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Introduction

Modernism’s concern with the fluidity and interchangeability of artistic media can be seen in the works of Oskar Kokoschka (a painter who wrote an opera libretto), Ezra Pound (a poet who composed music), and Arnold Schoenberg (a composer who painted). These three polymaths belonged to a wave of thought where the artist’s self-consciousness over their medium informed their creative process by encouraging experimental enjambment between the arts. For Samuel Beckett, the use of music and visual art emerged out of a dissatisfaction with language and was, broadly speaking, intended to extend the possibilities of the written word. As James Knowlson explains: 

Beckett was, as his friend Barbara Bray once picturesquely put it to me, like a swan, sailing serenely along, spotting and picking up morsels from different parts of the lake, then pre-digesting them, before making them unequivocally his own. (2001, 32) 

Despite telling his American publisher Barney Rosset that he was ‘absolutely opposed to any form of adaptation’ (27 August 1957; Letters III, 63), Beckett imbued his writing with images and musical excerpts, rendering them ‘unequivocally his own’. An examination of the transdisciplinary decisions Beckett took when writing unearths reasons behind this persistent recourse to art and music. For Gilles Deleuze, whose work on Beckett we shall return to shortly, ‘[t]here is no critique except comparative [. . .], because any work in a domain is itself auto-comparative’ (1998, 49). Deleuze adds, ‘[t]here is no work (oeuvre) which does not have its beginning and end in other arts [. . .] Any work is inserted in a system of relays’. Whilst this image of a work as belonging to a ‘system of relays’ conveys its inherent interdisciplinarity, Beckett, by taking an extra step to fashion an unequivocally new work, adopts a transdisciplinary creative process. Indeed, Beckett’s careful selection, manipulation, and repositioning of various paintings and classical compositions result in an altogether new and often unexpected work. Importantly, as the chapters that follow will show, it is the combination of different media, art, and music to produce a xenogenesis that makes Beckett’s approach transdisciplinary. As any transdisciplinary analysis entails the discussion and combination of distinct concepts, examples, and discussions, the remainder of this Introduction establishes the central ideas discussed and revisited throughout the book. These include transdisciplinarity itself, music, the visual arts, abstraction, Romanticism, Modernism, and broadcasting media. Finally, the Introduction outlines the texts discussed in the remaining chapters in a subsection entitled ‘The way ahead’.

On transdisciplinarity 

In exploring the ways in which Beckett employs art and music to work with and against language in order to produce new compositional structures and provide new perspectives on so called Beckettian themes, it is necessary to follow a transdisciplinary line of enquiry. This approach moves above the level of disciplines (such as inter-, multi-, and anti-) and crosses disciplinary boundaries. To do so, the analysis examines Beckett’s inclusion of visual, aural, and medium specificity as each formal and aesthetic factor works within and stretches the boundaries of a text that constitutes several forms or factors: an ekphrastic passage in a novel, or music in a radio play, for example. By asking what these concepts have in common, it becomes clear that Beckett’s inclusion of the visual and sonic is not to provide enlightenment or reason, but to explore how abstraction itself is a significant underlying factor in and across works that are determined by the visual, aural, and/or medium. Furthermore, by locating the correlating factors belonging to the various components of a work, we can learn how Beckett combined specific disciplines in order to better understand their affect on the reader/audience. What becomes apparent is that Beckett’s own take on transdisciplinarity is characteristically nuanced as it not only evidences his recourse to music and the visual arts, for instance, but, as a process, transdisciplinarity is as closely connected to the act of tying together as it is to the process of unravelling. In other words, as well as using a transdisciplinary methodology to analyse Beckett’s texts, this book also sees Beckett’s transdisciplinarity as one of negation and undoing. Hence, the focus on transdisciplinarity is twofold: (1) it is used methodologically to understand how Beckett was influenced by and used music, art, and the specific qualities and boundaries of each medium in which he worked to create transdisciplinary work; and (2) it is understood in relation to Beckett’s creative process which comprises intersections between different medial elements and involves ideas pertaining to failure and the struggle to express. All chapters, therefore, engage in dialogue with the medium and discipline specific to the text(s) under consideration. By tracing the many influences on Beckett and evaluating how he made use of the visual arts and music, and questioned the nature of the medium within which he was working, we can see how his own work and process move outside the limitations of word-based texts as his writing adopts a music- and/or image-based rhythm, structure, and patterning. This is not to suggest that Beckett elided each discipline’s specific dynamics, reducing transdisciplinarity to an engendering of blurred disciplinary boundaries. Rather, Beckett’s texts acquire what Peter Osborne defines as a ‘transdisciplinary actuality’ to the extent that ‘their empirical interpretation crosses a multiplicity of disciplines in a manner that reconstitutes them, as the relational product of these crossings’ (2015, 20). In reading Beckett’s texts as unequivocally distinct reconstitutions of ‘a multiplicity of disciplines’, we can uncover new ways of understanding Beckett’s interest in the way language functions imagistically, musically, and cerebrally as it belongs to a novel, radio drama, or teleplay. 

