ea th  is  the c r u c ia l  event in l ife .  E a c h  p e r so n  should fo rm u la te  

h is  id ea  of d ea th ,  then  m ain ta in  th is  conception  in h is  l ife .  M a e te r l in c k  

s t r e s s e s  th a t  life often t r i e s  to r e s i s t  dea th  : d o c to rs  w il l  n e g le c t  the 

c o u r se  of e u th a n a s ia  r e g a rd le s s  of the p a t ie n ts '  su ffe r in g . He d is c o v e r s  

a  twofold t e r r o r  i the  idea  of a once-loved  h um an  body now b u r ie d  in  a  

g r a v e ,  in a  s ta te  of ra p id  d ecom pos it ion , is  offensive in  i t s e l f ,  ye t  a 

c o m p a ra b le  h o r r o r  is  the v a s t  f e a r  of the unknown beyond d ea th .  B e c a u se  

re l ig io n  g ives us no p roo f o r  c e r t i tu d e  of an  a f t e r - l i f e  we m u s t  s e e k  

so lu tions  ou ts ide  its  d ic ta te s .  T h e re  a r e  four such so lu tions  th a t  

M a e te r l in c k  c o n s id e r s .  He d i s m is s e s  a t  the o u tse t  to ta l  an n ih ila t io n  as  

im p o s s ib le .  H is  a rg u m e n t  h e re  is  f a r  f ro m  p e r s u a s iv e  : if  we cannot 

conceive  of no th in g n ess  then  i t  does not e x is t  ; he q u a lif ie s  th is  s ta te m e n t  

by adding  th a t  i f  no th ingness  w e re  poss ib le  i t  could not be t e r r i b l e  b e c a u s e ,  

by de f in it io n , a  void cannot conta in  h o r r o r .  T h is  c i rc u i to u s  point gives 

way to a  d is c u s s io n  of the p o ss ib i l i ty  of su rv iv a l  w ithout c o n sc io u sn e s s  of 

th is  l ife .  T h is  second so lu tion  M ae te r l in ck  finds p le a sa n t  ; we look a t  

dea th  a s  a  fo rm  of life  which we w ill  only u n d e rs ta n d  by m eeting  i t .  The 

th i rd  p o s s ib i l i ty  th a t  M a e te r l in c k  c o n s id e rs  involves s u rv iv a l  w ithout any 

kind of c o n s c io u sn e s s ,  an  e n t i r e  t r a n s fo rm a t io n  f ro m  the  w orld  th a t  we 

know. The fo u r th  and la s t  p o s s ib i l i ty  is  th a t  of su rv iv a l  in  the  u n iv e r s a l
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c o n s c io u sn e s s .  It is  th is  la s t  tha t M ae te r l in ck  a c c e p ts .  T he  m ind 

in s e p a ra t io n  f ro m  the body w il l  have no need  of m e m o r ie s  w hich  iden tify  

bodily c o n c e rn s .  The hum an in te l le c t  m ay  p e rh a p s  be d e te rm in in g  the  

u n iv e r s a l  c o n s c io u sn e s s .  T h is  is  the fina l o p t im is t ic  note in  M a e te r l in c k 's

b leak  s u m m a ry .  A lthough "nous nous ag itons  dans I ' i l lu s io n  de v o i r  e t

A V
de c o n n a î t re  ce qui e s t  s t r i c te m e n t  ind isp en sab le  a n o tre  p e ti te  v ie " ,  "Il

ne s e r a i t  n u lle m e n t  étonnant que la consc ience  de l 'U n iv e r s ,  p o u r  se

f o r m e r ,  n 'e u t  pas  e n c o re  r e n c o n tre  le con co u rs  de ch an ces  n é c e s s a i r e s ,

e t que la  p en see  hum aine  appuyât l 'une  de ce s  chances  d é c is iv e s .  I l  y a

la un e s p o i r .  Si p e ti t  que p a r a i s s e  l 'h o m m e e t  s a  p e n se e ,  i l  a  e x a c te m e n t

la v a le u r  d es  p lus  enormec fo rc e s  q u 'i l s  p u isse n t  im a g in e r ,  vu que r ie n

n 'e s t  g ran d  ni p e ti t  dans ce qui n 'a  point de m e s u re  (7. J S e u le  la  p en sée

occupe p e u t - e t r e  dans l ' in f in i  un e sp a c e  que les  c o m p a ra iso n s  ne r é d u is e n t

pas a  r ie n .  " ('4

In h is  t r e a t i s e  on dea th  M a e te r l in ck  a p p e a rs  to be co m fo rtin g  h im se l f .  

He ex p la in s  a t  g r e a t  length  th a t  he knows nothing of w hat w il l  happen  a f t e r  

dea th  but th a t  he w ill  n e v e r th e le s s  be hopeful th roughout the  r e m a in d e r  of 

h is  life  th a t  he w ill  su rv iv e  som ehow  in the u n iv e rse  in  som e unknown 

sh ap e .  H is  r e f u s a l  to co n s id e r  the p o ss ib i l i ty  of to ta l  ann ih ila t io n  points  

to h is  need  fo r  the  r e a s s u r a n c e  th a t  a  p a t te rn  links a l l  e le m e n ts  of the 

u n iv e r s e .  He had  a t tem p ted  to  c r e a te  such a p a t te rn  in  h is  e a r ly  sj^m bolist 

p la y s .  It is  to  the  b a s ic  confron ta tion  of m an  w ith d ea th  th a t  he r e tu r n s  

to w ard s  the  end of h is  own life in  the o n e -a c t  p lay  Le V ieux qui ne veut 

pas Mourir*. F if ty - tw o  y e a r s  a f te r  the pub lica tion  of L 'In tru se  and  L e s  

A veug les  M a e te r l in c k  r e v e r t s  to  the s itua tion  of E v e ry m a n  in  an  a l l e g o r ic a l ,  

o p t im is t ic  p lay . T h e re  a r e  only two c h a r a c te r s  in  th is  d r a m a ,  p ro ta g o n is t  

and a n ta g o n is t ,  and  the c o m p a r iso n  with E v e ry m a n  is  in ev itab le  ; fo r  the
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f i r s t  t im e  M a e te r l in c k  w r i te s  what can  t ru ly  be ca lled  a  m o d e rn  m o ra l i ty  

p lay . “ Le Vieux" l ie s  in  agony w hile ,  a t  h is  bedside ,"  L 'O m b re  w rap p ed  

in  b lack  c o n v e r se s  w ith  h im . The shadow 's  iden tity  a l t e r s  a s  sw iftly  

a s  the  old m an  r e a c t s  to  h im . He is a d d re s s e d  a s  "d o c te u r"  a t  f i r s t ,  

then, w hen he p ro fe s s e s  h is  w illingness  to he lp  the  old m an  to  d ie ,  so 

he is  c a l led  "un a s s a s s i n " .  The shadow iden tif ies  h im s e l f  a s  "v o tre  a m i" ,  

but the  old m an  knows th a t  f r ien d sh ip  is  a s  e p h e m e ra l  a s  E v e ry m a n

d is c o v e r s  th rough  t r i a l  and e r r o r :  " Je  n 'a i  plus d 'a m is  . .  . I ls  sont
115-

m o r t s  . . .  F o r  th re e  y e a r s  the shadow h a s  been  w arn ing  the  old m an  

but he h a s  re fu se d  to  l is te n .  When the old m an  is  re m in d e d  of th is  he 

b eco m es  a g i ta te d ,  c ry in g  fo r  L 'O m b re 'to  go aw ay. A t th is  poin t the  

shadow r e v e a ls  th a t  he is  d ea th ,  sp ec if ica l ly ,  the old m a n 's  d ea th .  The 

sh ad o w 's  obvious v i ta l i ty  p rev en ts  the old m an  f ro m  believ ing  such  a  

p ro p o s i t io n .  T he  invalid  c lings to h is  bed a t  the su g g es tio n  th a t  he is  

to acco m p an y  the shadow to the o th e r  w o rld .  He is  a f ra id  b e c a u se  he h as  

s inned , y e t  the r e a s s u r a n c e  en su es  :

L 'o m b r e  II n 'y  a  p lus de p échés  quand on m e u r t .
LE VIEUX Que d i r a  D ieu?
L 'C M B R E  Ce que tu  d i r a s .
LE VIEUX II m e ju g e r a ?  . . .
L 'O M BRE C 'e s t  to i  qui te  ju g e r a s .  T u  n 'a  pas  p e u r  de  to i?  IIG

M a e te r l in c k  i s  u s in g  the  im a g e ry  -  of God, of dea th , of s in ,  of ju d g em en t - 

th a t  the E v e ry m a n  au th o r  had u sed ,  in o r d e r  to  d ic ta te  h is  own philosophy  : 

m a n 's  in te g r i ty  and  sen se  of ju s t ic e  and c h a r i ty  can only be judged by 

h im s e l f .  T he  shadow s t r e s s e s  th a t  he w ill  a lw ays be w ith the  old m an  ; 

he is  thus  m o re  he lp fu l a  com panion  than is  "F e law esh y p "  in  E v e r y m a n . 

M a e te r l in c k  d ep ic ts  dea th  a s  a  com ing to g e th e r  of u n iv e r s a l  f o rc e s  r a t h e r
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than  a s  a su n d e r in g  of l i f e 's  com panionsh ip  into iso la t io n .  The shadow 

ac ts  a s  the  w e l l - in fo rm e d  in te r p r e t e r  of the old m a n 's  f e a r s  and doub ts .

He a f f i rm s  th a t  the  living know nothing ; the a n sw e r  to  ev e ry th in g  is  

th a t  the old m an  w il l  becom e an  e te r n a l  being . The old m a n 's  g r e a t e s t  

an x ie ty  is  th a t  he w ill  leave every th ing  he  knows behind h im , and he a s k s ,  

like E v e ry m a n ,  w h e th e r  he can  take  goods with h im . He is  a s  u n c h a r i ta b le  

a s  E v e ry m a n  is  b e fo re  D e a th 's  w arning  and K now ledge 's  r e v e la t io n  ; 

the old m a n 's  c o n c e rn  is  fo r  h is  good fortune on the s to ck  exchange and 

he c a r e s  nothing fo r those  who have lo s t  m oney . The shadow e la b o ra te s  

the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of dea th . E a ch  p e r so n  is  v is i te d  only by h is  own 

dea th  w hich  w il l  then  becom e h is  life ; the  shadow is  the  dying m a n 's  

a l t e r - e g o .  He que lls  the old m a n 's  f e a r s  by equating the  s ta te  of be ing  

dead  w ith  th a t  of being  a s le e p .  H e re  M a e te r l in c k  is  adding a  c o r o l la ry  

to h is  a c c e p te d  so lu tion  : if  hum an life is  not t r a n s fo rm e d  into  the 

u n iv e r s a l  c o n sc io u sn e s s  then s lee p  is  no h a rd sh ip  to  b e a r .  The old m a n 's  

next c o n c e rn  is  w ith  h is  body. When he is  told  th a t  he  m u s t  be s e p a ra te d  

f ro m  i t ,  he p r e v a r i c a te s  a s  E v e ry m a n  had  done :

EE VIEUX On ne peut pas  a t te n d re  un  peu?
l 'o m b r e  a  quoi bon? A u jo u rd 'h u i ou d em ain ,

c ' e s t  tou t co m m e. . .

T im e  is  i r r e l e v a n t  to dea th  b ecau se  dea th  fu lf ils  the life  span , the  t im e  

lim it  of l ife .  A dog a p p e a r s  on the scene  an d , like the  dog in  L es  A v e u g le s , 

it  in s t in c tu a l ly  c o n f irm s  d e a th 's  p re se n c e  by r e t r e a t in g  f ro m  the ro o m .

The old m an  con tinues  to  a sk  ques tio n s  w hich denote h is  f e a r  of the 

unknown, h a n k e r in g  a f te r  the s e n su a l  ex is ten c e  w hich he w il l  be den ied .

H is  q u e s t io n s  a r e  m e t  w ith  bland a n s w e rs  : nothing d ies  in  the  se n se  of
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being te rm in a te d  ; a n im a ls  go w here  we a l l  go. D eath  is  w ith  us in  

l ife .  M edic ine is  denounced as  p r im i t iv e ,  d o c to rs  sh a r in g  m an k in d 's  

g e n e ra l  Ig n o ran ce .  T im e  k il ls  but i l ln e s s  i t s e l f  does no t,  the shadow 

d e c l a r e s .  T he  t ru th  b rough t c lo se  to  us by E v e ry m a n  is  r e p e a te d  by

ki %
the  shadow  : "On e s t  to u jo u rs  se u l  quand on m e u r t .  " The old m an  w il l  

be den ied  the  s igh t of God b ecau se  he , like a l l  m ankind , is  w ith in  God. 

When the old m an  a sk s  for p ro te c t io n  the s tage  d i re c t io n  n o te s  th a t  he
UiU’ile, kz. 5

is  c linging  to  d e a th 's  hand ; ^p os it ioned  in  th is  way h is  h e a r t  s tops  beating, 

The f ina l  tab leau  is  hopeful and s p e c ta c u la r  :

L 'o m b r e  (Se leve . r e je t te  son m an teau  e t  une fo rm e
d'anfze a r p a ra î t ,  aux g ran d es  a i le s  b lanches  su rm o n té e s  
d 'une  tè te  e s q u is s é e  dansTla lu m iè re .  E l le  s 'a p p ro c h e  du l i t ) 
l 'o m b r e  V iens! J  é ta is  ta  m o r t  e t  je  d ev iens  ta

v ie .  . . C 'e s t  to i -m e m e  que je  su is  e t  que 
j 'e m p o r te  , . . Nous a llons  v iv re  e n se m b le .  . . 
V ien s ,  nous so m m e s  i m m o r t e l s ! . . .

(Une seconde d 'o b s c u r i té ,  puis la fe n e tre  vole en  é c l a t s . 
E nve loppée  de se s  a i l e s ,  l 'O m b re  e t ce q u 'e l le  e m p o r te , 
d i s p a r a i s s e n t  dans la lu m iè re .  ) * (i

T h is  ending s e e m s  to  p a r a l l e l  the ending of E v e ry m a n  in  w hich  an  a n g e l  

d e sc e n d s  to  c la im  E v e ry m a n 's  soul. The angel im age is  u se d  by 

M a e te r l in c k  to  h is  own p u rp o se  ; the m a n 's  shadow is  now h is  an g e l ,  

and th e  m an  h a s  jo ined  w ith  h is  a l t e r - e g o  to  becom e p u re  soul. M a e te r l in c k  

m ay  o r  m ay  not have known E v e ry m a n  (o r  the D utch  E lc k e r l i j k ) ; th e r e  

i s  no r e c o r d  of h is  a t t r a c t io n  to the p lay but the affin ity  of m ood in 

'L e  V ie u x /^suggests M a e te r l in c k 's  sym pathy  w ith  the m e d ie v a l  na iv  a u th o r .  

A lthough M a e te r l in c k  portrays the  ig n o ran ce  of an  old m an  s tru g g lin g  to  

r e ta in  h is  e p h e m e ra l  e x is te n c e ,  in d e s p e ra te  f e a r  of d ea th ,  he  i s  co n 

c e rn e d  to  te a c h  th a t  m an  m u s t  hope fo r  im m o r ta l i ty .  L ike the  E v e ry m a n  

au th o r  M a e te r l in c k  ch o o ses  to d r a m a t is e  the l a s t  m om en ts  of a  life  to
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convey h is  ph ilosophy, and h is  tliem es and im a g e s  b e a r  c lose  re s e m b la n c e  

to th o se  of the m e d ie v a l  p lay . He has  r e tu rn e d  to h is  e a r ly  su b jec t  

but h is  f o rm  h as  h a rd e n e d  into a l le g o ry  ; he h as  ren ounced  p e s s im is m  

and su g g es t iv e  sy m b o lism  alike  ; h is  new fo rm  is  p o s t - s e n t im e n ta l i s c h .

The th e o r is t s  of the fo rm  und er  rev iew  e x p re s s  in te re s t in g  

opinions about M a e te r l in c k 's  w ork . Shaw 's " re la t io n s  w ith M a e te r l in c k  

w e re  quite  f r ie n d ly  and r e c ip ro c a l ly  apprec ia tive" .*^^T hey  m e t in  M arch  

1895 w hen L u g n e -P o e  brought h is  p roductions  of L 'In tru s e  and  P e l le a s  

et M elisande  to  the C p e ra  Comique in  London. Shaw r e c o rd e d  h is  v e ry  

fav o u rab le  opinion of the T h e a tre  de I 'C e u v re . p ra is in g  in  P e l le a s  e t 

M elisande  the "v ig ilan t  a r t i s t i c  consc ience  in the d ic tio n , the s tage  

a c t io n ,  and the  s tag e  p ic tu re ,  p roducing  a  t ru e  poetic  a tm o s p h e re "  ; he 

added "I find p la y e r s  speaking with such sk il l  and d e l icacy  tlia t they  can  

d e l iv e r  M. M a e te r l in c k 's  f rag ile  w o rd -m u s ic  th roughou t five a c ts  w ithout 

one h a r s h  o r  s t r a in e d  no te , and w ith  re m a rk a b le  su b tle ty  and conv ic tion  

of e x p re s s io n " .  By inviting L u g n e -P o e 's  com pany to p e r fo r m  " M r .
12-1

G re in  could  have r e n d e re d  no b e t te r  s e rv ic e  to E n g l ish  a r t " .  I t  is  L u g n e -  

P o e  who c a p tu re s  Shaw 's  im ag ina tion , "Man of gen ius ,  by tlie L o rd " ,  ^  

r a t h e r  th an  M a e te r l in c k  h im se lf ,  but Shaw v e ry  defin ite ly  app lauds 

M a e te r l in c k 's  m u s ic a l i ty  and p o e try .  T h a t he p r a i s e s  L u g n e -P o e  s 

re n d i t io n  of the  p lays  is  c ru c ia l  ; Shaw had seen  fo r  h im s e l f  th a t  the  

p lays  a r e  s tag e w o rth y  and d ra m a t ic  d esp ite  th e i r  e x p e r im e n ta l  ly r i c i s m .

In Shaw 's  p re fa c e s  M a e te r l in c k 's  nam e is  v e ry  often coupled w ith 

Ib se n 's  (L u g n e -P o e  had a lso  brought R o s rn e rsh o lm  and The M a s te r  

B u i ld e r  to  London) to su g g es t  the  a v a n t-g a rd e  and f req u en tly  to  advance  

a rg u m e n ts  about c e n s o rs h ip  and n a r ro w m in d e d n e ss .  In  the  p re fa c e  to  

p la y s  U n p leasan t Shaw is  engaged in  a  d isc u s s io n  of d r a m a  a s  l i t e r a t u r e .
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He is  c o n c e rn e d  th a t  a l l  p lays  should be r e a d  a s  w e ll  as  v iew ed  in
i'Z3

periornriance and m en tions  M a e te r l in c k 's  d r a m a  a s  a  c r u c ia l  e x am p le .

In the  p re fa c e  to T h re e  P la y s  -^or F^uritans Shaw p r a i s e s  the a v a n t-  

g a rd e  th e a t r e s  of h is  day and s c o rn s  the c o m m e rc ia l  t h e a t r e s ,  m ention ing  

Ibsen  and M a e te r l in c k  as  p layw righ ts  of the a v a n t - g a r d e .^  A n o th er  

r e f e r e n c e  is  m ade  in  the p re fa c e  to  The Shewing-Up of B lanco P o s n e t . 

Shaw 's  d ia t r ib e  h e r e  is  a im ed  a t  the m isu sa g e  of c e n s o rs h ip  ; he c i te s  

Monna Vanna in  a l i s t  a lso  c o m p ris in g  H am le t  . Oedipus R e x . The C e n c i . 

M rs .  W a r r e n 's  P r o f e s s io n . B r ie u x 's  M a te rn i té  and L es  A v a r ié s ,  and 

G r a n v i l l e - B a r k e r 's  W a s te , a l l  " im p ro p e r"  p lays  ac c o rd in g  to  s o c ia l  

s ta n d a rd s  b e c a u se  a l l  so c ie ty  knows " is  th a t  in c e s t ,  p ro s t i tu t io n ,  a b o r t io n ,  

con tag ious d i s e a s e s ,  and nudity  a r e  im p ro p e r ,  and th a t  a l l  c o n v e r s a t io n s ,  

o r  b o o k s ,  o r  p lays  in  w hich they  a r e  d is c u s s e d  a r e  im p ro p e r  c o n v e r sa t io n s ,  

im p ro p e r  books, im p ro p e r  p la y s ,  and should not be a llow ed .

T h e se  s l ig h t r e fe r e n c e s  a r e  supp lem ented  by a n o th e r  in the  tex t  

of Man and S u p erm an  . E a r ly  in  A c t Two, O ctavius is  fo rc e d  in to  

ap p ro ach in g  T a n n e r  on the is su e  of h is  e l ig ib il i ty  fo r  A n n 's  hand in  

m a r r i a g e .  In  the c o u rse  of c o n v e rsa t io n .  T a n n e r  in tro d u c e s  a  see m in g ly  

i r r e l e v a n t  q u es tio n  :

TANNER I have no doubt th a t  I can  t r u s t  h e r  to  you.
What w o r r ie s  m e is  the  idea  of t ru s t in g  you 
to h e r .  Have you r e a d  M a e te r l in c k 's  book 
about the bee ?

OCTAVIUS (Keeping h is  t e m p e r  w ith d ifficulty) I a m
not d isc u s s in g  l i t e r a tu r e  a t  p r e s e n t .

TA NNER Be ju s t  a  l i t t le  pa tien t  w ith m e . I_ a m  not
d ia c u ss in g  l i t e r a tu r e  : the book about the  
bee i s  n a tu r a l  h i s to ry .  I t ' s  an  awful le s s o n  
to m ankind . You think th a t  you a r e  A n n 's  
su ito r ;  th a t  you a r e  the p u r s u e r  and  she 
the  p u rsu ed ;  th a t  it  is  you r  p a r t  to  woo, to 
p e r s u a d e ,  to  p re v a i l ,  to  o v e rc o m e .  F oo l;  i t  
is  you who a r e  the  p u rsu e d ,  the m a rk e d  down 
q u a r ry ,  the d es tin e d  p r e y £ . . J



It is  in te re s t in g  to see  w hat Shaw u n d e rs ta n d s  f ro m  l a  Vie des A b e il le s

b ecau se  i t  h a s  been  r e g a rd e d  as  a  S o c ia lis t  a l le g o ry ^ ^  Shaw, h o w ev e r ,  

s e e s  in  the fac ts  of the b e e s '  ex is tence  h is  t l ieory  of the Life F o r c e  and 

it  is  T a n n e r  who is  the dupe. E ls e w h e re  Shaw r e je c t s  e ff ic iency  as  

a p o l i t ic a l  end , s im u ltan eo u s ly  re c o lle c t in g  the  "M axim um  E ff ic ien cy "  

of the b ees  in  M a e te r l in c k 's  study :

T he M ax im um  E ff ic iency  of the  N ation is a  good p h ra s e  
for a  t r e a t i s e ,  but fo r  a p o li t ica l  a r t ic le  i t  is  h a rd ly  
su c c u le n t  enough ^ I t  m ay  be th a t  the  M axim um  
E ff ic ie n c y  is  only to be a t ta in ed  as  the bees  a t ta in  it; 
and  u n fo rtu n a te ly  M a e te r l in c k  h as  ju s t  d e s c r ib e d  th a t  
m ethod  with a  fu lln ess  tha t is  h a rd ly  ca lcu la ted  to 
p o p u la r iz e  i t .  i

Shaw d oes  not su g g es t  h e r e  th a t  M a e te r l in c k  w as n e c e s s a r i ly  in s is t in g  

on a  p o l i t ic a l  a l le g o ry  ; h is  in t e r e s t  l ie s  in the fa sc in a t io n  of the  o r d e r ly ,  

ii iapped -ou t s i tu a t io n  of the h ive .

In a  l e t t e r  to S tr in d b e rg  of M arch  1910 Shaw acknow ledges  

M a e te r l in c k 's  s tr ik in g  "the E u ro p e a n  im ag in a tio n " .  M a e te r l in c k  w as 

in S haw 's  opinion an  ex ce llen t  e x p e r im e n ta l  d r a m a t i s t ,  to  be a d m ire d  fo r  

innovation  of poetic  techn ique , but h is  d r a m a  of ac t io n  cam e  u n d er  

v i ru le n t  a t ta c k  :

I co n fess  I th ink  Monna Vanna a  g re a t ly  o v e r ra te d  a b o r t io n .  
It  s e e m s  to  m e a s  p la in  a s  a  p ikesta ff  th a t  he  had  p lanned 
a  r e a l ly  in te re s t in g  p lay  and tha t G eorge tte  L eb lanc  in s i s te d  
on h is  m aking  it  a  'possible* one, so  th a t  she m igh t have 
a  S a ra h  B e rn h a rd t  s u c c e s s .  The f i r s t  a c t  is  a l l  r ig h t  : 
one aw a its  w ith  g r e a t  in t e r e s t  the duel of s e x  in  the 
c o n d o t t i e re 's  te n t .  It is  c le a r  th a t  tlie lady is  going to  
ge t out of the  d iff icu lty  som ehow , like M arina  in P e r i c l e s  
o r  L ady  C ec ily  in  B ra ssb o u n d  : o th e rw ise  th e r e  w ill  be 
no p lay . But when nothing m o re  ingenious co m es  than  
'D o n 't  you r e m e m b e r  l i t t le  T o m m y ? ' 'B le s s  m e! I t ' s  
l i t t le  L iza! My! Only fancy! ' a  d e frau d ed  public is  
e n t i t le d  to  i t s  m oney  back; and  the b u s in e s s  w ith  the c loak  
b e c o m e s  a  m e r e  indecency  to  get a  v u lg a r  laugh e v e ry  t im e  
she  p re te n d s  she is  going to  open i t .
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Shaw condem ns G eo rg e t te  L eb lanc for the com ple ted  play ; im p lic i t ly

he is  a l s o  laughing a t  M a e te r l in c k 's  gu ll ib il i ty .  It can  be concluded

th a t  Shaw w as h ighly  consc ious  of M ae te r l in ck  as  a  g r e a t  inno v a to r  ;

a t  the  beginning  of h is  c a r e e r  Shaw linked h im  w ith  Ib sen ,  y e t  he saw

in h is  p lays  a fa l l in g -o ff  f ro m  high d ra m a t ic  p o e try  to  the m e d io c r i ty

of Monna V anna. It  is  the b e e 's  logic th a t  m o s t  ap p ea ls  to  Shaw and it

is  the  o r d e r  of the hive tha t im p re s s e s  h im , ju s t  a s  the h a rm o n y  of

E v e ry m a n  in  i ts  ex p lic i t  d id a c t ic ism , had im p re s s e d  h im ,

E l io t ' s  v iew s on M a e te r l in ck  a r e  equally  opin ionated . I should

f i r s t  like  to  show w hat im p re s s e d  E l io t  in  D ante and  the m ed iev a l

s e n s ib i l i ty .  The e a se  w ith which one can  r e a c t  to  D a n te 's  v e r s e ,  w ith

no p r io r  knowledge of the m u l t i - la y e re d  "m e a n in g s" ,  E l io t  a t t r ib u te s  to

an "ob jec tive  'p o e tic  em o tio n ' " cu lled  by tlie r e a d e r  b ecau se  "D ante is,

in  a  se n se  to  be defined  (7, J t h e  m o s t  u n iv e r s a l  of poe ts  in  the m o d e rn  
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languages  . E l io t  p ro c e e d s  to define th is  s e n se  of u n iv e r sa l i ty .  P a r t l y  

it  is  a t t r ib u ta b le  to the language ; la te  m e d ie v a l  I ta l ian  w as v e ry  c lo se  

to m e d ie v a l  L a t in  w hich  "tended  to co n cen tra te  on w hat m en  of v a r io u s  

r a c e s  and lands could th ink to g e th e r  {7. .^D ante, none the  l e s s  an  I ta l ian  

and a  p a t r io t ,  is  f i r s t  a E u r  ope an ' ' ^ D  ante s h a re d  a E u ro p e a n  c u l tu re  

d if fe r in g  in  kind f ro m  the p a ro c h ia l ism  of th a t  “of one p a r t i c u la r  m o d e rn  

E u ro p e a n  co u n try  : "D ante is  'e a s i e r  to r e a d ' ,  fo r  a  fo re ig n e r  who does  

not know I ta l ia n  v e ry  w e ll ,  fo r  o th e r  r e a s o n s  : but a l l  r e la te d  to  th is  

c e n t r a l  r e a s o n ,  th a t ,  in  D a n te 's  t im e ,  E u ro p e ,  w ith  a l l  i ts  d is s e n s io n s  

and d i r t i n e s s ,  w as  m en ta l ly  m o re  united  than  we can now conceive . " 

D an te ,  b ecau se  of th is  union, had  c o n s id e rab le  advan tages  ; m o re o v e r  

a  r e la te d  h a rm o n y  a r o s e  out of h is  l i t e r a r y  m ethod  : He not only thought
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in  a way in w hich e v e ry  m an  of h is  cu l tu re  in the  whole of E u ro p e  th en

thought, but he em ployed  a  m ethod w hich w as com m on and com m only
134.

u n d ers to o d  th roughou t E u ro p e .  " The c la r i ty  and s im p lic i ty  of a l le g o ry  

a r e  advan tageous  ; the v isu a l  im ag es  of a l le g o ry  a r e  m ade a l l  the  m o re  

p o w erfu l  b ecau se  th e re  is  a "m ean ing"  a s so c ia te d  w ith them . A lle g o ry ,  

a rg u e s  E l io t ,  is  "a  m e n ta l  h ab it ,  w hich  w hen r a i s e d  to  the point of 

genius can  m ake a  g r e a t  poet as  w e ll  a s  a g r e a t  m y s t ic  o r  s a in t .  And 

i t  is  the a l le g o ry  w hich m ak es  i t  p o ss ib le  fo r  the  r e a d e r  who i s  n o t even  

a good I ta l ia n  s c h o la r  to enjoy D an te . Speech v a r i e s ,  but o u r  eyes  a r e  

a l l  the  s a m e .  And a l le g o ry  w as no t a lo ca l  I ta l ian  c u s to m , but a 

u n iv e r s a l  E u ro p e a n  m ethod. ' E l io t  is  looking back , a s  he does  w ith  

h is  E v e ry m a n  d is c u s s io n ,  to  the age of h a rm o n y  in  c u l tu re  w hich  gave 

b i r th  to D a n te 's  a l le g o ry  ; he advances  D a n te 's  p o e try  as  a  m o d e l  fo r  

a l l  poe ts  b e c a u se  of D a n te 's  c le a r  v isu a l  im ag es  and d i r e c t  d ic tion .

E l io t  g r e a t ly  a d m ire s  the age of D ante b ecau se  i t  w as  an  age in  wliich it  

w as  p o ss ib le  fo r a l l e g o r ic a l  l i t e r a tu r e  to f lou r ish  : in  E u ro p e  of the  la te  

Middle A ges the  " u n iv e rs a l"  language , and the com m only  u n d e rs to o d  

l i t e r a r y  m ethod , w elded  a hom ogeneity , by v ir tu e  of w hich  th e r e  could 

c o - e x i s t  s e v e r a l  p r e c i s e  la y e r s  of m eaning in a  poem . M odern  p o e ts ,  

w r i t in g  in  a d is c o rd a n t  age^cannot u se  u n iv e r s a l  a l le g o ry .  E l io t  puts 

th is  s im p ly  in "The M eta p h y s ica l  P o e ts "  :

We can  only sa y  th a t  i t  a p p e a r s  l ike ly  th a t  poe ts  in  our  
c iv i l iz a t io n  as  it e x is ts  a t  p r e s e n t ,  m u s t  be d if f ic u l t .
O u r  c iv i l iza t io n  co m p reh en d s  g r e a t  v a r ie ty  and com p lex ity ,  
and  th is  v a r ie ty  and com plex ity , playing upon a  re f in ed  
s e n s ib i l i ty ,  m u s t  p roduce  v a r io u s  and com plex  r e s u l t s .
T he  poet m u s t  becom e m o re  and m o re  c o m p re h e n s iv e ,  
m o re  a l lu s iv e ,  m o re  in d i re c t ,  in o r d e r  to  fo rc e ,  to  
d is lo c a te  i f  n e c e s s a r y ,  language into h is  m ean ing . jjg



T his  s ta te m e n t  can  be followed up by E l io t 's  com m ents  in h is  e s s a y  

on B a u d e la ir e .  E lio t  says  of h im  what I have t r i e d  to show of V i l l ie r s  

de 1 Is le -A  dam  : 'His ennui m ay of co u rse  be exp la ined , as  ev e ry th in g

can  be exp la ined  in p sycho log ica l  o r  pa tho log ica l t e r m s  ; but i t  is  a l so ,  

f ro m  the opposite  point of view , a t ru e  fo rm  of a c e d ia ,  a r i s in g  f ro m  the 

u n s u c c e s s fu l  s tru g g le  tow ards  the s p ir i tu a l  l i f e . Cne m igh t even  

h a z a rd  the c o n je c tu re  tha t  the c a re  for p e rfec t io n  of fo rm , am ong  so m e  

of the  ro m a n tic  poets  of the n ine teen th  cen tu ry ,  w as an  e f fo r t  to  su p p o rt ,  

o r  to  co n c e a l  f ro m  view , an in n e r  d i s o r d e r .  Now the  t ru e  c la im  of 

B a u d e la ire  a s  an  a r t i s t  is  not th a t  he found a s u p e r f ic ia l  fo rm ,  but th a t  

he w as s e a rc h in g  fo r  a fo rm  of life . ' T h is  c ru c ia l  o b se rv a t io n ,  m a in 

ta in ing  tliat the e m p h a s is  on p e r fe c t  fo rm  a r i s e s  f ro m  a  lack  of (and need  

for)  f o rm  in  l ife ,  is  put in  a m o re  g e n e ra l  way in "A rnold  and P a t e r "  : 

"When re l ig io n  is  in a f lo u r ish in g  s ta te ,  when the whole m ind of so c ie ty  

is  m o d e ra te ly  h ea lthy  and in o r d e r ,  th e re  is  an  e a sy  and  n a tu r a l  a s s o c ia t io n  

betw een re l ig io n  and a r t .  Cnly when re l ig io n  h a s  been  p a r t ly  r e t i r e d  and 

confined , w hen an  A rn o ld  can s te rn ly  re m in d  us  th a t  C u ltu re  is  w id e r  

th an  R elig ion , do we get 'r e l ig io u s  a r t '  and in due c o u rse  'a e s th e t ic  

re l ig io n ' .  " E l io t  e m p h a s is e s  th a t  P a te r  s view of a r t  in  The R e n a is sa n c e  

w as an ex h o r ta t io n  to live in a  c e r ta in  way, a  view  th a t  "p ro p a g a ted  som e 

confusion  be tw een  life and a r t  w hich is  not wholly i r r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  som e 

untidy  l iv e s " .  '

E l i o t 's  not u n sy m p a th e tic  d isc u s s io n s  of the n in e t ie s '  m a la is e  

n e v e r th e le s s  exude a d isa p p ro v a l  of any s o r t  of "confusion  be tw een  life  

and a r t " .  In " 'R h e to r ic '  and P o e t ic  D ra m a " ,  E l io t  c o m p a re s  R o s tan d  

with M a e te r l in c k ,  a t  the  expense  of the l a t t e r .  It is  a p p a re n t  th a t  he s e e s
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a confusion  in M a e te r l in c k 's  w ork  r e su l t in g  f ro m  the over lap p in g  of 

the d r a m a t ic  and poetic  g e n re s  :

It  (poetic  d r a m ^  m u s t  take genuine and s u b s ta n t ia l  hum an  
em o tio n s ,  such  em otions  as  o b se rv a t io n s  can  c o n f irm , 
ty p ic a l  e m o tio n s ,  and give th em  a r t i s t i c E r m  ; the d e g re e  
of a b s t r a c t io n  is  a  ques tio n  fo r  the m ethod of each  a u th o r .
In b h a k e s p e a re  the fo rm  is  d e te rm in e d  in  the un ity  of the 
w hole , a s  w e ll  a s  s ing le  scen es  ; i t  i s  som eth ing  to  
a t ta in  th is  unity , as  R ostand  d o es ,  in  s c e n e s  i f  not the 
whole p lay . Not only a s  a  d r a m a t i s t ,  but a s  a  poet,  he 
is  s u p e r io r  to M a e te r l in c k ,  whose d r a m a ,  in fa iling  to 
be d r a m a t ic ,  fa i ls  a lso  to be poetic . M a e te r l in c k  h as  a 
l i t e r a r y  p e rc e p t io n  of the d ra m a t ic  and a  l i t e r a r y  p e rc e p t io n  
of the  p o e t ic ,  and he jo in s  the  two ; the two a r e  no t,  a s  
s o m e t im e s  they  a r e  in  the w ork  of R os tand , fu sed . H is 
c h a r a c t e r s  take  no consc ious  deligh t in th e i r  ro le  -  they  
a r e  s e n t im e n ta l .  With R ostand  the c e n t re  of g ra v ity  is  
in  the e x p re s s io n  of the  em otion , not a s  w ith  M a e te r l in c k  
in  the  em otion  w hich  cannot be e x p re s s e d .  borne w r i t e r s  
a p p e a r  to  be lieve  th a t  em otions  gain in  in te n s i ty  th rough  
being  in a r t i c u la te .  I e rh a p s  the em otions  a r e  not s ign if ican t 
enough to en d u re  fu ll day ligh t.

The l a s t ,  w ith e r in g  co im nen t ev inces  e x a sp e ra t io n  w ith  M a e te r l in c k 's  

e f fo r ts  to  convey 'I 'a n g o isse  de l 'in in te l l ig ib le "  th rough  the g r e a t e r  

in te n s i ty  of s i le n c e  and suggestion . E l io t  finds no p lace  fo r  in a r t ic u la c y  

in  d r a m a ,  by defin ition  an a r t  w hich d i r e c t s  sp eech es  to  a n  au d ien ce .

The o v erw h e lm in g  s e n se  of m y s te ry  w hich M a e te r l in c k  w ish e s  to  su g g es t  

cannot on E l io t ' s  t e r m s  adequa te ly  be shown on s tag e  in  an  a p p ro p r ia te  

"ob jec tiv e  c o r re la t iv e  ' ; he fee ls  tha t the v a s tn e s s  of the  em otion  cannot 

find an  a c t io n  'which s h a l l  be the fo rm u la  of th a t  p a r t ic u la r  em o tio n " .  

H o w ev er ,  M a e te r l in c k  can  be sa id  to have d isc o v e re d  the  a p p ro p r ia te  

th e a t r ic a l  fo rm  in  w hich  to  e x p r e s s  " I 'a n g o isse  de l 'in in te l l ig ib le " .  By 

em ploying  the " th e a t re  s ta t iq u e "  th e o ry  and offering  s tage  p ic tu re s  of 

the w a it  fo r  t e r r o r  and death^ he r e n d e re d  the em otions  of t e r r o r  and 

an g u ish  o b jec tiv e .  The concep t of "action  is  in h is  e a r ly  p lays  i r r e l e v a n t
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b ecau se  it  is  the em otions  th e m se lv e s  th a t  he w ishes  to  convey. T h e se  

em o tio n s  can  only be conveyed in su sp en s io n  f ro m  ac tio n , in ex am p les  

of the  " trag iq u e  quo tid ien" .

In " P o e t ry  and D ra m a "  E lio t  inc ludes  a  sec tio n  on p lays  w hich a r e  

w r i t te n  in  p ro se  and c a l led  poe tic .  He no tes  tha t M a e te r l in c k 's  p lays 

w e re  g re a t ly  a d m ire d  in  h is  youth and th a t  they a r e  now s c a r c e ly  r e a d .  

He con tinues  :

T h e se  p lay s  a r e  in a  d if fe ren t  way ( f ro m  Synge 's)  r e s t r i c t e d
in th e i r  su b jec t  m a t te r  ; and to say  tha t the c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  
in  th e m  is  d im  is  an u n d e rs ta te m e n t .  I do not deny th a t  
they  have som e poe tic  quality . But in  o r d e r  to  be poe tic  
in p r o s e ,  a d r a m a t i s t  has  to be so co n s is ten t ly  poetic  th a t  
h is  scope is  v e ry  l im ited . bynge w ro te  p lays about 
c h a r a c t e r s  w hose o r ig in a ls  in  life ta lked  p o e tica l ly ,  so  he 
could  m ake th e m  ta  11c p o e try  and r e m a in  r e a l  peop le . The 
p o e tic  p ro s e  d r a m a t i s t  who has  not th is  ad van tage , h as  to  be 
too p o e tic .  T he  poetic  d r a m a  in p ro se  is  m o re  l im ite d  by 
p o e tic  convention  o r  by our  conventions as  to  w hat su b jec t  
m a t t e r  is  p o e t ic ,  than  is  the poetic  d r a m a  i n v e r s e .  14-%̂

E l io t ' s  sp e c if ic  ob jec tion  to  the p lays  s te m s  f ro m  h is  a p r io r i  d is a p p ro v a l  

of the  m ix ed  g e n re s  of p o e try  and d ra m a  ; d r a m a t ic  p o e try  i s  a  g e n re  of 

i t s  own w hich  should  obey c e r ta in  law s : the su b jec t  m a t te r  should  be 

a c t iv e ly  d r a m a t ic ,  w ith  c h a r a c te r i s a t io n  and c l im a x ,  v h i l e  the  a p p ro p r ia te  

v e r s e - f o r m  should  a lso  be found. E lio t  is  s h o r t - s i f t e d  w ith r e g a r d  to  

M a e te r l in c k .  F i r s t l y ,  M a e te r l in c k 's  p ro se  h a s  the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of 

f r e e  v e r s e  ; the r e f r a in s  and le i tm o tif  co n s tru c t io n s  have the rh y th m ic  

p a t te rn s  of p o e try ,  and M a e te r l in c k  w as a ttem p tin g  in  h is  e a r ly  p lays  to  

w r i te  a  k ind of v e r s e .  Cne can th e re fo re  deny the p r e m is e  th a t  M a e te r l in c k  

w as tra n sc e n d in g  b o u n d a r ie s  betw een p o e try  and  p ro se  ; the  su b je c t  m a t t e r  

of h is  e a r ly  p lay s  is  p o e tic  and poe tica lly  e x p r e s s e d ,  a t  the  opposite  

e x t re m e  f ro m  p r o s a ic  and d id ac tic  d ra m a .  M o re o v e r ,  E l io t  over looks
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the  fac t  th a t  M a e te r l in c k  chose  to  e x p re s s  h im s e l f  in  w ays which ig n o re d  

A r i s to te l ia n  d r a m a t ic  conventions becau se  of the  sp ec if ic  p u rp o se  w hich  

l ie s  behind h is  d r a m a .  M a e te r l in ck ,  by o ffering  s tage  im a g e s  of 

inarticu lacy^and^^ep ic ting  s tru g g le s  w ith im m e n se  unknown f o rc e s ,  hoped 

to b r in g  h is  au d ience  c lo s e r  to the r e a lm  of sp ir i tu a l i ty  ; he d e s i r e d  h is  

aud ien ce  to e x p e r ie n c e  and to com e to t e r m s  with angu ish .  T h is  type of 

r e l ig io u s  d r a m a  is  not co n ce rn ed  with c h a ra c te r is a t io n  ; by c r i t i c i s in g  

the c h a r a c te r i s a t io n  E l io t  is  choosing to ig n o re  M a e te r l in c k 's  g e n e ra l  

p u rp o se .  E l io t  cannot judge M a e te r l in c k 's  e a r ly  sy m b o lis t  p lay s  on 

th e i r  a u th o r 's  own t e r m s  b ecau se  he is  s c e p t ic a l  of the th e o ry  th a t  a t te m p ts  

to  c o m p en sa te  fo r  lack  of ph ilo soph ica l  defin ition  in  a e s th e t ic  fo rm .  

M a e te r l in c k 's  s tru g g le  to  c r e a te  " d ra m a  w ithin  the l im ita t io n s  of a r t "  

w as c r ip p le d  by h is  s e n t im e n ta l ia c h  a w a re n e s s  of d iv is io n  and com plex ity .  

H is  e f fo r t  to  o v e rc o m e  th is  d iff icu lty , by us ing  the sy m b o lis t  fo rm ,

led to  E l io t ' s  d i s ta s te  fo r  a  d r a m a  o v e r - a e s th e t ic  and 

p h ilo so p h ica l ly  vague . M a e te r l in c k  p u rsu e d  h is  s e a r c h  fo r  p o s t - s e n t im e n 

ta l!  sch  a w a re n e s s  and  d isc o v e re d  a p e r s o n a l  philosophy w hich  could  be 

e x p r e s s e d  in  â . d r a m a t ic  fo rm .  T h is  la te  a l l e g o r ic a l  w o rk  a p p e a re d  

in  a  p h ilo so p h ica l  co l lec t io n  and E l io t  did not d is c o v e r  th a t  M a e te r l in c k  

w as  capab le  of such  an  a p p ro a c h .  H ad E l io t  r e a d  the  p lay  i t  i s  doubtful 

w h e th e r  he  would have re c e iv e d  it  a s  the m o d e rn  equ iva len t of the 

p e r fe c t io n  of E v e ry m a n . ",Le V ieux qui ne veut pas  M o u rir  i s  d r a m a t ic  

but i t  p o s s e s s e s  no m u s ic a l i ty .  In  fo rsak in g  the com plex ity  of s y m b o lism  

fo r  the  c la r i ty  of a l le g o ry  M a e te r l in c k  a ls o  abandoned the  a e s th e t ic  

beau ty  of h is  e a r ly  p lay s .  He had d e s i r e d  an  o v e r t ly  e th e r e a l  d r a m a .

In 1890 he had c o n s id e re d  the e l im in a t io n  of the hum an  a c to r  : " L 'ê t r e
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/
h u m a in  s e r a - t - i l  r e m p la c e  p a r  une o m b re ,  un r e f le t ,  une p ro je c t io n  

de fo rm e s  sym boliques  ou un ê t r e  qui a u r a i t  les  a l lu re s  de la v ie san s
veuU Nicorir*’

a v o ir  la v ie ?  ’ *'Le V ieux^finally em ploys an  obviously a l le g o r ic a l  

c h a r a c t e r  (L 'C in b ré )  w hich r e p la c e s  the suggestive  lighting, sounds, 

and m y s te r io u s  c o r re s p o n d e n c e s  of the e a r ly  w o rk s .  The r e tu r n  to  

n o n - v e r i s im i l a r  d r a m a  is  ach ieved  th rough  a l le g o ry  w hich o v e r t ly  

d e m o n s t r a te s  a p e r s o n a l  philosophy.

T he sh if t  f ro m  sy m b o lism  to a l le g o ry  is  ty p ic a l  of the p lay w rig h ts  

und er  rev iew . M a e te r l in c k 's  v e ry  s u c c e ss fu l  e a r ly  sy m b o lis t  p lays  

r e ly  on th e i r  fo rm  to  su g g es t  re l ig io u s  fo rc e s .  D is sa t is f a c t io n  with 

the lack  of pos it ive  philosophy conveyed by the sy m b o lis t  fo rm ,  by defin ition  

involved w ith  m u lt ip l ic i ty ,  led M a e te r l in c k  away f ro m  s y m b o lism  once he 

had fo rm u la te d  a ph ilo so p h ica l  pos ition . H is tu rn  to a l le g o ry  ach iev ed  

a t ra n sc e n d e n c e  of the se n tim e n ta l is c h  d i le m m a  at the  co s t  of le s s  of 

sub tfe ty .  C nee m eaning  is  d isc o v e re d  outside  the a e s th e t ic  beau ty  of 

the  sy m b o l is t  fo rm  so the fo rm  c e a s e s  to  be n e c e s s a r y .  In  the next 

c h a p te r  I s h a l l  exam ine  Y e a t s ’s ap p ro ach  to the q ues tion  th a t  now b e c o m e s  

obvious : m u s t  p o s t - s e n t im e n ta l i s c h  d ra m a  n e c e s s a r i ly  exc lude  the 

a l lu s iv e n e s s ,  the re so n a n c e  and the p o e try  of sy m b o lism ?

. . . ooOoo. . .
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C h a p t e  r  F o u r  

W. B .  Y eats

Y e a t s .  M a e te r l in c k  and "a  m o re  id e a l  d r a m a "

T h e  s im i la r i ty  of outlook in  Y eats  and M a e te r l in c k  w as no t confined 

to  t h e i r  com m on  p reo ccu p a tio n s  with the th e a t r e  and the o ccu lt .  In a 

l e t t e r  of 1888 to  K a th a r in e  T ynan  Y ea ts  re v e a le d  an  in t e r e s t  in  the  c o n c e p 

tion  of m e ta p h y s ic s  am ong b i rd s  and in se c ts  : "How the  ro b in s  and 

s p a r ro w s  in  the  V irginia c r e e p e r  a r e  singing away! (7. .T h e y )  a r e  a l l  

busy  m ak in g  t h e i r  n e s t s ,  c a r ry in g  away s m a l l  th ings f ro m  off the  balcony  

and s o m e t im e s  tugging a t  a g r a s s  b lade in  the g a rd en  u n d e rn e a th .  I 

w onder w hat r e l ig io n  they have . When I w as a  child  and  u s e d  to  w atch  the 

an ts  runn ing  about in  B u rn h a m  B e e c h e s ,  I u sed  often to  sa y ,  'W hat 

re l ig io n  do the a n ts  h av e?  * T hey  m u s t  have one, you know. Y et p e rh a p s  

no t.  P e r h a p s  like  the A ra b s  they  have  not t im e .  W ell,  th ey  m u s t  have  

som e notion  of the  m aking  of the w o r ld .  " The busy  o r d e r l in e s s  of the 

m in u tiae  of the  b i r d s '  and a n ts '  e x is te n c e  is  n a tu ra l ly  a s s o c ia te d  by Y ea ts  

w ith  the p u rp o se fu l  n a tu r e  of a  so c ie ty  a t  one b ecau se  of a  com m on 

re l ig io n .  T he  c o m p a r iso n  w ith  m a n 's  "notion of the m aking  of the w o r ld "  

is  le f t  to  be a p p ro p r ia te ly  in fe r r e d  by the r e a d e r .  In a  c u r io u s ly  s im i l a r  

w ay M a e te r l in c k  w ent to the  fasc ina ting  in t r i c a c ie s  of the  behav iou r  of 

p ig eo n s ,  b e e s ,  a n ts  and  s p id e r s  in  s tud ies  w hich m ake con tinual a p p r a i s a l ,  

by c o n t r a s t ,  of h u m an  behav io u r .  The fundam enta lly  r e l ig io u s  d isp o s i t io n  

of e a c h  m an  led  h im  to p e rc e iv e  a  co h eren ce  in  low er fo rm s  of life  which 

he found lack ing  in  m o d e rn  h um an ity .  The need  fo r  such  a  h a rm o n y  w as



l<r̂

do m in an t in  Y ea ts  and M ae te rl in ck ; both p layw righ ts  s t ro v e  in  th e i r  

sy m b o lic  d r a m a  to  e x p r e s s  the re la te d n e s s  w hich they  fe lt  to  be d e s i r a b le  

in  l ife .

In an  e a r ly  se c t io n  of Y e a ts 's  au tob iography  we find a  s ig n if ican t  

and e x p l ic i t  d e c la ra t io n  of re l ig io u s  faith  :

I a m  v e ry  r e l ig io u s ,  and d ep r iv ed  by Huxley and T ynda ll ,  
w hom  I d e te s te d ,  of the  s im p le -m in d e d  re l ig io n  of m y 
ch ildhood, I had  m ade a  new re l ig io n ,  a lm o s t  an  in fa llib le  
C h u rch  of poetic  t ra d i t io n  (7. J  I w ished  fo r  a  w orld  
w h e re  I could  d isc o v e r  th is  t ra d i t io n  p e rp e tu a l ly ,  and  not 
in  p ic tu re s  and in  p oem s only, but in  t i l e s  round  the 
chinrm ey-piece and in  the hangings th a t  kep t out the  d ra u g h t .  
I had even  c r e a te d  a  dogm a : 'B ecau se  th o se  im a g in a ry  
people  a r e  c r e a te d  out of the d ee p e s t  in s t in c t  of m an , to  
be h is  m e a s u re  and h is  n o rm ,  w h a te v e r  I can  im ag in e  th o se  
m ouths  speak ing  m ay  be the n e a r e s t  I can  go to  t ru th .  * 
When I l is te n e d  they  see m e d  alw ays to  sp eak  of one th ing 
only : th ey ,  th e i r  lo v es ,  e v e ry  inc iden t of th e i r  l iv e s ,  
w e re  s tee p ed  in  the s u p e rn a tu ra l .  %.

T h is  p a s sa g e  r e c o rd s  a  p r o g re s s io n  ih  the young Y ea ts  : f r o m  the 

unques tion ing  accep tan ce  in  childhood of e s ta b l ish e d  re l ig io n  he d is c o v e re d  

the  A n g s t  o ccas io n ed  by knowledge of the ev o lu t io n a ry  p r o c e s s  ; f ro m  

the void  of th is  p o s it io n  Y ea ts  bu ilt  up a  new fa ith ,  d isc o v e r in g  in  the  

c o h e re n c e  of a r t i s t i c  e x p re s s io n  the  s o u rc e  of a l l  t r u th .  The w o r ld  of

Y e a t s 's  v is io n  i s  c lo se  to  th a t  w hich W ill iam  M o rr is  t r i e d  to  c r e a te  by
3

h is  im p a c t  on a r t  and  d e s ig n .  M o rr is  w as Y e a t s 's  "ch ie f  of m en "  ; "he 

m o re  th an  any m an  of m o d e rn  days t r i e d  to change the  life of h is  t im e  

in to  the  life  of h is  d r e a m " ^  Y eats  w ished  fo r  a  r e a l i s a t io n  of h is  own 

d r e a m  of a  w orld  of poe tic  t r a d i t io n  ; he b ro k e  w ith  the S o c ia l is t  L eague  

b ecau se  th e i r s  w as  a  d if fe re n t  kind of id e a l i s m ,  p o li t ic a l  and not r e l ig io u s  

"T hey  a t ta c k e d  re l ig io n ,  I s a id ,  o r  som e such  w o rd s ,  and y e t  th e r e  m u s t
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be a  change of h e a r t  and only re l ig io n  could m ake  i t .  What w as  the  u s e  

of ta lk in g  abou t som e new revo lu tion  putting a l l  th ings  r ig h t ,  w hen the 

change m u s t  c o m e ,  if  com e i t  d id , w ith  a s t ro n o m ic a l  s lo w n ess  (7 . Q ?  " ^  

The ev o lu t io n a ry  p ro g ra m m e  w hich Y ea ts  env isaged  w as a n  a t te m p t  to 

ach ie v e  fo r  h is  own co u n try  the h a rm o n io u s  s ta te  w hich he c a l le d  a f te r  

D ante  "U nity  of B e in g " .  Like M o r r i s ,  Y ea ts  looked to  the  n a iv  m e d ie v a l  

w o r ld  a s  a  m o d e l  fo r  h is  new cu ltu re  : " M o r r is  had  n e v e r  s e e m e d  to  

c a r e  g re a t ly  fo r  any poet l a te r  than  C h au c e r  and  though I p r e f e r r e d  

S h a k e s p e a re  to  C h a u c e r  I begrudged  m y own p r e fe r e n c e .  Had no t E u ro p e  

s h a re d  one m ind  and h e a r t ,  u n ti l  both mind and h e a r t  began  to  b r e a k  in to  

f ra g m e n ts  a  l i t t le  b e fo re  S h a k e s p e a re 's  b i r t h ? "  Y e a ts 's  a im  to  ach iev e  

"m ytho log ica l  c o h e re n c e  "^d em o n s tra te s  h is  longing fo r  c u l tu re  to  r e t u r n  

to  the  condition  of unity  th a t  he env isaged  a s  being  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of 

m e d ie v a l  E u ro p e .

Y e a t s 's  abh o r  ra n e e  of the n a tu ra l is t i c  exp lana tion  of the  u n iv e r s e  

led  h im  to  s e e k  a  new fa ith  ; the  s u p e rn a tu ra l  w o rld  w hich  he hoped  could  

be m ade  ev iden t th ro u g h  sym bolic  a r t  m igh t be d e m o n s t ra te d  fo r  a  w ide 

a u d ie n c e .  Both  Y ea ts  and M a e te r l in c k  sought r e l ig io u s  t r u th  and 

deve loped  an  a n t i - r e a l i s t i c  poetic  and sym bo lic  d r a m a .  T he  sym pathy  

of Y ea ts  fo r  M a e te r l in c k  in  th is  r e s p e c t  m u s t  be s t r e s s e d  even  i f  we 

a c c e p t  th a t  obvious M aeterlinckiam  influence on Y e a ts 's  p lays  is  lack ing . 

T he  im p o r ta n t  in d i r e c t  influence of M aeterlinck  h e lped  K e a ts  by h is  own 

a d m is s io n  to  e m b a rk  upon an  a r t  opposed to  n a tu r a l i s m .  In a r t i s t i c  

e x p r e s s ^ io n  n a tu r a l i s m  confines  i t s e l f  to  the dep ic tio n  of a  w o r ld  devoid  

of m e ta p h y s ic s .  Y ea ts  on the  c o n t ra ry  d e s i r e d  to  e x p r e s s  a  fa i th  in 

m e ta p h y s ic s ,  thus  he w en t to  sy m b o lism  a s  h is  m ode . News f ro m  P a r i s
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gave Y ea ts  r e a s s u r a n c e  th a t  o th e r  a r t i s t s  w e re  thinking on s im i la r  

l in e s  : "A r th u r  Symons b rought back  f ro m  P a r i s  s to r i e s  of V e rh a e re n
g

and  M a e te r l in c k ,  and so  brought m e co n f irm a t io n ,  a s  I though t" . A r th u r  

S ym ons, the  c r u c ia l  go -be tw een  fo r  Y ea ts  and M ae te r l in c k ,  w as  a rg u a b ly  

the  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  c a ta ly s t  in  Y e a ts 's  c a r e e r .  In Y e a t s 's  d e te rm in a t io n  

to  " s e e k  un ity  a s  d e l ib e ra te ly  a s  i t  had  been  sought by th eo lo g ian , p o e t ,  

s c u lp to r ,  a r c h i t e c t ,  f ro m  the  e leven th  to  the  th i r te e n th  c e n tu ry "  he fe l t  

th a t  he  could  do fo r  I re la n d  w hat h is  f ra g m e n te d  co u n try  cou ld  not do fo r  

i t s e l f .  S y m b o lism  did not lead  to  a  l i t e r a tu r e  which could o v e rc o m e  

I r e l a n d 's  d i s s e n s io n  ; i t  d id lead  to  Y e a ts 's  com plex  p r iv a te  m ythology 

and , a r m e d  w ith  the knowledge of A V is ion . Y ea ts  fe lt  p ro te c te d  a g a in s t  

" the  chaos  of the w o r ld " .

In 1899 A r th u r  Sym ons d ed ica ted  to  Y ea ts  h is  The S ym bolis t  M ovem ent 

in L i t e r a tu r e .  By th is  da te  the I r i s h  L i t e r a r y  T h e a t re  had  com e in to  

being . Sym ons d e s c r ib e s  Y ea ts  a s  " the ch ie f  r e p re s e n ta t iv e "  of the  

s y m b o l is t  m ovem en t in the E n g l ish  language , the I r i s h  l i t e r a r y  m o v em en t 

being  one of the  e x p re s s io n s  of w hat Sym ons c a l ls  the  " p r in c ip le "  of 

sy m b o l is m .  Sym ons and Y ea ts  s h a re d  an  a e s th e t ic  : " a l l  the  w hile  we 

w e re  w ork ing  a s  w e l l  a s  th inking  out a  philosophy of a r t  ; you, a t  a l l  

e v e n ts ,  c re a t in g  beau tifu l  th in g s ,  a s  beau tifu l,  i t  s e e m s  to  m e ,  a s  a n y 

th ing  th a t  i s  being  done in  ou r  t im e " .  Symons m ak es  i t  c l e a r  th a t  

m y s t i c i s m  is  Y e a ts 's  " n a tu ra l  d i re c t io n "  ; he is  c e r ta in  th a t  Y ea ts  w il l  

be a  sy m p a th e t ic  r e a d e r  of the  volume*. Y ea ts  w as  sy m p a th e t ic  bu t h e  

w as  a l s o  c r i t i c a l .  He spen t som e t im e  in  read in g  the vo lum e tho rough ly  

and  in  h is  own a n a ly s is  of sy m b o lism  he t r i e d  to  r e a c h  g r e a t e r  p h ilo so p h ica l  

dep th  : "My e s s a y  on S y m b o lism  h as  grown to be a  r a th e r  e la b o ra te  th ing  -
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abou t four t im e s  a s  long a s  I ex p ec ted ^ . .]Xt is  I th ink  goodf. jN o w  

th a t  1 h ave  had  to r e a d  Symons*s book v e ry  c a re fu l ly  I have found It 

c u r io u s ly  vague  in  i t s  philosophy. He h as  not r e a l ly  thought about i t  

and  c o n t ra d ic ts  h im s e l f  so m e tim e s  in  the  s a m e  se n te n c e ,  but th e r e  is  

a  g r e a t  d e a l  of r e a l ly  v e r y  fine c r i t i c i s m ,  " A t the  v e r y  beginning  of 

"T he  S y m b o lism  of P o e t ry "  Y eats  acknow ledges h is  r e s p e c t  fo r  S y m o n s 's  

" su b tle  book". I t  i s  w o r th  exam in ing  the e s s a y  b e fo re  co n s id e r in g  the  

im p a c t  of M a e te r l in c k 's  w o rk  on Y ea ts .  H is  f i r s t  point is  th a t  a l l  

a r t i s t s  have m ain ta in ed  a  c r i t i c a l  philosophy of t h e i r  own a r t .  The 

a e s th e t ic  of the  new a r t ,  w hich follows the  " e x te rn a l i t ie s "  of " the s c ie n 

t if ic  m o v e m e n t"  in l i t e r a tu r e ,  is  th a t  of sy m b o lism . H e re  Y e a ts  m ak es  

h is  f i r s t  defin ition  of sy m b o lism  a s  "the e le m e n t  of evoca tion , of 

s u g g e s t io n " .  Y ea ts  goes on to  d is c u s s  "the continuous indefinab le  

s y m b o l is m  w hich is  the su b s tan ce  of a l l  s ty le " .  In  iso la t io n  f ro m  Y e a t s 's  

a n a ly s is  i t  i s  d iff icu lt  to a p p re c ia te  the  a s su m p tio n  th a t  the  i l lu s t r a t iv e  

l in e s  f ro m  B u rn s  a r e  "p e r fe c t ly  sy m b o lic a l"  :

The w hite m oon is  se tt in g  behind the white w ave . 
And T im e  is  se tt ing  w ith  m e , O!

Y e a ts  po in ts  out th a t  in  th e se  lines  the  " a r ran g em en t of co lo u rs  and sounds 

and f o rm s "  p e r fe c t ly  evokes  an  em otion  of m elancho ly  w hich cannot be 

evoked by any o th e r  a r r a n g e m e n t .  By s t r e s s in g  the unchanging value  

of the  em o tio n a l  evocation  Y ea ts  is  d e m o n s tra t in g  how B u rn s  o r  any  o th e r  

g r e a t  poet p e r fe c t ly  c a p tu re s  in  h is  s ty le  an  em otion  i the  l ines  a r e  

" p e r fe c t ly  sy m b o lic a l"  b e c a u se ,  a s  a  r e s u l t  of the  a r r a n g e m e n t  of "m oon 

and w ave and  w h ite n e ss  and se tt in g  T im e  and the  l a s t  m elan ch o ly  c r y " ,  an
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em otion  is  co m m u n ica ted  : feeling is  t r a n s la te d  into w o rd s .

Y e a ts  s t r e s s e s  th a t  sym bols  which a r e  m e ta p h o rs  " a r e  the m o s t  

p e r fe c t  of a l l ,  b ecau se  the  m o s t  sub tle ,  ou ts ide  of p u re  sound". T he  

s e n tim e n t  h e r e  s e e m s  p a r t ic u la r ly  P a te re s q u e  ; w ith  h is  s ta te m e n t  

Y ea ts  s e e m s  to  be a ccep tin g  th a t  m u s ic  is  the m o st  p e r fe c t  of the  a r t s  

in  th a t  i t  Is m o re  sub tle  than  language. A t the sa m e  t im e  a s  Y eats

e ch o es  P a t e r  he a lso  a n tic ip a te s  B e c k e t t 's  co m m en t,  "My w o rk  i s  a

" tm a t te r  cf fu n d am en ta l  sounds" .  H e re  B ec k e tt  s e e m s  to  be a lign ing  h is

a r t  w ith  the  sy m b o lis t  a e s th e t ic .  T h is  a l ignm en t is  e m p h a s is e d  when
i r

B ec k e tt  goes  on to  say  th a t  he  cannot "m anage"  to p robe  in to  h is  own 

r e a s o n s  fo r  c re a t in g  the c h a r a c te r s  and s i tu a tio n  of E n d g a m e . B e c k e t t 's  

a r t  m u s t  be in te rp r e te d  by the aud ience and each  s p e c ta to r  m a y  i n t e r p r e t  

the " fu n d am en ta l  sounds"  in a  d if fe ren t  w ay. H is  a r t  a c ts  in  the  su b tle ,  

indefinab le  y e t  v e r y  m eaningfu l way of m u s ic  and of "p u re  sound".

Y e a t s 's  n ex t co m m en t in "The S ym bolism  of P o e t ry "  he lps  to  e lu c id a te  

B e c k e t t 's  w o rk  : "A ll sounds, a l l  c o lo u r s ,  a l l  f o rm s ,  e i th e r  b e cau se  of 

th e i r  p r e o rd a in e d  e n e rg ie s  o r  b ecau se  of long a s so c ia t io n ,  evoke indefinab le  

and y e t  p r e c i s e  e m o t io n s" .  The p a r t ic u la r  " m u s ic a l  r e la t io n "  of so u n d s ,  

c o lo u rs  and fo rm s  evokes an  em otion  p re c is e  but no t y ie ld ing  to p r e c i s e  

defin it ion . We fee l  the em otion  but we cannot define i t  in  in te l le c tu a l  

t e r m s .  Y e a t s 's  d eep  conviction  of the t re m e n d o u s ly  profound function  

of the  poet is  beau tifu lly  e x p re s s e d  : "B eca u se  an  em otion  does  not 

e x is t ,  o r  does  not becom e p e rcep tib le  and ac tiv e  am ong u s ,  t i l l  i t  h a s  

found i t s  e x p re s s io n ,  in  co lo u r  o r  in  sound o r  in  fo rm , o r  in  a l l  of th e s e ,  

and b e c a u se  no  two m odula tions  o r  a r ra n g e m e n ts  of th e se  evoke the sa m e  

em o tio n ,  poe ts  and p a in te r s  and m u s ic ia n s ,  and in  a  l e s s  d e g re e  b e c a u se
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th e i r  e f fe c ts  a r e  m o m e n ta ry ,  day and n ight and cloud and shadow, a r e  

con tinua lly  m aking  and unm aking m ankind. " Y e a ts 's  b e l ie f  in  m ag ic  

is  ex tended  to  the  m a g ic a l  pow er of sym bo lic  l i t e r a tu r e  i the  function  

of the a r t i s t  i s  th a t  of en ch an te r  and hypno tis t  who lu re s  h is  aud ience  

in to  a  new , m o re  m eaningfu l r e a l i ty  : "The p u rp o se  of rh y th m , i t  has  

a lw ay s  se e m e d  to  m e ,  is  to  pro long the m om ent of co n tem p la tio n , the 

m om en t w hen we a r e  both a s le e p  and aw ake, w hich is  the one m o m en t of 

c r e a t io n ,  by hushing  us with an  a l lu r in g  m onotony, w hile  i t  ho lds  u s  

waking by v a r ie ty ,  to  k eep  u s  in th a t  s ta te  of p e rh a p s  r e a l  t r a n c e ,  in  

w hich  the  m ind l ib e ra te d  f ro m  the p r e s s u r e  of the w il l  is  unfolded in  

sy m b o ls .  "

Y ea ts  d is t in g u ish e s  two d is t in c t  types  of sym bo l.  " In te l le c tu a l"  

sym b o ls  "evoke id eas  a lone , o r  id eas  m ingled  with em otions ;  and o u ts ide  

the  v e ry  defin ite  t ra d i t io n s  of m y s t ic i s m  and the  le s s  defin ite  c r i t i c i s m  

of c e r t a in  m o d e rn  p o e ts ,  th e se  alone a r e  ca l le d  s y m b o ls " .  "E m o tio n a l"  

s y m b o ls ,  such  a s  B u r n s 's  l in e s ,  a r e  in  a  s e p a ra te  c a te g o ry .  T h e  c r o s s  

and the  crow n  of th o rn s  a r e  c ited  a s  ex am p les  of " in te l le c tu a l"  s y m b o ls .  

A lthough Y ea ts  d i s m i s s e s  " in te l lec tu a l"  sym bols  a s  "the p lay th ings  of 

the a l l e g o r i s t  o r  the  p e d an t" ,  sym bols  w hich "soon  p a s s  aw ay " , by the 

t im e  of A V is ion  Y ea ts  had  com e to find th a t  "em otiona l"  sym bo ls  a lone 

could  not s a t is fy  h is  need  to  c r e a te  a  re l ig io u s  a r t  f o rm .  T he  p u re ly  

"e m o tio n a l"  and m e ta p h o r ic a l  sym bolic  a r r a n g e m e n t ,  evocative  and 

in d e f in a b le ,  w as  supp lem en ted  in  the l a te r  Y ea ts  by " in te l le c tu a l"  s y m 

b o l ism . Y ea ts  even tua lly  found sym bols  to e x p re s s  the  sy n th e s is  of 

" id e a s  m in g led  w ith  em o tio n s" .  T h is  p ro c e s s  of deve lopm en t f ro m  

"e m o tio n a l"  to  " in te l le c tu a l"  sy m b o lism  can  be b r ie f ly  i l lu s t r a te d  w ith
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r e f e r e n c e  to the th re e  p lays which I sh a ll  exam ine  in d e ta i l .  In  The

Shadowy W a te rs  the s e a ,  voyage, b ird s  and n e t  sym bols  evoke em otion  ; 

the r o s e  and c r o s s ,  i t  is  t r u e ,  evoke c e r ta in  id eas  f ro m  R o s ic ru c ia n is m ,  

but the  whole effec t Is one of hypnotic rh y th m  produced  by "em o tio n a l"  

sy m b o ls .  The H o u r -G la s s  m akes  u se  of " in te l le c tu a l"  sy m b o ls  ; the  

h o u r - g la s s  i t s e l f ,  the A ngel, and the concep ts  of H e ll ,  H eaven  and 

P u r g a to r y  convey sp ec if ic  ideas  ; the p lay a lso  con ta ins  l in e s  w hich , in  

the  " e m o tio n a l"  way of B u r n s 's  l in e s ,  a r e  "p e r fe c t ly  sy m b o lic a l"  :

I h e a r  the wind a -b lo w ,
I h e a r  the g r a s s  a -g ro w .  
And a l l  th a t  I know, I know.

In The C at and the  Moon Y eats  u se s  sym bols  w hich com bine " in te l le c tu a l"  

and "e m o tio n a l"  q u a l i t ie s .  The " in te l lec tu a l"  sym bols  f ro m  h is  s y s te m  - 

m oon, s a in t ,  fool and hunchback - a lso  r e ta in  an  evocative  n a tu re  ou ts ide  

id e a s .  I t  is  th is  p lay  th a t  ach iev es  the  type of " in te l le c tu a l"  sym bols  

w hich  evoke " id eas  m ing led  with e m o tio n s" .

T he  d is t in c t io n  betw een  " in te l le c tu a l"  and "em o tio n a l"  sym bols  

s e e m s  no t to  be followed th rough  when Y eats  d is c o v e rs  " in te l le c tu a l"  

sy m b o ls  in  M a e te r l in c k 's  e a r ly  p lays - M a e te r l in c k 's  f o r e s t s ,  c a s t le s  

and  w e l ls  s e e m  to  be "em o tio n a l"  -  how ever the  u n u su a l  c la s s i f ic a t io n  

is  exp la in ed  by E d w a rd  E n g e lb e rg  who has  m ade a  s p e c ia l  s tudy  of Y e a t s 's

n
a e s th e t ic .  Y ea ts  w as  co n s id e r in g  the d isad v an tag es  fo r  the a r t i s t  in  our 

t im e  : m o d e rn  sy m b o ls  m u s t  be c re a te d  by in te l le c tu a l  e f fo r t .  M o re o v e r ,  

a s  Y e a ts  th en  thought, the sym bols  of the m o d e rn s  depend u l t im a te ly  on 

a  t ra d i t io n  of id eas  e x is t in g  in  the " g re a t  m e m o ry " .  When we r e t u r n  to 

Y e a t s 's  e s s a y  we find a n o th e r  exp lanation . Y e a ts 's  c o n t r a s t  betw een



I S ^

S h a k e sp e a re  s u se  of em otiona l"  sym bols  and D a n te 's  u se  of " in te l le c tu a l"  

sym b o ls  im p l ie s  th a t  the  a r t i s t  who lacks  a  re l ig io u s  o r  p h ilo so p h ica l  

s y s te m  goes to  e m o tio n a l"  sym bols  and, c o n v e rse ly ,  th a t  the  a r t i s t  

who does  p o s s e s s  such  a  sy s te m  w il l  u se  " in te l le c tu a l"  sym bols  d i r e c t ly  

f ro m  the  re l ig io u s  o r  ph ilo soph ica l  background . P e rh a p s  Y ea ts  m ean t  

to  im p ly  th a t  V i l l ie r s  and M ae te rl in ck  w e re  s tr iv in g  to w ard s  a  re l ig io u s  

s y s te m  in  th e i r  s y m b o lism  ; he no tes  th a t  they  have in th e i r  w o rk  f o r e 

shadow ed "the new s a c re d  book, of which a l l  the a r t s ,  a s  som ebody  h a s  

s a id ,  a r e  beginning to d r e a m " .  M odern a r t  th a t  is  t ru ly  re l ig io u s  m u s t  

involve " in te l le c tu a l"  sy m b o ls .  In the m ed iev a l w o rld  the E v e ry m a n  

a u th o r  had u se d  "em o tio n a l"  sym bols  a s  w e ll  a s  " in te l le c tu a l"  sym b o ls  

in  r e la t io n  to a  re l ig io u s  s y s te m ,  and th is  so lu tion  w as to be Y e a ts 's  in  

h is  own d r a m a .

Y e a t s 's  d r a m a  is  d is c u s s e d  in  an  e n th u s ia s t ic  e s s a y  by A r th u r

S ym ons. T he  e s s a y  does  not involve an o v e r t  co m p a r iso n  w ith  k la e te r l in c k .

W hen, h o w e v e r ,  Symons s t r e s s e s  th a t  Y e a ts 's  c h a r a c te r s  " sp e a k  to  one

a n o th e r  no t out of the h e a r t  o r  out of the m ind , but out of a  d e e p e r

c o n sc io u sn e s s  than  e i th e r  h e a r t  o r  m ind , which is  p e rh a p s  w hat we c a l l  

II
the s o u l" ,  he is  v e ry  like ly  r e c a l l in g  the w ords  he u sed  to  d e s c r ib e  one

of M a e te r l in c k 's  a im s  : M a e te r l in c k  a t tem p ted  "to r e n d e r  the  sou l and

the  s o u l 's  a tm o s p h e re " ^ ^  Symons found th a t  both d r a m a t i s t s  have

a t te m p te d  to  e x p r e s s  the  m o s t  profound a r e a s  of hum an e x p e r ie n c e .  We

can  c o m p a re  the two following p a s sa g e s  : "The s i le n c e s  of th e s e  p lay s

a r e  like  the  p a u se s  in  m u sic  » we have the c o n sc io u sn e s s ,  u n d e r  a l l  the

beau ty  and  c le a r n e s s  and p re c is io n  of the w ords  we h e a r ,  of som eth ing
24

u n sa id ,  so m eth in g  w hich  the sou l broods o ver  in s i le n c e ,  and T he  s e c r e t
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of th ings  w hich  i s  ju s t  beyond the m o s t  sub tle  w o rd s ,  the s e c r e t  of the 

e x p re s s iv e  s i le n c e s ,  h a s  alw ays been c l e a r e r  to  M a e te r l in c k  than  to  

m o s t  people  ; and , in  h is  p lay s ,  he has  e la b o ra te d  an  a r t  of s e n s i t iv e ,  

ta c i tu rn ,  and a t  the s a m e  t im e  highly o rn a m e n ta l  s im p lic i ty ,  which h as  

com e n e a r e r  than any o th e r  a r t  to being the vo ice  of s i l e n c e T h e  

o v e r r id in g  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of each  d r a m a t is t  Is an  e x t r a o rd in a r i ly  

h e igh tened  se n se  of m y s t ic i s m .  Y eats  d e s c r ib e d  h im s e l f  a s  a  " C h u rc h le s s  

m y s t ic  : the t i t le  is  equally  su itab le  fo r M a e te r l in c k .  T h is  fu n d am en ta l  

k in sh ip  b eco m es  ap p a re n t  when we t e s t  Y e a ts 's  r e a c t io n  to  M a e te r l in c k 's  

e s s a y s  and p lay s .

L a u re n c e  A lm a  T a d e m a  t r a n s la te d  Les  A veugles  fo r  the Scott 

l i b r a r y  in  1895. The S igh tless  im m e d ia te ly  c a p tu re d  Y e a ts 's  a t te n t io n ,  

and  he  w ro te  to  C liv ia  S h ak esp ear  :

I should  g re a t ly  like to  have a  ta lk  w ith  you about M a e te r l in c k .  
H is  p lay  about the b lind people and the  dead  p r i e s t  in  the 
snow is  de ligh tfu l.  I fe e l  about h is  th ings g e n e ra l ly  how ever  
th a t  th ey  d if fe r  f ro m  r e a l ly  g re a t  w ork  in  lacking  tha t 
c e a s e l e s s  r e v e ry  about life w hich we c a l l  w isd o m . In  a l l  
the  old d r a m a t i s t s ,  G reek  and E n g lish ,  one fee ls  th a t  
th ey  a r e  a l l  the t im e  thinking w onderfu l,  and r a t h e r  
m o u rn fu l ,  th ings about th e i r  puppets , and e v e ry  now and 
th en  they  u t t e r  th e i r  thoughts in  a  sudden line o r  em body 
th e m  in  som e u n fo re se e n  ac tion . I sa id  to V e r la in e ,  
w hen I saw  h im  la s t  y e a r ,  'D oes not M a e te r l in c k  touch the 
n e r v e s  s o m e t im e s  when he should touch the h e a r t ? '  'Ah y e s ' ,  
s a id  V e r la in e ,  'he i s  a  d e a r  good fellow and m y v e ry  good 
f r ie n d ,  but a  l i t t le  b it  of a m ountebank. ' T h is  touching the  
n e r v e s  a lo n e ,  s e e m s  to  m e to  com e f ro m  the lack  of r e v e ry .  
H e is  how ev er  of im m e n se  value a s  a  fo rce  helping people to 
u n d e r s ta n d  a  m o re  id e a l  d r a m a .

H e re  Y ea ts  v o ic e s  the s ta n d a rd  c r i t i c i s m  of M a e te r l in c k  : behind the  

c h a r a c t e r s  and  s i tu a t io n s  in  the plays th e re  is  no w ise  a s s e s s m e n t  of l i f e . 

M a e te r l in c k  w ould have re p l ie d  th a t  he w anted  to " touch the n e r v e s "  of h is

crcr
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aud ien ce  in  o r d e r  to evoke l 'a n ^ o i s s e . a  se n sa t io n  of u n ease  and in s ta b i l i ty  

in  face  of the  unknown. In the e a r ly  p lays i t  w as out of the q u es tio n  to  

touch  the h e a r t  b e c a u se ,  a t  th is  t im e ,  M a e te r l in ck  c h a r a c te r i s e d  h im 

s e l f  a s  a  q u e s td r  fo r  w isd o m . Y e a ts 's  com pla in t in th is  d i re c t io n  is  

s im i l a r  to  E l io t ' s  : the d is s a t i s fa c t io n  w ith M a e te r l in c k 's  p lays  s te m s  

f r o m  the  d is s a t i s f a c t io n  w ith  a  vague philosophy th a t  em bod ies  c o n t r a d ic 

tion  and a n o m aly .  It  is  a m u sin g  to note th a t  Y ea ts  s l ip s  in  V e r la in e 's  

co m m en t in  o r d e r  to  s tren g th en  h is  own opinion. Cne canno t h e lp  fee ling  

tliat V e r la in e  w as not a s  good a  f r ien d  of M a e te r l in c k  a s  he t r i e d  to  

p r e te n d .  I t  i s  too glib to c a l l  M ae te r l in ck  "a m ountebank" when 

M a e te r l in c k  sc ru p u lo u s ly  noted each  r e v e r s a l  in  h is  philosophy. Y e a t s 's  

two p o s it iv e  c o m m en ts  a r e  in te re s t in g  to r e m e m b e r .  He a d m ire d  L es  

A veuilles  w hich , w ith  i ts  key im ag es  of b lindness  and  a  s a v io u r ,  is  

r e c a l le d  in The C at and the Moon. He a lso  a p p re c ia te d  M a e te r l in c k 's  

value  in  the  p ro p ag a tio n  of "a  m o re  id e a l  d r a m a "  su ch  as  Y ea ts  h im s e l f  

w as  en d eav o u rin g  to ach ie v e .

Y e a ts  found E 'C is e a u  B leu  "p o p u la r" ,  " m e re t r i c io u s "  and " p r e te n 

t io u s " .  M a e te r l in c k 's  f a e r ie  in p e r fo rm a n c e  cau sed  Y ea ts  to  laugh a t  

the B e lg ian  p la y w r ig h t 's  gu llib ility . The d iffe ren ce  be tw een  the popu la r  

a l le g o ry  of L 'C is e a u  B leu  and the sy m b o lism  of L es  A veugles can  be 

m e a s u re d  by Y e a t s 's  r e m a r k s .  H is  re a c t io n  to  see ing  the E n g l ish  

t r a n s la t io n  of L 'C is e a u  B leu  (The Blue B ird )  in  p e r fo rm a n c e  w as d i r e c t  : 

"I thought i t  v e ry  bad , but th a t  i t  m ight have  a  po p u la r  s u c c e s s  in  the 

wake of P e t e r  F a n .  T h e re  w e re  g r e a t  th in g s ,  an  ex c e l le n t  c a t  and  dog 

who q u a r r e l l e d  a lw ay s  and a  de ligh tfu l p e rso n if ic a t io n  of s u g a r  but my 

c h ie f  im p re s s io n  w as of a  r a th e r  m e r e t r ic io u s  p a n to m im e . T he  aud ience
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w as d e ligh ted  fo r  they  had  expected  a  m a s te rp ie c e  and b o red o m , I 

have  not r e a d  the p lay  and so do not know if  i t  is  as  poor a s  i t  s e e m e d ,  

a m e r e  l ib re t to  fo r  the scene  p a in te r  with h e r e  and th e r e  a  p re te n t io u s  

p iece  of t r a d i t io n a l  p o e try .  It  is  p robab ly  an o th e r  of the gasping  th ings  

M a e te r l in c k ,  s tru g g lin g  w ell beyond h is  n a tu re ,  does  to p le a se  h is  w ife , 

who w as  th e r e  l a s t  n igh t,  in a  r e d  tu rb a n ,  looking like M e ssa l in a .  I 

a m u se d  som ebody  by say ing  th a t  M ae te r l in ck  w as like a  l i t t le  boy who 

h a s  ju m p ed  up behind a  tax i  cab and c a n 't  get off. " In h is  c r i t i c i s m  

Y ea ts  n o ticeab ly  holds h im s e l f  a loof  f ro m  the r e s t  of the  au d ien ce ,  th o se  

"de lig h ted "  m a s s e s  who "had expected  a  m a s te rp ie c e  and b o re d o m " .  

P o p u la r  d r a m a  does  no t i n t e r e s t  Y eats  ; he im p lie s  th a t  M a e te r l in c k  h as  

subdued h is  im p u lse  to w r i te  sy m b o lis t  d r a m a  in o r d e r  to b eco m e  p o p u la r  

a s  w e l l  a s  "to p le a se  h is  w ife" .  I t  is  p lain  a t  any r a te  w hich a s p e c t  of 

M a e te r l in c k 's  ta le n t  Y ea ts  finch p re fe ra b le .

T he  a s s e s s m e n t s  provoked  by Y e a ts 's  read in g  The S ig h tle ss  and 

w atch ing  a  p e r fo rm a n c e  of The Blue B ird  w e re  m ad e  in  l e t t e r s  to  f r ie n d s  ; 

they  a r e  b a lan ced  by the public  p ronouncem en ts  on M a e te r l in c k  in  Y e a t s 's  

two re v ie w s  fo r  The Bookm an in  1897. A lf re d  S u t ro 's  t r a n s la t io n  of 

M a e te r l in c k 's  f i r s t  vo lum e of e s s a y s .  The T r e a s u r e  of the H um ble ,  w as  

announced  by Y ea ts  in d r a m a t ic  t e r m s  and in  the  co llec tio n  he  found a 

good d e a l  w ith  w hich  he could  identify :

We a r e  in  the m id s t  of a  g r e a t  revo lu tion  of thought, w hich 
is  touching l i t e r a tu r e  and  specu la tion  a l ik e  ; a n  in s u r r e c t io n  
a g a in s t  e v e ry th in g  w hich  a s s u m e s  th a t  the e x te rn a l  and 
m a t e r i a l  a r e  the  only fixed th in g s ,  the only s ta n d a rd s  of 
r e a l i ty  G • 0  th is  in s u r r e c t io n  h a s  com e w ith  a  g e n e ra t io n  
young enough to  have e sc a p e d  f ro m  se rv itu d e  to  the 
s c ie n ti f ic  p h i lo so p h e rs ,  and  M. M a e te r l in ck ,  who took 
the  r e d  bonnet f ro m  the hands of V i l l ie rs  de L is le  A dam  (sicQ,



is  am ong the m o s t  in sp i r e d  of i ts  l e a d e r s  Q . Q the  
w o n d er  of the book is  th a t  M. M a e te r l in c k  h as  dw elled  
so long w ith  th e se  d im  p o w ers ,  th e se  m y s te r io u s  
p r in c ip a l i t i e s ,  w hich  a r e  the deep  below a l l  d e e p s ,  
th a t  he  w r i te s  of th em , not w ith the  a r id  veh em en ce  of 
a  co m b a tan t  o r  an  in nova to r ,  but w ith  a  beau tifu l 
pa thos  and te n d e rn e s s  G * D  The book lacks  the 
d e f in i te n e ss  of the  g r e a t  m y s t ic s ,  but it  h as  co u n tle ss  
p a s s a g e s  of th is  cu r io u s  p a the tic  beau ty , and shows us  
com m on  a r t s  and th in g s ,  w ith  the  light of the g r e a t  
m y s t i c s ,  and  a new light tha t w as not t h e i r s ,  beating  
upon th em .

Y e a t s 's  only c a v i l  i s  w ith  the vag u en ess  of the e s s a y s  in  c o n t r a s t  w ith 

"the d e f in ite n e ss  of the g re a t  m y s t ic s "  but the point is  s ig n if ican t  in  

the  ligh t of "the d e f in i te n e ss "  of h is  own m y s t ic a l  w o r k -A V is io n ‘7 It 

is  a lw ays M a e te r l in c k 's  lack  of defin ite  ph ilo so p h ica l  s ta te m e n t  th a t  

t ro u b le s  Y e a ts .  In h is  rev iew  Y eats  quo tes  ap p rov ing ly  f ro m  S u tro 's  

t r a n s la t io n  of the e s s a y s  " L 'E to i le "  and "L e  R ^ e i l  de l 'â m e "  p a s s a g e s  

w hich  convey M a e te r l in c k 's  id eas  about h is to ry  and d es tin y .  Y e a ts ,  

t ry in g  to  e s ta b l i s h  a  new s p ir i tu a l  epoch in  I re la n d ,  im m e d ia te ly  r e c o g 

n ise d  the  p a r a l l e l  betw een  h is  own re b e ll io n  a g a in s t  the p ro s e  d r a m a  

th a t  f lo u r ish e d  on the  D ublin  s tage  a t  the end of the n in e teen th  ce n tu ry  

and M a e te r l in c k 's  " in s u r re c t io n "  in  P a r i s  a g a in s t  n a tu r a l i s m .  Y ea ts  

saw  M a e te r l in c k  a s  an  a l ly  in  a  revo lu tio n . The change would com e 

th ro u g h  l i t e r a r y  e f fo r t  such  a s  h is  own and M a e te r l in c k 's ,  b r in g in g  about 

a s p i r i tu a l  a g e ,  an  a w a re n e s s  of "the so u l" .  In  "The C e lt ic  E le m e n t  in  

L i t e r a t u r e "  Y ea ts  linked the sy m b o lis t  m ovem en t w ith the I r i s h  c u l tu ra l  

r e v iv a l  :

T h e  re a c t io n  a g a in s t  the  r a t io n a l i s m  of the  e igh teen th  
c e n tu ry  h a s  m ing led  w ith  a  re a c t io n  a g a in s t  the m a te r ia l i s m  
of the  n in e teen th  ce n tu ry ,  and the sy m b o lica l  m o v em en t,  
wliich h a s  com e to p e r fe c t io n  in G erm an y  in W ag n er ,  in
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E ng land  in the P r e -R a p h a e l i t e s ,  in  F r a n c e  in V i l l ie r s  
de I ' l s le -A d a m ,  and M a lla rm é ,  and in  B e lg iu m  in 
M a e te r l in c k ,  and has  s t i r r e d  the im ag in a tio n  of Ib sen  
and D 'A nnunzio , is  c e r ta in ly  the only m ovem en t th a t  is  
say ing  new th in g s .  The a r t s  by brooding  upon th e i r  
own in te n s i ty  have becom e re l ig io u s ,  and a r e  seek ing , 
a s  I th ink V e r h a e r e n  h as  sa id ,  to c r e a te  a  s a c re d  book. 
T hey  m u s t ,  a s  r e l ig io u s  thought h as  a lw ays done, u t te r  
th e m se lv e s  th rough  legends Q . the I r i s h  legends m ove 
a/Yung known woods and s e a s ,  and  have so  m uch  of a  new 
beau ty  tha t  they  m ay  w e ll  give the  opening c e n tu ry  i ts  
m o s t  m e m o ra b le  sy m b o ls .  2.S

E n v isa g in g  p o l i t ic a l  cohesion  as  a r e s u l t  of l i t e r a r y  en d eav o u r ,  Y ea ts  

p lanned  a  th e a t r ic a l  r e n a i s s a n c e .  Lady G re g o ry  m ade  a v a i lab le  the  I r i s h  

m y ths  and D ouglas Hyde founded the G aelic  L eague . The com plex  r e 

aw akening  of the A r t s  in  I re la n d  w as seen  by Y ea ts  a s  a  re l ig io u s  cam paign : 

"We who c a r e  deep ly  about the a r t s  find o u rse lv e s  th e  p r ie s tl io o d  of an  

a lm o s t  fo rg o tten  fa ith , and we m u s t ,  I tliink, i f  we would win the people  

a g a in ,  tak e  upon o u rse lv e s  the  m ethod  and the f e rv o u r  of a  p r ie s th o o d  7) 

We m u s t  b ap tize  a s  w e ll  a s  p re a c h .  " Y e a ts 's  in ten tion  w as to r e - c r e a t e  

in  I re la n d  a  c u l tu ra l  e r a  when the  a r t s  could be in se p a ra b le  f ro m  re l ig io n .  