Transdisciplinary research emerged ‘in response to the often-failed attempts of closed-system, discipline-based approaches to solving complex social problems’ (Gibbs and Beavis 2020, 3–4). Importantly for the present study, transdisciplinarity ‘transforms and transcends individual disciplines’ building an understanding of how complex systems of knowledge, society, and culture operate within Beckett’s texts. This engagement with texts through a frame of research that overcomes systematic demarcations of art, literature, and music is carefully measured against Beckett’s own attention to genre and caution with regards to maintaining a degree of genre distinction. Indeed, Beckett’s ‘need to lie down’ (Letters III, 64) at the thought of adapting texts from one medium into another is measured against the adaptations of What Where and Not I that Beckett worked on as well as the televised versions of Waiting for Godot and staged performances of the radio drams All That Fall and Embers during his lifetime. Nicholas Johnson argues that Beckett’s imperative that genres need to be kept distinct comes under scrutiny if ‘genre’ is defined in relation to the French etymological root ‘gender’, which allows us interpret Beckett’s use of genre as ‘a shifting set of codes that can be inhabited, adopted and discarded through play and through performance’ (Johnson 2016, 196). Beckett’s statement to Barney Rosset on 27 August 1957 expressing the need for distinct genres, therefore, can be seen as ‘an epistle, not the gospel’ (192), allowing for a degree of breathing space when applying a transdisciplinary framework to the analysis of Beckett’s attention to genre. As this monograph is not focused on the cultural implications of Beckett’s use of ‘genre’ (genre studies is itself a distinct field), it uses ‘genre’ as a term that is applied to a work rather than emerging from a work. Hence, words like medium, discipline, and genre are used interchangeably with specific reference to Beckett’s form, technique, or media. This book follows the theoretical physicist, Basarab Nicolescu’s (2002) understanding of transdisciplinary research as prioritising the construction of new knowledge forms or realities and the willingness to look beyond and learn from (though not necessarily elide) one’s own disciplinary boundaries. When considering Beckett’s transdisciplinary approach, whilst borrowings, reinterpretations, and reworkings of work from many genres is evident, this process of interweaving ideas and structures does not necessarily result in a smooth fabric. Rather, friction between Beckett’s careful transdisciplinary cross-stitch reveals his process to be focused on the tension between the arts and is not concerned with the smoothing over of such tensions. 

Beckett’s attention to the importance of each medium to the construction and shape of a work is evident as far back as 1929, when he said of James Joyce’s work that ‘form is content, content is form’, adding that it is ‘to be looked at and listened to’ because his writing ‘is not about something; it is that something itself’ (Dis, 27). In his own work, Beckett revealed the mechanism behind a literature that works on visual and aural levels to expose his struggle with language as his primary means of expression. This oft-mentioned struggle to express, paralleled by the inability of his narrators to tell their story, is evoked in the precarious balance between hope and despair, longing and disappointment that arise. To address how Beckett’s chosen medium is relevant to this central tension, it is necessary to explore the ways in which the technical aspects of radio and television inform Beckett’s process and impact the actors in the recording studio or on set. 

One reason for analysing Beckett’s work in relation to the visual arts and music is that throughout his life Beckett was, as he said in a letter to the painter Bram van Velde on 14 January 1949, ‘searching for a way of capitulating without giving up utterance—entirely’ (Letters II, 114). This quest for ‘a way of capitulating’ evidences Beckett’s early concern with finding a mode of creation that goes beyond word-based forms. At this time, Beckett was also writing letters about the galleries he went to and concerts he attended to the art critic Georges Duthuit, poet Thomas MacGreevy (who became the Director of the National Gallery of Ireland in 1950), and his cousin Morris Sinclair (who studied violin at the Royal Irish Academy of Music). In these letters as well as in his notebooks and, as we shall see, in his texts, Beckett documented and reworked his impressions of what he saw and heard as an ‘inoffensive nutcase who runs, like others to the cinema, to the galleries, the museum, and even to churches’ (Dis, 120). Another reason for considering Beckett’s work in relation to intersecting fields of research within Beckett studies, specifically Beckett and the arts, is that it offers a new way of looking in detail at the interrelationship between language, visual arts, and music both in terms of their commingling and tension. To do so, the present study draws on the work of Beckett scholars whose research focuses on his interest in music and art. Mary Bryden’s ground-breaking Beckett and Music (1998) and Catherine Laws’ more recent (2013) examination of Beckett’s thematic, aesthetic, and methodological use of music inform Chapters 2 and 3. In line with Laws’ suggestion that Beckett’s ‘thinking through music’ enables him to ‘interrogate fundamental themes’ (2013, 13), these chapters also consider how Beckett’s combination of musicological thinking and medium specificity react in order to expose tensions over authority and agency. Since Lois Oppenheim’s (1999) declaration that, for Beckett, the act of painting was ‘emblematic [. . .] of the creative process itself’ (3), there has been a growing trend in pairing Beckett’s work alongside his well-documented interest in paintings. Key developments in this field have been brought about by the publication of John Haynes and James Knowlson’s Images of Beckett (2003), Daniel Albright’s Beckett & Aesthetics (2003), Mark Nixon’s Samuel Beckett’s German Diaries, 1936–1937 (2011), David Lloyd’s Beckett’s Thing: Painting and Theatre (2016), and, most recently, Conor Carville’s Samuel Beckett and the Visual Arts (2018). Though each example differs in its focus on a particular place, period, and/or application of Beckett’s interest in art to a specific medium, each study highlights the importance of painting to Beckett’s own aesthetic development as a writer. Alongside Nixon’s detailed focus on Beckett’s interest in painting when in Germany, Carville’s meticulous ‘attention to the cultural and historic contexts’ (2018, 23) of Beckett’s engagement with the visual arts and assertion (recalling that of Oppenheim) that ‘the act of standing before an image underpins Beckett’s thinking in a paradigmatic way’ (244) informs Chapters 1 and 4 as both explore Beckett’s creative process alongside the art he was interested in at the time. Though Carville’s first five chapters focus on Beckett’s early work, his final two chapters attend to Beckett’s interest in the van Veldes (as evidenced in The Unnamable) and, somewhat surprisingly, the parallels between George Eliot, Clement Greenberg, and Beckett’s fondness of Dutch art, Caravaggio, and chiaroscuro. In its focus on different artistic influences and movements, the present study sits alongside such scholarship, but, due to its transdisciplinary framework, it does not overlap. Significantly, this monograph details Beckett’s musical and painterly process in his mid-to-late work. In particular, it asks in what ways does art and music work with and against language in selected examples from Beckett’s oeuvre to produce new compositional structures and offer new perspectives on familiar Beckettian themes such as longing and agency. 

Beckett and music 

Beckett came from a musical family and became friends with celebrated musicians and composers. His cousins, Walter and John Beckett, were both composers, his wife, Suzanne Dechevaux-Dumesnil, was a classically trained pianist, and his nephew, Edward Beckett, is a professional flautist. Beckett himself was a keen listener and amateur pianist who enjoyed playing music by Joseph Haydn, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Franz Schubert, Frédéric Chopin, and John Field.1 This musicality finds its way into Beckett’s works. As Walter Beckett said: 

I feel that Sam, with his musical knowledge [. . .] conceived and wrote his works in a rhythmical fashion as if they were music. Words to him were notes. They had to be clear to the ear and at the same time create a word picture. The sound was to be carried through from one word to the next in the same way that an accomplished singer carries the sound, on the breath, through from one note to the next. (in Weagel 2010, 58) 

Beckett was of course aware of the musicality of his work, writing to Alan Schneider on 29 December 1957 that Endgame is ‘a matter of fundamental sounds (no joke intended) made as fully as possible’ (Letters III, 82). This bawdy jocularity conceals one of Beckett’s main concerns: the ability to take from music its capacity to convey its meaning without adding unnecessary noise, and, in so doing, create an impression through language that approximates sound. Perhaps it was in his working relationship with actor Billie Whitelaw that Beckett could most effectively realise his rhythmically structured creative process. When describing working on Footfalls at the Royal Court in 1976, Whitelaw said that she felt as though she was ‘working with a musician’ as ‘[t]he movements started to feel like dance’ (1995, 144).2 She added that acting as May was like performing a piece that ‘worked almost like a trio—sound of voice, scrape of footsteps, the brushed drum-beat.’ Whitelaw was not the only actor playing May to experience Beckett’s tendency to conduct rather than direct. On 24 March 1978, Delphine Seyrig wrote to her son, Duncan Youngerman, about how Beckett was ‘like an orchestra leader trying to get rhythms into us’ (Letters IV, 484–5). When it comes to his collaboration with composers for two of his radio plays, Words and Music and Cascando, and the rigorous musical notes he makes for his teleplays, Ghost Trio and Nacht und Träume, Beckett’s musical process is directly linked to the transdisciplinarity of his work. 