In h is  e s s a y  " I re la n d  and the A r t s "  Y ea ts  p ro p o se s  th a t  th o se  a r t i s t s  

co m m it te d  to  a r e l ig io n  should  w r i te  about th e i r  fa i th .  The co m m itted  

a r t i s t s  would then  r e a c h  people  w ith  the sam e  fa ith , c re a t in g  a  profound 

re a c t io n  to  th e i r  l i t e r a tu r e .  M o reo v e r ,  Y ea ts  con tinues ,  those  who 

w r i te  w ithout a  dec ided  background  should exp lo it I r i s h  m yth and legend , 

m ak ing  th e se  th e i r  s u r ro g a te  fa ith , thus tying a r t  once m o re  w ith  re l ig io n .  

Y e a t s 's  sym pathy  w ith  M a e te r l in c k 's  accoun t of the  new s p i r i tu a l  epoch 

and  w ith  h is  " m o re  id e a l  d r a m a "  can be u n d e rs to o d  in  the light of th e se  

a i m s .

In  Y e a t s 's  d r a m a t ic  th e o ry  we can find c e r ta in  p a s sa g e s  in s p i r e d  by
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M a e te r l in c k .  Y e a ts  a g r e e s  w ith M a e te r l in c k  th a t  in ten se  fee ling  is  

in e x p re s s ib le  in  the language of p ro se  r e a l i s m  ; "E duca ted  and w e l l - b re d  

people  do not w e a r  th e i r  h e a r t s  upon th e i r  s le e v e s ,  and they have  no 

a r t i s t i c  and c h a rm in g  language except light p e rs if la g e  and  no pow erfu l 

language  a t  a l l ,  and when they  a r e  deeply  m oved they  look s i len t ly  into
3 0

the  f i r e p la c e .  " T h is  im age  of people who s i t  by the f i r e p la c e ,  who a r e

in cap ab le  of u t te r in g  a w ord  in  th e ir  g re a t  d i s t r e s s ,  is  in  a  way c o m p a ra b le

w ith  M a e te r l in c k 's  p ic tu re  of the t r a g ic  r e p re s e n ta t iv e  of e v e ry d a y ,  the

old m an  who w a its  in  h is  a r m c h a i r  fo r  the d es tin y  th a t  he has  been  a l lo t te d .

But Y ea ts  d ra w s  h is  conc lus ions  v e ry  d iffe ren tly .  He is  convinced  th a t

m o d e rn  educa ted  people cannot be r e p re s e n te d  in  t r a g ic  d r a m a  b e c a u se

of t l ie ir  in a r t ic u la c y .  The so lu tion  is  tha t th e re  m u s t  be "an  old w iv e s '
3\

t a le  in  d r a m a ,  an e x tra v a g a n t  d ig re s s io n  f ro m  r e a l i ty  such  a s  one d i s 

c o v e r s  in  the ta le s  of the folk. The e s s e n t ia l  m yth ic  qua li ty  th a t  Y ea ts  

d e s i r e s  i s  c o m p a ra b le  w ith tha t  ach ieved  by M a e te r l in c k 's  leg en d ary  

d r a m a .  H o w ev er ,  w h e re a s  h la e te r l in c k  is  n o n -sp e c if ic  in  h i s  d ep ic t io n  

of p lace  and  c h a r a c t e r s ,  Y e a ts 's  e f fo r t  i s  to w ard s  d ra m a t is in g  the  I r i s h  

m y th s .  Both  Y ea ts  and M a e te r l in c k  endeavoured  to c r e a te  w hat Y ea ts  

c a l le d  "em o tio n  of m u lt i tu d e " ,  the em pathy  of an  aud ience  w ith  a  r e p r e s e n 

ta t iv e  and  m yth ic  a c t io n .  Y ea ts  acknow ledged th a t  he  had le a r n t  how to 

ach iev e  such  an  e ffec t  f ro m  Ib sen  and M a e te r l in c k  :

I have  been  w ondering  why I d is l ik e  the c l e a r  and lo g ica l  
c o n s tru c t io n  w hich  s e e m s  n e c e s s a r y  if  one is  to  su cceed  
on the  m o d e rn  s tag e  Q . Q th is  c o n s tru c t io n ,  w hich  a l l  the  
w o r ld  h a s  l e a rn t  f ro m  F r a n c e ,  has  eve ry th in g  of high 
l i t e r a tu r e  excep t the  em otion  of m u lti tude . The G reek  
d r a m a  h a s  got the  em o tio n  of m ultitude  f ro m  i t s  c h o ru s ,  
w hich  c a l le d  up fam ous s o r r o w s ,  even  a l l  the gods and a l l  
h e r o e s ,  to w i tn e s s ,  a s  i t  w e re ,  som e w e l l - o rd e r e d  fab le .
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som e a c t io n  s e p a ra te d  but fo r  th is  f ro m  a l l  but i t s e l f  Q  . Q 
T h e  S h a k e sp e a r ia n  d r a m a  gets  the em otion  of m ultitude 
out of the su b -p lo t  w hich copies  the m ain  p lot, m uch as  
a  shadow upon the  w a l l  cop ies  o n e 's  body in  the  f i re l ig h t  C  • 0  
and v e r y  com m only  the  su b -p lo t  Is the m a in  p lo t w orking  
i t s e l f  out in  m o re  o rd in a ry  m en  and w om en , and so 
doubly ca lling  up b e fo re  us the im age of m u lti tude . Ib sen  
and M a e te r l in c k  h av e ,  on the o th e r  hand , c r e a te d  a  new 
fo rm ,  fo r  they  ge t m ultitude f ro m  the w ild  duck in  the 
a t t i c ,  o r  f ro m  the  c row n  a t  the bo ttom  of the founta in , 
vague sym b o ls  tha t s e t  the mind w an d er in g  f ro m  idea  to 
id e a ,  em otion  to  em otion . Indeed a l l  the  g r e a t  m a s t e r s  
h av e  u n d e rs to o d  th a t  th e re  cannot be g re a t  a r t  w ithout the 
l i t t le  l im ite d  life of the  fab le ,  w hich  i s  a lw ays b e t te r  the  
s im p le r  i t  i s ,  and the  r ic h ,  f a r -w a n d e r in g ,  m a n y - im ag e d  
life  of the  h a l f - s e e n  w o rld  beyond i t .  32.

T he  " c le a r  and lo g ica l  co n s tru c t io n "  of the  " w e ll -m a d e "  p lay  is  r e je c te d  

by Y e a ts  b e c a u se  of i ts  o n e -d im e n s io n a l  look a t  a  p a r t ic u la r  s itua tion  w ith  

no wide a p p lica t io n  beyond i ts  r ig id  con fines .  In th is  type of p lay  th e r e  

is  nothing to su g g es t  th a t  the s itua tion  is  r e le v a n t  to the hum an  condition  

in  g e n e ra l .  B e c a u se  of th is  n a r ro w n e s s ,  an  aud ience  w il l  take  in the 

p lay  o b jec t iv e ly  and th e re  w ill  be no iden tif ica tion  o r  invo lvem ent w ith  a 

p ro found  t ru th .  In A then ian  d r a m a  and in  S h a k e s p e a re 's  g re a t  t r a g e d ie s  

the  e m p h a s is  is  the opposite  : h e r e  a r e  ac tio n s  w hich the  aud ience w il l  

r e c o g n is e  a s  t im e le s s  w ith  r e fe r e n c e  to a l l  hum anity . The re a c t io n  of 

the  au d ien ce  to  the  co n s tru c t io n s  w hich e m p h a s is e  m ultitude  - the ch o ru s  

in  G re e k  d r a m a  and the  su b -p lo t  in  S h a k esp ea re  - is  " th is  could include 

m e "  and a  com m on em otion  is  g e n e ra te d .  A s im i la r  type of reco g n it io n  

is  a t  w o rk ,  Y ea ts  s u g g e s ts ,  in  The Wild Duck a nd P e l le a s  et M e lisa n d e . 

in  w hich p lays  sym bo lic  techn ique  conveys the en ig m atic  qua li ty  and 

m y s te r y  of e x is te n c e .  "E m otion  of m u lti tu d e"  is c a r r i e d  in  sym bols  

w hich  r e t a in  s u g g e s t iv e n e s s  w hile  seem in g  to  offer exp lana tion . W hen 

M elisan d e  d ro p s  h e r  c row n  a  whole chain  of t ra g e d y  is  s e t  in  m otion , 

thus  the c ro w n  a c c r u e s  a  m ean ing fu lness  r e la te d  to  the m y s te ry  of life and



162:

d es t in y .  The Wild Duck u se s  i ts  c e n t r a l  sym bo l as  d e p a r tu re  point 

of th em e  and c ru x  of the e n t i re  p lay , yet th a t  sym bo l r e s i s t s  f ina l 

a n a ly s is  ; a t  the sa m e  t im e  as  the w i |d  duck ta k e s  on a  m e ta p h y s ic a l  

q u a l i ty ,  i t  b e c o m e s  e x p re s s iv e  of m a n 's  p ligh t,  not m e re ly  of H ed v ig 's  

o r  of old E k d a l 's ,  o r  of any o ther  c h a r a c t e r 's  in the p lay . Y ea ts  is  

s tru g g l in g  in h is  own p lays  fo r  a  s im i la r  i r r e d u c ib le  pow er.

In Y e a ts 's  1897 rev iew  fo r  The Bookm an of S u tro 's  t r a n s la t io n  of 

A ula vaine e t S e ly se tte  he r e p e a ts  the c r i t i c i s m  th a t  he had m ade in  h is  

p e r s o n a l  c o r re sp o n d e n c e  : "the s e r io u s  fault of h is  (k la e te r l in c k 's )  b e s t  

p la y s ,  even  of 'L e s  A v e u g le s ' and 'L 'I n t r u s e ' ,  is  th a t  they  have not the  

c row ning  g lo ry  of g r e a t  p la y s ,  tha t con tinual r e v e ry  about d es tin y  th a t  i s ,  

a s  i t  w e r e ,  the  p e r fe c t  r a im e n t  of beau tifu l e m o t i o n s Y e a t s  d i s c u s s e s  

the c h a r a c t e r s  of A u lavaine et S e lyse tte  in the light of th is  : "M elea n d e r  

and A g lav a in e ,  h is  m o s t  p ro m in e n t  p e r s o n s ,  con tinually  say  th in g s ,  w hich  

they  would say  d if fe re n t ly  o r  not a t  a l l ,  i f  th e i r  m a k e r  w e re  only th inking 

of th e m  a s  p e r s o n s  in the p la y " .  ^ Y e a t s ' s  opinion th a t  iVIaeterlinck is  not 

til inking of h is  s tage  p e rso n a g e s  as  c h a r a c te r s  in  th e i r  own r ig h t  m u s t  be 

e n d o rse d ,  fo r  A glavaine  and M eleandre  (M eleander  in  the E n g lish )  co n 

tin u a lly  vo ice  M a e te r l in c k 's  own ph ilo soph ica l id eas  in  an  unm uted  w ay.

A s we have s e e n ,  M a e te r l in c k  r e a l i s e d  th a t  the p la y 's  s u c c e s s  i s  only 

p a r t i a l .  T he  m ove to w ard s  ind iv idua lisa tion  in  M ele an d re  and  A glavaine  

is  s t i l t e d ,  th w a r te d  by M a e te r l in c k 's  tendency to  u t t e r  p h ilo so p h ica l

sp e e c h e s  th ro u g h  th e m  : they  s e e m  to be m o u th -p iece s  a lo n e .  He
■ /  /  

b a lan ced  th is  p ro p e n s i ty  in  h is  conception  of S e ly se t te ,  M elig ran e  and

Y s sa le n e .  T h e se  la s t  th re e  c h a r a c te r s  s e e m  to be m oved by d e s tin y  and

the w o rk in g  out of the f a ta l is t ic  ac tion  is  ach ieved  a t  the co s t  of r e a l i s t i c
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c h a r a c te r i s a t io n .  Y eats  re c o g n ise s  th is  u n easy  b a lan ce , noting th a t

M a e te r l in c k  hand les  m o re  su c c e ss fu l ly  the c h a r a c te r s  p ro p e lle d  by fa te  i

M. M a e te r l in c k  cannot sp eak  th rough  th e i r  l ip s ,  but m u s t  le t  th e m  sp eak

35
a s  th e i r  d e s t in ie s  would have th e m  sp eak " ,  Y e a ts 's  m a in  point is  th a t  the

th re e  m o s t  s u c c e s s fu l  c h a r a c te r s  "speak  m o re  m ovingly  than  the  p e r so n s

of 'L e s  A v e u g le s '  o r  'L ' I n t r u s e ' ,  fo r  though s t i l l  h a rd ly  m o re  th an

shadow s and  c r i e s ,  they have  each ,  a s  the p e rso n s  in  S h a k e sp e a re  h av e ,

th e i r  p o r t io n  of w isd o m , while a l l  they say  is  beau tifu l w ith  the pathos

of th e i r  Uttle in t e r e s t s  and th e i r  e x t re m e  w eak n ess  k la e te r l in c k ,  in

Y e a t s 's  eyes^had p r o g re s s e d  tow ards  the w isdom  w hich Y eats  had  found

lack ing  in L ' ln t ru a e  and Les  A veugles because  "he h a s  found a  ph ilosophy

in h is  s e a r c h  fo r  the q u in te sse n c e ,  the philosophy of h is  b eau tifu l 'T  r e s  or

3 7
des  H u m b le s ' ,  and he would have h is  p e rso n s  sp eak  out of i ts  w isd o m " .  

A g lavaine  e t S e ly se t te  is  aw kw ard  becau se  M a e te r l in c k  had  not d is c o v e re d  

how to hand le  the ph ilo so p h ica l  e lem en t in  d ig es t ib le  fo rm .  The opinions 

e x p r e s s e d  by Y ea ts  in  th is  rev iew  a r e  of c o n s id e ra b le  i n t e r e s t  w ith  

r e g a r d  to  h is  own ph ilo sopliica l position .

Y e a t s 's  d r a m a  w as b ased  on undeviating p u rp o se fu ln e ss  : he w as 

d e te rm in e d  to b r in g  about a  s p i r i tu a l  cu l tu re .  He w ro te  ; "All ou r  a r t

is  but tiie putting  ou r  fa ith  and the evidence of our fa ith  in to  w o rd s  o r

38fo rm s  and our  fa ith  is  in  e c s ta s y " .  The o rd e r in g  of fa ith  in  a r t  w as  

e s s e n t i a l  fo r  Y ea ts  ; he w ro te  to h is  fa th e r  : "Much of your thought 

r e s e m b le s  m ine  in  An A lphabet (the f i r s t  t i t le  of P e r  A m ica  S ilen tia  

Luna el but m ine i s  p a r t  of a  re l ig io u s  s y s te m  m o re  o r  l e s s  lo g ica lly  

w o rk ed  out, a  s y s te m  w hich w ill  I hope i n t e r e s t  you a s  a  fo rm  of p o e try .

I find the  se tt in g  i t  a l l  in  o r d e r  h as  helped  m y v e r s e ,  has  given m e a  new
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getting  the d i s o r d e r  of on e 's  ndnd  in o rd e r  and th is  is  the r e a l  im p u lse  

to  c r e a te .  T i l l  one has  e x p re s s e d  a  thing i t  i s  like a n  untidy , unsw ep t, 

u n d u s ted  c o r n e r  of a  ro o m . When i t  is  e x p re s s e d  one fee ls  c le a n e r ,  

and  m o re  e le g a n t ,  a s  i t  w e r e ,  but le s s  profound so I suppose  som eth ing  

is  lo s t  in  e x p re s s io n .  " T h is  s ta te m e n t  follows f ro m  the  e a r ly  d e t e r 

m in a t io n  of Y ea ts  to found a  C hurch  of poetic  t ra d i t io n .  A V is ion  w as 

l a t e r  to fu lfil  the functions th a t  Y eats  m entions  : i t  b ro u g h t o r d e r  to  h is  

thought and it o rd e re d  h is  subsequen t a r t i s t i c  c re a t io n .  Y ea ts  fe lt  i t  

v i ta l  to h is  a r t  th a t  he should have a p a r t ic u la r  "w isdom " to im p a r t ,  a 

s y s te m  of r e fe r e n c e  to which he could allude and f ro m  w hich he could 

tak e  im a g e s .  Y ea ts  w as v e ry  conscious  of the neop la ton ic  ro le  of the 

poet a s  s e e r ,  env isag ing  h im s e l f  a s  a sh am a n  equipped w ith  pow ers  to 

t r a n s c e n d  the hun^an condition. T ha t he saw as  h is  function the c o m 

m un ica tio n  of d ivine r e v e la t io n  is  m ade c le a r  in  the  following p a ssa g e  

f ro m  a  l e t t e r  to C liv ia  S h ak esp ea r  ; "1 have  r e a l ly  f in ished  A V is ion  (7 . 7)

I w r i te  v e ry  m uch fo r  young m en betw een  tw enty and th i r ty ,  a s  a t  th a t  

a g e ,  and  y o u n g e r ,  1 w anted  to fee l  th a t  any poet I c a re d  fo r  - Shelley  le t  

us sa y  - saw  m o re  than  he told of, had in  som e se n se  s e e n  in to  the m y s te ry .  

I r e a d  m o re  in to  c e r ta in  poem s than they con ta ined , to  s a t is fy  m y  in t e r e s t .  

The young m en  I w r i te  fo r  m ay  not re a d  m y V ision  - they  m ay  c a r e  too 

m u ch  fo r  p o e t ry  - but they  w il l  be p lea sed  th a t  i t  e x i s t s .  E v e n  my 

s im p le s t  po em s w il l  be tlie b e t te r  fo r  i t  Q . 7) I have  c o n s tru c te d  a  m y th , 

but then  one can  be lieve  in  a m yth  - one only a s s e n ts  to  philosophy . " ^

The  d if fe re n c e  betw een "b e lie f"  and  " a s s e n t"  is  im p o r ta n t  h e r e .  Myth 

is  d i f fe re n t  in kind f ro m  philosophy : one e it l ie r  a c c e p ts  a  philosophy as
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t ru th  o r  one does not. Myth cannot be so  re a d i ly  d is m is s e d  b e c a u se  it 

does  not s e t  out to  be a lo g ica l  exp lanation  of even ts  ; r a t h e r ,  m yth  

em p lo y s  sym bo ls  w hich su g g es t  exp lanation  but w hich  a r e  f inally  

in e x p lic a b le .  J u n g 's  %;erceptive com m ents  m ay  u sefu lly  be invoked a t  

th is  point :

H a s  it  no t ye t  been  o b se rv ed  th a t  a l l  re l ig io u s  s ta te m e n ts  
con ta in  lo g ica l  co n trad ic t io n s  and a s s e r t io n s  th a t  a r e  
im p o ss ib le  in p r in c ip le ,  th a t  th is  Is  in  fac t the v e ry  
e s s e n c e  of re l ig io u s  a s s e r t io n ?  A s w itn ess  to  th is  we 
have T e r tu l l i a n 's  avow al : "And the Son of God is  dead , 
w hich is  w orthy  of b e l ie f  b ecau se  i t  is  a b s u rd .  And 
w hen b u r ie d  He r o s e  aga in , which is  c e r ta in  b ecau se  it  
is  im p o ss ib le .  " Q . Q Oddly enough the p a ra d o x  is  one of 
o u r  m o s t  va lued  s p i r i tu a l  p o s s e s s io n s ,  w hile  u n ifo rm ity  
of m ean ing  is  a s ign of w e a k n e ss .  H ence a  re l ig io n  
b e c o m e s  Inw ard ly  im p o v e r ish e d  when i t  lo se s  o r  r e d u c e s  
i t s  p a ra d o x e s  ; but t h d r  m u ltip lica tion  e n r ic h e s  b ecau se  
only the  p a ra d o x  co m es  anyw here  n e a r  to  co m p reh en d in g  
the  fu ln e ss  of life . N on-am bigu ity  and n o n -c o n tra d ic t io n  
a r e  o n e -s id e d  and  thus  u nsu ited  to  e x p re s s  the in c o m p re 
h e n s ib le .

Y e a t s 's  a r t  is  d ed ica ted  to  the  p u r s u i t  of the p a rad o x ,  am b ig u ity  and 

su g g e s t iv e n e s s  of re l ig io u s  s ta te m e n t  a s  Jung defines  i t .

I s h a l l  c o n c e n tra te  on th re e  p lays to d e m o n s tra te  the  dev e lo p m en t 

of Y e a t s 's  sym bo lic  d r a m a .  The Shadowy W a te rs  is  a n  e a r ly  p lay  ;

Y ea ts  r e c o r d s  th a t  in  i t s  w r i t in g  he was influenced by F r e n c h  s y m b o lism . 

The H o u r -C la s s  is  a  m o ra l i ty  p lay which is  b a se d  to  som e ex ten t on 

E v e ry m a n . In  The Cat and the Moon, a N oh-in fluenced  p lay  w hich 

a n t ic ip a te s  W aiting for Godot. Y ea ts  ach iev es  a  fo rm  com bining song, 

d a n c e ,  and an a c t io n  th a t  can be in te rp re te d  on a n u m b er  of le v e ls .  T h is  

p lay  s a t i s f i e s  the r e q u i re m e n ts  of " d ra m a  w ith in  the l im ita tio n s  of a r t  : 

f o rm  is  w elded  h a rm o n io u s ly  w ith  content, the sym bols  a r e  h igh ly  re so n a n t
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and Y ea ts  s p e r s o n a l  inyth is  c ru c ia l  to the fu ll  u n d ers tan d in g  of the 

ac t io n .  The g re a t  s u c c e s s  of the play is  th a t  Y eats  h as  ach iev ed  a 

f o rm  flex ib le  enough to accom m odate  an  ac tion  w hich is  r e la te d  to the 

s y s te m  but whicn is  n e i th e r  con tr ived  n o r  r e s t r i c t iv e ly  a l le g o r ic a l .  

M a e te r l in c k ,  in  "Le V ieux qui ne veu t pas M o u r i r " ,  had fina lly  re a c h e d  

a  p h ilo so p h ica l  p o s it io n  th a t  h is  play d e m o n s tr a te s  but the r e s u l t  is  fla t 

and  u n d ra m a t ic .  Y e a ts  su cceed s  in this r e s p e c t  w h ere  M a e te r l in c k  

f a i l s .  In a  f in a l  s e c t io n  I sh a ll  exam ine the re a c t io n s  of Shaw and E l io t  

to Y e a ts .

ii "The Shadowy V /a te rs"

In "The T ra g ic  G e n e ra t io n "  Y eats  r e c o rd e d  the  deb t w hich he 

owed to  A r th u r  S y m o n s 's  t r a n s la t io n s  of M a l l a r m é  and  V e r la in e .  He 

acknow ledges  th a t  th o se  t ra n s la t io n s  f ro m  M a lla rm é  "m ay  have  given 

e l a b o r a t e  fo rm  Q . 7) to  The Shadowy W a te r s " .  ̂When Y ea ts  w as in tro d u ce d  

to  m o d e rn  F r e n c h  p o e try  by Symons he had r e a d  A xel "o r  w as  s t i l l  

re a d in g  i t ,  so slow ly  and w ith  so  m uch d iff icu lty , th a t  c e r ta in  p a s s a g e s  

had  an  e x a g g e ra te d  im p o r ta n c e ,  while a l l  re m a in e d  so  o b sc u re  th a t  I 

could w ithout m uch  e ffo r t  im ag ine  tha t h e r e  a t  l a s t  w as  the S a c re d  Book 

I longed fo r"  Y e a ts 's  i n t e r p r e t e r s  have fo r  a  long t im e  t r i e d  to  

e s ta b l i s h  the  F r e n c h  d e r iv a t io n  of The Shadowy W a te r s .  The c r i t i c a l  

c o n t ro v e r s y  h a s  the following h i s to ry .  In 1931 E dm und  W ils  on t r a c e d  

Y e a t s 's  r e la t io n  to the F re n c h  Sym bolist m il ieu  in  A x e l 's  C a s t l e .

A lthough W ilson  d i s m is s e s  Y e a ts ia n  d r a m a  - " Y e a ts 's  p lays have l i t t le  

d r a m a t ic  im p o r ta n c e  b e c a u se  Y ea ts  h im s e l f  h as  l i t t le  s e n se  of d r a m a  •
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he does  m en tion  th a t  Y ea ts  "has p roduced  a th e a t r e  som ew hat s im i la r  

to M a e te r l in c k 's .  The p roductions  of a g r e a t e r  poet,  equipped w ith  a  

r i c h e r  and m o re  so lid  m ythology, these  p lays do, h o w ev er ,  take  p lace  

in  the s a m e  s o r t  of tw ilit  w orld  as  M a e te r l in c k 's  - a  w orld  in w hich  the 

c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  l e s s  often d ra m a t ic  p e r s o n a l i t ie s  than  d isem b o d ied  

b ro o d in g s  and long ings. * In 1943 C .M .B o w ra  w as unequ ivocal : "The 

m o s t  p o p u la r  m an ife s ta t io n  of S ym bolism  w as tlie d r a m a t ic  a r t  of 

M a e te r l in c k ,  in  which the c h a r a c te r s  have no p e rso n a l i ty  but a r e  sy m b o ls  

of the p o e t 's  d r e a m s .  It is  f ro m  th is  t ra d i t io n  th a t  Y e a ts 's  d r a m a  a r o s e .  *' ^  

He Specified  the  im p o r ta n t  pos ition  of The Shadowy W a te rs  a s  "the 

c ro w n  of the  p o e try  which Y ea ts  w ro te  und er  the exam ple  of M a lla rm é  

as  Sym ons exp la ined  it to h im . In it  the m ethod of H /ro d ia d e  i s  c a r r i e d  

to a h ighly  p e r s o n a l  conclusion , h a rd ly  in  au then tic  d r a m a  but a t  l e a s t  in  

d r a m a t ic  ly r ic  a c c o rd in g  to Sym bolis t  r u le s .  " B ow ra  goes on to  c o m p a re  

the p lay  w ith A x e l 's  full d isc u s s io n  of "the i s s u e s  of life and d e a th " ,  

w h e re  " ev e ry th in g  is  r a i s e d  to the sam e  p itch  of r h e to r i c " .  "Y e a ts 's  

s ty le " ,  he a d d s ,  " is  not r h e to r ic  but it  is  r h e to r ic a l .  The a s su m p tio n s  

of E dm und  W ilson  and C. M. Bow ra w e re  q u es tioned  by W ill iam  Y o rk  T in d a l l  

in 1945. A lthough A xel was a  p ro m in e n t  in fluence , he a r g u e s ,  Y eats  

"w as a  sy m b o lis t  poet long b e fo re  he had h e a rd  of the  F r e n c h " .  Y e a t s 's  

o ccu lt  s tu d ie s ,  h is  read ing  of Swedenborg and B oehm e (the m y s t ic s  w hom  

M a e te r l in c k  a lso  r e v e re d ) ,  h is  in tim a te  knowledge of B lak e , Shelley  and 

R o s s e t t i  : f ro m  th e se  Y ea ts  developed h is  sy m b o lism . R o b e r t  C 'D r i s c o l l  

h a s  r e c e n t ly  tak en  th is  line in  h is  study fo r  the D olm en  P r e s s  : "To 

a s s u m e  th a t  Y ea ts  a c q u ire d  h is  knowledge of sy m b o lism  f ro m  A r th u r  

bym ons and the F r e n c h  sy m b o lis te s  is  no longer  p o ss ib le .
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It i s  t ru e  to  say  tha t Y e a ts 's  fa ith  in sy m b o lism  f it ted  in  a d m ira b ly

w ith  w hat he knew of the F re n c h  sy m b o lis ts ,  and i t  is  a lso  c e r ta in  th a t

Y ea ts  a p lay  w as to som e extent influenced by Axel. In H a r r y  G o ld g a r 's

1950 a r t i c l e  fo r  Revue de L i t té r a tu re  C o m p a ré e ^ th e re  is  a d e ta i led  s tudy

of the points of connection between Axel and The Shadowy Waters. A

convincing  p a r a l l e l  is  d raw n  betw een the p lays : the u se  of R o s ic ru c ia n

s y m b o ls ,  the  in ex o rab le  des tin y  to which the lo v e rs  a r e  d raw n , the

ly r i c a l  love s c e n e s  and id e a l is t ic  v is io n s ,  D e c to r a 's  r e - e n a c tm e n t  of

S a r a 's  a b ru p t  change f ro m  m enacing  h o s ti l i ty  to p a ss io n a te  love , and the

s im i la r i ty  of the denouem ents  ind icate  the influence on Y e a ts .  Y e a ts 's

fa ith  in  m ag ic  had m ade h im  p a r t ic u la r ly  open to A xel. The epilogue to

P e r  A rnica Si len t ia  Lunae  s t r e s s e s  how congenial Y ea ts  found the P a r i s

of the e ig h te e n -n in e t ie 8 : "When I went fo r  the f i r s t  o r  second  t im e

M a lla rm é  had ju s t  w r i t te n  : 'A ll our age is  fu ll of the  t re m b lin g  of the

v e i l  of the  T e m p le .  ' Cne m et ev e ry w h ere  young m en  of l e t t e r s  who

ta lk ed  of m ag ic  G * 0  V i l l ie rs  de I 'I s le -A d a m , the h a u g h tie s t  of m en ,

had but la te ly  d ied . I had r e a d  h is  A xel slow ly and la b o r io u s ly  as  one

r e a d s  a  s a c r e d  book - my F r e n c h  w as v e ry  bad - and had  applauded it  
50

upon the s ta g e .  " Two y e a r s  b e fo re  the 1894 v i s i t  to P a r i s ,  Y ea ts  had 

w r i t te n  of Ms study  of m agic  : "It is  su re ly  a b s u rd  to  hold m e 'w e a k ' o r  

o th e rw ise  b e c a u se  I chose to p e r s i s t  in a study w hich I dec ided  d e l ib e ra te ly  

four  o r  five y e a r s  ago to m ake , next to m y p o e try ,  the  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  

p u r s u i t  of m y life  G* D H I had not m ade m agic  m y cons tan t study I 

could no t have  w r i t te n  a s ing le  w ord of my Blake book, n o r  would The 

C oun tess  K a th leen  have e v e r  com e to e x is t .  The m y s t ic a l  life  is  the 

c e n tre  of a l l  th a t  I do and a l l  th a t  I think and a l l  th a t  I w r i te .  It ho lds  to
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m y w o rk  the s a m e  re la t io n  tha t the philosophy of Godwin he ld  to the 

w o rk  of S helley  and I have alw ays c o n s id e re d  m y se lf  a  voice of w hat I 

b e liev e  to  be a g r e a t e r  r e n a is s a n c e  -  the r e v o l t  of the sou l a g a in s t  the 

in te l le c t  - now beginning in  the w orld . In 1892 Y ea ts  w as a ttem p tin g  

to c r e a te  a m y tho log ica l  s y s te m  to which h is  w o rk  could r e l a t e . F o u r  

y e a r s  b e fo re  M a e te r l in c k  w ro te  l  e T r é s o r  des t u m b l e s ,  and five y e a r s  

b e fo re  Y e a ts  rev iew ed  S u tro 's  t ra n s la t io n ,  Y eats  co m m en ts  on "the 

r e v o l t  of the  so u l  a g a in s t  the in te l le c t" ,  an tic ipa ting  M a e te r l in c k 's  

s im i l a r  r e m a r k s  in  "Le R e v e il  de l 'â m e " .

T he  Shadowy W ate rs  is  a p ro d u c t of Y e a ts 's  fa ith  in m ag ic .  In 

1901 Y ea ts  o ffe red  a  defin ition  of m ag ic  which s t r e s s e d  the c e n t r a l  im p o r 

tan ce  of syi^-^bols. Vfe r e c a l l  while read in g  it  M a e te r l in c k 's  g r e a t  i n t e r e s t  

in  the  occu lt  (Le G rand S e c re t  is  a h is to ry  of the occult) and  in m y s t ic i s m ,  

and  h is  b e l ie f  in the com m union of sou ls  w hich he ou tlines  in h is  e s s a y  

"S ilen ce" .  Y ea ts  a s s e r t s  h is  b e l ie f  :

I b e liev e  in  the p r a c t ic e  and philosophy of w hat we have 
a g re e d  to c a l l  m ag ic ,  in  w hat I m u st ca l l  the evocation  of 
s p i r i t s ,  though I do no t know w hat they  a r e ,  in  the pow er 
of c re a t in g  roag ica l  i l lu s io n s ,  in tlie v is io n s  of t ru th  in  the 
dep ths  of the  m ind w hen the eyes  a r e  c losed ; and I be lieve  
in  th re e  d o c t r in e s ,  which hav e , a s  I th ink , been  handed 
down f ro m  e a r ly  t im e s ,  and been  the foundations of n e a r ly  
a l l  m a g ic a l  p r a c t i c e s .  T h e se  d o c tr in e s  a r e  : -

(1) T h a t the b o r d e r s  of our m ind a r e  e v e r  sh if ting , and 
th a t  m any m inds can  flow into cne a n o th e r ,  a s  i t  w e re ,  and 
c r e a te  o r  r e v e a l  a s ing le  m ind, a  s ing le  en e rg y .
(2) T h a t  the b o r d e r s  of our m e m o r ie s  a r e  a s  sh if ting , and 
th a t  our m e m o r ie s  a r e  a  p a r t  of one g r e a t  m e m o ry ,  the 
m e m o ry  of N a tu re  h e r s e l f .
(3) T h a t  th is  g re a t  m ind and g re a t  m e m o ry  can  be evoked 
by sy m b o ls .  S Z

Y e a ts 's  concep tion  of a  " g re a t  m ind" is  c u r io u s ly  s im i la r  to J u n g 's
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defin it ion  of the co llec tive  unconscious  :

A m o re  o r  lea s  s u p e r f ic ia l  la y e r  of the  unconsc ious  is  
undoubtedly p e rso n a l .  I ca l l  i t  the p e r s o n a l  u n c o n sc io u s . 
B u t th is  p e r s o n a l  unconscious  r e s t s  upon a  d e e p e r  la y e r ,  
w hich  does not d e r iv e  f ro m  p e r s o n a l  e x p e r ie n c e  and is  
no t a  p e r s o n a l  acq u is i t io n  but i s  inborn . T h is  d e e p e r  
l a y e r  I c a l l  the co llec tive  u n c o n sc io u s . I have  chosen  
the  t e r m  "c o lle c t iv e "  b ecau se  th is  p a r t  of the  unconsc ious  
is  not ind iv idual but u n iv e rsa l ;  in c o n t ra s t  to the p e r s o n a l  
p sy ch e ,  i t  has con ten ts  and m odes of behav iou r  th a t  a r e  
m o re  or le s s  the sam e  ev ery w h ere  and in  a l l  in d iv id u a ls .  
It  i s ,  in  o th e r  w o rd s ,  id e n tic a l  in a l l  m en  and  thus  co n 
s t i tu te s  a com m on psych ic  s u b s t r a te  of a  supr<vpersonal 
n a tu re  wliich is  p r e s e n t  in e v e ry  one of u s .  S 3

A c c o rd in g  to Jung , the re p e t i t io n  of a rc h e ty p a l  sym bols  in  d r e a m  and 

l i t e r a tu r e  and m yth  e s ta b l is h e s  tlie ex is ten c e  of a  co llec tive  unco n sc io u s ;  

he finds th a t  the  m o st com m on sym bol for the unconsc ious  is  w a te r .  In 

the c o u r se  of Y e a ts 's  e s s a y  on m ag ic ,  he equa tes  m a g ic ia n s  and a r t i s t s  

in th e i r  u se  of sy m b o ls ,  "the g r e a te s t  of a l l  p o w e rs " .  ^  In The Shadowy 

W a te rs  Y ea ts  a t te m p ts  to r e c r e a te  a p a t te rn  f ro m  A nim a Mundi ; by the 

u se  of a rc h e ty p a l  sy m b o ls ,  in  p a r t ic u la r  the sy m b o lic  s e a ,  by the u se  

of I r i s h  h e r o ic  c h a r a c te r s  and by r e fe r e n c e  to  A x e l .

In the  long p ro c e s s  of re v is io n  las ting  a lm o s t  th i r ty  y e a r s  - f ro m  

concep tion  in 1883 to the  f ina l pub lished  v e r s io n  of 1911 - we find Y ea ts  

a t te m p tin g  to e r a s e  f ro m  his  tex t the  poetic  v ag u en ess  and lack  of d r a m a t ic  

q u a l i t ie s  wliich he  had  d ep lo red  in M a e te r l in c k 's  e a r ly  p lay s .  M ich ae l 

S idne ll ,  G eorge Mayhew and David C la rk  have in v es t ig a ted  the  long 

evo lu tion  of The Shadowy W ate rs  th rough  the  m a n u sc r ip ts  and  p ub lished  

v e r s io n s ,  p rov id ing  an invaluab le  guide  to the changing id eas  behind the 

p la y 7^^ They note th a t  influence f ro m  A xel does not o ccu r  b e fo re  the  1906 

pub lished  v e r s io n .  The tex t  on which I s h a l l  c o n cen tra te  is  the f ina l  v e r s io n
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p u b lish ed  in  C ollec ted  Plays* This  1911 tex t is b ased  on the ac ting  

v e r s io n  of 1907 with a few m inor  c u t s I n  N ovem ber 1906 Y ea ts  t r i e d  

to c la r i fy  h is  p ro c e d u re  o ver  the y e a r s  and he took the opportun ity  to  

o ffer  ad v ice  to h is  aud ience  :

I began  "The Shadowy W a te rs "  when I w as a  boy, and 
when I pub lished  a v e r s io n  of it  s ix  o r  sev en  y e a r s  ago, 
the p lot had  been  so often r e - a r r a n g e d  and w as so 
o v erg ro w n  witli sy m b o lica l  ideas  tha t the poem  w as 
o b sc u re  and vague. It found i ts  way on to the s tage  
m o re  o r  le s s  by acc id en t ,  for our people had tak en  i t  a s  
an  e x e r c i s e  on the speaking  of v e r s e ,  and i t  p le a se d  a  
few f r ie n d s ,  though i t  m u s t  have bew ild e red  and bojred 
the  g r e a t e r  po rtion  of the aud ience . The p r e s e n t  v e r s io n  
is  p ra c t ic a l ly  a new poem , and i s ,  I b e l iev e ,  su ff ic ien tly  
s im p le ,  appea ling  to  no knowledge m o re  e s o te r ic  th an  is  
n e c e s s a r y  fo r  the u n ders tand ing  of any of tlie m o re  
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  love poem s of Shelley o r  of P e t r a r c h .
If the au d ience  w ill  u n d e rs tan d  it  a s  a  f a i ry - t a l e ,  and not 
look too anx iously  fo r  a m ean ing , a l l  w il l  be w e ll .  S S

Y ea ts  w as  f ina lly  p re se n t in g  h is  play a s  a  beau tifu l t a p e s t r y  of sym bo ls

w hich should  not be p e n e tra te d  for m ean ing . He had co m m en ted  tiiat

"My Shadewy W atera  is  m a g ic a l  and m y s t ic a l  beyond anyth ing  I have

done Q .  .3 I w ish  to m ake i t  a kind of g rave  e c s ta s y .  " The p lay  w as 

go
"w ild" and  involved "the whole s to ry  of the r e la t io n  of m an  and w om an in 

symbol".^* T h e se  e a r ly  r e m a rk s  suggest  a  p lay e n t i re ly  re m o v e d  f ro m  

a c tu a l i ty ,  and the 1900 v e r s io n  w as l a te r  c r i t i c i s e d  by Y ea ts  a s  " r e m o te " .

" im p e r s o n a l" ,  " m o r e  a r i t u a l  than a hum an  s to ry ' and d e l ib e ra te ly
g -p

w ithout h u m an  c h a r a c t e r s " .  Y eats  a p p re c ia te d  the need  fo r  r e v is io n  

w hen he had  seen  tlie play in  p e r fo rm a n c e  in  Ju ly  1905 a t  an  in te rn a t io n a l  

T h e o so p h ic a l  C o n g ress  in  London. M a e te r l in ck  w as in the au d ien ce  on 

th is  o ccas io n .  Y e a ts 's  p lay  would su re ly  nave im p re s s e d  h im , a lthough  

we have no r e c o r d  of h is  r e a c t io n ,  a s  an exam ple  of le g en d a ry  d r a m a
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c o m p a ra b le  w iui h is  P e l l e a s  e t  M e l i s a n d e .  In the subsequen t r e v is io n ,

h o w e v e r ,  Y ea ts  t r i e d  to r id  h is  play of i ts  M a e te r l in c k ia n  q u a l i t ie s .

"N e e d le s s  sy m b o ls"  w ere  rem oved  ; the c h a r a c te r s  w e re  m ade  to " a n sw e r  
64-

e ach  otlier  . Y ea ts  m ain ta ined  tha t he had le a rn t  what is  d r a m a t ic ,  th a t  

p o e try  w ithout d ra m a  is  not in te re s t in g  o n -s ta g e ,  and in  l a te r  p lays  he would 

s t r iv e  fo r  s im u ltan eo u s  poetic  and d ra m a t ic  q u a l i t ie s .  To A r th u r  Sym ons 

he w ro te  :

I have le a rn e d  a g r e a t  d e a l  about p o e try  g e n e ra l ly  in 
the  p r o c e s s  (p^ r e v i s i o i j ,  and one thing I a m  now quite 
s u r e  of is  th a t  a l l  the f in e s t  p o e try  co m es  lo g ica lly  out 
of the  fundam en ta l  ac t io n ,  and tha t tlie e r r o r  of la te  
p e r io d s  like th is  is  to  be lieve  th a t  som e th ings a r e  
in h e re n t ly  p o e t ica l ,  and to  t r y  and pull th e m  on to the 
sc e n e  a t  e v e ry  m o m en t.  It i s  ju s t  th e se  seem ing  
in h e re n t ly  p o e t ica l  th ings tha t  w e a r  out. My Shadowy 
W a te rs  w as full of th em , and the fundam enta l tliinking 
w as noth ing , and tha t  gave the whole poem  an  im p re s s io n  
of w e a k n e s s .  T h e re  w as no in te rn a l  life  p r e s s in g  fo r  
e x p re s s io n  th rough  the c h a r a c te r s .  68^

Y e a ts  had  le a rn t  f ro m  S y m o n s 's  e s s a y  on W agner th a t  i t  could be e x c u sab le  

to leave  som e u nana lysab le  em o tio n a l p a s sa g e s  :

A c e r ta in  p a s sa g e  had  alw ays see m e d  w rong  to m e ,  and 
a f t e r  I had  r e w r i t t e n  it  s e v e ra l  t im e s  i t  was s t i l l  w rong .
I then  cam e  on tha t p a ra g ra p h  w h ere  W agner in s i s t s  tha t 
a  p lay  .m ust not a p p ea l  to the in te l l ig en ce ,  but by being , 
if  I r e m e m b e r  r ig h t ly ,  a  p iece  of s e lf  c o n s is te n t  life 
d i r e c t ly  to the em o tio n s .  It w as ju s t  one of th o se  p a s sa g e s  
w hich  se e m e d  to have no v e ry  p r e c is e  m eaning  t i l l  one 
b r in g s  a c tu a l  e x p e r ie n c e  to th e i r  u n d e rs tan d in g .  Y our 
e s s a y  is  a  su b s t i tu te  fo r  m o re  vo lum es  tiian anything of 
the  k ind  I have seen .  66

We can  conclude f ro m  th is  tliat Y eats  tu rn e d  to  S y m o n s 's  e s s a y  w ith  a  

c e r ta in  r e l ie f .  The r e c a lc i t r a n t  p assag e  could r e m a in  in i ts  in te l le c tu a l  

confusion . The f ina l tex t  of The Shadowy W a te rs  is  s t i l l  confused .



1 3

A s u m m a ry  of the c i r c u m s ta n c e s  of the d ra m a t ic  ac tio n  w as 

m ade  by Y ea ts  in 1906 and it is  rew ard in g  to exam ine  th e se  com m ents

Cnee upon a t im e ,  when h e ro n s  built th e i r  n e s ts  in  
old m e n 's  b e a r d s ,  F o rg a e l ,  a Sea-K ing  of an c ien t 
I re la n d ,  w as p ro m is e d  by c e r ta in  h u m an -h ead ed  b i rd s  
love of a  s u p e rn a tu ra l  In tensity  and h a p p in e ss .  T h e se  
b i rd s  w e re  the sou ls  of the dead , and he followed th e m  
o v e r  s e a s  to w ard s  the su n se t ,  w h ere  th e i r  f ina l  r e s t  i s .  
By m e a n s  of a m ag ic  h a rp ,  he could ca l l  th e m  about 
h im  when he would and l is ten  to th e i r  speech . H is 
f r ie n d  A ib r ic ,  and the s a i lo r s  of h is  sh ip , thought h im  
rnad, o r  tliat th is  m y s te r io u s  happ iness  could com e 
a f te r  dea th  only, and  tha t he and tliey w e re  being lu re d  
to d e s tru c t io n .  P r e s e n t l y  they cap tu red  a sh ip , and 
found a  beau tifu l  w om an upon i t ,  and F o r g a e l  subdued 
h e r  and  h is  own re b e l l io u s  s a i lo r s  by tlie sound of h is  
h a r p .  The s a i lo r s  fled  upon the o th e r  sh ip , and F o r g a e l  
and the w om an  d r if te d  on alone following the b i rd s ,  
aw aiting  dea th  and w hat com es a f te r ,  o r  som e m y s te r io u s  
t r a n s fo rm a t io n  of the f le sh , an  em bodim ent of e v e ry  
l o v e r 's  d r e a m ,  6 1

Y ea ts  s t r e s s e s  the f a i ry - ta le  n a tu re  of the  ac tion  w ith h is  opening l ine .

The  q u e s t  is  the s tap le  of the ftA rie  a s  F lo re n c e  F id le r  defines  the g en re  

in  r e la t io n  to L 'C is e a u  Bleu . The q u es t  fo r  im m o r ta l  love w ill  involve 

the e c s t a s y  w hich  Y ea ts  had w^anted fo r  the a tm o sp h e re  of h is  p lay , and 

th is  f ra m e w o rk  s e e m s  a p p ro p r ia te  fo r the e x p re s s io n  of the r e la t io n  of 

m an  and w om an. V/e can u n d e rs tan d  f ro m  the s u m m a ry  a lone  th a t  the 

p ro ta g o n is t  is  the type of m a g ic ia n - a r t i s t  th a t  Y ea ts  sought to  be .  F  o r g a e l 's  

m ag ic  h a r p  is  in se p a ra b le  f ro m  h im  and with i t  he e x e r c i s e s  c o n tro l  o v e r  

the  o th e r  c h a r a c t e r s .  Y e a ts 's  a im  se e m s  to  be to d e m o n s t r a te  the 

im m e n se  pow er of sym bo lic  a r t  - em bodied onstage in the h a rp  -  and to  

show how su ch  a r t  can affec t the r e s t  of m ankind who a r e  not a r t i s t s .  The 

ending  of the p lay , a s  Y eats  s u m m a r is e s  i t ,  is  am biguous.  F o r g a e l  and 

the w om an  e i th e r  aw ait  dea th  o r  "an em bodim ent of e v e ry  lo v e r  s d r e a m  .
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F o r  an  in te rp re ta t io n  we m u s t  look c lo se ly  a t  the p lay i t s e l f .

W hile the r e a l i s t i c  s tage  s c e n e ry  su g g es ts  a sh ip , Y ea ts  sp e c if ie s

th a t  "the se a  o r  sky" beyond " is  r e p re s e n te d  by a s e m ic i r c u la r  c lo th  of

61w h ic h  nothing can be seen  excep t a d a rk  a b y s s " .  Im m e d ia te ly  we a s s o c ia te

the  voyage with the jo u rn e y  th rough  life. The c o sm ic  e le m e n ts ,  en v isa g ed

as  "a d a r k  a b y s s " ,  a r e  unknown and m y s te r io u s .  S e v e ra l  of Y e a ts 's

c o m m e n ta to rs  note tha t the se a  is a freq u en t im age  re ta in in g  the sam e

m ean ing  th roughou t the canon7^ They point out Y e a ts 's  a s s e r t i o n  tliat

"Som e n e o -p la to n is t ,  I fo rg e t  who, d e s c r ib e s  the se a  as  a  sym bol of the

d r if t in g  indefin ite  b i t t e rn e s s  of l ife ,  and I be lieve th e r e  is  like s y m b o lism

in tended  in the m any I r i s h  voyages to the is la n d s  of en ch an tm en t,  o r  th a t

th e re  w a s ,  a t  any r a t e ,  in the m ythology out of w hich th e se  s to r i e s  have

b een  s h a p e d ."  In h is  e s s a y  "Aniima Mundi" Y eats  p ic tu re s  the " g re a t

m ind"  a s  a s e a  ; th is  m e tap h o r  c o r re sp o n d s  with J u n g 's  d is c o v e ry  th a t

the  se a  is  a  f req u en t  sym bol of the co llec tive  u nconsc ious  : "C u r  d a i ly

thought w as  c e r ta in ly  but the line of foam  a t  the shallow  edge of a v a s t

lum inous  s e a  ; H e n ry  M o re 's  A nim a Mundi. W o rd sw o r th 's  ' im m o r ta l  s e a

w hich  b r  ou gilt us liither*, and n e a r  w hose edge the ch i ld re n  s p o r t ,  and in

th a t  s e a  th e r e  w e re  som e who sw am  o r  s a i le d ,  e x p lo re r s  who p e rh a p s  knew 

Tla l l  i t s  s h o r e s .  " The Shadowy W ate rs  can be u n d e rs to o d  in  the  light of 

th is  s ta te m e n t  and Y e a ts 's  note above about the m ean ing  of the s e a .  E a c h  

c h a r a c t e r  in the p lay  h as  h is  o r  h e r  p e r s o n a l  m ind  and m e m o ry  and they  

a l l  voyage in  life on the s u r fa c e  of the g re a t  m ind . F o r g a e l  is  re sp o n s ib le  

fo r  the o th e r s '  jo u rn e y  on h is  sh ip  ; the s a i lo r s  point out th e i r  u n e a se  and 

convey th e i r  r e s t l e s s n e s s  f ro m  the s ta r t .  F o r g a e l  is  the only one who 

longs to ex p lo re  the g re a t  mind - u n ti l  he e n s n a re s  D e c to ra  -  and the o th e rs  

r e t r e a t  to  the s h o re .
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The d o w n - to -e a r th  q u a li t ie s  of the s a i lo r s  a r e  r e f le c te d  in th e i r  

longing fo r  a lco h o l  and sex . Y eats  h as  f ina lly  m ade h is  s a i lo r s  m o re  

r e a l i s t i c  ; the G ae lic  sp eech  rh y th m s  a r e  r e m in is c e n t  of th o se  of 

S y n g e 's  c h a r a c t e r s ,  and the  u se  of iro n y  is  a  f e a tu re  of S ynge 's  s ty le  

th a t  Y ea ts  c a p tu re s  : "It is  a h a rd  th ing, age to  be com ing on m e , and 

I not to  get the  chance of doing a ro b b e ry  tha t would enable  m e to  live 

qu ie t  and  h o n es t  to  the end of m y l i fe t im e .  " F o r g a e l  i s  a s le e p  a t  the 

opening of the p lay  and when we h e a r  h im  calling  out he s e e m s  to  occupy a  

s t r a n g e  d r e a m  w o rld  m o re  profound than th a t  of ev e ry d a y  r e a l i ty .  When 

the  s a i lo r s  r e c o l le c t  the a p p e a ra n c e  of the b i rd s  it  is  s ig n if ican t th a t  th e se  

e x t r a o rd in a r y  c r e a tu r e s  cam e  a t  fu ll  moon in  o rd e r  to  p ro p h e sy  F o r g a e l 's

e t e r n a l  h a p p in e s s .  When Y eats  l a te r  fo rm u la te d  h is  lu n a r  s y s te m  the

"7Z
f if teen th  p h ase  of fu ll  m oon " is  a phase  of com ple te  b e au ty " ,  a s u p e rn a tu r a l  

and  id e a l  r e g io n  of ex is ten ce  unknown in t e r m s  of hum an  life .  It i s  

th e r e fo r e  e n t i r e ly  a p p ro p r ia te  th a t  s u p e rn a tu ra l  m a n ife s ta t io n s  should 

o c c u r  a t  fu ll  m oon ; the hap p in ess  w ith w hich the c r e a tu r e s  lu re  F o r g a e l  

i s  th a t  of the id e a l  reg io n  of the f ifteenth  p h ase .  The b i rd s  a r e  the sou ls  

of the  d ead ,  Y ea ts  te l l s  us  ; they suggest  the  f re e d o m  and s p i r i tu a l  

pow er not a c c o rd e d  to  m ankind.

T he  s a i l o r s '  d e s i r e  to m u rd e r  F o r g a e l  i s  th w a r te d  by A ib r ic  and 

the k ing aw ak en s .  He im m e d ia te ly  r e f e r s  to the b i rd s ,  h is  "only p ilo ts  

A i b r i c  opposes  F o r g a e l 's  v is io n  of im m o r ta l  love by pleading  :

T u rn  the sh ip  about. 
S a il  hom e ag a in ,  be som e fa i r  w o m an 's  f r ie n d  ; 
Be s a t is f ie d  to  live like o th e r  m en .
And d r iv e  im p o ss ib le  d r e a m s  away. The w orld  
H as beau tifu l w om en to p lease  e v e ry  m an .
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F o r g a e l  in tro d u c e s  the id ea  tha t love in th is  w orld  m ean s  d e c e i t  and 

a b r ie f  p e r io d  of longing ; p h y s ica l  love, posing  a s  "the g iv e r  of a l l  

p^eace , is  only a  t a s te  of the longed-fo r  e c s ta s y ,  A ib r ic  co u n te rs  

F o r g a e l  s b leak  w o r d s . Seeking to  console  F o rg a e l ,  he u r g e s  th a t  p e r fe c t  

love is  only the  u n a t ta in ab le  d r e a m  of youth. F o r g a e l  r e - a s s e r t s  th a t  

' W hat the  w o rld  s m il l io n  lips  a r e  th i r s t in g  fo r  /  M ust be s u b s ta n t ia l  

so m e w h e re .  " H is  kingly p r id e  leads  h im  to  d e c la re  "I only of a l l  liv ing 

m en  s h a l l  find i t .  " F o r g a e l 's  next and v e ry  im p o r ta n t  sp eech  invo lves
—7 •»

R o s ic ru c ia n  sym bolism # Y eats  in tro d u ces  such  im ag es  a s  r o s e  and 

c r o s s  in  o r d e r  to e x p re s s  the conviction th a t ,  excep t in  m o m en ts  of 

v is io n a ry  r e v e la t io n ,  u n iv e r s a l  t ru th  can only be m ade c le a r  to  m en  by 

im age  and  ana logy . A t the end of the speech , which is  w o r th  quoting in  

e n t i r e ty ,  F o r g a e l  ta lk s  of "the a b y s s " ,  the im age which Y ea ts  h a s  

e s ta b l i s h e d  in  h is  s tag e  d ire c t io n  fo r  the sea  and sky , and  which can  be 

in te r p r e te d  a s  a  re p re s e n ta t io n  of the m y s te r io u s  fo rc e s  w hich  c o n tro l  

life .  The s e a  of A nim a Mundi# the s e a  on which F o r g a e l  v o y ag es ,  w il l  

be p e n e tr a te d  by h im  :

I can  se e  nothing p la in  ; a l l 's  m y s te ry .
Y et s o m e t im e s  t h e r e 's  a  to rc h  in s ide  m y head  
T h a t  m ak es  a l l  c le a r ,  but when the light is  gone 
I have  but im a g e s ,  an a lo g ies .
The m y s t ic  b re a d ,  the s a c ra m e n ta l  w ine.
The r e d  r o s e  w h ere  the two shafts  of the c r o s s .  
Body and sou l,  waking and s leep , d ea th ,  l i fe .  
W ha tev er  m eaning  an c ien t a l le g o r is t s  
H ave s e t t le d  on, a r e  m ixed into one joy .
F o r  w h a t’s the ro s e  but tha t ? m irac u lo u s  c r i e s .  
Old s to r i e s  about m y s tic  m a r r i a g e s .
Im p o ss ib le  t r u th s ?  But when the to rc h  is  lit 
A ll  th a t  is  im p o ss ib le  is  c e r ta in ,
I plunge in the a b y ss .

The " im p o ss ib le  t r u th s "  of a l l  re l ig io n s  and m yths  e v e r  known to  m an  a r e
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ev idence  of one p e rm a n e n t  t ru th  : of th is  F o rg a e l  is  convinced w hen 

re v e la t io n  com es  to h im . Im m o r ta l  love i s  p o ss ib le  in  a  "m y s t ic  m a r r i a g e " .

F o r g a e l  a f i r s t  g l im p se  of D e c to ra  follows h is  v is ion  of the  b i rd s  

c i r c l in g  o v e r  the m a s th e a d .  He cannot u n d e rs tan d  th e i r  p r e s e n c e  and 

does  not im m e d ia te ly  re c o g n ise  D e c to ra  as  h is  p a r tn e r  in  id e a l  love.

He c o m e s  to the  r e a l i s a t io n  tha t D e c to ra  has  been  sen t  fo r  h im  and w a rn s  

h e r  th a t  the  h a rp  w ill  be h is  m eans  of keeping h e r .  A f te r  D e c to r a 's  

th re a te n e d  su ic id e  and  the s a i l o r s '  d e te rm in e d  e f fo r t  to m u rd e r  F o r g a e l ,  

the  en ch an ted  h a r p  ach iev es  the s a i l o r s '  su b m iss iv e  t r a n c e  and  D e c to r a 's  

spellbound  a tten t io n  to  the king. Yet the b i rd s  a r r e s t  F o r g a e l ,  seem in g  

to r e p ro a c h  h im  ; he a d m its  h is  decep tion . D e c to ra  r e m a in s  e n s n a re d .  

A lthough she  h<U.f-remembers tha t h e r  husband had  b e e n  k i l led  by  the  

s a i lo r s  she  in s i s t s  tha t she w ill  now devote h e r s e l f  to  F o r g a e l .  F o r g a e l 's  

m o m en t of r e v e la t io n  has  p a sse d  and he r e a l i s e s  th a t  he  h as  "nothing fo r  

y o u r  e y es  /  B ut d eso la te  w a te r s  and a  b a t te re d  sh ip " .  The b i rd s  c r o s s  

the m oon, the s tage  d a rk e n s  om inously  and , although F o r g a e l  is  f e a rfu l ,  

it  is  h is  and  D e c to r a 's  d es tin y  to  follow them . The couple r e j e c t  the 

je w e ls  and  s p ic e s  o ffe red  by A ib r ic ,  ju s t  a s  S a ra  and A xel had  re l in q u ish e d  

the t r e a s u r e ,  y e t  th e i r  re je c t io n  of A ib r ic 's  w orld  is  not u n d e rs to o d  a s  a 

d e c is io n  of p o s it iv e  value  ; "He knows tha t he is  tak ing  you to  d ea th  ; I  He 

cannot c o n t ra d ic t  m e . " A ib r ic 's  w ords  a r e  c o r ro b o ra te d  when F o r g a e l  

u rg e s  D e c to ra  to  r e tu r n  w ith the o th e rs .  H e r  r e fu s a l  h e ra ld s  the  e c s ta t ic  

s p e e c h e s  w hich  end the play. The denouem ent echoes  A xel. The b eau tifu l  

im a g e s  of D e c to r a 's  sp eech  cu lm inate  in the lines  adap ted  f ro m  S a ra  s i 

"Bend lo w e r ,  th a t  I m ay  c o v e r  you with my h a i r ,  /  F o r  we w il l  gaze upon 

th is  w o r ld  no lo n g e r .  " While the  h a rp  "begins to b u rn  a s  w ith f i r e " ,  F o r g a e l
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g a th e r s  D e c to ra  s h a i r  about h im  and a s s e r t s  th a t  they  "grow  im m o r ta l  *. 

The  h a rp  h as  taken  on a  life  of i ts  own ; the m ag ic  im m o r ta l i ty  of a r t  

s e e m s  to  be in  th is  way a t t r ib u te d  to the lo v e r s .  The h a r p 's  light i s  a  

re v e la t io n  of the m y s tic  m a r r ia g e  : "When the to rc h  is  l i t  /  A ll  th a t  i s  

im p o ss ib le  is  c e r ta in ,  / I plunge into the a b y s s " .

T he  in te l le c tu a l  confusion of The Shadowy W a te rs  h a s  been  no ted  

by L e o n a rd  E .  N athan . Although N athan a n a ly se s  the  1900 te x t ,  h is  

c r i t i c i s m  r e m a in s  re le v a n t  to  the 1911 v e r s io n  : he finds th a t  Y ea ts  h as  

not s ta te d  the n a tu re  of the s u p e rn a tu ra l  and th a t  the p la y 's  consequen t 

am b ig u ity  can be u n d e rs to o d  only a s  a r e s u l t  of Y e a ts 's  own equ ivoca l

■74-a t t i tu d e .  T h is  m u s t  r e m a in  as  the fundam ental c r i t i c a l  q u es tio n  about 

the p lay . M ichae l S idnell,  G eorge Mayhew and D avid  C la rk  d ra w  a t te n tio n  

to  D en is  D onoghue 's  point th a t  " if  th rough  a  r a t io n a l  o r  in s in c t iv e  d i s t r u s t  

of t r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m  one s id es  w ith A ib r ic  m o re  th an  with F o r g a e l  (amd

th is  is  a  r e a so n a b le  a t t i tu d e ) ,  i f  one r e s i s t s  the Y e a t s - F o r g a e l  r h e to r i c ,

"7-S’
the p lay  c ru m b le s " .  In  the 1911 v e r s io n  A ib r ic 's  opposition  to  F o r g a e l 's  

a rg u m e n ts  is  a c cen tu a ted  by F o r g a e l 's  own r e m o r s e  a t  h is  spe llb ind ing  of 

D e c to ra .  M o re o v e r ,  c e r ta in  lines  tha t  Y eats  had  once env isaged  a s  the  

c ru x  of the  p lay  had been  cut. If Y eats  had re ta in e d  the  "s ing le  id ea"  

conceived  of in  the  following lines  his  play would have been  a  c e le b ra t io n  

of the  e m e r g e n c e  in to  t ru e  re a l i ty  m ade p o ss ib le  by the  c e s s a t io n  of life 

on e a r th  :

When the w o rld  ends 
T he  m ind is  m ade unchanging fo r  i t  finds 
M ira c le ,  e c s ta s y ,  the im p o ss ib le  joy. 
The f lagstone  u n d e r  a l l ,  the f i r e  of f i r e s .  
T he  ro o t  of the w orld .  "76



D eath  would have been  taken  In context a s  an  e n tra n c e  in to  a  s ta te  of

e c s ta s y  fo r  the h e ro  and the  m y s tic  b r id e  : had  the lines  b een  r e ta in e d

A ib r i c 's  a rg u m e n ts  would have been  re n d e re d  in s ig n if ican t.  N athan

a rg u e s  th a t  the dea th  of the  lo v e rs  would have e s ta b l ish e d  th e i r  t r iu m p h ,

' 7 1as  he b e l ie v e s  th a t  the su ic ide  of A xel and S a ra  does in  A xel.  H ow ever  

we have s e e n  th a t  the  double su ic ide  of V i l l i e r s '  lo v e rs  is  a s  am biguous 

a s  the  sa il in g  off into the  unknown of Y e a ts 's .  In Y e a ts 's  p ro g ra m m e  

note  for the  A bbey T h e a t r e  p e r fo rm a n c e  of Ju ly  1905, he m ad e  the  

fo llow ing in te rp r e ta t io n  :

T h e  m a in  s to r y  e x p r e s s e s  the d e s i r e  fo r  a  p e r fe c t  and 
e t e r n a l  union th a t  com es  to a l l  lo v e r s ,  the d e s i r e  of 
Love to  'd row n in i ts  own shadow '. But i t  has  a lso  o th e r  
m e a n in g s .  F o r g a e l  seek s  dea th  ; D e c to ra  h as  a lw ays 
sought life  ; and in  som e way the uniting of h e r  v iv id  
fo rc e  w ith h is  ab y ss  • seeking  d e s i r e  fo r the w a te r s  of 
D ea th  m a k e s  a  p e r fe c t  hum anity . Of c o u r s e ,  in 
a n o th e r  s e n s e ,  th e se  two a r e  s im p ly  m an and w om an, 
the  r e a s o n  and the w il l ,  a s  Sw edenborg puts it .

The second  f lam ing up of the h a rp  m ay m ean  the 
com ing  of a  m o re  s u p e rn a tu ra l  p a s s io n ,  w hen D e c to ra  
a c c e p ts  the d e a th -d e s i r in g  d es tin y .  Y et in  one s e n se ,  
and  p r e c i s e ly  b ecau se  she a c c e p ts  i t ,  th is  d es tin y  is  not 
d ea th  » fo r  sh e ,  the living w ill ,  acco m p an ies  F o rg a e l ,  
the  m ind , th rough  the ga tes  of the unknown w o rld .  P e r h a p s  
i t  i s  a  m y s t ic a l  in te rp re ta t io n  of the r e s u r r e c t i o n  of the 
body. n s

T he an n o ta tio n  m ak es  c le a r  w hat the  p lay does not r e a d i ly  y ie ld .  The 

union of the  fo rc e s  of life  and death  e s ta b l is h e s  r e s u r r e c t i o n  fo r  l i fe - lo v in g  

D e c to ra  and  d e a th - s e e k in g  F o rg a e l .  We a r e  led back  to A x e l , in  p a r t i c u la r  

to M a ître  J a n u s 's  p ro g n o s tica t io n  concern ing  the new sign  th a t  w ould be 

bo rn  out of the  com ing to g e th e r  of A xel and S a ra .  T o g e th e r  the o pposites  

have g r e a t  s t re n g th  and , in  th e i r  un ity , can m ake a  p e r fe c t  w hole.

T h e  second  com m on c r i t i c i s m  of the play is  th a t  it  i s  u n d ra m a t ic .
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Y ea ts  s d is  s a t is fa c t io n  w ith the o r ig in a l  ly r i c i s m  is  a p p a re n t  in  h is  

r e v is io n .  In  the fina l v e r s io n  the "ac tion"  of the s a i lo r s  cap tu r in g  the 

sh ip  ta k e s  p lace  o f f - s ta g e .  The confron ta tions  of A ib r ic  w ith F o r g a e l ,  

and of D e c to ra  w ith F o rg a e l ,  fo rm  the p r o g re s s io n  of the  p lay . The 

sp e e c h e s  of the lo v e rs  a c t  as  v e rb a l  ex p lo ra t io n s  of e c s ta t ic  e x p e r ie n c e .

Y e a ts  does  not p e rm it  h im s e l f  to  d r a m a t is e  the u l t im a te  e c s ta s y  th a t  h is  

c h a r a c t e r s  s t r iv e  fo r  b ecau se  he is  u n c e r ta in  of i ts  n a tu re  : the n a tu re  

of im m o r t a l  e c s ta s y  r e m a in s  m y s te r io u s  b ecau se  i t  is  not an  e x p e r ie n c e  

th a t  m o r ta l s  can  com prehend  o r  d e s c r ib e ,  being by defin ition  beyond o u r  

know ledge. Y ea ts  even tually  r e a l i s e d  tha t h is  su b jec t  w as m o re  su itab le  

fo r  a  p o em  ; the e d i to rs  of the  m a n u sc r ip ts  no te ,  "The sp li t  in to  twin 

v e r s io n s  (^'Acting V e rs io n "  and "D ra m a tic  P o e n i ^  m a rk e d  the end of 

Y e a t s 's  a t te m p t  to b r in g  a l l  the p o e try  of The Shadowy W a te rs  onto the  

s ta g e .  R e tro sp e c t iv e ly  and u s e le s s ly  one m igh t w ish  th a t  the  sp li t  had

com e e a r l i e r  and tha t the 'd r a m a t ic  p o em ' of 1900 o r  even  e a r l i e r  had
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not s u f fe re d  a l l  the v io lence  of the a t tem p ts  to m ake i t  ' th e a tr ic a l* .  " By 

1911, Y e a ts  had ra d ic a l ly  a l t e r e d  h is  o r ig in a l  conception  ; the s tru g g le  

b e tw een  m y th o lo g ica l  gods th a t  he had begun w ith is  o b sc u re d  beyond 

r e c o g n i t io n .  A ib r ic  opposes  F o r g a e l  so v ehem en tly  th a t  we m igh t a c c e p t  

h is  v iew poin t o v e r  F o r g a e l 's  ; the s a i lo r s  d ro p  th e i r  I r i s h  rh y th m s  and 

they  a r e  e x t ra n e o u s ly  o v e r - c h a r a c te r i s e d  ; the only way to  p e n e tra te  the 

m yth  behind  the p lay is  to  follow the re v is io n s  as  the e d i to rs  of the 

m a n u s c r ip ts  have done.

In T he  Shadowy W a te rs  Y eats  had  ach ieved  poe tic  beau ty  but he had 

not m a tch ed  th is  w ith  the ac tio n  and he had  not p re se n te d  a  c le a r  p h ilo so p h ica l  

fo rm u la t io n .  I t  is  only when we re a d  Y e a ts 's  p ro g ra m m e  note th a t  the



m a in  im p a c t  of the p lay is c la r i f ie d .  The com ing to g e th e r  of F o r g a e l  

and D e c to ra  s ign if ies  a  p e r fe c t  ha rm o n y  of opposites  i we should 

a s s o c ia te  the  sym bols  of ro s e  and c r o s s  w ith  the co u p le . T he  confusion  

r e s u l t s  f r o m  a  d iv is ion  in  Y eats  h im se lf .  He w as not yet s u re  of h is  

m y th o lo g ica l  s y s te m  and, a s  a  r e s u l t ,  the am bigu ity  i s  th e r e  a s  i t  i s  in  

A x e l , the  se n tim e n ta l is c h  play th a t  Y eats  to som e ex ten t,  and to  the

Sod e t r im e n t  of h is  own p lay , em ula ted .

W h e re a s  M a e te r l in c k  had  obviously  seen  h is  own w o rk  in  the  light 

of B ro w n in g 's  th e o ry  of d r a m a ,  Y eats  a t  the end of h is  c a r e e r  found 

h im s e l f  defin ing  h is  p lays in  opposition to  B row ning. T h is  defin ition  

is  a  key  to Y e a ts 's  d is s a t is fa c t io n  w ith The Shadowy W a te rs  :

B row ning  sa id  tha t he could not w r i te  a  s u c c e s s fu l  p lay  
b ecau se  in te r e s te d  not in  c h a r a c te r  in ac tion  but in 
a c t io n  in  c h a r a c te r .  I had  begun to  get r id  of ev e ry th in g  
th a t  i s  n o t,  w hether  in  ly r ic  o r  d ra m a t ic  p o e try ,  in  som e 
s e n s e  c h a r a c te r  in  ac tion  ; a  pause  in  the  m id s t  of 
a c t io n  p e rh a p s ,  but ac tion  a lw ays i ts  end and th e m e .
'W ri te  fo r  the e a r ' ;  I thought, so  th a t  you m ay  be in s ta n tly  
u n d e rs to o d  as  when a c to r  o r  folk s in g e r  s tands  b e fo re  
an  a u d ien ce .  I de ligh t in  ac tiv e  m en , tak ing  the  sa m e  
d e lig h t  in  so ld ie r  and c ra f t s m a n  ; I would have  p o e try  
tu rn  i ts  back  upon a l l  th a t  m odish  c u r io s i ty ,  psychology - 
the  p o e tic  them e h as  alw ays been  p re s e n t .  I r e c a l l  an  
Indian  ta le  : c e r ta in  m en  sa id  to  the g r e a te s t  of the  s a g e s ,  
'Who a r e  y o u r  M a s t e r s ? '  And he re p l ie d ,  'T he wind and 
the  h a r lo t ,  the v irg in  and the child , the  lion and the  e a g le ' .

In 1937 we find Y ea ts  e m p h a s is in g  the im p o rtan ce  of the  spoken w ord  

in  p e r fo rm a n c e .  He is  not concerned  with p sych o lo g ica l  d r a m a  w hich 

p ro b e s  in to  m o tiv es  fo r  and convictions about a  p a r t ic u la r  ev en t ,  b u ry in g  

the  ev en t u n d e r  a  w eight of d isc u s s io n .  In s tead  Y ea ts  c o n c e n tra te s  on 

a c t io n ,  hoping fo r  reco g n it io n  of the unana lysab le  m y s te ry  of h is  poe tic  

v o c a b u la ry ,  the connotations and a s so c ia t io n s  of w hich p rov ide the p ro fund ity



of m ean in g  behind the action* Behind e v e ry  a c t io n  he d is c o v e rs  a 

poe tic  th e m e ,  so tha t h is  plays endeavour to  com bine a  sub tex t of depth  

by m e a n s  of p o e try  with a  d ra m a t ic  su rfa c e  tex t .  The w is e s t  of  m en , he 

r e c o u n ts ,  can only exp la in  h is  w isdom  in w o rd s  w hich su g g es t  u n t r a n s -  

la t^ab le  m y s te ry  ; "The wind and the h a r lo t ,  the v i rg in  and the  ch ild , 

the  lion  and  the e ag le .  " Y eats  r e fu s e s  to i so la te  f ro m  the a c t io n  the 

sub tex t  c r e a te d  by sugges tive  w o r d s . He is  thus  re tu rn in g  to  G re e k  and  

S h a k e s p e a re a n  d r a m a  in h is  conception, w h e re a s  M a e te r l in ck  h ad  conceived  

of a  p oe tic  d r a m a  which could iso la te  the sub tex t f ro m  a c t io n  o r  p lot in  

the  A r i s to te l i a n  s e n se .  Y e a ts 's  anx ie ty  to  s t r e s s  the  im p o r ta n c e  of 

a c t io n  led  h im ,  in  On The B o i le r ,  to p ic tu re  Haunlet a s  "a  m e d ia e v a l  m an  

of a c t io n " ,  w h e re a s  the young M a e te r l in ck  had a d m ire d  H am le t  b e c a u se  

of h is  p a s s iv i ty ,  h is  r e fu s a l  to ac t .  Y ea ts  c o n c e n tra te s  on the  ac tio n  in  

H a m le t  a s  a  type of folk m a te r ia l  :

B u t thought is  not m o re  im p o r ta n t  than  a c t io n  ; m a s t e r 
p ie c e s ,  w h e th e r  of the s tage  o r  s tudy, e x c e l  in  th e i r  
a c t io n ,  th e i r  v is ib i l i ty  ; who can  fo rg e t  O d y sse u s ,  Don 
Q uixote , H a m le t ,  L e a r ,  F a u s t ,  a l l  f ig u res  in  a  p eep -sh o w , 
and  we a r e  not c o h e re n t  to  o u rse lv e s  th rough  thought but 
b e c a u se  ou r  v is ib le  im age  changes s low ly. E n g lish  
p ro d u c e r s  s lu r  over  th a t  scene  w here  H am le t  changes  the  
l e t t e r s  and sends  R o se n c ra n tz  and G ild e n s te rn  (s ic )  to  
th e i r  d ea th ,  b ecau se  they  define h im  th rough  h is  thought 
and th ink  th a t  scene  but old folk m a te r ia l  incom patib le  
w ith  S h a k e s p e a re 's  'H a m le t ' .  Yet no im ag in a tiv e  m an  
h a s  e v e r  com pla ined , and S h ak esp ea re  when he m ade 
H a m le t  k i l l  the fa th e r  of F o r t in b r a s  in  s ing le  com bat 
show ed th a t  he m ean t  i t .  H a m le t 's  h e s i ta t io n s  a r e  
h e s i ta t io n s  of thought, and a r e  co n cern ed  w ith  c e r ta in  
p e r s o n s  on w hom  h is  a t ten tion  is  fixed ; outside  th a t  he 
is  a  m e d ia e v a l  m an  of ac tion . SZ.

When Y ea ts  r e f e r s  to  M a e te r l in c k  in h is  e a r ly  e s s a y s ,  h is  p r a i s e  is  

a lw ay s  m it ig a ted  by h is  p e rcep tio n  of a lack  of en e rg y  in  the p lay s .  He
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a t t r ib u te s  th is  to the  c ity  d w e lle rs  fo r  whom  M a e te r l in c k  w as w ri tin g  :

Is  i t  the  mob th a t  h as  robbed  th ese  angelic  p e r so n s  (Tbsen and M a e te r l in c k  

of the e n e rg y  of th e i r  s o u ls ?  W ill not our next a r t  be r a th e r  of the 

co u n try ,  of g re a t  open s p a c e s ,  of the soul re jo ic in g  in i ts e l f?  "

V i l l i e r s  de I 'I s le -A d a m  is  a s so c ia te d  by Y eats  w ith the en e rg y  w hich  

is  lo s t  in  M a e te r l in c k  : "Count V il l ie r  s de I 'I s le  -A dam  sw ept to g e th e r ,  

by w hat s e e m e d  a  sudden en e rg y ,  w ords  behind w hich g l im m e re d  a  

s p i r i tu a l  and p ass io n a te  mood ( . .  ^  while M a e te r l in c k  h a s  (T . Q se t  b e fo re  

us fa in t  s o u ls ,  naked and pa the tic  shadows a l re a d y  h a lf  v ap o u r  and s ighing  

to one a n o th e r  upon the b o rd e r  of the la s t  a b y s s .  " ^"^Maeterlinck’s 

c h a r a c t e r s  s e e m  to Y eats  to be pale re f le c t io n s  of V il l ie rs* .  The 

e s s e n t i a l  in te n s i ty  of " c h a r a c te r  in ac tion"  h as  been  e r a s e d  by V i l l i e r s '  

d i s c ip le .  T h is  is  a  view which can be e n d o rse d  : M a e te r l in c k 's  g r e a t e s t  

in fluence  w as V i l l i e r s ,  but he took f ro m  h im  a  mood r a t h e r  than  a fo rm .  

M a e te r l in c k  took the subtext of A ngst f ro m  A xel and r e je c te d  the  w ordy  

s ty le  of the ro m a n tic  m e lo d ra m a .  Y eats  would like to  com bine both the 

g r e a t e r  in te n s if ic a t io n  of po e try  in M a e te r l in ck  and the ac t io n  in  V i l l i e r s .  

Y ea ts  d ef ines  ac tio n  a s  an  en e rg y  :

What a t t r a c t s  me to  d r a m a  is  tha t  i t  i s ,  in  the m o s t  obvious 
w ay , w hat a l l  the a r t s  a r e  upon a  la s t  a n a ly s is .  A fa rc e  
and  a  t ra g e d y  a r e  a like  in  th is ,  tha t they a r e  a  m om en t of 
in te n se  l ife . An ac tio n  is  taken  out of a l l  o th e r  ac t io n s  ; 
i t  is  re d u c e d  to i ts  s im p le s t  fo rm , o r  a t  any  r a te  to  a s  
s im p le  a  fo rm  a s  it can be brought to w ithout ou r  losing  the 
s e n se  of i t s  p lace  in  the w orld .  The c h a r a c t e r s  th a t  a r e  
involved  in  i t  a r e  f reed  f ro m  every th ing  th a t  is  not a  p a r t  
of th a t  a c t io n  ; and w h e th e r  i t  i s ,  a s  in the le s s  im p o r ta n t  
k inds of d r a m a ,  a m e r e  bodily  ac tiv i ty ,  a h a i rb re a d th  
e s c a p e  o r  the l ik e ,  o r  a s  i t  is  in  the m o re  im p o r ta n t  k inds , 
an  a c t iv i ty  of the sou ls  of the c h a r a c t e r s ,  i t  is  an  en e rg y ,  
an  eddy of life pu r if ied  f ro m  every th ing  but i t s e l f .  The 
d r a m a t i s t  m u s t  p ic tu re  life in  ac tion , w ith  an  u np reoccup ied  
m ind , a s  the  m u s ic ia n  p ic tu re s  i t  in sound and the s c u lp to r  
in fo rm .



84-

H e re  Y ea ts  is  defending a u to te l ic  di^ama, u n tra m m e lle d  by p o l i t ic a l  

o r  s o c ia l  o r  any o th e r  p ro p a g an d is t ic  p u rp o se  ; y e t ,  even  as  Y ea ts  u s e s  

M a e te r l in c k 's  d r a m a t ic  th e o ry ,  h is  v o cab u la ry  s t r e s s e s  " in te n s i ty " ,  

" a c t iv i ty " ,  and "eddy" , the p u lsa ting  rh y th m  w hich  is  found in  A x e l .

W hen Y ea ts  a t te m p ts  to i n t e r p r e t  M a e te r l in c k 's  th e o ry  we find th a t  

he a t t r ib u te s  to M a e te r l in c k  h is  own e m p h a s is  on tlie im p o r ta n c e  of 

a c t io n .  In h is  e s s a y  on R o b e r t  B r id g e s '  The R e tu rn  of U ly s s e s , Y ea ts  

quo tes  f ro m  S u tro 's  t r a n s la t io n  of Le T r é s o r  des  k u m b le s  the  p a s s a g e  

in  w hich M a e te r l in c k  s t r e s s e s  tha t the t ru e  a r t i s t  no lo n g e r  ch o o ses  

su b je c ts  r e m o te  f ro m  ev e ry d ay  tra g e d y  ; su b je c ts  such  as  m u rd e r  and 

the  p sycho logy  of v ic to ry  a r e  excep tiona l a c t io n s .  Y ea ts  r e a d s  ^Maeterlinck 

a s  follow s : "I do not u n d e rs ta n d  h im  to m ean  th a t  o u r  d r a m a s  should 

have  no v ic to r ie s  o r  m u r d e r s ,  fo r  he quo tes  fo r  o u r  exam ple  p lays  th a t  

have  both , but only th a t  th e i r  v ic to r ie s  and m u r d e r s  sh a l l  not be to 

ex c ite  o u r  n e r v e s ,  but to i l lu s t r a te  the r e v e r i e s  of a w isd o m  w hich s h a l l  

be as  m u ch  a  p a r t  of the da ily  life of the w ise  a s  a  face  o r  hands a t  r e s t .

And c e r ta in ly  the g r e a t e r  p lays of the p a s t  a g es  have b een  built a f te r  

such  a  fa sh io n .  " M a e te r l in ck  c e r ta in ly  ta lk s  of p lays  th a t  conta in  

v ic to r i e s  and  m u r d e r s  -  O the llo . H a m le t ,  the A e sc h y le a n  and Sophoclean  

t r a g e d ie s  -  and he does  ta lk  of th e m  a s  containing the  e s s e n c e  of e v e ry d a y  

t ra g e d y .  But he concludes  f ro m  th is  th a t  the  sub tex t could be i s o la te d  

f ro m  the  a c t io n  to  b r in g  us c lo s e r  to  the a c tu a l i ty  of e v e ry d ay  t ra g e d y  

w ith  no im p in g em en t of e x t r a o rd in a ry  p lot. Y ea ts  u s e s  M a e te r l in c k 's  

e s s a y  in su p p o rt  of h is  dem and  fo r  the ac tiv e  i l lu s t r a t io n  of " the  r e v e r i e s  

of a  w isd o m  w hich s h a l l  be a s  m uch  a p a r t  of the da ily  life of the w ise  a s  

a  face  o r  hands a t  r e s t " .  In The H o u r -G la s s  Y eats  a t te m p ts  to i l lu s t r a t e  

the  end of the life  of a "w ise  m an"  to  w hom  t ru e  w isd o m  co m es  only on the
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point of dea th  ; he d ep ic ts  the  da ily  life  of a  F o o l  w hose r e v e r i e s  a r e

w ise

iii " The H o u r -G la s s '*

On M a rc h  18 1903 Y ea ts  w ro te  : "I had a  p lay  p e r fo rm e d  in  D ublin  

l a s t  w eek , a m o ra l i ty  p lay . It  w as played  with s im p lic i ty  and beau ty .

It w as  a  g r e a t  s u c c e s s .  "  ̂ The f i r s t  d ra f t  of The H o u r -G la s s  w as w r i t te n  

in  1902, the  y e a r  in  which P o e l ’s p ro d u c tio n  of E v e ry m a n  w ent to  D ublin . 

Y e a ts  does  not r e c o r d  his  debt to E v e ry m aiP %ut th e r e  i s  ev idence  th a t  

he w as  f a m i l ia r  w ith  The E l iz a b e th a n  Stage S o c ie ty 's  p ro d u c tio n .  In 

S am hain  : 1904 u n d e r  the t i t le  of "The D ra m a t ic  M ovem en t" ,  Y ea ts  

co m p la in s  of the r e s t r i c t io n s  im p o sed  on the  new ly fo rm e d  A bbey T h e a t r e  

C om pany , and  it is  in th is  context tha t he m en tions  E v e r y m a n 's  p e r f o r 

m an ce  in  D ublin  "so m e  y e a r s  ago" :

O u r  p a ten t is  not so wide a s  we had  hoped  fo r ,  fo r  we had  
hoped  to have a p a ten t  a s  l i t t le  r e s t r i c t e d  a s  th a t  of the 
G a ie ty  o r  the  T h e a t r e  R oyal.  We w e r e ,  h o w ev e r ,  v ig o ro u s ly  
opposed  by th e se  th e a t r e s  and by the Q u een 's  T h e a t r e ,  and 
the  S o l ic i to r -G e n e ra l ,  to m e e t  th e m  h a lf -w a y ,  h a s  r e s t r i c t e d  
o u r  p a ten t to p lays  w r i t te n  by I r i s h m e n  o r  on I r i s h  s u b je c ts  
o r  to fo re ig n  m a s te r p ie c e s ,  p rov ided  th e se  m a s te r p ie c e s  
a r e  not E n g l ish .  T h is  has  been  done to  m ake o u r  co m p e tit io n  
a g a in s t  the ex is t in g  th e a t r e s  a s  u n im p o r ta n t  a s  p o s s ib le .
It does  not d i r e c t ly  in te r f e r e  w ith the w o rk  of our  so c ie ty  to  
any  s e r io u s  ex ten t,  but it would have in d ire c t ly  h e lp ed  our 
w o rk  had  such bodies a s  the E lizab e tl ian  Stage S ocie ty , w hich 
b ro u g h t E v e ry m a n  to D ublin  som e y e a r s  ago , b een  ab le  to 
h i r e  the th e a t r e  f ro m  M iss  H o rn im a n , when it is  not w anted  
by u s ,  and to  p e r fo r m  th e re  w ithout the  l im ita t io n s  im p o se d  
by a  s p e c ia l  l ic e n c e .

L a te r  on in  h is  e s s a y ,  Y ea ts  p la c e s  E v e ry m a n  a s  "fine d r a m a "  : "Though 

the  c o m m e r c ia l  th e a t r e  of A m e r ic a  is a s  u n ash am ed ly  c o m m e rc ia l  a s  the
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E n g l is h ,  th e r e  is a  f a r  l a r g e r  aud ience  in te r e s te d  in fine d r a m a  than  h e r e  Q .  Q 

E v e ry m a n  h a s  been f a r  m o re  of a s u c c e s s  in A m e r ic a  than  anyw here  

e l s e . "

Y e a ts 's  c o n te m p o ra r ie s  b ra c k e te d  The H o u r -G la s s  w ith  E v e r y m a n , 

thus  s tro n g ly  suggesting  the in fluen tia l  n a tu re  of the  m e d ie v a l  p lay .

W ilfr id  Scaw en Blunt w as in im ic a l  to  both p lays  ; "I could not s i t  out 

the  I r i s h  p lay , to  which I w ent in  the  a f te rn o o n . T he  f i r s t  p iece  w as a 

t e r r i b l e  in f l ic t io n , ca lled  'The H o u r -G la s s '  by Y ea ts  -  a  s tupid  im ita t io n  

of th a t  du ll  old m o ra l i ty ,  'E v e ry m a n ',  w hich b o re d  m e so m uch la s t  

y e a r . "  W. G. F a y ,  on the c o n t r a ry ,  e s te e m e d  both p lays  v e ry  h igh ly  :

"In the  L en ten  s e a so n  of 1903, a  c lo se  t im e  fo r  a l l  I r i s h  th e a t r e s  in  th o se  

d a y s ,  Y ea ts  w ro te  h is  only m o ra l i ty  p lay , ca lling  i t  The H o u r -G la s s ,  so 

th a t  the p la y e r s  m ight have som eth ing  to  o ffer  th e i r  a u d ien ces  in  the  holy  

s e a so n .  It is  the  f in e s t  of a l l  m o ra l i ty  p lay s ,  w ith  the p o ss ib le  excep tion  

of E v e r y m a n . " G ordon C ra ig  a lso  re sp o n d ed  to the p lay  w ith  u n m it ig a te d  

e n th u s ia s m .  C ra ig  had  fe lt  E v e ry m a n  to  be v e r y  p o w erfu l  d e sp ite  h is  

d is l ik e  of r e l ig io u s  p lays : h is  re a c t io n  had been  to  the d i r e c tn e s s  and 

s im p l ic i ty  of the m o ra l i ty  fo rm . S im ila r ly ,  he solw. g r e a t  p o te n t ia l  in  

the s im p l ic i ty  of The H o u r-G la s  s

T he  o r ig in a l  v e r s io n  of The H o u r -G la s s  w as in  p r o s e .  Y ea ts  w as 

occup ied  in  tu rn in g  the p lay  into v e r s e  f ro m  1911 to 1914. In  the 

C o llec ted  F la y s  we have the 1922 v e r s e  r e v is io n .  Y ea ts  w as n e v e r  

s a t i s f ie d  w ith  the play and he d ropped  the s u b - t i t le  of the  f i r s t  p ub lished  

v e r s io n  : "A M o ra l i ty " .  When Y eats  d ra f te d  the p lay  he e m p lia s ise d  in 

tlie t i t le  the  two m ain  c h a r a c t e r s  : The F o o l and The W ise M an . The

t i t le  he chose  to su b s ti tu te  s t r e s s e s  in s te a d  the m a in  th em e  : t im e  p a s s in g
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a s  life  dw in d les ,  even tua lly  to  m e e t  d ea th .  The them e is  th a t  of 

E v e r y m a n , of D r .  F a u s tu s  and o th e r  v e r s io n s  of the F a u s t  m yth , of 

M a e te r l in c k 's  L es  A v e u g le s . L ' In t ru s e .  Int<^rieur and  "L e  V ieux qu i ne 

v eu t pas  M o u r i r " ,  and of B e c k e t t 's  W aiting fo r  Godot. I t  is  sa lv a t io n  

th a t  is  a t  i s s u e .

F r o m  the  beginning a c o n t r a s t  is  s e t  up in  T he  H o u r -G la s s  be tw een  

d r e a m  and  r e a l i ty ,  the w orld  of the p e r s o n a l  u nconsc ious  and the 

a c tu a l i ty  of da ily  e x is te n c e .  The F o u r th  P u p i l  announces  th a t  he  h as  

had  a d r e a m  w hich  w ill  p rov ide  the topic fo r  the im m in e n t  le s s o n  w ith  

th e  W ise  M an. The d r e a m  w as a v is io n  and th e  pupil is  p ro m p te d  by i t  

to  q u e s tio n  the W ise Man concern ing  h is  s c e p t ic is m .  When T e igue  the  

F o o l  c o m e s  in  he is  co n cen tra t in g  only on h is  f in a n c ia l  s t r a i t s ,  but he 

soon p ro v e s  h im s e l f  to be a v is io n a ry .  Indeed , one w ay of looking a t  

the  p lay  is  to  see  T e igue  as  the V/'ise M an 's  a l t e r - e g o ,  o r  a n t i - s e l f ,  the  

d r e a m e r  a s  opposed  to the r a t io n a l i s t ,  the  subco n sc io u s  m ind  in  opposition  

to  the  co n sc io u s  facu lt ie s  -  o r ,  as  Y ea ts  m igh t c a l l  h im , the M ask  of 

the  W ise  M an. In  Y e a ts 's  " Jo u rn a l"  he r e c o rd s  a  conviction  a t the 

h e a r t  of The H o u r -G la s s ,  a  conviction  w hich i s  fu n d am en ta l  to  a n  u n d e r 

s tand ing  of a l l  of Y e a ts 's  w o rk  :

I th ink  a l l  h ap p in ess  depends on Ixaving the  en e rg y  to 
a s s u m e  the m a sk  of som e o ther  se lf ,  th a t  a l l  joyous o r  
c r e a t iv e  life  i s  a  r e b i r th  a s  som eth ing  not o n ese lf ,  
som e tiling c re a te d  in  a  m om en t and p e rp e tu a l ly  ren ew ed  
in  p lay ing  a gam e like th a t  of a  child  w h e re  one lo se s  
the  in fin ite  pain  of s e l f - r e a l iz a t io n ,  a g ro te sq u e  o r  
so le m n  pa in ted  face put on tha t one m ay  h ide f ro m  the 
t e r r o r s  of ju d g em en t,  an  im ag in a tiv e  S a tu rn a lia  th a t  
m a k e s  one fo rg e t  r e a l i ty .  11

T h is  conv ic tion  i s  expanded in  the 1917 e s s a y  "A nim a H o m in is" .  The idea



of h a p p in ess  env isaged  in  flight f ro m  the s e lf  and the finding of an  a n t i 

s e l f  fo resh ad o w s B e c k e t t 's  o b se ss io n  w ith  m a n 's  in ab il i ty  to  e sc a p e  f ro m  

s e l f -p e rc e p t io n .  B e c k e t t  p e rp e tu a l ly  s e e s  the t r a g ic  s ide  of s e l f - r e a l i s a t i o n ,  

w h e re a s  Y e a ts 's  e f fo r t  is  often to  define the e c s ta s y  of the re a c h in g  of 

the  a n t i - s e l f .  But even B e c k e t t 's  c h a r a c te r s  a r e  co n sc io u s  of a  t im e  

w hen s e l f  m e t  a n t i - s e l f  in  h ap p in ess  : "B ack  to  back  like in  the  good old  

d a y s : "

The a r t i s t ,  in  Y e a ts 's  defin ition , finds h is  a n t i th e t ic a l  s e l f  in  h is  

a r t  ; he is  t ry in g  to d is c o v e r  the r e a l i ty  w hich co m es  to  h im  in  e c s ta t ic  

r e v e la t io n  :

We m ak e  out of the  q u a r r e l  w ith  o th e r s ,  r h e to r i c ,  but 
of the q u a r r e l  w ith o u r s e lv e s ,  p o e t r y , ( I . Q T he o th e r  
s e lf ,  the  a n t i - s e l f  o r  the a n t i th e t ic a l  s e lf ,  a s  one m ay  
choose  to n am e i t ,  com es  but to  those  who a r e  no lo n g e r  
d e c e iv e d ,  whose p a s s io n  is  r e a l i ty . (7. [ )  fo r  the aw akening , 
fo r  the  v is io n ,  fo r  the r e v e la t io n  of r e a l i ty ,  t r a d i t io n  
o f fe rs  us  a d if fe re n t  w ord  - e c s ta s y .

Y e a ts  locks  back  on the t im e  when he w as f i r s t  im p r e s s e d  by the " e le m e n t  

of im i ta t io n  in  s ty le  and in  l i fe " .  The thought a s su m e d  c e n t r a l  im p o r ta n c e  

fo r  Y ea ts  and  he c la im s  tha t h is  w r i t in g  b e c a m e  a l le g o r ic a l  a s  a  r e s u l t  :

I could not w r i te  the p lay  I had p lanned, fo r  a l l  b ecam e  
a l l e g o r ic a l ,  and though I to re  up h u n d red s  of pages  in  m y 
e n d eav o u r  to  e scap e  f ro m  a l le g o ry ,  m y im ag in a tio n  
b ec a m e  s te r i l e  fo r  n e a r ly  five y e a r s  and I only e sc a p e d  
a t  l a s t  when I had m ocked in a com edy m y own thought.
I w as  a lw ays thinking of the e le m e n t  of im ita t io n  in  s ty le  
and  in  l ife ,  and  of the life beyond h e ro ic  im ita t io n .  I 
find  in  an  old d ia r y  (7 . J  'If  we cannot im ag ine  o u rse lv e s  
a s  d if fe re n t  f ro m  w hat we a r e ,  and t r y  to  a s s u m e  th a t  
seco n d  se lf ,  we cannot im p o se  a  d isc ip l in e  upon o u rse lv e s  
though we m ay  a c c e p t  one f ro m  o th e r s .  A ctive  v i r tu e ,  
a s  d is t in g u ish ed  f ro m  the p a s s iv e  acc e p ta n c e  of a  code, 
i s  th e r e fo r e  t h e a t r i c a l ,  co n sc io u s ly  d r a m a t ic ,  the  w e a r in g  
of a  m a sk .  '
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T he H o u r -G la s s  in i ts  a l le g o r ic a l ,  E v e ry m a n -like  m ode , s u re ly  belongs 

to the  p e r io d  when Y ea ts  f i r s t  fo rm u la te d  th e se  id e a s ,  and h is  re w o rk in g  

of i t ,  w hich t r i e s  to d isg u ise  the a l le g o ry ,  would s e e m  to c o n f i rm  th is .  

T he  notion  of two opposed types of r e a l i ty  i s  s een  in  the F i r s t  P u p i l ’s 

cho ice  of le s s o n  : " 'T h e r e  a r e  two living c o u n t r ie s ,  one v is ib le  and 

one in v is ib le ,  and w hen i t  is  s u m m e r  th e r e ,  i t  is  w in te r  h e r e ,  and w hen
i o i

i t  i s  N o v em b er  w ith  u s ,  i t  is  la m b in g - t im e  t h e r e ' .  " The W ise  Man 

in s i s t s  th a t  c r a z in e s s  has  befa llen  the pupil, and the pupil h im s e l f  a g r e e s  

th a t  the cho ice  w as "fo lly"; so Y ea ts  subtly  d i r e c t s  our  a t ten t io n  to  the  

F o o l .  The F i r s t  P u p i l  finds a  sen tence  benea th  the quota tion  abou t the 

two c o u n tr ie s  w hich  aga in  links the le s so n  top ic  w ith  the F o o l  : "a  b eg g a r  

w ro te  i t  upon the w a lls  of B aby lon" . When T e igue  is  duly a sk ed  h is  

opin ion  of such  a puzzling  s ta te m e n t ,  he t r e a t s  i t  a s  a  g e n e ra l ly  a c c e p te d  

fa c t  th a t  "everybody  in the  w orld  know s". The W ise  Man im m e d ia te ly  

a llow s h is  a t l ie ism  to sp eak  fo r  h im  : th a t  a  s p i r i tu a l  k ingdom  w il l  be 

r e v e a le d  w hen we d ie ,  is  a "m onk ish"  and a "m isc h ie v o u s"  id e a .  But 

the  id ea  nags  a t  h im  b e c a u s e ,  like the F o u r th  P u p il ,  he h as  d r e a m t .  

In d eed , he h as  d r e a m t  tw ice . The su b s tan ce  of h is  d r e a m ,  and h is  

an x ie ty  co n ce rn in g  i t ,  a r e  put into v e r s e .  A D ionysian  f re n z y  s e e m s  

to  be o v e r tak in g  h im ,  how ever  m uch he s tru g g le s  a g a in s t  i t .  The 

im a g e s  of d i s o r d e r  (of la u g h te r ,  s c re a m in g  and dancing) a r e  jo ined  by 

the  im a g e  of v ic t im isa t io n  a s  the W ise M an p ic tu re s  the th i rd  in t ru s io n  

of the  unw elcom e su b jec t  a s  the swoop of a  hawk onto the t re m b l in g  b i rd  

th a t  is  h im s e l f .  W isdom  and folly  a r e  c o n t ra s te d  in  the  nex t l in e s ,  y e t  

th e i r  l im i ts  a r e  b lu r r e d  - the q u es tio n  beco m es  "w hat i s  w is d o m ? "  :
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WIuE MAN \7hat do you w an t?  V/hat can it  m a t te r
to you w h e th e r  the w o rd s  1 a m  read in g  
a r e  w isdom  o r  s h e e r  fo lly?

FO O L  Such a  g r e a t ,  w ise  t e a c h e r  w il l  not re fu s e
a penny to a fool.

WISE MAN Seeing th a t  everybody  is  a  fool when he is
a s le e p  and d re a m in g ,  why do you c a l l  m e 
w ise  ?

In th is  o th e r  r e a l i ty  w hich o p e ra te s  when c o n sc io u sn e ss  is  o b l i te ra te d  

ev e ry o n e  is  eq u a l in h is  e x p o su re  to  d r e a m  and the  u n c o n tro lla b le  fo rc e s

of A n im a  Mundi.

In Y e a t s 's  e s s a y  ".Anima M undi" he r e l a t e s  how he h a s  a lw ays  t r i e d  

to s u b m e rg e  h is  m ind in to  the g e n e ra l  m ind. He h a s  done th is  in v a r io u s  

w ays t th rough  evocation  of sym bols  befo re  s lee p  to  induce v is io n s ,  by 

v is i t in g  m ed iu m s and by the  study of m ag ic .  He ou tlines  h is  b e l ie f  in 

a  com m on m e m o ry  p a s se d  on f ro m  one g e n e ra t io n  to a n o th e r ,  and in  a 

com m on  mind which can be con tac ted  by the study of a  su b je c t  w hich  h a s  

been  s im i la r ly  s tud ied  by o th e r  ind iv idual m inds in  the p a s t ,  m inds w hich  

a r e  s t i l l  e ffec tive  in the com m on m ind. In tlie second  h a lf  of the e s s a y  

Y e a ts  m ak es  c l e a r  the r e la t io n  of The H o u r -G la s s  to  h is  b e l ie f  in  A n im a 

M undi. E a c h  m an  h as  an  a n t i th e t ic a l  "D aim on" w hich  t r a n s f o r m s  th a t  

m an  in to  i ts  own fo rm .  Y e a ts  m a in ta in s  tha t " T h e re  a r e  two r e a l i t i e s ,  

the t e r r e s t i a l  and the condition  of f i r e " .  In  a footnote Y ea ts  adds  :

"When w r i t in g  th is  e s s a y  I did not see  how com ple te  m u st be the a n t i th e s is  

be tw een  m an and D aim on. The re p o se  of m an  is  the choice of the D aim on . 

and the r e p o se  of the D aim on  the choice of m an  ; and w hat I have c a l le d  

m a n 's  t e r r e s t i a l  s ta te  the  D a im o n 's  condition of f i r e .  I m igh t have  seen  

th is ,  as  it  a l l  follows f ro m  the w ords  w r i t te n  by the b eg g a r  in 'T h e  H o u r -  _
lOZ

G las  si upon the  w a lls  of B abylon. The footnote w as w r i t te n  in  1924, seven
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y e a r s  a f te r  the e s s a y  i t s e l f .  The id ea  of the  im p o r ta n c e  of o p p o s ite s  

had  b een  w ith h im  a long t im e ,  o r ig in a t in g  p a r t ly  f ro m  hia study of 

B lake  ; one m u s t  r e m e m b e r  in  re a d in g  The H o u r -G la s s  Y e a t s 's  d e s 

c r ip t io n  of the m o v em en t of the g y res  : "H ere  the  thought of H e ra c l i tu s  

d o m in a te s  a l l  : 'Dying e a c h  o th e r 's  l ife ,  liv ing each  o th e r 's  d ea th * ."  

Y e a ts  w ro te  of ' th e  H e ra c l i t ia n  conflic t a s  h is  " p e r s o n a l  ph ilosophy"  in  

c o n t r a s t  to the "public  philosophy" of A V is ion  : "To m e a l l  th ings  a r e  

m ade  of the  conflic t of two s ta te s  of c o n s c io u sn e s s ,  being  o r  p e r s o n s  

w hich  d ie  e ach  o th e r 's  l ife ,  live each  o th e r 's  d ea th .  T h a t  is  t ru e  of l ife  

and  d e a th  th e m s e lv e s .  "

T he H o u r -G la s s  d r a m a t i s e s  th is  conflic t  be tw een  two opposed  

r e a l i t i e s .  The a t l ie ism  of the  W ise Man is  ju x taposed  t im e  and ag a in  

w ith  the F o o l 's  v is io n  of a fa n ta s t ic  r e a l i ty .  The F o o l 's  v is io n  is  

e n c a p su la te d  in the s to ry  of h is  m o rn in g  ta s k ,  w hich is  to  cut the  n e ts  

s p re a d  out o v e r  the h i l ls  so th a t  the an g e ls  need  not be e n s n a re d .  H is  

is  an im ag in a tiv e  v is io n ,  and one v e ry  obvious p a i r  of opposites  in  the 

p lay  is  th a t  of logic and im ag in a t io n  :

FO O L  I have s e e n  p len ty  of a n g e ls .
WISE MAN T h e r e ' s  notliing but w hat m en  can  see  when

they  a r e  aw ak e . N othing, noth ing .

Y et the  A ngel b eco m es  a r e a l i ty  fo r  the W ise  Man and is  r e c o g n ise d  a s  a 

f ig u re  f ro m  h is  d r e a m s  a s  a  child . So d r e a m  b eco m es  r e a l i ty  ; the h o u r 

g la s s  is  tu rn e d  w hen it  b eco m es  known th a t  the A ngel, like D ea th  in  

E v e r y m a n , is  a  m e s s e n g e r .  :

A N G EL I a m  the m e s s e n g e r .
WISE MAN What m e ss a g e  could you b r in g  to  one like m e ?
A N G EL (tu rn ing  th- h o u r - g l a s s ) T h a t you w il l  d ie  when the

la s t  g ra in  of sand  h as  fa llen  th rough  th is  g la s s .
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Like E v e ry m a n ,  the W ise Man p r e v a r i c a t e s ,  p ro te s t in g  th a t  he has  both 

fa m ily  and  pupils  dependen t on h im .  I ro n ic a l ly ,  he m u s t  d ie  b e c a u se  

he h a s  b een  so  convincing  in  h is  a th e is m  th a t  no one h a s  p a s s e d  th rough  

the  d o o rs  of H eaven  s in ce  he h as  b een  teach in g .  T he  W ise  Man h a s  

d en ied  both H eaven  and P u r g a to r y  so he w il l  be d am n ed , to  w a n d e r  

f o r e v e r  in  a  ghojstly h ia tu s .  The W ise M an 's  a p p e a l  m a k e s  h im  v e r y  

s y m p a th e t ic .  How can  the  A ngel, who l iv es  In the  r e a l i ty  w hich  only 

a p p e a r s  to m en  " in  the u n c e r ta in ty  of d izzy  d r e a m s " ,  u n d e r s ta n d  s c e p t ic i s m ?  

T h e  o th e r  m e s s e n g e r s  who have com e to  the W ise  Man -  " p a r t in g ,  s ic k n e s s  

and d e a th ,  / The ro tt in g  of the  g r a s s ,  t e m p e s t ,  and  d ro u th "  w e r e  c e r ta in ly  

c a u se  fo r  lo ss  of fa i th .  The A n g e l 's  a n s w e r  i s  th a t  the sou l is  a  r e a l i ty  

a p a r t  f r o m  such  h o r r o r s .  The W ise  Idan p lead s  fo r  t im e  to  undo h is  

a c t io n s .  He is  g ra n te d  a  c e r ta in  r e p r ie v e  : b e fo re  the sand  ru n s  th rough  

the h o u r - g l a s s  he m u s t  find one b e l ie v e r .  He h a s  now upon h im  the  

w eigh t of t im e  w hich  the A ngel thankfully  leav es  beh ind . H is s e a r c h  is  

in  v a in  b ecau se  h is  pupils  have a c c e p te d  th a t  in te l le c tu a l  r e a so n in g  is  the 

only ro a d  to  t ru th .  When the W ise Man s ta te s  th a t  he  h as  s e e n  an  an g e l 

th e r e  is  a  c o n t ro v e rs y  about the r e a l i ty  of h is  v is io n .  The T h i r d  P u p i l  

f e e ls  th a t  the A ngel m u s t  have  a p p e a re d  in  a  d r e a m ,  y e t  th is  is  re fu te d  by 

the  W ise  M an. T he  F i r s t  P u p i l  a n a ly se s  th is  re fu ta t io n  : k e  h im s e l f  m a y  

be d re a m in g  now fo r  a l l  he knows and the W ise  M an w an ts  to  show h is  

P u p i ls  th a t  th e re  is  "no c e r ta in  p roo f  / Of any th ing  in  the  w o r ld " .  T he  

Second P u p i l  a rg u e s  th a t  the p roo f  is  th a t  they  s h a re  a  w o r ld ,  w h e re a s  

the  d r e a m e r  is  in  h is  own w o r ld ,  ex p e r ie n c in g  a n  in d iv id u a l  v is io n .  The 

T h i rd  P u p i l  f inds it  l ikely  th a t ,  b ecau se  T e igue  h as  s e e n  a n g e ls ,  th e r e  is  

e v e ry  r e a s o n  to  suppose th a t  the W ise Man m ay  have s e e n  one a s  w e l l ,  i f  he
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sa y s  he h a s .  T he  F i r s t  P u p il ,  h o w ev er ,  m a in ta in s  th a t  both  could 

s t i l l  be d r e a m e r s  u n le s s  p roo f  w e re  had  th a t  the  an g e ls  w e re  a l ik e  -  and 

the T h i r d  P u p i l  n o tes  th a t  ange ls  need  not be a l ik e  - so the w hole id e a  

of v e r i f ic a t io n  fa lls  th rough . The W ise Man is  a t  a  n a d ir  of d e s p e ra t io n  

a s  he ech o es  King L e a r  : "I have no r e a s o n  le f t .  A ll  d a rk ,  a l l  d a rk !  " 

T he  W ise M an 's  s e a r c h  c lo se ly  r e s e m b le s  E v e ry m a n 's  s e a r c h  fo r  

a  com pan ion  in  d ea th .  H is  hopes a r e  a ro u s e d  by f a lse  h in ts  and  m o c k e ry .  

T he F o u r th  P u p i l  has  no fa i th  d e sp ite  such  h in ts  ; he  is  c e r t a in  th a t  t h e r e  

is  no God and no im m o r ta l i ty ,  "and they  th a t  sa id  it  /  Made a  fa n ta s t ic  

ta le  f ro m  a  s ta rv e d  d r e a m  / To plague ou r  h e a r t s .  " T he  W ise  Man 

d r iv e s  out the P u p ils  in  a  r a g e ,  suddenly  no tic ing  " the  giddy g la s s " .  

B r id g e t ,  h is  w ife ,  is  no m o re  fa ith fu l th an  a r e  the P u p i l s .  T he  W ise  

Man p a n ic s .  He cannot leave  the g la s s ,  y e t  he fe e ls  th a t  he is  on the 

b r in k  of re v e la t io n ,  and th a t  he m u s t  convey th is  r e v e la t io n  to  h is  P u p i l s .  

T he  t r u th  Is s im p le ,  he knows th a t .  H is  own c h i ld re n  know by ro te  the  

l e s s o n  th a t  " th e re  is  nothing we cannot s e e ,  nothing we cannot to u ch " .

T h e  m o m e n tu m  in c r e a s e s  while the sand  ru n s  out. The W ise  Man d a r e s  

not look a t  the pos it io n  of sand  in  the  g la s s  ; he  i s  an t ic ip a t in g  "the 

F i e n d 's  n a i l"  on h is  fa ce .  He babbles  about d ev ils  d rag g in g  aw ay h is  

so u l,  echo ing  M a rlo w e 's  l in e s  :

The s t a r s  m ove s t i l l ,  t im e  ru n s ,  the c lock  w il l  s t r ik e .  
The d ev il  w il l  c o m e , and F a u s tu s  m u s t  be d a m n 'd .  lot

Indeed , f ro m  the A n g e l 's  e n t r a n c e ,  the  p lay  expands F a u s tu s 's  l a s t  speech . 

T h e  h o u r  b e fo re  dea th  h as  com e, and w e ll  m ay  the W ise  Man c ry  w ith
U7

F a u s tu s  : "O len te ,  lente c u r r i t e .  noc tis  egui! ' M eanw hile , the F o o l



M4

is  m ocking  the  c r u c ia l  p a s sa g e  of t im e  by blowing on a dandelion  to  find 

out th e  h o u r .  T he  W ise  Man cannot e s c a p e  : he h as  t r i e d  to  nega te  

t im e  by covering  the h o u r - g l a s s ,  a  p a th e t ic  in d ica t io n  of h is  p ligh t.  

T e ig u e  w il l  not a d m it  th a t  he b e l ie v e s  in  God. The W ise  Man fina lly  

s e e s  the  t r u th  in a  c l im a c t ic  v is io n  :

We p e r i s h  in to  God and  s ink  away 
Into r e a l i ty  - the  r e s t ' s  a  d r e a m .

A lthough  he  d ies  u n c e r ta in  of h is  s a lv a tio n ,  h is  la s t  sp e e c h  is  fu ll  of a  

c a lm  r e s ig n a t io n  :

May G od 's  w il l  p r e v a i l  on the in s ta n t .
A lthough H is  w i l l  be m y e te r n a l  pa in .
I have  no ques tion :
I t  i s  enough, I know w hat fixed the  s ta t io n  
Of s t a r  and cloud.
And knowing a l l ,  I c ry  
T h a t  w hat so God h a s  w illed  
On the  in s ta n t  be fu lf i l led .
Though th a t  be m y  d am n atio n .
T he s t r e a m  of the w o rld  h as  changed  i ts  c o u r s e .  
And w ith  the s t r e a m  m y thoughts  have ru n  
Into so m e  cloudy th u n d e ro u s  sp r in g  
T h a t  i s  i ts  m oun ta in  so u rc e  - 
A y e , to  som e f re n z y  of the m ind .
F o r  a l l  th a t  we have d o n e 's  undone.
O ur sp ecu la t io n  but a s  the  wind. (He d ie s .

T h e  F o o l  now id e n tif ie s  h im s e l f  w ith  the W ise M an : "You and  I ,  we a r e  

the  two fo o ls ,  we know e v e ry th in g ,  but we w il l  no t sp eak .  " The A ngel 

c o m e s  o n -s ta g e ;  s tanding  in  s i le n c e ,  the  m e s s e n g e r  f ro m  the  s u p e rn a tu r a l  

l i s t e n s  w hile the  F o o l  c o m m en ts  on the w hite  b u t te r f ly  w hich  i s s u e s  f ro m  

the  W ise  M an 's  m outh . The b u t te r f ly ,  the W ise M an 's  so u l,  is  p laced  by 

the  F o o l  in  the  A n g e l 's  golden c a s k e t .  The ending s e e m s  am biguous  fo r  

i t  i s  only the  F o o l ,  and not the  A ngel, who s ta te s  ex p lic i t ly  th a t  the  c a s k e t
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w il l  be Opened in  the G ard en  of P a r a d i s e .  In o r d e r  to  judge the v a l id i ty  

of the  s ta te m e n t  we m u s t  be a l e r t  to  Y e a ts 's  s t r e s s  on the v is io n a ry  

p o w ers  of the  F o o l ,  w hose f ina l  rh y m e  su m s  up  the  ph ilosophy  of the  p lay  :

I h e a r  the  wind a -b lo w ,
I h e a r  the  g r a s s  a -g ro w .
And a l l  th a t  I know, I know. 

But I w il l  not sp eak ,  I w ill  ru n  aw ay.

T he  u l t im a te  t ru th  i s  a s  s im p le  and a s  fu ll  of m y s te r y  a s  n a tu re  ; it  

i s  in ex p licab le  but i t  can  be a d u m b ra te d  in  im a g e s  of w ind and  g r a s s .  

Y e a ts  lead s  us  fu l l  c i r c le  to the g r e a te s t  of sa g e s  w hose  m a s t e r s  w e re  

" the  wind and the h a r lo t ,  the  v i rg in  and  the ch ild , the  lion  and  the  e a g le " .  

We m u s t  a s s u m e  th a t  the so u l  of the  W ise M an h as  been  sav ed  but the  

n a tu r e  of s a lv a tio n  is  unknown and cannot be conveyed  in  w o rd s .

In 1922, when Y ea ts  pub lished  both v e r s io n s  of T he  H o u r -G la s s  in  

P la y s  In P r o s e  and V e r s e , i t  w as only the  p ro se  v e r s io n  th a t  c a r r i e d  

the  s u b - t i t l e  "A M o ra l i ty " .  F r o m  Y e a ts 's  note i t  is  obvious th a t  he  had  

r e v i s e d  in  o r d e r  to  d e p a r t  f ro m  the  E v e ry m a n  type of a l le g o ry .  He had  

m ade the  p lay  m o re  sub jec tive  :

T he e a r ly  v e r s io n  of the P la y ,  w hich w as  only too  e f fec t iv e ,  
co n v e r t in g  a  m u s ic - h a l l  s in g e r  and send ing  h im  to  M ass  
fo r  s ix  w e e k s ,  m ade  m e a sh a m e d ,  but I did not know t i l l  
v e r y  la te ly  how to  re m e d y  i t .  I had  m ade my W ise  Man 
hum ble  h im s e l f  to  the  F o o l  and re c e iv e  sa lv a tio n  a s  a 
r e w a r d ,  but now I have given i t  a  new end w h ich  i s  c lo s e r  
to  m y  own thought a s  w e ll  a s  m o re  effec tive  th e a t r ic a l ly .
T h e  F o o l  too , w hen it is  now played a t  the  A bbey T h e a t r e ,  
w e a r s  a  m a sk  d es ig n ed  by M r. G ordon C ra ig  w hich  m ak es  
h im  s e e m  le s s  a  hu m an  being than  a  p r in c ip le  of the  m ind. >oi

Y e a t s 's  e f fo r t  h a s  been  put to w a rd s  phasing  out d i r e c t  a l le g o ry ,  in  o r d e r  

to  in c o rp o ra te  the sug g es tiv e  m y s te ry  of sy m b o lism . H is m y s t ic  a p p re h e n s io n
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of r e a l i ty  i s  b e t te r  conveyed in  sym bols  w hich  em a n a te  rh y th m s  of 

p o ss ib le  m ean ing , nega ting  nothing but no t once c a te g o r ic a l ly  defin ing  

t r u th s  and  so lu t io n s .  The W ise  Man d ies  in  fa ith  a s  E v e ry m a n  had  

d one , but the d if fe re n c e  l ie s  in the w ay e ach  h e r o  is  b ro u g h t to  th a t  

fa i th .  E v e ry m a n  is  taught to  obey a  s e t  of d o c t r in e s  ; once he a s s u m e s  

fa ith  in  th o se  d o c tr in e s  and can follow th e i r  r ig id i ty ,  h is  sa lv a t io n  is  

a s s u r e d .  The. W ise  Man r e a c h e s  an  e c s ta s y  of in s ig h t p e c u l ia r  to 

h im s e l f ,  r e ta in in g  a t  the m om en t of d ea th  a n  in n e r  p eace  b e c a u se  of 

th a t  p u re ly  su b jec tiv e  g lim pse  of t ru th .  S a lva tion  in  Y e a ts 's  t e r m s  

b e c o m e s  re so lu t io n  of s tru g g le  and a  p u re  fa i th  in so m eth in g  u l t im a te ly  

unknown.

It is  im p o r ta n t  to ind ica te  a t  th is  s tag e  Y e a t s 's  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of 

the  d i f fe re n c e s  be tw een  s y m b o lism  and a l le g o ry .  A good s ta r t in g -p o in t  

i s  to  p e rc e iv e  the  affin ity  which Y ea ts  found with W il l ia m  B lake . T h is  

i s  v e r y  c l e a r  in "W ill iam  B lake and the  Im ag in a tio n "  :

He announced  the re l ig io n  of a r t  (T . 7) He had  le a rn e d  
f r o m  Ja c o b  B oehm e and f ro m  old a lc h e m is t  w r i t e r s  
th a t  im ag in a tio n  w as  the f i r s t  e m an a tio n  of d iv in ity  Q  . Q  
He c r i e d  ag a in  and aga in  th a t  ev e ry th in g  th a t  l iv e s  is  
holy  (7 . 7) He w as a  sy m b o lis t  who had  to  invent h is  
sy m b o ls  (7 . 7) He w as a  m an  c ry ing  out fo r  a  m ytho logy , 
and  t ry in g  to  m ake one b ecau se  he could  no t find one to  
h is  hand . Had he b een  a  C atholic  of D a n te 's  t im e  he 
w ould have been  w e ll  content w ith  M ary  and the  angels(7 . 7)

Y e a ts  is  im p lic i t ly  w r i t in g  of h im s e l f  : h is  a t te m p t  to  m ake a  C h u rch  of 

a r t i s t i c  t ra d i t io n  and h is  c re a t io n  of a  m y tho log ica l  s y s te m  b r in g  h im  

v e r y  c lo se  to the B lake of h is  a n a ly s is .  H ad Y ea ts  l ived  in  D a n te 's  age  

of un ified  fa i th  he would e a g e r ly  have u se d  the sym bols  of th a t  fa ith  in 

h is  a r t .  In  a  second  e s s a y  on B lake , Y ea ts  lauds the  poe t a s  " the f i r s t
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w r i t e r  of m o d e rn  t im e s  to p re a c h  the in d isso lu b le  m a r r i a g e  of a l l  

g r e a t  a r t  w ith  sy m b o l" ,  Y eats  con tinues  by noting th a t  B lake  defined  

s y m b o l is m  a s  "v is io n "  ; the u se  of sym bo ls  m a k e s  r e v e la t io n  of the  

e t e r n a l ,  w h e re a s  a l le g o ry  is  an  " a m u se m e n t" ,  being one of m any  w ays  

of e x p re s s in g  a  f a m il ia r  p r in c ip le  o r  th ing . Y ea ts  c le a r ly  a g r e e s  w ith  

the  following d is t in c t io n  :

T ru e  a r t  is  e x p re s s iv e  and sy m b o lic ,  and m a k e s  
e v e r y  fo rm ,  e v e ry  sound, e v e ry  c o lo u r ,  e v e ry  
g e s tu r e ,  a  s ig n a tu re  of som e unan a ly sab le  im ag in a tiv e  
e s s e n c e .  F a l s e  a r t  is  not e x p r e s s iv e ,  but m im e t ic ,  
n o t  f ro m  e x p e r ie n c e  but f ro m  o b se rv a t io n  G * D

T h e  key w ord  h e r e  is  "u n an a ly sa b le "  : the  sy m b o l em b o d ies  su p re m e  

t ru th  but cannot be exp la ined  in in te l le c tu a l  t e r m s .  R e p re s e n ta t io n a l  

a r t ,  sp r in g in g  f ro m  objective  o b se rv a t io n ,  b e co m es  in  th e se  t e r m s  

"bad "  a r t  in  th a t  i t  is  m a te r ia l i s t i c  (in the s e n se  of the  opposite  of 

m y s t ic )  and th e r e fo r e  pagan , re a c h in g  no t ru th  beyond th a t  of ob jec tive  

a c tu a l i ty .

In the  e s s a y  "S y m b o lism  in P a in t in g "  Y ea ts  ag a in  s t r e s s e s  the 

n eed  fo r  u n an a ly sab le  fo rm .  He cho o ses  two pa in tings  w hich s e e m  to 

h im  to  define  the r e sp e c t iv e  q u a l i t ie s  of sy m b o l ism  and of a l le g o ry .  

T he  d if fe re n c e  be tw een  M ich e lan g e lo 's  M oses and T in to r e t to 's  O r ig in  

of the  M ilky W ay is  th a t  :

A h u n d red  g e n e ra t io n s  m ig h t w r i te  out w hat s e e m e d  the 
m ean ing  of the one, and they  would w r i te  d if fe re n t  
m e a n in g s ,  fo r  no sym bo l te l ls  a l l  i ts  m ean ing  to  any  
g e n e ra t io n  ; but when you have sa id ,  'T h a t  w om an th e re  
is  Juno , and  the  m ilk  out of h e r  b r e a s t  is  m aking  the 
M ilky W ay ',  you have  to ld  the m ean ing  of the  o th e r ,  and  
th e  fine pa in ting , w hich  h as  added  so m uch i r r e l e v a n t  
b eau ty ,  h as  not to ld  it  b e t t e r .  113
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W h e re a s  s y m b o lism  involves  in s tin c t iv e  u n d e rs ta n d in g ,  a l le g o ry  

n e c e s s i t a t e s  p r io r  knowledge fo r  i ts  co m p re h e n s io n .  S y m b o lism  

p e r fe c t ly  em b o d ies  som eth ing  nebu lous ,  an  em otion , while a l le g o ry  

e x p r e s s e s  som eth ing  th a t  could be sa id  in  a  n u m b er  of w ay s .  In  a l le g o ry  

i t  is  the con ten t,  r a th e r  than  the w ay in  w hich  th a t  con ten t is  e x p r e s s e d ,  

th a t  is  c r u c ia l .  Sym bolic a r t  h as  the function of a  t a l i s m a n  w hich  

p o r t r a y s  "a  p a r t  of the D ivine E s s e n c e "  b e c a u se  i t  i s  in  a  p a r t i c u la r  

m a g ic a l  f o rm .  The poet who u s e s  sy m b o l is m  is  a  m a g ic ia n  who s e ts  

h is  au d ien ce  m ed ita tin g  on the e s s e n c e  by o ffe r in g  th e m  the ta l i s m a n .  

Sym bols  a r e  d is c o v e re d  by th o se  who think about p e r fe c t io n ,  th o se  

re l ig io u s  and v is io n a ry ,  "m onks and nuns ,  and m ed ic in e  -m e n  and  o p iu m - 

e a t e r s " .  T he  m o d e rn  a r t i s t s  who have u sed  sy m b o ls  have  a c c e p te d ,

Y e a ts  w r i t e s ,  a l l  types  of sy m b o lism , thus d if fe r in g  f ro m  re l ig io u s  a r t i s t s  

such  a s  Giotto and  hia d is c ip le s .  H e re  Y ea ts  g roups to g e th e r  W ag n e r ,  

K e a ts ,  B lak e , C a lv e r t ,  R o s s e t t i ,  V i l l ie r s  de I 'I s le -A d a m ,  B e a rd s le y ,  

R ic k e t t s ,  Shannon, W h is t le r ,  M a e te r l in c k  and V e r la in e . H o w ev er ,  he 

goes  on to  m ake a  d is t in c t io n  be tw een  K ea ts  and  C a lv e r t  on the one hand , 

and  B lake  and W agner on the o th e r .  The f o r m e r  a r e  " f r a g m e n ta ry "  

sy m b o l is ts  b e c a u se  th e i r  sym bols  a r e  not s e t  in  a  c e r ta in  o r d e r ,  a  s y s te m .  

Y e a ts  i n s i s t s  how ever th a t  " T h e re  is  indeed  a  s y s te m a t ic  m y s t ic  in e v e ry  

poe t o r  p a in te r  who, like R o s s e t t i ,  de ligh ts  in  a  t r a d i t io n a l  sy m b o l is m ,  

o r ,  like  W ag n er ,  de ligh ts  in  a  p e r s o n a l  s y m b o lism  . Y ea ts  w as to  show 

th a t  he w as a  " sy s te m a t ic  m y s t ic "  in The C at and the  Moon, a  p lay  w hich 

"d e lig h ts  in  a  p e r s o n a l  sy m b o lism " .

In  T he  H o u r -G la s s  Y ea ts  t r i e d  and fa iled  to  a d ap t  the m o ra l i ty  

f o rm  to h is  own p u rp o se .  He w as dependent on t r a d i t io n a l  C h r is t ia n
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s y m b o l is m  - A ngel,  H e ll ,  P a r a d i s e ,  P u r g a to r y ,  God and the d ev il  - 

to  convey a  p e r s o n a l  philosophy co n ce rn in g  the "two living c o u n tr ie s ,  

one v is ib le  and one in v is ib le " .  The r e s u l t  is  th a t  the  p lay  a p p e a r s  to  

involve a  vague and u n re a l i s e d  C h r is t ia n  a l le g o ry  : i t  i s  not f ina lly  

c l e a r  th a t  the W ise  Man h a s  ach ieved  sa lv a tio n  in  a  C h r is t ia n  s e n s e .

The m a in  s t r e n g th  of the m o ra l i ty  f o rm  is  i t s  c la r i ty  and d i r e c tn e s s  of 

e x p r e s s io n .  In the ending of The H o u r -G la s s  Y ea ts  s t r iv e s  fo r  a  

d e l ic a te  poetic  su g g e s t iv e n e s s  w hich  is  fo re ig n  to th a t  c l e a r  d i r e c tn e s s  

and  s e r v e s  to  co n tr ib u te  an  o b sc u r i ty ,  an  "am b ig u ity "  w hich  is  the  

m a in  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of m o d e rn  p o e try .  When Y ea ts  developed  a  p e r s o n a l  

sy m b o l is m  to p ro v id e  a  s y s te m a t ic  background  th en  he could a ls o  i n t r o 

duce  a  r i c h ,  ta l i s m a n ic  quality  in  h is  p la y s .  The H o u r -G la s s  u n e a s i ly  

co m b in es  C h r is t ia n  sym bo ls  and p e r s o n a l  philosophy ; Y ea ts  had  u n d e r 

stood the  need  fo r  s y s te m  but he had  in tro d u ced  a  confusion  by re ly in g  

on C h r i s t i a n  s y s te m a t ic  s y m b o lism . In The Cat and the  Moon Y ea ts  

in t ro d u c e s  a  p e r s o n a l  s y s te m a t ic  sy m b o lism  so  th a t  a  h a rm o n y  is  ac h ie v e d  

on th is  lev e l  ; he a l s o  s t r iv e s  fo r a  su g g e s t iv e n e ss  ou ts ide  the i n te r p r e ta t io n  

of the  p e r s o n a l  sy m b o ls .

iv " T he  Cat and the  Moon"

T he C at and  the Moon, w r i t te n  in  1917 and  pub lished  in  1924, is  

a  s u c c in c t  m odel fo r  the ta l i s m a n ic  a r t  w hich Y eats  had  en v isag ed  a t  the  

tu r n  of the c e n tu ry .  In a n  e s s a y  of 1913, Y ea ts  had r e f e r r e d  to  " those  

w a n d e r e r s  who s t i l l  s t i tc h  in to  th e i r  c a rp e t s  am ong the M ongolian p la in s
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r e l ig io u s  sy m b o ls  so  old they have not even  a  m eaning  ; in the note to  the
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f i r s t  ed it ion  of The Cat and the Moon, the im ag e  of the c a rp e t  is  

r e p e a te d  to s im i la r  effec t :

I have a m u se d  m y se lf  by im ag in ing  in c id en ts  and  
m e ta p h o rs  th a t  a r e  r e la te d  to  c e r ta in  b e l ie fs  of m ine 
a s  a r e  the p a t te rn s  upon a  P e r s i a n  c a r p e t  to  som e 
a n c ie n t  fa ith  o r  ph ilosophy. US

Like the M ongolian w a n d e re r s  Y ea ts  h as  s t i tc h e d  in to  h is  w o rk  sy m b o ls  

w h ich  now have a  b u r ie d  s ign if icance  :

I t  h a s  p le a se d  m e  to th ink  th a t  the  h a lf  of m e th a t  
f e e ls  can  s o m e t im e s  fo rg e t  a l l  th a t  belongs to  the 
m o re  in te l le c tu a l  h a l f  but a  few im a g e s .  T he  n ig h t 's  
d r e a m  ta k e s  up and p lays  in  the sa m e  fo rg e tfu l  
fa sh io n  w ith our waking though ts . M innaloushe and 
the  Moon w e re  p e rh ap s  • i t  a l l  g row s fa in t to  m e  - 
an  expos it ion  of m a n 's  r e la t io n  to  w hat I have ca l led  
the A n ti th e t ic a l  T in c tu re  Q . Q I have a l to g e th e r  
fo rg o t te n  w h e th e r  o th e r  p a r t s  of the fable  h av e ,  a s  
is  v e ry  l ik e ly ,a  p r e c i s e  m ean in g , and th a t  is  n a tu r a l ,  
f o r  I g e n e ra l ly  fo rg e t  in  co n tem p la tin g  m y copy of a n  
old P e r s i a n  c a rp e t  th a t  i t s  winding and  w an d erin g  
v ine had once th a t  p h i lo so p h ica l  m ean ing , w hich  G • D 
w as  p a r t  of the r e l ig io n  of Z o r o a s te r .

T he  P e r s i a n  c a rp e t  can  be a p p re c ia te d  simply fo r  i ts  in t r i c a c y  of p a t te rn  

and  b eau tifu l  in te rw eav in g  a of co lour  ; the thought behind  e a c h  th re a d  

w il l  com e to  the  s u r fa c e  only if  it is  co n sc io u s ly  e x t r a c te d  by m e a n s  of 

in te l le c tu a l  in v e s t ig a t io n  - h o w ev er ,  the fac t  th a t  the thought e x is ts  lends 

re s o n a n c e  to  the beau ty  of the p a t te rn .  Y ea ts  h a s  fo rg o tten  the o r ig in a l  

s to r y  ab o u t Saint C o lm a n 's  W ell, he has  le f t  the p lay  un fin ished  and the  

p e r s o n a l  ph ilosophy m u s t  a lso  lie d o rm a n t ,  y e t  by m ean s  of th e se  h idden  

d ep th s  he h a s  a ligned  h is  p lay  with the "Divine E s s e n c e " ,  im buing the 

a tm o s p h e r e  w ith re l ig io u s  m y s te ry .  In a  l a t e r  in t ro d u c tio n ,  Y ea ts  d e s 

c r ib e s  how h is  chosen  sym bols  had been  d is c o v e re d  by h im ,  in  a  m e d ie v a l
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I r i s h  s e rm o n  and in a  B uddh is t  S u tra ,  to  have the s a m e  connotations  a s
(2_0

he  had  e a r l i e r  su g g es ted  th e m  to  have in  the  p lay .  A nim a Mundi had 

o ffe red  Y eats  the sym bols  of blind m an  and  lam e m an  qu ite  independen tly  

of in te l le c tu a l  r e s e a r c h  in to  a  t r a d i t io n  w hich  su g g es ted  th a t  i t  w as 

a p p ro p r ia te  fo r  the b lind m an  to r e p r e s e n t  the body, and  the  la m e  man, 

the  so u l.  Y ea ts  is  w ork ing , he te l l s  u s ,  "am ong  d r e a m s  and  p r o v e r b s " ,  

he "m igh t d is c o v e r  w hat had  been  and m igh t be ag a in  an  a b s t r a c t  id ea"  

but "no a b s t r a c t  idea  m u s t  be p r e s e n t " .  One canno t,  t h e r e f o r e ,  r e d u c e  

the  p lay , sh r in k in g  i t  in to  an  a l le g o ry  w ith  one c le a r ly  s ta te d  m ean in g . 

L ike  Y e a ts 's  exam ple  of sy m b o lic  pain ting  by M iche lange lo ,  a  hundred  

g e n e ra t io n s  m ig h t w r i te  out the m ean ing  of The Cat and the  Moon a nd, 

a t  the  end of i t ,  one would have a  h u n d red  d if fe re n t  m e a n in g s ,  e a c h  w ith  

i t s  p e c u l ia r  v a l id ity .  It is  no t Y e a ts 's  t a s k  to im p o se  m ean ing  on the 

p lay  ; he i s  the m e d ia to r  be tw een  the  s p i r i tu a l  c o n sc io u sn e s s  of A n im a  

Mundi and the au d ien ce  who w ill  i n t e r p r e t  the a c t io n  ;

T h e  s p e c ta to r  should  com e aw ay th inking  the  m ean ing  
a s  m uch h is  own m a n u fac tu re  a s  th a t  of the blind m an  
and  the lam e  m an  had  se e m e d  m ine .

T h is  o v e r t  in v ita t io n  to the s p e c ta to r  should leave h im  in  no doubt th a t  

he is  on eq u a l  footing w ith  the p lay w rig h t,  who m e r e ly  t r a n s m i t s  im a g e s  

d e r iv e d  f ro m  a  h ig h e r  r e a l i ty .  Y ea ts  h a s  m e t  the l im i ts  of h is  a r t  w ith 

th is  inv ita t ion .

B e fo re  we a r e  ab le  to  m ake a  c lo se  e x a m in a tio n  of The Cat and the 

Moon i t  is  n e c e s s a r y  to  a p p re c ia te  why Y ea ts  cam e to  renounce  the  th e a t r e  

w hich  he  had  in au g u ra ted  in  the vo ice  of I r i s h  n a t io n a l ism . In 1919 Y ea ts  

p ub lished  in  the I r i s h  S ta te sm a n  a  f o rm a l  d e c la ra t io n .  T h is  exp la in ed  h is
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an tip a th y  to  the  p lays  w hich young I r i s h  p layw rig lita  w e re  p roposing  fo r  

the A bbey , and i t  d e ta i le d  Ms in ten tion  to  fo rm  a  th e a t r e  w ith  the c h a r a c 

t e r i s t i c s  of a  s e c r e t  so c ie ty .  "A P e o p le 's  T h e a t r e "  is  in the f o rm  of a 

l e t t e r  to  Lady G re g o ry .  Y ea ts  co ncedes  th a t  they  have  been  s u c c e s s fu l  

in  th e i r  a im  to  m ake  a  p e o p le 's  th e a t r e  ; h o w e v e r ,  th e re  a r e  c e r ta in  

e s s e n t i a l  th ings  w hich such  a  th e a t r e  cannot do. C o m m e rc ia l  t h e a t r e ,  

he f in d s ,  h as  taught fa lse  v a lu e s ,  en co u rag in g  the aud ience  to  look up 

to  the  w ealthy  a s  an  e l i te  and p ro p o s in g  th a t  the  poor a r e  to  be r id ic u le d .  

When a w o rk in g -c la s s  aud ience  goes to the A bbey it  s e e s  o rd in a ry  working- 

c la s s  people  o n s tag e ,  c e r ta in ly  e x a g g e ra te d ,  but n e v e r  r id ic u le d  b e c a u se  

of th e i r  s itu a t io n  in so c ie ty .  T he  A bbey is  a  p e o p le 's  th e a t r e  in  th a t  i ts  

p lays  s h a re  the q u a l i t ie s  of the  "po p u la r  im a g in a t io n " ,  those  q u a l i t ie s  

of ro m a n c e  and the cap ac ity  fo r  a d v en tu re  of the  p e o p le 's  c l a s s .  Y ea ts  

h a s  r e je c te d  a l l  seco n d -h an d  w r i t in g  and  a c c e p te d  fo r  the  A bbey p lays  

w ith  f r e s h  p e rc e p t io n .  The a c to r s  have p layed  a  life v e ry  m uch  like 

th e i r  own. Y ea ts  su m s  up the  s u c c e s s  of the A bbey :

We have  been  the f i r s t  to  c r e a te  a  t r u e  'P e o p le 's  T h e a t r e ' ,  
and we have  su cceed ed  b e cau se  i t  is  no t an  exp lo ita t io n  of 
lo c a l  c o lo u r ,  o r  of a  l im ite d  f o rm  of d r a m a  p o s s e s s in g  a  
t e m p o r a r y  novelty , but the f i r s t  doing of som etM ng fo r  
w hich  the w o r ld  is  r ip e ,  som eth ing  th a t  w il l  be done a l l  
o v e r  the w o r ld  and  done m o re  and  m o re  p e r fe c t ly  : the 
m aking  a r t ic u la te  of a l l  the dum b c l a s s e s  each  w ith  its  
own knowledge of the w o r ld ,  i t s  own d ig n ity ,  but a l l  
o b jec tive  w ith  the  ob jec tiv ity  of the office and  the  w o rk sh o p ,  
of the n ew sp a p e r  and  the s t r e e t ,  of m e c h a n is m  and  of 
p o l i t ic s .
Y et we did not s e t  out to  c r e a te  th is  s o r t  of t h e a t r e ,  and  
i t s  s u c c e s s  has  b e e n  to  m e a  d is c o u ra g e m e n t  and  a  d e fe a t .  12.3

Y e a ts  goes on to  ta lk  of D ante in  w hat s e e m s  a t  f i r s t  to  be a  long d ig re s s io n ,  

I t  i s  p la in  th a t  he i s  im p lic i t ly  d e s c r ib in g  h is  own te n d en c ie s  :
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H is  study  w as  unity  of being , the  su b o rd in a t io n  of 
a l l  p a r t s  to the  w hole a s  in  a  p e r fe c t ly  p ro p o r t io n e d  
h u m an  body - his" own defin ition  of b eau ty  - and not, 
a s  w ith  th o se  I have d e s c r ib e d ,  the unity  of th ings  in 
the w o r ld  ; and like a l l  su b jec tiv es  he sh ra n k ,  b ecau se  
of w hat he w a s ,  b e c a u se  o f  w hat o th e r s  w e r e ,  f ro m  
co n tac t  w ith  m any m en . H ad he w r i t t e n  p lays  he would 
have w r i t te n  f ro m  h is  own thought and  p a s s io n ,  o b se rv in g  
li t t le  and us ing  l i t t l e ,  i f  a t  a l l ,  the c o n v e rsa t io n  of h is  
t im e  - and w h e th e r  he w ro te  in  v e r s e  o r  in  p ro se  h is  
s ty le  would have been  d is ta n t ,  m u s ic a l ,  m e ta p h o r ic a l ,  
m oulded  by an tiqu ity .

Y e a ts  looks back  on the age of D an te  and of su b jec tiv e  a r t  a s  the apogee 

of c u l tu re .  Subjective  a r t  can  only e x i s t ,  Y ea ts  a r g u e s ,  i f  th e r e  i s  a 

sh a r in g  of t ra d i t io n a l  know ledge, w hich  can  only be a c q u ire d  in  l e i s u r e .  

W hen life changed v e ry  g ra d u a lly ,  old s to r i e s  w e re  r e p e a te d  so often 

th a t  ev e ry o n e  cam e to s h a re  sym b o ls  and a l lu s io n s .  S h a k e sp e a re  w as 

m o re  ob jec tive  than  D an te , but s t i l l  a lm o s t  to ta l ly  engaged in  su b jec tiv e  

a r t .  And Y ea ts  had  a im e d  a t  c re a t in g  a  su b jec tiv e  t r a d i t io n  in the I r i s h  

th e a t r e  in a n  a t te m p t  to  r e t u r n  to the m il ie u  of D ante :

You and  I and  Synge, not u n d e rs ta n d in g  the c lock , s e t  
out to  b r in g  ag a in  the th e a t r e  of S h a k e sp e a re  o r  r a th e r  
p e rh a p s  of Sophocles . I had  to ld  you how a t  Young 
I re la n d  S o c ie t ie s  and the  l ik e ,  young m en  w hen  I w as 
tw en ty  had  r e a d  p a p e r s  to  one a n o th e r  about I r i s h  legend 
and  h i s to r y ,  and  you y o u r s e l f  soon d is c o v e re d  the G aelic  
league  Q . Q  We thought we could b r in g  the  old fo lk - l i fe  
to D ublin , p a t r io t ic  fee ling  to  a id  us Q . Q but the m o d e rn  
w o r ld  is  m o re  p o w erfu l  than  any  p ro p ag an d a  o r  even  
than  any s p e c ia l  c i r c u m s ta n c e ,  and o u r  s u c c e s s  h a s  b een  
th a t  we have m ade a  T h e a t re  of the h e a d ,  and  p e r su a d e d  
D ublin  p la y g o e rs  to  th ink  abou t th e i r  own t r a d e  o r  
p ro fe s s io n  o r  c la s s  and  th e i r  life w ith in  i t ,  so long a s  
the s tag e  c u r ta in  i s  up, in re la t io n  to  I re la n d  a s  a  w hole. ‘2 ^

In s te a d  of ab so rb in g  I r i s h  m yth  u n ti l  i t  b ecam e  p a r t  of th e i r  c o n s c io u s n e s s ,  

the  s p e c ta to r s  had  le a r n t  to  u se  th e i r  in te l l ig en ce  and r e l a t e  to I re la n d  on 

an  in te l le c tu a l ,  r a t h e r  than  a n  e m o tio n a l ,  lev e l .



Y ea t a p la c e s  Synge and Lady G re g o ry  in  the objec tive  p h a se s  of 

h is  lu n a r  s y s te m ,  but he fe e ls  th a t  they  n e v e r th e le s s  r e ta in  so  m u ch  of 

the  su b jec tiv e  tha t th e i r  p lay s  w ill  n e v e r  be e n t i re ly  p o p u la r ,  o r ,  if  

they  a r e ,  they  w ill  be m isu n d e rs to o d  as  f a r c e s .  He is  b i t t e r  abou t h is  

own a c h ie v e m e n t a t the A bbey. He is  l is te n e d  to  a s  a  founder of the 

th e a t r e ,  and  a few ind iv iduals  a p p re c ia te  h is  d r a m a ,  but any  young I r i s h  

p la y w rig h t,  who puts onatage a  r e a l i s t i c  m o d e rn  p lay , i s  app lauded

r a p tu ro u s ly .  Y e a t s 's  in i t ia l  a im s  of r e m o te n e s s ,  s p i r i tu a l i ty  and
12.6

id e a l i s m  would n e v e r  be ach iev ed  a t  the Abbey with i ts  new ly aw akened  

s o c ia l  and p o li t ic a l  a w a r e n e s s .  The re f in e m e n t  th a t  Y ea ts  d e s i r e d  fo r  

h is  au d ience  would have to be sought am ong a s e le c t ,  con tem p la tiv e  

c o te r ie  :

I w ant to  c r e a te  fo r m y se lf  an  unpopu la r  th e a t r e  and  
an aud ience  like a  s e c r e t  so c ie ty  w h e re  a d m is s io n  is  
by favour  and  n e v e r  to  m an y .G . f) I w ant so m uch -  an  
aud ience  of f if ty , a ro o m  w o rth y  of i t  (som e g r e a t  
d in in g - ro o m  o r  d ra w in g -ro o m ) ,  h a l f  a  dozen  young 
m en  and w om en who can  dance  and speak  v e r s e  o r  p lay  
d r u m  and flu te  and z i th e r  Q .  7) In m o s t  tow ns one can  
find fifty  people fo r  w hom  one need  not bu ild  a l l  on 
o b s e rv a t io n  and sym pathy , b ecau se  th ey  r e a d  p o e try  
fo r  t h e i r  p le a s u re  and u n d e rs ta n d  the t r a d i t io n a l  language 
of p a s s io n .  I d e s i r e  a  m y s te r io u s  a r t ,  a lw ays  re m in d in g  
and  h a l f - r e  m inding  those  vdio u n d e rs tan d  i t  of d e a r ly  
loved th in g s ,  doing i ts  w ork  by su g g es tio n , no t by d i r e c t  
s ta te m e n t ,  a com plex ity  of rh y th m , c o lo u r ,  g e s tu r e ,  not 
sp a c e -p e rv a d in g  like the in te l le c t ,  but a  m e m o ry  and a  
p ro p h ecy  : a m ode of d r a m a  Shelley  and K ea ts  could have 
u sed  w ithout c e a s in g  to  be th e m s e lv e s ,  and fo r  w hich  even  
B lake  in the  m ood of T he  Book of T h e l  m igh t not have 
been  too o b s c u re .  In s tead  of a d v e r t i s e m e n ts  in  the P r e s s  
I need  a  h o s te s s  G • D   ̂ want to  m ake G • D 3. fee ling  of 
e x c lu s iv e n e s s ,  a  bond am ong chosen  s p i r i t s ,  a  m y s te r y  
a lm o s t  fo r  l e i s u re d  and le t te re d  people .Q  • 0  I s e e k ,  no t a  
th e a t r e  but the t h e a t r e 's  a n t i - s e l f  G . 7) \ x i

Y e a ts  is  seek in g  to  c r e a te  a  t iny  nuc leus  of so c ie ty  w hich w il l  r e t a in  the
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unity  of cu ltu re  of the  Middle A g e s .  D isappo in ted  in  h is  g ra n d io se  

d e s i r e  to  r e s t o r e  a l l  I re la n d  to  such  un ity , he is  d e te rm in e d  to  su c c e e d  

am ong  a chosen  few. The popu la r  th e a t r e  he finds va luab le  n e v e r th e le s s ,  

if i t  w il l  keep  to i ts  t a s k  of f o r th r ig h tn e s s ,  i f  i t  w il l  r e j e c t  s e n t im e n ta l i ty  

fo r  c l e a r  v is io n .  He s e e s  M a e te r l in c k  a s  an  unpopu la r  d r a m a t i s t  w hose 

a r t  h a s  been  p ro s t i tu te d  to  a  p o p u la r  a u d ien ce .  Y ea ts  i s  openly d ed ica tin g  

h im s e l f  to an  e l i t i s t  a c t iv i ty ,  exposing  h im s e l f  to  h o s t i l i ty ,  and  f ro m  

Y e a t s 's  pos it ion  M a e te r l in c k  s e e m s  im m o r a l  ; "The r h e to r ic  of 

D 'A nnunzio , the m e lo d ra m a  and sp e c ta c le  of the  l a t e r  M a e te r l in c k ,  a r e  

the  in s in c e r i t i e s  of s u b je c t iv e s ,  who be ing  v e ry  ab le  m en  have le a rn e d  

to  hold an  aud ience  th a t  is  no t t h e i r  n a tu r a l  a u d ien ce .  To be in te l l ig ib le  

th ey  a r e  com pelled  to  h a rd e n ,  to  e x te r n a l i s e  and  d e fo rm . "

In h is  p e ro ra t io n ,  Y ea ts  h in ts  r a t h e r  coyly a t  the fo r th co m in g  

ed it ion  of A V is ion  : "A c e r t a in  f r ie n d  of m ine h as  w r i t t e n  G • D ^ couple 

of in t r ic a te  p oem s c a l led  The P h a s e s  of the  Moon a nd T he Double V is io n  

r e s p e c t iv e ly  . H is  d es ig n  fo r  the fu tu re  of l y r i c a l  d r a m a  is  r e la te d  to  

Ilia g e n e r a l  th e o ry  of h is to ry .  He ta lk s  of the need  "to  p r e p a r e  a  s ta g e  

fo r  th e  whole w ea lth  of m o d e rn  ly r i c i s m ,  fo r  a n  a r t  th a t  is  c lo se  to  p u re  

m u s ic ,  fo r  those  e n e rg ie s  th a t  would f r e e  the  a r t s  f r o m  im ita t io n ,  th a t  

w ould a l ly  ac ting  to  d e c o ra t io n  and to  the d a n c e Y e a t s  found the 

f o rm  w hich would m o s t  r e a d i ly  com bine p o e t ry ,  m u s ic  and dance  in  the 

J a p a n e s e  Noh d r a m a .  He ad ap ted  the  Noh to h is  own r e q u i re m e n ts  ;

T he  Cat and the  Moon com bines  the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of a  J a p a n e s e  kyogen 

w ith  the I r i s h  fo lk lo re  t ra d i t io n ,  e s o te r i c  sy m b o l ism  and  Y e a ts ia n  

ph ilo sophy , b eco m in g  "an  a r t  th a t  is  c lo se  to  p u re  m u s ic " .  In " C e r ta in  

Noble P la y s  of J a p a n "  Y ea ts  r e c o r d s  h is  in tro d u c tio n  to  J a p a n e se  p lay s
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" t r a n s la te d  by E r n e s t  F e n o l lo sa  and  f in ish ed  by E z r a  P ound" and h is

subseq u en t invention  of "a f o rm  of d r a m a ,  d is t in g u ish e d ,  in d i re c t ,

and sy m b o lic ,  and hav ing  no need  of m ob o r  P r e s s  to  pay its  w ay  - a n
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a r i s t o c r a t i c  fo rm  . He announces  th a t  no s c e n e ry  is  n e c e s s a r y  b e c a u se  

th re e  m u s ic ia n s  d e s c r ib e  the se tt in g  ; a  dance is the  c l im a x  of th is  

s im p lif ie d  and c o m p re s s e d  fo rm .  Y ea ts  s t r e s s e s  the  need  fo r  in t im a c y  

betw een  a c to r s  and aud ience  ; the a c t io n  m u s t  be c lo se  enough fo r  our 

a p p re c ia t io n  of the im p o r ta n c e  of vo ice  and e x p re s s iv e  m o v em en t.  The 

ligh ting  should be th a t  m o s t  f itting  to  a  s tud io  o r  d r a w in g - ro o m  : w e i rd  

" e f fe c ts "  a r e  d e t r im e n ta l  and a r t i f i c i a l ,  s e rv in g  to d is ta n c e  the aud ience  

f ro m  the  p lay . B ec au se  of the  f a m i l ia r  su r ro u n d in g s ,  the p lays m ake 

an  im m e d ia te  im p a c t ,  th e i r  " v e r s e ,  r i tu a l ,  m u s ic  and dance"  a l l  the 

m o re  e s t r a n g e d  b e c a u se  so obviously  am ong  the e v e ry d a y  o b jec ts  of 

the  a u d ie n c e 's  know ledge. The aud ience  p e n e t r a te  "a d eep  of the  m in d "  

by m e a n s  of a n  a c t io n  w hich  s e e m s  s e p a ra te  f ro m  the  known w o r ld ,  but 

w h ich , b e c a u se  i t  is  tak ing  p lace  in  the  w o r ld  of e v e ry d a y ,  w il l  be 

u n d e rs to o d  a s  a  deep  and re l ig io u s  p a r t  of l i fe .  "M ovem ents  of the  body 

cop ied  f ro m  the m a r io n e tte  shows of the fo u r te e n th  c e n tu ry "  and m a sk s  

a r e  im p o r ta n t  f a c to r s  in e s ta b l ish in g  the a n t i - r e a l i s t i c  r i tu a l .  A 

scu lp ted  m a sk  d ep ic ting  a n  unchanging  m ood a llow s the aud ience  to  c o n 

c e n t r a te  on the p o e try  w ith no d i s t r a c t io n  c a u se d  by f a c ia l  e x p re s s io n .  

T h e  m a s k  was con g en ia l  to  Y e a ts  b e c a u se  of h is  m a s k  ph ilosophy  ; John  

R e e s  M oore  c o m m en ts  "T he  m a sk  is  both a n  end and a m e a n s .  As the 

e x p r e s s io n  of a  g r e a t  life a t t i tu d e  i t  u rg e s  a  m an  on to  r e m a k e  h im s e l f  

in  o r d e r  to  be w orthy  of i t  ; a s  the im age  of a  c e r t a in  ph ilosophy  of life  

i t  s e r v e s  to  linlt n a tu re  and s u p e r - n a tu r e ,  the  v is ib le  and the in v is ib le .  

And th is  w as w hat Y e a ts  in tended  h is  a r t  to  do . " The am b ig u ity  of the



m a sk e d  a c to r ,  h is  c h a r a c t e r  e s ta b l is h e d  by a  s c u lp to r ,  h is  own 

p e rso n a l i ty  ben ea th  the a r t i s t i c  m ould  of a n o th e r 's ,  is  a  v e r y  good 

im ag e  fo r  the re la t io n s l i ip  of life to  a r t ,  life  s t r iv in g  fo r  the f ix ity  of 

a r t .  The im age  is  c r u c ia l  fo r  Y e a ts .

In  h is  ad ap ta tio n  of E a s t e r n  d r a m a  Y ea ts  hoped to  found "a  t ru e  

th e a t r e  of b eau ty " .  He fe lt  th a t  he  could ach ieve  th is  ob jec tive  by 

r e t r e a t in g  f ro m  the p o p u la r  s tage  and en co u rag in g  p r iv a te  p e r fo rm a n c e  

fo r  cu lt iva ted  s p e c ta to r s .  He s t r e s s e s  the  e l i t i s m  in h e re n t  in  the  Noh 

t r a d i t io n  : Noh m e a n s  " a c c o m p lish m e n t" ,  and i t  is  " th a t  of a  few 

c u lt iv a ted  people who u n d e r s ta n d  the  l i t e r a r y  and  m y th o lo g ica l  a l lu s io n s  and 

the  a n c ie n t  ly r ic s  quoted in sp eech  o r  c h o ru s ,  th e i r  d isc ip l in e ,  a  p a r t  

of t h e i r  b re e d in g " .  Y ea ts  finds v e ry  im p o r ta n t  the  fa c t  th a t  " the i n t e r e s t  

is  not in the  hu m an  fo rm  but in  the rh y th m  to w hich  it m o v e s" .  T he  

Noh w as a t t r a c t iv e  to  Y ea ts  p r im a r i ly  b e c a u se  of i ts  s t r a n g e ,  p o w erfu l  

e f fo r t  to  convey the p e rm a n e n c e  behind  e x p e r ie n c e .  We a r e  r e m in d e d  

of Y e a t s 's  e a r l i e r  e m p h a s is  on the p u rp o se  of rh y th m  "to  p ro lo n g  the 

m o m en t of co n tem pla tion  G • 0  k eep  us in  th a t  s ta te  of p e rh a p s  r e a l  

t r a n c e ,  in w hich the m ind l ib e ra te d  f ro m  the  p r e s s u r e  of the  w i l l  is  

unfolded in sy m b o ls " .  T he  th e o ry  th a t  he had  expounded in  "T he  

S y m b o lism  of P o e t ry "  w as put to  p r a c t i c a l  u se  in  a  fo rm  th a t  is  d e s c r ib e d  

by Y e a ts  a s  a p e r fe c t  v eh ic le  fo r  th a t  th e o ry .  It w as  the  s im i l a r i ty  of 

E a s t e r n  t ra d i t io n  to  m o d e rn  V /es te rn  c u l tu re  th a t  in t r ig u e d  Y e a ts .  In 

the em o tio n s  d isp lay ed  by the Z en  B uddh is t d r a m a  Y ea ts  re c o g n ise d  tlie 

em o tio n s  e x p r e s s e d  by the I r i s h  folk. M o re o v e r ,  the m o d e rn  W e s te rn  

p re o c c u p a t io n  in l i t e r a tu r e  w ith c o r re s p o n d e n c e  and analogy  would have 

been  u n d e rs to o d  by those  who had fo rm u la te d  the  Noh ; "when I r e m e m b e r



th a t  c u r io u s  gam e w hich  the J a p a n e se  ca l le d ,  w ith a  confusion  of the  

s e n s e s  th a t  had s e e m e d  ty p ic a l  of our own ag e ,  'l i s te n in g  to  in c e n s e ' ,

I knew th a t  som e am ong th e m  would have u n d e rs to o d  the  p ro se  of W a lte r  

P a t e r ,  the pain ting  of P u v is  de C havannes ,  the p o e t ry  of M a lla rm é  and  

V e r la in e " .  The "c u r io u s  gam e"  is  r e m in is c e n t  of d e s  E s s e in t e s '  

e x p e r im e n ts  in  A R eb o u rs  ; the h e ro  of H u y sm a n s ' n o v e l p o s s e s s e s  a 

co lle c t io n  of l iq u eu r  c a sk s  w hich  he c a l ls  h is  m outh  o rg an  ; e ach  l iq u e u r  

s e e m s  to  h im  to c o r re s p o n d  to the sound of a  m u s ic a l  in s t ru m e n t .  

B a u d e la i r e 's  fam ous sonne t,  " C o r re s p o n d a n c e s " ,  pub lished  in  L es  F l e u r s  

du m a l  in 1857, had ex em p lif ied  a s im i l a r  b e l ie f  in  sy n e s th e s ia .  Q uite 

a p a r t  f r o m  the  an a lo g ies  w hich  Y ea ts  d is c o v e re d  in th is  w ay, i t  w as  the  

p o te n tia l  re so n a n c e  a ffo rded  by the u se  of a  m e d ie v a l  J a p a n e se  d r a m a t ic  

f o rm  th a t  de ligh ted  h im . If the a n a lo g ie s  w e re  not to  be adduced  s t r a i g h t 

aw ay Y ea ts  would soon e s ta b l i s h  th e m  by h is  coupling of E a s t  and  W e s t ,

J a p a n e se  r e l ig io u s  d r a m a  and I r i s h  m y th , to  in tro d u ce  a  new  r ic h n e s s
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fo r  h is  p la y s .  H iro  I sh ib a sh i  h as  shown th a t  Y ea ts  fu lly  ad ap ted  the 

fo rm  to  h is  own n eed s .  Y ea ts  ig n o re d  the  id e a l  of beau ty  in h e re n t  in 

the  Noh t ra d i t io n  and he f i led  to  c o n c e n tra te  (a s  a  Noh p lay  does)  on 

one c e n t r a l  f ig u re .  H iro  Ish ib a sh i  po in ts  out th a t  Y e a ts  w as  m is ta k e n  

in a s su m in g  th a t  the id e a l is e d  m o v em en ts  of Noh p e r f o r m e r s  a r e  in  

im ita t io n  of puppe ts .  Y e a ts 's  i n t e r e s t  in  puppets  w as  no doubt in  the 

in t r in s ic  sym bo lic  p o s s ib i l i t ie s ,  a s  M a e te r l in c k 's  i n t e r e s t  w a s .  T he  

d icho tom y  betw een  a r t  and life w hich can be e x p r e s s e d  by the u se  of 

m a s k s  can  a lso  be su g g es ted  w hen a c to r s  im i ta te  p u p p e ts ,  cop ies  of  

people  a r t i s t i c a l ly  c r e a te d  f ro m  wood and s t r in g .  H iro  I sh ib a sh i  c o n 

c ludes  th a t  i t  is  doubtful w h e th e r  the  Noh fo rm  c a n  be su c c e s s fu l ly  ad ap ted
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to AVestern u se .  Y e a ts 's  g re a t  ac h ie v e m e n t  w as  tha t he com bined 

s im p l ic i ty ,  in te n s i ty  and  rh y th m  in a  fo rm  w hich  inc ludes  m u s ic ,  dance  

and p o e try  to  su g g es t  r e l ig io u s  h a rm o n y .

The Cat and the Moon is  a "kyogen" , a  b r ie f  f a r c i c a l  in te r lu d e

in tended  to p rov ide  r e l i e f  be tw een  two in ten se  Noh p la y s .  Y ea ts

en v isa g ed  it  a s  "a  re la x a t io n  of a t ten t io n  be tw een , le t  u s  say  'T he  H aw k 's

W ell ' and 'T h e  D re a m in g  of the Bones* ". The two d e fo rm e d  b e g g a rs

a r e  p ro ta g o n is ts  w hose c o n t r a s t  to the a r i s t o c r a t i c  c h a r a c t e r s  of the

F la y s  fo r  D a n c e r s  is  m a rk e d .  T h e y  jo u rn e y  to the w e ll  of Saint C o lm an ,

f ro m  w hom  they  se e k  sa lv a tio n .  When the holy  m a n 's  s p i r i t  is  c o n ju red

up, one b eg g a r  f inds p h y s ic a l  w h o len ess  w hile the o th e r  a p p e a r s  to  have

ach iev ed  s p i r i tu a l ,  a s  w e l l  a s  p h y s ic a l ,  s a lv a tio n .  The f a r c i c a l  a c t io n

l ie s  in  the duping of the B lind  B e g g a r ,  w hose  ey es  a r e  opened l i t e r a l ly

to h is  com^Xinion's ro g u e ry ,  and in  the su b seq u en t r e ta l ia t io n  : "I w as

say ing  to m y se lf ,  I have a  long a r m  and  a  s tro n g  a r m  and a  v e r y  w eigh ty

a r m ,  and w hen  I ge t m y own two eyes  I s h a l l  know w h e re  to  h i t  Q . £) and

how to h i t  and who to  h i t . (7* 0  W h e re ' l l  I h i t  h im ,  fo r  the  love of God,

w h e r e ' l l  I h it  h i m ? "  A second  com ic  s t r a in  in  the  p lay is  s a t i r i c a l  ;

Y e a ts  in tro d u c e s  a  r e f e r e n c e  to  the opposed c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of h is  co -
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w r i t e r s  a t  the A bbey, E d w a rd  M arty n  and G eorge  M o o re . Y e a ts  a lso  

took advan tage  of a lo ca l  t ra d i t io n  a t ta c h e d  to the w e l l  n e a r  h is  hom e in  

G alw ay. He in tro d u ce d  in to  the b a s is  fo r  h is  whole p lay  r e a l i s t i c  d e ta i l  

such  a s  h is  f i r s t  aud ience  could  im m e d ia te ly  r e c o g n ise .  The G ae lic  

L eague  had  o rg a n ise d  a  p ro c e s s io n  to  the w e ll  in  the e a r ly  y e a r s  of the  

c e n tu ry  (Y eats  w as w ri t in g  in  1934 of an  even t of " so m e  th i r ty  y e a r s
ns

ag o " ) ,  o ffe r in g s  w e re  m ade and c u re s  e ffec ted . A ttach ed  to  the w e ll  is
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a tradition "that centuries ago a blind man and a lame man dreamed

that somewhere in Ireland a well would cure them and set out to find it,

131
the lame man on the blind man's back". It is likely that Yeats first

heard of the miraculous well of Saint Colman from Lady Gregory. In

the note to her Colman. and Gnaire, Lady Gregory re-tells the legend of

Saint Colman's birth. King Guaire of Connacht, alarmed that Rhinagh's

son might prove to be more powerful than his own son, tried to drown

the pregnant woman. She survived and, at the same time, a blind man

had a dream that , if he bathed in the water of a certain well by an ash

tree, he would recover his sight. A lame rrian had a similar dream

and, hoping to be cured of his lameness, he travelled with the blind man

to the ash tree. There was no well by the ash tree, but they discovered

a baby in a bunch of rushes : "And they took him up and they said, 'If

we had water we would baptize him. ' And with that they pulled up a root

of the rushes, and a well sprang up and they baptized him ; and that well

is there to this day. And the water in springing up splashed upon them,

and the lame Q i < ^  was cured of his lameness, and the blind man got his

sight. And many that would have their blindness cured go and sleep

beside that well". ^

Althou£.h The Cat and the Moon was so firmly rooted in Irish

tradition, Yeats felt that he could detect in the final version "an odour,

.1
a breath, that suggests to me Indian or Japanese poems and legends . 

Yeats's intention had been to make his tlieme mythological and indefinite, 

realising that his generation of Irish dramatists "had been interested 

mainly in something in Irish life so old that one can no longer say this is 

Europe, that is A sia"!^^  Yeats was certain tliat the younger generation of
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writers would take up this tendency to amalgamate East and V/est :

"for the other day when I read that strange 'Waste Land' by Mr. T.C.

( j i^  Eliot I thought of your work and of Synge's ; and he is American 

born, and Englishman bred, and writes but of his own mind". Yeats's 

singling out of The Waste Land, allusive but non-paraphraa_able, with 

Buddhist and Western suggestion, is convincing in the light of his own 

play ; The Cat and the Moon shares these elements although Yeats is 

finally writing "but of his own mind". Because Yeats was determined 

that an audience should recognise that philosophical thought is embodied 

in the play he "wrote a little poem where a cat is disturbed by the moon, 

and in the changing pupils of its eyes seems to repeat the movement of 

the moon's changes, and allowed myself as I wrote to think of the cat as 

the normal rran and of the moon as the opposite he seeks perpetually, or 

as having any meaning I have conferred upon the moon elsewhere". The 

philosophical poem, based on the content of A Vision, contributes the 

"odour, a breath" of Eastern literature. A brief summary of Yeats's 

lunar system will be helpful here.

In the introduction to A Vision Yeats expresses the anxiety that his

most faitliful readers "will be repelled by what must seem an arbitrary,

harsh, difficult symbolism". He reminds us that such has almost

always accompanied expression that unites the sleeping and waking mind .

In A Vision Yeats has shown us a traditional way of ordering experience ;

"those hard symbolic bones under the skin" provide a foundation for his

art. Yeats tells us in the introduction to The Cat and the Moon that he

i<i-S
"saw in the changes of tlie moon all the cycles « In The Tragic Generation 

he quotes the lyric from The Cat and the Moon, associating the play with
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his hopes for Unity of Culture : "the dream of my early manhood, that 

a modern nation can return to Unity of Culture, is  false ; though it may 

be we can achieve it for some small circle of men and women, and there 

leave it till the moon bring round its century". The historical cycle 

will once more bring about the unity in art that Yeats had tried to achieve 

in Ireland : the play is a parable in some way connected with this thought. 

In A Vision Yeats symbolises the cyclic nature of history by two inter

acting cones, one possessing subjective qualities and the other, objective 

qualities ; the cones interact in opposing gyres, one cone increasing, 

the other diminishing, in congruence. The Great Wheel is a geometrical 

symbol divided on the basis of the twenty-eight lunar phases, representing 

every cyclic process : the life of man, the history of the world and man's 

reincarnations. The moon in Yeats's play represents the controlling 

cyclic pattern which dominates existence. Phase 15, symbolised by the 

full moon which spins "like a top" in the play, is that of Unity of Being, 

a perfect supernatural condition.

Although there are no specific connections made within the action 

to suggest that the musicians' song is in symbolic relation with the 

beggars and their meeting with tlie saint, it is readily perceived that there 

are points of contact. Minnaloushe wants to escape the moon but he 

cannot because in a curious way he is dependent on it. In the same way, 

one beggar is dependent on the other, yet each is resentful of the necessary  

symbiosis. The blind and lame men are physical and spiritual antitheses 

as are the animalistic black cat and the bright sacred moon. The com

bined characteristics of the beggars are those which make "a whole man", 

one providing the other's need. The beggars are at the same time
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harmoniously complementary and discordantly opposed. This can be 

accentuated in a production if the actors are different physical types 

(one tall, one short), and if one beggar wears the trousers that match 

the other's jacket, in the way that Samuel Beckett's production of 

Warten auf Godot was costumed, to similar effect, at the Royal Court 

Theatre in April 1976. The cat's creeping and dancing movements 

associate him with the Lame Beggar whose dance is the climax of the 

play. Moreover, when Minnaloushe's eyes are said to change we recall 

the Blind Beggar's recovery of sight. Minnaloushe has also the qualities 

of loneliness, importance and wisdom which are attributes of the saint.

The grass habitat of the cat is that of the grasshopper ; when the saint 

makes an analogy between his own weight and that of a grasshopper, the 

echo fixes itself in Hie memory and another association is established.

The cat is the colour of the Lame Beggar's stolen sheepskin. Minnaloushe 

sums up in his qualities the characteristics of the beggars, the saint, and 

the prop which is the basis for the farcical action.

In performance the play has much to offer an audience unaware 

of its references to A Vision, but it is also rewarding to pursue those 

references and to appreciate the play's intellectual complexity. Yeats 

took pride in the fact that "no audience could Icnow its (the play'0 dark, 

mythical secrets" ; these F .A . C. Wilson has attempted to penetrate. 

Wilson argues that the play dramatises the development of a historical 

cycle. The beggars' journey to the well indicates history's movement 

towards Unity of Being. The acliievement of Unity of Being is indicated 

by the Lame Man's climactic dance, but the final stanza of the musician's 

song hints that Unity of Being is lost as soon as won, for the gyre continues



Z . I 4

to move and will enter a new phase. Culture will accordingly decline 

from the climax. According to W ils on's interpretation of a note in which 

Yeats indicated that the play is unfinished, Yeats was aware that he 

needed to add to the action and dialogue in order to accentuate the im 

minent dismtegration.

In one complete historical cycle Yeats finds two sub-cycles, so 

that, when the whole cycle is in its fifteenth phase, the first sub-cycle 

is in its final pliase. I tentatively offer the view that Yeats's three 

characters are the types of the final three phases of tlie twenty-eight 

incarnations, this helping to emphasise tliat the last phases of a sub-cycle 

are inextricably bound with the climax of a complete cycle, and suggesting 

the principle of disintegration that will ensue. The Lame Beggar corres

ponds to the type of the twenty-sixth incarnation, the hunchback ; the 

saint is the type of phase twenty-seven ; the Blind Beggar is the Fool of 

phase twenty-eight, Yeats's "kyogen" is a play richly allegorical in its 

relation to the system, richly symbolic for the outsider who knows nothing 

of the system. I shall analyse the play first of all in relation to the 

descriptions which Yeats has in A Vision of tlie final phases of the Great 

Wheel.

That Yeats included the types of the final three phases in his play 

contributed an Asian atmosphere : "in Asia it might not be difficult to 

discover examples at least of Phases 26, 27 and 28, final phases of a 

cycle"!^^The beggars are mytliic Irish characters, Noh symbols rep

resenting the journey through life and examples of characters wliich clarify 

certain descriptions in Yeats's system. The first stanza of the lyric is 

sung by the First Musician, introducing the cat and moon symbols and
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p>reparing us for a dramatisation of Yeats's lunar system. 'When the 

beggars enter their dependence on each other is immediately obvious : 

the blind man carries the lame. Their grotesque masks indicate their 

base characters ; however the two are not equal in their ugliness : the 

Blind Beggar is instantly more sympathetic in his capacity as "legs" 

for his dependent friend. F .A . C. Wilson notes that the counting of paces 

suggests the passage of years ; at nine years over the thousand the 

historical pattern is late in changing for, after the millennium, 

objectivity is due to re-assert its dominance over subjectivity, 

history has advanced over a thousand years from tlie old crossroads 

of objectivity and subjectivity to the new, and, at the old conjunction, 

subjectivity had become superior. The holy well approached by the 

beggars suggests a way into the supernatural perfection of Unity of 

Being; the ash tree beside it is reminiscent of a mythological tree 

of life connecting heaven with earth.

The Lanie Beggar is soon characterised as the "flighty" one of 

the two, the cerebral dreamer in contrast with his practical friend;

"It's too much ta 11c you have", criticises the Blind Beggar. The Lame 

Beggar is fractious and impatient; he denounces all beggars as lazy, a 

fault which is blatant in himself. These two companions are parasites 

on society and on each other. V/hen they reach Saint Colman's well, 

the Blind Beggar has doubts about the whole project; "l begin to have 

it in my mind that I am a great fool". The remark leads us to A Vision; 

in the account of the incarnation of the last phase we are told that the 

Fool "grows malignant Q . Q out of jealousy of all that can act with
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irs
intelligence and effect". With the Blind Beggar's constant harping on 

his friend's "flightiness" and his determination to ask for his sight to be 

restored, he certainly seems jealous of his intellectual partner's prowess. 

He has the malignant quality of the Fool ; it is habitual for him to strike 

his companion with his stick ; "you won't take a blow at me at all?" asks 

the Lame Beggar before voicing his opinion that the Blind Beggar is not 

foolish because he is necessary to the Larne Beggar's survival. Yeats 

characterises the Fool's "true business" as a striving "to become his own 

opposite". The Blind Beggar's need to regain his sight and to become a 

"whole nian" is a measure of this yearning. Yeats continues by saying 

of the Fool that 'at his best he would know all wisdom if he could know 

anytliing . The Blind Beggar has notions which exactly illustrate this 

facet of the Fool. He hints that he is secretly more knowledgeable than 

tlie Lame Beggar, that his is a s^Diritual, rather than a %:hysical, perception

Wise though you are and flighty though you are, and 
you throwing eyes to the right of you and eyes to the 
left of you, there's many a thing you don't know about 
the heart of man. (p. 464)

I say it as a bLnd man, I say it because since I went 

blind in the tenth year of my age, I have been hearing 
and remembering the knowledges of the world, (p. 465)

If you were a blind man you wouldn't say a foolish 

thing the like of that. (p .465)

I, being blind, give it out to all the world that Q . Q (p. 466)

However, when it is time to answer the saint, the Blind Beggar instantly 

chooses to be cured rather than blessed, demonstrating his incapacity to 

"see" further than the limits of the physical senses. When his vision has 

been granted to him, he says of the scattered hairpins, buttons, beads.
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candles, and pages torn from books, all of which are left by the well 

as offering ,̂ that they are a "blessed sight", appreciating what can only 

be a very untidy and spoilt landscape. Moreover, he cannot see the 

saint although he soon detects the stolen sheepskin on his companion's 

back. After the beating-dance, the Blind Beggar goes off, presumably 

considering himself a "whole man".

The Lame Beggar, meanwhile, has chosen to be blessed. His 

salvation seems both incongruous and ironical : the man is criminal, 

lazy, deceitful and parasitic, and his careful consideration of the rewards 

of salvation (his name will go down in the book) illustrate^his calculating 

nature. Yeats is obviously not conforming to a Christian moral code. 

Perhaps Yeats is hinting that "salvation" is a choice which each individual 

must decide for himself, irrespective of "earning" such a state by means 

of orthodoxy. The Lame Beggar is in some respects like the archetype 

of the twenty-sixth phase :

He commits crimes, not because he wants to G • 0  
but because he wants to feel certain that he can G • 0  

Phase 26 has come a subconscious exhaustion of 
the moral life, whether in belief or in conduct Q • 0  
there may be liatred of solitude, perpetual forced 

bonhomie G • 0

The Lame Beggar has entered into his symbiotic relationship with the 

Blind Beggar out of necessity : he could not move around without someone 

to carry him, and the relationship is one of mutual convenience because 

of the other's deformity. It seems almost as though he lies to himself 

about robbing the sheep because he has forgotten that the Blind Beggar 

will see the colour of it once his eyes are opened. Perhaps he has stolen
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it to prove to himself that he can still be independently assertive, as 

a gesture against his painful situation. His dependence on his companion 

is reluctant ; he himself admits "if I want a goose, or a chicken, or a 

cabbage, I must have your two legs under me".

The saint calls himself "lonely". He is a strange mixture of 

East and West : his cure and blessing are effected "In the name of the 

Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit", but later he asks the Lame Beggar 

to bless the road in a pagan bowing ritual. He seems rather self-centred, 

placing uppermost in importance his needs for a permanent friendship ; 

he finds himself enacting a priestly duty out of self-love and makes bribes 

in an effort to win friendship. The saint achieves a certain integration 

with the Lame Beggar by the end of the play, for the implication is tliat, 

only with the saint on his back, can the beggar achieve irdraculous cure.

V/e can partially link this character with the archetype of the Saint in 

A V i s io n  :

(The Saint) lias a secret that makes him better than 
other men Q . Q His joy is to be nothing, to do nothing, 
to think notliing ; but to permit the total life, expressed 

in its humanity, to flow in upon him and to express 
itself through his acts and thoughts.G . Q he no longer 

even possesses his own body Q. Q

This description could well be explicit in production if the saint, as 

seems likely, is not visually present on the beggar's back. The part of 

the saint is played by the First Musician ; the audience, not being 

blessed, sees with the eyes of the cured Blind Beggar : the saint in the 

ash tree is invisible. It is only the Lame Beggar who can see the Holy 

Man.



Z.n

Yeats, by representing the types of the last three phases of his

system, and by demonstrating the cyclic historical progress in the action

and lyric, has juxtaposed the end of the first sub-cycle in one cycle of

history with the apogee of the whole historical cycle. The "arbitrary,

harsh, difficult symbolism" of A Vision was necessary for Yeats but,

as we have seen^he desired the individual members of his audience to

interpret the play in the way that they find most persuasive. I suggest

tliat one interpretation is inherent in the idea of the book of the blessed.

The concept of the book of account had appeared in Everyman, acting as

an objectification of Everyman's life. The value of the book in Yeats's

play is similar. Yeats makes it plain that friendship, even of forty

years standing, is not to be trusted as a way to immortality ; the Holy

Man is seen by the Lame Beggar to laugh at the couple struggling along

in their state of interdependence. Another attempt to reach a form of

ISâ
permanence is to submerge ephemeral life in the pattern of art. The 

artist's creation then becomes more meaningful to him than the transient 

forms of everyday ; "It would be a grand thing to have my two legs under 

me, but I have it in my mind that it would be a grander thing to have my 

name in that bock. " The Lame Beggar is in one sense the artist who 

rejects mundane actuality. This is represented in the action as he sheds 

the earthy Blind Beggar. The Lame Beggar then assumes the burden of 

religion as the driving force behind his art ; this is represented by the 

saint's announcement that he is on the man's back. F . A . C. Wilson notes 

that, at the time of a nation's Unity of Being, "the choice before the 

artist (T . is between integration into the community and momentary 

sanctity, and his decision is conditioned by his essential spirituality :
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Lame Man turns from, his companion to take tlie Saint on his back, and 

the artist and the mystic are for the moment one. " Similarly, Yeats 

had rejected the objective realism of the Abbey Theatre for the esotericism  

of his dance plays. The Lame Beggar's emancipation is marked by a 

dance - and this is important when we remember Arthur Symons's des

cription of the perfection of dance as the essential symbolist form. The 

Lame Beggar's dance could represent the artist's joy in the discovery 

of symbolic art. When the musician sings the final stanza of the lyric, 

which conq^letes the play, we understand the theme of change : corres

ponding to the "new phase" taken by the "sacred moon overhead" tlie 

"dance turn" of the second stanza will be new, and anti-realistic drama 

will inevitably give way to a form of objective, popular drama.