In both the radio and television plays, music is not simply used to create ambience, but it informs the characterisation and shape of the work in ways that suggest Beckett’s creative process is, to a large extent, musically orchestrated. The analysis of Beckett’s radio and television plays problematises Mary Bryden’s belief that ‘Beckett concurs with [Walter] Pater in regarding the art of music as being “unique” in inhabiting a zone of abstraction and immateriality’ (1998, 42) as it reads Beckett’s plays as inhabiting a space between aural, visual, and literary forms of expression. Bryden’s suggestion that Beckett, like Pater, believes that ‘All art constantly aspires towards the condition of music’ (Pater 2005, 90, emphasis in original) is challenged as we see Beckett reconcile German Romantic music with a more Modernist and fragmented visual aesthetic. Whilst Beckett does strive to create a language that can reach the immediacy of music, he does not seek to achieve an holistic harmonisation of sound and expression but probes the impact of music’s fragmenting and unyielding capabilities. Indeed, whilst Beckett was drawn to time-based art, he acknowledged the unavoidability of sequentiality in his early essay on Proust: ‘At best, all that is realised in Time, whether in Art or Life, can only be possessed successively by a series of partial annexations and never integrally and at once’ (Proust, 7). Accordingly, Beckett’s use of specific compositions facilitate the interaction between image and music in order to, at least partially, break down linearity. 

Beckett and the visual arts

Beckett’s knowledge of art is evident from his early writing. For example, ‘Malacoda’, an elegy written on the passing of his father on 26 June 1933, contains a direct allusion to Jan van Huysum’s Flowers in a Terracotta Vase (1736–7). His early aborted novel Dream of Fair to Middling Women mentions approximately thirteen artists, includes an ekphrastic description of Ewald Dülberg’s Abendmahl (1918), detailed discussions on portraits by Rembrandt van Rijn, and a consideration of the figure-ground relationship in Franciabigio’s Portrait of a Young Man (1509). At this time, Beckett was beginning to make connections in the art world, evident from his application to work at London’s National Gallery in 1933, his record of the galleries and private collections he visited across Europe (especially in Germany), his learned interest in the Dutch and Flemish School, and in his friendship with numerous twentieth-century artists. Some of these friends included Jack B. Yeats, Peggy Guggenheim, Henri Hayden, Bram and Geer van Velde, and Avigdor Arikha. Beckett even worked with Alberto Giacometti, Joan Mitchell, and Geneviève Asse. He also gave permission for the composition of livre d’artistes comprising his texts to Jasper Johns, Max Ernst, Louis Le Brocquy, and Robert Ryman, to name but a few. As a result of a lifelong investment in the visual arts, the image played an important and increasingly nuanced part in Beckett’s creative imagination and critical perspicuity. According to Avigdor Arikha, in his later years Beckett often ‘sat gazing at a painting, print or drawing a long while without uttering a word. He would simply gaze, marvel, nod, and sigh’ (in Knowlson and Knowlson 2007, 145). Both Beckett’s memory and attention to detail enabled him to recycle images from the museum of paintings he stored in his mind and use them either directly or obliquely in his works. An example of Beckett’s ability to recall characteristics of individual paintings and styles is evident in his letter to Arland Ussher from 14 June 1939 wherein he helps to identify a painting Ussher bought at auction (Letters I, 663–5). In his work Beckett often leaves it to his reader or audience to decipher his artistic influences. For example, Billie Whitelaw’s appearance as May in Footfalls is considered to be a reimagining of Don Silvestro dei Gheraducci’s The Assumption of St. Mary Magdalene (c. 1380), which Beckett would have seen in Dublin’s National Gallery (Croke 2006, 19). Typical of Beckett, this is probably not the only source for May’s appearance. Ernst Barlach’s Der Fries der Lauschenden (1930–35) also seems a likely influence for May. Beckett spoke about Barlach in his German diaries, referring to an unidentified sculpture of a shepherd and Der Tod (1925) (UoR GD 5/f. 93). He also owned Carl Dietrich Carls’ book on the sculptor from the ‘Zeichner des Volkes’ series, which contained 85 illustrations, including one of the woman who possibly influenced May’s sculptural form (Carls 1985, 121).3
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Illustration 1. Ernst Barlach, Fries der Lauschenden, 1930–1935. Holz. © Ernst Barlach Ratzeburg. Courtesy: Ernst Barlach Lizenzverwaltung. 