It is valuable to compare The Cat and the Moon with Everyman.

Although Yeats shaped his play with images from a religio-mythological

system and had this in common with the Ever y man author, his allegory

cannot be understood by the general audience wdthout knowledge of

A Vision, a highly contrived and personal work. Yeats has told us that

he regarded his "circuits of sun and moon Q . 7) as stylistic arrangements

of experience". The "arrangements" in The Cat and the Moon were

necessary for his own satisfaction as an artist, but "no audience could

discover" the "dark mythical secrets" and they must think the meaning

142.
their "own manufacture". The success of the play lies in the fact that 

this is possible. Yeats involves in the play a symbolic force that can be 

interpreted by an audience ignorant of A Vision. The personal allegory 

is enriched by images such as the interdependent couple and by themes 

such as that of salvation which lend tlie ms elves to multiplicity. Yeats



had devised satisfactory post-sentiroentalisch form. Instead of 
K

resorting solely to personal allegory once he had formulated his system, 

Yeats does not restrict the range of possible interpretation. Moreover, 

a select audience, with knowledge of A Vision, would respond to Yeats's 

allegory. Yeats, as we have seen, felt that he could try to emulate 

Unity of Being only among an elitist audience. He could try to create 

for a few people a cultural condition within which artists might express 

the religious tliought of their time. He rx̂ ade of his art an intricate 

mythical pattern embodying truths for his audience but teaching no answers

When I try to put all into a phrase I say, 'Man
can embody truth but he cannot know it. '

V Yeats i n  relation to Shaw and Eliot

A mutual bond existed between Yeats and Shaw :

I am fighting Q. E) for what I have been fighting all my 
life, it is our Irish fight though it has nothing to do with 

this or that country. Bernard Shaw fights with the 
same object.Q. 7) I said when I started my movement 
in my 25th or 26th year 'I am going to stiffen the backbone. * 
Bernard Shaw may have said the same in his youth G . 7) 14^

The fight was one of purposefulness. In their plays Yeats and Shaw fought 

in different ways - one in symbolic verse drama, one in political prose 

drama - but they fought for a better understanding of the human condition. 

The Yeatsian system and the Shavian Creative Evolution are comparable 

in that they directed Yeats's and Shaw's most serious work. The two 

Irishmen were artist-philosophers of a dedicated kind.



V/hen Yeats first met Chaw, at one of William Morris's Socialist

League debates in 1888, he was impressed by Shaw's wit but suspected

I4S
him of being shallow. Six years later he joined with Shaw in the first 

contest between the old commercial school of theatrical folk and the new 

artistic school , when his The l and of Heart s Desire was the curtain- 

raiser to Shaw's Arms and the Man at the Avenue Theatre. In 1932, 

Yeats nominated Shaw as President of the Irish Academy of Letters, 

Yeats's reaction to Arms and the Man is recorded in "The Tragic 

Generation" :

For the first few minutes Arms and the Man is crude 
melodrama and then just when the audience are thinking 

how crude it is , it turns into excellent fctrce.Q. 7)
I listened to Arms and the Man with admiration and 

hatred. It seemed to me inorganic, logical straightness 
and not the crooked road of life, yet I stood aghast 
before its energy Q . 7) Presently I had a nightmare 
that I was haunted by a s e win g - ma ch in e , that clicked 

and shone, but the incredible thing was that the machine 
smiled, smiled perpetually. Yet I delighted in Shaw, 

the formidable man. He could hit my enemies and the 
enemies of all I loved, as I could never hit, as no living 

author that was dear to me could ever hit. (61

Yeats felt for Shav/ a mixture of sympathy and antipathy. He admired 

Shaw for his relentless purposefulness and franlcness, yet he hated the 

syllogistic nature of an art which cut across any semblance of the 

meanderings of life. The image of the sewing-machine is very telling : 

here is the modern, scientific play, a comedy which travels in a straight 

line from A to B, taking in no diversions en route. In contrast, Yeats 

likened his own art to an Oriental carpet with mysterious patterns of 

meaning. Nevertheless, Yeats recognised that Shaw was a great play

wright with vast resources of power and energy. He a elm owlodged that
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Shaw put to use his energy with a unique forcefulness. In a letter he

records that he had once come out on top in a debate with Shaw, yet

Yeats hints that Shaw was in poor form, implying that he revered Shaw's

IG&
ability in argument and discussion. And, although Yeats found John 

Bull s Other Island 'fundamentally ugly and shapeless", he was moved 

by Caesar and Cleor-atra. It is this latter verdict on Shaw that exudes 

admiration, and that reveals Yeats's real criticism of Shaw the man :

Did you see Bernard Shaw's letter in The Times a 
couple of days ago - logical, audacious and convincing, 

a really wonderful letter, at once violent and persuasive 
He knew his opponent's case as well as his own, and 

that is just what men of his kind usually do not know.
I saw Caesar and Cleonatra with Forbes — Robertson 

in it twice this week and have been really delighted and 
what I never thought (to  ̂ be with work of his, moved. 

There is vulgarity, plenty of it, but such gay heroic 
delight in the serviceable man. Ah if he had but style, 
distinction, and was not such a barbarian of the 
barricades. nc>

Yeats again praises Shaw's capacity to argue, but he dislikes Shaw's 

lack of "distinction". We may infer that Yeats felt that he himself had 

"style, distinction" ; his aristocratic and poetic drama was at odds with 

Shaw's pragmatism. The tension between great admiration for Shaw's 

power in argument and resentment that Shaw should waste his talent is 

a major part of Yeats's criticism.

Yeats reacted very strongly to the "Don Juan in Hell" scene in Man 

and Superman. He deplored its "inorganic" nature ; there seemed to 

him to be no "dramatic life" in it. Yeats found that Shaw was not writing 

with the actors in mind :



I have nearly as strong objections (as to Saloni^ to 

the Hell act out of Shaw's play, though different ones. 
That too has no real dramatic life. To do anytliing 
you must have a group of players who will stick to 

you and learn the business of simplicity (7 . 7) and you 

must write and choose such plays as will display them 
at their best, never on any excuse of expediency or 
convenience putting upon the stage inorganic work 
which n^eans boredom for them and therefore bad 

work for ( s i^  them and boredom for all. IT I

Yeats was impressed by what he considered to be the undramatic qualities

of the lengthy philosophical speeches rather tlian by their content. He

does not conmient on the theory of Creative Evolution, althougli years

later he perceived that Shaw needed a religion or a substitute for religion :

"ho is haunted by the mystery he flouts. He is an atheist who trembles

1-72-
in the haunted corridor. " v/hen Yeats placed Shaw in the twenty-first

phase of the system it was his energy that he stressed once more.

Shaw, for his part, dismissed Yeats's experiments with speech

tones as irrelevant and foolish ; we can detect in his comments to

Florence Farr on tliis aspect of Yeats's poetic inclination a distrust of

Yeats's concentration on form rather than content : "it is an Irish defect

to lose grip and interest by neglecting the words and thinking only of the

music G . 7) Yeats is heaping fresh artificialities and irrelevances and

distractions and impertinences on you instead of sternly nailing you to

.1
the simple point of conveying the meaning and feeling of the author.

Yeats had, in Shaw's eyes, the "Irish defect" to which he refers, and 

generally he felt that Yeats was "not a man of this world". This adverse 

criticism of Yeats emerges in a letter to Sean O'Casey, following the 

rejection of The Silver T assie . In 1928 Yeats refused to stage O'Casey's 

new experimental play. Shaw could not agree with Yeats's grounds for 

criticism and he wrote in the letter to O'Casey : "Yeats himself, with
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all his extraordinary cleverness and subtkty, which comes out just 

when you give him up as a hopeless fool and (in this case) deserts him 

when you expect him to be equal to the occasion, is not a iiian of this 

world ; and when you hurl an enormous smashing chunk of it at him he 

dodges it . Shaw implies that Yeats could not face the "almost unbearable 

realism" (Shaw's own consideration) of C'Casey's play, and he is astonished 

at Yeats's surprising unpredictability. That Yeats was embarrassed by 

bhaw's defence of C'Casey is made obvious in a letter from Charlotte 

Shaw to Eileen C'Casey dated 8 July 19J3 : "He (Ÿeat^ never mentioned

The Silver Tassie. It was_I__ who insisted upon talking about it - and he 

was rather self conscious and reluctant! "

Cn the personal level Shaw and Yeats seem to have been amicable 

despite their differences. In tlie preface to John Bull* s Ctlier Island 

Yeats is treated with gentle irony : "Mr. Yeats got rather more than he 

bargained for" when Shaw offered his play in answer to Yeats's request

} ~7S
for "a patriotic contribution to the repertory of the Irish Literary Theatre". 

The irony is continued : there was no need to "tax the special resources 

of the Irish Literary Theatre for its production". In the preface to 

The Shev/in.n»Uo of Blanco I~^sfiet bliaw acknowledges the "inspiring 

courage" of Yeats and Lady Gregory in front of a potentially riotous 

audience at Shaw's play ; moreover they took the censored play to London 

"and performed it under the Lord Chamberlain's nose, through the

,tinstrumentality of the Stage Society .

Yeats and Shaw had in common the need to develop a positive 

explanation of the world ; in each case a system was developed, acting 

as a background for the plays. For Shaw as for Yeats the essence of his
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m o st  s e r io u s  d r a m a  is  the w ork ing  out in  d r a m a t ic  t e r m s  of the n a tu re  

of m a n 's  p o s it io n  In a  p u rp o se fu l  " a r r a n g e m e n t  of e x p e r ie n c e "  :

T o  m e the  so le  hope of hum an  sa lv a tio n  l ie s  in  teach ing  
M an to  r e g a r d  h im s e l f  a s  an  e x p e r im e n t  in  the  
r e a l iz a t io n  of God, to  r e g a r d  h is  hands a s  G od 's  hand , 
h is  b r a in  a s  G od 's  b r a in ,  h is  p u rp o se  a s  G od 's  purpose.(T. Q 
You w ill  find i t  a l l  in  Man and  S u p e rm a n ,  a s  you w il l  £.nd 
i t  a l l  beh ind  B lanco  P o s n e t .  T ake  it  out of m y p lay , and 
the  p lay  b eco m es  noth ing  but the  old c ry  of d e s p a i r  - 
S h a k e s p e a r 's  'As f l ie s  to  w anton  boys so we a r e  to  the 
gods : they  k i l l  us fo r  th e i r  sport* (k in g  L e a r )  -  the 
m o s t  f r ig h tfu l  b la sp h e m y  e v e r  u t t e re d ,  and  the one f ro m  
w hich  i t  i s  m y m is s io n  to  d e l iv e r  the  w o r ld ,  I8û

In th is  p a s s a g e  Shaw r e p l ie s  v ig o ro u s ly  to  the  e x p r e s s e d  convic tion  th a t  

c e n s o r s h ip  is  n e c e s s a r y  in  T he  Shew ing-U p of B lanco  P o s n e t . He ag a in  

d e ü n e s  h im s e l f ,  and  h is  p la y s ,  a g a in s t  S h a k e sp e a re  and  h is  : the  

p o s i t iv e ly  re l ig io u s  and  b e n e f ic ia l  a g a in s t  w hat he  finds to be the p e s s im is t i c  

and  s o u r .  It is  the p o s it iv e  and  re l ig io u s  a t t i tu d e  th a t  is  com m on to 

Shaw and  Y e a ts .  Y e a ts  w as  an  " a r t i s t - p h i lo s o p h e r " defined  a g a in s t  the

" m e r e  a r t i s t "  th a t  Shaw d is c o v e re d  in  S h a k e s p e a re .  Y e a ts  w ro te  a s

ISl
Shaw d id ,  not to  r e c o r d  the  chao s  of the  w o r ld ,  but to  o r d e r  the  d i s o r d e r -  

line s s  of r e a l i ty .

T .S .E l i o t  conveys h is  s c e p t ic i s m  of m a n u fa c tu re d  s y s te m s  of 

thought w hen  he w r i te s  of B lake  :

We have  th e  s a m e  r e s p e c t  fo r  B la k e 's  ph ilosophy  (1 . Q 
th a t  we have  fo r  an  ingen ious  p iece  of h o m e -m a d e  
f u rn i tu r e  : we a d m ire  the m a n  who h a s  put i t  to g e th e r  
out of the  odds and  ends  abou t the h o u s e . (1. «3 What 
h is  gen ius  r e q u i r e d ,  and  w hat i t  sad ly  lack ed , w as  a  
f ra m e w o rk  of a c c e p te d  and  t r a d i t io n a l  id eas  w hich  would 
have  p re v e n te d  h im  f ro m  indulging in  a  ph ilosophy  of 
h is  own, and  c o n c e n tra te d  h is  a t te n t io n  upon the  p ro b le m s  
of the  p o e t .
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He could e a s i ly  be w r i t in g  of Y ea ts  and , in  A f te r  S trange  G o d s , he 

d e m o n s t r a te s  th a t  Y e a ts  a lso  " sa d ly  lack ed "  a  t r a d i t io n  : "The 

r a t io n a l i s t i c  b ack g ro u n d , the P r e -R a p h a e l i t e  im a g e r y ,  the i n t e r e s t  in  

the  o ccu lt ,  the equa lly  e a r ly  i n t e r e s t  in  I r i s h  n a t io n a l ism ,  the  a s s o c ia t io n  

w ith  m in o r  poets  in  London and  P a r i s ,  m ake  a  c u r io u s  m ix tu re .  M r.

Y e a ts  w as  in  s e a r c h  of a  t ra d i t io n ,  a  l i t t le  too co n sc io u s ly  p e rh a p s  -
m

like  a l l  of u s .  " H e re  E l io t  couples  h im s e l f  w ith  Y e a ts ,  but he  i s  u l t im a te ly  

a g a in s t  the " s u p e r n a tu r a l  w o r ld "  th a t  Y ea ts  ch o se ,  " the w rong  s u p e rn a tu r a l  

w o r ld "  ::

I t  w as  no t a  w o r ld  of s p i r i tu a l  s ig n if ic a n c e ,  no t a  w orld  
of r e a l  Good and  E v i l ,  of h o l in e ss  o r  s in ,  but a  h ighly  
so p h is t ic a te d  lo w er  m ythology su m m o n ed , like a  
p h y s ic ia n ,  to  supply  the  fading p u lse  of p o e t ry  w ith 
so m e  t r a n s i e n t  s t im u la n t  so th a t  the  dying p a t ien t  m ay  
u t t e r  h is  l a s t  w o rd s .  In i ts  e x t r e m e  s e l f - c o n s c io u s n e s s  
i t  a p p ro a c h e s  the m ythology of D . H . L a w re n c e  on its  
m o re  d e c a d e n t  s id e .

In the  y e a r  fo llow ing the p ub lica tion  of A f te r  S tran g e  G ods . E l i o t  d e c la r e d  

in  "R elig ion  and L i t e r a tu r e "  th a t  " l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m  should  be co m p le ted  

by c r i t i c i s m  f r o m  a  defin ite  e th ic a l  and  th e o lo g ic a l  s tandpo in t.  I t  w as  

f ro m  such  a  s tandpo in t th a t  Y e a t s 's  d r a m a  w as d i s c u s s e d  in  E l io t ' s  1940 

le c tu r e  on Y e a ts .

In  h is  le c tu r e  E l io t  is  p re o c c u p ie d  w ith  the  "co n tin u a l d ev e lo p m en t"  

of the  po e t.  He c o m m e n ts  on The Shadowy W a te rs  a s  one of the m o s t

p e r fe c t  P r e -R a p h a e l i t e  e x p r e s s io n s ,  y e t  i t s  v a g u e n e ss  and confusion
f&>£-

com e in  fo r  c r i t i c i s m .  Once Y ea ts  had  begun  to w r i te  the P la y s  fo r
K

D a n c e r s  E l io t  fe l t  th a t  he had  m a s te r e d  I r i s h  legend ; he h ad  ac h ie v e d  a  

u n iv e r s a l  d r a m a  th a t  a t  the  s a m e  t im e  u se d  sp e c if ic a l ly  I r i s h  m a te r ia l .



T h is  is  a  v iew  th a t  can  be e n d o rse d  by c lo se  ex am in a tio n  of the  ind iv idua l 

N o h "b ased  p la y s ,  a s  I have  t r i e d  to  show in the se c t io n  on T he  C a t and

the  M oon. P u r g a to r y  is  p r a i s e d  fo r  i ts  s u c c in c tn e s s  and fo r  i ts

1ST
" m a s te r ly  ex p o s it io n  of the  em o tio n s  of an  old m a n " .  The su b jec t  of 

P u r g a to r y  is  in tr ica te ly  inyolved  w ith  a  c r u c i a l  p a r t  of the s y s te m ,  " the 

d re a m in g  b a c k " ,  and a s  such  E l io t  r e fu s e s  to  a c c e p t  the  p lay  : "I cannot

a c c e p t  a  p u rg a to ry  in  w hich  th e r e  is  no h in t ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  no e m p h a s is  upon

ISS
P u r g a t io n " .  E l io t  goes on to  look in  d e ta i l  a t  Y e a t s 's  deve lopm ent a s  a  

v e r s e  d r a m a t i s t .  He beg ins  by say ing  th a t  Y ea ts  is  a  ly r i c a l  d r a m a t i s t  

w hose  d r a m a t ic  f o rm  u n d e rw e n t  a  long p r o c e s s  o f  evo lu tion . E l io t  

o u tl in es  the  d isa d v a n ta g e s  fo r  Y ea ts  a t  the beginning of h is  c a r e e r  : f o r  

a  d r a m a t i s t  who u s e s  b lank  v e r s e  t h e r e  is  a lw ays  the  o p p re s s iv e  r e m i n i s 

c en ce  of S h a k e sp e a re  ; the  a s s o c ia t io n  of the  s ix teen th  and sev en teen th  

c e n tu r ie s  c lings  u n co m fo rtab ly  and m o d e rn  sp eech  rh y th m s  cannot be 

caugh t. E l io t  no tes  Y e a t s 's  s u c c e s s fu l  u se  of l y r i c a l  in te r lu d e ,  h is  

expunging of p oe tic  i r r e l e v a n c e s  and  the p r a c t i c a l  ex tin c tio n  of b lank  

v e r s e  m e t r e  by the  t im e  of P u r g a to r y . T he  follow ing quotation  r e f e r s  us  

b ack  to  E l io t ' s  a p p ro v a l  of the  w eld ing  of d r a m a t ic  con ten t and  p oe tic  

f o rm  in E v e ry m a n , and i t  i s  th is  c r i t e r i o n  th a t  he finds Y ea ts  w o rk ed  

to w a rd s  in  h is  p lays  :

T h e  c o u rse  of im p ro v e m e n t  is  to w a rd s  a  g r e a t e r  and 
g r e a t e r  s t a r k n e s s .  T he  b eau tifu l  line f o r  i ts  own sake  
is  a  luxu ry  d a n g e ro u s  even  fo r  the poet who h a s  m ade  
h im s e l f  a  v i r tu o s o  of the  techn ique  of the th e a t r e .
W hat is  n e c e s s a r y  i s  a  beau ty  w hich  s h a l l  not be in  the  
line  o r  the iso la b le  p a s s a g e ,  but w oven in to  the  d r a m a t ic  
t e x tu re  i t s e l f  ; so  th a t  you can  h a rd ly  say  w h e th e r  the  
l in e s  give g ra n d e u r  to the d r a m a ,  o r  w h e th e r  i t  i s  the 
d r a m a  w hich  tu rn s  the  w o rd s  in to  p o e try .  *̂ 1
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E l io t  im p l ie s  th a t  Y ea ts  ca m e  c lo se  to ach iev in g  th is  u n an a ly sab le  

beau ty  of d r a m a t ic  t e x tu re .  Y e a t s 's  d iff icu l t ie s  w e re  g rad u a lly  o v e r 

com e : he had  s ta r t e d  to  w r i te  v e r s e  d r a m a  w hen p r o s e  p lays  " se e m e d  

t r iu m p h a n t"  and now we u n d e r s ta n d  th a t  Y e a t s 's  " im p e r f e c t  e a r ly  a t t e m p ts "  

a r e  "p ro b a b ly  m o re  p e rm a n e n t  l i t e r a t u r e "  than  S haw 's  p lay s .

E l io t  e x a l ts  Y e a ts 's  p o s it io n  in  r e g a r d  to  the  I r i s h  th e a t r e ,  c la im in g

th a t  Y ea ts  w ro te  " fo r  the  p e o p le " ,  co n ce rn in g  h im s e l f  "w ith  fu n d am en ta l  
Ml

s i tu a t io n s " .  He ch o o ses  no t to  m en tio n  Y e a t s 's  c r i t i c i s m  of the " P e o p le 's  

T h e a t r e "  w hich  he  had  c r e a te d ,  and  Y e a ts 's  p lac in g  h is  " fun d am en ta l  

s i tu a t io n s"  in  p r iv a te  d r a w in g - r o o m s .  E l io t ,  h o w e v e r ,  does m a in ta in

th a t  Y ea ts  clung to  "the r ig h t  v iew " be tw een  " A r t  fo r  A r t ' s  s a k e "  and the

M2.
u se  of a r t  fo r  s o c ia l  p u rp o s e s .  Only in  the l a s t  p a r a g ra p h  of the  le c tu r e  

d o es  E l io t  h in t  a t  h is  an tip a th y  to  Y e a t s 's  " s t r a n g e  Gods " : "I do no t 

d is s im u la te  the  fa c t  th a t  th e r e  a r e  a s p e c t s  of Y e a t s 's  t h o u ^ t  and  fee l in g

w hich  to  m y se lf  a r e  u n sy m p a th e t ic .  I say  th is  only to  in d ica te  the l im i ts
m

w hich I have  s e t  to  m y c r i t i c i s m . "  A nd, in  1951, E l io t  w ro te  of Y e a ts  

th a t ,  in  P u r g a to r y , he " so lv ed  h is  p ro b le m  of sp eech  in  v e r s e ,  and  la id

M (l .
a l l  h is  s u c c e s s o r s  u n d e r  ob liga tion  to  h i m " .

Y e a t s 's  g r e a t  a c h ie v e m e n t  w as  th a t  once he had  fo rm u la te d  a  

p e r s o n a l  s y s te m a t ic  s y m b o l is m  he d id  no t l im i t  h is  p lays  to  the  e x p re s s io n  

of the  s y s te m .  Y e a t s 's  la te  sy m b o lic  d r a m a  m a in ta in s  a  r ic h n e s s  of 

te x tu re  in  sp ite  o f  the  u se  of the s y s te m .  He d id  n o t  r e ly  on the m o ra l i ty  

f o rm  to  convey  a  d i r e c t  e x p re s s io n  of h is  ph ilosophy , a s  M a e te r l in c k  did  

in  "L e  V ieux  qui ne veu t p as  M o u r i r "  : Y e a ts  had  a l r e a d y  e x p e r im e n te d  

w ith  the m o ra l i ty  fo rm  and h ad  d is c o v e re d  th a t  i t s  c l e a r  fo rc e fu ln e s s  w as 

no t su ited  to  e x p r e s s  the  su b tle ty  and  poetic  nuance  th a t  h is  a r t i s t i c



Z3û

d isp o s i t io n  led  h im  to . Y e a t s 's  m y s t ic  a p p re h e n s io n  of r e a l i ty  found 

i t s  a p p ro p r ia te  a r t i s t i c  e x p re s s io n  in  u n an a ly sab le  sy m b o lism . H is  

p r o g r e s s io n  to w a rd s  a  su c c e ss fu l ly  d r a m a t ic  and  p o e tica l ly  sub tle  sy m b o lic  

p lay  h as  been  d e m o n s t r a te d  w ith  r e f e r e n c e  to  The Shadowy W a te r s .  The 

H o u r - G la s s and The Cat and the  Moon. T he  Shadowy W a te rs  in  i t s  

f in a l  f o rm  is  s ta t ic  and in te l le c tu a l ly  confused . T he  "e m o tio n a l"  sy m b o ls  

evoke the  m ood of e c s ta s y  tha t Y ea ts  w as s t r iv in g  fo r  but we a r e  no t 

shown the  fate  of the lo v e rs  and we do not a p p re c ia te  the  n a tu re  of th e i r  

s u p e rn a tu r a l  p ro p u ls io n .  Y ea ts  r e l i e d  on the sym b o ls  to  p rov ide  an  

em o tio n  of -j^ulfilrnent th a t  is  not m ade  c le a r  in the  a c t io n .  In  The H o u r-  

G la s s  Y ea ts  a p p ro p r ia te d  the m o ra l i ty  f o rm  and  he u s e d  C h r is t ia n  

s y s te m a t ic  sy m b o ls .  H is  m y s t ic  v is io n  of the "two liv ing c o u n t r ie s " ,  

an  u n s y s te m a t ic  ph ilosophy , could not be s a t i s f a c to r i ly  e x p r e s s e d  in  a  

p lay  th a t ,  b e c a u se  of i t s  m o ra l i ty  fo rm ,  s e e m s  to  be m oving to w ard s  a  

c l e a r  e x p re s s io n  of fa ith  : The H o u r -G la s s ,  b ecau se  of i t s  C h r is t ia n  

sy m b o ls ,  a p p e a r s  to  be p ro g re s s in g  to w a rd s  a  C h r i s t i a n  re so lu t io n .  In 

T he  Cat and the  Moon Y ea ts  c r e a te d  a  p o s t - s e n t im e n ta l i s ch sym bolic  

f o rm  : the p lay  e x p r e s s e s  a  h a rm o n io u s  ph ilosophy  in  s y s te m a t ic  sy m b o ls .  

H o w ev er ,  the e x p re s s io n  of p e r s o n a l  ph ilosophy  is  n o t  o v e r t  and a l l e g o r ic a l  : 

i t  i s  em bodied  in  the  o r d e r  of the p lay  a s  a  w ho le . The s p e c ta to r  is  

e n c o u ra g e d  to  d e r iv e  h is  own m ean in g  f ro m  th e  p lay  ; the  sym bo lic  c h a r a c -  

te rs^ B lin d  B e g g a r ,  L a m e  B e g g a r  and saint^and the  sym bo lic  se tting^the 

w e l l  and the  a s h  tree^and  the a c t io n 's  p r o g r e s s  to w ard s  a  choice of p h y s ic a l  

o r  s p i r i tu a l  s a lv a tio n ,  a r e  su ff ic ien tly  r e s o n a n t  fo r  th is  to be p o s s ib le .

The ly r ic  in d ic a te s  the p e r s o n a l  ph ilosophy  and the  s p e c ta to r  is  le f t  to  find 

the  a s s o c ia t io n s  be tw een  the ly r ic  and the a c t io n .  T he  f o rm  is  in s e p a ra b le
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f r o m  the  con ten t,  the aud ien ce  re c o g n is in g  in  the p r o g r e s s  to w ard s  the  

dan ce  c l im a x  the p r o g r e s s  to w ard s  c l im a c t ic  s p i r i tu a l  sa lv a tio n .  The 

m u s ic ia n 's  song and the  L am e B e g g a r 's  r e tu r n  to  l im ping  in d ica te  fo r  the 

au d ien ce  a  r e g r e s s i o n  f ro m  the c l im a c t ic  condition  of sa lv a tio n .  T he  

p lay  r e v e a l s  an  o r d e r  in  life  a t  the  sa m e  t im e  a s  i t  im p o se s  an  a r t i s t i c  

h a rm o n y  on l ife .  Y e a ts  had  fu lf i l led  Shaw 's  and E l io t ' s  r e q u i re m e n ts  fo r  

" d ra m a  w ith in  the l im ita t io n s  of a r t "  : The C at and the Moon is  an  

o p t im is t ic  p h ilo so p h ica l  p lay  w hich  o ffe rs  in fin ite  in te rp re ta t io n  b e c a u se  

of i t s  sy m b o lic  r e s o n a n c e .  It  com b in es  the  q u a l i t ie s  of d r a m a  and m u sic :  

the  s t r a ig h t fo rw a rd  p r o g re s s io n  of the ac t io n ,  w ith  i t s  com ic  and lo c a l is e d  

n a tu r e , i s  m e rg e d  w ith  a  s p i r i tu a l  su g g e s t iv e n e s s  w hich  im p lie s  a  u n iv e r s a l  

o r d e r .

Y e a t s 's  t r iu m p h  w as  th a t  he found c o m fo r t  in  h is  ac h ie v e m e n t  as  

p lay w rig h t :

I have had  g r e a t e r  luck  th an  any o th e r  m o d e rn  E n g l is h -  
sp eak ing  d r a m a t i s t  ; I have a im e d  a t  t r a g ic  e c s ta s y  and 
h e r e  and th e r e  in  m y  own^and in  the w o rk  of m y  f r ie n d s  
I have  seen  i t  g re a t ly  p lay ed .  W hat does  i t  m a t te r  th a t  
i t  belongs to  a  dead  a r t  and to  a  t im e  when a  m an  spoke 
out of an  e x p e r ie n c e  and  a  c u l tu re  th a t  w e re  no t of h is  
t im e  a lo n e ,  but he ld  h is  t im e ,  a s  i t  w e r e ,  a t  a rm 's  length  
th a t  he m igh t be a  s p e c ta to r  of the  a g e s .  I a m  haunted  
by c e r ta in  m o m e n ts^ .  .^T h ese  th ings  w il l ,  i t  m a y  be, 
hau n t m e on m y d e a th -b e d  ; w hat m a t t e r  if  the people 
p r e f e r  a n o th e r  a r t ,  I have  h ad  m y f i l l .

And Y ea ts  fu lf il led  h is  ro le  a s  s e e r  :

[_ ,J I  w ant to  m ak e  m y r e a d e r s  u n d e r s ta n d  th a t  exp lana tions  
of the  w o r ld  lie  one in s ide  a n o th e r ,  e ach  co m p le te  in 
i t s e l f ,  like th o se  p e r fo ra te d  C h inese  iv o ry  b a l l s .(] . . ]  
N a tu re  o r  r e a l i ty  a s  known to  p o e ts  and t r a m p s  h as  no 
m o m en t,  no im p re s s io n ,  no p e rc e p t io n  like  a n o th e r ,  
e v e ry th in g  is  unique and noth ing  unique i s  m e a s u ra b le ^ *  * *D 
Man h a s  m ade  m a th e m a t ic s ,  but God r e a l i ty .

. . . ooO oo.. .
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C h a p t e r  F i v e  

S am uel B eck e tt

i 'A fte r  us  the  Savage God" *

Y e a t s 's  h o r r o r  of the im m in e n t  d is in te g ra t io n  of va lu es  in the 

m o d e rn  w orld  w as e x p re s s e d  in  "The Second C om ing". In the  p o em  the 

b i r th  of a  new god is  en v isa g ed ,  a  "rough  b e a s t"  a p p ro p r ia te  to the tw en 

t ie th -c e n tu r y  m il ieu  of w a r  and c ru e l ty  :

Things fa l l  a p a r t  ; the c e n t r e  cannot hold  ; 
M ere  a n a rc h y  is  loosed  upon the w o rld .  Z ,

A new type of a r t  w il l  be b o rn  w ith the 'rough b e a s t"  ; Y eats  d raw s  

a t ten t io n  to th is  in The T re m b l in g  of the V eil  when he r e f e r s  to the 

Savage God". The r e fe r e n c e  is  p a r t ic u la r ly  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  A lf re d  J a r r y ' s  

Ubu R o i , the  f i r s t  p e r fo rm a n c e  of w hich Y ea ts  a ttended  a t the T h e a t re  de 

l 'O e u v re  on D e c e m b e r  10 1896 :

The aud ience  shake th e i r  f i s t s  a t  one a n o th e r ,  and the 
R h y m e r  w h is p e rs  to  m e , 'T h e re  a r e  often du e ls  a f te r  
th e se  p e r f o r m a n c e s ' ,  and he exp la ins  to me w hat is 
happening  on the s tag e .  The p la y e r s  a r e  supposed  to 
be d o l ls ,  to y s ,  m a r io n e t te s ,  and now they  a r e  a l l  
hopping like wooden f ro g s ,  and  I can see  fo r  m y se lf  
th a t  the ch ief  p e rso n a g e ,  who is  som e kind of King, 
c a r r i e s  fo r  s c e p t re  a  b ru s h  of the kind th a t  we u se  to  
c lean  a  c lo se t .  F e e l in g  bound to  su p p o rt  the m o s t  
s p i r i te d  p a r ty ,  we have shouted  fo r  the p lay , but th a t  
n ight a t  the H o te l  C o rn e i l le  I a m  v e ry  sa d ,  fo r  com edy, 
o b jec tiv ity ,  h as  d isp lay ed  i ts  growing pow er once m o re .
I say  : 'A fte r  b tephane M a lla rm é ,  a f te r  P a u l  V e r la in e ,  
a f te r  G ustave  M oreau , a f te r  P u v is  de C havannes ,  a f te r  
o u r  own v e r s e ,  a f te r  a l l  o u r  sub tle  c o lo u r  and n e rv o u s  
rh y th m , a f t e r  the fa in t m ixed  t in ts  of C o n d er ,  w hat m o re  
is  p o s s ib le ?  A f te r  us the Savage God. ' 4-
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Y ea ts  co m m en ts  h e r e  on w hat he finds to be the inev itab le  outcom e of 

the  s e n s i t iv e  sy m b o lis t  a r t  of h is  g e n e ra t io n .  The p r o g r e s s  of a r t  

involves a  cyc lic  s e r i e s  of c o n t r a ry  im p u ls e s ,  the ob jec tive  e m p h a s is  

following the h ig h e s t  d eve lopm en t of the sub jec tive  : the new d r a m a  w ill  

s t r e s s  com edy and c ru e l ty  ; i t  w il l  show m an  as  a n t i -h e ro ic  and b e s t ia l .

Ubu R o i 's  p a ro d y  of S h a k e sp e a re a n  t r a g ic  d r a m a ,  i t s  b ru ta l  and an t ip a th e t ic  

p ro ta g o n is t ,  and i ts  undevia ting  a t ta c k  on language , o ffe red  Y ea ts  an  in s igh t 

in to  what w as to  com e.
-S’

A r th u r  Symons c a l led  J a r r y ' s  p lay  "the f i r s t  S ym bo lis t  f a r c e "  ; he 

un d e rs to o d  J a r r y  to be "a  s o r t  of co m ic  a n t i th e s is  to M aete rlinck" .^  By 

se tt in g  h is  play in  P o lan d ,  a  co u n try  which had been  unp laced  on the  m ap  

of E u ro p e  for a c e n tu ry ,  J a r r y  im p l ic i t ly  d rew  a t te n tio n  to  the  u n iv e r sa l i ty  

of the  ac t io n .  V a r io u s  a n t i - r e a l i s t i c  d ev ices  w e re  deployed  : m a sk e d  

a c to r s  p e r fo rm e d  in m a r io n e t te  c o s tu m e s  ; c a rd b o a rd  h o r s e s '  h ead s  hung 

f ro m  the a c t o r s '  necks  s e rv e d  to  in d ica te  the  e q u e s t r i a n  s c e n e s  ; scen e  

changes  w e re  r e p re s e n te d  by p la c a rd s  ; th e re  w e re  s im u ltan eo u s  i n te r io r  

and e x te r io r  s e t t in g s  ; f a i rg ro u n d  m u s ic  w as  p layed  th roughou t.  J a r r y  

w as d e te rm in e d  to  show to  h is  aud ience  the ignoble b a s is  of m an . It is  

im p o r ta n t  to  u n d e rs ta n d  th a t  L u g n e -P o e  had o r ig in a l ly  in tended  to r e h e a r s e  

the  p lay as  a t r a g e d y  ; J a r r y ' s  c o m m e n ta ry  on m a n 's  g re e d ,  cow ard ice  

and s a d is m  is  a  t r a g ic  r e a l i s a t io n  of the b ase  in s t in c ts  of u n iv e r s a l  m an . 

A r th u r  Sym ons w as  e x t re m e ly  p e rc e p t iv e  when he o b se rv e d  th a t  "the 

a r t i f i c i a l ,  when it  h a s  gone the  fu ll  c i r c l e ,  co m es  b ack  to  the p r im i t iv e '  . 

T he re f in e m e n t  of M a lla rm é  and M a e te r l in c k  had  been  ex h au s ted  ; m an  s 

" e le m e n t  of c ru e l ty "  would now be ex am in ed . Symons concluded  :
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Ubu Roi is  the  b ru ta l i ty  out of w hich  we have ach ieved  
c iv i l isa t io n ,  and th o se  pa in ted , m a s s a c r in g  puppets  the 
d e s tro y in g  e le m e n ts  w hich  a r e  a s  old a s  the w o r ld ,  and 
w hich  we can  n e v e r  ch ase  out of  the s y s te m  of n a tu r a l  
th in g s .  IÛ

In 1927 A ntonin A r ta u d  and R o g e r  V i t ra c  founded the T h e a t r e  A lf re d  J a r r y . 

paying h o m age  to the  m an  w hose p re c o c io u s  p lay  is  a  la n d m a rk  in m o d e rn  

d r a m a .  T he  p r in c ip le  of " la  c r u a u té " ,  c r u c ia l  to  A r ta u d 's  th e o ry ,  w as 

re c o g n ise d  by A r th u r  Sym ons a s  a  p a r t  of J a r r y ' s  a r t  w hich m i r r o r s  the  

b ru ta l i ty  "w hich we can  n e v e r  ch ase  out of the s y s te m  of n a tu r a l  th in g s" .  

T h is  c r i t i c i s m  m u s t  be acknow ledged a s  a  p e n e tra t in g  c o n te m p o ra ry  

a s s e s s m e n t  of J a r r y ' s  a im s .

In S am uel B e c k e t t 's  canon the  concep t of a  "Savage God" is  a  r e c u r 

r in g  th e m e .  H is  accoun t of G od 's  w o rk in g s  in W att p re su p p o s e s  the 

e x is te n c e  of a  " rough  b e a s t"  a s  h o r r i f i c  a s  Y ea ts  had  p ro p h es ied  :

B ird s  of e v e ry  kind abounded, and th e se  i t  w as o u r  deligh t 
to p u r s u e ,  w ith  s to n es  and c lods  of e a r th .  R o b in s ,  in  
p a r t i c u la r ,  thanks to  th e i r  co n f id in g n ess ,  we d e s tro y e d  in  
g r e a t  n u m b e r s .  And l a r k s '  n e s t s ,  laden  w ith eggs s t i l l  
w a r m  f ro m  the m o th e r 's  b r e a s t ,  we ground  in to  f ra g m e n ts ,  
u n d e r  ou r  fee t ,  w ith  p e c u l ia r  s a t i s fa c t io n ,  a t  the  a p p ro p r ia te  
se a so n ,  of the y e a r .
But ou r  p a r t i c u la r  f r ie n d s  w e re  the  r a t s ,  th a t  dw elt by the 
s t r e a m .  T hey  w e re  long and b lack . We b rough t th e m  such 
t i tb i ts  f ro m  our o rd in a ry  a s  r in d s  of c h e e se ,  and m o r s e l s  
of g r i s t l e ,  and we b ro u g h t th e m  a ls o  b i r d s '  eg g s ,  and f ro g s ,  
and  f le d g e lin g s .  S ens ib le  of th e se  a t te n t io n s ,  they  would 
com e flocking round us  a t  o u r  a p p ro a c h ,  w ith  e v e ry  s ign  of 
confidence and a ffec tio n , and glide up ou r  t r o u s e r - l e g s ,  and 
hang upon ou r b r e a s t s .  And then  we would s i t  down in  the 
m id s t  of th e m , and give th e m  to e a t ,  out of o u r  h an d s ,  of 
a  n ice  fa t f ro g ,  o r  a  baby th ru s h .  O r  se iz in g  suddenly  a 
p lum p young r a t ,  r e s t in g  in  our b o so m  a f t e r  i ts  r e p a s t ,  we 
would feed  i t  to  i ts  m o th e r ,  o r  i ts  f a th e r ,  o r  i t s  b r o th e r ,  o r  
i t s  s i s t e r ,  o r  to  so m e  le s s  fo r tu n a te  r e la t iv e .
It w as  on th e se  o c c a s io n s ,  we a g re e d ,  a f te r  an  exchange of 
v iew s ,  th a t  we cam e  n e a r e s t  to  God. i|



The e x t r a o rd in a r y  im p a c t  of th is  p a s sa g e  on the  r e a d e r  depends on

B e c k e t t 's  ex q u is i te  judgem en t of d e ta i l .  The scen e  is  s e t  in  an  idy ll ic

g a rd e n  a tm o sp h e re  ; w ith  the  f i r s t  s ta te m e n t  about the b i rd s  i t  s e e m s

v e r y  likely  th a t  th e r e  w ill  follow a  R o m an tic  d e s c r ip t io n  of the hum an

affin ity  w ith  n a tu re .  The iro n y  is  r e in fo rc e d  by m inute  d e ta i l s .  The

p a r t ic u la r i s a t io n  of ro b in s  he lp s  the r e a d e r  to  see  the  p ic tu re  of ca rn ag e

w ith  g r e a t e r  c la r i ty .  T he  te n d e r  im p lica t io n s  of "eggs  s t i l l  w a r m  f ro m

the m o th e r 's  b r e a s t "  in  th is  con tex t ; the b e frien d in g  of v e rm in  ; the

feeding of v e rm in  w ith  b i rd s  ; the r e p e lian t  im ag e  of r a t s  "g lid ing" and

"hanging" on the n a r r a t o r  and h is  f r ie n d  ; the h o r r o r  of the  in te r - f a m i ly

sa v a g e ry  ; and  the f ina l c l im a x ,  so  c a re fu l ly  c a lc u la te d  : th e se  d e ta i ls

leave the  r e a d e r  w ith  the f ina l w o rd  to  w hich  e v e ry th in g  h a s  co n tr ib u ted  -

"G od". John  C h a lk e r  h as  noted  the a lien a tin g  e f fec ts  of the B ib lic a l

e ch o es  in  the  language , "the a b s u rd ly  a n th ro p o c e n tr ic  s y s te m a t is in g  of

the  fam ily  r e la t io n s h ip s "  and "the coo l th e o lo g ic a l  n ih i l i s m  of the  f ina l

c o m m e n t" ,  r e su l t in g  in  the  r e a d e r ' s  ju dgem en t on the  n a r r a t o r .  The

q ues tio n  th a t  is  le f t  is  w h e th e r  B ec k e tt  h im s e l f  is  im p r e s s e d  by such  a

defin ition  of a m a lig n an t d e i ty .  T h e re  is  c e r ta in ly  l i t t le  to  su g g e s t  th a t

the  D an tesque  w o rld  of B e c k e t t 's  p lays  w ill  e v e r  p r o g r e s s  to  the P a r a d i s o .

A s  R ic h a rd  N. Coe h as  com m en ted  in  th is  con tex t : fo r  B e c k e t t 's  peop le ,

"A God who could c r e a te  a  w o r ld  of su ffe r in g ,  a b s u rd i ty  and  dea th ,  and

y e t  s t i l l  give m an  a n  in h e re n t  notion  of beau ty ,  h ap p in ess  and s ign if icance

can  only be a  B eing  so c r u e l  and so u t te r ly  c y n ica l  a s  to  p a s s  a l l  hum an 

13
u n d e rs ta n d in g .  "

A b r ie f  ex am in a tio n  of som e of the r e f e r e n c e s  to  God in  the p lays  

w il l  be he lpfu l a t  th is  po in t.  In W aiting fo r  Godot L u c k y 's  knowledge i s  of
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a God "w ith white b e a rd "  who e x is t s  "ou ts ide  t im e  w ithout ex te n s io n " .  ^  

T h is  conventional p ic tu re  of a  w ise  m an  in a  t im e le s s ,  s p a c e le s s  s itua tion  

is  qualified  a b ru p t ly .  God " f ro m  the h e ig h ts  of d iv ine ap a th ia  divine 

a th a m b ia  div ine a p h a s ia  loves  us d e a r ly  w ith so m e  excep tions  fo r  r e a s o n s  

unknown". God h a s  th r e e  "d iv ine"  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  He is  in se n s ib le  to 

su ffe r in g  and , by im p lic a t io n ,  cannot be sy m p a th e tic  to  the  n eed s  of 

su ffe r in g  m ank ind . He h as  no cap ac ity  fo r  t e r r o r  and  th e re fo re  cannot 

be t e r r i f i e d  in to  re c t i fy in g  h is  m is ta k e s .  F in a l ly ,  he h a s  lo s t  h is  capac ity  

to sp eak , so th a t  he cannot a n s w e r  p r a y e r s .  T h e re  a r e  excep tions  to  the 

ru le  th a t  he  loves  us  d e a r ly  : God s e e m s  to  be capab le  of p e r se c u t io n .  

Lucky p ro c e e d s  to  in d ica te  th a t  God s u ffe rs  w ith  th o se  in  H e ll .  The 

p o r t r a i t  is  now com ple te  : a n  in d if fe re n t  God, who a p p e a r s  to  be p a r t  

d ev il ,  b eh av es  e r r a t i c a l ly  " fo r  r e a s o n s  unknown". A d e m o n s tr a t io n  of 

G od 's  a p h a s ia  o c c u rs  l a t e r  on in  the  p lay  w hen E s t r a g o n 's  c a l l  fo r  p ity  is  

left u n a n sw e re d .  In E nd g am e the im p lic a t io n  is  th a t  God h as  not y e t  been  

c r e a te d .  H am m  in te r r u p ts  C lo v 's  a t te m p t  to  k i l l  a  r a t  by suggesting  th a t  

they  p ra y  to  God. T he  d isc o u ra g in g  r e s u l t  lead s  H am m  to  expos tu la te  : 

"The b a s ta rd !  He d o e s n 't  ex is t!  " ; C lo v 's  co m m en t s e e m s  to  im ply  th a t  

the  sa v io u r  m igh t com e into e x is te n c e  : "Not y e t .  " F o r  the p r e s e n t  

how ev er  G od 's  n am e  can  be linked only i ro n ic a l ly  w ith  C lo v 's  d r e a m  of 

o r d e r  :

HAMM ( e x a s p e ra te d ) . W hat in  G od 's  n a m e  do
you th ink  you a r e  doing? 

CLOV ( s tra ig h te n in g  u p ) . I 'm  doing m y b e s t  to  c r e a te
a  l i t t le  o r d e r .

HAMM D ro p  it! is

T he  d i s o r d e r  of the w o rld  c r e a te d  by God is  s t r e s s e d  by N agg 's  s to ry  of
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lithe t a i lo r .  The p e r fe c t io n is t  spends  a long t im e  o v er  m aking  a  p a i r

of t r o u s e r s  f it  c o r r e c t ly  but God brough t in to  being in  a  m e r e  s ix  days

an  im p e r fe c t  w o rld .

W innie, in  Happy Days . m an ag es  p a ra d o x ic a l ly  to  b e a r  h e r  h e l l ish

s itu a t io n  by r e f e r r in g  to  the  h e a v e n l in e ss  of the ligh t w hich  cons tan tly

b la z e s  down on h e r .  A t t im e s  she fo rg e ts  to  cam ouflage h e r  p re d ic a m e n t ,

fo r  ex am p le  w hen she c o n tra d ic ts  h e r s e l f  ; "holy light (T.7) b laze  of

h e l l i sh  light . She t r i e s  to  a c c e p t  th a t  God is  m e rc i fu l  ; when she is

wiping the handle of h e r  to o th b ru sh  she  b re a k s  down : "Many m e r c ie s  -

(wiping) - g re a t  m e r c ie s  - ( s tops  w iping, fixed lo s t  gaze ,  broken ly) -

p r a y e r s  p e rh a p s  not fo r  naught - (p au se ,  do. ) - f i r s t  th ing  - (p au se ,  d o . ) - 

■2.1
l a s t  th ing • ". She can  n e v e r  be s u re  of G od 's  t ru e  n a tu re .

T he  v is io n  in P la y  is  of a  p u rg a to ry  w hich is  sa id  to  be b e t te r  than  

life  ; W2 te l l s  u s  th a t  she p r e f e r s  " th is  t o . . . th e  o th e r  th ing . D efin ite ly .
•y -y 2 * 3

T h e re  a r e  en d u rab le  m o m e n ts . "  jBy im p lic a t io n  the "h e ll ish  h a lf - l ig h t"  

is  e a s i e r  to  live w ith  th a n  the  life th a t  God had given the  th re e  people 

p re v io u s ly  ; in  the  f o r m e r  e x is te n c e  i t  s e e m s  th a t  th e r e  w e re  no endu rab le

m o m e n ts .  In Not 1 Mouth had  b een  b rough t up to  b e liev e  " in  a  m e r c i f u l . . •

Z4-
( b r iq t  l^Ugb)* • . God. . .(gPp^.lA.u^ghj". The la u g h te r  a l ie n a te s  us f ro m  the 

p ro p o s i t io n  th a t  God can  be m e rc i fu l .

With B e c k e t t 's  p lay s  we m e e t  the doubts  and a n x ie t ie s  of a n  age 

w hich  a p p e a r s  to  ind ica te  the fu ll e m e r g e n c e  f ro m  B e th leh em  of the 

Savage God.

i i  "A fo rm  th a t  a c c o m m o d a te s  the m e s s "

W h ereas  Y e a ts 's  s y s te m  w as n e c e s s a r y  a s  a  defence a g a in s t  the chaos
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of the w o r ld ,  B ec k e tt  s t r iv e s  fo r  a n  a r t  w hich is  a s  devoid of s y s te m  

as  life i t s e l f  : " I 'm  not in t e r e s t e d  in  any s y s te m .  I c a n ' t  se e  any  t r a c e  

of any  s y s te m  a n y w h ere .  ’ H is c o n c e rn  is  to find a  fo rm  th a t  w il l  "adm it"  

the  chaos of a c tu a l i ty  w ithou t r e f le c t in g  the a m o rp h o u sn e s s  of life  ; i t  

"w ill be of such  a type th a t  i t  a d m its  the chaos and does no t t r y  to say  

th a t  the chaos is  r e a l ly  so m eth in g  e l s e .  The fo rm  and the chaos r e m a in  

s e p a ra te .  The l a t t e r  is  not re d u c e d  to the  f o rm e r .  T h a t  is  why the 

f o rm  i t s e l f  b e c o m e s  a  p re o ccu p a tio n ,  b ecau se  i t  e x is ts  a s  a  p roblem  

s e p a ra te  f ro m  the  m a te r i a l  i t  a c c o m m o d a te s .  T o  find a  fo rm  th a t  a c c o m 

m o d a tes  the  m e s s ,  th a t  is  the t a s k  of the a r t i s t  now. " While the fo rm  

should  not m e ta m o rp h o se  the " m e s s "  into a  se m b lan c e  of o r d e r ,  i t  should 

n e v e r th e le s s  be o rg a n ise d  and c a re fu l ly  shaped . In B e c k e t t 's  s tag e  p lays  

the  fo rm  is  a lw ays  highly  s ty l is e d  and p r e c i s e ,  y e t  w ith in  the s y m m e try  

the su b je c t  is  the " m e s s "  of being . The s y m m e try  should s tand  in iso la t io n

f ro m  the la c k  of s y m m e try  in  l ife . B e c k e t t  h a s  sa id  ; "In m y w o rk  th e r e

■2-1
is  c o n s te rn a t io n  behind the fo rm ,  not in  the fo rm .  " T he  a e s th e t ic  a p p e a rs  

to  negate  E l io t ' s  p ro p o s i t io n  th a t  "It is  a  function of a l l  a r t  to  give us 

som e p e rc e p t io n  of an  o r d e r  in  l ife ,  by im posing  an o r d e r  upon i t  (T. J  i t  

is  u l t im a te ly  the function  of a r t ,  in im posing  a c re d ib le  o r d e r  upon o rd in a ry  

r e a l i ty ,  and  th e re b y  e l ic i t in g  som e p e rc e p t io n  of a n  o r d e r  in  ̂ r e a l i ty ,  to 

b r in g  us to  a  condition  of s e re n i ty ,  s t i l l n e s s ,  and r e c o n c i l ia t io n  . H ow ever ,  

b ecau se  B e c k e t t 's  d r a m a  is  "w ithin the l im ita t io n s  of a r t " ,  becau se  i t  is  

a n t i - r e a l i s t i c ,  m u s ic a l  and s y m m e t r ic a l ,  the  f o rm  often s e e m s  to  p rov ide  

a  conso ling  se m b lan c e  of o r d e r  to  oppose the  " c h a o s " .  T he  r i tu a l i s t i c  

b a l le t ic  f o rm  is  b e s t  su ited  to  convey m e ta p h y s ic a l  o r d e r  ; the  ten s io n s  

in  B e c k e t t 's  d r a m a  a r e  v e ry  often  a s s o c ia te d  with the i ro n ic  ju x tap o sit io n



of the u se  of su ch  a  fo rm  to "acco m m o d a te"  the  n o n - s y s te m a t ic  n a tu re  

of the  w o rld .

B e c k e t t 's  1949 "D ialogue" w ith G eo rg es  D uthuit on the  D utch p a in te r  

B r a m  van  Velde c e n t r e s  on the  p re d ic a m e n t  of the  m o d e rn  a r t i s t .  In 

B e c k e t t 's  opinion, B r a m  van Velde w as the f i r s t  m o d e rn  p a in te r  to 

a c c e p t  th a t  he could not e x p re s s  h is  su b jec t  w ith  a c c u ra c y  ; the r e la t io n  

be tw een  " r e p r e s e n t e r  and r e p r e s e n te e "  involves an  "acu te  and in c re a s in g  

anx ie ty  (T. Q as  though shadow ed m o re  and m o re  d a rk ly  by a  se n se  of 

in v a lid ity ,  of inadequacy , of e x is te n c e  a t  the ex p en se  of a l l  th a t  i t  ex c lu d es ,  

a l l  th a t  i t  b linds  to " .  V an V elde i s  " the f i r s t  to  su b m it wholly  to  the

in c o e rc ib le  ab sen ce  of re la t io n  G* D  fkie B r s t  to  a d m it  th a t  to be an  a r t i s t

3Ô
is  to fa i l ,  a s  no o th e r  d a re  f a i l" .  B e c k e t t  m a in ta in s  th a t  in the  a b sen ce  

of adequate  t e r m s  to  e x p r e s s  both the s e lf  and  a l s o  the ob ject th e re  can  

be no e x p re s s io n .  T he  a r t i s t  i s  n e v e r th e le s s  obliged  to  e x p r e s s .  We 

can  a s s u m e  by im p lic a t io n  th a t  B e c k e t t 's  a r t  i s  s e e n  by h im  to  be in t r ic a te ly  

involved  with the in e x p re s s ib le .  In " P o e t ry  and  D ra m a "  E l io t  p o s tu la te s  

an  id e a l  fo r  poetic  d r a m a  ; he a s k s  fo r  an  e x p re s s io n  of the  " fr in g e  of 

indefin ite  ex ten t"  th a t  l ie s  "beyond the  n a m e a b le " .  In B e c k e t t 's  d r a m a  

w e find a p re o c c u p a tio n  w ith  "the u n n am eab le"  ; he is  fu lly  a w a re  as  

E l io t  w as  th a t  the  id e a l  e x p re s s io n  of the m y s te ry  of being is  u n a tta in ab le ,  

y e t  he g ra p p le s  w ith  the  su b je c t  in  the face  of th is  know ledge.

B ec k e tt  finds s ta r t l in g  new im a g e s  fo r  the  d iv is io n s  w hich  he p e r 

ce iv es  a t  the h e a r t  of l i fe .  With e ach  s tag e  p lay  it  s e e m s  tha t  the  u lt im a te  

f o rm  h as  been  found th rough  w hich the com plex ity  of e x is te n c e  can  be 

conveyed . The canon r e s e m b le s  a  s e r i e s  of c o n c e n tr ic  c i r c l e s ,  d im in ish in g  

in s iz e  while t l ie ir  c e n tr e  point r e m a in s  co n s ta n t,  the l a s t  p lay  co n cen tra t in g



the  e x p re s s io n  of Ang:st in  the f i r s t .  Two m en  w ait fo r  a  th i rd  who does 

not a r r i v e  ; a  b a r e  ro o m  s h e l te r s  two d us tb in s  w hich  con ta in  the le g le ss  

p a re n ts  of a  b lind m an  who, unable  to  s tan d , i s  w a ited  on by a  younger 

m an  who is  unable  to  s i t  ; an  old m an  p lays a  ta p e ,  l is ten in g  to  h is  f o rm e r  

s e lv e s ,  and  he r e c o rd s  h is  p r e s e n t  s e l f  on a  new tape  ; a  w om an is 

b u r ie d  up to  above h e r  w a is t  in  a  m ound of sc o rc h e d  g r a s s  - and then  she 

is  b u r ie d  up to  h e r  neck  ; th re e  f a c e s ,  peeping o ver  g rey  u r n s ,  a r e  

goaded by a light in to  te l l in g  and r e - t e l l in g  the s to ry  of th e i r  r e la t io n sh ip  ; 

a  ligh t g ra d u a l ly  in c r e a s e s  to  r e v e a l  a  s tag e  s c a t te r e d  w ith ru b b ish ,  then  

i t  d e c r e a s e s  to  i t s  o r ig in a l  f a in tn e s s ,  while the  sound of b re a th in g  a c c o m 

p an ie s  i t s  c re sc e n d o  and d e c re sc e n d o  ; th re e  w om en r i tu a l i s t i c  a lly  come 

and go f ro m  a  l i t -u p  a r e a  and r e v e a l  th e i r  l iv es  ; a  d isem b o d ied  m outh 

speak s  of sh am e  and gu ilt,  of h e r  l ife ,  to  a  c o m p ass io n a te  a u d i to r  ; the 

white face  of an  old m an  h o v e rs  about te n  fee t  above s tage  le v e l  l is ten in g  

to th re e  v o ices  in  h is  m ind  ; a  w om an p a c e s  to  and f ro  rev o lv in g  in  h e r  

m ind  the s to ry  of h e r  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith h e r  m o th e r .  In th e se  ways 

B ec k e tt  t r i e s  to  give fo rm  to the in e x p re s s ib le  : h is  d r a m a  is  m y s t ic a l  

in  th a t  i ts  su b jec ts  a r e  the m y s te r i e s  of l i f e . M an 's  r e la t io n sh ip  with 

the  unlaiown, the in te ra c t io n  of m ind  and body, the  ex p lo ra t io n  of the 

concep t of " id e n ti ty " ,  w hat i t  is  like to  live and  to  d ie  : th e se  a r e  the 

i s s u e s  w ith  w hich  he d e a ls  in  the  a n t i - r e a l i s t i c  f o rm  b e s t  su ited  to  d i s c u s 

s ion  of the m e ta p h y s ic a l  q u e s t io n s .

T he  f o rm a l  p a t te rn s  of the  p lays  a p p ro a c h  the p u r i ty  of m u s ic .

John  F le tc h e r  s ta te s  th a t  "B eck e tt  h a s  been  d e s c r ib e d  a s  a  'c o m p e ten t  

a m a te u r  m u s ic ia n ' .  He w r i te s  h is  r e c e n t  p lays  like s c o r e s ,  w ith  w ords  

in s te a d  of no tes  i a l l  h is  w ork ing  life he h a s  been  fa sc in a te d  by the a b s t r a c t



p u r i ty  of m u s ic .  He would no doubt en d o rse  P a t e r ' s  judgem en t : 'A ll
32*

a r t  co n s tan tly  a s p i r e s  to w ard s  the condition of m u s ic ' .  " P a t e r ' s

33expansion  of h is  te n e t  c o n c e rn s  the "co n s tan t  e f fo r t  of a r t  to  o b l i te ra te "  

the d is t in c t io n  be tw een  f o rm  and  content ; in  B e c k e t t 's  a n a ly s is  of 

J a m e s  J o y c e 's  W ork in P r o g r e s s  (F innegans  Wake to b e )h e  poured  

s c o rn  on th o se  who w e re  not a p p re c ia t iv e  of J o y c e 's  e f fo r ts  to  ach ieve  

the  condition  of m u s ic  :

H e re  is  d i r e c t  e x p re s s io n  - pages  and pages  of i t .  And 
if  you d o n 't  u n d e rs ta n d  i t .  L a d ie s  and G en tlem en , i t  is  
b ecau se  you a r e  too d ecad en t to  re c e iv e  i t .  You a r e  not 
s a t is f ie d  u n le s s  f o rm  is  so s t r i c t ly  d iv o rc e d  f ro m  
con ten t th a t  you can  co m p reh en d  the  one a lm o s t  without 
b o th e r in g  to  r e a d  the  o ther-Q «Z) H e re  fo rm  ia_ con ten t,  
con ten t i ^  f o r m .Q . £) H is w r i t in g  is  not about som eth ing  ; 
it is  th a t  som eth ing  i t s e l f .

In h is  p lays  B ec k e tt  a c h ie v e s  such  " d i r e c t  e x p re s s io n "  ; fo r  e ach  play 

he p ro v id e s  a  fo rm  com bining  v is u a l  im a g e s  w hich d i r e c t ly  convey his  

s u b je c ts ,  a  poe tic  and  rh y th m ic  u se  of w o rd s  and s i l e n c e s ,  and a  u s e  of 

m o v em en t,  m im e ,  lighting and d a r k n e s s .  F o r m  and su b jec t  a r e  d iff icu lt  

to  s e p a ra te  in h is  w o rk s  : one m ay  c ite  P la y  h e r e  w h e re  the  light is  a  

c h a r a c t e r  in  the p lay , an  " in q u is i to r"  a s  w e ll  a s  a  n e c e s s a r y  p iece  of 

s tage  equ ipm ent w hich r e v e a l s  to the aud ience  the th re e  c h a r a c te r s  o n 

s ta g e .  B ec k e tt  h as  u se d  the m u s ic a l  t e r m  da capo to  d e s c r ib e  the 

re p e t i t io n  of the  tex t  in  P la y  and i t  i s  obvious th a t  he  looks upon P la y  

as  a  w o rk  w hich c lo se ly  a p p ro x im a te s  to  m u s ic .  K ra p p 's  L a s t  T ape  h as  

been  u sed  a s  the b a s is  of a n  o p e ra  by M a rc e l  M iha lov ic i ; he r e c o rd s  th a t  

B ec k e tt  h a s  "an  a s to n ish in g  m u s ic a l  in tu i t io n " .  B e c k e t t 's  a d m ira t io n  fo r  

the  m u s ic a l  q u a l i t ie s  in  l i t e r a tu r e  is  e x p r e s s e d  a g a in  in  h is  study  of 

P r o u s t  w h ere  he te l l s  us  th a t  P r o u s t  "m ak es  no a t te m p t  to d is s o c ia te  fo rm
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f ro m  content. The one i s  a  c o n c re t io n  of the  o th e r ,  the  r e v e la t io n  of
,37

a w o r ld .  The concluding  se c t io n  of P r o u s t  c o n c e rn s  the  s ign if icance  

of m u s ic  in  P r o u s t ' s  w o rk .  A c c o rd in g  to  B e c k e t t ,  P r o u s t  w as influenced 

by S c h o p en h au e r 's  s e p a ra t io n  of m u s ic  f ro m  the  o th e r  a r t s  : "m u s ic  is  

the  Idea  i t s e l f ,  u n aw are  of the  w o r ld  of phenom ena, e x is t in g  idea lly

ou ts ide  the u n iv e r s e ,  ap p reh en d ed  not in  Space but in  T im e  only, and

3Sconsequen tly  untouched by the te le o lo g ic a l  h y p o th e s is " .  B ec k e tt  expands 

th is  s ta te m e n t  abou t the  e s s e n t i a l  n a tu re  of m u s ic  and the  id e a l  reg ion  

i t  occupies  w ith  r e f e r e n c e  to  "the in t im a te  and ineffab le  n a tu re  of an  a r t  

th a t  i s  p e r fe c t ly  in te l l ig ib le  and p e r fe c t ly  in e x p l ic a b le " .  B e c k e t t 's  e n t i r e  

canon  s t r iv e s  to include th e se  ten s io n s  of in te l l ig ib i l i ty  and  n o n -p a ra p h ra s  — 

ab i l i ty .  In C h ap te r  F o u r  I have  no ted  B e c k e t t 's  affin ity  w ith  Y ea ts  

r e g a rd in g  th e se  i s s u e s ,  and  I have c i ted  in  p a r t i c u la r  B e c k e t t 's  a s so c ia t io n  

of h is  w o rk  w ith  m u s ic  in  h is  c o r re sp o n d e n c e  w ith  A lan  S ch n e id e r  : "My 

w o rk  is  a  m a t t e r  of fu n d am en ta l  sounds Q . 7) m ade a s  fu lly  a s  p o s s ib le ,  

and  I a c c e p t  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  nothing e l s e .  B ec k e tt  o ffe rs  no e x e g es is  

of h is  a r t  : he  m a k e s  h is  poin t th ro u g h  th o se  im a g e s  w hich a r e  the 

su b s tan ce  and fo rm  of the  p la y s . W ords and M usic « a  p lay  fo r  ra d io ,  

d e p ic ts  the r iv a l r y  in  e x p re s s io n  be tw een  w o rd s  and  m u s ic .  It is  M usic 

th a t  su c c e ss fu l ly  em b o d ies  s p ir i tu a l i ty  ; W ords  t r i e s  to  v e r b a l i s e  M u s ic 's  

e x p re s s io n  of re l ig io u s  e x p e r ie n c e  :

T hen  down a  l i t t le  way 
T h ro u g h  the t r a s h  
T ow ards  w h ere  
A l l  d a rk  no begging 
No giving no w o rd s  
No s e n se  no need  
T h ro u g h  the s c u m  
Down a  l i t t le  way 
T o  w hence one g l im p se  
Of th a t  w e llh ead . (̂-1
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W ords s e e m s  to acknow ledge th a t  M usic  has  su cce e d e d  w h ere  h e ,

W o rd s ,  has  fa i led  ; h is  deep  s igh  a t  the end of the  p lay  su g g es ts  tha t  

w o rd s  can  only a t  t im e s  ap p ro x im a te  to m u s ic .  B e c k e t t 's  p lays  a r e  

a t te m p ts  to r iv a l  m u s ic  - not only in  w o rd s ,  but in  s tag e  im a g e s  and 

e f fe c ts .

T h e re  i s  a p ro g re s s io n  in  B e c k e t t 's  s tag e  p lays  f ro m  the (a lb e it  

m in im al)  dep ic tio n  of an  e x t e r io r  lan d sc ap e  to an  in n e r  m inds cape of 

v o ic e s .  The re d u c t io n  in scope r e f le c t s  an  a t te m p t  to  r e a c h  a  co n cen 

t r a te d  e x p re s s io n  of the e s s e n c e  of l ife ,  to give an  even  m o re  su cc in c t  

f o r m  to the " m e s s " .  V ery  often B e c k e t t  s e e s  life  a s  a  s e r i e s  of a n t i th e se s  

and  he d ep ic ts  the e q u i l ib r iu m  of a l l  th in g s .  M ore  r e c e n t ly  he has  tended  

to g r e a te r  p e s s im is m  and f o rm a l i s m .  W aiting fo r Godot s t r e s s e s  s ta s i s  

and b a lance  ; th e r e  is  a  con tinua l m otion  back w ard s  and fo rw a rd s  w ithout 

p r o g re s s io n .  B eck e tt  exp la ins  : "I take  no s id e s .  I a m  in te r e s te d  in  

the  shape of id e a s .  T h e re  is  a  w o n d erfu l  sen te n ce  in  A ugustine  : 'Do not 

d e s p a i r  ; one of the th iev es  w as sav ed . Do not p re su m e  ; one of the 

th ieves  w as d am n ed . ' T h a t s en te n ce  has  a w onderfu l  sh ap e . It is  the 

shape th a t  m a t t e r s .  " H e re  a r e  two se n te n c e s  f ro m  A ugustine  th a t  a r e  

r e f e r r e d  to a s  one ; we m ay  c o n je c tu re  th a t  the punctuation  involved  has  

been  e r ro n e o u s ly  t r a n s c r ib e d  by A lan  S c h n e id e r .  B e c k e t t  a t te m p ts  to 

d is s o c ia te  h im s e l f  f ro m  the id e o lo g ica l  co n ten t of A u g u s t in e 's  w ords  :

"It i s  the  shape th a t  m a t t e r s .  " T h e  fo rm a l i s t  c r i t i c a l  a p p ro a c h  m ay  be 

a  h in t fo r  th o se  c r i t i c s  who would a n a ly se  B e c k e t t 's  a r t  f ro m  a  ph ilo so p h ica l  

v iew point. B e c k e t t  is  aga in  m ak ing  c le a r  h is  p o s it io n  : the d e s ir a b le  

ap p ro x im a tio n  of w o rd s  to  m u s ic  en ta i ls  the u se  of a  f o rm  th a t  i s  con ten t,  

a con ten t th a t  is  fo rm .  In  B e c k e t t 's  s tru g g le  to  "acco m m o d a te  the m e s s "
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he s t r e s s e s  the im p o r ta n c e  of fo rm  "to give confusion  s h a p e " T h e  

im p lic a t io n  is  th a t  p h ilo so p h ica l  and re l ig io u s  id eas  a r e  " sh a p e s"  tha t

m ould confusion  in  an  a r t i s t i c  way ; they  can  a t  b e s t  be " s ty l i s t ic
4-4-

a r r a n g e m e n ts  of e x p e r ie n c e "  -  to u se  Y e a ts 's  com m ent w ith r e g a rd  to 

h is  b e l ie f  in  the  s y s te m  he had  expounded in  A V is ion . B e c k e t t 's  

r e lu c ta n c e  to  a c c e p t  r e sp o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  the p h ilo so p h ica l  con ten t of h is  

w o rk s  can  be i l l u s t r a t e d  by g lancing  a t  the no tes  fo r  F i lm .  S t ru c tu re  

and  " sh a p e "  a r e  s e p a ra te d  f r o m  id e a s ,  and the o v e r r id in g  im p o r ta n c e  of 

" sh a p e "  is  s t r e s s e d  :

E s s e  e s t  p e rc ip i

A ll  e x tra n e o u s  p e rc e p t io n  s u p p re s s e d ,  a n im a l ,  
hum an , d iv ine , s e l f -p e rc e p t io n  m a in ta in s  in  being.

S e a rc h  of non-be ing  in  f light f r o m  e x tra n e o u s  
p e rc e p t io n  b reak in g  down in in e sc a p a b i l i ty  of s e l f 
p e rc e p t io n .

No t ru th  va lue  a t ta c h e s  to  above , r e g a rd e d  a s  of 
m e r e ly  s t r u c tu r a l  and  d r a m a t ic  conven ience . 4-^

B ec k e tt  im p lie s  th a t  B ishop  B e rk e le y 's  p h ilo so p h y  is  not c e n t r a l  to his 

own thought ; the d ic tu m  " E s s e  e s t  p e r c io i " w a s  chosen  fo r  i t s  d r a m a t ic  

and  s t r u c t u r a l  p o s s ib i l i t ie s .  C r i t i c s  have p re s u m e d  to  d i f fe r ,  exp lo ring  

the  im p lica t io n s  of " E s s e  e s t  p e r c ip i " th roughou t the  canon. We a r e  

r e m in d e d  by th is  p a ra d o x  of B e c k e t t 's  p r o te s t  : "My w o rk  is  a  m a t t e r  of 

fu n d am en ta l  sounds (no joke in tended) m ade a s  fully  a s  p o s s ib le ,  and  I

a c c e p t  re sp o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  nothing e l s e .  I f  people  w ant to  have  h ead ach es
f6

am ong  the  o v e r to n e s ,  le t  th e m . And p rov ide  th e i r  own a s p i r in .  B ecke tt  

w il l  not a c c e p t  r e sp o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  the  id eas  tha t o th e r  people e x t r a c t  f ro m  

the  p lays  ; he c la im s  to  be r e sp o n s ib le  m e r e ly  fo r  the  " sh ap e "  of the 

w o rk s .  H is  "I tak e  no s id e s .  " r e f e r s  to  th is  re lu c ta n c e  to  accoun t fo r  h is



own posit ion  ; he s ty le s  h im s e l f  a s  fa iling  to  be " m a s t e r "  of h is  " m a te r ia l "  

T he  pos ition  he  adopts  is  one of the a r t i s t  who cannot e x p re s s  b ecau se  

he is  consc ious  of h is  inadequac ies  : the  a r t i s t  can  shape but he cannot 

offer  opinion o r  id ea .  P a ra d o x ic a l ly ,  w^hen B eck e tt  is  a t  h is  m o s t  

f o rm a l i s t  -  in B re a th  - the  fo rm  s e e m s  to e m b ra c e  a  v e r y  n a r ro w  idea  : 

when B ec k e tt  is  a t  h is  b e s t  - in Waiting; fo r  Godot - the fo rm  in c o rp o ra te s  

n u m e ro u s  id eas  and a t t i tu d e s .

T h e re  a r e  no s id es  tak en  in Godot and its  " sh a p e "  is  s ign if ican tly  

th a t  of e q u i l ib r iu m . The fo rm  co n tr ib u te s  to  our  u n d e rs tan d in g  of the 

p lay as  a whole but B ec k e tt  e ffaces  h is  own defin itions  b ecau se  of the 

ba lance  th a t  the fo rm  in v o lv es .  When th is  ba lance  is  lacking  B ecke tt  

a p p e a r s  to  "take s id e s " .  In Godot the  p o s s ib i l i ty  of s a lv a tio n  fo r  

V la d im ir  and  E s t r a g o n  is  s h a re d  w ith the  p o ss ib i l i ty  of d am nation  ; the  

ba lance  in the fo rm  follows th ro u g h  the shape of A u g u s t in e 's  id ea .  A ct 

One ends w ith the c h a r a c t e r s '  w i l l  to m ove th w ar ted  by th e i r  p a s s iv i ty  

and A ct Two concludes  on a  s im i l a r  p ic tu re  of s t a s i s .  The in se p a ra b le  

p a r tn e r s  w il l  continue to  w ait  b e c a u se  they  cannot m ove fo rw ard  without 

m oving back . In  E ndgam e the f in a l  ta b le a u  is  s im i la r ly  of m o t io n le s s n e s s .  

Clov does not advance  o r  r e t r e a t  : the endgam e has  f in ished  in  s ta le m a te .

It  is  the c o m p le m e n ta ry  r e la t io n s h ip  of H a m m  and Clov th a t  k eep s  th e m  

to g e th e r  th roughou t : "Gone f ro m  m e you 'd  be dead . " s ta te s  H am m , and 

Clov r e p l ie s  ; "And v ice  v e r s a .  " Although pap , T u rk is h  D eligh t,  t id e s ,  

n a v ig a to r s ,  r u g s ,  p a in - k i l l e r s  and coffins a r e  no m o re ,  the end does not 

s e e m  to c lo se  in e n t i re ly .  T h e re  is  a  s m a l l  boy ou tside  : we do not see  

Clov a r m e d  w ith  the gaff to  k i l l  the "p o ten tia l  p r o c r e a to r "  a s  he had  

e a r l i e r  in tended .
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K ra p p 's  L a s t  T ape  ex p lo re s  the changing s e l f  by m ean s  of the 

com pelling  im ag e  of an old m an  l is ten in g  to h is  r e c o rd e d  vo ice  on a 

tap e .  At s ix ty -n in e  he h e a r s  h is  th i r ty -n in e  y e a r  old s e lf  ; the s e lf  of 

th i r ty  y e a r s  b ack  ta lk s  of a n o th e r  s e l f  of tw e n ty -se v e n  o r  tw en ty -n ine .

We o b se rv e  th re e  s ta g e s  in K ra p p 's  l ife .  The new K rap p  a lw ays  p a s s e s  

ju d g em en t on the old K ra p p  : "H ard  to  be lieve  I w as e v e r  th a t  young
50

whelp! " say s  the th i r ty -n in e  y e a r  old ; " Ju s t  been  l is ten in g  to  th a t  

s tup id  b a s ta rd  I took m y se lf  fo r  th i r ty  y e a r s  ago , h a rd  to  be lieve  I w as 

e v e r  a s  bad a s  th a t .  " s a y s  the s ix ty -n in e  y e a r  old. The old m an  does 

not b o th e r  to l i s te n  to  the th i r ty -n in e  y e a r  o ld 's  g r e a t  s p i r i tu a l  v is io n  ; 

w hat f a sc in a te s  h im  is  the b eau tifu l  and idy llic  d e s c r ip t io n  of a  s cen e  of 

se n su a l i ty  : "I lay  down a c r o s s  h e r  w ith  m y face  in  h e r  b r e a s t s  and m y

hand on h e r .  e lay  th e r e  w ithout m oving. B u t u n d e r  us  a l l  m oved,
-S'2-

and  m oved  u s ,  gen tly , up and  down, and f ro m  side  to  s id e .  A t the  end 

of the  p lay  K ra p p  does  s e e m  to  w ant h is  " b e s t  y e a r s "  back , a s  the  t l i i r ty -  

n ine  y e a r  old had no t : " the f i r e "  of the s p i r i tu a l  v is io n  had  not been  

m e m o ra b le  o r  s ig n if ican t  in  K ra p p 's  life a f te r  a l l .  B ec k e tt  h as  p r e s e r v e d  

in  th is  p lay  a  fine se n se  of the a n t i th e se s  in life .  We look on K ra p p  w ith 

p ity  ; he h as  s u r r e n d e re d  som eth ing  v i ta l  and l ives  in  the p a s t .  He 

does  not e x p e r ie n c e  the m y s t ic a l  in v o lu n ta ry  r e c o l le c t io n  th a t  P r o u s t  

d e s c r ib e s ,  in s is t in g  in s te a d  ; "Be ag a in , be ag a in .  (P a u s e . ) A ll  th a t  old 

m is e r y .  ( P a u s e . ) Cnee w a s n 't  enough fo r  you. (P a u se .  ) L ie  down
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a c r o s s  h e r .  " The e n fo rced  m e m o ry  is  r e m in is c e n t  of the p a s sa g e  in 

P r o u s t  w h ere  B e c k e t t  d e s c r ib e s  the P r o u s t i a n  id ea  of v o lu n ta ry  m e m o ry  

w hich  " is  of no va lue  a s  a n  in s t ru m e n t  of ev oca tion , and p ro v id e s  an  

im ag e  a s  f a r  re m o v e d  f ro m  the r e a l  a s  the m yth  of ou r  im ag ina tion  or 

the  c a r i c a tu r e  fu rn ish e d  by d i r e c t  p e rc e p t io n .  " K ra p p  s life h a s  been
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dom ina ted  by the v o lu n ta ry  m e m o ry  w hich the tap es  a ffo rd  h im . V/e 

l e a r n  by h is  e x p e r ie n c e  th a t  life has  r ic h e s  w hich should not be r e je c te d .

In Happy D ays B ec k e tt  ag a in  d e s c r ib e s  an  e q u i l ib r iu m  a s  the 

te x tu re  of l ife . The unflagging o p t im ism  with which Winnie g re e ts  h e r  

p re d ic a m e n t  could be ta k e n  a s  a f f i rm a t iv e .  If we take  th is  line we see  

the  ending a s  W inn ie 's  v ic to ry  : h e r  ro le  is  l i te r a l ly  to "win" o v er  the 

s i tu a t io n .  But we could a l s o  m a in ta in  th a t  Winnie co n s is te n t ly  r e fu s e s  to  

face  up to  the t ru th  ; h e r  o p t im ism  is  a  fo rm  of w e a k n e s s ,  a  negative  

a p p ro a c h  to  the b u s in e s s  of a s s e s s in g  the w o r ld .  The am bigu ity  fo rc e s  

the  aud ience  into a p p re c ia t in g  th a t  th e r e  a r e  two w ays to  look a t  life ,  

one o p t im is t ic  and  one p e s s im is t i c  : B e c k e t t  ta k e s  no s id e s .

In P la y  a "unique in q u is i to r "  in the shape of a  spot light p ro b e s  

out w o rd s  f ro m  th re e  v ic t im s  who long fo r  d a r k n e s s .  The e n t i r e  v e r b a l  

outpouring  is  r e p e a te d .  A cco rd in g  to  B e c k e t t 's  d i re c t io n  it  m ay  be 

ex ac t ly  r e p e a te d  o r  e l s e  be r e p e a te d  w ith  v a r ia t io n .  The th ird  r e -p la y  

is  in d ica ted  by the re p e t i t io n  of the opening se c t io n  ; the c u r ta in  thus 

fa l ls  on the su g g es tio n  th a t  the  in q u is i t io n  w il l  continue to  r e c u r  ad in fin itum , 

the  th r e e  c h a r a c t e r s  living th rough  th e i r  in te rw o v en  s to ry  aga in  and 

ag a in .  If the light is  l e s s  s tro n g  w ith  each  r e p e a t  one has the im p re s s io n  

th a t  d a rk n e s s  w ill  be r e a c h e d  a t  the end of the n a r ro w in g  g y re .  The 

h a lf - l ig h t  m ay  be r e p la c e d  w ith  the c r a v e d - f o r  d a rk n e s s  : "On the  o th e r  

hand th ings m ay  d is im p ro v e ,  th e r e  is  th a t  d a n g e r .  " In B e c k e t t 's  l e t t e r  

to  G eorge  D evine co n cern in g  the  p ro d u c tio n  of P la y  by the N ational 

T h e a t re  Com pany in 1964 he d e s c r ib e d  the  m ethod  used  in the P a r i s  

p ro d u c tio n  of s tag ing  the r e p e a t .  T h is  involved a n  e x p re s s io n  of "a  

s l ig h t  w eaken ing , both of q u es tio n  and of r e s p o n s e ,  by m eans  of le s s  and



p e rh a p s  s lo w er  ligh t and c o r re sp o n d in g ly  le s s  volum e and speed  of 

v o ic e " .  The im p re s s io n  would be of a  " fa lling  off Q  . Q  w ith  suggestion  

of conceivab le  d a rk  and s i len ce  in  the  end, o r  of an indefin ite  a p p ro x 

im a tin g  to w ard s  i t" ;  th is  "would be re in fo rc e d  i f  we obtained a lso ,  in  

the  r e p e a t ,  a quality  of h e s i ta n c y ,  of both q u es tio n  and a n s w e r ,  p e rh a p s  

not so  m uch  in  a  slowing down of a c tu a l  deb it  a s  in  a  le s s  confident 

m o v em en t of spot f ro m  one face  to a n o th e r  and le s s  im m e d ia te  r e a c t io n  

of the v o ic e s " .  In the te x t  h o w e v e r ,  B ec k e tt  does not en fo rce  h is  own 

(and e s s e n t ia l ly  o p tim is t ic )  view  ; i t  i s  left fo r  a  d i r e c to r  to  in te rp r e t  

the  p lay .

We find in  B re a th  no scope  fo r  am b ig u ity .  In a  few seconds life 

is  p r e s e n te d  to  u s  a s  b lank  and w o r th le s s .  The m ove to w ard s  a  m o re  

w holly  f o rm a l i s t i c  a p p ro a c h  is  s een  a lso  in Com e and Go. T h r e e  

s p in s te r s  com e and go f ro m  a  l i t -u p  s tag e  a r e a  in a  r i tu a l i s t i c  m ovem en t 

which r e - a s s e r t s  the  fund am en ta l  shape of B e c k e t t 's  e a r l i e r  p lays : the 

" sh ap e "  is  of the s ta s i s  of e x is te n c e ,  a f lu r r y  of n o n -p ro g re s s iv e  m o v e 

m e n t ,  In Not I the shape of e q u i l ib r iu m  is  lo s t  : the  s ta r t l in g  outpouring  

of w o rd s  r e - a s s e r t s  the co n cep t  of d isco n tin u ity  of the p e rso n a l i ty  tha t 

K ra p p 's  L a s t  Tape  d r a m a t i s e s  bu t,  unlike the e a r l i e r  p lay , the  v is ion  

s e e m s  to  r e v e a l  u n m itig a ted  d e s p a i r .  T h e re  is  no re w a rd in g  m om en t 

th a t  Mouth can  r e c a l l .  T h a t  T i m e 's th r e e  v o ices  a f f i r m  betw een  th e m  

the  h a p p in e ss  and d e s p a i r  in h e re n t  in  life  w hile  F ootfa lls  p o r t r a y s  a  

b leak  s i tu a t io n  r e l ie v e d  by c o m p a ss io n .  It s e e m s  th a t  B e c k e t t 's  f u r th e r  

co n c e n tra t io n  of life w ith  each  p lay  h as  led  h im  s o m e t im e s  to a ren u n c ia tio n  

of the  p o ss ib i l i ty  of hope. T h is  su b jec t  w il l  be ex am in ed  in a  l a t e r  sec tion .

The p r o g re s s io n  in B e c k e t t 's  n o v e ls ,  a s  he has  com m en ted , is  one
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of s ty l i s t ic  and g r a m m a tic a l  r e d u c t io n  ; "At the end of my w ork  th e r e 's

nothing but d u s t  - the n a m e a b le .  In the la s t  book - 'L 'In n o m a b le ' -

t h e r e 's  com ple te  d is in te g ra t io n .  No ' I ' ,  no 'h a v e ',  no 'b e in g '.  No
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n o m in a tiv e ,  no a c c u s a t iv e ,  no v e rb .  T h e re  s no w ay to  go on. " But

like the Unnam _^ble h im s e l f  B ec k e tt  h as  gone on. In the p lays a  new

fo rm  of e x p re s s io n  w as found but w ith in  th is  fo rm  a  new re d u c tio n  and

S ‘\
d is in te g ra t io n  o ccu r  . The v e ry  s h o r t  la te  p lays a t te m p t  to v isu a l is e  

the ta lk ing  m ind ; e x te rn a l  i r r e le v a n c e s  d e p a r t  : f i r s t  of a l l  bodies  

becom e e x tran eo u s  (in Happy Days we have a lm o s t  re a c h e d  th is  point and 

in F la y  we a r r i v e  a t  i t) ,  then  fa c e s  becom e e x tra n e o u s  and w ith in  the 

in te r io r  m onologue g r a m m a r  b re a k s  down (in Not I ) ; we do not need  

to see  lips  m oving in  T h a t  T im e to r e c o g n ise  that tlie v o ices  we h e a r  

belong to the face th a t  we see  ; in F  ootfa lls  a  w om an tu rn s  o ver  a s to ry  

in  h e r  m ind  and , as  M a r t in  E s s l i n  h as  o b se rv e d ,  the ac tio n  s e e m s  to 

r e p r e s e n t  the tu rm o i l  of the  m ind . B e c k e t t  h a s  r e m a rk e d  th a t  h is  w ritin g  

ge ts  m o re  and m o re  d iff icu lt  and "the a r e a  of p o s s ib i l i t ie s  ge ts  s m a l l e r
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and s m a l l e r " .  He has  sa id  th a t  he is  "w orking w ith im p o ten ce , ig n o ra n ce"  

and th a t  he cannot r e g a r d  e x p re s s io n  as  an  a c h ie v e m e n t  ; a s  we have 

seen  e a r l i e r ,  B eck e tt  fee ls  th a t  h is  w o rk  can  n e v e r  ad equa te ly  d e s c r ib e  

the c o re  of h is  su b jec t .  H is su b jec t  is  d e s c r ib e d  as  follows : "My lit t le  

ex p lo ra t io n  is  tha t whole zone of be ing  that h as  a lw ays been  s e t  a s id e  by 

a r t i s t s  a s  som eth ing  un u seab le  - a s  som eth ing  by defin ition  incom patib le  

w ith  a r t . "  B e c k e t t 's  " l i t t le  ex p lo ra t io n "  is th a t  of people  " sp i r i tu a l ly  

p r e c a r io u s "  : "My people s e e m  to be fa lling  to  b i ts .  ' He s t r iv e s  to

p e n e t r a te  the  m inds of "h is"  peop le , but the pos ition  of the c o n te m p o ra ry  

a r t i s t  is  r e - s t a t e d  a s  one of f a i lu re  : "I th ink  anyone now adays, who pays
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the s l ig h te s t  a t ten tio n  to h is  own ex p e r ie n c e  finds i t  the ex p e r ie n c e  of 

a n o n -k n o w er,  a  n o n - c a n -e r  (som ebody  who cannot). The o th e r  type of 

a r t i s t  - the A ppollonian  - is  ab so lu te ly  fo re ign  to m e . "  The N ie tz sch ean  

r e fe r e n c e  is  c l e a r .  Joy ce  is  defined  in opposition  to  B ec k e tt  and is  

th e r e fo r e  an  A ppollon ian  a r t i s t  : "The m o re  Joyce  knew the  m o re  he 

could. H e 's  tending to w ard  o m n isc ien ce  and om nipotence as  an  a r t i s t .  "

He w as a " c a n - e r " ,  som ebody  who can , in  opposition  to B eck e tt  the 

D ionysian . A r th u r  C. D anto w r i te s  th a t  fo r  N ie tz sch e  " re a l i ty  is  fo rm le s s  

and D ionysian , and the p ro b le m  fo r  h im  w as w h e th e r  one could s ign if ican tly  

ach ieve  a D ionys ian  language w ith  w hich to  e x p re s s  D ionysiac  thought" , 

N ie tz s c h e 's  pos ition  w as by in fe ren ce  s im i la r  to  B e c k e t t 's  and h is  Die 

G eburt d e r  T ra g o d le  aus  dem  G eis te  d e r  M usik (1872) should be exam ined  

b r ie f ly  h e r e .  N ie tz sc h e  d is t in g u ish ed  be tw een  A pollonian  and D ionysian  

a r t  a s  fo llow s. A pollonian  a r t  m ay  be c o m p a re d  w ith d r e a m s  and 

D io n y s ian  a r t  w ith  in tox ica tion  and e c s ta s y .  The d r e a m e r  p ro d u ces  

im ag es  w hich g ra t ify  the em o tio n a l  r e q u i re m e n ts  of the ind iv idual and , in 

th is  w ay, A pollon ian  a r t  se e k s  to o r d e r  the r e a l  w o rld .  The drunlcard 

s e e k s  to fo rg e t  h im s e l f  u n ti l  the b o u n d a r ie s  betw een  s e l f  and  o th e r  th ings 

a r e  b lu r r e d  and, in th is  w ay, D ionysian  a r t  is  e c s ta t ic  and u n iv e r sa l .  

A pollon ian  a r t  s h a p e s ,  gives fo rm  and c la r i ty  to  im a g e s ,  and is  m o s t  

c le a r ly  exem plif ied  in  pain ting  and s c u lp tu re ,  w hich fo r  N ie tz sch e  in 1872 

w e re  s t i l l  the m o s t  m im e tic  of the a r t s .  D ionysian  a r t  b re a k s  fo rm s  

down and is  m o s t  c le a r ly  ex em p lif ied  in ly r ic  p o e try  and m u s ic .  T h e re  

a r e  A pollon ian  and D ionysian  e le m e n ts  in each  of the a r t s .  A pollonian 

c u l tu re  a t  i ts  m o s t  pow erfu l e ffec ts  n a iv  a r t .  H e re  N ie tzsch e  r e f e r s  

d i re c t ly  to S c h i l l e r 's  d is t in c t io n  betw een  na iv  and s e n t im e n ta l i s c h , and



he tak es  o ver  S c h i l l e r 's  exam ple  of H o m er  as  a  n a iv  a r t i s t .  H a m le t  

is  h is  exam ple  of the D ionysian  m an  ; H am le t s e e s  into the e s se n c e  of 

th ings  but he does not ac t  : to a c t  is  r id icu lo u s  in the  face  of the a b s u rd i ty  

of e x is te n c e .  A c tu a li ty  is  loathed  by the D ionysian  and h is  s ta te  of m ind 

is  r e f le c te d  in h is  n o n -a c t io n .  The D ionys ian  m an  can  thus be equated  

witli the s e n tim e n ta l is c h  m an  who, consc ious  of h is  d iv ided  s e lf ,  h e s i ta te s  

to a c t ,  and who p e rc e iv e s  a v a s t  d is c re p a n c y  betw een  the b leak n ess  of 

a c tu a l i ty  and the h a rm o n y  of the id ea l .  In h is  a r t  the D ionysian  t r a n s 

fo rm s  h is  p e rc e p tio n  of the a b s u rd i ty  of ex is ten c e  in to  re p re s e n ta t io n s  

w ith which it  is p o ss ib le  to  com e to t e r m s  w ith  life , in  p a r t ic u la r  with 

" re p re s e n ta t io n s  of the sub lim e as  the a r t i s t i c  sub jugation  of the awful, 

and the  com ic a s  tlie a r t i s t i c  d e l iv e ry  f ro m  tlie n au sea  of the a b s u rd " .

I 10Such is  B ec k e tt  s a r t .  In the p lays  B ec k e tt  does  not o r d e r  life : he 

r e c o rd s  chaos in t r a g i- c o m e d y .  He co n tr ib u te s  d isso n an ce  by a c r i t i c a l  

ex am in a tio n  w ith in  the p lays of the p lay as  a l i t e r a r y  fo rm .

A la in  R o b b e -G r i l le t  h as  co m m ented  of V la d im ir  and E s t r a g o n 's  

function :

We suddenly  r e a l i z e ,  a s  we look a t  th e m , the  m a in  
function of th e a t r e ,  w hich  is  to  show w hat the  fac t of 
being th e re  c o n s is ts  in . F o r  th is  is  w hat we have 
n e v e r  seen  on the s tag e  b e fo re ,  o r  not w ith  the sam e 
c la r i ty ,  no t w ith  so few c o n cess io n s  and  so  m uch 
fo rc e .  A c h a r a c te r  in a p lay u su a lly  does no m o re  
than  p lay  a p a r t ,  a s  a l l  those  about us  do who a r e  
t ry in g  to  s h i r k  th e i r  own e x is te n c e .  But in B e c k e t t 's  
p lay  i t  i s  a s  i f  the two t r a m p s  w e re  on the s tag e  
w ithout a  p a r t  to p lay . 11

V la d im ir  and E s t r a g o n  s e e m  to be f re e  to  inven t ac t io n s  w ithout the 

r e s t r i c t io n s  of p lo t. T hey  w a it  and f il l  in  th e i r  t im e  w hile  w aiting; the
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aud ience  is  fo rced  to  se e  th e m  as  a c to r s  w ith a consc ious  se n se  of 

th e i r  a p p e a ra n c e  on s tag e .  An e a r ly  in s tan ce  of the c h a r a c te r i s t i c  stage- 

co n sc io u sn e ss  o c c u rs  when E s t ra g o n  su rv e y s  the a u d i to r iu m , r e m a r k s  

" In sp ir in g  p ro s p e c t s "  and then  i ro n ic a l ly  tu rn s  to V la d im ir  to say  " le t 's  

g o ."  E s t r a g o n  would p r e f e r  to be in the a u d i to r iu m  ; p e rh a p s  he w ants 

to w atch  r a th e r  than  to be w atched . What the couple did y e s te rd a y  w as 

to a p p e a r  a s  a c to r s  on a  s tag e  b e fo re  an  audience  : the sam e  as  they  do 

today and w il l  do to m o rro w . A s Hugh K en n er  puts i t  : "the audience  of 

the n o n -p lay  is  rem in d e d  th a t  o th e rs  the p rev io u s  night s a t  in  these  s e a ts  

w itn e ss in g  the id e n t ic a l  fu til i ty  (1. T) and th a t  o th e rs  in  tu rn  w il l  s i t  th e re  

w atch ing  on s u c c e s s iv e  n igh ts  fo r  an  in d e te rm in a te  p e r io d " 7 ^  F o r  a t im e  

V la d im ir  and E s t r a g o n  becom e s p e c ta to rs  w hen  a  new s e t  of a c to r s  

a p p e a r  on-stage . P o zzo  p r e p a r e s  fo r  h is  sp eech  with a  good d e a l  of 

th ro a t - c le a r in g  and good u se  of h is  v a p o r iz e r  ; a f t e r  h is  o ra t io n  about 

the n igh t he m u s t  be r e a s s u r e d ,  like a l l  e n t e r t a in e r s ,  th a t  he h as  e n t e r 

ta in ed  w e ll .  V la d im ir  and E s t r a g o n  have a  " l i t t le  c a n te r "  about tlie 

e n te r ta in m e n t  » tlie y look a t  the p lay  f ro m  the a u d ie n c e 's  point of view ;

VLADIMIR C h a rm in g  evening w e ' r e  having .
ESTRAGON U n fo rge ttab le .
VLADIMIR And i t ' s  not o v e r .
ESTRAGON A p p a re n t ly  not.
VLADIMIR I t ' s  only beginning.
ESTRAGON I t ' s  awful.
VLADIkllR W o rse  than  the p an to m im e .
ESTRAGON The c i r c u s .
VLADIkllR T he m u s ic -h a l l .
ESTRAGON T he c i r c u s .

In a  s im i la r  w ay it  is  often  r e m a rk e d  tliat nothing is  happening , th a t  the 

e x p e r ie n c e  is  in s ig n if ican t  and  so on. The point is  th a t  the ac t io n  we a s
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aud ience  and  they  a s  a c to r s  a r e  w aiting  for h as  not happened  ; we a r e  

a l l  w aiting  for Godot. Hugh K en n e r  points  out th a t  "The F r e n c h  tex t 

m an ag es  an  in c lu s iv e n e s s  denied  to  E n g lish  id iom  : 'P o u rq u o i?  ' 'On

a ttend  Godot. ' Not 'n o u s ' but 'o n ' : D id i,  Gogo and audience  a l ik e .  "

The p a s s iv e  ac t io n  of w aiting  is  p re s e n te d  so tha t we a p p re c ia te  the 

in s ig n if ican ce  of the p a s t im e  : the fu tu re  is  a lw ays s ign if ican t and  the 

p r e s e n t  n e v e r  i s .

When V la d im ir  and E s t ra g o n  dec ide  to e n te r ta in  th e m se lv e s  one 

m ethod  they  choose is  to "p lay  a t  P o zzo  and L ucky", the e n te r ta in e r s  

they  have re c e n t ly  w itn e s se d .  T h is  is  V la d im ir 's  id ea  and he tak es  i t  

s e r io u s ly .  We see h im  im ita t in g  Lucky bowed down w ith  the w eight of 

the bags ; E s t r a g o n ,  h o w ev e r ,  tak es  the a c t in g  h a l f -h e a r te d ly  and , w ith  

n e i th e r  the s p i r i t  n o r  f e ro c i ty  of P o z z o ,  can m anage only to sound like a 

m o th e r  sco ld ing  a ch ild  in h is  " c u r s e "  : 'Naughty! " When V la d im ir

ad m o n ish es  : 'S tro n g er!  " E s t r a g o n  v e ry  s u rp r i s in g ly  re v e a ls  his

knowledge of the d ic t io n a ry ,  using  long la t in a te  w o rd s  th a t  P o zzo  would 

not th ink  of (P o z z o 's  fav o u rite  c u r s e s  a r e  m onosy llab ic  : 'P ig! " and

"Hog! '). V la d im ir  m oves in and out of h is  p a r t ,  f i r s t  ac t in g ,  then 

com m en ting  on h is  inadequacy , th en  in s t ru c t in g  E s t r a g o n .  He beco m es  

a b so rb e d  in  the i l lu s io n  and we see  h im  fina lly  in th re e  ro le s  : he a c ts  

P o zzo  in s t ru c t in g  Lucky to  d an ce , then  he a t te m p ts  to a c t  Lucky dancing, 

s topping to co m m en t on h is  p o o r  p e r fo rm a n c e .  V la d im ir  has  tak en  on 

both p a r t s  and he is so tlioroughly  im m e rs e d  in  p e r fo rm in g  th a t  he m is s e s  

E s t r a g o n 's  ex it .  W hen E s t r a g o n  r e tu rn s  he is  t e r r i f i e d  b e c a u se  "they" 

a r e  com ing - p re su m a b ly  the "they" who bea t h im  up each  night - and the 

s tage  b eco m es  a  t r a p ,  a  h e l l  w ith  no e s c a p e .  E s t r a g o n  w ill  not con tem pla te
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moving o ff-s tag e  in the d i re c t io n  of the a u d i to r iu m , re a c t in g  with 

h o r r o r  when V la d im ir  su g g es ts  i t .  A li t t le  while l a te r  V la d im ir  and 

E s t r a g o n  tu rn  s im u lta n e o u s ly  f ro m  th e i r  look out p o s ts  ; when th e i r  

w o rd s  collide th e r e  is an e la b o ra te  ce re m o n y  of p o l i te n e s s ,  o v e ra c te d  

by both the f r ie n d s .  T h is  lead s  into a s p e l l  w h ere  they  t r y  to  outdo each  

o th e r  in w o rd s  ; they  have becom e a r t i s t s  to be c r i t i c i s e d  :

VLADIMIR C erem o n io u s  ape!
ESTRAGON P u n cti l io u s  pig!
VLADIMIR F in i s h  y o u r  p h ra s e ,  I te l l  you!
ESTRAGON Finish your own! "77

F in a l ly ,  in th is  sequence  of ac ting  and o v e ra c t in g ,  th e r e  is  a  bout of

fly ting . In B e c k e t t 's  r e h e a r s a l s  fo r  the 1975 S c h i l le r  T h e a te r  p roduc tion

7 %
he ind ica ted  the 's t e p - b y - s te p  a p p ro ach "  w h ereb y  with each  sen ten ce  

V la d im ir  and E s t r a g o n  should  a p p ro a c h  by one s tep  ; th is  is  p a r t ic u la r ly  

e ffec tive  in the flyting seq u en ce ,  w h e re  the " s te p -b y - s te p  ap p ro ach "  

c le a r ly  d e m o n s t r a te s  tha t the p a r tn e r s  a r e  p u g il is ts  in  a  b a tt le  of w o rd s .  

One w ord  follows f ro m  the  f i r s t  in an a s s o c ia t io n a l  way u n ti l  V la d im ir  is  

vanqu ished  and tu rn s  aw ay w ith the w ord  " C r r i t i c !  ' r e v e rb e r a t in g  in h is  

e a r s .  The f ina l m o s t  potent ab u se  fo r  the a r t i s t  is  thus in d ica ted . The 

" inaking up ' gam e is  p layed  as  a  r i tu a l ,  the p a r tn e r s  aga in  ap p roach ing  

e ach  o th e r  w ith  a  s tep  fo r  each  w o rd , vying to outdo each  o th e r  in e x a g 

g e ra te d  a ffec tio n . A f te r  they  have done th e i r  e x e r c i s e s  and im ita te d  the 

t r e e  th e re  is  a n o th e r  d iv e r s io n  : P o zzo  and Lucky e n te r  fo r  tlie second 

t im e .  T he  e n t ra n c e  i s  s een  to  be a  r e l i e f  f ro m  b o red o m , the b o red o m  

th a t  the audience  too should  in te n se ly  fee l,  a lm o s t  a s  a  tang ib le  p a r t  of 

the  c o u p le 's  l iv e s .  V la d im ir  re m in d s  us  th a t  the p lay is  rh y th m ica lly  

s t r u c tu r e d  by m ean s  of o c c u r r in g  and r e c u r r in g  m otifs  : "I begin  to  w e a ry
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of th is  m o tif .  ' V la d im ir  re m in d s  ua a lso  th a t  the day "is v e ry  n e a r

go
the end of its  r e p e r to r y  ; the s tage  m e tap h o r  s e e m s  to  en co u rag e  the

aud ience  ; the bad e n te r ta in m e n t  w ill  soon be o v e r .  V/hen V la d im ir

d e s c r ib e s  h is  s u r ro u n d in g s ,  he sounds like a m e m b e r  of the audience

a ttem p tin g  to define the se t  a f te r  the p e r fo rm a n c e  : " I t 's  in d e sc r ib a b le .

SiI t ' s  like nothing. T h e r e 's  noth ing . T h e r e 's  a t r e e .  " He a lso  se e m s

to s u m m a r i s e  the a c t io n  of P o zzo  and Lucky in A ct O ne, not only for

P o z z o 's  benefit ,  but fo r the a u d ie n c e 's  : 'You w e re  bring ing  h im  to  the

f a i r  to s e l l  h im . You spoke to u s .  He danced . He thought. You had

your eight. N e a r  the end V la d im ir  is  painfu lly  consc ious  of the audience :
S3

"At me too som eone is  looking" ; they  w ill  look u n ti l  the end of the ru n .

The e lem en t  of s ta g e -c o n s c io u sn e s s  is  a s  in ten se  in E ndgam e

H a m m 's  nam e is  of a p a r t ic u la r  type of a c to r  ; he is  v e ry  m uch a w a re  of

h is  p a r t  : " I 'm  w a rm in g  up fo r my la s t  so liloquy. " H a m m  p ro m is e s  to
,,S4

give Nagg a  s u g a r -p lu m  a f te r  the aud ition  , and the only th ing tha t keeps

S'?Clov w ith  H a m m  is 'the d ia lo g u e" .  Cne of H a m m 's  " fa n ta s ie s "  is th a t

î%he is  'being w a tch ed " ,  and the aud ience  c o n f irm s  the ac tu a l i ty  of th is .

When H a m m  ask s  a  r h e to r i c a l  q u es tio n  he is v e ry  an g ry  b ecau se  Clov

m isu n d e rs ta n d s  h im  ; th is  i s  not p a r t  of the d ialogue but "An a s id e ,  apel

81Did you n e v e r  h e a r  an a s id e  b e f o r e ? "  When Clov s e e s  som eth ing  s t a r t 

ling outside  th e i r  dom ain , H a m m  objec ts  "M ore com p lica tio n s!  " He 

c o m m en ts  "Not an  u n d e rp lo t ,  I t r u s t .  " Clov ta k e s  o v er  f ro m  H a m m  the
<5\ {

r e f e r e n c e s  to s tage  conventions : "This  is  w hat we c a l l  m aking an  ex it .  "

T h is  could be u n d e rs to o d  a s  a s ig n a l  th a t  Clov has  gained the upp er  hand ; 

he has  a p p ro p r ia te d  H a m m 's  language.

V isu a l  a l lu s io n s  to s tage  conventions a r e  m ade in E ndgam e and in
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AV a it in g: for Godot. As several critics have noted, when at the very- 

beginning of Endgame Hamm removes his handkerchief from his face 

and folds it, and when at the end he ritualistically unfolds it, Beckett 

seems to be parodying the Noh and Yeatsian convention of folding and 

unfolding the cloth to indicate the beginning and the end of a performance. 

Beckett indicates the Laurel and Hardy derivation of Vladimir, Estragon, 

Fozzo and Lucky with their bowler hats, while in Krapo's Last Tape he 

gives his character short trousers, huge white boots, a banana-skin 

tripping sequence, a white face and a purple nose to indicate his clown 

ancestry. The relation of life to the stage is not an overt subject in 

Kra-pp's Last Tare. The subject is there for us to find : Krapp has played 

many parts and this is his last tape and implicitly his last part. In Happy 

Days Winnie is aware of playing a part ; in her little-interrupted mono

logue she refers to herself objectively. She instructs herself : "Begin,

IS
Winnie. " She seems to act her optimistic role, trying always to suppress 

her realisation of the full horror of her situation. Like Krapp, her life 

is sustained by memories. Winnie acknowledges her audience as Vladimir 

and Hamm do ; 'Strange feeling that someone is looking at me. I am 

clear, then dim, then gone, then dim again, then clear again, and so on,

14-
back and forth, in and out of someone's eye. " In her anecdote about the 

gaping couple, a Mr. Shower or a Mr. Cooker and his girlfriend or wife, 

she encapsulates the wrong reaction of the audience to the play :

What's she doing? he says - What's the idea? he says - 
stuck up to her diddies in the bleeding ground - coarse 

fellow - V/hat does it mean? he says - What's it meant 
to mean? - and so on - lot more stuff like that - usual 
drivel Q  . Q  Why doesn't he dig her out? he says - 
referring to you, my dear - What good is she to him like 
that? - What good is he to her like that? - and so on - 
usual tosh Q. .3  1C
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It does not "mean" anything that Winnie is stuck in the ground ; the
)

allegorical correspondence of her situation with that of life's drawing

to a close is not the best way of looking at the play. We should accept

Winnie's painful situation as a given factor and try to examine how she

copes with it. Winnie acknowledges that she cannot talk in a vacuum ;

she is directing her words to Willie and to the audience of the play. Like

Hamm she is composing a story and imagining the acting-out of another

existence. Like Hamm she resurrects a Yeatsian stage convention :

%
"I call to the eye of the mind". By the end of the play Winnie has acted 

her part : she has had her say.

In a traditional play a character may be focussed on with a spot light 

because he has an important speech to deliver ; in Play the speeches 

follow the provocation of light. Play is divided into two sections by the 

chorus roughly two-thirds through the action. Francis Warner has 

observed that Play is "almost exactly" in its structure like the Noh : 'a 

structure built on an opening lyric, followed by a stretch of narrative to 

a brief midway lyric, in its turn followed again by narrative, the whole 

rounded at the end by a lyric that bears some relation to the opening and 

central ones . The first section of narrative concerns the relationship 

of the three people, one man and two women, in the urns. Their situation 

is that of an "eternal triangle" ; they are labelled M, ViTl and W2, and 

are representative of all the lovers who find themselves in such a situation. 

W1 was living with M ; she suspected infidelity, confronted W2 with 

screams and threats, and put a detective onto M. M confessed in the end, 

having paid off the detective to silence him. W1 forgave M. In a second 

confrontation with W2 she gloated over her. Finally M disappeared ; W2 

burned all his things and W1 discovered W2's house bolted and barred.



M's whereabouts remained mysterious. All this we must piece together 

for ourselves, and the comedy lies in the language in which the s ordid 

tale is told. The melodrama ofW l as reported by M and \ J Z  - "Give 

up that whore, she said, or I'll cut your throat" - is contrasted with the 

strange mixture of vocabulary and phrasing that marks \72's snobbery.

V/2 takes care over her terms, sounding very much as though she is 

giving evidence in a law court, but she incorporates V/l's phrases in 

very funny indirect reportage : 'Fearing she was about to offer me

violence I rang for Frskine and had her shown out. Her parting words, 

as he could testify were to the effect that she would settle my hash.

I confess this did alarm me a little, at the time. In the first section 

of 1 lay we are shown in fragmented and disorderly reportage the makings 

of a farce ; after a blackout of five seconds, a chorus of the three voices 

and a second blackout of five seconds, the mood changes. The second 

half comprises a discussion of the present situation, of the light and 

the persecution. Each is oblivious to tlie fact that the other two are in 

tlie same situation. W2 commands the light : "Go away and start poking

i c o  i û l

and pecking at someone else. " V/1 is vehement : "Get off me. " They

wonder what it is tliey ought to be doing to be rewarded with darkness 

and silence ; V/1 speculates : "î enitence, yes, at a pinch, atonement,

loe.
one was resigned, but no, that does not seem to be the point either. " In 

Beckett's letter to George Devine he discusses the role of the light. He 

postulates a "less confident movement" of the light in the repeated play : 

"The inquirer (light) begins to emerge as no less a victim of his inquiry 

than they and as needing to be free, within narrow limits, literally to act

103

the part, i . e .  to vary if only slightly his speeds and intensities. " Beckett
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stresses here that freedom is necessary in acting ; the light does not

enjoy carrying out the task any more than the three recipients of the

inquiry enjoy the process. However, despite the purgatorial situation,

M, V/1 and W2 find the present better than their tangled past. Their

lives were "just play" with the unreality of the stage ; in their present

existence they play to an audience only when the light picks them out.

Breath echoes F  lay ' s "hellish half-light". The metaphor is

extended : if life is a play then it is played on a stage littered with rubbish.

In Come and Go Vi, Flo, and Ru enter and leave a pool of light, the stage

where secrets are told, and they act out their fantasy together in the dim

light. In Not I the woman who is Mouth consistently regards herself

in the third person ; "she" is an object who acts her part, questioning

«or
it all the time. Ruby Cohn has noted that the Mouth and Auditor relate

to each other like actor and audience. The Auditor's feeling of "helpless 

«06
compassion" is very much like the audience's own. In That Time the 

Listener takes the part of audience for his own three voices which come 

to him like actors' voices. In Footfalls May seems to hear her mother's 

voice in her mind and she acts as audience to it.

Beckett's insistence on stage-consciousness effects a disturbed 

audience reaction. The audience of Endgame, for example, is embarrassed 

when Clov talks about his exit and when Hamm mentions his soliloquy.

The embarrassment is a reaction to the breaking of the illusion that these 

"characters" are actors existing outside the action of Endgame that they 

are temporarily involved in. When Winnie in Happy Days recalls people 

gaping at her, when she senses that even now she is being observed, she 

is sensing the audience that is vital to her : outside the perception of an
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audience Winnie would cease to exist. The actress playing Winnie's 

part discards the role when the play is over. Beckett is attempting to 

point to the elusive nature of identity ; if esse est percioi . then the 

stage is the best place to explore the repercussions of that philosophy ; 

the metaphor is ready-made in the actor-audience relationship. When 

plots, underplots, asides and soliloquies are pointed out we are not 

merely being told that life is like the theatre, that we all play roles and 

adopt new roles for different situations : we are provoked into a close 

examination of the basis for theatrical performance and we are urged to 

criticise drama as a literary form.

If character is to be equated with identity, and if like Mouth we 

cannot say T", then how can character be represented on stage? The 

discontinuity of personality would seem to preclude such notions as 

"character development Beckett exploits the fundamental theatrical 

experience ; his people act others' parts ; they watch performances ; 

they reveal their longing to be able to circumscribe themselves when 

they tell stories about lives that are very similar to their own^or when, 

like Krapp, they try to re-play their past. The self-consciousness of 

Beckett's people expresses the unfathomable nature of human experience: 

human identity is unnamcable but mankind insists on trying to place itself 

in a neatly worked-out plot. The need to say "I" and the impossibility 

of saying "I" are expressed directly in the stage-life metaphor that

• 07
Beckett exploits.

Beckett explained the balletic nature of Godot to his Schiller Theater 

actors. The falls in Godot must not be done realistically : "When all 

four of them are lying on the ground, that cannot be handled natural!stically.



That has got to be done artificially, balletically. Otherwise everything

becoiues an imitation, an imitation of reality. " The fall sequence is

, _  _ lOS
a game, everything is a game, tu. ^  It is a game in order to survive."

It must be made obvious that the actors are not imitating reality. The

rhytiimic and stylised nature of Beckett's drama can best be elaborated

by a detailed analysis of one play : V/ait in-;, for Godot.

'ITaiting for ('rodot '

In the eighth text of the 'Texts for Nothing" the narrator dwells on 

insignia which could be Beckett's own :

I can also just discern, with a final effort of will, 
a bowler hat vv’h i c h  seems to my sorrow a sardonic 
synthesis of all those that never fitted me and, at 
tlie other extremity, similarly suspicious, a complete 
pair of brown boots lacerated and gaping. • These 
insignia, if I n_ay so describe them, advance in 
concert (T . T)

This grotesque picture of the vacant space between hat and boots is a 

fitting representation of Beckett's art as a dramatist : he pinpoints tlie 

absence of the most important part of the picture (here, the walking 

human body) by describing the exaggerated presence of the remaining 

details ; in this process he shifts the importance from the absent content 

to the present structure. The minimal leftovers that replace the central 

picture are comic because tliey are elevated beyond their normal place 

as useful, protective clothing, to assume instead hyperbolic importance 

as the only focal points in the total vision. What was central to man's 

conception of his being has now become the periphery, and tliat periphery 

must edge its way into tlie centre. So in Waiting for Godot Godot is at
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the centre of the play's meaning, yet he does not materialize to resolve 

the issues that arise concerning his coming ; the peripheral events push 

their way into focus and receive our full concentration.

The technique of stressing vacancy has provided critics with a 

considerable amount of material for speculation ; allusion to Christianity 

pervades the play and this has been in particular a springboard for inter

pretation. However, Beckett uses Christian references in a way that

1(0
Yeats would have understood as a ' stylistic arrangement of experience ' ; 

he has told Colin Duckworth that "Christianity is a mythology with which

«II
I am perfectly familiar, so I naturally use it. " Vladimir questions the 

notion of salvation and damnation witli specific reference to the Gospels. 

Estragon has compared himself v/ith Christ all his life. The tree some

times appears to resemble a crucifix especially in the scene where 

Estragon imitates it vzith arms outstretched like Christ on the cross. 

References to hell and heaven occur regularly. The first syllable of 

Godot's name provokes inquiry. But Vladimir and Estragon's saviour 

does not arrive. A  messenger is sent each day to say that Godot will 

surely arrive tomorrow. The play is not a didactic Christian allegory 

like Everyman. The Christian symbols, because of their long association 

with optimistic conviction about tlie redemption of man, retain meaningful

ness, and provide a mythological background to a play that tries to express 

the nature of being. In 1956 Beckett told Alec Reid that "the great success  

of Waiting for Godot had arisen from a misunderstanding : critics and

public alike were busy interpreting in allegorical or symbolic terms a play

112.
which strove at all cost to avoid definition". This statement aligns 

Beckett's play with the non-paraphrasq^ble and the elusive ; it is a



descendant of the type of mystical drama iiropagated over half a century 

earlier by Maeterlinck and taken up by Yeats through the medium of 

Arthur Symons. The elusive, indefinable nature of life had been 

intimated by Maeterlinck in I es Aveuples. which poses the same questions 

as Beckett's play, offers very similar images, uses a comparable poetic 

rhythmic structure, and ultimately gives no conclusions, in the way of 

t a i t i gp, for Codot. Yeats's play The Cat and the Moon roughens Maeter

linck's delicate nuances of tone, re-asserts the theme of blindness and 

relates man's predicament to cosmic issues. Yeats had, moreover, 

prefaced his play with the warning that "no abstract idea must be %iresent. 

The spectator should corne away thinking the meaning as much his own

112
manufacture as that of the blind man and the lame man liad seemed mine.

’’’/aitinp for Gndot continues the Franco-Irish tradition.

Go'.lot eludes definition because of its essentially static situation.

“4-
A s Eva Met man has pointed out, it is the Boy's visit that prevents a 

forward move on the part of Vladimir and Estragon- The couple have

U S '
been and will be waiting for Codot. Beckett offers us tire situation twice

for this sense of harrowing open-ended repetition ; we see a today and a

tomorrow, a yesterday and a today, which typify an infinite number.

The play stresses the cycle of waiting : the acts end on the same note of

stasis, and eventual progress is not suggested. Death is seen to be a

possible alleviation of the otherwise interminable situation. In the past

Vladimir and Estragon had the opportunity to jump from the top of the

Eiffel Tower ; now tliat they have degenerated from their former

116
"presentable" state, "they" would not let tliem up the Tower. The tree 

offers them a suicidal weapon. The bough would not take the weight of
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them both and thus the proposition of hanging themselves is rejected 

early on in the play. When Estragon suggests it again at the end his 

belt fails the test : it is not strong enough and "tomorrow" a "good bit 

of rope" will be needed (p. 94). Estragon's identification with Christ is 

inspired by the envy of a quick crucifixion (p. 52). In the past Estragon 

had tried to drown himself in the Rhone, but Vladimir had saved him (p. 53). 

Estragon even advances the question of murder as an alternative solution : 

"The best thing would be to kill me ' (p. 62). This is never seriously 

taken up. There i s  a great deal of compassion in the relationship of 

Vladimir and Estragon ; particular instances that exemplify this occur 

ŵ hen Vladimir tenderly sings Estragon to sleep and when he comforts 

Estragon after a nightmare. In Beckett's 1975 Schiller Theater production, 

played at the Royal Court Theatre in April 1976, business was introduced 

to accentuate the compassionate nature of the friends. When Estragon 

fell asleep v/e saw Vladimir cover him with his own jacket ; Vladimir 

mimed how cold he was without the jacket ; ŵ hen he moved towards 

Estragon we expected to see him take it back - but he placed it more 

securely around Estragon. Estragon ponders at one point, "I wonder 

if we wouldn't have been better off alone, each one for himself. " (p. 53) ; 

the verdict is "nothing is certain" and, despite the fact that they will never 

progress together because one always holds die other back from going, we 

are forced to agree with the conclusion. Nothing is certain : time rutli- 

lessly  changes our lives as it changes Pozzo's and Lucky's, cutting off 

their sense of sight and speech.

Estragon's constant yearning for sleep and death can be connected

of-
with the^accidia or acedia , the "sin of sloth" of the medieval universe.



The remedies suggested in treatises which, flourished from 1200 to 

1450, in an attenapt to reform the masses, tally with Vladimir's efforts 

at passing the time : meditation on scriptural verses and the contem-

M7
plation of salvation are the most obvious examples. Sleep suggests lack 

of awareness of man's purpose - in this case the keeping of the appoint

ment with Codct - and Estragon has constantly to be reminded of the 

purpose in their lives. Axel's concept of leaving life to the servants 

blossoms once more in Estragon. In his study of the medieval iconography 

of tlie sin of sloth, Siegfried Wenzel notes that the diseased foot is a 

favourite allegorical image to designate a man afflicted with the sin :

"The connection of acedia with the feet is quite widespread and occurs 

in different forms. Primarily, spiritual languor is aptly visualized in 

slow physical movement. Thus, Dante has acedia punished by an 

incessant running on the fourth cornice of the Purgatorio (T. Q  Secondly,

i ( 8
acedia is usually linked to the wounds Christ suffered in His feet

rerhaps Beckett's giving Estragon troublesome feet was intentionally

linked with the sloth from which he suffers. Beckett's own passivity

HI
earned him the nickname of "Cblomov" and in V/ords and Music the theme

of sloth is elaborated : "Sloth is of all tlie passions the most powerful

passion and indeed no passion is more powerful than the passion of sloth,

12.0

this is the mode in which the mind is most affected Q . []" Dante's

character Belacqua fascinated Beckett and was the hero of his early 

12-1
stories. Belacqua is an accidiosus from the fourth Canto of the 

Furgatorio. He must pass a lifetime in the Antepurgatory because the 

sin of sloth caused him to delay repentance until the last moment. Sloth 

is now his natural condition for the length of his lifespan and he sits in
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foetal-like posture when Dante sees him. In Murphy the protagonist's 

sloth allows his mind to be "most affected" (so V/ords has described the 

result of sloth) ; the third zone of da rime ss which is reached after the 

"Belacqua bliss" of the second is seen to be an ideal, a paradisal condition? 

When we return to Godot after examining these other references it seems 

as though Estragon's desire to sleep should not be thwarted by Vladimir : 

Estragon's mind is certainly affected for he often dreams. The climactic 

moment with regard to the sleep imagery comes immediately before the 

Boy's second entrance. Vladimir is uncertain whether his true existence 

is the world of unconsciousness or the experience he undergoes while he 

is awafce. He wonders whether his own faith in Godot is a state of 

spiritual sleep. Thus the conscious world is suggested to be cne of • 

unreality and the unconscious world of sleep to be one of truth. V/hile 

Vladimir believes in waiting for Godot his whole waking existence is like 

sleeping and Pozzo's pessimistic vision of man's purposelessness may be 

true after all : 'Astride of a grave and a difficult birth. Down in the

hole, lingeringly, tlie grave-digger puts on the forceps. We have time 

to grow old. The air is full of our cries. " (pp. 90-91).

At all levels of interpretation, Beckett is playing with opposites.

He flees from statements by presenting a 'constant quantity" of laughter 

and tears. Life is presented as a series of antitheses ; solutions are 

never made because tlie re is always an opposite point of view and Beckett 

directs us to it. W e  can illustrate tliis by an analysis of the tree image. 

The tree springs into life in Act Two : a hopeful signal seems to be 

intended. The tree is contemplated as a suicidal weapon : the hope is 

cancelled out. Nature's cycle will in any case inevitably come around.
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life will become death, fertility will lead to barremiess, and so on, 

ad infinitum. Infinite juxtaposition of opposites and infinite cycles : 

tlie se are the essence of Godot. The tree is an archetypal symbol of 

suffering which Beckett uses for its relevance to the 'shape ' of life. The 

symbol of the cross in Christianity also depicts the fundamental opposing 

stales of life and death. W h e n  Beckett was asked by Tom Driver if his 

plays deal with those facets of experience that are the concern of religion.

It 12.3
he replied : Yes, for they deal with distress. ' The image of the tree

is crucial here. Jung has attempted to define the redemptive nature of 

the state of suffering. He uses tlie leitmotif of Beckett's play in his 

state nient :

We rightly associate the idea of suffering witli a state 
ill which the opposites violently collide witli one another, 
and we hesitate to describe such a painful experience 
as being "redeemed''. Yet it camiot be denied that the 
great symbol of the Christian faith, the Cross, upon 
which han^s the suffering figure of the Redeemer, has 
been emphatically held up before the eyes of Christians 
for nearly two thousand years. This picture is completed 
by the two thieves, one of whom goes down to hell, the 
other into paradise. One could hardly imagine a better 
representation of the 'oppositeness' of the central Christian 
symbol. \71iy this inevitable product of Christian psychology 

should signify redemption is difficult to see, except that 
the conscious recognition of the opposites, painful though 
it may be at the moment, does bring with it a definite feeling 

of deliverance. *̂ 4-

This "feeling of deliverance" which Jung finds in the "recognition of the 

opposites " determines the hopeful nature of Waitina for Godot in spite of 

its depiction of suffering humanity. Beckett sees the human condition as 

a dramatic conflict between salvation and damnation with no resolution. 

The conflict best lends itself to dramatic expression, rallier than to prose
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o r  v e r s e  e x p re s s io n ,  b ecau se  i t  is  on s tage  th a t  the  conflic t  can  becom e 

em bodied  in  p a i r s  of o p p o s ite s .  B ec k e tt  exp la ins  the hum an  conflic t 

like th is  :

If life and dea th  did not both p r e s e n t  th e m se lv e s  to  u s ,  
th e r e  would be no in s c ru ta b i l i ty .  If th e re  w e re  only 
d a r k n e s s ,  a l l  would be c l e a r .  It is  b e c a u se  th e re  is  
not only d a rk n e s s  but a l s o  light th a t  o u r  s itua tion  becom es 
i n e x p l i c a b l e . .3 T he  keyw ord  in  m y p lays is  " p e rh a p s" .

The d ich o to m ies  of B e c k e t t 's  p lays  i l l u s t r a t e  the  "p e rh ap s  " quality  of 

life  and now here  is  the i l lu s t r a t io n  so c l e a r  a s  in  W aiting fo r  Godot.

The  opposites  a r e  n ight and day , P o z z o  and Lucky, V la d im ir  and E s t r a g o n ,  

the Boy and  h is  b r o th e r ,  the t r e e ' s  opposed s ta te s  of f e r t i l i ty  and s te r i l i ty ,  

the  boots and the h a ts ,  th inking and  danc ing , the  r a t io n a l  and  the b e s t ia l ,  

the  f e a r  of and  the hope fo r  G odo t 's  com ing , b lindness  and s igh t,  sp eech  

and d u m b n ess .

The  b a l le t ic  q u a li ty  and m u s ic a l i ty  of Godot r e s u l t  f ro m  the  ju x ta 

pos it ion  of r e c u r r e n t  rh y th m ic  p a t te rn s .  B ec k e tt  h as  d raw n  a tten tion  

to  th e se  s t r u c tu r a l  le i tm o tif s .  The shape of Godot is  a l l - im p o r ta n t .  

B ec k e tt  h a s  t r i e d  "To give confusion  shape (T. 7) a  shape th rough  re p e t i t io n ,  

re p e t i t io n  of th e m e s .  Not only th e m e s  in  the s c r ip t ,  but a lso  th e m e s  of 

the  body. When a t  the beginning E s t r a g o n  is  a s le e p  leaning  on the s tone , 

th a t  is  a  th em e  th a t  r e p e a ts  i t s e l f  a  few t im e s .  T h e re  a r e  fixed points  

of w aiting , w h e re  ev e ry th in g  s tan d s  co m p le te ly  s t i l l ,  w h e re  s i len ce
\2.G

th re a te n s  to  sw allow  ev e ry th in g  up. T hen  the a c t io n  s t a r t s  aga in . " As 

we have seen ,  B ec k e tt  h as  s t r e s s e d  tha t fa l ls  in the p lay  m u s t  be b a l le t ic  

"o th e rw ise  ev e ry th in g  b eco m es  an im ita t io n ,  a n  im ita t io n  of r e a l i ty " .

The r e p e a te d  th e m e s  of E s t r a g o n 's  fee t ,  V la d im ir 's  h a t ,  b o n es ,  the im p u lse
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to  su ic id e ,  the cho ice  of the  s ta te m e n ts  about the d e s t in ie s  of the  th ie v e s ,  

the  lo s t  p a r a d i s e ,  the p u rg a to r ia l  p r e s e n t ,  y e s te rd a y ,  to m o rro w , the 

t r e e ,  d r e a m s ,  w aiting  for Godot, s le e p ,  s igh t,  ac t in g  : th e se  a p p e a r  

and  d is a p p e a r  like the su b jec ts  and s a te l l i te  th e m e s  of a  sym phony.

Speech p a t te rn s  a lso  o c c u r  and  r e c u r  rh y th m ic a l ly .  The s tichom yth ic  

d ialogue of V la d im ir  and E s t r a g o n  is  one such sp eech  p a t te rn .  I u se  

a s  the defin ition  of s tich o m y th ia  the following : "L ine by line co n v e rsa t io n  

betw een  two c h a r a c t e r s  in  the G re e k  d r a m a .  I t  o ccu rs  in  a rg u m en ta t iv e  

p a s s a g e s  and is c h a r a c te r i s e d  by c o n t r a s te d  s ta te m e n ts ,  re p e t i t io n  of 

the opponen t 's  w o rd s ,  and a n g ry  r e t o r t  (7. 7) It  is  o ccas io n a lly  r e f e r r e d
IT-S

to  as  'cu t  and p a r r y '  o r  'cu t and t h r u s t '  d ia logue . " T h is  r h e to r i c a l  

dev ice  o ffe rs  tlie two com panions g r e a t  p o s s ib i l i t ie s  fo r  q u a r re l l in g  in 

th e i r  " l i t t le  c a n te r s "  ; they  u se  s t ich o m y th ic  exchange in  r e fe r e n c e  to 

the  t r e e  (p. 14), to  G odo t 's  v ac i l la t io n  (p. 18), to  the  m uck  (p. 21), to  

L u c k y 's  s o re  (p. 25), to  the  e v e n in g 's  e n te r ta in m e n t  ( p p .34-35), to  th inking 

(pp. 64-65), w hen they  "ab u se "  e a c h  o th e r  (p. 75), and w hen they  a rg u e  o ver  

the  n a tu re  and p u rp o se  of th e i r  e x e r c i s e s  (p. 76). The d ev ice  is  the 

m ain  id io m atic  fe a tu re  in th e i r  d ia logue . A  dev ia tion  f ro m  the a r g u m e n 

ta t iv e  "cu t and  th ru s t "  d ialogue o c c u rs  in  the e th e r e a l  p a s sa g e  about the 

dead  v o ices  (pp. 62-63). T h is  sec t io n  is  not c h a r a c te r i s e d  by a n g ry  

r e t o r t s  a lthough i t  m igh t s e e m  a t  f i r s t  re a d in g  th a t  V la d im ir  and E s t r a g o n  

a r e  a rg u in g  about the  n o ise  tha t the v o ices  m ake : "L ike l e a v e s " ,  says  

E s t r a g o n  ; "L ike san d "  say s  V la d im ir .  In B e c k e t t 's  S c h i l le r  T h e a te r  

p ro d u c tio n  the p a s sa g e  w as su p re m e ly  poe tic ,  speak ing  of the m y s te r ie s  

of the  s e l f  and the n e c e s s i ty  to ta lk  so th a t  the "dead  v o ic e s"  of thought 

a r e  no t h e a rd .
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A fo rm  of ex a g g e ra te d  ly r i c i s m  and s e lf - c o n sc io u s n e s s  is  

exp lo ited  by P o zzo .  B ec k e tt  u s e s  th is  to  ba th e tic  e ffec t  so th a t ,  a f te r  

the  f i r s t  p r e te n t io u s  outpouring  on "the t e a r s  of the  w o r ld "  (p. 33), w ith  

i ts  lam e ta il in g  off, we expec t P o z z o 's  sp eech  on "the n igh t"  to  end 

a n t ic l im a c t ic a l ly ,  and  i t  d oes  : "T h a t 's  how i t  is  on th is  b itch  of an  

e a r th .  " (p. 38). P o zzo  dem ands  and  r e c e iv e s  app lause  fo r  h is  d e c 

la m a tio n s .  H is n a tu r a l  tone is  dom inan t a s  he o r d e r s  Lucky to  fetch  

and c a r r y  for h im  : he is  a b ru p t ,  h a rd ,  s e l f - c e n t r e d  and lo rd ly .  He 

c o m m en ts  on h is  h ea lth  and h is  own s itu a t io n  fo r  the m o s t  p a r t ,  a lthough 

he h a s  a b s o rb e d  a  n u m b e r  of sen te n tiae  (p re su m a b ly  f ro m  L u ck y 's  s to re

of knowledge in  h is  b e t te r  days). He m ak es  one w rong m ytho log ica l 
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r e f e r e n c e .  A t the end of A ct One B ec k e tt  h as  a ttuned  our e a r s  to  P o z z o 's  

blend of s e n tim e n ta l i ty  and e g o c e n tr ic i ty ,  and p a r t ic u la r ly  to  h is  f o r c e 

fu ln e ss ,  m it ig a ted  a s  th is  is  by the lo ss  of h is  p o s s e s s io n s .  When P o zzo  

m ak es  h is  e n t ra n c e  in  A c t  Tw o, h is  id io m  has  d r a s t i c a l ly  a l t e r e d ,  ca ll ing  

a t ten t io n  to  h is  p re d ic a m e n t .  He a s k s  ques tio n s  : he shouts  fo r  he lp  and 

fo r  p ity . A p a r t  f ro m  the b r ib e ry  -  " I ' l l  pay you! " (p. 80) and the 

quo ta tions  "One hun d red  f ra n c s  ! " (p. 80) and "Two hundred!  " (p. 81) - 

P o z z o 's  f i r s t  t ru e  u t te ra n c e  is  a  s im p le  s ta te m e n t  : "I a m  blind . " (p. 84). 

In h is  t r e a tm e n t  of Lucky, h o w ev er ,  P o zzo  r e m e m b e r s  to  be c h a r a c t e r i s 

t ic a l ly  h a r s h  (p. 87). He r e v e a l s  h is  fu ry  on the  su b jec t  of t im e  and, 

b e fo re  he e x i t s ,  he is  a lm o s t  h is  old se lf .

V la d im ir  and  E s t r a g o n  a r e  in d iv id u a lised  by th e i r  r e sp e c t iv e  speech  

p a t te rn s .  E s t r a g o n  w as a  poet in the p a s t .  He r e m e m b e r s  the Bible 

fo r  i t s  p ic tu re s  a lo n e ,  in d ica ting  h is  r e sp o n s e  to  v isu a l  im a g e s  r a th e r  

than  to  id e a s .  He o ccas io n a lly  o ffe rs  acu te  o b se rv a t io n  : " T h e r e 's  no
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lack  of void . " (p. 66). He d re a m s  and w ants  to  t e l l  s to r i e s ,  in  a  m an n e r  

ind ica tive  of h is  a r t i s t i c  n a tu re .  He h a lf  r e c a l l s  the t i t le  of a volum e of 

Y e a ts 's  p o e try  : "The wind in the  r e e d s  ' (p. 19) and he quotes f ro m  

S h e l le y 's  'To the Moon" : " P a le  fo r  w e a r in e s s  (7. 7) Of c lim bing  heaven  

and gazing on the likes  of u s .  " (p. 52). T h e se  lines  of c o u rse  parody  the 

o r ig in a l  : "A rt  thou pale  for w e a r in e s s  / Of c lim bing  h eaven  and gazing
13Û

on the  e a r th  . E s t r a g o n ,  a s  a poet,  knows th a t  the w o rs t  abuse  is  

" C r r i t i c !  " (p. 75). He is  in te re s te d  in the a e s th e t ic  r a th e r  than  the 

r a t io n a l  : he would p r e f e r  Lucky to  d ance . He is  h ighly  te m p e ra m e n ta l ,  

a s  we see  with h is  sudden fu ry  about the "m uckheap"  of ex is ten c e  (p. 61), 

while h is  a s s e r t i o n  th a t  "We a l l  a r e  bo rn  m ad . Some r e m a in  so. " (p. 80) 

ca tc h e s  h is  own in s e c u r i ty  and i r r a t io n a l i ty .  V la d im ir 's  r e c u r r e n t  speech  

p a t te rn s  r e f le c t  h is  r a t io n a l  outlook. D id i 's  n a tu re  involves c u r io s i ty  to 

such a d e g re e  th a t  q u es tio n s  con tinually  sp r in g  to h is  l ip s .  He is  a 

p h ilo so p h er  w hose g r e a te s t  n eed  is  fo r  an  a n s w e r  to q u es tio n s  about the 

n a tu re  of being . W h e n  he q u es tio n s  h is  philosophy of w aiting  fo r  Godot 

he b eco m es  d is t r a u g h t  and h is  sp eech  p a t te rn  changes ; he  m ak es  s ta te m e n ts  

in  c o n v e rsa t io n  with the  Boy in s te a d  of ask ing  q u e s t io n s .  V la d im ir  

f req u en tly  u s e s  h is  knowledge of the G ospels  to  t r y  to  pinpoint h is  own 

s itu a t io n .  He c r i t i c i s e s  P o z z o 's  r e la t io n sh ip  w ith  Lucky but he can  fa thom  

n e i th e r  h im s e l f  n o r  h is  re la t io n sh ip  w ith Gogo. V la d im ir 's  r a t io n a l  n a tu re  

is  m o s t  c le a r ly  r e v e a le d  in h is  deba te  about w h e th e r  he should  o r  should 

not he lp  P o z z o  ; h is  lo g ica l  conclus ion  is  th a t  a  d iv e r s io n  should not be 

w as ted .  He le a rn s  about life f ro m  P o zzo  and r e p e a ts  P o z z o 's  knowledge 

(pp. 90-91) y e t ,  by the end of the p lay , he h as  r e tu rn e d  to his  o r ig in a l  

pos ition  of thinking th a t  he w ill  be saved  if  Godot c o m e s .  T h u s ,  d esp ite
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h is  re a so n in g  fa c u l t ie s ,  he is  no c lo s e r  to u n d ers tan d in g  h is  s itua tion  

than  is  E s t ra g o n .

L u ck y 's  monologue conta ins  rh y th m s  w hich bind i t  to g e th e r .  T h e re
131

a r e  th re e  p a r t s  to  h is  monologue : the f i r s t  sec t io n  c o n ce rn s  the  ind iffe rence  

of heaven  ; the second  se c t io n  c o n ce rn s  m an  who is  sh rin k in g  and dwindling; 

the th i rd  sec t io n  is  about the " e a r th  abode of s tones  '. The p h ra se  "fo r  

r e a so n s  unknown" and the punctuating  "I r e s u m e "  r e c u r  to rh y th m ic  e ffec t 

and, w ith in  each  se c t io n ,  th e re  a r e  r e c u r r e n t  im a g e s  : fo r  ex am p le ,  of 

God, m an , s tones  and sku ll.  The fina l l ines  a m a lg a m a te  the m ain  th em es  

of the e n t i re  m onologue, with th e i r  r e fe r e n c e  to  G od 's  b e a rd  and h is  

plunging into f la m e s ,  the s tones  of the e a r th ,  the blue of heaven  and the 

r e fe r e n c e  to s p o r t  ; the se c t io n  b r i l l ia n t ly  in d ica te s  in i ts  to ta l  g r a m m a tic a l  

d is in te g ra t io n  the d eg e n e ra t io n  of in te ll ig en ce  in Lucky - and his  n e a r  

m a d n e ss  in h is  s tru g g le  to  v e rb a l i s e  h is  m uddled thought :

s im u ltan eo u s ly  w hat is  m o re  fo r  r e a so n s  unknown in 
sp ite  of the ten n is  on on the b e a rd  the f la m e s  the t e a r s  
the s tones  so blue so c a lm  a la s  a la s  on on the sku ll  
the sk u ll  the sk u ll  the sku ll  in  C o n n e m a ra  in  sp ite  of 
the tenn is  the lab o u rs  abandoned le ft  unfin ished  g ra v e r  
s t i l l  abode of s tones  in a w ord  I r e s u m e  a la s  a la s  
abandoned unfin ished  the  sk u ll  the sk u ll  in  C o n n em ara  
in  sp ite  of the tenn is  the sk u ll  a la s  the s to n es  C unard  
(m e le e ,  f ina l v o c ife ra t io n s )  t e n n i s . : . the s to n e s . . . s o  
c a lm . . .  C unard . . .u n f in ish ed .  . . ( p p .44-45).

The com plex ity  of L u c k y 's  unfin ished  speech  is  ba lan ced  by the s im p lic i ty  

of the B o y 's  s e n te n c e s .  The Boy is  hum ble  : h is  h ones ty  and lack  of 

guile a r e  pointed to  in th is  w ay. Such q u a li t ie s  a r e  im p o r ta n t  in the 

go -be tw een  who gives V la d im ir  and E s t r a g o n  p ro o f  of G odot's  e x is te n c e .

I have noted h is  sp eech  rh y th m  la s t  of a l l  and b r ie f ly  becau se  of h is  b r ie f



a p p e a ra n c e  - but to V lad im ir  and E s t r a g o n  h is  sp eech  is  c ru c ia l .  F r o m  

the Boy th ey  l e a r n  how Godot behaves  and w hat he does and they  le a rn  it  

in p la in  language .

W aiting fo r  Godot is  a s e n t im e n ta l is c h  p lay th a t  e x am in es  the c o m 

plex  a w a re n e s s  of tw e n t ie th -c e n tu ry  m an . The e n t i re  p lay is  p reo ccu p ied  

with the su b jec t  th a t  S c h il le r  s ta te d  as  the s e n tim e n ta l is c h  a r t i s t ' s  m ain  

co n c e rn  : the d is c re p a n c y  betw een  the r e a l  and the id ea l .  A c tu a li ty  fo r  

V la d im ir  and E s t r a g o n  is  v e ry  h a r ro w in g  and, as  we have seen , su ic ide  

se e m s  a  choice  w o rth  m aking . If Godot w e re  to a r r iv e  the w aiting  would 

be over  and th e i r  id e a l  would be m e t .  The id ea l  is  in the fu ture  ; th e re  

s e e m s  to  have been  an id e a l  p a s t  a s  w e ll  : E s t ra g o n  m en tions  "the good 

old days ' (p. 74). It is  in te re s t in g  to  c o m p a re  E v e ry m a n  a s  our exam ple  

of a  na iv  play w ith W aiting fo r  Godot. The c o m p a r iso n  w ill  show how the 

a l le g o ry  of the m e d ie v a l  p lay o ffe rs  defin ition  and s ta te m e n t  th a t  B e c k e t t 's  

play avo ids .  B ec k e tt  r e p e a ts  the  foca l  th e m e s  and im a g e s  of E v e ry m a n  

w ithout co m m itt in g  h im s e l f  to  a v iew point. I should s t r e s s  th a t  I a m  not 

d e s c r ib in g  E v e ry m a n  a s  an  influence on B eck e tt  : th e re  is  no evidence 

th a t  he has  r e a d  the m ed iev a l  p lay  although c r i t i c s  have linked the m o ra l i ty
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w ith  W aiting for Godot.

The a u th o r  of E v e ry m a n  and S am u el B ec k e tt  dw ell on the t ra g ic o m ic

condition of hum an ity  in  a n  a t te m p t  to a s s e s s  th a t  condition . T h e re  a r e

two m e s s e n g e r s  in E v e ry m a n  and one (the Boy) in  W aiting fo r Godot. In

the p ro logue  to E v e ry m a n  the aud ience  is  to ld  the m o ra l  of the p lay : if
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they "take good h eed  to the endynge" and th e re fo re  they  a r e  c a re fu l  not to 

s in ,  then  th e i r  sou ls  w ill  not be dam ned . In co n tra d is t in c t io n  to  W aiting 

fo r  Godot th e re  is  a v e ry  c le a r  m e ssa g e  f ro m  the p layw righ t.  The m e ss a g e



is  th e re  to b r ing  the aud ience  to  a tten tion . In W aiting fo r  Godot we 

a r e  n e v e r  o rd e re d  to change our lives  b ecau se  of the p lay : the  ac tion  

e x is ts  on its  own w ithout com m en t f ro m  the p layw righ t and we m ake of 

i t s  sy m b o lism  w hat we w ill .  In E v e ry m a n  the c h a r a c te r  who c o n tro ls  

the ac tio n , God, a p p e a rs  s tra ig h ta w a y  ; in  B e c k e t t 's  p lay  the c h a r a c te r  

who c o n tro ls  tlie ac tio n , Godot, n e v e r  a r r i v e s .  G od 's  d ec is io n  to send 

out h is  m e s s e n g e r  D ea th  is  m ade  in  the  c o n sc io u sn e ss  of a fo rm a l  c a m 

paign to educate  E v e ry m a n  co ncern ing  h is  s o u l 's  jo u rn e y .  G odot's  

d ec is io n  to  send the Boy to V la d im ir  and E s t r a g o n ,  as  f a r  a s  we can  te l l ,  

is  m ade with the in tention  of p ro c ra s t in a t in g  the day  of reckon ing .

E v e ry m a n ,  like E s t r a g o n ,  h a s  fo rgo tten  h is  pu rp o se  in l ife .  He has 

n eg lec ted  to  th ink  of d ea th ,  a  su b jec t  th a t  co m es  v e ry  r e a d i ly  to B e c k e t t 's  

c h a r a c t e r s .  It is  E v e ry m a n ,  not the unifying om nipoten t f igu re  in the 

p lay , who t r i e s  p ro c ra s t in a t io n  a s  the way out of h is  d i le m m a . He is  

to ld  c a te g o r ic a l ly  by D eath  th a t  th e re  is  no p rev en tio n  of h is  s itu a tio n .

To e v e ry  q u es tio n  he r e c e iv e s  a  sp ec if ic  a n s w e r .  In W aiting fo r  Godot 

V la d im ir  a s k s  E s t r a g o n  s e a rc h in g  q u es tio n s  about dea th  and the co n seq u en 

c e s  of d ea th ,  but he is  m e t  w ith  d o w n - to -e a r th  r e m a r k s  th a t  do not help  

h im  to re so lv e  the  tu rm o i l  in h is  m ind  : "P eop le  a r e  bloody ignoran t 

a p e s .  " (p. 13). V/hen E v e ry m a n  is  r e f e r r e d  to  Knowledge by Good D eeds 

he is  to ld  ex ac t ly  how to go about ach iev ing  sa lv a tio n .  A s a  consequence , 

E v e ry m a n 's  sou l is  f ina lly  taken  by the A ngel to r e s id e  in H eaven . M o ra l 

in s t ru c t io n  is  d e l iv e re d  aga in  a t  the end of the p lay , by the D o c to r .

The d is in te g ra t io n  of E v e ry m a n 's  known w o rld  is  shown to be the 

d i r e c t  r e s u l t  of D e a th 's  sum m oning  ; in W aiting fo r  Godot d e te r io ra t io n  

co m es  to  p a ss  w ith the inev itab le  p a s sa g e  of t im e .  E v e ry m a n  is  r e p re s e n te d



f ro m  the s t a r t  as  a  dual being , w ith  a  t r a n s i to r y  body and an im m o r ta l  

sou l ; a lthough Gogo and D idi a r e  " a l l  m ankind" (p. 79) it is  n e v e r  c le a r  

w h e th e r  they p o s s e s s  im m o r ta l  s o u ls ,  and i t  s e e m s  m o re  like ly  th a t  they 

should  be taken  a s  one being c o m p r is in g  p h y s ica l  (Gogo) and  ra t io n a l  

(Didi) fa c u l t ie s .  E v e ry m a n  h a s  s inned  in  h is  exc lus ive  c o n cen tra t io n  on 

the van ity  of l ife ,  but he can  n e v e r th e le s s  be saved . D idi and Gogo ta lk  

of r e p e n ta n c e ,  but re p e n ta n c e  su g g e s ts  to  E s t r a g o n  a  m o re  obvious s in  

than  the s in  of a c c id ia  (fo r  E v e ry m a n  h as  been  an a c c id io s u s . s lo thfu l in 

G od 's  s e rv ic e )  :

VLADIMIR Suppose we re p e n te d .
ESTRAGON R epen ted  w hat?
VLADIMIR O h . . . (He r e f l e c t s . ) We w ou ldn 't  have

to go in to  the d e ta i l s .
ESTRAGON O ur being b o rn ?  (p. 11).

V la d im ir  finds th is  a m u s in g ,  but i t  is  one of B e c k e t t 's  r e i t e r a t e d  th e m e s .

In P r o u s t  B ec k e tt  im p lie s  th a t  life is  n e c e s s a r i l y  t r a g ic ,  involving "the
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exp ia tion  of o r ig in a l  s in f .  ^the s in  of having  been  b o rn " .  In h is  e s s a y  on 

Jo y ce  B ec k e tt  d e s c r ib e s  J o y c e 's  p u rg a to r ia l  w orldv iew . He c o m p a re s  

J o y c e 's  P u r g a to r y  w ith  D a n te 's  and h e re  a l s o  i t  would s e e m  is  the c o n tra s t  

betw een  the E v e ry m a n  a u th o r 's  w orldv iew  and B e c k e t t 's  own. In D an te ,  

th e r e  is  a co n ica l  P u r g a to r y  ; th is  shape im p lie s  th a t  th e r e  is  an  end to  

the  cone and th a t  an id e a l  reg io n  w il l  be re a c h e d  in  a s c e n t  f ro m  ac tu a l i ty .

In Joyce  th e re  is  a s p h e r ic a l  P u r g a to r y  excluding cu lm ina tion  ; no a sc e n t  

is  involved and no id e a l  re g io n  can be re a c h e d  : "In the one m o v em en t is  

u n id ire c t io n a l ,  and a s te p  fo rw ard  r e p r e s e n t s  a  ne t  advance : in the o th e r  

m o v em en t is  n o n -d ire c t io n a l  - o r  m u l t i -d i r e c t io n a l ,  and a  s te p  fo rw ard  i s ,  

by defin ition , a s te p  back . " T he  l a t t e r  "m ovem en t"  sounds v e ry  m uch like
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the  "m ovem en t"  of Godot w h ere  th e r e  is  no p ro g re s s io n  ; the fo rm e r

"m ovem en t"  i s  like th a t  in  E v e ry m a n  which p r o g r e s s e s  to w ard s  H eaven.

B eck e tt  con tinues  by s ta t in g  th a t  "Sin is  an  im p ed im en t to m ovem en t up
13^

the cone, and a  condition  of m ovem en t round the s p h e re " .  E v e ry m a n

re p e n ts  b e fo re  he can  a sc e n d  to H eaven  ; by scou rg ing  h im s e l f  he is
1 3 1

saved  " f ro m  P u r g a to r y ,  th a t  sh a rp e  fy re " .  V la d im ir  and E s t r a g o n  do 

not know how to r e p e n t  o r  of w hat s in  they  a r e  guilty ; they m ove a ro u n d  

the  s p h e re ,  h o w ev er ,  knowing th a t  they  a r e ,  in  som e w ay, s in fu l.  J o y c e 's  

w o rk  is  p u rg a to r ia l  in  "the a b so lu te  a b sen ce  of the A b so lu te " .  T h is  

ab sen ce  is  fe lt  po tently  in Godot. B ec k e tt  continues ;

H e ll  is  the s ta t ic  l i f e le s s n e s s  of u n re l ie v e d  v ic io u sn e s s .  
P a r a d i s e  the  s ta t ic  l i f e le s s n e s s  of u n re l ie v e d  im m acu la t io n .  
P u rg a to ry  a  flood of m ovem en t and v i ta l i ty  r e le a s e d  by 
the conjunction  of th ese  two e le m e n ts .  T h e re  is  a  
continuous p u rg a to r ia l  p r o c e s s  a t  w o rk ,  in  the sen se  th a t  
the v ic ious  c i r c le  of hu m an ity  is  being ach iev ed , and 
th is  ach iev em en t depends on the  r e c u r r e n t  p red o m in a tio n  
of one of two b ro ad  q u a l i t ie s .  No r e s i s ta n c e ,  no e ru p tio n ,  
and it  is  only in H e ll  and P a r a d i s e  th a t  th e re  a r e  no 
e ru p t io n s ,  th a t  th e r e  can  be none, need  be none. On 
th is  e a r th  th a t  is  P u rg a to ry ,  V ice and V ir tu e  - w hich  you 
m ay  take  to  m ean  any p a i r  of la rg e  c o n t r a ry  hum an  
fa c to r s  - m u s t  in tu rn  be pu rg ed  down to s p i r i t s  of r e b e l 
l io u sn e s s .  T h e n  the dom inan t c r u s t  of the V ic ious  or 
V ir tu o u s  s e t s ,  r e s i s ta n c e  is  p rov id ed , the  exp losion  duly 
tak es  p lace  and the m ach ine  p ro c e e d s .  And no m o re  than  
th is  ; n e i th e r  p r iz e  n o r  penalty  ; s im p ly  a  s e r i e s  of 
s t im u la n ts  to enable  the k i t ten  to  ca tch  i ts  ta i l .  And the 
p a r t ia l ly  p u r g a to r ia l  a g en t?  The p a r t ia l ly  pu rg ed . 131

The P u rg a to ry  th a t  is  e a r th  in  W aiting fo r  Godot involves the " la rg e  

c o n t r a ry  hum an  f a c to r s "  th a t  B ec k e tt  d e s c r ib e s  ; " the s e r i e s  of s t im u lan ts  

to enab le  the k it ten  to  ca tch  i ts  ta i l"  is  ca p tu re d  in  the  play by the conflic t 

of oppos ites  w ith in  a  c y c l ic a l  s t r u c tu r e .  In  th is  P u rg a to ry  the s in  of 

b i r th  b eco m es  in  the  one b o rn  the guilt to  b e a r  th roughou t a  l i fe t im e  of 

p u rg a to r ia l  con flic t.  E s t r a g o n  cons tan tly  t r i e s  to r e v e r t  to the p re n a ta l
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condition : "He r é s u m é s  h is  foe ta l  p o s tu re ,  h is  head  betw een h i s  k n e e s . "

(p. 70). The c o m fo r t  of w ea r in g  a  ha t in the B eck e tt  u n iv e rse  is  so m e tim e s

re la te d  to the co m fo rt  of the cau l : "M urphy n e v e r  w o re  a  h a t ,  the

m e m o r ie s  it  awoke of the cau l w e re  too poignant, e sp e c ia l ly  when he  had

to take it off. " P e rh a p s  when V la d im ir  changes h is  ha t  fo r  L u ck y 's  he

toys w ith the idea  th a t ,  now he is in p o s s e s s io n  of a  d iffe ren t " c a u l" ,  h is

own b ir th  had  not o c c u r re d .  The su b jec t  of the s in  of b i r th  is  one of

B e c k e t t 's  m a in  c o n ce rn s  ; B r ia n  F in n ey  r e c a l l s  that B e c k e t t 's  "opening

r e m a r k  to John G ru en  in 197 0 w as : 'The m a jo r  s in  is  the s in  of being

b o rn .  ' He went on to c la im  th a t  he  h a s  a  c l e a r  m e m o ry  of h is  own foe ta l

141
e x is te n c e ,  one of agony and d a rk n e s s .  "

In B e c k e t t 's  s tudy  of Joyce he d is t in g u ish es  betw een J o y c e 's  " d i re c t  

e x p re s s io n "  (which is  s im i la r  to  B e c k e t t 's  own method) and a l le g o ry ,  the 

E v e ry m a n  a u th o r 's  m ethod . A lle g o ry  is  a  v e ry  d iff icu lt  a r t i s t i c  e x e r c i s e ,  

im ply ing  "a th re e fo ld  in te l le c tu a l  o p e ra t io n  : the c o n s tru c t io n  of a  m e ssa g e  

of g e n e ra l  s ig n if ican ce ,  the  p r e p a ra t io n  of a  fabulous fo rm , and an e x e r 

c ise  of c o n s id e ra b le  te c h n ic a l  d iff icu lty  in un iting  the two, an o p era t io n  

to ta l ly  beyond the r e a c h  of the p r im i t iv e  m ind . W h ereas  the E v e ry m a n  

au th o r  w o rk s  in te l le c tu a l ly  a t  m aking  a  g e n e ra l  s ta te m e n t ,  B eck e tt  s e e m s  

to offer  a  d i r e c t  a p p re h e n s io n  of being  without o ffering  the th re e fo ld  

in te l le c tu a l  p r o c e s s .  The E v e ry m a n  a u th o r  b e l ie v e s  th a t  m an  can  be 

r e d e e m e d  f ro m  o r ig in a l  s in  by C h r is t ia n i ty  and he r e c o rd s  th is  t ru th  in  

an  a l le g o ry  w hich exp la ins  how the p ro c e s s  w o rk s .  B ecke tt  can  only 

r e c o rd  how it fee ls  to be a live  in  a p u rg a to r ia l  w orld  and he  can  offer  no 

so lu tions .  N e v e r th e le s s ,  the two p layw righ ts  r e c o rd  s im i la r  p re o c c u p a t io n s ,  

the b a s ic  preoccupations with w hich m an a lw ays h as  and alw ays w il l  have to
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contend : the n a tu re  of d ea th ,  f r ie n d sh ip ,  t im e  and God. B eck e tt  u se s

the im ag es  of the t r e e  and b lin d n ess  a s  the E v e ry m a n  a u th o r  do es ,  but

B eck e tt  d ep ic ts  th e se  v isu a lly  on s tag e  while the E v e ry m a n  au th o r  u se s

v e rb a l  im ag es  of hanging (on the c r o s s )  and m a n 's  b lin d n ess  un til ,  a t  the

end, E v e ry m a n  h a s  a c ru c if ix  a s  a  p rop , bidding h is  f r ie n d s  ; "Now se t

eche of you on th is  rodde you r  honde . God in  E v e ry m a n  sends D eath  to

open the p eo p le 's  eyes  ; P o zzo  in  Godot r e c e iv e s  in s igh t fo r h is  lo ss  of

p h y s ic a l  v is io n  : once he is  blind h is  i l lu s io n s  a r e  s h a t te re d  about t im e

and the n a tu re  of l ife .  T h e re  is  a  con tinua l c o n t r a s t  in Godot betw een

V la d im ir  the in te l le c tu a l  and E s t r a g o n 's  p h y s ica li ty  ; m a n 's  dual n a tu re

is  pointed out in E v e ry m a n  with g r e a t  su b tle ty  : "I he led  th e y r  fete  I  w ith

th o rn e s  h u r t  w as m y heed  says  God. The them e of the  th ieves  on the

c r o s s  is  p r e s e n t  in both p lays  ; "I hanged bytwene two th e u e s ,  i t  can  not
I4S"

be denyed ^ s tre s se s  God. The t r a n s i to r in e s s  of t im e  is  announced a t  the 

beginning of E v e ry m a n  as  the th em e  ; the am bigu ity  of t im e  is  a  c e n t r a l  

them e in Godot :

VLADIMIR T h a t p a s se d  the t im e .
ESTRAGON It would have p a s se d  in any c a s e .  (p. 48).

A lthough both p lays  a r e  p r im a r i ly  c o n ce rn ed  with m a n 's  re la t io n  to the 

c o s m o s ,  th e r e  is  in  each  a  m e a s u re  of s o c ia l  c r i t i c i s m .  P o z z o 's  ty ra n n y  

is  ev iden tly  to be se e n  a s  d e sp ic a b le ,  and we s h a re  the re a c t io n  of Didi 

and Gogo to  i t .  In E v e ry m a n  the  s in fu l p r ie s t s  a r e  m ade public . In both 

p lays a  dance is  s ig n if ican t : the m e ta p h o r ic a l  dance of death  in E v e ry m a n  

is  ba lanced  by L u c k y 's  h ideous dance w hich could be s im i la r ly  in te rp r e te d .  

Knowledge is  r e p re s e n te d  by one c h a r a c t e r  in E v e ry m a n  and in  Godot (w here
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L u c k y 's  g a rb led  thought s e e m s  to  pour s c o rn  on m a n 's  a t te m p ts  to  

a c q u ire  knowledge).

T h a t  the im a g e s  and th e m e s  of E v e ry m a n  a r e  r e p e a te d  in  Godot 

d e m o n s t r a te s  th e i r  a rc h e ty p a l  q u a l i t ie s .  C o n ce rn ed  w ith  m a n 's  r e la t io n  

to the c o s m o s ,  B ec k e tt  chose  the sym bols  of the na iv  E v e ry m a n  as  

r e d o le n t  of m ean ing . He u s e s  th e se  in a n o n -d id a c tic  f ra m e w o rk  and 

v e ry  often to  opposite  e ffect : the ab sen ce  of Godot and of m ean ing  a r e  

s t r e s s e d ,  but the sym bols  con tr ibu te  a hopefu lness  b e c a u se  in  a  p a s t  age 

of un ified  fa ith  they  have been a s s o c ia te d  by "a l l  m ankind" w ith  re l ig io u s  

o p t im ism .  W aiting fo r  Godot is a  p lay  of o p p o s ite s ,  of hope and of 

a b se n c e  of hope. It r e ta in s  in  i ts  fo rm  the m ean in g fu ln ess  th a t  E v e ry m a n  

d e m o n s t r a te s  in i ts  re l ig io u s  and d id ac tic  su b jec t  m a t t e r .  T he  shape of 

W aiting  for Godot is  a l l  im p o r ta n t  : d r a m a  w ith in  the l im ita t io n s  of a r t  

h a s ,  in  B e c k e t t 's  canon, becom e in c re a s in g ly  dependen t on fo rm  alone to 

c r e a te  an  a u r a  of h a rm o n y  tha t defies  the d is so n a n t  oppositions  of B e c k e t t 's  

su b je c t .  The com plex  a w a re n e s s  of the s e n t im e n ta l is c h  p lay w rig h t is  

ex am in ed  in a fo rm  which o ffe rs  a shape "to acco m m o d a te  the  m e s s " .

T he  lack  of s y s te m  in B e c k e t t 's  w orldv iew  does  not p re c lu d e  the u se  of an  

e x t r e m e ly  s y m m e t r ic a l  fo rm  th a t  def ies  r e a l i ty  : on the c o n t r a ry ,  the lack  

of s y s te m  would s e e m  to  n e c e s s i ta te  such an  a n t i^ e a l i s t i c ,  b a l le t ic  fo rm . 

The  p o s t - s e n t lm e n ta l is c h  outlook w hich was u n e a s i ly  re a c h e d  in  M a e te r l in c k  

and t r iu m p h a n t ly  a r r i v e d  a t  by Y ea ts  can n e v e r  be ap p ro a c h e d  by B e c k e t t .  

C om plex ity  is  w hat he s e e s  and w hat he" accommodates*^ y e t  h is  a c c o m 

m odation  of com plex ity  in a  fo rm  tha t is w ithin the l im ita t io n s  of a r t  g ives  

shape  to confusion .
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iv B ec k e tt  and M a e te r l in ck

B e c k e t t  h a s  d e c la re d  h is  in te r e s t  in  M a e te r l in c k 's  d r a m a  and 

p a r t i c u la r ly  in  L es  A v e u g le s . John F il l in g  s ta te s  th a t  "B ecke tt  h as  spoken 

v e ry  highly  of L es  A v e u g le s", and he e la b o ra te s  : "B eck e tt  co n f irm e d  h is  

i n t e r e s t  in M a e te r l in c k ,  and his affection  fo r  L es  A v e u g le s , in  a  c o n v e r 

sa tio n  w ith  m e ,  in London, J a n u a ry  11th. 1973" . ‘**'\ v a i t i n g  fo r  Godot is  in  

m any  r e s p e c t s  v e ry  c lo se  to Les A veugles and B e c k e t t 's  canon can be s e e n  

a s  a d e sc e n d a n t  of the F re n c h  sy m b o lis t  t ra d i t io n .

T h e re  is  a fundam enta l affin ity  betw een the two p la y w rig h ts ,  a 

p h ilo so p h ica l  u n d e rs tan d in g ,  which one can  d e te c t  f ro m  the s im i la r i ty  of 

Godot and l  es A veugles  and w hich one can  c o n f irm  by co m p ar in g  v a r io u s  

s ta te m e n ts  of p h ilo soph ica l  convictions e x p re s s e d  by M a e te r l in c k  and 

B e c k e t t .  l e s  A veugles  and Godot sh a re  a rh y th m ic ,  l y r i c a l  s t r u c tu r e ,  

the  su b je c t  of a  fo r lo rn  hope of w aiting  fo r a  s a v io u r ,  and c h a r a c te r s  who 

a r e  b lind . In B ecke tt  the fo re s t  is  red u ced  to one t r e e ,  but h is  c h a r a c te r s  

a r e ,  like th o se  of Les A v eu g le s , lo s t  "in the m id s t  of n o th in g n e ss"  (p. 81). 

The  s y m m e t ry  in L es  A veugles . w ith the s ix  blind m en  and s ix  blind w om en , 

is  r e - a s s e r t e d  in Godot with the p a i r s  of c h a r a c t e r s .  W h ereas  M a e te r l in c k  

in d ic a te s  the u n iv e r sa l i ty  of his  c h a r a c te r s  by a llo tt ing  th e m  n u m b e rs  and 

not n a m e s ,  B ec k e tt  does so by choosing in te rn a t io n a l  n a m e s  : P o z z o  

(I ta l ian ) ,  Lucky (E ng lish ) , V la d im ir  (R ussian )  and E s t r a g o n  (F re n c h ) .  The 

s ig h t le s s  m en  and w om en w aiting  fo r  the p r ie s t ,  exam in ing  in m e ticu lo u s  

d e ta i l  th e i r  s i tu a t io n ,  re m in is c in g  about tfie p a s t ,  m is tak in g  the r u s t l e  of 

dead  le a v e s  fo r  the hope of sa lv a tio n ,  and b a re ly  co m m u n ica tin g , a r e  the 

r e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  of "a l l  m ankind" th a t  V la d im ir  and E s t r a g o n  a r e .  Both 

p lay w rig h ts  choose a co sm ic  se tt in g ,  to ind ica te  the v a s t  i s s u e s  th a t  c o m 

p r is e  th e i r  su b jec t .  M a e te r l in c k  chooses  to d ep ic t  the two h a lv e s  of
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h u m an ity  a s  m an  and w om an ; B ecke tt  finds the d u a l  n a tu re  of h um an ity  

b e s t  e x p re s s ib le  in p a i r s  of c h a r a c te r s  which sy m b o lise  on one lev e l the 

in te rd e p e n d e n t  n a tu re  of body and m ind. The dea th  of the p r i e s t  in Les 

A veug les  i s  s t r e s s e d  a s  an  a r b i t r a r y  death  ; th e re  is  no r e a s o n  in i t  a s  

th e re  is  no r e a s o n  in  P o z z o 's  lo ss  of s ight and L u c k y 's  lo ss  of sp eech .

In I  e s  A veug les  a dog is of m o re  use  than hum an beings in  d isc o v e r in g  

the t r u th  ; we a r e  left with the pathos of the d e s p e ra te  w ailing  of a  baby, 

the sound w hich for B eck e tt  ind ica tes  the m o s t  heinous s in .

Whole s t r e tc h e s  of the dialogue in W aiting for Godot s e e m  to p a r a l l e l  

p a s s a g e s  of I .es A v e u g le s . The opening lines  of L es  A veugles  a r e  ty p ic a l  

of E s t r a g o n 's  co m m en ts  : the f i r s t  blind m an  a s k s  w h e th e r  "he"  is  com ing ; 

the second  blind m an  is  indignant b ecau se  the f i r s t  h a s  d is tu rb e d  h is  s le e p .  

The them e of the com pulsion  to ta lk  o c c u rs  in both p lays  : in L es  A veug les  

the  th i rd  blind m an  s ta te s  tha t he fee ls  f r igh tened  when he is  not ta lk ing  

and in  Godot E s t r a g o n  s ta te s  tha t they  ta lk  so th a t  they do not th ink  (p. 62). 

T he  c ry  fo r  pity  a t  the end of Les A veugles fo resh ad o w s E s t r a g o n 's  c ry  

to  God fo r  pity  (p. 77). In  A ct Two of W aiting for Godot, w hen a p h y s ica lly  

blind m an  is  on s ta g e ,  B e c k e t t 's  u se  of d ialogue is  v e ry  M a e te r l in c k ia n .

The c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  ph ilo soph ica l  question ing  - E s t r a g o n 's  "W h at 'l l  we do, 

w h a t ' l l  we do! " (p. 84) - P o z z o 's  q u e r ie s  about the  t im e  and about who h is  

r e s c u e r s  a r e  : th e se  a r e  f a m il ia r  f ro m  M a e te r l in c k .  One p a s sa g e  in 

p a r t i c u la r  c a r r i e s  the ly r ic a l  d e s p a i r  of Les A veugles  :

ESTRAGON What do we do now?
VLADIMIR P e rh a p s  I could c ra w l to  h im .
ESTRAGON D o n 't  leave me!
VLADIMIR O r I could ca l l  to h im . (p. 83).
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T he p a s sa g e  in  L es  A veugles w h ere  the blind people a t te m p t  to  c ra w l  

to w a rd s  or c a l l  out to one o ther  is  c lo se  to  th is  ; h in d e re d  by the th o rn s  

abou t th e m  they cannot r e a c h  one ano tl ie r ,  thus cannot co m m u n ica te  w ith  

one a n o th e r ,  a s  D idi and Gogo cannot w ith P o zzo .  One of the s ig h t le s s  

in  M a e te r l in c k  is  a lso  dum b ; in  P o zzo  and Lucky, the c h a r a c t e r  is  sp li t  

in to  the p a i r  of b ligh ted  h u m an s .  The notion th a t  P o zzo  w il l  have gained 

m y s t i c a l  pow ers  b ecau se  of h is  b lindness  is  r id ic u le d ,  ye t P o z z o  does 

gain  in s ig h t  and in th is  way he is  c o m p a ra b le  w ith the b lind  g ra n d fa th e r  

in  L ' l n t r u s e .

I have noted  in C hap te r  T h re e  tha t M a e te r l in c k 's  p h ilo so p h ica l  w o rk s  

con ta in  s e v e r a l  p ro p o s i t io n s  w ith w hich  B eck e tt  is  sy m p a th e t ic .  The 

r a p p o r t  betw een the two d r a m a t is t s  in th is  r e s p e c t  should  be e la b o ra te d  

h e r e .  When M a e te r l in c k  a s s e r t s  that "Le v e r i ta b le  e ta t  de l 'h o m m e  c 'e s t

A ‘4 1
d 'e t r e  m o r t ,  ' he com es  c lo se  to  B e c k e t t 's  own a w a re n e s s  of m o r ta l i ty ,

I have p re v io u s ly  quoted M a e te r l in c k 's  s ta te m e n t  th a t  th e r e  i s  p ro b ab ly  

notliing to  know o r  to u n d e rs ta n d .  He n e v e r th e le s s  a t te m p ts  to  a r t ic u la te  

the  no tliingness  of l ife , and he r e c o r d s ,  a s  B ec k e tt  d o e s ,  th a t  he fa i ls  in  

th is  e x p re s s io n  : "Ce que je d i s a i s ,  je  c ro y a is  que c 'é t a i t  la vérité'", ou 

du m oins  m a  d e r n iè r e  vérité". M ais e l le  m e se m b la i t  m oins  v r a ie  a p r è s  

l 'a v o i r  d ite  ; en la d isan t  j 'e n  a v a is  tue la m o it ié .  " The in e x p re s s ib le  

and  the unnam eab le  p reo ccu p y  both d r a m a t i s t s  ; a  s e n se  of inadequacy  

r e s u l t s  f ro m  the a t te m p t  to  e x p re s s  the u n n am eab le .  P e r s o n a l  o b se ss io n s  

a r e  s e e n  to be s im i la r  in M a e te r l in c k  and B e c k e t t .  M aeterlinc  k 's  c o n c e p 

tion  of the  agony of b i r th  is  p a r a l l e l  to  B e c k e t t 's  ; he  f i rm ly  d e c la r e s  "Si 

j 'a v a i s  a  r e c o m m e n c e r  m a v ie ,  je  m 'a r r a n g e r a i s  pour ne pas n a î t r e .

B i r th  is  equated  w ith  dea th  t im e  a f te r  t im e  in  both m e n 's  w r i t in g s  ; when
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se ta i s a n t ,  d ise n t  les  m y s t iq u e s .  " In P la y  s i len ce  is  longed for and in 

m any  of B ec k e tt  s p ro s e  w orks  the s ta te  of s i len ce  is  im ag in ed  a s  a r e l i e f  

f ro m  the con tinua l v o ices  in the m ind . F o r  M a e te r l in c k ,  as  for B e c k e tt ,  

life is  a p r o c e s s  of w aiting  : "A p a r t i r  de l 'e n fa n c e ,  le s  h o m m e s  p a s s e n t  

le u r  vie a  a t te n d re  on ne s a i t  quoi qui, a le u r  g ré)  t a r d e  t ro p  a  v e n ir .  I ls  

p r e s s e n t  les  h e u re s  com m e on les  p r e s s e  av an t le p r e m ie r  re n d e z -v o u s  

d 'u n  g ran d  a m o u r .  Ce n 'e s t  q u 'a u  d e r n ie r  m om en t q u 'i l s  s 'a p e rç o iv e n t  

que l 'o n  ne s a i t  quoi, le n ' im p o r te  quoi tan t d é s i r é ,  n 'e s t  a u t r e  chose  que 

la m o r t .  L es  uns l 'a t te n d e n t  en ne fa isa n t  r ie n ,  les  a u t r e s  en  ay an t l ' a i r  

de f a i re  quelque c h o se ,  e t  ce sont les  m oins m a lh e u re u x .  M ais le fond

A iS^S
de le u r  vie e s t  le m e m e.

B ec k e tt  and  M a e te r l in c k 's  g r e a te s t  affin ity  r e m a in s  in  th e i r  a t t i tu d e

to the t e r r i f y in g  concep t of n o th in g n e ss . M a e te r l in c k  finds only one p r a y e r

w o rth y  of m an  : " c 'e s t  la r e c h e rc h e ,  I 'e tude  p a ss io n n ée  de l 'in co n n u  '.

B e c k e t t 's  w o rk  is  such  a " p ra y e r " ,  a .p e n e tra t io n  of the unlcnown. H is

a v /a re n e ss  tha t he w ill  fa i l  and tha t he is left w ith  the n e a r  im p o ss ib le  t a s k

of d e s c r ib in g  a void is  u n d e rs to o d  by M a e te r l in c k  : "Vous ne pouvez

im a g in e r  R ie n , q u 'à  condition de ne r ie n  im a g in e r .  E t  ne r ie n  im a g in e r ,

c ' e s t  ne p lus im a g in e r .  T out ce que vous p o u r re z  vous r e p r é s e n t e r  s e r a

du b la n c ,  du n o i r ,  du v ide ,  du t r a n s p a r e n t ,  m a is  s e r a  to u jo u rs  quelque

ch o se .  " N othing can b e s t  be d e s c r ib e d  in  s i len ce  - a  p a ra d o x ic a l  s i tu a t io n

fo r  an  a r t i s t .  M a e te r l in c k  a s k s  : "F in iro n s  - nous p a r  c o m p re n d re  que

nous ne co m p ren o n s  r ie n ,  que nous ne c o m p re n d ro n s  ja m a is  r i e n  e t  que
\ G\

c 'e s t  tout ce que nous pouvons c o m p re n d re ?  " B ec k e tt  would no doubt 

r e p ly  w ith  a  so m b re  a f f i rm a t iv e .

B e c a u se  of the fundam en ta l k in sh ip  betw een M a e te r l in c k  and B e c k e t t
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in  a l l  th e se  r e la te d  i s s u e s ,  i t  is  c le a r  tha t  th e i r  p la y s '  s im i la r i ty  could 

have a r i s e n  n a tu ra l ly ,  w ithout a c tu a l  influence on B ec k e tt  by M a e te r l in ck .  

B e c k e t t 's  w o rd  th a t  he is deeply  in te re s te d  in M a e te r l in c k  c o r ro b o r a te s  

th a t  i t  is  ju s t i f ia b le  to  link th e i r  n a m e s .  The p h ilo so p h ica l  i s s u e s  th a t  

a b s o rb  th e m  find th e i r  n a tu r a l  e x p re s s io n  in  c e r ta in  sym bols  and  th em es  

th a t  sp eak  of the m y s te ry  of ex is ten c e  and th a t  a t te m p t  to a s s e s s  the 

m e ta p h y s ic a l  n a tu re  of m an . Eugene Ionesco  has  sa id  of E ndgam e and 

im p l ic i t ly  of B e c k e t t 's  e n t i re  canon th a t  it  is  "plus p r e s  des  lam en ta t io n s

de Jo b ,  d es  t r a g e d ie s  de Sophocle ou de S h ak esp ea re  que du th é â t r e  de

/  162.  
p a co ti l le  d it  engage ou dit du bou levard  . The im a g e s  of m an  s t r a g ic

l ife ,  w hetlie r  u l t im a te  red em p tio n  is  p o s tu la ted  o r  w h e th e r  i t  is  unknown,

re m a in  c o n s ta n t.  Job c u r s e s  h is  ex is ten c e  in an  u t te ra n c e  th a t  com es

f ro m  the  h e a r t  : 'Why died I not f ro m  the w o m b ? "  (Job , 3 -11). H is

p h y s ic a l  loathe so m e n e ss  .is s t r e s s e d  in v ivid im a g e s  : "My f le sh  is  c lo thed

w ith  w o rm s  and c lods of d u s t"  ( Jo b , 7 -5 ) .  Why is  Job  be ing  t r i e d ?  The

q u es tio n  co n s ta n tly  to rm e n ts  h im  and  he concludes  : "I should have been

c a r r i e d  f ro m  the wom b to the g r a v e ."  (Job , 10-19). B e c k e t t 's  and

M a e te r l in c k 's  m ain  c o n ce rn s  a r e  p r e s e n t  h e r e  : t h e i r  su b jec t  is  the

su ffe r in g  of m an . Suffering is  s een  in im a g e s  of conflic t,  of o p p o s ite s ,

of hopes  tha t a r e  r a i s e d  only to be dash ed  ag a in .  In L es  A veugles  hope

is  en g e n d e re d  by the sounds of n a tu re  ; in W aiting fo r  Godot hope is

en g e n d e re d  by P o z z o 's  coming^when, for a  w hile , the two com panions

take  P o z z o  fo r  Godot. One of B e c k e t t 's  c h a r a c te r s  e x p r e s s e s  h is  su ffe r in g

in a p ow erfu l  way ;

B ut w hom  can  I have offended so  g r ie v o u s ly ,  to  be
pun ished  in th is  inexp licab le  w ay, a l l  is  in ex p licab le .
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space and time, false and inexplicable, suffering and 
t e a r s ,  and even  the old convulsive c ry .  I t ' s  no t m e ,  i t  
can't be me Q . 1 ) ah if no were content to cut yes's  
th ro a t  and n e v e r  cu t i ts  own. 143

Botli Beckett and Maeterlinck record the ambiguity of the "yes ' and the

"no"

klaeterlinck's description of the tra;;ique quotidien , registered by 

the old man as he gazes into the fire, seems extraordinarily prophetic in 

the light of Beckett's later plays. In particular, Krap-'s Last Tape 

captures the essence of Maeterlinck's early prescription for static drama. 

Maeterlinck had directed his attack against the "well-made play" ; he had 

considered irrelevant to the everyday tragedy the violence, conspiracies 

and murders of such plays. In Krai'p's Last Tape the monologue of an 

old man is tlie play ; through the monologue we learn about the everyday 

tragedy of the protagonist, his past life, his unseized opportunities and his 

present condition. Fauses punctuate the speech of Krapp and his old self ; 

the movement in the play concerns Krapp's shuffling away from and back to 

his table. At the end Krapp is "motionless^ staring before him. The tape 

runs on in silence. ' This is the climax : no violence or murder or intrigue 

is necessary to explain to us that this is an everyday tragedy. The tapes 

allow Beckett to introduce interaction of character ; Krapp and his old 

selves are the characters - and the old selves are shed like Krapp's banana 

skins.

Beckett diverges from Maeterlinck in tliat he envisages man's incon

gruity as both tragic and comic. In an early piece of criticism about bean 

O'Casey's work Beckett writes : 'he discerns the principle of disintegration

in even tlie most complacent solidities, and activates it to tiieir explosion.
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This is the energy of his theatre, the triumph of the principle of knockabout

in all situation, in all its elements and on all its planes, from the furniture

to the higher centres. If 'Juno and the Paycock', as seems likely, is his

best work so far, it is because it communicates most fully this dramatic

dehiscence, mind and world come asunder in irreparable dissociation - 

165*
'chassis . Beckett s sense of "chassis" is expressed in the early plays 

in tragicomedy, while Maeterlinck's early plays strive to be unremittingly 

tragic. Beckett's Irish heritage can be seen in his tragicomic view of the 

world.

V Beckett and Yeats

Beckett has stated his preference among the Irish dramatists. In 

a letter to Cyril Cusack he made the following estimation :

I wouldn't suggest that G .B.S. is not a great playwright,
whatever that is when it's at home. V/hat I would do is 

give the whole unupsettable apple-cart for a sup of the 
Hawk's V/ell, or the Saints', or a whiff of Juno, to go no 

further.

The drama cf Yeats, Synge and O'Casey is in Beckett's opinion worth more

than the entire Shavian out2DUt. While he was at Trinity College, Beckett

was a regular visitor to the Abbey Theatre. He saw there several of

Yeats's plays and remembers in particular Yeats's two versions of Sophocles;

he saw most of Synge's plays as well as Sean O'Casey's trilogy : The

Shadow of a Gunman, Juno and the Paycock and The Plough and the Stars.

168
Beckett may also have written a review of one of Yeats s late plays.

The question of Yeatsian influence on Beckett is arousing interest 

among scholars.'^ In certain respects Yeats and Beckett may be compared
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as jDhilosophers. Each sees life as a series of oppositions within cycles.

Each sees life as purgatorial. However, Beckett finds it impossible to

systematise his view of the world and he is, in this radical way, very

much Yeats's opposite. Yeats was able to formulate a post-sentimentalisch

outlook ; he expressed his system in symbolic plays. Beckett records

in direct expression "how it is" to live vdth a complex attitude to life.

Nevertheless we can detect in the repeated action of Flay  the motion of

a gyre spinning around and becoming faster and faster in its approach to

the ideal region of darkness and silence. This pertains only if we read

Beckett's letter to George Devine and accept his staging method. If we

do accept this we understand that the play is philosophically Yeatsian ; we

may also note, as Francis learner has done, that Play is structured on 

n o
Noh principles.

In terms of stage presentation there are certain similarities between 

Yeats and Beckett. Yeats's Craig-influenced bare settings contain visual 

images of great force. The images are not re^^resentational ; they are 

suggestive and symbolic, on the lines of the blue cloth to represent a well, 

a drawing on a screen to represent a tree. Beckett's visual images are 

more searing in their impact : the mouth in Not I for example, is an 

arresting visual focus to which Auditor and audience alike must attend for 

the whole play. Beckett does not make use of masks and he specifies this 

in the stage directions for Play. He is thus conscious that he is working 

within a tradition where masks are an important dramatic feature. Some

times Beckett's characters are like marionettes ; in Waiting for Godot 

Vladimir and Estragon are seemingly tied to Godot and they show tliis by 

remaining motionless, "arms dangling, heads sunk, sagging at the knees
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(p. 19) ; this direction can be compared with Yeats's in At the Hawk's Well, 

where he writes that the movements of all the actors should be like marion

ettes. Katherine V/orth has pointed out that the stylised movements in 

Beckett s ]p-tiys could have been derived from Yeatsian Noh-influenced 

stylisation.'^^In her excellent article she notes otlier points of contact in 

staging : the similar use of light in Purpatcry and Play and the patterned 

screens in Yeats's plays which anticipate the backcloth in Hapny Days. 

i/Iusic and dance create a feeling of jaggedness in Godot which is closer 

perhaj-.s to the 1 y eg. en  than the Noh. The stage -consciousnes s which I have 

analysed in Beckett's plays is a feature of the later Yeats plays. V/e may 

CO nip are with the device in Beckett the C Id klan who acts as a prologue to 

the action of The Death of Cuchulain and the Old klan of Purgatory who 

ta Bis of a 'symbolical " motif. Yeats thus discusses within certain of his 

plays tlie play form ; he implicitly derides the "slice of life ' play while 

Beckett does so openly.

Both P.uby Cohn and Katharine VI  orth note that Winnie in Ha no y Pays 

quotes fron. At the Hawk's Vf ell ; they go on to develop the relationship 

between the two plays. The plays' similarity is worth expanding. I see 

ITa,.-i:y Days as a parody of Yeats's play. Yeats "calls to the eye of the 

mind" a mountainous region near the sea. The atmosphere of stagnation, 

withering and heaviness is established from the beginning. "A well long 

choked up and dry", which anticipates lAinnie s mound, is the focal point ; 

withered leaves are gathered in the well ; tlie guardian of the well is 

exhausted, her eyes heavy with fatigue ; an old man, doubled with age, 

climbs up a mountain. This vignette oints forward to Vi illie s struggle 

to crawl up the mound towards Winnie. The Old klan s address to tne
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guardian of the well resembles Winnie's to Willie : "Why .don't you speak

to me? (T. r) You have not one word, / While yesterday you spoke three 

n r
times. " Cuchulain's search for immortality from the well v/aters is

diverted by the hawk guardian, while the Cld Man's search is thwarted

by sleep. Wh e n  he was young the Cld Man had "waited the miraculous

flood * ; he had 'waited / While the years passed and withered me away".

This is close to 'Winnie's .situation ; however Winnie is resigned to her

lot in the "hellish sun". The end-song of Yeats's play deals with the

"familiar memories" and "hateful eyes ', the "desolate places" and the

desirability of n.ortality v/hich are all features of Happy Days. Yeats

stresses the dangers of aspiring to immortality ; the First Musician

prays : "C Cod, %̂ rotect me / From a horrible deathless body". Winnie

in ITarny Days- is such a "deathless body", waiting for "the happy day to

, I8Û
come when flesh melts at so many degrees' . We do not see ''Winnie melt

or burn ; we see her sinking deeper into the earth. The insinuation is

I Sl
that she will continue to tell stories and to "hear cries" after her total 

burial, that mortality and silence are the desirable states that will never 

arrive.

In W a it in p for Godot Estragon explains a mysterious sound as "The 

wind in the reeds. " (p. 19). The title of a volume of Yeats's poems is 

very similar : '^The Wind Among the Reeds'""(189 9). We cannot pin very 

much on tliis although Estragon's interest in poetry would seem to suggest 

that he is half recoIEcting the Yeatsian title. The similarities between 

The Cat and the Moon and Waitin;; for Codot are close enough to merit 

comparison. The two plays have often been related by critics ; they are 

cornjolementary and antithetical, like their protagonists. I should like to
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expand this view of the plays. The miracles depicted in Yeats's play 

are mocked by the anti-miracles of Beckett's : in The Cat and the Moon

the Lame Beggar regains use of his legs and the Blind Beggar's sight is 

restored ; in Godot I ozzo loses his sight and Lucky loses his voice. In 

Yeats's play the goal is reached : the Holy Man is met with and the choices 

are offered so that the beggars are free to change their cri^jpled states to 

achieve either a physical or a spiritual renewal of existence. In Beckett's 

play Godot does not arrive and the physically debilitated partners persist 

in their uncomfortable state. Yeats's active optimism has v/ithered into 

Beckett's scepticism.

The interdependence of the couple in The Cat and the Moon is 

rep^eated in Co'dot, so that Vladimir and Estragon could be described in 

Yeatsian terms as the self and the anti-self. In Beckett Unity of Being 

seems unatcainable in the present ; the couple dream of a past and a 

future that has held or could hold such unity. In both plays a tree is 

crucial, perhaps derived from the Noh symbol of eternity but more obviously 

serving for a Western audience as a symbol for the cross, and hence for 

the judgement of salvation or damnation. The ash tree in Yeats's play 

is the saint's home but the tree in Godot serves no purpose : "Decidedly

this tree will not have been of the slightest use to us. " (p. 74). Both plays 

are ultimately concerned with the hope of salvation. The two companions 

in Yeats's play achieve healthy separation after the deception of the Lame 

Beggar has been revealed, and after the ritual beating. Their friendship 

has been as self-destructive as Vladimir's and Estragon's, but they are 

released from the relationship. Beckett's couple, on the contrary, do 

not acquire the awareness to lead them to the positive action necessary to
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develop independently. The implication in Yeats is that the two friends 

need the external presence of the saint to prompt the dissolution of their 

partnership. This external presence is lacking in Waiting for Godot and 

thus the partnership is maintained. The low mound in Godot could be a 

dried-up version of Saint Colman's Well : the curative v/aters do not 

exist in Beckett's play.

It has often been noted that the circularity of Vladimir's dog song 

reflects the circular action of V/aitinp for Godot. Both the song and the 

action have the potential to proceed ad infinitum. The cruelty of the 

cook, the cowardice of the dogs (whose job, as they see it, is to dig the 

tomb rather than rescue their fellow creature), the preoccupation with 

hunger and death : all these themes reflect the play’s concerns. The 

song is almost a parody of the formal song about the cat in The Cat and 

the Moon. It is a unifying feature of the play. Lucky's dance is the ugly 

residue of the formal Noh dance. The Lame Beggar in Yeats dances in 

ecstasy ; l ucky's dance is to order, the pathetic shufflings of a slave.

The movement from Yeats to Beckett is one from affirmation to scepticism, 

from order to disjunctive disorder. For Arthur Symons and for Yeats 

the dance excelled music as the most perfect of the arts. Beckett derides 

such a conception :

POZZO He used to dance the farandole, the
fling, the brawl, the jig, the fandango, 
and even the hornpipe. He capered.
For joy. Now that's the best he can 

do. Do you know what he calls it?

ESTRAGON The Scapegoat's Agony.

VLADIMIR The Hard Stool.
POZZO The Net. He thinks he's entangled in a net

VLADIMIR (squirming like an aesthete). There's
something about it. . . (p. 40)



Vladimir s aesthetic ' squirm seems to mock the pretensions of sym

bolist art. For Maeterlinck, Symons and Yeats^symbolism had provided 

a positive mode of attempting to penetrate the unknown ; for Beckett , 

symbolism expresses the Angst of attempting to formulate the unnameable.

vi Beckett and dramatic tradition • '

An important source of resonance in Beckett's plays derives from 

their echoes of Greek drama and Shakespeare ; we can also linlt his work 

v/ith the theory of Antonin Artaud. It is valuable to examine this source 

of literary richness in the plays.

In Waiting for Godot Lucky is to some extent the Chorus of Aristo-

phanic dramatic convention. In the constant references to Lucky as 'pig '

and 'hog ' he could be seen as the rermiauts of an Aristophanic animalistic

chorus, as in The F rogs , The Wasps and The Birdg. The Aristophanic

Chorus usually performs dances and songs. Lucky corresponds with

this convention by dancing the Net he does not sing, but Pozzo offers

to order him to sing at the audience's request. In the Choric action known

as the yarabasis the Chorus 'abandons its assumed character, and addresses

. \&3
the audience directly, speaking as the mouthpiece of the author In a 

sindlar way. Lucky abandons his piglike facade and addresses the audience 

directly as a thinker.

The tragic Creek drama can also very interestingly be seen in 

conjunction with Waiting for Godot. W e  know that Beckett saw Yeats's 

two versions of Sophocles at the Abbey Theatre!^*  ̂ The name "C edipus ' 

means "swollen foot ' ; Estragon's constant complaints about this ailment 

link him with the C edipus myth. Estragon's fear that he has sinned by
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being born links him with C edipus : it was prophesied before C edipus's 

birth that he was to sin by killing his father and marrying his mother.

Lucky could perhaps represent a mock Teiresias ; if we see him as the 

compdementary half of Lozzo's character, then in Act Two the picture of 

a blind seer is complete. Lucky's prophe&y about man's shrinking and

wasting is voiced by "('ozzo in Act Two ; the blind man has a capacity for 

insight. The dramatic tradition of this metaphor of blindness is twice 

brouglit to our attention. Gogo receives the news of Pozzo's blindness 

by musing, "Perhaps he can see into the future." (p. 84). When Vladimir 

persists in cpjestioning Pozzo about the time when he lost his sight, Beckett 

again refers to the reputed visionary capacity of the blind :

PO ZZO  (v io len tly ) . D o n 't  ques tion  m e! The b lind have
no notion of time. The things of 
t im e  a r e  h idden f ro m  th em  too.

VL.\DIMidi Well just fancy that'. I could have
sw orn  i t  was ju s t  the oppos ite ,  ( p . 86)

The mocking nature of this reference is apparent. However, Pozzo does 

assess  the nature of time ; he has come to a realisation about "the things 

of tiii.e ' and his opinion takes possession of Vladimir. In Cedious Rex 

the entire action tends to the revelation of Oedipus's sin. The messenger 

furthers the process of revelation ; he is the shepherd to whom one of 

Laius' men entrusted Cedipius on the mountainside. Beckett also creates 

a messenger who is a shepherd, but the Boy does not advance the situation 

of Gogo and Didi : rather he halts it. Cedipus's determination is to

know the secret cf his identity ; all that Beckett's couple can glean about 

their identity is that they are men. C edipus's revelation is followed by 

the Chorus's comment which contains much of the feeling behind Waiting
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A ll  the g en e ra t io n s  of m o r ta l  m an  add up to nothing!
.'jhow me the ir̂ an waose happiness v/as anything more than illusion 
F o llow ed  by d is i l lu s io n .

The tragedy occurs off-sta^e in C e dip us Ilex as Pozzo's blindness and 

Lucny's loss cf speech do in V/aitlnj; for Godot. When the blind Cedipus 

enters the reaction is of dread and horror ; Beckett seems to parody 

.vLq.hocles wneri Bstra^on and Vladimir greet viD;h passivity the news of 

1 ozzo's blhidness. In the use of Sophocles Beckett has adapted the 

Greeiv myth for the circumstances of the second half of the twentieth cen* 

tury, a tiic.e when nothing can be seen as solely tragic or completely 

comic.

The Ha .dût - like passivity of many of Beckett's characters leads 

us to bhakespeare. Hamm taises on the tragic hero’s name and the 

uUi.iiate issue with which Hamlet attemp;ts to come to terms is the crux 

of Beckett's enquiry :

ghjit goes so heav ily  w ith my d isp o s it io n  th a t  th is  goodly 
frame, the earth, seems to me a sterile romontory ; 
th is  m o s t  e x ce llen t  canopy, the a i r ,  look you, th is  b ra v e  
o'erhangiiig firmament, this majestical roof fretted with 

golden f i r e ,  why i t  a p p e a rs  no o th e r  thing to  m e but a 
foul and pestilent congregation of vapours. 17hat a piece 

of w o rk  is  a  m an! How noble ia  re a so n !  how infin ite  
in faculty! in form, in moving, how express and adndrable! 

in a c t io n  how like a n  angel! in  ap p re h e n s io n  how like a 
god! the beauty of the world! the paragon of animals!
And y e t ,  to m e , what is  th is  q u in te ssen ce  of d u s t?

Man's dual nature preoccupies Beckett. Jan Kott has investigated some 

cf the Shakespearean echoes in Beckett's canon. He has linked the 

circus-like s tage  business of Kin.; T ear with the pantomime elements 

in Waiting for Godot ; Lucky and P o zzo  a r e ,  a c co rd in g  to  K ott,  s u c c e s s o r s
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of Edgar and Gloucester : "'Tis the tiroes' plague, when madmen lead 

the blind. ' ; hear cries about his boots in Act Four, anticipating 

Estragon's obsession ; when Vladimir maintains that "Thinking is not 

the worst.' (p. 64) he echoes Edgar's "the worst is not / So long as we 

can say 'This is the worst'. "

i-;; T ear can indeed be seen as capturing the human predicament 

at the heart of Beckett's lays. In Act Three, scene four, when Lear 

confronts 1 oor Toi:i he considers man's position in the cosmos ; as 

he does so he tears away his "sophisticated ‘ (that is, "adulterated ') 

clothes, tlie trappings of society. This speech prepares us for Beckett's 

plays which tear away the social 2:reoccupations of man to reveal "the

thing itself" ; as we watch Codot we tell ourselves 'unaccommodated

I 3 S
man is no more but such a poor, bare, forked anin.al as thou art . As 

I have noted earlier, Beckett's preoccupation with man's dual nature 

leads him to dwell on the unpleasant elements of ^rhysicality ; the stress  

on smells and ailn.ents, defecation and disease, apjp'Cars to stem from 

the fear of man's animality and inevitable death. Leading from this, it 

is interesting tliat L ear refuses to allow Gloucester to kiss his hand 

because "it smells of mortality . The purgatorial condition of existence 

is demonstrated in Gcdot by the opposites to which mankind is subjected ; 

Lear's madness stems from his insight into man's dual nature : for a 

while he has experienced mental purgatory, and, when he recovers 

consciousness in Cordelia's presence, his startlingly visual image des

cribe s the purgatorial state : "I am bound I  Upon a wheel of fire, that

110
mine own tears I  Do scald like molten lead . The purgatorial existence 

finds expression in Breath ; in its thirty-five second duration, Beckett
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gives us the opp o s ite s  of sound and s i len ce ,  of m ax im u m  ligh t and  of 

m in im u m  ligh t,  of in s p i r a t io n  and of e x p ira t io n .  The com m on d en o m in a to r  

of th e se  o pposites  i s  the  s tage  of rü b b ish .  It  s e e m s  p a r t ic u la r ly  a p p ro p 

r ia te  to r e t u r n  to S h a k e s p e a re 's  g re a t  t ra g e d y  fo r  the  g en es is  of th is  t iny  

sk e tc h ,  in the light of L e a r ' s  "p re ach in g "  :

We cam e c ry in g  h i th e r  : 
Thou k n o w 's t  the f i r s t  t im e  th a t  we s m e l l  the  a i r  
We w aw l and c ry .  I w ill  p re a c h  to thee :  m a rk .

■4 A  *

When we a r e  b o rn ,  we c r y  th a t  we a r e  com e 
To th is  g re a t  s tage  of foo ls . MI

C o rd e l ia  is  ca l led  a  "poor fool" in L e a r ' s  l a s t  speech  ; th is  could be 

i n te r p r e te d  as  a  d i r e c t  a l lu s io n  to  the " s tag e  of fo o ls " ,  b ecau se  h e r  dea th  

is  the u l t im a te  e x p re s s io n  of a b s u rd is m  in S h a k e sp e a re .  L e a r  ca l ls  

h im s e l f  "the n a tu r a l  fool of F o r tu n e  . F o r tu n e  in  th is  con tex t i s  p e rh a p s  

r e la te d  to  the K in g 's  F o o l ,  the im p lica t io n  being th a t  F o r tu n e  h i r e s  the 

fools of m ankind  as  a  r ic h  m an  m igh t h i r e  a  j e s t e r  fo r  h is  a m u se m e n t .

A s we have s e e n ,  B ec k e tt  o ffe rs  us the p ro p o s i t io n  th a t  V la d im ir  and 

E s t r a g o n  a r e  the h i re d  puppets for G odot's  a m u se m e n t  : E s t r a g o n  a sk s  

i f  they  a r e  t ied  to  Godot im m e d ia te ly  a f te r  the s tage  d i re c t io n  w hich  h as  

equa ted  th e m  w ith  puppets : "They r e m a in  m o tio n le s s ,  a r m s  dangling ,

h ead s  sunk, sagging  a t the k n ees .  " (p. 19). G lo u c e s te r 's  p e n e tra t io n  of 

t ru th  c o m e s  once he is p h y s ica lly  b lind, a s  P o z z o 's  does ; he  r e c o g n ise s  

th is  :

I s tu m b led  v h e n i  saw . F u l l  oft ' t i s  s e e n .  
O ur m e a n s  s e c u re  u s ,  and our m e re  d e fec ts  
P ro v e  o u r  c o m m o d it ie s .  ‘*̂ 3



C l

H is  in s ig h t  is  a s  p e s s im is t i c  a s  P o z z o 's  ;

A s f l ie s  to  wanton boys, a r e  we to  th 'G ods ; 
They  k i l l  u s  fo r  th e i r  sp o r t .  1^4

T h is  f r ig h ten in g  v is io n  can  be iden tif ied  w ith  the  savage God in  B e c k e t t ,  

the God who does no t fee l fo r  us  o r  a n sw e r  our p r a y e r s ,  the  God of W att 

who is  connected  w ith  v e rm in  and c ru e l ty .  In B e c k e t t 's  canon a s  a  w hole , 

h o w ev e r ,  a s  in  S h a k e s p e a re 's ,  p e s s im is m  is  co u n te red  w ith  hope ; m an  

in  B e c k e t t  is  t r a g ic a l ly  divided betw een the "noble in  r e a so n "  and the 

" q u in te sse n c e  of d u s t"  as  he is  in  S h a k e sp e a re .

T he  e s ta b l is h m e n t  of the link betw een B ec k e tt ,  A r ta u d  and the 

S u r r e a l i s t s  adds to  the conviction  tha t we m u s t  no t " c o m p a r tm e n ta l i s e '  

B ec k e tt  a s  the in a u g u ra to r  of a  to ta l ly  new type of d r a m a .  The connections  

with t ra d i t io n  a r e  th e re  ; although th is  is  the f ina l  one th a t  I sh a l l  exam ine  

s c h o la r s  w ill  no doubt t r a c e  o th e r s .

F r o m  1929 to 1950 B ecke tt  m ade co n tr ib u tio n s  to the m agaz ine  

t r a n s i t io n .  The p re w a r  E d i to r  Eugene J o la s  p re fa c e d  h is  " In te rn a t io n a l  

W orkshop  for O rp h ic  C re a t io n "  w ith an  a t te m p t  to exp la in  its  a im s .  He 

did  so  w ith  spec if ic  r e fe r e n c e  to  the healing  fo rce  of the  su bconsc ious  

m ind , e s ta b l ish in g  the s u r r e a l i s t  s tan ce  of the new t r a n s i t io n .  He found 

the  c h ie f  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of the "epoch of t r a n s i t io n "  to  be "the c r i s i s  of 

m a n " .  W riting  in 1932, he dem anded  "a rev o lu tio n  of the so u l" .  He 

p ro p o se d  on beh a lf  of t r a n s i t io n  "the re v is io n  of a l l  v a lu es  th a t  no lo n g er  

a n s w e r  our  d e e p e s t  n e e d s " ,  a  defence of "the h a l lu c in a tiv e  f o rc e s "  and the 

e s ta b l i s h m e n t  of "a m an tic  la b o ra to ry "  to  exam ine  the  i r r a t i o n a l  fo rc e s  " 

dom ina ting  "the new p e r so n a l i ty " .  He s ta te d  th a t  t r a n s i t io n  h as  " l i t t le
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fa ith  in R e a so n  o r  S cience as  u l t im a te  m eth o d s"  ; m o re o v e r  t r a n s i t i o n ,

"in  a  s p i r i t  of in te g ra l  p e s s im is m " ,  p ro p o sed  to  "co m b a t a l l  r a t io n a l i s t  

dogm as  tliat s tan d  in  the way of a  m e ta p h y s ic a l  u n iv e r s e " ,  and en co u rag ed

" a l l  a t te m p ts  to w ard s  a su b lim in a l e thos th rough  m e d iu m is t ic  e x p e r im e n ts

MG
in life  and  language . The sam e  edition  of t r a n s i t io n  conta ins  a  s h o r t  

M l
s to ry  by B e c k e t t ,  ev iden tly  c o n s id e re d  by J o la s  to  be su ff ic ien tly  s u r r e a l 

i s t i c  to  be included in  a  jo u rn a l  w ith  such  a im s .  The s to ry  is  an  e x t r a c t  

f r o m  D r e a m  of F a i r  to Middling W o m e n , involving the  B e lacq u a  h e ro .

A n o th e r  p iece  by B eck e tt ,  w hich is  m o re  in te re s t in g ,  is  inc luded  in
( IS

t r a n s i t io n  21. A m an ife s to  " P o e t ry  Is  V e r t ic a l"  is  s igned  by B ec k e tt  and  

e igh t o th e r s ,  including  G eo rg es  P e lo r s o n  who c o lla b o ra te d  w ith  B ec k e tt  

in w r i t in g  Le Kid in 1931, and T h o m as  M cC reev y , who w as a  c o n tr ib u to r  

w ith  B ec k e tt  to  O u r  E xagm ina tion  Round h is  F a c t i f ic a t io n  for In cam in a tio n  

of W ork  in P r o g r e s s .  I t  can be a s su m e d  th a t ,  in 1932, B ec k e tt  w as  in  

to ta l  a g r e e m e n t  w ith  the m an ife s to .  F o r  i ts  ep ig ra p h  the m an ife s to  tak es  

a  quota tion  f ro m  Leon P a u l  F a rg u e  : "On a  e te  t ro p  h o r iz o n ta l ,  j*ai envie  

d 'e t r e  v e r t i c a l . "  The tone is  p a s s io n a te ,  v e rg in g  on the h y s te r i c a l .  I t  

p ro c la im s  "the au tonom y of the poetic  v is io n ,  the hegem ony  of the  in n e r  

life  o v e r  the  o u te r  l ife"  ; it  is  a g a in s t  "the hypnosis  of p o s i t iv i s m " ,  " the 

p ra g m a t ic  conception  of p r o g r e s s " ,  and "the re n e w a l  of the  c l a s s i c a l  

id e a l" .  I t  e le v a te s  the "o rph ie  f o r c e s " ,  "the e c s ta t ic  r e v e la t io n " ,  "the 

a - lo g ic a l  m o v em en t of the p syche"  and "the o rg an ic  rh y th m  of the v is io n " .  

The "I" is  r e g a rd e d  by the m an ife s to  as  a  t r a n s c e n d e n ta l  fo rc e ,  and the 

m a n ife s to  a s s u m e s  th a t  it  can  be r e a l i s e d  a s  such  by the u se  of r e v o lu t io n a ry  

language ;
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T he  t ra n s c e n d e n ta l  'I ' w ith  i ts  m ultip le  s tr a t i f ic a t io n s  
r e a c h in g  back  m ill ions  of y e a r s  is  r e la te d  to  the  e n t i re  
h i s to r y  of m ankind , p a s t  and p re s e n t ,  and is  b ro u g h t 
to  the s u r fa c e  w ith the h a l lu c in a to ry  i r ru p t io n  of im a g e s  
in  the  d r e a m ,  the d a y d re a m , the m y s t ic -g n o s t ic  t r a n c e ,  
and  even  the p s y c h ia tr ic  condition.
The f ina l d is in te g ra t io n  of the 'I '  in the c r e a t iv e  a c t  is  
m ade  p o ss ib le  by the  u se  of a  language w hich i s  a  m an tic  
in s t ru m e n t ,  and which does not h e s i ta te  to  adopt a 
re v o lu t io n a ry  a tt i tu d e  to w ard  w o rd  and syn tax , going 
even  so fa r  a s  to inven t a  h e rm e t ic  language, i f  n e c e s s a r y  
P o e t r y  builds  a nexus betw een the 'I ' and the 'you* by 
lead ing  the em otions  of the sunken, te l lu r ic  dep ths  upw ard  
to w ard  the i l lum ina tion  of a  co llec tive  r e a l i ty  and a 
to ta l i s t ic  u n iv e r s e .
The sy n th es is  of a  new c o l le c t iv ism  is  m ade  p o ss ib le  by 
a  com m unity  of s p i r i t s  who a im  a t  the c o n s tru c t io n  of a  
new m y th o lo g ica l  r e a l i ty .

The e m p h a s is  h e r e  is  on the p r e s e rv a t io n  of m y s t ic  e x p e r ie n c e  a g a in s t  

p r a g m a t is m ,  and on the goal of h a rm o n y  to be ach iev ed  by m yth o lo g ica l  

p o e t ry .  The r e p e t i t io n  of v o cab u la ry  r e la t in g  to  a lch em y  and m ag ic  - 

"o rp h ie  f o r c e s " ,  " m y s t ic -g n o s t ic  t r a n c e " ,  " m a n t ic " ,  and " h e rm e t ic "  - 

is  r e m in is c e n t  of the th e o re t ic a l  w r i t in g s  of A ntonin  A r ta u d ,  w hose c o n n e c 

tio n  w ith  the S u r r e a l i s t  m ovem ent had  been  s e v e re d  s ix  y e a r s  e a r l i e r ,  in 

1926, and w hose w o rk  w as to r e ta in  an  ind iv idual f re n z y .  The poets  who 

s igned  the  m an ife s to  find the c re a t iv e  m ode in r e v e la t io n ,  in  i r r a t io n a l ,  

p sy ch o lo g ica l  dep ths  ; they s e e k  to  d is c o v e r  a n  "em otion  of m u lt i tu d e"  - 

Y e a t s 's  t e r m  s e e m s  p a r t ic u la r ly  a p p ro p r ia te  h e r e  -  by m ean s  of s p e c ia l  

v o c a b u la ry  and r e je c t io n  of orthodox  syn tax  ; they  a im  to  r e la te  m an  to 

m an  by an ex am in a tio n  of the s ign if ican t sym bols  w hich  e m e rg e  and r e c u r  

in  d r e a m  and t r a n c e .  An ex am ina tion  of the in n e r  life  of the psyche  is  

c o n s id e re d  to  be the p ro p e r  b u s in e s s  of the c re a t iv e  a r t i s t .

A fu r th e r  connection  betw een B ecke tt  and the  S u r r e a l i s t s  w as e s t a b 

l ish e d  in  1932, w hen B ec k e tt  t r a n s la te d  p ieces  by A ndre '"B reton and P a u l



E lu a r d  fo r  the S u r r e a l i s t  n u m b er  of T h is  Q u a r te r  . and when he published  

w ith  o th e rs  t r a n s la t io n s  of P a u l  E l u a r d 's S elected  P o e m s . Y ears  l a te r  

B ec k e tt  a lso  t r a n s la t e d  A p o l l in a i re 's  "Z one" . T he  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  line 

of in fluence  f ro m  the S u r r e a l i s t s  to  B eck e tt ,  with r e g a rd  to d r a m a ,  is  

s een  in the w o rk s  of Antonin  A r ta u d .  A r ta u d 's  1935 p roduction  of The 

C enc i w as a s s i s t e d  by R o g er  B lin , both in a d i r e c to r i a l  and an  ac ting  

c a p a c i ty .  R o g e r  B lin  w as the f i r s t  d i r e c to r  of E n  a ttendan t Godot a t  the 

T h e a t re  de Babylone in 1953 ; he h im s e l f  took the p a r t  of P o z z o .  With 

A r ta u d  e m e rg e d  an  e n th u s ia s m  fo r  the p o r t r a y a l  of w hat Y ea ts  had ca lled  

'the Savage God". Y e a ts 's  co m m en t cam e  a f te r  h is  viewing Ubu Roi ; 

A r ta u d 's  a d m ira t io n  fo r J a r r y  c a u se d  h im  in 1927 to  found w ith  R o g er  

V i t ra c  the T h e a t re  A lf red  J a r r y . A r ta u d  a lso  r e c o rd e d  h is  g re a t  r e s p e c t  

fo r  M a e te r l in c k .  l i e  ind ica ted  w hat he c o n s id e re d  to  be the e x t r a o rd in a ry  

re le v a n c e  of M a e te r l in c k 's  w o rk  to the p r e s e n t  day  and th is  is  w o r th  

quoting a t  som e length  :

M a e te r l in c k  u t i l i s e  c e r ta in s  p ro c é d é s  de p en see  dont 
on ne r e m a rq u e  pas a s s e z  l 'a c tu a l i t é . Une c e r ta in e  façon 
d 'u n i r  - en v e r tu  de q u e lle s  m y s té r ie u s e s  an a lo g ies  - une 
s e n sa t io n  e t  un ob je t,  e t  de le s  m e t t r e  s u r  le m êm e  plan 
m e n ta l ,  en év itan t  la  m é ta p h o re ,  se  r e t ro u v e  au fond du 
p r in c ip e  de la poé^sie a r c h i - a c tu e l le .  ( 2 ' D  Son th é â t r e  
e s t  b ien tô t tou t un monde où les  p e rso n n a g e s  t ra d i t io n n e ls  
du th é â t r e  r e p a r a i s s e n t ,  évoqués p a r  le d ed an s .  La fa ta l i té  
in c o n sc ie n te  du d ra m e  antique dev ien t chez M a e te r l in c k  la  
r a i s o n  d 'ê t r e  de l 'a c t io n .  L es  p e rso n n a g e s  sont des  
m a r io n n e t te s  a g i té e s  p a r  le d e s t in .  (T . £) Le d ra m e  e s t  
la  fo rm e  la p lus haute  de l 'e s p r i t .  I l  e s t  dans la n a tu re  
d es  ch o ses  p ro fondes  de se  h e u r t e r ,  de se co m b in e r ,  de 
se  d é d u ire .  L 'a c t io n  e s t  le p r in c ip e  m e me de la v ie .  
M a e te r l in c k  a é té  t e n té  de donner la v ie  a d es  fo rm e s ,  a 
d es  é ta t s  de la  pensée  p u re .  P e l l e a s ,  T in ta g i le s ,  M elisande  
son t com m e les  f ig u res  v is ib le s  de te ls  sp éc ieu x  s e n tim e n ts .  
Une ph ilosophie  se dégage de ces  r e n c o n t re s  a  laquelle  
M a e te r l in c k  e s s a i e r a  plus t a r d  de donner un v e r b e , une fo rm e  
dans  la  th é o r ie  c e n tr a le  du t ra g iq u e  quotid ien . Ic i  le d e s t in
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décha îné  se s  <^aprices ; ic i  le ry th m e  e s t  r a ré f ié ,  s p i r i tu e l ,  
nous s o m m e s  a  la  so u rc e  m êm e de la te m p ê te ,  aux  c e r c le s  
im m o b ile s  com m e la  v ie .

M a e te r l in c k  a  in tro d u it  le p r e m ie r  dans  la  l i t t é r a tu r e  
lâ. r i c h e s s e  m ultip le  de la su b co n sc ien ce . L es  im a g e s  de 
s e s  p o em es  s 'o rg a n is e n t  su ivan t un p r in c ip e  qui n 'e s t  pas  
ce lu i  de la consc ience  n o rm a le .  G - D  M a e te r l in c k  e s t  
a p p a ru  dans la  l i t t é r a tu r e  au  m om en t q u ' i l  deva it  v e n i r .  
S ym bo lis te  i l  l 'e t a i t  p a r  n a tu re ,  p a r  dé f in ition . Ses p o e m e s ,  
s e s  e s s a i s ,  son th e a t r e ,  sont com m e les  é ta t s ,  le s  f ig u re s  
d iv e r s e s  d 'u n e  identique p e n sé e .  ^ o o

A r ta u d  h e r e  a s s o c ia te s  M a e te r l in c k  with the  a v a n t-g a rd e  of 1923. He 

o b s e rv e s  the  puppe t- like  c h a r a c t e r s  and r e c o rd s  the m y s t ic i s m  of M a e te r 

l in c k 's  p lay s .  A r tau d  e sp e c ia l ly  a d m ire s  the fac t th a t  M a e te r l in c k  

a t te m p te d  to d r a m a t is e  c e r ta in  fee lin g s ,  thoughts and s ta te s  of m ind . The 

im m o b il i ty  of M a e te r l in c k 's  plays is  r e m a rk e d  on, a s  w e l l  a s  the w ay in 

w hich  M a e te r l in c k  r e c o rd s  w ith in  such  s ta s i s  the con flic t  a t  the  h e a r t  of 

l i fe .  A r ta u d  connects  M a e te r l in ck  with the S u r r e a l i s t s  by d es ig n a tin g  

h im  the f i r s t  to r e c o rd  in  l i t e r a tu r e  the im ag es  of the  su bconsc ious  m ind . 

F in a l ly ,  he a d m ire s  M a e te r l in c k  fo r  the undevia ting  p a t te rn  of thought in  

h is  p o e m s ,  h is  p lays  and h is  e s s a y s .  We have seen  th a t  M a e te r l in c k 's  

p a t te rn  of thought changed as  he d is c a rd e d  c e r ta in  " t ru th s "  and a c cep ted  

o th e r s .  The s ta te m e n t  is  m o re  a p p ro p r ia te ly  ap p licab le  to B e c k e tt  w hose  

p lays  and poem s a l l  c o n ce rn  the su ffe r in g  of m an .

It is  im p o r ta n t  tliat A r tau d  re c o g n ise d  M a e te r l in c k 's  s ig n if ican ce  a s  

a  p io n e e r  in  d r a m a .  B ec au se  of B e c k e t t 's  a ffin ity  w ith  M a e te r l in c k  i t  is  

e s p e c ia l ly  re le v a n t  to  d is c u s s  A r ta u d 's  d r a m a t ic  th e o ry .  T he  e s s a y s  in 

Le T h e a t r e  e t son double co llec tiv e ly  defy p ro se  r e a l i s m  in d r a m a .

A r ta u d  c a l ls  fo r  a  th e a t r e  like the p lague, w hich is  " la  r é v é la t io n ,  la m ise  

en a v an t ,  la  pous^'^e v e r s  l 'e x té r i e u r  d 'un  fond de c ru a u té  la ten te  p a r  leq u e l
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se lo c a l ise n t  s u r  un individu ou s u r  un peuple tou tes  les  p o s s ib i l i té s  

p e r v e r s e s  de 1 e s p r i t  This  type of d r a m a  w ill  r e l e a s e  t ru th s  and, in  

the  w ay of m y th s ,  th e se  e s s e n t ia l  t ru th s  w ill  involve s a v a g e ry  and to r tu r e .  

T he  m ood of c ru e l ty  is  often found in  B e c k e t t 's  p lay s .  He p ic tu re s  i n 

d iv id u a l c ru e l ty ,  fo r  exam ple  each  t im e  P o zzo  pu lls  on L u c k y 's  ro p e ,  

w hich  is  p a ra d ig m a tic  of a  m uch v a s te r  c ru e l ty ,  of a  c r u e l  God who feeds 

b eau tifu l  b i rd s  to r a t s .  When Lucky k icks  E s t r a g o n ,  B e c k e t t  lo c a l i s e s  

an  a l l - p e rv a s iv e  c ru e l ty ,  the agen t of which r e fu s e s  to put an  end to  the 

su ffe r in g  of m an . B e c k e t t 's  p lays  sco u rg e  i l lu s io n s  and e f fec t  p u r if ica t io n  

in the m o s t  d r a s t i c  w ay.

A r ta u d  a sk s  : " s i  dans ce m onde qui g l i s s e ,  qui se  su ic id e  sans

s 'e n  a p e r c e v o i r ,  i l  se  t ro u v e ra  un noyau d 'h o m m e s  cap ab le s  d ' im p o s e r

ce t te  no tion  s u p é r ie u re  du th e a t r e ,  qui nous r e n d ra  a  tous  l 'e q u iv a len t
2. 02 .

n a tu r e l  e t  m agique des dogm es auxquels  nous ne c royons  p lu s " .  B e c k e t t 's  

d r a m a  is  e s s e n t i a l  ; defying dogm atic  p ro n o u n cem en t i t  n e v e r th e le s s  

p ro v id e s  an  equ iva len t c o sm ic  contex t for m a n . He is  s t r iv in g  for a  type 

of d r a m a  th a t  fo rc e s  us  to look a t  m a n 's  su ffe r in g  and  to q u es tio n  m a n 's  

n a tu re  in  the  way tha t re l ig io n  d o e s .  A r ta u d  s t r e s s e s  "ce t te  g ran d e  p e u r  

m é tap h y siq u e  qui e s t  a la b ase  de tout le th e a t r e  a n c ie n " .  O r ie n ta l  th e a t r e  

is  h e ld  up a s  an  id e a l  fo r w hich W e s te rn  d r a m a  should  s t r iv e  ; i t  i s  a  type 

of d r a m a  th a t  h a s  re ta in e d  its  m e ta p h y s ic a l  context :

D ans le th e a t r e  O r ie n ta l  a  tend an ces  m etap h y s iq u es  oppose 
au th e a t r e  O cc id en ta l  a tendances  p sycho log iques ,  tout ce t 
a m a s  c o m p ac t  de g e s te s ,  de s ig n e s ,  d 'a t t i tu d e s ,  de 
s o n o r i té s ,  qui cons ti tue  le langage de la  r é a l i s a t io n  e t  de 
la s c è n e ,  ce langage qui développe tou tes  s e s  conseq u en ces  
p hysiques  e t  poé tiques  s u r  tou ts  les  p lans  de la  consc ien ce  
e t  dans  tous le s  s e n s ,  e n tra in e  n é c e s s a i r e m e n t  la p en see  a 
p r e n d re  d es  a t t i tu d e s  profondes  qui sont ce que l 'o n  p o u r ra i t  
a p p e le r  de la  m etaphvsigue  en a c t iv i t é . z.o i^
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The re l ig io u s  and r i tu a l i s t i c  a sp e c ts  of O r ie n ta l  d r a m a ,  the g e s tu r e s  

and  s ty l is e d  m o v e m e n ts ,  the sound and s ig n s ,  fo rm  a  language of th e i r  

own w hich s t im u la te s  profound thought in the au d ien ce ,  ach iev in g  an  

"ac t iv e  m e ta p h y s ic s " ,  Y eats  had found the language of m o v em en t,  the 

m u s ic  and the sym bolic  e ffec ts  of J a p a n e se  Noh d r a m a  to  have th is  s ig 

n if ica n ce  ; B e c k e t t 's  d r a m a  is  s im i la r ly  sym bo lic  and  s ty l is e d ,  ach iev in g  

an  a w a re n e s s  in the audience of profound su b jec ts  th rough  a  c o n c re te  s tage  

language . A r ta u d 's  ap p ea l  for a r e tu r n  to t r a d i t io n a l  d r a m a ,  m e ta p h y s ic a l ,  

r i tu a l i s t i c  and sym bo lic ,  has  been  m e t by B e c k e t t .  V isu a l  im a g e s  in  

B e c k e t t 's  p lays  t r ig g e r  off aud ience  re a c t io n  by m ean s  of a s s o c ia t io n  and 

r e s p o n s e  ; fo r  ex am p le ,  the r e sp o n s e  to the u rn s  in  P la y  could be " U r n s - 

fu n e ra l  u rn s  - dea th  - th e se  th re e  c h a r a c te r s  a r e  dead"  ; the im m e d ia te  

r e s p o n s e  is  then  followed up by a c tu a l  v e rb a l  ind ica tions  tha t the th re e  

c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  in  a type of P u rg a to ry .  S o m etim es  language is  u se d  a s  

in can ta tio n  : L u ck y 's  speech  t r a n s m i t s  the em otion  and d e s p a i r  of a  m an  

s tru g g lin g  to  f ra m e  the w o r ld  in adequate  w o rd s  ; i t  su cc e e d s  b e c a u se  of 

the  g r a m m a t ic a l  d is in te g ra t io n  and in co h e ren ce  ; we do not n eed  to c o m 

p reh en d  a l l  i ts  th e m e s ,  when we h e a r  i t  fo r  the  f i r s t  t im e  in  the th e a t r e ,  

to  u n d e rs ta n d  and sy m p a th ise  w ith L u ck y 's  p re d ic a m e n t .  S im ila r ly ,  in  

Not I M outh 's  monologue is  r e c e iv e d  on an  em o tio n a l,  r a th e r  than  an 

in te l le c tu a l ,  lev e l .  B ec k e tt  is  r e p o r te d  a s  say ing  to  J e s s i c a  Tandy  : "I 

a m  no t unduly co n ce rn ed  with in te ll ig ib il i ty .  I hope the p iece  m ay  w o rk  

on the n e r v e s  of the au d ien ce , not i ts  in te l le c t .  "

B e c k e t t  b e liev es  tliat w o rd s  cannot be d iv o rc e d  f ro m  m ovem en ts  

th a t  n a tu ra l ly  go w ith  th e m  : the s ty l is a t io n  th a t  this involves g ives a  

r i tu a l i s t i c  q ua li ty  to  h is  p lay s .  C h a r le s  M arow itz  r e c o r d s  th a t  B e c k e t t 's
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i n t e r e s t  is  not so  much, in  m im e but in the s t r a tu m  of m ovem en t w hich
•2.06

u n d e r l ie s  the w r i t te n  w o rd " .  F o r  each  w ord  th a t  B ec k e tt  w r i te s  he 

en v isa g e s  a  p a r t ic u la r  m ovem ent o r  lack  of m ovem en t th a t  should a c c o m 

pany th a t  w o rd ,  and he is  concerned  to  m ake the aud ience  a w a re  of the 

a s s o c ia t io n  betw een  w ords  and m ovem ents  ; he  to ld  C h a r le s  M arow itz  

th a t  " P ro d u c e r s  d o n 't  s e e m  to have any sen se  of fo rm  in  m o v em en t.  The 

kind of fo rm  one finds in m u s ic ,  fo r  in s ta n c e ,  w h ere  th e m e s  keep  r e c u r r in g .  

W hen in a tex t ,  ac tio n s  a r e  re p e a te d ,  they ought to  be m ade u n u su a l  the

f i r s t  t im e ,  so th a t  when they happen ag a in  - in ex ac tly  the  sa m e  w ay - an
2-07

au d ien ce  w il l  r e c o g n ise  th em  f ro m  b e fo re .  " A r tau d  s i / ^ l e d  out fo r  

a t te n t io n  the m ovem en ts  of the s t a r  d a n c e r  of the B a lin ese  p lays w hich he 

v e ry  m uch  a d m ire d  ; a  b a l le t ic  p roduction  of W aiting fo r  Godot could 

e m p h a s is e  V la d im ir 's  g e s tu re s  in a  s im i la r  way : " le  ges te  du d a n s e u r  

c e n t r a l  qui se touche to u jo u rs  le m e m e point de la  tê te  com m e s ' i l  vou la it

r e p é r e r  la  p lace  e t  la vie d 'o n  ne s a i t  que l o e i l  c e n t r a l  q u e l  oeuf in te l le c tu e l ,
2.ÛS

e s t  h a u te m e n t s ig n if ic a t if" .  A r ta u d 's  th e o ry  in  th is  r e s p e c t  is  fu lf illed  in  

B e c k e t t 's  p lays  w h e re  d ra m a  is  r e s to r e d  to  its  o r ig in a l  m e ta p h y s ic a l  

p u rp o se ,  and dialogue is  supplem ented  by s ty l is e d  g e s tu re  and  m o v em en t.

B e c k e t t 's  i n t e r e s t  in  s ty l is e d  m ovem en t h as  led  h im  to w r i te  two 

m im e -p la y s .  The A ctfsl  W ithout W ords a r e  lacking  in the r ic h n e s s  tha t  

w o rd s  p rov ide  in  m o s t  of B e c k e t t 's  o ther  p lay s .  It is  the p a r t ic u la r  

co m b in a tio n  of w o rd s  w ith  m ovem ent th a t  is  c h a r a c te r i s t i c  of B e c k e t t 's  

g en iu s .  N e v e r th e le s s ,  the m im e -p la y s  fulfil A r ta u d 's  d e s i r e  fo r  a 

m e ta p h y s ic a l  d r a m a .  B eck e tt  p ic tu re s  m an  in  re la t io n  to the c o sm o s  in 

both c a s e s .  A ct Without W ords 1 is fo r  one p la y e r .  He is  flung into 

the  "dazz ling  ligh t"  of the d e s e r t  and p ro ceed s  to  s e t t le  down by a  p a lm  t r e e
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w hich d e sc e n d s  f ro m  the f lie s .  When a w h is tle  su m m o n s  h im , he m oves 

to w a rd s  the sound only to be flung back. He le a rn s  not to  obey the ca ll .  

O b jec ts  d esc e n d  f ro m  the f lies  to ta n ta l is e  h im . One of th e se  is  a  c a ra fe  

of w a te r ,  obviously  d e s i r a b le  in the hea t  of the d e s e r t ,  and it  is  suspended  

above h is  r e a c h .  The r'ope and cubes which he is o ffered  do no t allow  h im  

to r e a c h  the c a r a fe ,  w hich is  aga in  pulled  up in to  the f l ie s .  When the 

c a ra fe  d e sc e n d s  for the second t im e  he ig n o re s  i t ,  B ec k e tt  u s e s  v is u a l  

im a g e s  th a t  a r e  vaguely  b ib lica l:  the d e s e r t  and the p a lm  t r e e .  The 

p la y e r  s e e m s  by the end to  have com batted  a l l  h is  u r g e s  to ex p lo re  the 

o b jec ts  o ffe red  to  h im , and he r e s ig n s  h im s e l f  to c o n te m p la t io n .ra th e r  than  

in v es t ig a t io n .  In A ct Without W ords U  . fo r  two p la y e r s ,  B ec k e tt  d ep ic ts  

life in  b a re  e s s e n t ia l s .  We see  A and B goaded in  tu r n  f ro m  th e i r  s ack s  

in to  a c t io n .  A and B a r e  opposites  : A is  untidy while B is  m e ticu lo u s  ;

A sw allow s p il ls  and ea ts  w ith  d isg u s t  while B e a ts  w ith  v ig o u r .  W hen 

A and B r e - e n t e r  th e i r  sack s  the goad r e tu rn s  and A re c o m m e n c e s  h is  

ro u tin e .  The m im e  is  a  r e p re s e n ta t io n  cf the cyclic  p ro c e s s  of life  a s  

Godot is  ; i t  r e p r e s e n t s  the in te ra c t io n  of c h a r a c te r s  a s  Godot d o e s .  The 

m im e  is  a  s c h e m a tic  re n d e r in g  of Godot and a s  such  its  l im ita t io n s  a r e  

only too obvious.

In W aiting for Godot the  c low n-like  ro u tin e s  and m u s ic - h a l l  p a t te r ,  

the  m a s s  e n te r ta in m e n t  fe a tu re s  o f  the p lay , c o r re s p o n d  to  A r ta u d 's  

d em and  fo r  to ta l  th e a t r e  : " P ra t iq u e m e n t ,  nous voulons r e s s u s c i t e r  une 

id ee  du sp e c ta c le  to ta l ,  où le th e a t r e  s a u ra  r e p r e n d r e  a u  c in é m a ,  au  

m u s ic - h a l l ,  au  c irq u e ,  e t  a la v ie m ê m e ,  ce qui de tout te m p s  lu i a  a p p a r 

ten u . "^'*This is  p e rh ap s  B e c k e t t 's  m a jo r  con tr ib u tio n  to w a rd s  fu lf il l ing  

A r ta u d 's  th e o ry .  Ionesco  and Genet have done m uch  m o re  that is  in  line



l i

w ith  A r ta u d  : both, w ith th e i r  u se  of fan tasy  ; Io n esco ,  w ith h is  s tage  

im a g e s  and lighting e ffec ts  ; Genet w ith h is  m a s k s ,  m i r r o r s  and s t i l t s ,  

can  be m o re  re a d i ly  a s so c ia te d  with A r ta u d 's  th e o ry  than  can  B eck e tt .  

N e v e r th e le s s ,  B eck e tt  has  c re a te d  a  m e ta p h y s ic a l  th e a t r e  ; he has  

d ep ic ted  the  c ru e l ty  of a w orld  w hich o ffe rs  both hope and d e s p a i r  ; he 

h as  r e s t o r e d  to  the th e a t r e  the im p o rtan ce  of lighting (e sp e c ia l ly  in the 

l a t e r  p lay s) ,  m ovem en t,  g e s tu re ,  and r i tu a l  ; he h as  a m a lg a m a te d  m a ss  

e n te r ta in m e n t  w ith  a  highly in te l le c tu a l  m a t r ix  of r e fe r e n c e  and w o rd -p la y .  

In h is  la te  p lays he c o n c e n tra te s  h is  technique and h is  v is io n  of the w o rld  

in s p a r s e  b r ie f  tex ts  w hich should be exam ined  in  d e ta i l .

vii B e c k e t t 's  Late p lays  fo r the s tage

B e c k e t t 's  la te  s tage  plays a t te m p t  w ith  g r e a te r  in te n s i ty  than  the 

e a r l i e r  d r a m a  to p robe into the d is tu rb in g  q u es tio n s  tha t a r e  p a r t  of the 

h um an  condition  : w hat is  id en ti ty ?  how im p o ss ib le  is  i t  to  r e a c h  the  t ru e  

s e l f  and say  " I"?  why does  the m ind con tinually  po re  o ver  m e m o r ie s ?  I 

s h a l l  c o n s id e r  how su c c e s s fu l  the la te  p lays a r e  d r a m a t ic a l ly  in conveying 

to  th e i r  aud ience  the A ngst of the a t te m p t to face  the unimowable and 

n am e the unnam e ab le .

B re a th  ex em p lif ie s  w hat M art in  D odsw orth  has  c a l le d  "the con tinual
2.11

te m p ta t io n  for B ecke tt  of fa lling  back  on the sc h e m a tic  and d o g m atic " .

The th i r ty  second  sk e tch  has  lo s t  the " p e rh a p s"  qua li ty  of the e a r ly  p la y s .  

T h e re  a r e  no a c to r s  and no u se  of language ; the b re a th in g  is  m e c h an ica l ly

re p ro d u c e d  f ro m  the sa m e  re c o rd in g  for each  p e r fo rm a n c e  of a  p ro d u c tio n .

B ec k e tt  h as  tak en  f ro m  the concep t of a  p lay  i ts  e s s e n c e  : the sk il l  of 

a c to r s  o r  a c t r e s s e s  o r  one a c to r  or a c t r e s s  to hold an  aud ience . B ec k e tt
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h as  ca l le d  B re a th  a f a rc e  in. five a c t s " .  In t h i s  farce ' w o rd s  a r e  om itted  

and c r i e s  suffice  to ind ica te  hum an contact w ith  the  w orld .  T h e re  is  no 

m im e  to re p la c e  the e x p re s s io n  th a t  language p ro v id es  in the e a r ly  p la y s .

T he  e x ac tly  s y m m e t r ic a l  c r ie s  of b i r th  and d ea th ,  the in c r e a s e  of ligh t 

and  b r e a th ,  and the d e c re a s e  of light and b re a th ,  put fo rm  to the chaos 

of life r e p re s e n te d  by the m isce l lan eo u s  ru b b ish  which we se e  o n -s ta g e .

T he  m o s t  te r r i f y in g  face t of th is  ske tch  is  tha t d a rk n e s s  does not e v e r  

com e ; the c r a v e d - fo r  d a rk n e s s  of P la y  is n o n -e x is te n t .  In  B re a th  

B e c k e t t  h a s  ach ieved  a  s ligh t p lay  w hich does not ju s t i fy  h is  ta le n ts  ; my 

a tt i tu d e  h e re  should be e la b o ra te d  a t  som e length .

The sy m b o lism  of W aiting fo r  Godot and E ndgam e is  sub tle  and 

su g g es tiv e  : we do not im m e d ia te ly  see  th a t  V la d im ir  and E s t r a g o n  could 

be " in te rp re te d "  a s  m ind  and body, o r  tha t H am m  and Clov a r e  r e la te d  

like " h a m m e r"  and "n a il" .  The t r e e  in Godot could be a c r o s s  o r  the 

t r e e  of life o r  the t r e e  of the knowledge of good and ev il  : the im p lica t io n s  

do not c a n c e l  e a c h  o th e r  out and they  a r e  le f t  fo r  the s p e c ta to r  to  choose 

be tw een  o r  to r e j e c t  a t  w ill .  The boy who a p p e a r s  ou ts ide  the window in 

E ndgam e could be a sav io u r  of som e kind, but i t  is  open fo r  the audience  

to  in fe r  f ro m  the s itua tion  a  fee ling  of hope. When B e c k e t t 's  s y m b o lism  

b e c o m e s  p e r s o n a l  a l le g o ry ,  losing i ts  am bigu ity  and re so n a n c e ,  the r e s u l t  

i s  f la t ,  o n e -d im e n s io n a l  d r a m a .  In o rd e r  to be d r a m a t ic a l ly  s u c c e s s fu l ,  

th e a t r e  s ta t iq u e  m u st  involve m u lt ip l ic i ty  by m ean s  of h ig h ly -c h a rg e d  

su g g es t iv e  s itu a t io n ,  language and s i le n c e .  The g en re  does not ju s t ify  

i t s  p o ten t ia l  w hen poetic  ex p lo ra t io n  of the m y s te r ie s  of life and  dea th  is 

r e je c te d  for a  d id ac tic  s ta te m e n t  of one p e r s o n 's  (the p la y w rig h t 's )  e x p r e s 

s ion  of h is  own a n s w e rs  to th e se  profound i s s u e s .  The n a tu re  of sy m b o lism .
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which is  n o n -d id a c tic  and seeks  to e x p re s s  m a n 's  r e la t io n  to the cosm os  

in  a fo rm  th a t  ev o k es ,  r a t h e r  than s ta te s ,  m eaning , is  congen ia l to m o d ern  

au d ien ces  w ith d iv e r se  a t t i tu d es  to the hum an s itua tion . The p layw righ ts  

u n d e r  rev iew  r e ta in  an  a l l e g o r ic a l  d isp o s it io n  w hich so m e tim e s  a p p e a rs  

fo rc e fu l ly  in p lays  w hich  p re a c h  "how it  i s " .  Y eats  succeeded  in c o m 

bin ing  a l le g o ry  and  s y m b o lism  : in  The Cat and the Moon the p e r so n a l  

a l le g o ry  does  not p re c lu d e  the  u se  of sugges tive  sy m b o ls .  B ec k e tt  is  a t 

h is  w o r s t  when a l le g o ry  is  fo rced  upon h is  aud ien ce . We can  usefu lly  

c o m p a re  B re a th  w ith Happy Days in th is  r e s p e c t .  In Happy Days the 

mound of s c o rc h e d  g ra s s  which is  slow ly suck ing  down Winnie could  be 

in te rp r e te d  as  an im age  fo r  the sands  of t im e  th a t  o v e r tak e  hum an ity .

B ac h  "happy day"  b r in g s  Winnie c lo s e r  to being co m p le te ly  sw allow ed up 

by h e r  e a r th - g r a v e ,  ju s t  as  each  new day b r in g s  us c lo s e r  to the sam e  

in ev itab le  f a t e . She is  r e p re s e n ta t iv e  of hum anity  con fron ted  by d ea th .  

W in n ie 's  r e f r a in  : " 'T i s  only hum an. " o v e r t ly  points  to h e r  u n iv e r s a l

s ig n if ican ce .  H o w ev er ,  we re sp o n d  em otiona lly  r a th e r  than  in te l lec tu a l ly  

to  the e a r th  im age  ; we co n c e n tra te  on W inn ie 's  a t te m p t  to  ta c k le  h e r  

s i tu a t io n  b ecau se  she is  c h a r a c te r i s e d  a s  an  ind iv idual w ith  h e r  own p a r 

t i c u la r  fo ib les  and w e a k n e s se s ,  and i t  is  obvious tha t the c o re  of the play's 

c o n c e rn  r e s t s  w ith  W inn ie 's  a t t i tude  to  h e r  fate r a th e r  than the  fate  i tse l f .  

We a c c e p t  the m ound, and W inn ie 's  b u r ia l  in i t ,  a s  a  "given" su g g es tiv e  

v i s u a l  im ag e  th a t  en liances W inn ie 's  r e p re s e n ta t iv e  n a tu re  ; we then  s e a rc h  

beyond th is  a s p e c t  of the p lay for s ign if ican t id e a s .  T h is  ap p ro ach  is  

im p o ss ib le  in B re a th  w here  we a r e  o ffered  an a l le g o r ic a l  fo rm  th a t  m u s t  

be in te rp re te d  in te l le c tu a l ly  becau se  th e re  a r e  no id eas  o r  c h a r a c te r i s a t io n  

o r  nuan ces  of language outside the v e ry  s im p le  s c h e m a tic  p re se n ta t io n  of



the  h u m an  condition . B ecke tt  s e e m s  to be s ta t ing  th a t  the d e s p a i r  

conveyed by the o n -s ta g e  ru b b ish  and the h a lf - l ig h t  a r e  "how i t  i s "  fo r  

e v e ry m a n .  He has not r e tu rn e d  to  such d o g m a tism . In the m o s t  r e c e n t  

s tage  p lays we a r e  o ffered  ind iv idual c h a r a c te r s  who a t te m p t  to  com e to  

t e r m s  w ith th e i r  l ives  ; a t  the sam e  t im e  the  Mouth, the L is te n e r  and 

May a r e  to som e ex ten t r e p re s e n ta t iv e  of a l l  hum an  lives  and we re c o g n ise  

th a t  tliey s h a re  the hum an condition that we m u s t  a l l  face .  B i r th  and 

deatli a r e  fac ts  ; the ru b b ish  th a t  B re a th  d ep ic ts  in betw een  th e se  po les  

le a v e s  us w ith a  b i t t e rn e s s  d isappoin ting  f ro m  a p lay w rig h t who has  b r i l 

l ian tly  ca p tu re d  the hum our  and am bigu ity  of life in the r ic h n e s s  of W aiting 

fo r  Godot.
2-13

Com e and Go w as w r i t te n  in  1965, tlie y e a r  b e fo re  B r e a th , and i t  i s  

about th re e  m inu tes  long in p e r fo rm a n c e .  B ec k e tt  has  supplied  a  s ch em e  

of the pos it io n s  of the th re e  wom en and of th e i r  h an d s ,  d e ta i ls  of l igh ting , 

c o s tu m e ,  the s e a t  on w hich they  s i t ,  th e i r  ex its  and d ic tio n . T he  playing 

a r e a  is  softly  li t  and the r e s t  of the s tage  is  "as  d a rk  a s  p o s s ib le " .  ^ T h e  

lighting su g g es ts  the d a rk n e s s  of the a r e a  outside  ou r  know ledge, outside  

the p lay  of "com e a n d  go" tha t is  the w o m en 's  l iv e s .  The fu ll- len g th  

co a ts  and the la r g e -b r im m e d  h a ts  o b scu re  the w o m en 's  bodies  and head s  ; 

th ey  ind ica te  the s a m e n e s s  of the w om en and p e rh a p s  th e i r  f r ig id i ty ,  th e i r  

r e lu c ta n c e  to  e m e rg e  f ro m  the a l l-e n v e lo p in g  sh e lls  th a t  s e e m  to  p ro te c t  

th e m .  The sh e l l -c lo th e s  a lso  ind ica te  the w o rld  of d r e a m s  th a t  Vi, Ru 

and F lo  live in ; th e re  a r e  no r in g s  on th e i r  hands but F lo 's  l a s t  line is
ilS T

"I can  fee l  the r in g s "  : they  a r e  c loaked in  d r e a m s  f ro m  h ead  to foot.

The th re e  w om en s e e m  to be s it t ing  on nothing ; the s e a t  should be b e n c h 

l ik e ,  and ju s t  long enough fo r  th e m  : "As l i t t le  v is ib le  a s  p o ss ib le .  It



2)2.

2.16
should  not be c le a r  w hat they  a r e  s it t in g  on. " The c h a r a c te r s  should not 

be s e e n  to go off s tage  : they  d isa p p e a r  into  the d a rk n e s s  su rro u n d in g  the 

p lay ing  a r e a .  T h e i r  vo ices  a r e  low and c o lo u r le s s  a p a r t  f ro m  the th re e  

c l im a c t ic  m o m en ts  when rev e la t io n s  a r e  m ade and r e a c te d  to .  The th re e  

w om en s it  in e r e c t  p o s tu re  and th e re  is  s i len ce  a t  the s t a r t  of the " d ra m a -  

t ic u le " .  We see  th re e  shadowy f ig u re s ,  th e i r  ag es  u n d e te rm in a b le .  T h e re  

a r e  th i r t e e n  s i le n c e s  a l to g e th e r  in the tiny play ; the second  line is  R u 's
X I I

"L e t  us no t sp eak . " W ords a r e  not u sed  when a l l  th re e  w om en a r e  

to g e th e r  : an  unknown b a r r i e r  p re c lu d e s  any u t te ra n c e .  Vi tw ice a t te m p ts  

- a t  beginning and end - to  s t a r t  a  co n v e rsa t io n  by ques tion ing  the o th e r  

two : "When did we th re e  la s t  m e e t ? "   ̂ "May we not sp eak  of the  old d a y s ? '!

"Cf w hat cam e a f t e r ? " -  ^he  is u n su c c e ss fu l .  C om m unica tion  betw een  

the  th re e  w om en is  p o ss ib le  only when they  hold  hands ; the sen se  of 

touch f o s te r s  a kind of s e c u r i ty  and i l lu s io n  : "I can fe e l  the r in g s ; ' s ay s  

F lo .  In  the s y m m e t r ic a l  sequences  when re v e la t io n s  o c c u r ,  one w om an 

ex its  while a n o th e r  d isc lo se s  som ething  about the one gone. The one who 

l i s te n s  is  "appa lled"  ; p e rh ap s  the fact tliat the th re e  "C hs"  a r e  sp ec if ied  

as  v e ry  d if fe ren t  in sound suggests  th a t  the th re e  s e c r e t s  a r e  v e ry  d if fe re n t .  

The aud ience  m u s t  guess  a t  the d i s c lo s u re s .  W hen each  w om an is  a sk ed  

w hat she  th inks of the one who h as  gone she re v e a ls  h e r  ig n o ra n ce  in a 

w ay th a t  te l l s  us tha t outw ard  a p p e a ra n c e s  a r e  decep tiv e  : "I se e  l i t t le  

change. " d e c la r e s  Ru about Vi ; "She s e e m s  m uch the s a m e .  " say s  Vi 

about F lo  ; "One s e e s  l i t t le  in th is  light. " says  F lo  d is m is s iv e ly  about Ru. 

B ec k e tt  a c c e n tu a te s  tlis fee ling  of s a m e n e ss  by the soft lighting and by the 

u n fa thom able  a p p e a ra n c e  of each  w om an . One could  m ake  the in te rp re ta t io n  

th a t  e a c h  of the w om en is su ffering  f ro m  an in c u ra b le  d is e a s e  of w hich she
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ia ig n o ra n t  ; i t  is  fo r  each  s p e c ta to r  to decide the  th r e e  t r a g e d ie s .  The 

n u m b e r  th re e  is suggestive  ; one wom an is  a lw ays le f t  out w hen she h as  

gone : two people ta lk  to g e th e r  m o re  re ad ily  than  th r e e .  The th r e e  w om en , 

a s  Ruby Cohn points out, su g g es t  the th re e  w itches  f ro m  M acbeth  , the 

th re e  l i t t le  g i r l s  f ro m  schoo l, the th re e  s i s t e r s  f ro m  Chekhov, the th re e  

d a u g h te rs  of L e a r ,  the th re e  fa tes  ; B ecke tt  finds it  in te re s t in g  to w ork  

w ith  a  t r io  in  a r i tu a l i s t i c  p a t te rn  of light and d a rk ,  s ile n c e  and w o rd s  ;

P la y  a lso  com bines  th ese  e le m e n ts .  T he  co n c e n tra t io n  of l i f e 's  e le m e n ts  

into such  a p a t te rn  is w e ll  thought out in Come and Go. V/e a r e  re m in d e d  

th a t  a s  we com e and go into and out of life o th e rs  r e v e a l  our  d i s a s t e r s  and 

s h a re  ou r  fa n ta s ie s  ; we live in ig n o ran ce  of our  t ru e  n a tu re .  A t the end, 

w hen  the th re e  w om en c la sp  hands ,  they  a r e  fo r  the f i r s t  and only t im e  a t  

one : they  co m m u n ica te .  The fo rm  of the p lay  is  b a l le t ic  : th r e e  pas  de 

deux a r e  en ac ted  when on th re e  s e p a ra te  o ccas io n s  one of the w om en  goes 

to the d a r k n e s s .  The m y s te r io u s  r i tu a l  m anages  to convey the chaos 

ou tside  the r ig id  fo rm  : th e r e  is  a  " m e s s "  in the background  of Com e and 

Go w hich we m u s t  in tu itive ly  p ick up fo r  o u r se lv e s .  B e c k e t t 's  " d r a m a - 

t ic u le "  is  c o m p ass io n a te  and m a th e m a tic a l ly  p r e c i s e .  The s u c c in c tn e ss  

is  m a s te r f u l  ; the p a s t  is outlined fo r  us  and the fu ture  sp eak s  in  the 

ap p a lled  "Ohs ' th a t  we h e a r .  T h re e  t r a g ic  l ives  com e and go.

Not I w as conceived  in the following way : "B ecke tt  w as  in  T u n is ia  

in 1970 s i t t ing  in a  cafe when he no ticed  a  m y s te r io u s  f igu re  com p le te ly  

h idden  in  the folds of a  d je llab a  and s tand ing  a g a in s t  the background  of a 

w a ll .  B ec k e tt  began  to  w onder w hat tha t pa tien t  f igu re  could be w aiting  

fo r  : w hat s u b te r r a n e a n  vo ices  w e re  going th rough  i ts  m ind?  O nly  la te r  

d id  he  l e a r n  th a t  the p re v io u s ly  un iden tifiab le  f igure  w as in  fac t  d is t in c t ly



fem in in e ,  an  A ra b  w om an w aiting  for h e r  child  to com e hom e f ro m  school.  " 

T he  A u d ito r  in  the p lay is  d e r iv ed  f ro m  the f ig u re ,  " se x  u n d e te rm in a b le  ', 

c o v e re d  f ro m  head  to foot in a  b lack  d je llab a ,  s tanding  on an  inv is ib le  

pod ium  about four feet high, so th a t  he o r  she se e m s  to  be suspended  on 

nothing, looking d iagonally  a c r o s s  the s tage  a t  Mouth. He o r  she is  

fa in tly  l i t  : we can  ju s t  m ake out h is  or h e r  shadowy fo rm . M outh 's  lips  

a r e  l i t  (we cannot see  h e r  head  o r  body) and h e r  vo ice  ta lk s  un in te ll ig ib ly  

u n ti l  the c u r ta in  r i s e s .  Ivlouth launches into the tex t .  The audience  m u s t  

be sc ru p u lo u s  in i ts  d iv is ion  of the se n se s  ; the ey es  w ant to  look a t  Mouth 

but they  m u s t  o b se rv e  the four m ovem en ts  of the a u d i to r  ; the  e a r s  m u s t  

be keen ly  d i re c te d  a t  the w ords  issu in g  f ro m  the m outh . B e c a u se  the 

aud ien ce  fee ls  th is  d ichotom y te a r in g  th e m  a p a r t ,  the d ichotom y of m ind 

and  body r e p re s e n te d  in  f ron t of th em  is m ade a l l  the m o re  ac u te .  The 

e lu s iv e  n a tu re  of the s e lf  - a s  the hum an being s t a r e s  a t  i t s  body and 

a n a ly s e s  w ith  its  m ind - is  b rought hom e in a d e v a s ta t in g  im ag e .  "I th ink  

th e r e fo r e  I a m  suddenly takes  on m eaning  as  it  is  v isu a l is e d  in f ro n t  of 

u s .  A second  r e a l i s a t io n  about the sp e c ta c le  com es l a t e r ,  p o ss ib ly  on 

re f le c t io n  a f te r  the  c u r ta in  fa l ls .  B eck e tt  is  d ra m a t is in g  the re la t io n s h ip

22.3.betw een  p layw righ t and aud ience . The w ords  com e t r ip p in g  out in d i s 

o rg a n iz e d  syn tax , in co h e ren tly ,  t ry in g  to e x p re s s  a  re v e la t io n .  The 

a u d i to r  m ak es  four g e s tu re s  of "h e lp le ss  c o m p ass io n "  (p. 11). T h is  is  

one p o ss ib le  re a c t io n  of the audience to Not I . th a t  of h e lp le s s  co m p a ss io n
p

fo r  the  w o m an 's  s itu a tio n . The mouth so m e t im e s  a p p e a r s  like a  su p u ra t in g  

wound, so m e t im e s  like an  anus d isch a rg in g  e x c re m e n t .  It does no t belong 

to  its  body ; i t  i s  d is e a se d .  One A p r i l  m orn ing  w ords  come to a  w om an 

of seven ty .  P r e v io u s ly  h e r  voice had s c a rc e ly  o p e ra ted  : "just the b i r th

c r y  to  get h e r  going . .  . b re a th in g  . . . then  no m o re  t i l l  th i s "  (p. 7) a p a r t

2. 2.0
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f ro m  the u rg e  to u t t e r  w ords  once o r  twice a  y e a r .  The u rg e s  n e c e s s i ta te  

a  ru n  to the la v a to ry  w h ere  she pou rs  out h e r  t o r r e n t  in a  m ad ru sh .  The 

a t ta c k s  a r e  a s s o c ia te d  with sh a m e ,  the sham e of a  ch ild  who cannot get 

to  the la v a to ry  in t im e ,  but beyond th is  b ecau se  even in the la v a to ry  the 

sham e p e r s i s t s .  T h e re  a r e  h in ts  tha t th e se  a t ta c k s  a r e  p u rg es  bestow ed 

by God. V/ith the recogn it ion  of th ese  h in ts  one r e a l i s e s  how c lo se ly  

B e c k e t t 's  canon is w elded to g e th e r  so tha t each  p a r t  is  ind ica tive  of the 

w hole , and the whole ind ica tive  of B e c k e t t 's  s en se  of being . H is p rev io u s  

d e s c r ip t io n s  of the  p u rg a to r ia l  pun ishm ent a r e  echoed h e r e .  W ords  s e e m ,  

as  in P la y , the pun ishm en t fo r s in . If Mouth can find the r ig h t  w ords  

she w ill  be pu rged . The M outh 's d ia r rh o e a  d r ib b le s  out u n co n tro llab ly .

She w as b o rn  p re m a tu re ly  "out . . . into th is  w o r ld "  (p. 1). The g ra v e s t  

s in  a c c o rd in g  to B eck e tt ,  the s in  of b i r th ,  is  en ac ted  once ag a in .  P a r e n t s  

a r e  unknown to h e r  so she is  sp a re d  love (the s in  w hich m igh t lead  to life , 

t h e r e fo r e  the  second m o st  g rave). \7 an d er in g  abou t in a  f ie ld , a lm o s t  

sev en ty  y e a r s  l a t e r ,  in the sp r in g ,  som eth ing  of m o m en t o c c u rs  fo r  the 

f i r s t  t im e .  V/hen the m outh t r i e s  to d e sc r ib e  h e r  e x p e r ie n c e  she cannot 

a d d r e s s  h e r s e l f  in the f i r s t - p e r s o n  ; "she found h e r s e l f  in  the -  . .  .w h a t?  

. . . w h o ?  . . . n o !  . . .  she! . . . " ( p .  2). H e re ,  w h ere  B ec k e tt  m ak es  h is  

su b je c t ,  h is  p e r s i s te n t  su b jec t,  exp lic i t ,  the a u d i to r  p e r fo rm s  h is  c o m 

p a s s io n a te  g e s tu re .  Tbis "vehem ent r e fu s a l  to  r e l in q u ish  th i rd  p e rso n "

(p. 11) o c c u rs  five t im e s  in  the account. The a t ta c k  is  d e s c r ib e d  a s  a 

d a rk n e s s  and an in sen tien ce .  H e r  f i r s t  thought w as  tha t  she w as re c e iv in g  

p u n ish m en t f ro m  God. But she w as not su ffe r ing , so  she d i s m is s e d  the 

id ea .  She fee ls  tliat she should w ri th e  but h e r  body w il l  not obey. She 

d e s c r ib e s  h e r  body in C a r te s ia n  t e r m s  a s  a m achine  : "m o re  like ly  the
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m achine  . . .  so  d isconnec ted  . . . n e v e r  got the m e s s a g e "  (p. 4). She 

could not s c r e a m  for he lp  (but she does now, a la rm in g ly ) .  The buzzing  

in h e r  h ead  tu rn s  in to  w o rd s .  She had su rv iv ed ,  shopping fo r ex am p le , 

w ithout speech^ now a voice seem ing ly  d isconnec ted  f ro m  h e r  s t a r t s  to  

sound. She fee ls  h e r  lips move - the voice is h e r s !  She r e c o l le c ts  the 

p a s t ,  r e m e m b e r s  the day she c r ie d ,  d e s c r ib e s  the A p r i l  s c e n e ,  a  b e a m  

goading h e r  to sp eak  a l l  the t im e .  In co u rt  she  could no t sp eak , yet now 

she cannot s top. H e r  p ra y e r  fo r  the w ords  to s top is  u n h ea rd .

Cne could in te rp r e t  the ac tio n  of Not I a s  tak ing  p lace  a f te r  d ea th  

in a p u rg a to ry  w hich m akes  the body in se n tie n t  and the m ind h y p e ra c t iv e .

I a m  rem in d e d  of the p a s sa g e  in P lay  w here  W 1 d e c la r e s  " i t  m u s t  be s o m e -  

th ing  I have to say "  ; she adds "How the m ind w orks  s ti l l!  " Ivloutli's 

m ind  is w orking  a t  a v e ry  fa s t  r a te  ; our co m p a ss io n  fo r  h e r  is  e lev a ted  

to th a t  fo r  the hum an condition as  a w hole, a s  we q u es t  to nam e the u n -  

na me a b le ,  to put w ords  to the unknowable. Mouth r e tu r n s  in  our  n ig h t

m a r e s ,  dancing  f ra n t ic a l ly  in  h e r  f ren z ied  pouring  fo r th .  The im age  is  

te r r i fy in g ly  m e m o ra b le  ; the one v isu a l  im age of T ha t T im e  is  a lm o s t  - 

but not quite - as  pow erfu l. If a  pain ting  by C arav ag g io  in sp i re d  the 

im ag e  of the m outh in Not I then p e rh a p s  E d v a rd  Munch s Ib sen  in the 

G rand  C a f é  in sp i re d  the im age  of the L i s t e n e r 's  "old white face ,  long 

f la r in g  white h a i r  a s  if  s een  f ro m  above o u tsp re a d " .  B ec k e tt  com bines  

a  s ingle  im age  - a s  in a pain ting  - w ith th re e  v o ices  w hich d e s c r ib e  v iv id ly  

poetic  s c e n e s .  C u r  eyes a r e  a r r e s t e d  by the face w hich f loa ts  in d a rk n e s s  

about ten  fee t above s tage  leve l.  T he  face a p p e a rs  to be m agnified  b ecau se  

the c o n t r a s t  betw een  i ts  w h iten ess  and tlie su rro u n d in g  d a rk n e ss  is  so 

g r e a t .  T h e re  a r e  o ccas io n a l  fa c ia l  m ovem en ts  : the aud ience  m u s t  a t ten d
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v e ry  c lo se ly  to d e te c t  th e se .  The eyes a r e  open a t  the beginning  ;

B ec k e tt  in d ica tes  in  the tex t w here  the eyes shut. T h e re  a r e  th re e  p e r io d s  

of s i le n c e ,  each  la s t in g  ten  seconds .  The L i s t e n e r 's  ey es  a lw ays open 

in a s i le n c e .  At the end of the p lay, in the th ird  s i le n c e ,  the L is te n e r  

a c h ie v e s  a to o th less  sm ile .  The d e ta ils  of m ovem ent a r e  a lm o s t  

im p e rc e p t ib le  ; T ha t T im e  r e q u i re s  a  s m a l l  th e a t r e .  Yet it  is  t ru e  to  

say  th a t  without the im age of face ,  if  the p lay w e re  b ro a d c a s t  on the ra d io ,  

fo r  ex a m p le ,  its  im p ac t  would not be n e a r ly  a s  g re a t .  F o r  i t  s e e m s  to 

be B e c k e t t 's  in ten tion  to sp li t  our s e n se s  of s igh t and h e a r in g ,  so th a t  

we u n d e rs ta n d  witli a p h y s ica l  a p p reh en s io n  the L i s t e n e r 's  s itu a tio n . We 

l i s te n  with the L is te n e r  to th re e  vo ices  tha t a r e  h is  own ; they a r e  no t 

is s u in g  f r o m  h im  : they com e f ro m  both s id es  of the s tage  and above.

T h is  e ffec t  suggests  tha t the L is te n e r  cannot re c o n c i le  h im s e l f  to the fac t 

th a t  th e se  vo ices  belong to h im . In the s i le n c e s  the L i s t e n e r 's  b re a th in g  

m onopo lises  our e a r s  : h is  m ind is b lank  and a l l  he can  h e a r  is  h is  b rea tl i in g . 

B ec k e tt  fo rc e s  us to a p p re c ia te  the L i s t e n e r 's  pos it ion  ; we a r e  au d ien ce ,  

a s  he i s ,  to  th re e  v o ices .  The vo ices  " m odulate  back  and fo rth  w ithout 

any b re a k  in g e n e ra l  flow excep t w here  s ilen ce  in d ic a te d " . The d iff icu lty  

th a t  th is  continuity  involves for the aud ience  is  re c o g n ise d  by B eck e tt .  In 

a  note he in d ica te s  tha t " the sw itch f ro m  one to  an o th e r  m u s t  be c le a r ly  

fa in tly  p e r c e p t ib le . If tn ree fo ld  so u rce  and context p rove in su ff ic ien t to 

p roduce  th is  effect it should be a s s i s te d  m ech an ica lly  (e. g. th re e fo ld  p i tc h ) .“ 

(p. 8). In the 1976 p r e m ie re  a t  the R oyal C o u rt  T h e a t r e  i t  w as d iff icu lt 

to  d is t in g u ish  th re e  vo ices  ; two w e re  c le a r ly  d is t in g u ish ed ,  while the 

th ird  b ecam e  m e rg e d  w ith  the second. It is  im p e ra t iv e  to r e a d  the p lay 

in  o rd e r  to a p p re c ia te  the d e l ica te  poetic echoes  tliat ind ica te  both the
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betw een  the vo ices  and the s im i la r  tones th a t  te l l  us tliat th e se  v o ices  a l l  

i s s u e  f ro m  one m ind . T ha t T im e is c lo s e r  to ly r ic  p o e try  than any o th e r  

of B e c k e t t 's  s tag e  p lay s .

The th re e  in te r s p e r s e d  m onologues evoke s c e n e s  f ro m  the p a s t  in 

d e ta i le d  v ig n e t te s .  The m onologues a r e  unpunctuated  so tha t the w o rd s  

flow u n in te r  rw-pted f ro m  one voice to the next without the b a r r i e r  of s e n te n 

c e s .  The vo ices  say  "you" of th e m se lv e s  ; tha t is ,  the  L is te n e r  says  

"you" in s tead  of I" : the vo ices  a r e  h is  th re e  d iffe ren t s e lv e s .  C o lou r ,  

w e a th e r  and the seaso n s  a r e  im p o r ta n t  to  a l l  th re e  v o ic e s .  Voice A 

r e m e m b e r s  a  g rey  day when "you ' had  r e tu rn e d  to  the p lace  w h e re ,  a s  

a  ch ild , "you" had hidden ia  a ru in .  The L i s t e n e r 's  eyes  c lo se  as  th is  is  

r e c a l le d .  A 's  f i r s t  sec tio n  ends "when was tha t"  (p. 9). C p icks  up the 

"w hen", but he ta lk s  of an  o ccas ion  when "you" s h e l te r e d  f ro m  the r a in  

in the w in te r  ; i t  was cold and "you" sh iv e re d  and d r ip p e d  on a m a rb le  

s e a t  in the P o r t r a i t  G a lle ry .  He a lso  ends on the  w o rd s  "when w as th a t"  

(p. 9), echo ing  A in  what g rad u a lly  b e c o m e s ^ o e t ic  r e f r a in .  B con tinues  ; 

he d e s c r ib e s  a sumn':.er love s c e n e ,  "on the s tone to g e th e r  in the sun" (p. 9) 

on a  b r ig h t  t ra n q u i l  day . H is co lou r  is  yellow , the co lo u r  of the w heat 

on th a t  idy llic  o ccas io n . A 's  co lour  is  g rey  and h is  m ood c o n t r a s ts  w ith 

B ' s .  A follows with the continuing r e c o l le c t io n  of " tha t  t im e  you w ent 

back  th a t  la s t  t im e"  (p. 10) ; h is  w ords  "was your m o th e r  ah fo r  God's 

sake  a l l  gone long ago" (p. 10) a r e  re p e a te d  by C ; C 's  r e c o l le c t io n  of 

"not a  sound to be h earA ' is  taken  up by B ; "no sound not a  w o rd "  (p. 10). 

So the p a t te rn in g  is e s ta b lish e d  : th e re  is  an  in t r ic a te  overlapp ing  of c e r 

ta in  d e ta i ls  but the t l iree  s to r ie s  - of going back , of sh e l te r in g ,  and of the 

lo v e rs  -  re  m a hi s e p a ra te .  The^couple " s t i l l  on the stone ' (p. 10) of B is



eciioeo. in A s^child a l l  day long on a stone among the n e t t le s  w ith  your 

p ic tu re -b o o k "  (p. 10), and the stone beco m es  the "s lab "  (p. 11) in C. The 

le i tm o tif s  a r e  rap id ly  followed up.

The re v e la t io n s  tliat come to the vo ices  a r e  those  th a t  have been  

u n d e rs to o d  by m any of B e c k e t t 's  c h a r a c te r s .  C ta lk s  of "c raw lin g  about 

y e a r  a f te r  y e a r  sunk in you r  life long m e ss  m u tte r in g  to y o u r se l f "  (p. 11) 

re m in d in g  us of B s t ra g o n 's  fu ry  about the "mucl<heap" of e x is te n c e ,  and 

the  How It Is p ro ta g o n is t .  A e la b o ra te s  the concep t of " ta lk ing  to y o u rse lf" ;  

a s  a child  of ten  or e leven  "you" he ld  "out loud im a g in a ry  c o n v e rsa t io n s "

(p. l i ) .  How the L is te n e r  h e a r s  vo ices  in h is  mind jo s t l in g  to  t e l l  s to r ie s  

in  a  way no t v e ry  d if fe ren t  ; B h in ts  tha t  h is  idy llic  scene  is  f ic tiona l,  w hich  

s e e m s  to c o r ro b o ra te  this : " ju s t one of those  th ings you kept m aking up to

keep  the void out ju s t  a n o th e r  of those  old ta le s  to keep  the void f ro m  pouring  

in on top of you the sh roud"  (p. 11). The r e a l i s a t io n  que lls  a l l  the vo ices  

fo r  ten  seconds  and the L is t e n e r 's  eyes  open. A f te r  the s i len ce  C r e tu rn s  

to the c e n t r a l  question  of the mouth in Not I and the L i s t e n e r 's  eyes c lo se  : 

"could  you e v e r  say I to y o u rse l f  in  your l ife"  (p. 11). C m ain ta in s  tha t 

t l ie re  a r e  no tu rn in g -p o in ts  in life a f te r  the e jec t io n  f ro m  the womb : "the 

f i r s t  and l a s t  tha t t im e c u r le d  up w o rm  in s l im e  when they lugged you out 

and  w iped you off and s tra ig h te n e d  you up" (p. 12). When C r e m e m b e r s  

" tha t t im e  when "you" w e re  in the I- o r t r a i t  G a lle ry  "alone with the p o r t r a i t s  

of the dead b lack  wdth d i r t  and an tiq u ity " ,  he in d ic a te s  the ques tionab le  

n a tu re  of the idea  that one can cap tu re  a  p e r s o n 's  iden tity  in h is  p o r t r a i t  ; 

the im ag e  a c c e n tu a te s  C 's  p reoccupa tion  with the n a tu re  of b a n g ,  "not 

knowing who you w e re  f ro m  A d am ", not knowing "whose sk u ll  you w e re  

c lapped  up in" (p. 12). "They ' a t  the P o r t r a i t  G a l le ry  "put you out in the
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r a in  a t c lü s iü ^ - ti i i ie  : C s deso la tio n  is com ple te  ; 'you ' a r e  t r e a te d  

as  an  ob jec t .  7* s scene  becoiii.es s im i la r ly  d eso la te  when he d e s c r ib e s  

how you went to tne c lo sed  down and d ilap ida ted  s ta t io n , and then sa t  

on a  s te p  w aiting  to board  the nigiit f e r r y .  C adds a d e ta i l

to h is  s to ry  : you ' w e re  w ea r in g  'the old g re e n  ho lep ro o f  coat your

fa th e r  left you (p. 14) ; A p icks  th is  up : 'in the old g re e n  g re a tc o a t  '

(p. 14) and la te r  echoes C (p. 16) : 'the old g re e n  g re a tc o a t  your fa th e r

left you The th ird  s i len ce  o ccu rs  a f te r  A 's  w ords  'w here none e v e r  

can .e  ' (p. 14). T o r  the th ird  tim e the L i s t e n e r 's  eyes  a r e  open ; with 

i i ' s  vo ice  the eyes  c lo se  once m o re .  B in s i s t s  that h is  scene  is  f ic tiona l ; 

it  disa^ p e a r s  in a c in em atic  sequence ; 'nothing s t i r r in g  only the w a te r  

and the sun ^ohig down t i l l  it went down and you van ished  a l l  van ished  '

(p. 14). The s to r ie s  a r e  changing now as  m o re  re c o l le c t io n s  com e into 

play ; C r e m e ;n b e r s  the t im e s  in the P ub lic  L ib ra ry  and the P o s t  Office 

(p. 14). B r e c c L e c ts  'tliat t im e alone on your back in  tlie sand" ; th is  

could have been an  e a r l i e r  o r  a  l a te r  t im e  than the love sc e n e .  A ta lk s  

about "nmniiio y o u r se l f  a l l  up again  for the m illion th  t im e "  (p. 15). T h is  

is what the L is te n e r  is doing : he is  te lling  s to r ie s  th rough  th re e  vo ices  

in h is  m ind as  if to e n su re  tha t  he has  an  iden ti ty .  He s e e m s  to be doing 

th is  unconsc iously  : he m e re ly  l is te n s  to tne vo ices  tliat ta lk  to h im . A 

r e m e m b e r s  how 'you ' w ere  gaped a t by the p a s s e r s  by as  "you" s a t  

"d roo ling  away out loud" (p. 15) ; 'your"  thoughts becam e u n co n tro llab le  ; 

"you" w e re  a  's can d a l  huddled tlie re  in the sun w h ere  i t  had  no w a r r a n t"

(p. 15). C a lso  dw ells  on the fac t that "you ' had  "no w a r ra n t"  in  the 

public  p la c e ,  'to say  no tiling of the loathsom e a p p e a ra n c e "  tliat "you ' had 

(p. 15). The eyes  looking over  and tlirougli 'you ' w e re  like "so  m uch thin
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air (p. 15). B follows this image of air with his account of "the glider 

passing over (p. 15). B's last speech is despairing : "you tried and 

couldn t by the window in the dark" (p. 16). What "you" could not do was 

keep out the shroud : gave up for good and let it in and nothing the worse

a great shroud billowing in all over you on top of you" (p. 16). With all 

the stones that 'you" made up 'you" could not keep out death. Beckett 

implies tliat we continually and uselessly try to weave stories about our 

lives in order to forget that we have to die ; he implies also that there 

will be no change when death does come. A's one thought is to get away 

froiii the place "you ' had visited. C remerr-bers "that time" the Library 

refuge was full of dust ; 'you" heard the dust "speak". The revelation 

was "something like that come and gone come and gone no cne come and 

^ùiie in no time gone in no time" (p. 16). After a silence, the play ends 

with the Listener's smile. That Time ends on a revelation.

In T h a t  Time Beckett has created a beautiful tapestry of interwoven 

poetic images ; the rep>eating patterns of phrases and words connect three 

voices that issue from the same mind. The tapestry only becomes clear 

when we study tiie text : in performance we react as  to a stream of ir 

rational recollections. This is in no way a limitation. We must accept 

that there are two separate experiences involved. In the study we 

intellectualise what we receive emotionally on stage. When we watch 

the play we experience what the Listener is experiencing : the voices of 

memory punctuate his mind in an almost unbroken stream of words. Only 

at the end does he seeiri to understand the voice of C as being his own.

The final revelation is a moment of deep satisfaction for the Listener, 

and it records a turning-point in his life. Although C earlier maintains
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that there are no turning-points after the emergen-nee from the womb  ̂

he finally contraaicts himself. His revelation of coming and going 'in 

no tin-e , of being no one ', is the revelation that Beckett makes through

out his drai'iia. L ne comes and goes, lacking in identity, in a flash of 

tiniC between wonib and tomb. The revelation is satisfying to the Listener : 

ne has realised tne status of man and perhaps now he can continue to 

progress from tliere. The smile is affirmative, a hopeful ending for a 

delicately lyrical play.

Füctfo Ils was first ^lorformed in a triple bill with That Time and 

i'lay at the Royal Court Theatre in the 197 6  Beckett birthday season.

BecKctt returns to exploring the situation of a woman ; for the first time 

since Coive a ni Co we see an entire human being moving on stage. May 

luoves frequently, agitatedly, pacing seven steps forward and seven steps 

backward on a strip downstage tliat is just long enough to accommodate 

her paciiig,. Her steps are rhythmic, a balletic "come and go '. We are 

forced to concentrate on her feet, for there the light is strongest, while 

it is less strong on her body and dims further on her head. hlay's hair 

is dishevelled and grey ; a trailing grey wrap hides her feet ; she is 

indeed the "faint tangle of pale grey tatters" that she describes. A ' faint 

single chime ' heralds the four sections of the play. The chime calls into 

play the lightin^ ; successive chimes are a little fainter and the lighting 

is correspondingly a little more subdued. In tlie first section v/e hear 

May conversing with her mother. We do not see the mother : we hear 

her voice from the darkness upstage. Her relationship with May is com

passionate : she hears her daughter's cry and responds to it although she has

been in deep slnep. She asks when her daughter will try herself to sleep.
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ivlay asks w lie tiler her invalid mother requires something : an injection, 

a bedpan, and so cn. Her mother would like them all but she declares 

that it is too soon (p. 10). They taliç. about their age. It emerges that 

i'vlay s mother conceived late in life ; for this she feels guilty and asks 

forjjiveness. i- erhaps we are to infer that klay is retarded ; it is more 

likely that Beckett is repeating his admonition that birth is sinful : May's 

tragic existence is a meaningless coiiie and go that could have been averted. 

There is very little hope in this play. May is in her forties ; she asks ; 

ho little? ' (p. 10) as if to hasten her end. Her mother asks "Will you 

never have done . . . revolving it all? " (p. 10). May is 'revolving" in 

her 'poor nhnd ' the mysterious "it all" , her body follows the revolutions 

of her mind. After a period of da rime ss a chime opens a new section cf 

the play. We hear the mother's voice saying 'kly voice is in her mind. "

(p. 11). bhe adds 'bhe fancies she is alone. " May and her mother are 

inseparable ; the mother's voice lingers in May's mind, despite May's 

deoire to be alone. The mother comments on May's life. May has never 

left the house since she was a girl. The floor used to be carpeted but, 

when May asked to be able to hear her footsteps, the carpet was removed. 

The pacing action is not enough for klay : she must hear her footfalls in 

order to convince herself that she exists. klay still sleeps in snatches 

and still speaks. The mother ends her monologue and the second section 

by describing how klay 'Tries to tell how it was. (Pause. ) It all. (Tause. ) 

It all. " The words "It all. " conclude the second section as they do the 

first. In the third section we hear May trying to tell "It all. " She begins 

a s  if she v/ere telling a story : "Sequel. " (p. 12). She calls herself "she" 

like Moutli of Not I. May slipped "out at nightfall and into the little church
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(p. 1 2 ). uhe Oiten paced up and down but s o me times she was still 'as 

one frozen by some shudder of the mind" (p. 12). The poetic core of 

this section describes a vision in the church : "Faint, though by no means 

invisible, in a certain light Q . T) V/atch it pass - (pause) - watch her pass 

before the candelabrum, hov/ its flames, their light . . . like moon through 

passing, racK. (p. 12). And so we watch May pass up the stage until she 

starts to tell a new story that is seemingly about herself under a different 

iiaiue, an anagram of her own. This story is narrated as if for a book ;

'the reader will remember" she says (p. 12). The mother figure is 

hirs. uhnter. I erhaps May chooses this name in opposition to her own : 

winter against spring. The daughter is Amy. Mrs. Winter breaks down 

at supper one autunui Sunday evening. She has seen something "strange" 

at hv en song. This ’strange" thing was perhaps May herself pacing up 

and down in the church. But A my says that she was not there ; Mrs.

Minier argues that she heard Amy respond : 'Amen" (p. 13). She asks

"Mill you never have done . . . revolving it all? G • D all. " These are 

the final words of the play. After a darkness, a faint chime precedes 

a faiiit li^ht. There is no trace of May ; the light is held for fifteen 

seconds. Are we to infer that she no longer exists? The absence is 

terrifying.

Martin Lsslin's interpretation of the names in Footfalls is convincing. 

Amy's argument is that "I" was not in the church ; her name "might refer 

to the question A rr\ I? And Amy's answer to her mother ndght simply 

indicate that die re mi^ht have been so ne one there, but Not I . And if 

the name Amy mipht be so interpreted, might not the name May (its anagram) 

not Gic) also be seen as the subjective incarnation of the verb 'to be',
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goes on to say, tne immediate reaction of tbe audience is to a visual 

in^age, to poetic and musical rh.yth.xns : we do not stop to analyse an 

impress ion whicn is emotional rather than intellectual. In tne rehearsals 

for h o_ot£all.:i Beckett stressed that the play must be performed musically. 

Bud tnis was tlie impression that one was left with. My personal reaction 

was one of intense fear and compassion ; the isolation and greyness of 

the woiixan pacing up and down, the dimming lights and chimes and the 

voice in her mind, produced a chilling vision of the coming and going of 

human existence. Boutfalls i s Beckett's most recent stage play. It 

altoxiipts to Cii.budy ihe uimaliveable mystery of life and it succeeds on a 

prufuund and n.ovin g level.

viii Cunclusi^n

I have conceiurated on Beckett's stage plays in order to compare 

Be cue It wiki the umer dramatists under review. In the stage plays 

Beckett expresses the relationship of man to the cosmos, recording a 

vision of life L.iat is concerned with irreconcilable opposites : in light 

and darkness, conhn^ and going, the human condition is presented as 

unfathotnable and .nysterious. Beckett is philosophical in that he con

templates man's essential nature ; he does not provide answers to 

philosophical questions. When he comes close to rendering human existence 

as meaningless, in Breath. we realise how ohaw might have criticised 

Beckett's drama. It seemed to Shaw that the despair in bhakespearean 

tragedy negates the beauty of the poetry , the artist-philosopher, according 

to S haw, discovers a purpose in life and expresses tliat purpose in his art.
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are aroused by lue presence of opposites on a purgatorial earth, does 

not iiivoxve a gJeaxn of hope wicnoiit a negating flicker of despair, and 

sOixietiÂ iOs tu.e plays sacrifice hope to despair. And yet it is likely that 

bliaw would have appreciated the poetry and musicality of the plays, as 

he â  preciaucci uiese qualities in Maeterlinck's drama. The opti^nism 

the k very . un auchor can never be Beckett's ; a post-sentimentalisch 

outloĉ i-̂  cannot be for.^xulated without a pierception of universal systexn.

Inevcrtn^less, ax.vhoû a ilie philosophy of Bveryoj an cannot be emulated 

by BccKctt, L.xe ritualislx.c and rhythx\Lxic symbolic form wiiich is the 

aoauhetic counturp.art to that pjhilcsophy can be and is employed. For 

txio drairiaLists under review, the highly concentrated, ritualistic and 

^-oelic f^rixi is crucial hi the face of a confusion of religious and ethical 

ihou^Iit. The fact chat Beckett's plays adopt such a form in order to 

present on-oia^e tne profound issues of human enquiry renders his drama 

xx.cta_ .̂hy.jical in a way that the prose drania coimnitled to verisirrdlitude 

precludes. l ike .duuuerlinck, Beclmtt rejects the elements of drama 

that are irrelevant t j his subject of the essential nature of man; plot and 

character oevelopii.ent become minimal, being subordinate to symbolic 

spectacle and poetic effects of language that 'give confusion shape The 

chaos of actuality is not reflected in the symmetrical form of Beckett's 

plays ; we sense that "there is consternation behind the form, not in the 

form"!^ The form does not and cannot impose order on the world or 

elicit .̂attorn in the world ; in Bliot's terms Beckett has failed. And yet 

when v/e criticise die plays for their sti^nulating vaiue as drama, as 1



have t r i e d  to  show, only B re a th  can t ru ly  be sa id  to  fa il .  We m u s t  

r e m e m b e r  th a t  E l io t  a p p re c ia te d  tha t h is  id e a l  fo r  the re l ig io u s  function 

of poetic  d r a m a  is  una tta inab le  ; he n e v e r th e le s s  u rg ed  th a t  d r a m a t is t s  

should  s t r iv e  to w ard s  the poetic e x p re s s io n  of the u nnam eab le  reg io n s  

of hum an  e x p e r ie n c e .  B e c k e t t 's  plays challenge the a n a rc h y  of a c tu a l i ty  ; 

they  canno t change o r  o rd e r  ac tu a l i ty .

. . . . ooOoo. . . .
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H aro ld  P in t e r ' s  "No M an 's  Land"

N o Man s Land P in te r  e x p re s s e s  a  deep  co n c e rn  with h is  own a r t ,  

and h is  p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith  the ques tion  of how to w r i te  th re a te n s  to  o v e r 

w h e lm  the  ac tio n . We a r e  p re se n te d  with four c h a r a c te r s  - H i r s t ,  Spooner, 

F o s te r  and B r ig g s  - who a r e  made to d isc u s s  a r t  on th e i r  a u th o r 's  behalf . 

Spooner announces the r e c u r r in g  a u th o r ia l  co n ce rn  : "All we have le f t  is  

the E n g l ish  language. Can it be sa lvaged?  T ha t is  m y q u es tio n .  " (p. 18). 

P in t e r  on h is  own behalf  has  spoken eloquently  on the su b jec t  :

I have  m ixed feelings about w ords  m y se lf .  Moving among 
th e m , so r t in g  th e m  out, w atching th e m  a p p e a r  on the page , 
f ro m  th is  I d e r iv e  a  co n s id e rab le  p le a s u re .  But a t  the sam e  
t im e  I have an o th e r  s tro n g  feeling about w ords  w hich am ounts  
to  nothing le s s  than n au sea .  Such a w eight of w o rd s  confron ts  
u s ,  day  in day out, w ords  spoken in  a context such  a s  th i s ,  
w o rd s  w r i t te n  by m e and by o th e rs ,  the bulk of it  a  s ta le  dead  
te rm in o lo g y  ; ideas  e n d le s s ly  r e p e a te d  and p e r  m u ta ted ,  
beco m e  p la titud inous, t r i t e ,  m e a n in g le ss .  Given th is  n a u se a ,  
i t ' s  v e r y  e a sy  to be o vercom e by it  and s te p  b ack  into p a r a ly s i s . f . - 
B ut i f  i t  is  p o ss ib le  to confront th is  n a u se a ,  to follow i t  to its  
h i l t  and move th rough  it ,  then i t  is  p o ss ib le  to  say  tha t s o m e 
th ing h as  o c c u r re d ,  tha t som eth ing  has  even  been ach iev ed . I

In No M an 's  Land P in te r  m oves am ong w ords  w ith in v en tiv en ess  and 

s e n s i t iv i ty ,  m aking  a  positive  ach iev em en t of the kind he d e s c r ib e s .  C h a r a c  

t e r  t r a i t s  a r e  conveyed th rough  P i n t e r ' s  d e l ica te  c o n tro l  of the w o rd s  spoken 

and of the  s i le n c e s  o b se rv ed .  The t r e a tm e n t  of S p o o n e r 's  w o rd s  and 

s i le n c e s  is  w orth  ana ly s in g  in  th is  context. H is in i t ia l  ex p an s iv en ess  is  

q u e lled  by H i r s t ' s  h in t th a t  o th e r  people sh a re  the h o u se ,  h is  long o r a to r i c a l  

p a r a g ra p h s  giving way to s h o r t  h e s i ta n t  r e s p o n s e s .  S p o o n e r 's  n o rm a l  

c o n v e rsa t io n  is  h ighly m a n n e red ,  the m o s t  c a s u a l  even ts  being  d e s c r ib e d
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in m a n d a r in  p ro se  : I 'd  m e a n d e re d  over to  H am p s te ad  H ea th , a  captive

to m e m o r ie s  of a  m o re  than  u su a lly  pronounced g r i s l in e s s ,  and found 

m y se lf ,  no t m uch  to  m y s u r p r i s e ,  o rd e r in g  a  pint a t  the b a r  of J a c k  S tra w 's  

C a s t le .  " (p. 24). Spooner keeps  t ry in g  to im p re s s  H i r s t  w ith  r h e to r i c a l  

f lo u r i s h e s ,  but h is  high ta lk  cannot be su s ta in ed  and unguarded  p h r a s e s  

lead  to com ic b a th o s ,  a s  in  the continued n a r r a t io n  of the even t a t  J a c k  

S t ra w 's  C a s t le  (p. 24) : "T h is  ach ieved , and having  nego tia ted  a  path th ro u g h  

a p a r t ic u la r ly  r e p e lian t l ic k -sp i t t l in g  h e rd  of l i t e r a t i ,  I s tu m b led , unsee in g , 

w ith  m y p in t, to h is  bald , tanned , unmoving ta b le .  How bald  he w as .  "

On o ccas io n  Spooner se ts  out on a  ph ilo soph ica l e x c u rs io n  w ith  com ic  

so le m n ity .  In h is  "m e m o ry  of the bucolic  l i fe " ,  for ex am p le ,  he w o rk s  

h im s e l f  up to a  p e ro ra t io n  w here  the "ubi sun t"  com pla in t is  b a th e t ica l ly  

re d u c e d  f ro m  the t ra d it io n a l  u n iv e r s a l  u t te ra n c e  to  an  unconvincing r e g r e t  

fo r  a f te rn o o n s  spen t having te a  on a  lawn in som e fancifu l se tt ing  r e p r e s e n 

ta t iv e  of idy ll ic  E n g l ish  life :

SPOONER When we had ou r  co ttage . . . w hen we had
our cottage . . .  we gave o u r  v i s i to r s  te a ,  
on the lawn.

HIRST I did the sa m e .
SPOONER On the lawn?
HIRST I did the sam e .
SPOONER You had  a  co ttage?
HIRST T ea  on the lawn.
SPOONER What happened to  th e m ?  What happened

to our co t ta g e s?  What happened  to  our 
lawns ? (pp. 28-9)

A lthough S ir  John  Gielgud p a r t ly  m odelled  h is  Spooner on som e 

fe a tu re s  of W. H.  A uden 's  d r e s s  and m a n n e r i s m s ,  when the c h a r a c t e r  r a i s e s  

the tone of h is  d ialogue above the r e a c h  of p ro se  he e x p r e s s e s  h im s e l f  in 

v e r s e  w hich  is  d i re c t ly  d e r iv ed  f ro m  T . S .  E l io t .  On four o ccas io n s  the
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p h ra s e  I have  known th is  b e fo re"  in troduces  a b an a l  s u b -P ru f ro c k ia n  

coup le t.  In A ct O ne, having swallowed g la s s e s  of vodka ch ased  by g la s s e s  

of w hisky . H i r s t  r e v e a ls  h is  falling s ick n e ss  and c ra w ls  out of the ro o m . 

Spooner a s p i r e s  to deep  re f lec t io n  and u t te r s  h is  d o g g e re l  : "I have  known 

th is  b e fo re .  T he  ex it  th rough  the do o r ,  by way of be lly  and f lo o r .  " ( p . 34).

P i n t e r  has  c re a te d  an unusually  s u c c e ss fu l  com ic  c h a r a c te r  ; th rough  

the  e la b o ra te  p ro se  rh y th m s which a r e  cons tan tly  u n d e rcu t  by the  in t ru s iv e  

u n c o n s id e re d  p h ra s e ,  th rough  the unconvincing e leg iac  philosophy, and  

th rough  the c lu m sy  d e r iv a t iv e  v e r s e ,  Spooner is  e s ta b lish e d  as  a  m e m o ra b le  

s tag e  clown who is  not s im ply  p la g ia r is e d  f ro m  P ru f ro c k  but who is  a 

v a r ia t io n  on the sam e  th em e . P in te r ,  like E l io t ,  is  o ffering  c re a t iv e  

p a ro d y  r a th e r  than  u n c rea t iv e  p a s tic h e .  S p o o n er 's  e x c e s s iv e  co n c e rn  fo r  

the E n g l ish  language m ak es  him a  parody  of the a r t i s t  and of the  P r o f e s s o r  ; 

even  in m o m en ts  of h ea ted  a c c u sa t io n  he can find t im e  to co m m en t on h is  

opponen t 's  u se  of w o rd s  : "A m e ta p h o r .  Th ings  a r e  looking up. " (p. 32).

T he  c le v e r  com ic  effec ts  w hich a r e  ach ieved  by sh if ts  of tone have 

a lw ays  been  p a r t  of P i n t e r ' s  s ty le .  This  is  typified  in  the e a r ly  exchange 

b e tw een  Spooner and H i r s t ,  in which Spooner s t a r t s  a  c o n v e rsa t io n  on the 

d a n g e rs  of prow ling  about H am p stead  H eath  :

SPOONER A p itfa l l  and s n a re ,  i f  e v e r  th e r e  w as one.
But of c o u rse  I o b se rv e  a  good d ea l ,  on 
m y peeps th rough  tw igs. A w it once 
en ti t led  m e a  betw ixt tw ig p e e p e r .  A m o s t  
c lu m sy  co n s tru c t io n ,  I thought.

HIRST In fe lic itous .
SPOONER My C h r is t  y o u 're  r ig h t .  (p. 18)

H i r s t ' s  m ot juste  to  d e s c r ib e  the "c lu m sy  c o n s tru c t io n " ,  a  w ord  long and 

la t in a te ,  is  m e t  w ith an  en th u s ia s t ic  r e sp o n se  a p p ro p r ia te  to S p o o n e r 's  life
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as a b a r te n d e r  in a Cbalk F a r m  pub, but d e s tru c t iv e  of tbe im age  of tbe 

poet and H am p s te a d  in te l le c tu a l  which he t r i e s  to  p ro je c t  in  m o re  co n tro lled  

m o m e n ts .  The in te rc h an g e  of Spooner and F o s t e r  o p e ra te s  s im i la r ly  in  i ts  

com ic  to n a l  d is ju n c tio n . F o s t e r  has  d e s c r ib e d  an  even t w hich happened 

w hen he w as 'out E a s t  ", A t ra m p  had re je c te d  the a lm s  o ffe red  by F o s t e r  

and  the  coin  had  been  flung back only to d isa p p e a r  b e fo re  F o s t e r  had 

r e c o v e re d  i t .  The challenge is  given to Spooner to m ake som eth ing  of 

the s to ry ,  and we have th is  dialogue :

SPOONER He w as a  con a r t i s t .
FO STE R  Do you think so?
SPOONER You would be w ise  to  g ra n t  the even t

no In teg rity  w h a tso e v e r .
FO STE R  You d o n 't  s u b sc r ib e  to the m y s te ry

of the O r ie n t?
SPOONER A ty p ica l  E a s te r n  con tr ick .
FO STE R  Double D utch, you m ean ?
SPOONER C erta in ly .  (pp. 42-3)

T he  s lang  of "con a r t i s t " i s  supp lem ented  by S p o o n e r 's  pedan tic  advice about 

the  dubious " in te g r i ty "  of the even t.  We have been  led in to  the  c l im a c t ic  

u se  of th is  dev ice  w h ere  the c liche "the m y s te ry  of the  O r ie n t"  is  u n d e rc u t  

by S p o o n e r 's  confident a s s e s s m e n t ,  "A typ ica l  E a s t e r n  c o n tr ic k " .  P in te r  

then  ex tends  h is  dev ice  by shifting f ro m  " E a s te rn "  to  "D utch", re v e a l in g  

how the e a r n e s tn e s s  of F o s t e r  in h is  a t te m p t  to  u n d e rs ta n d  Spooner only 

adds  to the range  of g eo g rap h ica l  r e fe r e n c e .

P i n t e r ' s  d is t in c t iv e  u se  of language to ach ieve  such  effec ts  is  a 

h a l lm a rk  of h is  canon. The com plex  in t r ic a te ly  i r o n ic a l  tone depends upon 

the b r in g in g  to g e th e r  of b iz a r r e ly  co n tra s t in g  f r a m e s  of m ind each  e x p re s s e d  

n ea t ly  th rough  an  exp lo ita tion  of c l iche .  P i n t e r ' s  s tr e n g th  is  tha t,  although 

he is  re w o rk in g  m a te r ia l s  a l r e a d y  w orked  by E l io t  and  Kafka and P i ra n d e l lo
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and B e c k e t t ,  he has  in tro d u ced  a new in g red ien t w ith  o r ig in a l  and wholly 

unexpec ted  e f fe c ts .  To  the deeply  s e r io u s  com edy which e x p lo re s  the 

im p lic a t io n s  of an  inexp licab le"  w orld  and the d iscon tinu ity  of the p e r s o n 

a l i ty  he adds the b r i t t l e  a g g re s s io n  of E a s t  London b a n te r .  The e ffec t  is  

s u c c e s s fu l ly  m e tap h y s ica l"  in th a t  the opposing e le m e n ts  being yoked 

v io len tly  to g e th e r  w o rk  w e ll  in h a rn e s s  : "The m y s te ry  of the O r ie n t"  is  

equated  w ith 'A ty p ica l  E a s t e r n  c o n tr ic k " ,  and the p la y 's  s e r io u s  ex p lo ra t io n  

of the la r g e s t  m y s te r ie s  is  in the sa m e  cu r io u s  way au th en tica ted  by the 

s e n se  of b lunt London ac tu a li ty .  T his  p ro c e s s  is  given b ro ad  f a r c ic a l  

e x p re s s io n  in B r ig g s 's  r id icu lo u s ly  de ta iled  account of how he d i r e c te d  

F o s t e r  to  B o lso v e r  S t re e t .  T h e re  a r e  som e e s s e n t i a l  in g re d ie n ts  in  th is  

sp e e c h .  B o lso v e r  S tre e t  is  ac tu a lly  th e re  and P in te r  i s  build ing  h is  

com ic  n ig h tm a re  on a f i rm  b a s is  of f a m il ia r  London topography . The 

su b je c t  of the e la b o ra te  joke is  exac tly  the sub jec t  a t  the  s e r io u s  c o re  of 

the  p lay : "I to ld  h im  I knew one o r  two people w ho 'd  been  w ander ing  up 

and down B o lso v e r  s t r e e t  for y e a r s .  T h e y 'd  w as ted  th e i r  bloody youth 

th e r e .  The people  who live th e r e ,  th e ir  faces  a r e  g re y ,  t h e y 'r e  in a  s ta te  

of d e s p a i r ,  but nobody pays any a tten tion , you se e .  A ll  people a r e  w o r r ie d  

about is  th e i r  i l lg o tten  g a in s .  I w ro te  to  The T im e s  about i t .  Life A t 

A D ead E nd , I ca l led  i t .  Went for nothing. " (p. 62). The la rg e  them e of 

the p lay  is  s im i la r ly  ro o ted  in the r e a l i ty  of London. T h is  is  ex p lic i t  in 

the r e f e r e n c e s  to  J a c k  S tra w 's  C as t le ,  H am p s te ad  H ea th ,  Chalk F a r m ,  

the P o s t  Office T o w er  and B o lso v e r  S t re e t  i t s e l f  ; but even  the t i t le  of the

p lay , w hich  m ight s e e m  u n c h a ra c te r is t ic a l ly  a b s t r a c t  in  P i n t e r ' s  canon,
*

tu rn s  out to  be a n o th e r  spec if ic  r e fe r e n c e  to  lo c a l  geography . P in te r  s 

p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith  w ords  and th e i r  l im ita tio n s  p robab ly  m ak es  h im ,  a s  i t
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undoubtedly  h a s  m ade B eck e tt ,  an  hab itu a l  th u m b er  of d ic tionaries*

A t an  e a r ly  s tage  in the p ro c e s s  of w ritin g  th is  p lay he m u s t  have tu rn e d  to 

the following e n try  in the N .E .D .  o r  the S h o r te r  O xford D ic t io n a ry  i

No m an s land : a p iece  of w as te ,  o r  unowned, land; 
in e a r ly  u se  a s  the nam e of a  plot of ground, lying 
ou tside  the n o r th  w a ll  of London, and used  as  a  p lace  
of execu tion .

It is  in  th is  p r e c is e  p a r t  of London th a t  Spooner the  poet and H i r s t  

the  m an  of l e t t e r s  confron t each  o th e r .  In 1967 P in te r  spoke of "the 

q u es tio n  of dom inance and su b se rv ie n c e ,  w hich is  p oss ib ly  a  re p e a te d  them e 

in m y p lays  No M an 's  Land tak es  up the th em e . Spooner is  a  v i s i to r  

in  the  o th e r 's  t e r r i t o r y .  The c o n t ra s t  betw een  the two m en  is  s t r e s s e d  

v isu a l ly  by the way in which S p o o n er 's  sh abb iness  is  o ffse t by the n e a tn e s s  

and p re c i s io n  of H i r s t ' s  c lo th es .  S p o o n er 's  d e s i r e  to  in g ra t ia te  is  

r e v e a le d  in h is  o v e r -p o l i te  r e s p o n s e s .  H i r s t  says  v e ry  l i t t le  in  the  f i r s t  

h a l f  of A c t One but P in te r  ind ica tes  h is  dom inance  th rough  th is  re lu c ta n c e  

to sp eak ,  w h e re a s  S p o o n er 's  lengthy sp eech es  exude lack  of confidence .

The s itu a t io n  is  r e m in is c e n t  of S t r in d b e rg 's  p lay  The S tro n g e r .  Spooner 

d e s c r ib e s  h im s e l f  when he ex p a tia te s  upon those  "who a p p e a r  to  be s tro n g ,  

w hose id ea  of w hat s tre n g th  c o n s is ts  of is  p e r s u a s iv e ,  but who inhab it the 

id e a  and not the  fac t.  What they p o s se s s  is  not s tre n g th  but e x p e r t i s e .

They have n u r tu re d  and m ain ta in  w hat is  in  fac t  a  ca lcu la ted  p o s tu re .  " (p. 16) 

It is  qu ite  c l e a r  th a t  H i r s t ' s  ro o m  se e m s  to p ro m ise  Spooner a  n e c e s s a r y  

re fu g e ,  y e t  he a s s e r t s  th a t  s e c u r i ty  is  only to  be found fo r  h im  in the 

in d if fe ren ce  of o th e r s .  P in te r  defines s e c u r i ty  in  t e r m s  of having  a  ro o m  

of o n e 's  own, b ecau se  people " a re  s c a re d  of w hat is  ou ts ide  the ro o m . 

O u ts ide  the ro o m  is a  w orld  b ea r in g  upon th em , w hich  is  fr igh ten ing  . . .  we
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a r e  a l l  in th is ,  a l l  in  a  ro o m , and outside is  a w orld  . .  . w hich  i s  m o s t  

inex p licab le  and  fr igh ten ing , cu r ious  and a la rm in g " .  M ost of P i n t e r ' s  

p lays  d e a l  w ith th is  idea  of the ro o m  as  refuge f ro m  h o s t i le  and  unknown 

fo rc e s  ; M a e te r l in c k 's  In té r ie u r  and _L'In tru se  a r e  b ased  on the sam e  

p r in c ip le ,  w ith  the pow erfu l and unw elcom e in t ru d e r  in each  c a se  r e p r e s e n 

ting  d ea th .  F  o r  P in te r  too the m y s te r io u s  n a tu re  of e x is te n c e  is  an  in t r in s ic  

su b je c t .  A lthough P in te r  is  by no m eans  ex c lu s iv e ly  co n cern ed  w ith  the 

p r im a r y  M a e te r l in ck ian  a r e a s  of ex p lo ra tio n  - m a n 's  i r r a t i o n a l  in t e r io r  

f o rc e s  and the e x te rn a l  fo rc e s  beyond h um an  co n tro l  - a s e n se  of u n lo c a l ise d  

v e r t ig in o u s  anx ie ty  p e rv ad es  the p lay s .  In C h ap te r  T h re e  I have c i ted  

G o ld b e rg 's  fu tile  a t tem p t to sum  up the w o rld  in a  sen te n ce  ; the  feeling  of 

AnRst beneath  G o ld b e rg 's  fa iled  p ronouncem ent on the  hum an  condition is  

conveyed by the c h a r a c te r s  in  No M an 's  Land. H i r s t ' s  c o m m e n ta ry  on the 

fate of lo s t  tenn is  ba lls  m ay be co m p ared  w ith  B r ig ^ 's  B o lso v e r  S t re e t  

sp eech  a s  a  m e ta p h o r ic a l  e lab o ra t io n  about the d e s p a i r ,  e m p tin e ss  and 

d ecay  p r e s e n t  in life  :

Do you e v e r  exam ine  the gu llies  of the E n g lish  c o u n try s id e ?  
U n d er  the tw igs , under the dead  le a v e s ,  y o u 'l l  find tenn is  
b a l l s ,  b lackened . G ir ls  th re w  th em  fo r  th e i r  dogs ,  o r  
c h i ld re n ,  fo r  each  o th e r ,  they  ro lle d  in to  the gully . They 
a r e  lo s t  th e r e ,  given up fo r  dead , c e n tu r ie s  old. (p. 81)

F o s t e r ' s  anecdo te  about the m an  with two u m b re l la s  in  the A u s t ra l ia n  d e s e r t  

o p e ra te s  s im i la r ly .  He did not a s k  the m an  "what he w as up to"  b ecau se  

he r e a l i s e d  th a t  "he would only confuse m e"  (p. 53). P i n t e r ' s  w o rk  is  

c o m p a ra b le  w ith  the anecdo te  and F o s t e r ' s  d e c is io n  : i f  we a s k  too m any 

q u e s tio n s  about the p la y s ' and the w o r ld 's  non se q u itu r s  we w il l  not be 

en ligh tened .
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P in te r  h as  acknow ledged a l leg iance  with B ec k e tt  : "B eck e tt  is  a 

w r i t e r  w hom  I a d m ire  v e ry  m uch and have a d m ire d  fo r  a  n u m b e r  of y e a r s .  

If B ec k e tt  s influence shows in my w ork  th a t 's  a l l  r ig h t  w ith  m e . You 

don t w r i te  in  a  v acu u m  ; y o u 'r e  bound to  a b s o rb  and d ig e s t  o th e r  w ritin g ; 

and  1 a d m ire  B e c k e t t 's  w ork  so m uch tha t som eth ing  of i ts  te x tu re  m ight 

a p p e a r  in  m y o w n ."  P i n t e r ' s  re lu c ta n c e  to co m m it  h im s e l f  -  "so m eth in g  ' 

of the  te x tu re  ' of B e c k e t t 's  w ork  "m ight a p p e a r  ' in P i n t e r ' s  own -  should  

a c t  a s  a  w arn ing  to those  c r i t i c s  who u n re s e rv e d ly  c la s s i fy  P i n t e r ' s  w ork
“7

as  d e r iv a t iv e .  K athar ine  J .  W orth h as  w r i t te n  on P i n t e r ' s  " r e a l i s m "  ;

by a s so c ia t in g  h is  d r a m a  with th a t  of Ibsen  and Noel C ow ard  she h a s  b a la n -

sced c r i t i c a l  ap p re c ia t io n s  of P in te r  a s  an  A b su rd  d r a m a t i s t .  My own 

co n c e rn  is  w ith the P in te r  of No M an 's  L and , the P in t e r  who a p p e a r s  to 

be voicing  an opinion on the d ilem m a of the m o d e rn  a r t i s t .  It i s  n e c e s s a r y  

in  tliis connection  to expound in m o re  d e ta i l  the affin ity  betw een B eck e tt  

and P i n t e r .  It m u s t  n e v e r th e le s s  be s t r e s s e d  th a t  I a m  not suggesting  

th a t  B ec k e tt  is  the only influence on, o r  in sp ira t io n  fo r ,  P i n t e r ' s  d r a m a .

P in t e r  h as  ca lled  B ecke tt  "the b e s t  p ro se  w r i t e r  living' ; in a 

t r ib u te  to  B ec k e tt  he  exp la ins  why he a p p re c ia te s  B e c k e t t 's  a r t  ;

The f u r th e r  he goes the m o re  good it  does m e .  I d o n 't  w ant 
p h ilo so p h ie s ,  t r a c k s ,  d o g m as, c r e e d s ,  way ou ts ,  t ru th s ,  
a n s w e r s ,  nothing f ro m  the ba rg a in  b a s e m e n t . He is  the 
m o s t  co u ra g e o u s ,  r e m o r s e l e s s  w r i t e r  going and the m o re  
he g r in d s  m y nose  in the sh it  the m o re  I a m  g ra te fu l  to  h im  
Q . .3 I ' l l  buy h is  goods, hook, line and  s in k e r ,  becau se  he 
le a v e s  no s tone u n tu rned  and no m aggot lonely . He b r in g s  
fo r th  a  body of beauty . H is  w ork  is  beau tifu l.  10

P in t e r  adds  "he s e e m s  to me fa r  and away the f in es t  w r i t e r  w r i t in g " .  He 

a d m ire s  B eck e tt  p r e c is e ly  because  B ecke tt  does not o ffer  the so lu tions
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th a t  G oldberg  t r i e s  to fo rm u la te .  B ecke tt  w r i te s  a s  he s e e s  the w orld

and he s e e s  i t  a s  a  p lace  of su ffe ring . When P in te r  opened the Sam uel

B e c k e t t  E xh ib it ion  a t  the Reading U n iv ers ity  L ib ra ry ,  on 19th.M ay 1971,

he w elco m ed  the opportunity  "to pay t r ib u te ,  f ro m  a  v e ry  p e r s o n a l  point

of v iew , to  the g r e a te s t  w r i te r  of our  t im e " ."  On 24 th ,A p ril  1976, fo r  the

N atio n a l T h e a tre  t r ib u te  to  B ecke tt  on h is  sev en tie th  b ir th d a y ,  P in te r  re a d

p a s s a g e s  f ro m  the t r i lo g y  Molloy, M alone D ies . and The U nnam _able .

| 2_
H is ex cep tiona lly  moving read ing  and his  choice of tex ts  su g g es ts  tha t

P in te r  deep ly  a d m ire s  B e c k e t t 's  a r t i s t i c  re n d e r in g  of the  su ffe r in g  th a t  he

d is c o v e r s  in the w o rld .

The N ational T h e a tre  read in g  led  up to  the f ina l sequence  of c re sc e n d o

in The U nnam _able . P in te r  s ta r te d  with an  e x t r a c t  f ro m  Molloy. M olloy

jo u rn e y s  v e ry  slow ly through the f o r e s t  ; h is  only p o ss ib le  way of m oving

is  to c ra w l .  When he finally  e m e rg e s  f ro m  the fo re s t  he finds h im s e l f

in a  d itch .  The p assag e  en d s :" !  longed to go back  in to  the fo re s t .  Oh not
13

a r e a l  longing. Molloy could s tay ,  w here  he happened to  be . " The c o n 

t r a d ic to r y  em otions  which Molloy su f fe r s ,  and h is  fina l re s ig n a t io n  to 

w h a te v e r  chance m ight b r ing  h im , point fo rw ard  to P i n t e r ' s  c o n c e rn  w ith  

the d iff icu lty  of m aking positive  s ta te m e n ts  on behalf  of h is  c h a r a c te r s  and 

h is  u n c e r ta in ty  about th e i r  m otiva tion . One m ay  c o m p a re  H i r s t ' s  and 

M olloy '8 s t a s i s  : fo r  Molloy the d itch  is  deg rad ing  and then  w elcom ing  and 

fo r  H i r s t  the  ro o m  is  both a  to rm e n t  and a  re fu g e . Molloy cannot sum m on  

the e n e rg y  to  r e t r e a t  in to  the f o re s t  and H i r s t  is  too co m fo rtab le  to  leave 

the  no m a n 's  land th a t  he re lu c ta n t ly  occup ies . In P i n t e r ' s  e x t r a c t  f ro m  

M alone D ies  Malone d e c la r e s  tha t life and dea th  a r e  the  p r im a r y  su b je c ts  

and th a t  "nothing w as e v e r  about anything e l s e " .  He con tinues  : "B ut what
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it  is  a l l  about ex ac tly  I could no m o re  say , a t  the p r e s e n t  m om en t,  then  

( s i ^  take  up m y bed and w alk . I t ' s  vague, life and dea th . I m u s t  have 

had  m y l i t t le  p r iv a te  idea  on the sub jec t when I began, o th e rw ise  I would 

no t have begun, I would have held  my p e ace" .  The s im u ltan eo u s  im p o s 

s ib i l i ty  of and n e c e s s i ty  fo r  having an opinion about life and dea th  in tr ig u e s  

P in t e r  a s  i t  does  B ecke tt .  G o ldberg 's  a t tem p t to  be a r t ic u la te  about the 

su b jec t  is  r id ic u le d  y e t  the d e s i r e  for such  knowledge is  o m n ip re se n t  ; i t  

is  im p o ss ib le  to d e s c r ib e  the d e ta i ls  of u n iv e r s a l  p u rp o se  ye t  the  a t t r a c t io n  

to  the  su b je c t  is  i r r e s i s t i b l e .  The p aradox  is  ju s t  a s  Molloy s ta te s  i t  ; 

a t  the  s a m e  t im e  i t  is  the only su b jec t  of a  s e r io u s  w r i t e r  and the  unknown 

f a c to r s  a r e  too m any to allow any conclusions  to be su b s ta n tia te d .

P in t e r  chose  to r e a d  th re e  p a s sa g e s  f ro m  The Unnam—able  . The

f i r s t  s h o r t  e x t r a c t  r e f le c ts  an  a u th o r 's  ta sk  when he s t a r t s  to  com pose  a

p iece  of f ic tion . The sub jec t  of e v e ry  w r i te r  w ill  com e f ro m  h im s e l f  :

h is  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  compounded f ro m  h is  im ag ina tion  and h is  e x p e r ie n c e .

O c c a s io n a lly  the au th o r  w ill  r e je c t  c h a r a c te r s  a s  u n n e c e s s a ry  e la b o ra t io n s

of f a c e ts  of h im se lf  and he w ill  w r i te  s t ra ig h tfo rw a rd ly  of h is  s e n se  of being .

T h is  is  w hat the U n n a rn ^ b le  d oes .  In No M an 's  Land P in te r  cho o ses  to

c r e a te  c h a r a c t e r s  that a p p e a r  to  be independent of h im  to a  g r e a t  ex ten t.

H o w ev er ,  m o re  th an  o th e rs  in  the canon, the c h a r a c te r s  in  No M an 's  Land

r e f le c t  th e i r  c r e a t o r ' s  i n t e r e s t  in the n a tu re  of the a r t i s t .  T h ey  a r e  not

a s  independen t a s  they  f i r s t  s e e m  and I sh a l l  r e tu r n  to th is  point in my

a n a ly s is .  In the second of P i n t e r ' s  chosen  p a s sa g e s  f ro m  The U n n a m ^ b le

the  va lue  of w o rd s  i s  ques tioned . The U n n a n x ^ b le  fee ls  th a t  he is  som eth ing

e s s e n t i a l  th a t  cannot be com m unica ted  in w o rd s ,  "a w o rd le s s  thing in  an  
ir

em p ty  p la c e " .  B e c k e t t 's  c e r ta in ty  tha t w o rd s  can  n e v e r  p e n e tra te  the
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e s se n c e  of th ings m ay  be c o m p ared  with P in t e r ' s  s im i la r  s c e p t ic is m .  In

P in t e r  s and in  B sc k e t t  s d ra m a  s ilence  is  often m o re  te l l in g  than  is  the

u t te ra n c e  of w o rd s .  The f ina l sequence f ro m  The Unnam.xa.ble , the la s t

tex t  w hich P in te r  chose  for h is  audience a t  the N ational T h e a t r e ,  expands

th is  th e m e .  T he  Unnam^%able cannot s top te l l ing  s to r ie s  but "the w o rd s

fa i l  '.  He m u s t  c a r r y  on te ll ing  s to r ie s  and u t te r in g  w ords  b e c a u se  " th e y 'r e  
17

a l l  I have He ends; "w here  I a m , I don 't  know. I ' l l  n e v e r  know, in  the

iS
s ile n c e  you d o n 't  know, you m u s t  go on, I c a n ' t  go on. I ' l l  go on". He w il l  

c a r r y  on ta lk ing  but fo r  the t im e  being he is  s i le n t  : w o rd s  have abandoned 

h im . The fe a r  of s i len ce  and the knowledge tha t s i len ce  is  a  s ta te  " tha t 

I should  n e v e r  have le ft,  tha t I m ay n e v e r  find aga in"  a r e  in e x tr ic a b ly  and 

p a ra d o x ic a l ly  bound. The w ords  w ill  continue : the f ina l " I ' l l  go on" is  

s im u lta n e o u s ly  a f f i rm a tiv e  and negative  in  view of the  J a n u s - l ik e  n a tu re  

of s i le n c e .

In No M an 's  Land the v e rb o se  Spooner t r a p s  h im s e l f  in w alls  of 

w o rd s ,  u s in g  th e m  r e c k le s s ly  to  define h is  c h a r a c te r  and  being. A t the 

end Spooner is  equated  w ith an  im p r iso n e d  fly and it  b eco m es  a p p a re n t  th a t  

he h as  w a n d e re d  in to  a  s p id e r 's  w eb. V e ry  e a r ly  on in  the a c t io n ,  h o w e v e r ,  

he s e lf - c o n sc io u s ly  points out tha t he is  "a f re e  m an"  (p. 21). T h is  concep t 

is  laughable  to  H i r s t  w hose s itua tion  is  f ro zen  fo re v e r  in the  ro le  w hich  he 

m u s t  a t  one s tag e  in h is  life  have chosen . Spooner covets  H i r s t ' s  pos it ion , 

see in g  in  the  ow nersh ip  of a  ro o m  an iden tity  such a s  h e ,  fo r  a l l  h is  b lu s 

te r in g  se lf-defin ition^canno t lay c la im  to . In the b a tt le  fo r  dom inance 

H i r s t  h a s  the d ec is iv e  advan tage . H is sa rd o n ic  and e l l ip t ic a l  co m m en ts  

a u g u r  fa i lu re  fo r  Spooner - he announces (p. 20) th a t  he expec ts  Spooner 

"to  go v e r y  m uch f u r th e r "  (p re su m ab ly  to s e lf -d e s t ru c t io n ) ,  he h as  two m ugs
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on h is  sh e lf  denoting  the p re se n c e  of b a ttle  a id e s ,  he supplies' a n s w e rs  

to  q u es tio n s  o ffe red  by Spooner as  rh e to r ic a l ,  and he s i t s  w hile Spooner 

r e m a in s  s tand ing , Spooner finally  dec ides  to in tro d u ce  h im se lf  a s  "a 

s tau n ch  f r ie n d  of the a r t s ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  the a r t  of p o e try ,  and a  guide to 

the  young (p. 27). The d e s c r ip t io n  he o ffers  of h is  p o e try  even ings  m ak es  

th e m  sound m o re  like hom osexua l than  a r t i s t i c  g a th e r in g s  • h o w ev e r ,  the 

sp eech  ends w ith  a  f lo u r ish  : "What q u a r r e l  can  be found w ith  w hat i s ,  

au  fond, a g e s tu re  to w ard s  the sus ten an ce  and p re s e rv a t io n  of a r t ,  and 

th ro u g h  a r t  to v i r t u e ? "  (p. 28). H i r s t  m echan ica lly  re p e a ts  S p o o n e r 's  la s t  

four w o rd s  and d r in k s  to Spooner 's  h ea l th .  P in te r  has  s t r e s s e d  the 

im p o r ta n t  content of h is  p lay . The w ord  " v i r tu e " ,  w ith  i ts  im p lica t io n s  

of life-giving n o u r ish m e n t ,  of m o ra l  exce llence  and r e s u r r e c t io n ,  of hum an  

p o te n tia l  fo r  goodness, is  c a re fu l ly  loaded with la y e r s  of m ean ing . S p o o n e r 's  

u se  of language is  ca lcu la ted .  If he hopes to  sa lvage  E n g lish  f ro m  its  

s t a l e n e s s ,  then  he m u st  explo it w ords  to  the fu ll.  " V ir tu e " ,  one r e m e m 

b e r s ,  a l s o  m eans  "m a n l in e ss " ,  and s ince  Spooner h as  ju s t  d e s c r ib e d  a 

dev ian t se x u a l  m ee tin g , he m ay  be t ry in g  to  conven tiona lise  h is  m o ra l  

a c t iv i ty  (the p r e s e rv a t io n  of a r t )  in t e r m s  w hich a r e  opposed to  those  w hich 

d e s c r ib e  ho m o sex u a li ty .  T h is  m e tap h o r  of h o m o sex u a li ty  is  a t  w o rk  

th ro u g h o u t.  When, a f te r  a  good d e a l  of su b se rv ie n c e  and f la t te ry ,  Spooner 

is  goaded in to  t ru th te l l in g ,  he c h a r a c te r i s e s  H i r s t  in t e r m s  of the  s a m e  

opposition  : "I would say ,  a lb e i t  on a  b r ie f  acq u a in tan ce ,  th a t  you lack  the 

e s s e n t i a l  qua li ty  of m a n lin e ss  G • 0  so you w on 't ,  I hope, object if  I take  

out m y p r a y e r  beads  and my p ra y e r  m a t and sa lu te  w hat I take  to  be your 

im p o te n c e ?  " (p. 33). H i r s t  is  the em bodim ent of im po ten t a r t .  He 

a n s w e rs  "No" to S p o o n e r 's  p rovocative  s ta te m e n t  th a t  h is  ( H i r s t 's )  wife
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h a s  abandoned h im , p a u se s ,  and m akes  the f i r s t  s ta te m e n t  of the play's 

m a jo r  th em e  : No m an  s land * * . does not move . . . o r  change . . . o r

grow  old . . . r e m a in s  . .  . fo re v e r  . . .  icy  . . . s i le n t .  " (p. 34), H is  

im po tence  is  accen tu a ted  in h is  s tag g e rin g  m ovem ents  w hich r e s u l t  in  two 

fa l ls  onto the f loor  followed by the undignified c raw ling  " through the d o o r ,  

by w ay of b e lly  and f lo o r"  (p. 34).

Spooner has  seem ing ly  won the f i r s t  b a t t l e - s k i rm is h  and we se e  h im  

su rv ey in g  the ro o m  - which, fo r  the t im e being , is  in h is  co n tro l .  F o s t e r ' s  

u n expec ted  e n try  th re a te n s  S pooner 's  s e c u r i ty ,  e s p e c ia l ly  when the younger 

m an  in tro d u c e s  h im s e l f  a s  H i r s t ' s  son . This  re la t io n sh ip  s e e m s  un like ly ,  

ye t  i t  is  i r r e l e v a n t  to specu la te  on its  " t ru th "  ; the point is  th a t  F o s t e r  

now r e p r e s e n t s  fo r  Spooner an o th e r  pow er on H i r s t ' s  s id e .  When B rig g s  

e n te r s  a lm o s t  s tra ig h taw ay , his  m enacing  knowledge of Spooner - and he 

knows h im  no t as  a poet but a s  a  b a rm a n  in the pub in  Chalk  F a r m  - 

m u s te r s  even  m o re  fo rce  for H i r s t .  Spooner has  c la im ed  to be a  f r ien d  

of H i r s t  and i ro n ic a l ly  the w ord  " fr iend"  is  u sed  as  a  th re a te n in g  w eapon : 

" H e 's  ev e ry b o d y 's  bloody fr ien d .  How m any f r ien d s  have you got a l to g e th e r ,  

M r .  F r i e n d ? "  (p. 38). F o s t e r ' s  next challenge is  to a s k  Spooner w h e th e r  

he h as  e v e r  been  to S iam . When Spooner r e p l ie s  th a t  he has  "been  to 

A m s te r d a m "  (p. 39) we su sp e c t  th a t  the town h as  com e into h is  m ind  

b e cau se  of the rh y m e ,  an  a s so c ia t io n  of sounds ; the  choice of A m s te r d a m  

th en  h as  to be defended and an  anecdote  is o ffered  w hich a l l e g o r i s e s  a 

f a m il ia r  ten e t  of sy m b o lis t  a r t .  When Spooner w as in A m s te rd a m ,  

spending  h is  t im e  outside a  cafe by a  canal,  he "decided  to pa in t a  p ic tu re  - 

of the c a n a l ,  the w a i te r ,  the child , the f is h e rm a n ,  the lo v e r s ,  the  f ish , 

and  in  background , in shadow, the m an  a t  the  o th e r  ta b le ,  and  to c a l l  i t
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The \ / h i s t l e r .  The W h is t le r .  If you had seen  the p ic tu re ,  and the t i t le ,  

would the t i t le  have baffled you? " (p. 39). The b e l ie f  in  the u n lim ited  

Buggestib ility  of the sym bol m ay  be s e t  by the s ide  of S p o o n e r 's  accoun t 

of h is  poor a t te m p t  to ach ieve  such su g g es tib il i ty .  We a r e  led  back  to  

Y e a ts 's  note on The Cat and the Moon :

I have am u se d  m y se lf  by im agining inciden ts  and m e ta p h o rs  
th a t  a r e  r e la te d  to c e r ta in  beliefs  of m ine a s  a r e  the p a t te rn s  
upon a  P e r s i a n  c a rp e t  to som e ancien t fa ith  o r  philosophy.
It h as  p lea sed  m e to think tha t the ha lf  of m e tha t fee ls  can 
s o m e tim e s  fo rg e t  a l l  tha t  belongs to the m o re  in te l le c tu a l  
h a lf  but a few im a g e s .  G • D I have a l to g e th e r  fo rg o tten  
w h e th e r  o th e r  p a r ts  of the fable have , as  is  v e ry  l ike ly , a  
p r e c i s e  m eaning , and tha t is n a tu ra l ,  fo r  I g e n e ra l ly  fo rg e t  
in con tem pla ting  my copy of an  old P e r s i a n  c a rp e t  th a t  i ts  
winding and w andering  vine had once tha t ph ilo soph ica l  
m eaning  G • D

Y ea ts  finds positive  value , a s  M a l la r m é  and M a e te r l in ck  had  found b efo re  

h im , in the a r t  which does  not n am e , which does not define , w hich does 

not convey a philosophy d i re c t ly ,  but w hich conta ins in i ts  m y s te r io u s  

sym bols  a t ru th  in e x p re ss ib le  in  any  o th e r  fo rm .  In  S p o o n e r 's  r e 

fo rm u la t io n  of th is  th e o ry ,  he re d u c e s  it  to the m e r e t r i c io u s  lev e l  of a 

po licy  w h ereb y  the a r t i s t  se ts  out d e l ib e ra te ly  to baffle h is  pub lic .  In 

fa c t  Spooner did not e v e r  pain t the p ic tu re  so  th a t  a l l  tha t  r e m a in s  of h is  

a r t  i s  a  baffling t i t le .  It is  possib le  tha t  P in te r  could be re c o l le c t in g

"M r. W h is t le r 's  'Ten O 'C lo ck ' " and the su cc in c t  dogm atic  p ro n o u n cem en t :
2.0

"So A r t  is  l im ited  to  the in fin ite ,  and beginning th e re  cannot p r o g r e s s .

And if  he is  d raw ing  our a t ten tion  to W h is t le r 's  le c tu re  it  would a p p e a r  

th a t  the joke of S p o o n e r 's  unpainted painting r e s t s  upon P i n t e r ' s  r e a l i s a t io n  

of an  im p u lse  w ith  v e ry  s e r io u s  im p lica tions  fo r  h is  own a r t  and fo r  the 

line  of a r t i s t s  tha t h e ,  by acknowledging h is  a d m ira t io n  fo r  B ec k e tt ,
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s e t  the exam ple  with the m in im a lism  of h is  v e r s e  ; W h is t le r 's  m o s t  

fam ous pain tings  seem ed  to h is  m o re  orthodox c o n te m p o ra r ie s  not to  be 

pa in ted  a t  a l l  and w ith B ecke tt  the tendency is  for the p lay to  be dependent 

on fo rm  so tha t  o ccas io n a lly ,  a s  in B re a th ,  m u ltip lic i ty  and re so n a n c e  

a r e  avo ided  and  rep la c e d  by a sch em atic  re n d e r in g  of a  o n e -s id e d  view of 

l ife .  L ike the b e s t  jokes in P in te r ,  tha t of S p o o n er 's  com ic  pain ting  h as  

v e ry  so m b re  u n d e r to n e s .

S p o o n e r 's  innum erab le  p la g ia r is m s  of E l io t 's  v e r s e  co n f irm  the

d ic t io n a ry  suggestion  tha t we should r e la te  No M an 's  Land to The W aste

l  and , and o th e r  e a r ly  w orks by E l io t  a r e  a lso  b rough t to  m ind. H i r s t ' s

re c o l le c t io n  of the de ligh ts  of s leeping  in la te  a f te rnoon  "A fte r  te a  and
2.1

to a s t "  is  r e m in is c e n t  of the tea  and to a s t  r i tu a l  ih 'Prufrock%  suggestive  

in both con tex ts  of a m ean in g less  but r e l ig io u s ly  o b se rv ed  c e re m o n y  to 

co m p en sa te  fo r p u rp o se le s sn e s s  and to overco m e  b o re d o m . H i r s t  has  

been  d is tu rb e d  by a d r e a m  of death  by w a te r ,  hinting a t  M m e . Sosos t r i s  's  

c o u n se l .  Spooner a s s o c ia te s  h im s e l f  w ith the drow ned m an , p lacing  h is  

po s it io n  in r e la t io n  to H i r s t  as  one of v ic t im . P in te r  tak es  us r e fe r e n t ia l ly  

to Sweeney A gon is tes  w ith H i r s t ' s  "Can you im ag ine  waking up, finding 

no -o n e  h e r e ,  ju s t  fu rn i tu re ,  s ta r in g  a t  you? M ost u n p leasan t .  iVe known 

th a t  condition . I 've  been  th rough tha t p e r io d  - c h e e r s  -  I cam e  round to  

hum an  beings in the end. " (p. 44). E l io t 's  e a r ly  f ra g m e n t  involves a  

s i tu a t io n  in w hich Sweeney and the o ther  c h a r a c te r s  a r e  d rink ing  th e m 

se lv e s  out of a  feeling  of A ngst ;

B ir th ,  and copulation, and death .
T h a t 's  a l l  the fac ts  when you com e to  b r a s s  ta c k s .  2.3
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The ch o ru s  a t the end of E l io t 's  p lay d e s c r ib e s  the s i tu a tio n  w hich H i r s t  

had  known before  he "cam e round to hum an be ings"  :

When y o u 'r e  a lone in the m iddle of the n ight and 
you wake in a sw eat and a h e ll  of a f r igh t 

W hen y o u 'r e  a lone in  the middle of the bed and 
you wake like som eone h it  you in the head  

Y ou 've  had a c r e a m  of a  n ig h tm are  d r e a m  and
you 've  got the h o o -h a 's  com ing to you. 2_x̂

H i r s t ' s  p a r t ic u la r  " h o o -h a 's "  do not stop in  the com pany of o th e r s ,  

h o w e v e r ,  and d is jo in ted  f rag m en ts  su rfa c e  in h is  m ind to  be voiced  in 

com pelling  im ag es  of nu llity  : " T h e re 's  a  gap in m e . I c a n ' t  f i l l  i t .

T h e r e ' s  a  flood running  t h r o u ^  m e . I c a n ' t  plug i t .  " ( p . 46). H is  d i s o r d e r  

is  the o ccas io n  of an  ou tb u rs t  of r iv a l r y  betw een Spooner and  F o s t e r ,  then  

betw een  F o s t e r  and B r ig g s ,  rev ea l in g  d isco n ten t and in s e c u r i ty  a s  the 

dom in an t t r a i t s  of each  c h a r a c te r .  F o s t e r  shuts out the bad fee ling  by a 

s im p le  expedien t : "L is te n .  You know w hat i t ' s  like when y o u 'r e  in a 

ro o m  w ith  the light on and then suddenly the light goes out?  I ' l l  show you. 

I t ' s  like th is .  " (p. 53). The a c t  ends in a  b lackout, the coup de th e a t r e  

exp lo ited  in  The B ir thday  P a r ty  and The C a re ta k e r  to  g e n e ra te  su sp e n se .

Spooner opens A ct Two with one of his  su b -E lio te sq u e  co m m en ts  :

"I have known th is  b e fo re .  M orning. A locked d o o r .  A house  of s i len ce  

and s t r a n g e r s .  " (p. 59). Those m e m b e rs  of the aud ience who a r e  v e ry  

f a m i l ia r  w ith P i n t e r ' s  w o rk  w ill  find th e m se lv e s  being rem in d e d  of the 

e a r l i e r  p lay s .  "I have known th is  b e fo re"  s e e m s  to be P i n t e r ' s  s e l f -  

co n sc io u s  ré in tro d u c tio n  of the old them es  and the e s ta b l ish e d  tech n iq u es .  

One sp ec if ic  r e fe r e n c e  is  when B rig g s  a n s w e rs  the te lephone , l i s te n s ,  

r e p l ie s  "Y es , s i r "  to a n  o r d e r  and leaves  the ro o m . S p o o n e r 's  r e a c t io n ,

"I have known th is  b e fo re .  The voice u n h eard .  A l i s t e n e r .  The com m and
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f ro m  an upp er  f loor (p. 68), s eem s  to r e f e r  to The Dumb W aite r  in

which, the com m ands  fo r food come down to Ous and Ben, the em ployed 

a s s a s s i n s .  The id en ti t ie s  of Gus and Ben w ere  n e v e r  co n firm ed  and 

r ' i n t e r  s m ain  them e h as  always been the im p o ss ib i l i ty  of e s ta b lish in g  

any im p o r ta n t  t ru th  ' ; s ign ifican t ex p er ien ce  is i r re d u c ib ly  com plex  and 

e ludes  defin ition . In a p ro g ra m m e  note n e a r  the beginning of h is  c a r e e r ,  

P in t e r  e x p re s s e d  th is  conviction :

The d e s i r e  fo r v e r if ica t io n  is  u n d e rs tan d ab le  but cannot 
a lw ays be sa tis f ie d .  T h e re  a r e  no h a rd  d is t in c tio n s  
betw een w nat is  r e a l  and what is  u n re a l ,  n o r  betw een  
w hat is  t ru e  and what is  f a ls e .  The thing is  not n e c e s 
s a r i ly  e i th e r  t ru e  o r  fa lse  ; i t  can be both t ru e  and 
f a ls e .  The assu m p tio n  that to v e r ify  what has happened 
and w hat is  happening p re se n ts  few p ro b le m s  I take  to 
be in a c c u ra te .  A c h a ra c te r  on the s tage  who can 
p r e s e n t  no convincing a rg u m en t o r  in fo rm atio n  as  to 
h is  p a s t  e x p e r ie n c e ,  his  p r e s e n t  behav iour or his  
a s p i r a t io n s ,  n o r  give a  co m p reh en siv e  a n a ly s is  of 
h is  m o tives  is a leg it im a te  and as  w orthy  of a t ten tion  
as  one who, a la rm in g ly ,  can do a l l  th ese  th ings .  The 
m o re  acute  the ex p e r ien ce  the le s s  a r t ic u la te  i ts  
e x p re s s io n .  2.^

In the second  ac t  H i r s t  chooses to g re e t  Spooner as  " C h a r le s ’* and B r ig g s  

as  "Denson Spooner is a d d re s s e d  as  an  old f r ien d  f ro m  O xford  d ay s .  

The s to r ie s  of O xford  a r e  taken  up and e la b o ra te d  on by Spooner so th a t  

the aud ience  is  p re se n te d  with a s itua tion  for w hich th e re  a r e  a l te rn a t iv e  

and equally  l ikely  exp lanations : Spooner could be su b se rv ie n t ly  denying 

h is  a c tu a l  iden tity  in o rd e r  to  su s ta in  H i r s t ' s  d e lus ion  ; Spooner could 

be the C h a r le s  W ether  by H i r s t  h a i ls  h im  as  ; both m en could be playing 

the gam e w h ere  one p e rso n  s ta r t s  a  s to ry  and the o th e r  follows it up, 

c o n sc io u s ly  ac ting  p a r t s  like the m e n se rv a n ts  in P i ra n d e l lo  s H en ry  IV. 

The technique c a u se s  v e r t ig o  in the aud ience , who a r e  suddenly  aw a re  th a t
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th e r e  a r e  no fac ts  o r  id en ti t ie s  to  la tch  onto. A f te r  the Icmg exchange 

betw een  H i r s t  and Spooner - C h a r le s  W e th e r  by. H i r s t  b u r s t s  out with 

"Who a r e  you? What a r e  you doing in my h o u s e ? "  (p. 78). Spooner has  

a c c u se d  h im  of having scandalous  a f fa i r s ,  both h e te ro se x u a l  and h o m o 

sex u a l ,  but the f ina l  ou trage  tha t u nnerves  H i r s t  is  the s la n d e r  tha t  he 

could n e v e r  m a s te r  t e r z a  r im a .  It is  the renew ed  im p lica t io n  th a t  H i r s t  

is  a r t i s t i c a l ly  im poten t tha t  en g en d ers  h is  a n g e r .  H i r s t  would like m en  

to  be a s  fixed as  im ag es  in  photographs ; "In my day nobody changed.

A m an  w a s .  Only re l ig io n  could a l t e r  h im , and tha t a t  le a s t  w as  a 

g lo rio u s  m is e r y .  " ( p . 78). With h is  "Who a re  y o u ? "  we r e c o l le c t  L e n 's  

sp eech  in The D w arfs  :

T he  point i s ,  who a r e  you? Not why o r  how, not even 
w hat Q  . .3 I t ' s  no use saying you know who you a r e  ju s t  
b ecau se  you te l l  m e you can fit  your p a r t ic u la r  key into 
a  p a r t ic u la r  s lo t ,  which w ill  only r e c e iv e  your p a r t ic u la r  
key  becau se  th a t 's  not foolproof and c e r ta in ly  not 
conclusive  Q  . Q  What you a r e ,  or a p p e a r  to  be to  m e , 
o r  a p p e a r  to be to you, changes so quickly , so h o rr ify in g ly  
G . 3  You have no n u m b e r .  Q* D

T he p re se n ta t io n  of " c h a ra c te r "  in P i n t e r ' s  d r a m a  m e e ts  the p h ilo soph ica l  

p ro p o s i t io n  w hich has  been  fo rm u la ted  by S a r t r e  ; c h a r a c te r s  a r e  f r e e .

In S a r t r e  they  le a rn  to  u se  th e ir  f re e d o m  by c re a t in g  e s s e n c e s ,  by e x e r 

c is in g  cho ice  ; in  P in te r ,  c h a r a c te r s  y e a rn  fo r  fixed e s se n c e  as  fo r  a 

lo s t  b i r th r ig h t .

In No M an 's  Land P in te r  looks a t the fight to  e s ta b l is h  iden tity , and 

sp e c if ic a l ly  to e s ta b l is h  the identity  of the a r t i s t .  The com bined fo rc e s  

of F o s t e r  and B r ig g s  a r e  ag a in s t  Spooner a t  the c lo se .  When F o s t e r  is  

th re a te n e d  he a rg u e s  th a t  h is  identity  has  been  n o u r ish ed  in  H i r s t ' s  

em p lo y m en t : "A fam ous w r i te r  wanted m e . He w anted  m e to be h is
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s e c r e t a r y ,  h is  chauffeur , h is  h o u sek eep e r ,  h is  a m a n u e n s i s . "  ( p . 86).

H i r s t  h a s  c re a te d  F o s t e r ' s  iden tity  a s  the em ployee of a  renow ned m an .

Spooner p leads  w ith  H i r s t ,  a s  D avies had p leaded in  The C a r e ta k e r  , to

be a llow ed to ach ieve  s im i la r  s e c u r i ty  : 'L e t me live w ith  you and be

y o u r  s e c r e t a r y .  " (p. 88), H i r s t  re sp o n d s  im m ed ia te ly  by re fu s in g  to

re p ly  : 'Is th e re  a  big fly in h e r e ?  I h e a r  buzzing. " P in te r  h as  given

us an  exam ple  of the evas ion  of com m unica tion  w hich he  c o n s id e rs  the

n o r m  : "I th ink tha t we com m unica te  only too w ell ,  in  ou r  s i le n c e ,  in

w hat is  u n sa id ,  and th a t  what takes  p lace is  continual ev as io n ,  d e s p e ra te
2 .1

r e a r g u a r d  a t tem p ts  to keep  o u rse lv e s  to  o u rse lv e s .  " T h is  them e is  

c e n t r a l  to  P i n t e r ' s  w ork  and he e la b o ra te s  it  :

T h e re  a r e  two s i le n c e s .  One when no w ord  is  spoken. 
The o ther  when p e rh ap s  a  to r r e n t  of language is  
em ployed . T h is  speech  is speak ing  of a language 
locked  beneath  i t .  Tha t is  i ts  continual r e fe r e n c e .
The  speech  we h e a r  is  an ind ication  of th a t  we d o n 't  
h e a r .  It is  a  n e c e s s a r y  avo idance, a v io len t,  s ly ,  
angu ished  o r  m ocking s m o k e - s c re e n  which keeps  the 
o th e r  in i ts  p lace .  When t ru e  s i len ce  fa lls  we a r e  
s t i l l  le ft w ith  an  echo but a r e  n e a r e r  n a k ed n ess .  One 
way of looking a t  speech  is  to say  it  is  a  cons tan t 
s t r a ta g e m  to co v er  n ak ed n ess .

S p o o n e r 's  long l is t in g  of h is  c re d e n t ia ls  em ploys  both ty p es  of s i le n c e .

In the  " to r r e n t  of language" he u t te r s  he is  covering  h im s e l f  a f te r  the 

e x p o su re  w hich w as too d i r e c t ,  "L e t me live w ith you". In  h is  s i le n c e s  

the m e a s u re  of h is  d e sp e ra t io n  can be found as  he s e a rc h e s  fo r  w ords  

w hich  when they  com e s e rv e  only to  h u m ilia te  h im  even  fu r th e r .  Spooner 

o f fe rs  H i r s t  an  opportun ity  to  give a  public re a d in g  of h is  poem s in 

p e r fe c t  conditions, but H i r s t  wants to change the su b jec t.  H i r s t  is  in 

the  no m a n 's  land of the a r t i s t  who re fu s e s  to  co m p ro m ise  h is  o ss if ied
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v iew s ; the ice  and the s i len ce  w ill  r e m a in  fo re v e r .

T he  f ina l tab leau  of f ig u re s  o n -s tag e  offers  l i t t le  hope. The lights 

fade slow ly while H i r s t  d r in k s  to  S p o o n er 's  a s s e s s m e n t  of h is  s itu a tio n .

B ut not only have we g lim psed  H i r s t ' s  deso la te  condition, we have been  

su b jec te d  to  a  deep  p en e tra t io n  of the "no m a n 's  land" w hich  P i n t e r ' s  

w o r ld  i s .  The sex u a l and a r t i s t i c  r iv a l ry  in the c h a r a c t e r s '  com plex  

r e la t io n s h ip s  c r e a te s  an  a tm o sp h e re  of h o s ti l i ty .  H i r s t ' s  f in a n c ia l  s t r e n g th  

w ould s e e m  to give h im  the con tro lling  hand, but in  h is  s e l f - c e n t r e d n e s s  

he dw ells  on h is  own s te r i l e  s e c u r i ty .  H i r s t ' s  f ina l condition is  r e g a rd e d  

am b iv a le n tly  : he m akes  a  d re a d e d  but n e c e s s a r y  e scap e  f ro m  re a l i ty  by 

changing the su b jec t  fo r  the la s t  t im e .  The ach ieved  condition - the 

fix ity  of the  a r t i s t i c  im age as  r e p re s e n te d  by the photographs in  H i r s t ' s  

a lb u m  - is  f re e  of the agonising am bigu it ies  and confusions th a t  the p e r 

so n a li ty  is  h e i r  to ,  but the p r e se rv a t io n  and the s i le n c e  a r e  ic e -c o ld .

H i r s t  jo in s  what B r ig g s  has  called  "the b lank d ead"  (p. 79). He h as  

e sc a p e d  f ro m  the chaos of ac tu a li ty  to  the ch an g e le ss  w o r ld  of h is  own 

fic tion  and on behalf  of h is  au tho r  he has  com e to r e a l i s e  the r e s t r i c t iv e n e s s  

w hich  a r t ' s  consoling fo rm  im p o se s .

It  is  p o ss ib le  to  see  P in t e r ' s  four  c h a r a c te r s  a s  s ta g e s  in  one m a n 's  

l ife .  H i r s t  r e p re s e n t in g  P i n t e r ' s  p r e s e n t  ro le  a s  the e s ta b l ish e d  a r t i s t  

f r o m  w hom  the public expec ts  new w orks  in h is  f a m il ia r ,  in im itab le  s ty le ,  

w ith in  w hich  th e re  can  be no p ro g re s s io n .  P i n t e r ' s  c a r e e r  is  a p p a re n t ly  

in s ta le m a te .  He has  a l re a d y  e x p re s s e d  the whole range  of h is  e x p e r ie n c e  

and th e r e  s e e m s  to  be no a l te rn a t iv e  to  r e fe re n c e  back  to  h is  own w o rk ,  

the  m a in  d an g e r  being tha t h is  w ritin g  w ill  dwindle into s e lf -p a ro d y .  T h is  

h as  a lw ays  been  a  d i le m m a  fo r  the R om antic  a r t is t*  The dem and  is  fo r
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w o rk  w hich is  a lw ays new and ye t always deeply  p e r so n a l .  The 

a c h ie v e m e n t  of the a r t i s t  is  dependent upon the r e s o u r c e s  of the m an 

and th o se  r e s o u r c e s  - even  in  the m an of w id es t  scope -  m u s t  be l im ited . 

When he w as a  tw enty y e a r -o ld  u n d e rg rad u a te ,  G e ra rd  Manley Hopkins 

b ecam e painfully  aw are  of th is  t ru th  which had re v e a le d  i t s e l f  w ith r e g a rd  

to T ennyson  and which w as l a te r  to tro u b le  h im  so m uch in h is  own w riting . 

He had been  read in g  the Enoch A rden  volum e and found th a t  i ts  b e a u t ie s ,  

though a d m ira b le  and beyond the ach ievem en t of any o th e r  poet, had lo s t  

the o r ig in a l  f re s h n e s s  T ennyson 's  a d m i r e r s  had com e to  expec t f ro m  h im  ;

I th ink one had got into the way of th inking, o r  had  not 
got out of the way of thinlûng, tha t Tennyson  was 
a lw ays  new, touching, beyond o ther  p o e ts ,  not p r e s s e d  
w ith hum an a i lm e n ts ,  n ev e r  using  P a r n a s s i a n .  So 
a t le a s t  I used to th ink. Now one s e e s  he u s e s  
P a r n a s s ia n  ; he is ,  one m u st  see  it ,  w hat we u sed  to 
c a l l  Tennyson ian . Z i

" P a rn a s s ia n "  is H opk ins 's  v e ry  usefu l t e r m  fo r  tha t s tage  in  the a r t i s t ' s  

c a r e e r  when he is  no longer exp lo ring  h is  m ed ium  but is  occupying t e r r i t o r y  

w hich  he h as  a l re a d y  c la im ed  and cu ltiva ted . " P a rn a s s ia n "  can be w r i t te n  

only by p o e ts ,  "but is  not in  the h ig h es t  s en se  p o e try .  It does not r e q u i re  

the m ood of mind in which the p o e try  of in sp ira t io n  is  w r i t te n  G • *3 

G re a t  m e n , poets  I m ean , have each  th e i r  own d ia le c t  a s  i t  w e re  of 

P a r n a s s i a n ,  fo rm e d  g en era l ly  a s  they go on w ri t in g ,  and a t  l a s t ,  - th a t  

is  the  point to be m a rk e d ,  - they can  see  things in th is  P a r n a s s ia n  way 

and d e s c r ib e  th em  in th is  P a r n a s s ia n  tongue, w ithout fu r th e r  e f fo r t  of 

in s p i r a t io n .  "

I t  is  for th is  r e a so n  th a t  P in te r  so vio lently  d is l ik e s  the t e r m  found 

so convenien t by c r i t i c s ,  jo u rn a l i s t s ,  d i r e c to r s  and a c to r s .  " P in te re s q u e "



is  u se fu l  sh o rth an d  fo r  o th e rs ,  but fo r  P in te r  it. connotes a r t i s t i c  s t a g 

n a tion  : tha t w ord  P in te re sq u e  G  * Z) I th ink i t ' s  a  g r e a t  bu rd en  for m e

to c a r r y  G* 3  Som ething people don 't  r e a l iz e  is  the g re a t  b o red o m  one 

h a s  w ith o nese lf ,  and ju s t  to see those  w ords  com e down aga in  on p a p e r ,

I th ink oh C h r i s t ,  every th ing  I do se e m s  to be p re d ic ta b le ,  u n s a t is fa c to ry ,  
3tand h o p e le s s .  "

In M an 's  Land the c h a r a c te r s  a r e  h em m ed  in  by a ro o m . In 

A c t One it  is  evening and the cu r ta in s  a r e  c lo se d  ; in  A ct Two H i r s t  

dem an d s  th a t  the c u r ta in s  be c losed  b ecau se  it  is d is ta s te fu l  fo r  h im  to 

g lance  out. The c h a r a c te r s  s e e m  to be opera tin g  w ithin  a  m ind , a s  i f  

P in t e r  is  su rv ey in g  h is  c a r e e r  and m using  aloud th rough  the four m en .

The re se m b la n c e  with Endgam e is p ronounced. The m a s t e r - s e r v a n t  

(o r  fa th e r - so n )  r e l ia n c e  is  s im i la r  and the t e r m in a l  feeling  e x p re s s e d  

th ro u g h  the ch ess  m e tap h o r  in E ndgam e r e c u r s  in No M an 's  Land as  

the f in a l  b a t t l e - s k i rm is h  in a  w a r .  T h e o re t ic a l ly ,  F o s t e r  h a s  t r iu m p h e d  

over  S pooner, who has t r ie d  to u s u rp  h is  position , but we do not see  

Spooner leave the s ta g e .  H is  r e je c t io n  has  o c c u r re d  a lm o s t  unnoticed  

in  oblique ta lk  about changing the su b jec t .  A t the end he tu rn s  into a 

m outhp iece  fo r  H i r s t  and fo r  P in te r  : "You a r e  in  no m a n 's  land . Which 

n e v e r  m o v es ,  w hich n e v e r  changes, which n e v e r  grow s o ld e r ,  but w hich 

r e m a in s  f o re v e r ,  icy  and s i le n t .  " (p. 95). O ur a t te m p t  to continue to 

se e  Spooner a s  a  p e rso n a l i ty  b reak s  down. In h is  f in a l  u t te ra n c e  he 

b eco m es  P i n t e r ' s  r a iso n n e u r .  H ow ever am biguous S p o o n e r 's  m o tiv es  

have  been  and how ever p ro b le m a tic  our g ra sp  of h is  c h a r a c te r  , h is  

id en ti ty ,  m a n n e r i s m s  and d e s i r e s  a r e  m o re  convincingly  r e a l i s e d  than  

those  of the  o th e r  th re e .
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A t the end of the p lay P in te r  m anipu la tes  Spooner in a way fo re ign  

to h is  own e a r ly  w ork . In the 1960's he could ju s tif iab ly  d e s c r ib e  his  

a p p ro a c h  to  c h a r a c te r  p o r t r a y a l  in these  t e r m s  : "I m e re ly  w r i te  and 

c h a r a c t e r s  c r e a te  th e m se lv e s .  I don 't  a r b i t r a r i l y  im p o se  a  c h a r a c t e r 

is a t io n  upon som eone , and say  y o u 're  going to be like th is  to p rove  a
32.

poin t th a t  I m  going to m ake ' ; " C h a ra c te r s  a lw ays grow  out of a l l

p ro p o r t io n  to y our  o r ig in a l  conception of th em , and if  they  d o n 't  the play 
33

is  a  bad one. " P i n t e r ' s  a r t  seeks  to re ly  upon th is  e x t r e m e  d e g re e  of 

c h a r a c te r  independence. T h e re  is  a f i rm  conviction  tha t the e x p re s s io n  

of a p e r s o n a l  point of view w ill  v itia te  h is  a t te m p t to  ca tch  the in t r ic a te  

r e a l i ty  of e x p e r ie n c e .  In th is  conflic t P in te r  confron ts  a  p e rm a n e n t  and 

in so lub le  p ro b le m  for the a r t i s t  who w ants to ach ieve  the c la r i ty  and 

co h e re n c e  of a r t  witliout s u r re n d e r in g  the com plex ity  and confusion of 

a c tu a l i ty .  F o r  the au th o r  of E v e ry m a n  a l le g o ry  see m e d  the a p p ro p r ia te  

fo rm  and he could  exploit i t  w ith n e i th e r  se If (pons ciousne s s n o r  r e s e r v a t io n  : 

he would not have seen  the purpose  in c re a t in g  a  c h a r a c te r  who could not 

be u se d  to p rove a point tha t he a s  d r a m a t is t  w as d e te rm in e d  to m ake .

T he  conso la tion  and r e a s s u ra n c e  co m m unica ted  by the  fo rm  of E v e ry m a n  

and so  a d m ire d  by tw e n tie th -c e n tu ry  p layw righ ts  d e r iv e s  f ro m  the  f i rm n e s s  

of convic tion  tha t  the  E v e ry m a n  d r a m a t i s t  s ta r te d  w ith . S p o o n er 's  

p e r so n a l i ty  is  v io la ted  by P in te r  so  tha t he m ay  com ple te  the a u th o r 's  

p a t te rn  of thought, so tha t he m ay  prove the point th a t  P in te r  w as  d e t e r 

m ined  to  m ake :

SPOONER You a r e  in no m a n 's  land. Which n e v e r
m o v es ,  which n e v e r  changes ,  w hich n e v e r  
grow s o ld e r ,  but w hich r e m a in s  fo re v e r ,  
icy  and s ilen t .
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S i len ce

HIRST I ' l l  d r in k  to th a t .

He d r in k s .  (p. 95)

In P i n t e r ' s  p lay  th is  m an ip u la t io n  is  aw kw ard  b e c a u se  t h e r e  is  no " t ru th  ' 

to  w hich we can  r e la te  the im p o r ta n t  s ta te m e n t  abou t "no m a n 's  land" .

We m ay  conclude th a t ,  b ecau se  of the e m p h a s is  on the  s ta te m e n t ,  the  

p lay  co n ta in s  a  m ean ing  c le a r  to  P i n t e r  a lo n e . And we m ay  th en  d ec id e  

th a t  No M an 's  Land c a r r i e s  r e f e r e n c e  to  the  p re d ic a m e n t  of the m o d e rn  

a r t i s t .  It m u s t  be s t r e s s e d  th a t  th is  is  m e r e ly  one w ay of a n a ly s in g  the  

v e r y  co m p lex  p lay  th a t  No M an 's  Land i s .

S c h i l le r  m ade  the n a iv  and  s e n t im e n ta l i s c h  d is t in c t io n  in  t e r m s  of 

the  b ro a d  d ev e lo p m en t of hum an  h i s to r y  and P i n t e r ,  rev iew in g  the  f i r s t  

te n  y e a r s  of h is  w ri tin g  c a r e e r ,  saw  i t  a s  being  m a rk e d  by the s a m e  

d is t in c t io n  : "When I w ro te  the f i r s t  th re e  p lays  in  1957 I w ro te  th e m  

f r o m  the  poin t of v iew  of w r i t in g  th e m  ; the w hole w o r ld  of pu tting  on 

p lays  w as  q^uite r e m o te  - I knew they  could  n e v e r  be done in  the  R ep s  I 

w as  a c t in g  in, and the W est End  and London w e re  so m e w h e re  on the  o th e r  

s id e  of the m oon. So I w ro te  th e se  p lays  c o m p le te ly  u n se lfc o n sc io u s ly .  

T h e r e ' s  no q u es tio n  th a t  o v e r  the y e a r s  i t ' s  becom e m o re  d iff icu lt  to

34-

p r e s e r v e  the  kind of f re e d o m  th a t 's  e s s e n t i a l  to  w r i t in g " .  No M an 's  Land 

w as  w r i t t e n  w ith  the fo reknow ledge th a t  i t  would be p e r fo r m e d  by the  

N a tio n a l  T h e a t r e  C om pany and im m e d ia te ly  d ra w  the a t te n t io n  of the 

th e a t r i c a l  w o r ld .  T h is  d e g re e  of public  a c c la im  obviously  h a s  so m eth in g  

of the d a n g e r  fo r  P in t e r  th a t  the la u re a te  sh ip  had  fo r  W o rd sw o rth  and  

T e n n y so n  :
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G iven c h a r a c t e r s  who p o s s e s s  a  m o m e n tu m  of th e i r  own, 
m y job  is  not to  im p o se  on th e m ,  not to  su b je c t  th e m  to 
a  fa lse  a r t ic u la t io n ,  by w hich  I m e a n  fo rc in g  a  c h a r a c t e r  
to  sp eak  w h e re  he  could  no t sp eak ,  mailing h im  sp e a k  in  
a w ay he could not sp eak ,  m ak ing  h im  sp eak  of w hat he 
could  n e v e r  sp e a k .  T he  r e la t io n s h ip  betw een  a u th o r  
and c h a r a c t e r s  should  be a  h igh ly  r e s p e c t fu l  one, both 
w a y s .  And i f  i t ' s  p o s s ib le  to  ta lk  of gain ing  a  k ind of 
f re e d o m  f ro m  w r i t in g ,  i t  d o e s n 't  com e by lead ing  o n e 's  
c h a r a c t e r s  into f ixed  and  c a lc u la te d  p o s tu r e s ,  but by 
allow ing th e m  to c a r r y  t h e i r  own can , by giving th e m  a  
le g i t im a te  elbow ro o m . T h is  c a n  be e x t r e m e ly  painfu l.
I t ' s  m uch  e a s i e r ,  m uch  le s s  p a in ,  not to le t  th e m  live . 3^

S p o o n e r 's  la s t  sp eech  in No M an 's  Land is  the c l e a r e s t  ex am p le  of P i n t e r ' s  

" P a r n a s s ia n " .  H is  p o s tu re  is  "fixed  and  c a lc u la te d "  and he h as  lo s t  the 

r e s p e c t  of h is  a u th o r  who h as  found it  "m uch  e a s i e r ,  m uch  l e s s  pa in"  not 

to  a llow  h im  to continue to  l ive .  P in te r  h a s  e m p h a s is e d  h is  c o m m itm e n t  

to the  c r u c ia l  im p o r ta n c e  of f o rm  : "I pay a  m e t icu lo u s  a t te n t io n  to  the  

shape  of th in g s ,  f r o m  the shape of a  s e n te n ce  to  the o v e r a l l  s t r u c tu r e  of 

the p lay . T h is  shap ing , to put it  m ild ly ,  is  of the  f i r s t  im p o r ta n c e .  ' 

P i n t e r ' s  im p o s i t io n  of shape on h is  p lays  in d ic a te s  th a t ,  like the o th e r  

d r a m a t i s t s  w hose w o rk s  have  been  d i s c u s s e d ,  he s e e s  the a r t i s t ' s  t a s k  a s  

th a t  of g iving fo rm  to a c tu a l i ty  ; the  hope s e e m s  to  be th a t  the  s y m m e t r y  

of the  a r t i s t i c  fo rm  w il l  s tan d  in  d e f ian ce  of w h a t B e c k e t t  h a s  c a l le d  "the 

m e s s  ". B ut i f  we c o m p a re  T he  C a r e ta k e r  w ith  No M an 's  Land the change 

in  the  "sh ap in g "  is  a p p a re n t  : the  f i r s t  p lay  -  w r i t t e n  w ithout inh ib iting

s e l f - c o n s c io u s n e s s  - p r e s e r v e s  the  f r e s h n e s s  of sp o n tan e ity ,  and  an  

a u th e n tic a t in g  la c k  of im p o se d  shape  ; the l a t e r  p lay  h a s  in te l le c tu a l  

p a t te r n  fo rc e d  upon i t ,  and  P i n t e r  u s e s  S pooner w ith  a  la c k  of r e s p e c t  fo r  

h is  independen t c h a r a c t e r .  A s to n  and M ick  r e fu s e  to  a c t  out the  m u r d e r  

th a t  P in t e r  ex p ec ted  of th e m ,  but w hen S pooner r e p e a t s  a lm o s t  w o rd  fo r  

w o rd  H i r s t ' s  A ct One d e f in it ion  of "no m a n 's  land"  he is  being  fo rc e d  to
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m ake h is  a u th o r 's  po in t.  The a c t io n  h as  a p p ro a c h e d  w hat A r th u r  

Sym ons c a l led  "the d ry ,  im p o ten t  s in  of a l le g o ry "  : w hat is  being  a l l e g o r i s e d  

is  not a  u n iv e r s a l  t ru th  eq u iv a len t to  m e d ie v a l  C a th o l ic is m  but m e re ly  

the  a u t l io r 's  in d iv id u a l d i le m m a  a s  an  a r t i s t .

No M an 's  Land  e m b ra c e s  an  u n easy  m ix tu re  of r e a l i s t i c  and  f o rm a l  

a n t i - r e a l i s t i c  q u a l i t ie s .  Spooner is  an  ou ts tand ing ly  s u c c e s s fu l  r e a l i s t i c  

c l i a r a c te r  u n t i l  he is  o v e r t ly  u se d  a s  an  a u th o r ia l  s u r r o g a te .  It s e e m s  

to  m e th a t  P in te r  h a s  w r i t t e n  h is  l a t e s t  p lay w ith  the p re c o n c e iv e d  in ten tion  

of co n fo rm in g  to  an  u n d er ly in g  p a t te rn  of id e a s .  My in te rp r e ta t io n  is 

o f fe re d  te n ta t iv e ly  and I a m  not su g g es t in g  th a t  it  is  the only way of u n d e r 

s tand ing  the p lay . H i r s t  and Spooner s e e m  to  r e p r e s e n t  two con flic ting  

s t r a in s  in  P in te r  h im se lf .  T h ro u g h  th e se  c h a r a c t e r s ,  one a  poet and  one 

a  m an  of l e t t e r s ,  I^ in ter d i s c u s s e s  both h is  p a r t i c u la r  p ro b le m  a s  a n  

a r t i s t ,  and the p ro b le m  fo r  the  o th e r  m o d e rn  d r a m a t i s t s  u n d e r  re v ie w .  

S pooner p ro v id e s  a  c r i t i c a l  a p p r a i s a l  of H i r s t .  In  S p o o n e r 's  a s s e s s m e n t  

H i r s t  is  in a  p o s it io n  of im p o te n c e ,  i l lu s t r a t in g  the  "no m a n 's  land"  of the 

a r t i s t  who t r i e s  to  r e d u c e  the  co m p lex ity  of e x is te n c e  by u s in g  h is  a r t  to  

" f r e e z e "  a  p a t te r n  th a t  he w ish e s  could  be d i s c o v e re d  in  l ife .  T he  faces  

t r a p p e d  in  H i r s t ' s  p h o to g rap h  a lb u m  a r e  "fixed , im p r is o n e d "  ju s t  a s ,  in  

H i r s t ' s  day , "nobody changed . A m an  w a s .  " P i n t e r ' s  longing fo r  fixed 

e s s e n c e  and s t r u c t u r a l  h a rm o n y  in the  w o r ld  h a s  m a n ife s te d  i t s e l f  in  d r a m a  

w hich  is  e x c e s s iv e ly  sh ap ed . In No M an 's  Land he h a s  c r i t i c i s e d  th is  

type of a r t  th ro u g h  S p o o n e r 's  c r i t i c i s m  of H i r s t .  P i n t e r  a p p e a r s  to  have  

com e to  the  r e c o g n i t io n  th a t  the d e s i r e  fo r  " sh a p e "  in  a c tu a l i ty  canno t be 

c o m p e n sa te d  fo r  by p a t te r n  in  a r t .  I t  is  in te re s t in g  th a t  S pooner is  

a t t r a c t e d  to  and  r e p u ls e d  by H i r s t ' s  p o s it io n .  The s e c u r i ty  of the  a r t i s t
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who fa lls  back  on old fo rm u la e  and is  e n s u re d  of s u c c e s s ,  thus m a in ta in in g  

an  " id e n ti ty " ,  is  a t t r a c t iv e  to  the s p a r e - t im e  poet.  But P i n t e r  s e e m s  to 

r e a l i s e  th a t  the gap be tw een  com plex  a c tu a l i ty  - w h e re  one can  n e v e r  be 

s u re  "what n ight i t  i s ,  th is  n igh t o r  the  n ex t n ight o r  the  o th e r  one, the 

n igh t b e fo re  l a s t "  ( p . 46) - and the  id e a l  w o r ld  of s y s te m  and o r d e r  is  

a c c e n tu a te d  s t i l l  fu r th e r  by the  a r t i s t  who lo i t e r s  in  "no m a n 's  land . W hich 

n e v e r  m o v e s ,  w hich n e v e r  ch a n g e s ,  w hich  n e v e r  g row s o ld e r ,  but w hich  

r e m a in s  f o r e v e r ,  icy  and s i le n t .  " (p. 95) and  who re p ro d u c e s  in h is  a r t ,  

a s  r e p r e s e n te d  by H i r s t ' s  pho tograph  a lburn , the old im a g e s  and p a t t e r n s .  

P i n t e r  h as  re c o g n ise d  and a b h o r r e d  th is  ten dency  in  h im s e l f  : "In one s h o r t  

t e le v is io n  play of m ine th e r e  w e re  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  th a t  im p lied  I w as  s lipp ing  

in to  a fo rm u la .  It so happened  th is  w as the w o r s t  th in g  I 'v e  w r i t te n .

T he  w o rd s  and id e a s  had  b ecom e a u to m a t ic ,  re d u n d an t .  T h a t w as  tlie 

r e d  ligh t fo r  m e and I d o n 't  fe e l  I s h a l l  fa l l  in to  th a t  p it a g a in .  I t r u s t  th a t  

w hen  I n ex t  fa i l  i t  w i l l  be fo r  d if fe re n t  r e a s o n s .  My b a s ic  a p p ro a c h  to  m y 

w o rk ,  anyw ay, i s  s t ro n g ly  opposed to such  m e c h a n is m .  " No M an 's  Land 

is  a fo rc e fu l  s ta te m e n t  of the unique d i le m m a  of the s e n t im e n ta l i s c h  a r t i s t .  

T h a t  the a r t i s t  is  m o re  r e f le c t iv e ,  m o re  s e n s i t iv e ,  m o re  su b tle ,  and  m o re  

s e l f - c o n s c io u s  th an  h is  c o n te m p o ra r ie s  m e a n s  th a t ,  w hen the hu m an  

p ro b le m  is  posed  by an  e x c e s s  of th e se  q u a l i t ie s ,  a r t  can  o ffe r  no co n so la t io n ,  

but only a  v e ry  p o w erfu l  e x p re s s io n  of w hat the  p ro b le m  i s .

. . . ooO oo.. .



C on clu sion

The fo u r  d r a m a t i s t s  u n d e r  re v ie w  s h a re  a  re l ig io u s  d isp o s i t io n  in 

an  age of s e c u l a r i s m .  E a c h  d r a m a t i s t  r e je c te d  r e a l i s m  fo r  a  s y m b o l is m  

th a t ,  in  i ts  a e s th e t ic  o r d e r ,  s e e m e d  to  a n s w e r  the h u m an  need  to  d i s c o v e r  

an  o r d e r  in  a c tu a l i ty .  A  tendency  h a s  been  t r a c e d  in  th e se  p lay w rig h ts  

to d r a m a t i s e  in  a l l e g o r ic a l  t e r m s  p e r s o n a l  p h i lo so p h ica l  v iew s w h ich , in 

a  m o d e rn  w o r ld  lacking  in  com m on fa ith ,  canno t r e p r e s e n t  the s h a re d  

v iew s of th e i r  a u d ie n c e s .

The f o r m a l i s m  of "Le V ieux  qu i ne v e u t  p as  M o u r i r "  and B re a th  i s  

m e r e t r i c io u s  b e c a u se  i t  o f fe rs  no "am b ig u ity "  in  the d e s i r a b le  E m p s o n ia n  

s e n s e .  In No M an 's  Land a n  aw kw ard  p e r s o n a l  a l le g o ry  a l la y s  i n t e r e s t  

in  the m o s t  a b so rb in g  fa c e t  of the  p lay  • the  c h a r a c t e r  of S pooner -  and 

the  u n e a s y  com bina tion  of r e a l i s t i c  and a n t i - r e a l i s t i c  e le m e n ts  m a r s  the  

w o rk .

The o r d e r  im p o se d  by the  f o rm  u n d e r  re v ie w  m ig h t th e r e fo r e  p ro v e  

c o n s o la to ry  fo r  the p lay w rig h t,  w hile  i ts  tendency  to w ard s  la c k  of a m b ig u ity  

is  d is tu rb in g  fo r  the a u d ie n c e .  Y e a t s ’s v ic to ry  is  th a t  he is  ab le  to  c o m 

b in e  a  p a r a p h ra s a b le  p e r s o n a l  a l le g o ry  w ith  n o n - p a ra p h r a s a b le  sy m b o l ism . 

He deve loped  a  fully  d e ta i le d ,  h igh ly  id io s y n c ra t ic  p h ilo so p h ica l  s y s te m  

y e t  the f o rm  th ro u g h  w h ich  he e x p r e s s e s  i t  o f fe rs  a  su g g e s t iv e  p a t te rn

r a t h e r  than  an  in flex ib le  s c h e m a t is m .  Y e a t s 's  s y s t e m  p ro v id e d  h im  with
I z .

" m e ta p h o rs  fo r  p o e t ry "  and  c r u c i a l  " s ty l i s t ic  a r r a n g e m e n ts  of e x p e r ie n c e '  .

He i n s i s t s  tha t the se e m in g ly  " a r b i t r a r y ,  h a r s h ,  d iff icu lt  sy m b o l ism "  h as

a  function  analogous to  th a t  of a  sk e le to n  ; " those  h a r d  sy m b o lic  bones
4-

u n d e r  the  sk in "  a r e  n e c e s s a r y  b e fo re  h is  a r t  can  s a t i s f a c to r i ly  d ep ic t  o r d e r .



N e v e r th e le s s ,  the  sy m b o ls  o ffe red  by Y ea ts  to  h is  au d ien ce  -  fo r  ex am p le  

in  T h e  C at and the  Moon - c an  be i n te r p r e te d  by ind iv idua ls  in  d if fe re n t  

w a y s .

Y e a t s 's  con c lu s io n  th a t  "M an can  em body t ru th  but he canno t know 

i t "  m u s t  be the co n c lu s io n  to  th is  th e s is  : w hen " d ra m a  w ith in  the 

l im ita t io n s  of a r t "  i s  s u c c e s s fu l  in  the m o d e rn  age i t  s u g g e s t s ,  r a t h e r  

th an  s t a t e s ,  a  p e rc e p t io n  of the p a t te r n  of a c tu a l i ty .  T he  a l le g o r ic a l  

m ode of E v e ry m a n  is  no longer  a c c e p ta b le  in  a  s e c u la r  a g e .

1 W .B .Y e a t s .  A V is io n , M a c m illa n ,  1962, p . 8 .
2 I b id . ,  p . 25
3 I b id . ,  p .  23
4 I b i d . , p .  24
5 W .B .  Y e a t s .  T o  Lady E l iz a b e th  P e lh a m ,  4 J a n u a ry  1939 

The L e t te r s  of W .B .  Y e a t s , e d .A l la n  W ade, R u p e r t  H a r t -  
D a v is ,  1954, p . 922.
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in  "Le L iv r e ,  In s t ru m e n t  S p ir i tu e l" ,  O e u v re s  c o m p le te s , ed . by 
H e n r i  M ondor and  G. J e a n -A u b ry ,  P a r i s  : "B ib lio thèque  de la P lé i a d e " ,  
la L ib r a i r ie  G a l l im a rd ,  1956, pp. 378-382.
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3 Quoted in Guy Michaud,  M a l l a r m é  : l 'H o m m e  et  l 'O e u v re  (op. c i t . ) ,  
p. 145. T r a n s l a t i o n  by M. Col l ins  and B. H u m ez  (op. c i t . ) ,  p.  133 :
"To n am e  an  object  is  to s u p p r e s s  t h r e e - q u a r t e r s  of the en joym en t  
of a  poem, which is  m ade  up of g r a d u a l  guess in g  : the d r e a m  is to  
su g g e s t  i t .  I t  i s  the p e r f e c t  u se  of tha t  m y s t e r y  th a t  co n s t i tu te s  the 
s ym bo l  : to evoke an  objec t  l i t t le  by l i t t le  in o r d e r  to show a  f r a m e  of 
m ind ,  o r ,  c o n v e r se ly ,  to choose  an  objec t  and cau se  a  s ta t e  of m ind  
to  e m e r g e  f r o m  it ,  th rough  a  s e r i e s  of d e c ip h e r in g s .  "

4 F o r  d i s c u s s io n s  of the c o n t e m p o r a r y  l i t e r a t u r e  of the  occu l t  see  Guy 
Michaud,  M a l l a rm é  : l 'H o m m e  et l 'O e u v re  (op. c i t . ) ,  p.  140 and 
W al lace  F o w l ie ,  Mallarmé". D en is  Dobson,  1953, p. 262.

5 A r t h u r  Sym ons ,  "The L a te r  H u y s m a n s " ,  The  Sym bo l is t  M ovement  in 
L i t e r a t u r e  (op. c i t . ) ,  p.  139.

6 J .  -K.  H u y s m a n s ,  A R e b o u r s .  P a r i s  : B ib l io thèque  -  C h a r p e n t i e r ,
1921, p. 265. (This  ed i t ion  is  c i ted  b e c a u s e  of i t s  inc lus ion  of a  p r e f a c e  
by H u y s m a n s . )  T r a n s l a t i o n  : R o b e r t  B a ld ick ,  A g a in s t  N a tu re .
P en g u in  C l a s s i c s ,  1959, p. 199 : "The t r u th  of  the m a t t e r  was  tha t
the decad en ce  of F r e n c h  l i t e r a t u r e ,  a  l i t e r a t u r e  a t t a c k e d  by o rg an ic  
d i s e a s e s ,  w eakened  by in te l l e c tu a l  sen i l i ty ,  ex h au s ted  by s y n ta c t i c a l  
e x c e s s e s ,  s en s i t iv e  only to the c u r io u s  w h im s  th a t  exc i te  the s ick ,  
and ye t  e a g e r  to e x p r e s s  i t s e l f  co m p le te ly  in  i t s  l a s t  h o u r s ,  d e t e r m in e d  
to m ake  up fo r  a l l  the p l e a s u r e s  it  had  m i s s e d ,  a f f l ic ted  on i t s  d e a t h 
bed with  a  d e s i r e  to leave behind the  s u b t l e s t  m e m o r i e s  of su f fe r in g ,  
had  been  em bodied  in Mallarmé^ in the m o s t  c o n s u m m a te  and exqu is i te  
f a s h i o n . "

7 Mallarmé^, " H a m le t " , in " C ray o n n é  au  T h e a t r e " .  O e u v re s  co m p le te s  
(op. c i t .  ), p. 299. The e n t i r e  p iece  on H a m le t  is  r e l e v a n t  h e r e  :
pp. 299-302 .  In t r a n s l a t i o n  the p h r a s e  quoted i s  : "An in t im a te  and 
occul t  t r a g e d y " .

8 I g i tu r  is in the O e u v re s  c o m p l e t e s , pp. 423-451 .  See W al lace  F ow l ie  
( o p . c i t . ) ,  p p . 105-121,  fo r  a  fu l l  a n a ly s i s  of Ig i tu r .

9 F o r  M a l l a r m é 's e x p r e s s i o n  of the i m p o r t a n c e  of dance  see  e s p e c i a l l y  
" B a l l e t s " ,  O e u v re s  c o m p le te s  (op. c i t . ) .  pp. 303-307 and " L e s  F o n d s  
dans  le B a l le t  ', O eu v re s  c o m p l è t e s , pp. 307-309.

10 T he  l e c tu r e ,  'V i l l i e r s  de l ' I s l e - A d a m " ,  is  in the O e u v re s  c o m p l è t e s , 
p p . 481-510 .

11 O e u v r e s  c o m p l e t e s , p. 481.  In t r a n s l a t i o n  : "A m a n  f a m i l i a r  with
d re a m in g  c o m es  h e r e  to t a lk  about  a n o th e r ,  who is dead .  "

12 I b i d . ,  p . 482. In t r a n s l a t i o n  : " t ru ly  and in the  o r d in a ry  s e n s e ,  did
he l i v e ? "

13 I b i d . , p . 496. In t r a n s l a t i o n  : "the m a n  who only e x i s t e d  in h is  d r e a m s '

14 Ibid.  , p.  504.
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15 Quoted in A . W . R a i t t ,  V i l l i e r s  de I ' i s l e - A d a m  et  le M ouvement  
s y m b o l i s t e .  P a r i s  : L i b r a i r i e  J o s é  C o r t i ,  1965, p. 386. R a i t t  c i t e s  
Le G oé land . A ugus t  1938. A t r a n s l a t i o n  i s  m ade  by W . D . H a l l s  in 
M au r ice  M a e te r l in c k  : A Study of h is  Life and Thought .  O . U . P . ,
1960, p .  144 : "V i l l i e r s  de I ' I s l e - A d a m  is  the  g r e a t e s t  a d m i r a t i o n ,  
the  f ines t  m e m o r y  and the g r e a t e s t  shock  in  m y  l i fe .  My life h a s  
two m ounta in  s lo p e s ,  be fo re  and a f t e r  V i l l i e r s .  On the one s ide ,  
shadow, on the o th e r ,  l ight .  On coming  in to  con tac t  w ith  V i l l i e r s  I 
u n d e r s to o d  what  the a p o s t l e s  m u s t  have fe l t .  " H a l l s  c i t e s  "Deux 
I n é d i t s " ,  L e t t r e s  f r a n ç a i s e s  . 12 May 1949, pp. 1 -2 .  N e i th e r  Le 
Goéland n o r  L e t t r e s  f r a n ç a i s e s  has  p ro v ed  ava i lab le  in London 
l i b r a r i e s  : thus  th e se  s e c o n d a ry  s o u r c e s  a r e  c i ted .

16 W . B .  Y e a t s ,  p r e fa c e  to A x e l , t r a n s l a t e d  by H.  P . R . F i n b e r g ,  J a r r o l d s ,  
1925, p . 8.

17 Quoted in J a c q u e s - H e n r y  B o rn e c q u e ,  V i l l i e r s  de I ' i s l e - A d a m  i C r é a t e u r  
et  V i s io n n a i r e .  P a r i s  : A . G . N i z e t ,  1974, p. 122. In t r a n s l a t i o n  :
"a new d r a m a t i c  l i t e r a t u r e " .

18 I b i d . , p. 122. In t r a n s l a t i o n  ; "the  plot ,  the  c h a r a c t e r s  and the 
t h e a t r i c a l  ac t ion  a r e  only of s e c o n d a ry  i n t e r e s t " .

19 I b i d . , p.  122. In t r a n s l a t i o n  : "It is  enough to t e l l  you tha t  the p lay
A x e l  has  by no m e a n s  been  w r i t t e n  fo r  the s tage  and  tha t  the  m e r e
idea  of i ts  p roduc t ion  s e e m s  a lm o s t  u n a cc ep ta b le  to the a u th o r  h i m s e l f .  "

20 I b i d . ,  p.  123. In t r a n s l a t i o n  : "the g r e a t  anx ie ty  of mankind  be fo re
the  en ig m a  of l i fe" .  (H ere  the w o rd  "anx ié té"  would s e e m  to be the 
eq u iva len t  of A n g s t . ) The second  p h r a s e  in  t r a n s l a t i o n  i s  ; ' th is  
c o n s ta n t ,  th is  t e r r i b l e  and d i s t a n t  c a r e " .

21 Ibid. , p.  123. In t r a n s l a t i o n  : "in a  d r a m a t i c  ac t ion ,  a  concep t ion  of
the t r a n s c e n d e n t a l  o r d e r  '.

22 H o w e v e r ,  fo r  an a r g u m e n t  th a t  i n s i s t s  on A x e l 's d r a m a t i c  pow er  s ee  
J a c q u e s - H e n r y  B o rn ecq u e  (op. c i t . ) ,  p. 124. F o r  a n  in s i s t e n c e  on the 
u n d r a m a  tic  n a tu r e  of the play see  H.  P .  R .  F i n b e r g ' s  in t ro d u c t io n  to 
h is  t r a n s l a t i o n  of A x e l  (op. c i t .  ). p.  27.

23 W .B .  Y e a t s ,  p r e fa c e  to  A xel  t r a n s l a t e d  by  H . P . R . F i n b e r g  (op. c i t .  ), 
p. 7.

24 See W . B . Y e a t s ,  "The T r a g i c  G e n e ra t io n " ,  A u to b io g ra p h ie s . M ac m il lan ,
1961, p . 320.

25 Ibid.  , p.  305.

26 E d .  U r s u l a  B r id g e ,  W . B . Y e a t s  and T .  S tu rge  M oore  : T h e i r
C o r r e s p o n d e n c e  1901-1937. Rout ledge  and  K egan  P a u l ,  1953, p . 132.

27 W .B .  Y e a t s ,  p r e f a c e  to A xel  t r a n s l a t e d  by H. P . R . F i n b e r g  (op. c i t .  ) p. 8.
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28 H. P .  R. F i n b e r g ,  introduction to A x e l  (op. c i t .  ). p . 1 6 .

29 ' The Re l ig ious  W or ld  ', "The T r a g i c  V/or ld" ,  "An O ccu l t  W o r ld "
and "The W or ld  of P a s s i o n "  in F  in b e r g ' s  t r a n s l a t i o n .

30 See J a c q u e s - H e n r i  B o rn ecq u e  (op. c i t . ) ,  p. 127.

31 V i l l i e r s  de I ' I s l e - A d a m ,  A x e l , ed .  by P i e r r e  M a r i e l ,  P a r i s  : L a
C olom be ,  E d i t io n s  du Vieux C o lo m b ie r ,  i9 6 0 ,  p.  68.

32 I b i d . ,  p.  140.

33 I b i d . ,  p .  190. T r a n s l a t i o n  by H .  P .  R .  F i n b e r g  (op. c i t .  ), p .  213 :
"She too is  coming ,  who r en o u n ced  the id e a l  of r e l ig io n  fo r  th is  h idden  
gold,  even a s  you  w i l l  p r e s e n t l y  ren o u n ce  y o u r  own sub l im e  f in a l i t i e s  
fo r  the s a m e  w r e tc h e d  s e c r e t .  H e r e ,  then ,  face to face  a r e  the l a s t  
p a i r  of the two r a c e s  c h o sen  by m e c e n t u r i e s  ago  in  o r d e r  tha t  by 
s im p le ,  v i rg in a l  hum ani ty  the twofold i l lu s io n  of love and  gold m a y  be 
d e fea ted ,  and tha t  t h e r e  m a y  be founded, in  a  point of G e n e ra t io n ,
the v i r tu e  of a  new Sign. "

34 A x e l , p. 208.

35 A x e l , p.  210. T r a n s l a t i o n  by F i n b e r g  (op. c i t .  ), p.  238. : "The V e i l
and the Mantle have both m ade  ren u n c ia t io n  : now th ey  m e e t .  The  
g r e a t  w ork  n e a r s  fu lf i lm en t .  "

36 A x e l , pp. 248-249 .  T r a n s l a t i o n  by F i n b e r g  (op. c i t .  ) ,pp. 283-284  :
"Our  ex i s te n c e  is  full ,  and i t s  cup flows o v e r .  What  h o u r - g l a s s  w i l l
e v e r  rec k o n  the m o m en ts  of th is  n igh t?  The  fu tu r e ?  - B e l ieve  m e ,
S a r a ,  we have exh au s ted  i t  a l r e a d y .  What w i l l  r e a l i t i e s  look l ike ,  
t o m o r r o w ,  when we c o m p a r e  t h e m  with  the v i s io n  we have j u s t  l ived  
t h ro u g h ?  ( . . . )  T he  qual i ty  of our  hope fo rb id s  u s  life on e a r t h ,  
h e n c e fo r th .  What  is t h e r e  lef t  for  us  to  a s k  of th i s  unhappy p lane t ,  
w h e r e  o u r  s a d n e s s  l in g e r s  on, save  only pale  r e f l e c t io n s  of  such  
m o m e n ts  a s  t h e s e ?  You ta lk  of  E a r t h !  What h a s  it  e v e r  r e a l i z e d ,  
th is  d ro p  of f ro z e n  m ud,  whose T im e  i s  but  a  l ie s e t  in the face  of 
h e a v e n ?  It i s  th is  E a r t h ,  I t e l l  you, which h a s  beco m e  i l lus ion!  
U n d e r s t a n d  m e ,  S a r a ,  we have d e s t r o y e d  in ou r  s t r a n g e  h e a r t s  the 
love of l i fe ,  and in r e a l i ty  a r e  m e r e l y  sou ls  now! A f t e r  t h i s ,  to 
a cc e p t  l ife would  be m e r e  s a c r i l e g e  a g a in s t  o u r s e l v e s .  Live ? C u r  
s e r v a n t s  w i l l  do tha t  fo r  us!  "

37 The  f r a g m e n t s  publ ished  by V i l l i e r s  in j o u rn a l s  and  found in h is  no tes  
a r e  r e p ro d u c e d  in  A x e l  ( M a r i e l  ed .  ) on pp. 265-271.

38 See h o w ev e r  W . M. B lo w s 's  1956 P h .D .  T h e s i s  f o r  the U n iv e r s i t y  of 
London : "An A p p r a i s a l  of  C r i t i c a l  A s s e s s m e n t s  of the Outlook of 
V i l l i e r s  de I ' I s l e - A d a m  in the Ught of a  D e ta i led  E x a m in a t io n  of the 
S y m b o l i sm  and Thought  of the  E ve  f u t u r e " . T h i s  in t r i c a t e  t h e s i s  
s t r e s s e s  V i l l i e r s ' C a th o l i c i s m  and e x a m in e s  A x e l  a s  a  s a t i r e  on the  
d e m i s e  of m o d e r n  W e s t e r n  c iv i l i sa t ion .
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39 W .B .  Y e a t s ,  r ev iew  of A xe l ,  The  Bookm an .  A p r i l  1894, p . 15. 
(R e p r in te d  in U nco l lec ted  P r o s e  by W . B . Y e a t s  Volume One,  e d .  
John  P . F r a y n e ,  M acm il la n ,  1970 : "A S y m b o l ica l  D r a m a  in P a r i s " ,  
pp. 320-325 .  The s t a t e m e n t  quoted i s  on p . 324 . )

40 H.  P .  R. F in  b e rg , in t ro d u c t io n  to A xe l  (op. c i t .  ). p.  24.

41 I b i d . ,  pp. 17-18.

42 See J a c q u e s - H e n r i  B o rn e cq u e  (op. c i t .  ), pp. 138-139.

43 A x e l , p . 183. T r a n s l a t i o n  : F i n b e r g ,  p. 206 : "In y ou r  n a r r o w
s e l f - su f f i c i e n c y  you w e r e  nothing,  while l ife l a s t e d ,  but  a  d r o s s
of a n im a l  in s t in c t s  tha t  r e s i s t e d  a l l  d ivine se lec t ion!  No c a l l  e v e r  
r e a c h e d  you f r o m  beyond the w o r ld .  You have  m ad e  nothing of 
y o u r s e l f .  And into the a b y s s  of d ea th  you s ink  l ike a  s tone  in to  the 
void, without  a t t r a c t io n ,  w ithout  a im .  "

44 A x e l , p.  249. T r a n s l a t i o n  : F i n b e r g ,  p. 283 : "What  w i l l  r e a l i t i e s
look l ike ,  t o m o r r o w ,  w hen  we c o m p a r e  th e m  with the v i s io n  we have 
j u s t  l ived t h r o u g h ? "

45 A x e l , p. 249 and p. 250. T r a n s l a t i o n  : F i n b e r g  p .  284 and  p. 285 : 
"T h e s e  w o rd s  a r e  beyond m o r t a l  thought"  ; "It is  a l m o s t  godlike! "

46 A x e l , p. 251. H.  P . R .  F i n b e r g  om i ts  " su p e r h u m a n "  f r o m  his  
t r a n s l a t i o n ,  p.  287 : "No, no,  i t  i s  im p o s s ib l e ,  in h u m an  : I cannot  
conceive  it! " A l i t e r a l  t r a n s l a t i o n  i s  "It i s  inhum an  r a t h e r  than  
s u p e rh u m an !  "

47 A x e l , p.  253. T r a n s l a t i o n  : F i n b e r g ,  p. 289 : "Can you not  h e a r  
the l a u g h te r  of the h u m an  r a c e  if  e v e r  i t  c o m e s  to l e a r n  the shadowy 
s to r y ,  the s u p e rh u m a n  m a d n e s s  of ou r  d e a t h ? "

48 E d m u n d  W ilson ,  A x e l ' s  C a s t l e , ( f i r s t  pub l ished  by C h a r l e s  S c r i b n e r ' s  
Sons ,  1931), F o n tan a  L i b r a r y ,  1961, p. 135.

49 S ieg f r ied  W enze l ,  The Sin of Sloth : "A cedia"  in M edieva l  Thought
and L i t e r a t u r e . (C hape l  H i l l  : N or th  C a ro l in a )  U, of N o r th  C a ro l in a  P .  , 
1967.

50 I b i d . , p p . 4 - 5 .

51 T . S . E l i o t ,  " B a u d e l a i r e " ,  Se lec ted  E s s a y s  (op. c i t . ) .  p. 423.

52 A r t h u r  S ym ons ,  "V i l l i e r s  de I ' I s le  -A d a m " ,  The  Sym bol is t  M ovement  
in L i t e r a t u r e  ( o p .d t . ) .  p.  57.

53 Quoted in  W al lace  F o w l ie ,  Mallarmé" (op. c i t .  ). p. 282.
In t r a n s l a t i o n  : "Tha t  which h as  been  bap t i sed  S y m b o l i s m e , is  
s u m m e d  up v e r y  s im p ly  a s  the  co m m o n  in ten t ion  of s e v e r a l  g roups  
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f r o m  M usic  what  w as  owing to t h e m .  "
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57 I b id . ,  p. 206 ; pp. 209-210.

58 " E v e r y m a n ".  "Annota t ions  by the W ay" ,  P l a y s .  Act ing  and Music  
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65 I b i d . , p . 135.

66 I b i d . , p. 136.
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69 I b i d . ,  p . 144.

70 "The W or ld  as  B a l l e t " ,  Studies  in Seven A r t s  (op. c i t .  )>pp. 244-246 .
(See F r a n k  K e r m o d e ' s  R om an t ic  Im a g e .  Rout ledge  and K eg an  P a u l ,
r e v i s e d  ed .  1961, p p . 49-91 for  a  d i s c u s s io n  of the im p o r t a n c e  of the 
im a g e  of the d a n c e r  in  l i t e r a t u r e  of th is  p e r io d .  See a l s o  the  c h a p te r  
on A r t h u r  S ym ons ,  pp. 107-118.)

71 I b i d . ,  p . 244.

72 I b i d . ,  p . 246.
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73 "C onc lus ion ' j  The  Sym bol is t  M ovement  in L i t e r a t u r e  (op. c i t . )  pp. 174-175.

74 W .B .  Y e a ts ,  " R e v e r i e s  o v e r  Childhood an d  Youth" ,  A utob iog raph ie s  
(op. ci t .  ), p. 82.

75 "C onc lus ion" ,  The Sym bol is t  M ovement  in L i t e r a t u r e  (op. c i t . ) .  p.  171.

76 " In t roduc t ion" ,  The  Sym bol is t  M ovement  in L i t e r a t u r e  (op. ci t .  ). p . 4.

77 I b id . ,  p p . 7 -9 .

78 "M a e te r l in c k  as  a  M y s t ic " ,  The  Sym bo l is t  M ovement  in L i t e r a t u r e  
(op. c it .  ), p. 158.

C h a p te r  T h r e e  ; M aur ice  M a e te r l in c k

M a e te r l in c k ,  Le S a b l i e r .  ( P a r i s )  B ib l io thèque  - C h a r p e n t i e r ,
1936, pp. 7 -8 .  T r a n s l a t i o n  : B . M i a l l ,  The  H o u r  G l a s s . A l l e n  and 
Unwin, 1936, p. 9 : "L e t  h i m  who b e l iev es  tha t  he knows the t r u th  
t e l l  m e  what  i t  i s  ; I should  a c c e p t  i t  with  g ra t i tu d e  i f  i t  s e e m e d  
a c c e p ta b l e .  I , h i th e r to ,  have not  d i s c o v e r e d  i t  ; which is why I a m  
s t i l l  looking for  i t ,  on my r ig h t  hand and m y  lef t ,  b e fo re  me and 
behind,  in  the light  and  in  the shadows . . .  I do no t  l a m e n t  b ec au se  
a  f r e s h  e f fo r t  w i l l  d e s t r o y  what  w as  bui l t  w i th  such  d iff icu l ty ,  and 
w i l l  sw eep  i ts  ru in s  away  in to the unknown. T h a t  is  a l l  tha t  i t  is 
p o s s ib le  for  a  m a n  of good fa i th  to do ; and I sh a l l  do no o th e rw ise  
un t i l  o th e r s  have convinced  me tha t  they  a r e  r ig h t .  "

M a e te r l i n c k  ( t r a n s i .  L 'O rn e m e n t  des  Noces  S p i r i t u e l l e s ,  de R u y s b r o e c k  
l 'A d m ir a b le ,  ( B r u s s e l s )  P a u l  L a c o m b le z ,  Nouvel le  éd i t ion ,  1911, p.  16. 
T r a n s l a t i o n  : J a n e  T.  S toddar t ,  R u y s b r o e c k  and the M y s t i c s . H odder  
and Stoughton, 1894, p.  27 : "Th is  whole w o rk ,  m o r e o v e r ,  is l ike a  
m agnify ing  g la s s  t u rn e d  upon d a r k n e s s  and  s i l en ce  ; and  s o m e t i m e s  we 
do not im m e d ia t e ly  d i s c e r n  the outl ine of the id eas  which a r e  s t i l l  
s t e e p e d  t h e r e i n .  '

T . S . E l i o t ,  " S h a k e sp e a re  and the S to i c i s m  of S e n e c a " ,  S e lec ted  E s s a y s  
(op. c l t .  ), p. 132.

I b i d . , p . 135.

I b i d . , p . 139.

M a e te r l in c k ,  Avant  le G rand  S i l e n c e . ( P a r i s )  B ib l io thèque  - C h a r p e n t i e r ,  
1934, p. 32. T r a n s l a t i o n  : B e r n a r d  Mia 11, B e fo re  the G r e a t  S i l e n c e .
G. A l le n  and Unwin, 1935, pp. 29-30  : " re v e a l in g  h i m s e l f  a s  a  g r e a t
m e la n c h o l i c ,  a  g r e a t  s c e p t ic ,  a  g r e a t  d e s p a i r e r  ; in  a  w o rd ,  the  m a n  
who has  m o s t  t r u ly  fel t  and m o s t  profoundly  u n d e r s to o d  the n a tu r e  of 
h u m an  life : 'A ta le  /  To ld  by an  idiot ,  fu ll  of sound and fu ry ,  / S ig 
nifying nothing,  ' which ,  pending f r e s h  r e v e la t io n s  or  d i s c o v e r i e s  in 
r e s p e c t  of h um an i ty  and the u n i v e r s e ,  is  w i thout  a  doubt the l a s t  w o rd  
of ou r  h u m a n  t ru th .  "
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7 M a e te r l in c k ,  M acbeth .  ( P a r i s )  L i b r a i r e  C h a r p e n t i e r  e t  P a s  que l ie ,
1910, p .X I V .  In t r a n s l a t i o n  : "A d r a m a  like M acbe th  w h e r e  
( c o r r e c t l y  speaking)  the f o r c e s  of  the in te l l ig en ce  only c a r p e t  the 
b ackground  shows us  tha t  t h e r e  a r e  b eau t ie s  m o r e  fetching and l e s s  
p e r i s h a b le  than  those  of thought ; o r  r a t h e r  tha t  thought  need  only 
be a  s o r t  of f o reg ro u n d ,  so  n a t u r a l  th a t  it  s e e m s  in d isp en sab le ,  
a g a in s t  which  a r e  outl ined th ings  in f in i te ly  m o r e  m y s t e r i o u s .  "

8 Octave  M irb e a u ,  le F i g a r o .  24 A ugus t  1890.^ The r e v ie w  is  
r e p ro d u c e d  in M a e te r l in c k ,  B u l les  B le u e s .  E d i t io n s  du R o c h e r  
(Monaco),  1948, pp. 207-208 .  T r a n s l a t i o n  : W . D . H a l l s ,  M a u r ic e  
M a e te r l in c k  (op. c i t . ) .  I960 ,  p.  23 : "M. M au r ice  M a e te r l in c k  has  
g iven us  the w o rk  of th is  age  m o s t  fu ll  of gen ius ,  and the m o s t  
e x t r a o r d i n a r y  and m o s t  s im p le  a s  w e l l ,  c o m p a r a b le  and  - s h a l l  I 
d a r e  s a y  i t?  - s u p e r i o r  in beau ty  to what  is m o s t  b eau t i fu l  in  
S h a k e s p e a re .  "

9 M a e te r l in c k ,  T h e a t r e , vol .  1, ( P a r i s )  B ib l io thèque  - C h a r p e n t i e r ,
1918, p . V i l .  "A c e r t a i n  t e r r i f i e d  and s o m b r e  h a r m o n y " .

10 La P r i n c e s s e  Ma le in e .  i b i d . ,  p. 37.
G e r a r d  H a r r y ' s  t r a n s l a t i o n  in " P r i n c e s s  M a le in e "  and "The I n t r u d e r " .  
i n t ro d u ced  by H a l l  C a in e ,  H e in e m a n n ,  1892, is  not  l i t e r a l  :

"SECOND P A U P E R  : V/hat a r e  you doing h e r e ?
NURSE : We have  taken  the w ro n g  ro ad .  "
A l i t e r a l  t r a n s l a t i o n  is  :

"SECOND P A U P E R  : What  a r e  you doing h e r e ?
NURSE : We a r e  lo s t .  "

11 T h e a t r e , vol .  1 ( o p . c i t . ) ,  p . x .  In t r a n s l a t i o n : " T h e  inf in i te ,  m y s t e r i o u s ,
h y p o c r i t i c a l ly  ac t ive  p r e s e n c e  of dea th  f i l ls  e v e r y  chink of the poem .  . .
I t  i s  a  dea th  ind i f fe ren t  and in e x o ra b le ,  b l ind,  grop ing  a long  in m uch 
the s a m e  way as  ch an ce ,  c a r r y i n g  off p r e f e r a b l y  the m o s t  young and the 
l e a s t  unhappy,  s im p ly  b ec au se  they  r e m a i n  l e s s  p lac id  than  the m o r e  
m i s e r a b l e ,  amd be c au se  t h e i r  a t ten t io n  is a t t r a c t e d  by e v e r y  unexpec ted  
m o v e m e n t  in the n ight .  "

12 T h e a t r e , vol .  1 (op. c i t . ) ,  p. X I .  In t r a n s l a t i o n  : "The u l t im a te
and r a d i c a l  t ru th  of our  be ing" .

13 I b i d . ,  p . X I .  In t r a n s l a t i o n  : " th is  h o s t i l e  n o th in g n e ss " .

14 I b i d . ,  pp. X I 1 - X I 11. T h is  s ec t io n  is  t r a n s l a t e d  by B a r r e t t  H. C la r k  
in  E u r o p e a n  T h e o r i e s  of the D r a m a  (op. c i t .  ). pp. 394-395 ; " F o r  
c e n tu r i e s  we have  sung of the  van i ty  of l ife and  the i r r e s i s t i b l e  pow er  
of e m p t in e s s  and d ea th ,  and su m m o n ed  up s o r r o w s  th a t  b e c o m e  m o r e  
and m o re  monotonous the n e a r e r  they  a p p r o a c h  to  the u l t im a te  t r u t h .
But now le t  us  t r y  to v a r y  the a p p e a r a n c e  of the unknown which  s u r 
rounds  us and  d i s c o v e r  a  new r e a s o n  fo r  l iv ing  and p e r s e v e r i n g  ; we 
sh a l l  a t  l e a s t  be ab le  to a l t e r n a t e  our  s o r r o w s  by mix ing  with  t h e m
our  rev iv ing  o r  fa l l ing hopes  . . . The s u p r e m e  t r u t h  cf d ea th ,  no th ingness .
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and the u s e l e s s n e s s  of our  ex is ten c e  - the point a t  which we a r r i v e  
a t  the end of our  inqu i ry  - i s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  only the l im i t  of our  h u m a n  
c o n s c io u sn e s s  . . . B e fo re  we a r e  fo rce d  to a d m i t  th is  t r u t h  i r r e v o c a b l y ,  
we m u s t  do our bes t  fo r  a long t im e  to d i s s ip a te  th is  ig n o ran ce  and do
what  we can  to find the l ight .  "

15 The 'ktre vol .  1 (op. c i t . ) ,  p . X I X .  In t r a n s l a t i o n  : "the angu ish  of
the u n in te l l ig ib le" .

16 M a e te r l in c k ,  Bu l le s  B leues  (op. c i t . ) ,  p. 196. In t r a n s l a t i o n  : "One 
evening I m e t  V i l l i e r s  de l ' I s l e - A d a m ,  the p ro v id e n t ia l  m an  who, a t
a  m o m e n t  f o r e s e e n  by I know not  what  goodwil l  of ch a n c e ,  w as  obliged 
to guide and fix my d e s t in y " .

17 I b i d . ,  p . 201. In t r a n s l a t i o n  : "In s h o r t .  P r i n c e s s  M ale ine ,  M e l i san d e ,  
A s to la in e ,  S e lyse t te  and the phan tom s  who followed w e r e  wai t ing  fo r
the a tm o s p h e r e  which V i l l i e r s  had c r e a t e d  in m e fo r  t h e i r  b i r t h  and 
th e i r  b r e a t h .  '

18 F o r  a de ta i l ed  accoun t  of M a l l a r m e ' s  aff in i ty  with  M a e te r l in c k  on
qu es t io n s  of d r a m a t i c  t h e o ry  and  p r a c t i c e ,  s ee  H a s k e l l  M .B lo c k ,  
Mallarmé" and the Sym bol is t  D r a m a ,  Wayne State  U . P . ,  1963.

19 The l e t t e r  is  r e p ro d u c e d  in Re my de G o urm on t ,  La Belg ique L i t t é r a i r e ,  
(l  a r i s )  E d i t ions  G eo rg e s  G r e s  e t  C i e . ,  seco n d  ed i t ion ,  1915, pp. 99-102 .  
In t r a n s l a t i o n  : " T h e re  is  h e r e  a power  of s y m b o l i s a t io n  which one 
does  not  find aga in  in m y l i t t le  p lay" .

20 See H e n r i  Davignon,  C h a r l e s  Van l e r b e r g h e  et  s e s  a m i s . B r u s  sells : 
J .D u c o lo t ,  1952, p . 38.

21 I b i d . , p. 118. In t r a n s l a t i o n  : "a s h iv e r  and a  new beauty  *.
See a l s o  p. 167 : "Get h o m m e  e s t  é tonnant  en tout  ce q u ' i l  fa i t  ' :
"This  m an  is  a s to n ish in g  in e v e ry th in g  tha t  he  d o e s " .

22 Ci ted  by M au r ice  L e ca t ,  Le M a e t e r l i n c k i s m e . ( B r u s s e l l s )  Anc-Û^ 
L i b r a i r e  G as ta ig n e ,  1939, Volume One,  p . 38. In t r a n s l a t i o n  :
"The s u c c e s s  of the m a t in ee  had  been  L ' I n t r u s e . . .  The  B e lg ian  
a u th o r  is not  the S h a k e s p e a re  announced,  but he obviously  knows how 
to p ro d u ce  an  ef fec t  of t e r r o r  : he  h a s  m ade  the s p e c t a t o r s  p a s s  
th rough  e v e r y  agony of f e a r .  '

23 Ibid.  • In t r a n s l a t i o n  : " L ' I n t r u s e  was  the g r e a t  s u c c e s s .  S y m b o l i sm ,
y e s ,  but t l iea tre  and t h e a t r e  of g en ius" .

24 Ibid. , In t r a n s l a t i o n  : "It w as  the r e v e l a t i o n  of the day  fo r  u s .  "

25 Ibid.  In t r a n s l a t i o n  : " E x t r a o r d in a r i l y  moving i m p r e s s i o n  and
t h e a t r i c a l  pow er  . . .  The w ork  is one of the m o s t  a r r e s t i n g  tha t  e x i s t .  . .  
F o r c e f u l  and s e n s i t iv e  a r t  . . .  I t is a  new f o r m ,  deep ly  moving ,  of
the h um an  t r a g e d y  in d r a m a .  '
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26 Cited  in Davignon (op. c i t .  ), pp. 38-39 .  In t r a n s l a t i o n  : "That  
concept ion  of dea th  is  b e s id e s  g r e a t e r  in our  r a c e  and m o r e  s ta r t l in g  
a t  the s a m e  t im e ,  i t  s e e m s  to m e .  "

27 T h e a t r e , vol .  1 (op. c i t . ) ,  p.  226. T r a n s l a t i o n  in " P r i n c e s s  M ale ine"
and "The I n t r u d e r  " (op. c it .  ) ; t r a n s l a t i o n  of L ' I n t r u s e  by W il l iam
W ilson  : p. 208 ; "Cne n e v e r  knows what  m a y  happen .  "

28 T h e a t r e , vol .  1, p. 229. In t r a n s l a t i o n  : The  I n t r u d e r  (op. c it .  ),p. 211 :
"I th ink  he w i l l  be d ea f  - dum b too,  p e rh a p s  - the u s u a l  r e s u l t  of a 
m a r r i a g e  be tw een  cous ins  - ".

29 T h é â t r e , vol .  1, p. 229. Th is  " s i l en ce  of r e p ro b a t io n "  i s  not  inc luded  
by W il l iam  W ilson  in h is  t r a n s l a t i o n .

30 I b i d . ,  p. 237. T r a n s l a t i o n  ; "The  I n t r u d e r  (op. c i t .  ), p.  218 : " T h e r e  
is  a s i lence  of the g r a v e .  "

31 l e  T r é s o r  des  h u m b l e s . ( P a r i s )  M e r c u r e  de F r a n c e ,  1910 ; "Le 
S i l e n ce " ,  pp. 9 -25 .  The  d i s t in c t io n  i s  m ade  on p. 13. F o r  t r a n s l a t i o n  
see  A l f re d  Su t ro ,  The  T r e a s u r e  of the H um ble ,  G eorge  A l len ,  1911» 
pp. 1-21.  The  d is t in c t io n  is m ad e  on p. 7.

32 T h e a t r e  vol.  1 (op. c i t . ) ,  p. 243. In t r a n s l a t i o n  ; The I n t r u d e r  (op. c i t .  ) ^
p. 223 : THE F A T H E R  He is  l ike a l l  bl ind people .

THE UNCLE They  think too m uch .

33 "Le R e v e i l  de l 'A m e " ,  Le T r é s o r  des  hum bles  (op. c i t . ) ,  p p . 29-43 .
"The Awakening of the Soul ', The T r e a s u r e  of the Hum ble  (op. c i t . ) .  
p p . 2 5 - 4 2 .

34 T h é â t r e  vol.  1 (op. c i t . ) ,  p. 244. The I n t r u d e r  (op. c i t .  ), p.  224 ;
THE UNCLE Not to know w h e re  one i s ,  not to know w h e re

one h a s  corne f ro m ,  not to know w h i th e r  one is  going, not  to  be able  
to d i s t in g u ish  midday f r o m  midnigh t ,  o r  s u m m e r  f r o m  w in te r  - and 
a lways  d a r k n e s s ,  d a r k n e s s !  I would r a t h e r  not l ive .

35 T h é â t r e  vol .  1 (op. c i t . ) ,  p. 258. In t r a n s l a t i o n  : The  In t ru d e r  (op.cit .) ->
p. 237 : T a m  h e r e ,  a l l  a lone ,  in d a r k n e s s  without  end! I do not know
who s e a t s  h im s e l f  bes ide  me!  I do not know w hat  is  happening a  y a r d  
f r o m  me!  '

36 T h é â t r e  vol .  1. (op. c i t . ) ,  p.  261. In t r a n s l a t i o n  : The  I n t r u d e r  (op. c i t .  ), 
p. 240 : "But you cannot  see  - a l l  of you! "

37 T h é â t r e  vol .  1 ( o p , c i t . ) ,  p . 262. W il l iam  V/ilson does  not include th is
line in h is  t r a n s l a t i o n .  An E n g l i sh  v e r s i o n  is : I a m  longing to
p e n e t r a t e  th is  d a r k n e s s .  "

38 I b id . ,  p. 267. The I n t r u d e r  (op. c i t . ) ,  p. 245 : " T h e r e  a r e  m o m en ts
when I a m  l e s s  blind than  you, you know! "
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39 M a e te r l in c k ,  Le G rand  S e c r e t .  ( P a r i s ) Bibl io thèque - C h a r p e n t i e r ,
1921, p. 319. T r a n s l a t i o n  : B . M i a l l ,  The G r e a t  S e c r e t ,  Methuen,
1922, pp. 267-8 .  "The G r e a t  S e c r e t ,  the only s e c r e t ,  i s  tha t  a l l  
th ings  a r e  s e c r e t .  L e t  us  at l e a s t  l e a r n ,  in the schoo l  of our  
m y s t e r io u s  a n c e s t o r s ,  to m ake  a l low ance ,  a s  they did,  fo r  the 
unknowable and to s e a r c h  only f o r  what  is t h e r e  : tha t  i s ,  the c e r t a in ty  
tha t  a l l  things a r e  God, tha t  a l l  th ings  e x i s t  in H i m  and should  end
in h a p p in e s s ,  and that  the only d iv ini ty  which we can  hope  to u n d e r s t a n d  
is to be found in the depths  of our  own so u ls .  '

40 Although M a e te r l i n c k ' s  d ia logue is  in p r o s e  the r e p e t i t io n s  and 
im ag es  have a ] renounced  poet ic  qual i ty .  In D r a m a t i s  L e r s o n a e  
A r t h u r  Symons points out tha t  the two l a t e r  p lay s ,  A r ia n e  e t  B a r b e - 
B le ue and Soeur  B e a t r i c e  a r e  w r i t t e n  in v e r s e .  Ile  adds that
'M ae te r l in c k  once adm i t ted  that  La P r i n c e s s e  -Taleine was  m e an t  

to be a kind of v e r s e  l ib re  ( s ic ) ,  and Q . Q he had o r ig m a l ly  in tended 
to p r in t  i t  as  v e r s e -  '
5ee  A . Synions , " h iau r ice  M a e t e r l i n c k ' ,  D r a m a t i s  P e r s o n a e ,  F a b e r  
and G w yer ,  1925, p p . 32-35 .
It is  in te re s t in g  to note S y m o n s ' s  d i s a p p r o v a l  : 'The n . e r e  .^rioting
of v e r s e  as  p r o s e ,  which M ae te r l in c k  has  f a v o red  s e e m s  to
us a t r a v e s t y  unworthy  of a  w r i t e r  of beau t i fu l  p r o s e  o r  of beau t i fu l  
v e r s e .  ' (pp. 34-35) T h is  is  s i r e i y  too s e v e r e .  h lae te r l ine / ,  i s  
w r i t in g  n e i th e r  poe try  n c r  p ro se  f ic tion but drarr .a  to be perforooed,

Kia dialogue is s u c c e s s fu l ly  _oetic without
seerrhng to be po e t ry .

4 i iTae Lerlinck, Le Re"veil de LA me , 1 e T r é s o r  des  h i m b . e s  (op,, cit-  ), 
p p . 3 2 -33 .  (i  St.  edit ion 16 9bj .

4 2 I b i d . ,  p.  4 0. 

l . i ae ter l incrp
T r a n s l a t i i n  : A . u u t r c ,  'The  Otar  , T h e  T r e s  s :r^

4 3  l . i a e t e r i i n C f : . ,  L ' L t u i l e  1 e  ^ r e s i r  d e s  h u m b l e s  ( c o . c i t . ) ,  p . i o o .

( : p . c i t .  ),  pp.  123-129-  ( I s t . e c i t i i n  i L ; 7 ;  : I t  i s  no l o n g e r  toe
e f f e c t s  cf d i s a s t e r  t h a t  a r r e s t  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  ; i t  i s  d i s a s t e r  i t sel f* 
and  we a r e  e u ^ e r  to / n o w  i t s  e s s e n c e  and I ts  Laws.  I t  w a s  tne n.at 
c f  d i s a s t e r  wi th wnich  toe  e a r l i e s t  t r a g i c  w r . t e r s  w e r e ,  a l l  u n c o n 
s c i o u s  iy,  p r e o c c u p i e d ,  and th i s  i t  -was t n a t ,  t n o - g n  t he y  Unew I t  no: 
tnre-w a  sole:ruo s uadow r o u n d  tne  h a r d  sm.d v i o l e n d g e s t u r e s  of e z . t e r n a l  
d e a t h  ; and i t  ia t  hi a , t oo ,  t h a t  h a s  bee  o-one t ne  r a l l ) d n g  - p o i n i  o f  the  
m o s t  r e c e n t  c r a : n a s ,  t h e  c e n t r e  of  II^ht  wi t h  s t r a n g e  flamte £ g . eann lng ,  
abou t  wh icn  r e v o l v e  the  sou l s  of w o m e n  and of  m e n .  And  a  s t e p  h.aa 
been  t a ke n  t o w a r d  a the  m y s t e r y  so  t ha t  l i f e r s  t e r r o r s  m a y  he loou.ed 
in tne  f a c e .

..f a s t e r Imc .o ,  ' Le  T r a g i q u e  h  .  .0 : dion ", f e T r C s o r  des  h . m b l e  0 00 o-ciu- 
p . 133.  T r a n s l a t i o n  : 'The  T r a g i c a l  i n . T a  il y L i f e  ,  A - d m r  o (op .  cio.
p - 9 ï  : I s  i t  beyond  tne onar/.  to s a y  m a t  m e  t r u e  t r a f i c  e le one no,
n o r n . a l ,  d e e p - r o o t e d ,  and u n i v e r s a l ,  tnao m e  t r u e  t r a g c c  e l e m e n t  of  
l:!> only b e ^ m s  a t  tne m o m e n t  wn en  a 0 - c a l l e d  a d v e n t - r e e ,  s o r r o w s ,  
a.nd d a n s e r a  have  d. a a t  o a a r e  d ?



45 Le Trésor dea humblea, p. 165. Translation : Sutro (op. cit. ),
pp. 101-102: 'The true artist (1 . ^  will place on his canvas a house
lost in the heart of the country, an open door at the end of a passage, 
a face or hands at rest, and by these simple images will he add to 

our consciousness of life, which is a possession that it is no longer 
possible to lose. "

46 Le Trésor des humbles, pp. 168-169. Translation : Sutro, pp. 105-106 : 
1 admire Cthello, but he does not appear to me to live the august

daily life of a Hamlet, who has the time to live, inasmuch as he does 

not act. Cthello is admirably jealous. But is it not perhaps an 

ancient error to imagine that it is at the moments when this passion, 
or others of equal violence, possesses us, that we live our truest 
lives? I have grown to believe that an old man, seated in his arm
chair, waiting patiently, with his lamp beside him ; giving unconscious 
ear to all the eternal laws that reign about his house, interpreting, 
without comprehending, the silence of doors and windows and the 
quivering voice of the light, submitting with bent head to the presence 
of his soul and his destiny - an old man, who conceives not that all 
the powers of this world, like so many heedful servants, are mingling 

and keeping vigil in his room, who suspects not that the very sun 

itself is supporting in space the little table against which he leans, 
or that every star in heaven and every fibre of the soul are directly 

concerned in the movement of an eyelid that closes, or a thought that 
sp'rings to birth - I have grown to believe that he, motionless as he 

is, does yet live in reality a deeper, more human and more universal 
life than the lover who strangles his mistress, the captain who con
quers in battle, or 'the husband who avenges his honour'. '

47 I.e Trésor des humbles, p. 169. Translation: Sutro, p. 106 :
'a static theatre '.

48 I e Trésor des humbles, p. 180. Translation: Sutro, p. 119 :
‘there are in man many regions more fertile, more profound and 

more interesting than those of his reason or his intelligence.. . "

49 W. D. Halls in Maurice Maeterlinck (op. cit.),  p . 25, notes that 
Maeterlinck adimired Browning's work.

50 See Robert Browning, Paracelsus, Effingham Wilson, Royal Exchange, 
1835, pp. vii-viii.  See also Arthur Symons, An Introduction to the 

Study of Browning, (revised ed.) Dent, 1906, pp.4-9.

51 Théâtre, vol. 1 (op.cit.) ,  p .302. Translation: Laurence Alma
Tadema, 'Pelleas and Melisanda ' and "The Sightless",' Walter Scott,

1895, p p . 1 9 2 - 1 9 3 .:
(A very distant clock strikes twelve very slowly.)
THE OLDEST BLIND WOivL̂ N Oh! how far we are from the asylum!
THE OLDEST BLIND MAN It is midnight!
SECOND BLIND MAN It is midday! - Does any one know?

- Spealt!



'41

52 T h e a t r e , vol .  1 (op. c i t . ) ,  p.  284. T r a n s l a t i o n  : T a d e m a ,  p. 172 :
" T h e r e  is som eth ing  be tw een  u s .  , . ‘

53 T h e a t r e , vol.  1 ( o p . c i t . ) ,  p . 284. T r a n s l a t i o n :  T a d e m a ,  p. 172 :
'It is b e t t e r  to s ta y  w h e re  one is ! "

54 T h e a t r e , vol.  1 (op. c i t . ) ,  p.  285. T r a n s l a t i o n  : T a d e m a ,  p. 174 :
SECOND BLIND MAN I th ink  I a m  next  you.

(T hey  grope about th em  with th e ir  h a n d s . )
THIRD BLIND klAN We cannot  touch e ac h  o th e r .
FIRST BLIND IvlAN And yet  we a r e  not  f a r  a p a r t .

55 T h e a t r e , vol .  1 (op. c i t . ) ,  p.  298. T r a n s l a t i o n  : T a d e m a ,  pp. 188-189 :
I have  t r i e d  to s tand up ; t h e r e  a r e  t h o rn s ,  nothing but  th o rn s  about  

me ; I d a r e  not s p r e a d  my hands out any m o r e .  '

56 T h é â t r e,  vol .  1 ( o p . c i t . ) ,  p p . 311-312 .  T r a n s l a t i o n :  T a d e m a  pp. 202-203
'We have n e v e r  seen  each  o th e r .  We q ues t ion  eac h  o th e r  and we a n s w e r  

each  o the r  ; we live to g e th e r ,  we a r e  a lways t o g e th e r ,  but we know net 
what  we a r e l  (] . J) We have n e v e r  s e e n  the house  in which  we live (1 . J) 
F o r  y e a r s  and y e a r s  we have lived to g e th e r  and we have n e v e r  beheld  
each  other!  C ne would say  we w e r e  a lways  a lone!  '

57 Theatre . vol. 1 (op.cit.),  p .342. Translation: Tadema, p . 238 :
Have pity on us ! '

58 J . W. Mackail, Introduction to A . Sutro's translation of Aglavaine et 
Selysette, Grant Richards, 1897, p.x.

59 Théâtre, vol. 1 (op. cit.) ,  p. 308. Translation: Tadema (op. cit.) ,  p . 198
I could only explain it to you by signs, and we cannot see. . . '

60 F.Sarcey, in l  e Temos, 22 May 1893, cited by W. D. Halls  ̂Maurice 
Maeterlinck (op. cit.),  p . 37.

61 Stéphane Mallarme, 'Planches et Feuillets ' in Crayonne au Théâtre ',
C euvres complètes (op. cit.), p. 330. In translation : "It seems that 
a superior variation on the admirable old melodrama is played.
Almost silently and abstractly to the point that in this art, where 

everything becomes music in the true sense, the part of an instrument 

similarly pensive, the violin, would be harmful because of its u se les s 
ness. "

62 H. M. Block, Mallarmé and the Symbolist Drama (op. cit. ), p . 112.

63 Maeterlinck, Théâtre, vol. 2, (Paris) Biblioth'eque - Charpentier, 1918,
p. 135. Translation : L. A . Tadema (op. cit. ), p. 149 : "She was born
for no reason. . .to die ; and now she is dying for no reason. . .  "

64 Théâtre, v o l .2, p .30. Translation: L. A . Tadema (op. cit. ) pp. 39-40 :

PELLEAS It is an old deserted spring. It was once, they
say, a miraculous spring, - it opened the eyes of 
the blind, - it is still called 'blindman's well'.
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IvtELISANDA Does it open the eyes of the blind no more?

PELLEAS Now that the king himself is nearly blind,
no one comes to it. , . "

65 Yeats praises William Morris’s use of the motif in Essays and 
Introductions . Macmillan, 1961, p. 56.

66 Theatre , vol. 2 (op. cit. ), p. 84. Translation : Tadema (op. cit. ) p. 93 ;
'Ah! Misery! . . .  I am here like a blind man that seeks treasure in

the ocean's depths! . . .  I am like a new-born infant lost in the forest '.

67 Arthur Symons, "Annotations by the Way", Plays, Acting, and Music, 
(op.cit.), pp.77-78.

68 Arthur Symons, "Some Problem Plays ', Ibid., p. 130.

69 W. D . Halls, Maurice Maeterlinck (op. cit .) ,  p .35.

70 John A. Henderson, The First Avant-Garde (1887-1894), Harrap, 1971,
p. 126.

71 Eugène Ionesco, Notes et contre-notes, (Paris) Editions Gallimard, 
1 9 6 2 , p. 8. Translation by Donald Watson, Notes and Counter-Notes , 
John Calder, 1964, p. 18.

72 Arthur Symons, 'An Apology For Puppets", Flays, Acting, and 
Music (op. cit. ), pp. 3-8.

73 Arthur Symons "Maeterlinck as a Mystic", The Symbolist Movement 

In L iterature,(oD. cit. ). pp. 154-155.

74 M. Lecat, Le Maeterlinckisme, vol. 1, (op. cit.) ,  p. 42.

75 Théâtre, vol. 2 (op. cit.),  p. 162. Translation : In "A lladine and
Palomjde s ", "Interior" and "The Death of Tintagiles" ; Three l i tt le  

Dramas For Marionettes, Duckworth, 1899. A. Sutro, A lladine 

and PaloQ-iides, p. 20:  'It is so vast and I am so little ; I am lost
in it . . .  And all those windows that look on to the sea . . .  You 

cannot count them . . . .  And the corridors that wind, and wind, for 

no reason ; and others that do not turn, but that lose themselves in 

the walls . . . And the rooms I dare not go into - "

76 Théâtre, vol. 2 (op. cit. ), p .233. Translation: William Archer,
Interior (in volume above), p. 65 : "When one of them rises ,  walks, 
or makes a gesture, the movements appear grave, slow, apart, and 

as though spiritualised by the distance, the light, and the transparent 

film of the window-panes. "

77 Cited in M. Lecat, l e  Maeterlinckisme, vol. 1 (op. cit.) ,  p. 44. In 

translation : The work has produced a considerable emotion, the 
success has been the most sincere and the most truly spontaneous in 

the world. "
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" In t é r i e u r  . . . h a s  tu rn e d  out to  be a lm o s t  as  g r ipp ing  in p e r f o r m a n c e  
as  on the page and that  is  not  to say  l i t t le .  "

78 Theatre, vol. 2 (op. cit. ), p. 241. Translation : W. Archer (op. cit.) ,  
pp. 70-71. 'She was perhaps one of those who shrink from speech, 
and everyone bears in his breast more than one reason for ceasing 
to live. You cannot see into the soul as you see into that room."

79 Théâtre, vol. 2 (op. cit. ), p. 247. Translation : W.Archer (op. cit.)
p. 74. "Look, my child, look ; you will see what life is .  "

80 Théâtre, vol. 2 (op. cit. ), p .247. Translation: V / .  Archer (op. cit. )
p. 7 5. 'L hi how peaceful they seem I I feel as though I were seeing 
them in a dream. "

81 Théâtre, vol. 2 (op. cit. ), p. 254. Translation: W .Archer (op, cit. )

p. 79. ' ' e have pity on them, my child, but no one has pity on u s . ”

82 Harold Pinter, August 7, 1960 in interview with Hallam Tennyson, 
B.B.C.  General Cverseas Service, cited in Martin Esslin, The 
Theatre of the A b s u r d ,  first published by Eyre and Sp»ottiswoode, 1962; 
in revised Penguin ed.,  1968, pp. 265-6.

83 Théâtre, vol. 2 (orucit.), pp. 242-253. Translation : V/.Archer 
(op. cit. ), pp. 71 -7 9 :

"THE STRANGER See, they are smiling in the silence of
the room. . .♦ , » ** a

THE GiD JvL\N They think tne ms elves beyond the reach

of danger. They have closed the doors, 
and the windows are barred with iron. They 

have strengthened the walls of the old house ; 
they have shot the bolts of the three oaken 

doors. They have foreseen everything that 
can be foreseen. . . They think that no tiling 

will happen because they have closed their 
doors, and they do not Icnow that it is in tne 

soul that things always happen, and that the 

world does not end at their house-door. "

84 Maeterlinck, "L'Evolution du Mystère ', Le Temple Enseveli, (Paris) 
Bibliothèque - Charpentier, 1902, pp.112-113. Translation : A . Sutro, 
"The Evolution of Mystery", The Buried Temple, G. A lien and Unwin, 
1902, pp. 109-110. "The keynote of these little plays is dread of the 
unknown that surrounds us. I . . .  seemed to believe in a species of 

monstrous, invisible, fatal power that gave heed to our every action, 
and was hostile to our smile, to our life, to our peace and our love. "

85 Le Temple Enseveli (op. cit.), p. 115. T ranslation : A . Sutro (op. cit. ), 
p. 112 . Q appear for an instant in limitless space, our one 

appreciable mission the propagation of a species that itself has no 

appreciable mission in the scheme of a universe whose extent and 

duration baffle the most daring, most powerful brain. "
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86 Eugene Ionesco, 'Dana lea armes de la ville ', Cahiers de la 
Compagnie Madeleine Renaud-Je an-,Louis Barrault, no. 20, October, 
1957, cited by Martin Esslin, The Theatre of the Absurd (op. cit. ), 
p. 23.

87 l e  Temple Enseveli (op. cit.), p. 51. Translation; A . Sutro (op. cit. ), 
p .48 ; "the endeavour to sum up the world in a syllogism is one of 
tiie oldest and vainest habits of man. In the region of the unknown 
and unknowable, logic-chopping has its perils".

88 Harold LinLer, The Birthday Party, Methuen (Second revised ed. )

1 9 6 5 ,  p . 7 3 .

89 A.Symons, "Some Problem F lays ', Plays, Acting, and Music (op. cit.)  
p p .  1 3 5 - 1 3 6 .

9Û klaeterlinck, L'Autre Monde ou l e  Cadran Stellaire, Editions de la 
Mais on Française (New York), 1942, p . 124. T ransktion : Marta 

E.Neufeld ancl Renee Spodhem, The Great Beyond, Rider and Co.,
1951, p. 91 : "Vie do not know ourselves better than we know the others.
V/e do not see ourselves, we do not hear ourselves and listen only to
the union own which rules within us and leads us wherever it wants to 

80. "

9 1  L'Autre Monde ( o p . cit.), p . 147. Translation: Neufeld and Sj)odhem
(op. cit.), p. 1C6 : ’For although everything changes continuously in
our body and in our mind, we feel that we will never be able to free 

ourselves of our self, no matter how repulsive it appears to us. "

9 2  bamuel Beckett, F i ln i , Faber, 1972, p. 11.

9 3  I.'A Litre Monde (op. cit.) ,  p . 100. Translation: Neufeld and Spodhem.
(op. cit.), p. 73 : 'The most discouraging thing is that there probably
is nothing to know, nothEng to understand, or at least nothing that 
resembles that which we call to know and to understand. '

9 4  Samuel Beckett, 'Proust ' and "Three Dialogues ' V/ith Geora.es Duthuit, 

John Calder, 1965, p . 103.

9 5  Théâtre, vol. 2 (op. cit. ), pp.276-277. T ranslation (N. B . This
translation is of the earlier five-act versioiQ : A. Sutro, The Death 
of T inta.f’ile 9 (op. cit.),  p. 96 : "She lives there, all alone in tlie

tower ;  and those who wait on her do not go out by daylight (1 .  .3 
Her orders are carried out : but no one knows how . . . She never 

leaves the tower, and all tne gates are closed night and day . . .  I 
have never seen her, but it seems others have Q  . Q  She has a power 
which we do not understand, and we live here with a terrible weignt 

on our soul. . . "

9 6  Théâtre, vol. 2 (op. cit. ), p .292. Translation: A . Sutro (op. cit. ),

p. 105 : 'we will defend you, and no evil can come near.
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97 T h e a t r e , vo l.  2 (op. c i t .  ), p.  295. T r a n s l a t i o n :  A . Su tro  (op. c i t .  ),
p.  107 : 'T h e re  a r e  sad  evenings  when our  u s e l e s s  l ives  t a s t e  b i t t e r
in our  m ou ths ,  aind we would like to c lose  our  e y e s .  . . "

98 The e a r l i e r  v e r s i o n  is  tha t  in "Alladine e t  P a lo rn ides  ' I n t é r i e u r " ,  
e t  "La  M ort  de T in tag i le s  ' : T r o i s  P e t i t s  D r a m e s  pour  M a r io n e t t e s ,  
Col lec t ions  du B r u s s e l l s ,  r e v e i l  E d m o n d  D em an  L i b r a i r e ,  1894.

99 T h e a t r e , v o l . 2 (op. c i t . ) ,  p . 273. T r a n s l a t i o n  : A . Su tro  (op. c i t .  ),
p.  9 4 :  I have  l ived a long t im e  in th is  i s land ,  and I m igh t  as  w e l l
have been blind '.

100 W i l l i am  A r c h e r ,  The  T h e a t r i c a l  'World  " of 1895, vol.  3 of The 
T h e a t r i c a l  W or ld  for  1893 ( -1 8 9 7 ) , W a l te r  Scott ,  1894-1898,  p . 117.

101 T h e a t r e , vol .  3, ( P a r i s )  B ib l io thèque  - C h a r p e n t i e r ,  1918, p. 87.
T r a n s l a t i o n  : A . S u t r o ,  A alava ine  and S e lyse t te  (op. c i t . ) ,  p . 75 :

And I could see  Death  
(I h e a r d  h e r  soul  moan)
And I could see Death
Tha t  s t i l l  w a tches  h e r  b r e a th .  . .

102 C i ted  in M. L e c a t ,  Le M a e t e r l i n c k i s m e , vo l .  1 (op. c i t .  ), p. 55. 
T r a n s l a t i o n  : "It is  not  a s  I w an ted  i t ,  th i s  w e a k  p lay ,  and when I 
rev iew  it  as  a  whole in m y  m ind ,  I do not  l ike it a t  a l l .  I t  was  to 
have been  the t r i u m p h  and, a l to g e th e r ,  the s t r e n g th  of th ings  h a s  
m ade  i t  a lm o s t  the de fea t  of A g lava ine .  "

103 M a e te r l in c k ,  La  S a g e s se  et La D e s t i n e e , ( P a r i s ) ,  L i b r a i r e  C h a r p e n t i e r
e t  F  a s q u e l le ,  1918, p . 36. T r a n s l a t i o n :  A . S u t r o ,  W isdom  and
D es t in y .  G eorge  A l len ,  1911, pp. 38-39 : "We a r e  told tha t  the fam ous

. t r a g e d ie s  show us  the s t ru g g le  of m a n  a g a in s t  F a t e .  I b e l ie v e ,  on the 
c o n t r a r y ,  tha t  s c a r c e l y  a  d r a m a  e x i s t s  w h e r e in  fa ta l i ty  t r u ly  does  
r e ig n .  S e a r c h  as  I m ay ,  I cannot  find one which  exh ib i ts  the h e r o  in 
confl ic t  w i th  des t iny  pure  and s im p le .  F o r  indeed it  i s  n e v e r  d es t in y  
tha t  he a t t a ck s  ; i t  i s  with w is d o m  he i s  a lw ays  a t  w a r .  R e a l  fa ta l i ty  
e x i s t s  only in  c e r t a in  e x t e r n a l  d i s a s t e r s  - as  d i s e a s e ,  a c c id en t ,  the 
sudden dea th  of t h o s e  we love ; but in n e r  f a ta l i ty  t h e r e  i s  none.  "

104 La S a g e s se  e t  La  D es t in e e  (op. c i t .  ). pp. 82 -83 .  T r a n s l a t i o n  : A. Su tro  
(op. c i t . ) ,  p. 88 : Was the pen i ten t  th ie f  not  saved  ; and tha t  no t  a lone 
in the C h r i s t i a n  s e n s e  of the w o rd ,  but in i t s  f u l l e s t ,  m o s t  p e r f e c t  
m e an in g ?  St i l l  had he to d ie ,  and a t  tha t  v e r y  h o u r  ; but he d ied  e t e r 
n a l ly  happy ; b e c a u s e  a t  the v e r y  l a s t  m o m e n t  h e  too had been  loved,  
and a  Being of inf in i te  w isd o m  had d e c l a r e d  tha t  h i s  sou l  had  not been  
without  va lue  ; tha t  h is  soul ,  too, had been  good,  and had  not  p a s se d  
th rough  the w o r ld  u n p e rc e iv e d  of a l l  m e n .  "

105 Le T e m p le  E n s e v e l i  (op. c i t . ) .  p. 131. T r a n s l a t i o n :  A.  Su t ro ,  The 
B u r ie d  T e m p le  (op. c i t . ) .  pp. 127-128 : "It is t im e  tha t  the  poet should  
r e a l i s e  tha t  the sy m b o l  i s  l eg i t im a te  only w hen  i t  s tan d s  for  a ccep ted  
t ru th ,  o r  for  t r u th  which a s  yet  we cannot ,  o r  w i l l  not ,  a cc e p t  ; but  the
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sym bo l  is  out of p lace  a t  a  t im e  when it  is  t ru th  i t s e l f  tha t  we s e e k .
And,  b e s id e s ,  to m e r i t  a d m is s io n  into a  r e a l l y  living poem ,  the 
sy m b o l  should  be a t  l e a s t  a s  g r e a t  and beaut i fu l  as  the t ru th  fo r  which  
it  s t a n d s ,  and should ,  m o r e o v e r ,  p r e c e d e  th is  t ru th ,  and not  follow 
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169 See K a th a r in e  J .  W o r th ' s  a r t i c l e  'Yeats  and the F r e n c h  D r a m a "  ( o p . c i t . ) ,  
and h e r  fo r th c o n d n g  book The I r i s h  D r a m a  of E u ro p e  ; Ruby Cohn :
'The 1 lays  of Yeats  th rough  B e c k e t t  C o loured  G l a s s e s "  ( o p . c i t . ) ,  ; 

M ar i lyn  G add is ,  'Tne I u r g a to r y  k le taphor  of Y ea ts  and B e c k e t t" ,
L ondon Ma^;azine, v o l . 7,  A ugus t  1967, pp. 33-46 .



170 F r a n c i s  W a r n e r ,  "The  a b s e n c e  of n a t io n a l i s m  in the  w o rk  of S a m u e l  
Beckett"^ T h e a t r e  and N a t io n a l i sm  in T w e n t ie th - C e n tu r y  I re la n d  (op. c i t .  ),
p. 191.

171 W . B . Y e a t s ,  Co l lec ted  P la y s  ( o p . c i t . ) ,  p . 210.

172 K . J .  W or th ,  "Yeats  and the F r e n c h  D r a m a "  (op. c i t .  ), p. 390.

173 I b i d . ,  p p . 385-6  ; Ruby Cohn, "The  P l a y s  of Y ea ts  th rough  B eck e t t  
Co lo u red  G l a s s e s "  ( o p . c i t . ) ,  p ^ > . .

174 W . B . Y e a t s ,  C o l lec ted  P l a y s  ( o p . c i t , ) ,  p . 208.

175 I b i d . ,  p. 210.

176 I b id . ,  p . 213.

177 Happy Days (op. c it .  ). p.  20.

178 W, B. Y e a t s .  C o l lec ted  P l a y s  ( o p . c i t . ) ,  p.  219.

179 I b i d . ,  p . 217,

180 Happy Days  (op. c i t .  ), p . 16.

181 I b i d . ,  p . 42.

182 F o r  the m o s t  de ta i l ed  c o m p a r i s o n  s e e  M a r i ly n  Gaddis  ( o p . c i t . ) .
See a l s o  John  R e e s  M oore ,  M asks  of Love and D ea th  : ( o p . c i t , ) ,  
p. 246 : "In a  d i m  way,  th e se  two b e g g a r s  fo re sh a d o w  B e c k e t t ' s  
' t r a m p s '  both in a t t i tude  and tone of vo ice  Q  . Q Bu t  Y e a t s ' s  b e g g a r s  
have t h e i r  Godot.  ' See a l s o  p. 348 : "As a  S y m b o l i s t ,  Y e a t s  is 
c l o s e r  to B e c k e t t  than  he is to M a e te r l i n c k ,  but he  i s  no t  v e r y  c lo se  
to  e i t h e r .  "
See F r a n c i s  W a r n e r ,  "The a b s e n c e  of n a t i o n a l i s m  in the w o rk  of 
S a m u e l  B e c k e t t " ,  T h e a t r e  and N a t io n a l i sm  in T w e n t ie th - C e n tu r y  
I r e l a n d  (op. c it .  ), p.  1 9 0 :  " Y e a t s ' s  t r a m p s  - not  l e a s t  in The  Cat  and
the Moon and P u r g a t o r y , w h e re  two a r e  on an  e m p ty  r o a d ,  u n d e r  a  
t r e e ,  wai t ing  - r e s e m b l e  Gogo and Did i  in Wait ing for  Godot in t h e i r  
s i m i l a r  p r e d i c a m e n t  '.
See  John  F l e t c h e r  and  Jolin Spur l ing ,  B e c k e t t  : A Study of h is  P l a y s .
E y r e  Methuen,  1972, p. 58 : "Wait ing  fo r  Godot shows p a r a l l e l s ,  too,  
w i th  so m e  of Y e a t s ' s  p la y s .  In The  Ca t  and the Moon of 1926, fo r  
e x a m p le ,  two b e g g a r s ,  one ha l t  and  the o th e r  s ig h t l e s s ,  have for  
y e a r s  m a n ag ed  to c o m p en sa te  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  i n f i r m i t i e s  by the  b lind 
m a n  c a r r y i n g  the l a m e  m a n  on h is  back .  "
See a l s o  Ruby Cohn,  "The P l a y s  of Y ea t s  T h ro u g h  B e c k e t t  C o lo u re d  
G l a s s e s "  ( o p . c i t . ) ,  p.  4.4. and John  P i l l in g ,  S am u e l  B ec k e t t  (op. c i t .  ) 
p. 156.
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183 See in t ro d u c t io n  to A r i s to p h a n e s ,  "The W a s p s " .  "The P o e t  and the 
W om en" .  "The F r o g s " . David  B a r r e t t ,  P en g u in ,  1964, p .  13.

184 See S am u e l  B ecke t t  : An Exh ib i t ion  ( o p .  c i t . ) .  p. 23.

185 S ophocles ,  The  The b an  P l a y s , t r a n s l a t i o n  : E . F . W a t l i n g ,  P engu in ,  
1947, p .5 9 .

186 H a m le t .  11. i i ,  11. 305-317 ,  the Signet C l a s s i c  S h a k e s p e a re  ed i t ion ,  
ed .  E d w a rd  H u b le r ,  N .Y .  : T h e  New A m e r i c a n  L i b r a r y ,  and The  
New E n g l i s h  L i b r a r y  1963, p.  80.

187 See J a n K o l t ,  S h a k e s p e a re  O u r  C o n te m p o r a r y ,  t r a n s l a t i o n  : B o le s law  
T a b o r  sk i ,  M ethuen,  1964.

188 King L e a r . I l l , iv ,  1 1 .1 0 9 -1 1 1 .  The  A r d e n  S h a k e s p e a re  ed i t ion ,  
ed. Kenneth  M uir ,  Methuen,  1961, p.  122.

189 I b id . , IV, V i ,  1 .135  ( p l 7 8 ) .

190 I b id . , IV, v i i ,  1 1 .4 6 -4 8  (p. 190).

191 I b i d . , IV, v i ,  11. 180-185 ( p . 181).

192 I b id . , IV, v i ,  1 .193  (p. 182).

193 I b i d . , IV, i ,  11.19-21 ( p . 148).

194 I b i d . , IV, i, 1 1 .3 6 -3 7  (p. 149).

195 E n o ch  B r a t e r ' s  a r t i c l e s  on Not I m ake  use  of B e c k e t t ' s  l ink with  the 
S u r r e a l i s t s  : "Noah,  Not I .  and B e c k e t t ' s  ' I n c o m p re h e n s ib ly  S u b l im e ' " 
(C o m p a ra t iv e  D r a m a  8 1974-1975,  pp. 254-263) and "The 'I '  in B e c k e t t ' s  
Not I ' (Tw en t ie th  C en tu ry  L i t e r a t u r e  vol .  20.1974. pp. 189-200).

196 E ugene  J o l a s ,  p r e fa c e  to  t r a n s i t i o n  21. M a rc h  1932, the S e rv i  re  P r e s s .

197 Sedendo e t  Quiesc{i)endo. t r a n s i t i o n  21. pp. 13-20 .  F e d e r m a n  and 
F l e t c h e r  in  Sam u e l  B ec ke t t  : His  W orks  and h is  C r i t i c s  (op. c i t . ) .  
no te  tha t  "Owing to  a  m i s p r i n t ,  the  s to r y  is  p e r s i s t e n t l y  en t i t led  
Sedendo e t  Q u ie s c ie n d o " . p. 12. "Q u iescendo  " is  the c o r r e c t  f o rm .
The  s t o r y  is  co l lec ted  with  s t o r i e s  by Kafka ,  G e r t ru d e  S te in ,  C a ld e ro n ,  
H e n ry  M ichaux ,  and H a ro ld  R o s e n b e r g ,  u n d e r  the head ing  of "A n a m y th s ,  
P s y c h o g ra p h s  and o th e r  p r o s e - t e x t s " .  In J o l a s ' s  l i s t  of n e o lo g i sm s
(p. 324) " anam yth  " is  def ined a s  "a f a n ta s t i c  n a r r a t i v e  tha t  r e f l e c t s  
p r e c o n s c io u s  r e l a t i o n s h i p s "  ; 'p sy ch o g rap h  ' i s  def ined  a s  "a  p r o s e  
tex t  th a t  e x p r e s s e s  ha l lu c in a t io n s  and p han tom s  '.

198 " P o e t r y  is  V e r t i c a l " ,  t r a n s i t i o n  21. M a rc h  1932, pp. 148-149.

199 See F e d e r m a n  and F l e t c h e r  (op. c i t . ) ,  fo r  d e ta i l s  of th e s e  t r a n s l a t i o n s ,  
pp. 93-94 and p. 98.
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200 Antonin  A r t a u d ,  O euvre  a c o m p l e t e s . T o m e  1, ( P a r i s )  L i b r a i r i e  
G a l l im a rd ,  1956, pp. 343-347 .  T r a n s l a t i o n  : Antonin  A r ta u d ,
Col lec ted  W o rk s ,  volume 1, t r a n s i .  V ic to r  C o r t i ,  C a ld e r  and B o y a r s ,  
1968, pp. 236-239 • "M ae te r l in c k  u s e s  c e r t a i n  thought  p a t t e r n s  whose 
r e l e v a n c e  to the p r e s e n t  day  is  not  r e m a r k e d  on enough.  A c e r t a i n  
method  of fus ing  - by v i r tu e  of w h a te v e r  m y s t e r i o u s  s i m i l a r i t i e s  - 
th ings  and f e e l in g s ,  and placing th e m  on the  m e n ta l  leve l ,  while  avoid ing  
the m e ta p h o r ic a l ,  i s  to be found a t  the  b a s i s  of u l t r a - m o d e r n  poet ic  
th e o r y .  Q  . Q His  th e a t r e  soon b e ca m e  a  whole w o r ld  w h e re  the 
t h e a t r e ' s  t r a d i t i o n a l  c h a r a c t e r s  r e a p p e a r ,  evoked f r o m  with in .  With 
M a e te r l in c k ,  the u nconsc ious  f a t a l i s m  of an c ien t  d r a m a  b ec o m e s  the 
m a in s p r in g  of the ac t ion .  T he  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  puppe ts ,  moved  by
the f a te s .  Q  . Q M a e te r l i n c k  evoked the f ig u re s  of the m y s t i c s  of old 
fo r  u s .  He knew how to a t tune  us  to the s ta g e s  of t h e i r  thought .  We 
r e a l l y  fee l  we a r e  get t ing to the h e a r t  of the p r o b le m  with h im .  (7. 7) 
D r a m a  is the h ig h e s t  f o r m  of m e n ta l  a c t iv i ty .  The  n a tu re  of the m o s t  
profound things  is  to c l a s h  and com bine ,  to in fe r .  M ovem ent  is the 
p r in c ip le  of l ife i t s e l f .  M a e te r l in c k  e n d e av o u re d  to give life to  f o r m s  
and s ta t e s  of p u re  thought.  P e l l e a s ,  T in t a g e l  ( s ic )  and Me lis and e 
a r e  like the p e rc e p t ib le  f ig u ra t io n  of th e se  f a i r - s e e m i n g  fee l ings .  A 
phi losophy e m e r g e d  f r o m  th e se  co n tac t s  and  M a e te r l i n c k  a t t em p ted  
l a t e r  to e x p r e s s  i t .  to  give f o r m  to the m a in  t h e s i s  of e v e ry d a y  d r a m a .  
H e r e  fate u n le a s h e s  i t s  w h im s ,  t h e r e  the rh y th m  is  m e n ta l  and r a r i f i e d .  
We a r e  a t  the v e r y  eye of the s t o r m ,  in c i r c l e s  a s  s t a t i c  a s  l ife .

'M ae te r l in c k  w as  the f i r s t  to in t roduce  the m an ifo ld  r i c h n e s s  of 
the su b co n sc io u s  into l i t e r a t u r e .  The i m a g e r y  in h is  p o e t ry  i s  a r r a n g e d  
a c c o rd in g  to p r in c ip le s  which do not  o c c u r  in  n o r m a l  c o n s c io u s n e s s .  (7. Q

" M a e te r l in c k  a p p e a r e d  in l i t e r a t u r e  a t  the r ig h t  m o m e n t .  He 
was  a s y m b o l i s t  by n a t u r e ,  by def in it ion .  H is  p o e m s ,  p lays  and 
e s s a y s  a r e  l ike the d i f f e ren t  s t a t e s  and sh a p e s  of  one s ingle  thought .  "

201 Antonin  A r t a u d ,  "Le T h e a t r e  e t  la  P e s t e " ,  Le T h e a t r e  e t  son double .  
O e u v re s  c o m p l e t e s . Tom e 4, (F^aris) E d i t io n s  G a l l i m a r d ,  1964, p . 37. 
T r a n s l a t i o n  : Antonin  A r ta u d ,  " T h e a t r e  and  the P l a g u e " ,  The T h e a t r e  
and i t s  Double,  Co l lec ted  W o rk s ,  vo lum e  4, t r a n s i .  V. C o r t i ,  C a ld e r  
and B o y a r s ,  1974, p . 19:  "a  r e v e l a t i o n ,  u rg in g  fo rw a rd  the e x t é r i o r 
i s a t io n  of a la ten t  u n d e r c u r r e n t  of c r u e l ty  th ro u g h  which  a l l  the 
p e r v e r s i t y  of which the m ind  is  cap ab le ,  w h e th e r  in a  p e r s o n ,  o r  a  
na t ion ,  b e c o m e s  lo c a l i s e d  '.

202 A nton ia  A r t a u d ,  i b i d . , p.  39. T r a n s l a t i o n :  C o r t i ,  p. 21 : "w he the r
in th is  w or ld  tha t  is  s l ipp ing  aw ay ,  c o m m i t t in g  su ic ide  without  r e a l i s i n g  
i t ,  a  nuc leus  of m e n  can be found to i m p r e s s  th is  h ig h e r  id ea  of t h e a t r e  
on the w o r ld ,  to b r in g  to a l l  of us  a n a t u r a l ,  occu l t  eq u iv a len t  of the 
dogm a we no lo n g e r  b e l ie v e " .

203 Antonin  A r t a u d ,  " L a  noise en  s cene  e t  la  m e ta p h y s iq u e " ,  i b i d . ,  p . 53. 
T r a n s l a t i o n  : "P ro d u c t io n  and M e ta p h y s ic s " ,  C o r t i ,  p . 30 : "the g r e a t  
m e ta p h y s i c a l  f e a r  u n d e r ly ing  a l l  a n c ie n t  t h e a t r e " .
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204 Antonin  A r  ta  ud, i b i d . ,  p . 54. T r a n s l a t i o n :  C o r t i ,  p . 31 : "In 
O r i e n t a l  t h e a t r e  with i ts  m e ta p h y s i c a l  inc l in a t io n s ,  as  a g a in s t  W e s t e r n  
th e a t r e  and i t s  p sych o lo g ica l  in c l in a t io n s ,  th i s  whole com plex  of 
g e s t u r e s ,  s ig n s ,  p o s tu r e s  and sound which  m ak e  up a  s tage  p roduc t ion  
language ,  th is  language which develops  a l l  i t s  p h y s ic a l  and  poetic  
e f fec ts  on a l l  consc ious  leve ls  and in  a l l  s e n s e s ,  m u s t  lead  to  thought 
adopt ing deep  a t t i tu d es  which  m ight  be ca l le d  ac t ive  m e ta p h y s ic s .  "

205 Ci ted  by Enoch  B r a t e r ,  'The *1* in B e c k e t t ' s  Not I " (op. c it .  p. 200.

206 C h a r l e s  M aro w i tz ,  "A Quick W alk  Away f r o m  S am u e l  Becket t ,"  E n c o r e .  
IX M a r c h - A p r i l ,  1962, p . 44.

207 I b i d . ,  p . 44.

208 Antonin  A r t a u d ,  "Sur  le T h e a t r e  b a l in a i s  ', Le T h e a t r e  e t  son  double .
O e u v re s  c o m p l e t e s . Tom e 4,  (op. c i t . ) ,  p.  76. T r a n s l a t io n  : "On the  
B a l in e s e  t h e a t r e  ', Co l lec ted  W orks  Volume 4 (op. c i t . ) ,  p . 46 : "the
s t a r  d a n c e r ' s  g e s tu r e  is  h ighly  s ign i f ican t ,  a lw ays  touching the s a m e  
spot  on h is  h e ad  a s  he d o e s ,  a s  i f  he w an ted  to m a r k  the p lace  and 
ex is te n c e  of so m e  foca l  m in d 's  eye '.

209 ’B r e a t h "  and o th e r  s h o r t s .  F a b e r  and F a b e r ,  1971, p . 25.

210 Antonin  A r t a u d ,  "Le T h e a t r e  e t  la  c r u a u t é " .  Le T h é â t r e  e t  son double .  
O e u v re s  c o m p le te s  T o m e  4 (op. c i t . ) ,  p.  104. T r a n s l a t i o n ,  " T h e a t r e  
and C ru e l ty  ",  CcJIected W orks  Volume 4 (op. c i t . ) ,  p. 66 : " P r a c t i c a l l y  
speak ing ,  we want  to  b r ing  back  the id ea  of  t o t a l  t h e a t r e ,  w h e r e  t h e a t r e  
w i l l  r e c a p t u r e  f r o m  c in e m a ,  m u s i c - h a l l ,  the c i r c u s  and life i t s e l f ,  
those  th ings  tha t  a lw ays  belonged to  i t .  "

211 M a r t in  D o d sw o r th ,  " F i l m  and the r e l ig io n  of a r t " ,  B ec k e t t  the Shape 
C h a n g e r ,  ed .  K.  W or th  (op. c i t .  ), p. 181.

212 Ruby Cohn, Back  to  B e c k e t t  (op. c i t .  ). p. 212.

213 I b i d . ,  p . 211.

214 "B r e a t h " and o th e r  s h o r t s  (op. c i t . ) ,  p. 21.

215 I b i d . ,  p . 20.

216 I b i d . ,  p. 21.

217 I b i d . ,  p . 19. e t h e r  quota t ions  f r o m  the " d r a m a t i c u l e "  w i l l  be found 
on p p . 19- 20 .

218 J a m e s  Knowlson,  in h is  a r t i c l e  "Good H e av e n s "  fo r  G am bi t  vo l .  7,  no,  
28, John  C a ld e r ,  1976, pp. 101-105,  d e s c r i b e s  an  e a r l i e r  v e r s i o n  of 
Come and Go in which  th is  is  m ade  e xp l ic i t .

219 Ruby Cohn, Back  to B e c k e t t  (op. c i t .  ). p. 211.
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220 Enoch  B r a t e r ,  'The 'I '  in B e c k e t t ' s  Not I ' (op. c it .  ). p. 196.

221 Not I (op. c i t . ) ,  p. 1. O th e r  page r e f e r e n c e s  a r e  no ted  in  the tex t .

222 Ruby Cohn in  B ac k  to B eck e t t  (op. c i t .  ) .pp. 212-213 .  d i s c u s s e s  th is  
a s p e c t  of Not I.

223 P la y  (op. c i t .  ). p. 17.

224 J a m e s  Knowlson m ent ioned  th is  in  h i s  b r o a d c a s t  f o r  BBC R ad io  3 : 
F r o m  "Godot" to "F oo t fa l l s  f i r s t  b r o a d c a s t  in A p r i l  1976 for 
B e c k e t t ' s  b i r th d ay  c e l e b r a t i o n s ,  and r e p e a t e d  on 9 Ju ly  1976.

225 T h a t  T i m e .  F a b e r  and F a b e r ,  1976, p. 9* O th e r  page r e f e r e n c e s  a r e
noted in the tex t .

226 F o o t fa l l s . F a b e r  and F a b e r ,  1976, p. 12. O th e r  page r e f e r e n c e s  a r e
noted  in the tex t .

227 M ar t in  E s s l in ,  "V o ices ,  P a t t e r n s ,  V o ic e s "  (op. c i t .  ), p. 98.

228 J a m e s  Knowlson m en t ioned  th is  in  h i s  b r o a d c a s t .  F r o m  "Godot ' to  
"F oo t fa l l s  ' (op. c i t .

229 See W a l te r  D . A s m u s ,  "B ecke t t  D i r e c t s  Godot"  (op. c i t . ) ,  p.  23.

230 I s r a e l  Shenker ,  "Moody Man of L e t t e r s  " (op. c i t .  ), p. 1.

C h a p te r  Six : H a ro ld  P i n t e r ' s  "No M an 's  Land"

P a g e  r e f e r e n c e s  to No M an 's  Land.  E y r e  Methuen,  r e v i s e d ,  p a p e r b a c k  
edi t ion ,  1975, a r e  c i ted  in the tex t .

"Betw een  the L ines  ', an  accoun t  of a  speecl i  to the Seventh  N a t iona l  
Student  D r a m a  F e s t i v a l  in B r i s t o l ,  T he  Sunday T i m e s ,  4 M a rc h  1962, 
p . 25, c o l . 5.

See 'The Love Song of J . A l f r e d  P r u f r o c k ", The  C om ple te  P o e m s  and 
P l a y s  of T . S . E l i o t .  F a b e r  and F a b e r ,  1969, pp. 14-15.

The p h r a s e  is P i n t e r ' s  own, quoted  in M ar t in  E s  s l in /  P i n t e r  : A Study 
of h is  P l a y s > E y r e  Methuen,  1973, p . 35. M a r t in  E s s l i n  c i ted  P i n t e r ' s  
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