Early on in his career Beckett also wrote essays on painters.4 These include ‘MacGreevy on Yeats’ (1945), ‘La peinture des van Velde ou le Monde et le Pantalon’ (1946), ‘Three Dialogues with George Duthuit’ (1949), ‘Hommage à Jack B. Yeats’ (1954), and ‘Henri Hayden, homme-peintre’ (1955). Beckett’s critical voice is not declaratory or assured, but, as Lois Oppenheim states, in these essays he wrote ‘to reiterate the idea that good art, legitimate art, was irrelevant to critical commentary’ (Oppenheim in Croke 2006, 77), a point substantiated by Beckett’s frequent admonishment of his early need to ‘write about [. . .] a picture till it was literature’ (Letters I, 388). Even in ‘La peinture des van Velde’, Beckett claimed that the paintings by Geer and Bram van Velde: 

not being sausages, are neither good nor bad. All we can say about them is that they translate, to a greater or lesser degree, absurd and mysterious thrusts toward the image, that they are more or less equivalent to obscure inner tensions. (Dis, 123)5 

From this assertion, it is clear that Beckett’s art criticism is not about slotting artworks into an objectifying frame of reference pertaining to a universal standard of judgement. Instead, Beckett’s criticism strove to explore the ‘obscure inner tensions’ caused by the painting in question and to engage in the real substratum of art: the unveiling of feeling, not thought, the pre-cognitive or instinctual, rather than the reflective or analytical. In his criticism, the fleshy vitality of the work, troubling as it may be, is not removed by a neat or conclusive answer; it is exposed and stretched by further questions. Beckett emphasises the importance of conserving rather than resolving the forces aroused by art through a critical prose style that resists classification as strongly as the paintings it addresses. Beckett’s assessment is not qualitative for he believed that good art directly faces the impossibility of true representation and is thereby impervious to critical evaluation by means of the perceived virtue of its intent. The better the work is, the more resistant it is to critical commentary. As the painting becomes an enigma—‘an impediment of the object, an impediment of the eye’—ambiguity is key.6 This position was shared by later abstract artists such as John Paul Riopelle, Joan Mitchell, and Sam Francis, whose work Beckett very much appreciated, but no more so than by his ‘great familiar’ (Letters II, 305), Bram van Velde.7 Beckett explained to Georges Duthuit on 9 March 1949 that he is interested in painters who attempt to get at ‘the impossibility of painting, the lack of all relation, object, subject’ to produce work that ‘lies beyond the outside-inside where he [van Velde] does his striving, not the scale of the striving itself’ (140). This pervasiveness of uncertainty regarding the creation and analysis of an abstract painting that ambiguates the subject-object relation forms the central tension in Beckett’s transdisciplinary engagement with the visual arts. 

Beckett’s use of the visual arts allows him to question, through the reactions of his characters towards a painting or scene, the nature of seeing, memory, and the phenomenological relationship between the object one sees and the consciousness of the person seeing. In his later prose this relationship between seer and seen is charged with greater importance as the subject’s world becomes increasingly confined and impoverished. The visual in these texts becomes a lifeline, with the colour blue symbolising a beacon of hope in an otherwise monochrome world. In the moments when the blue sky penetrates Beckett’s black and white page, the aesthetic of Beckett’s writing conveys painterly techniques that speak to the comments he made between the 8 and 16 September 1934 to Thomas MacGreevy regarding the figure-ground dynamic in Paul Cézanne’s Mont Sainte Victoire paintings. Hence, Beckett’s texts move beyond literary evocations of the ways in which confinement and solitariness instil a longing for companionship into works that are inherently painterly. This painterliness can be seen in Beckett’s development of an impression of such themes (confinement, solitariness, or longing) through language that evokes an image in the minds of the subject and reader. In light of Beckett’s interest in a wide range of artistic styles and movements, the art explored in Chapters 1 and 4 is not confined to a singular movement or period. Contrary to Daniel Albright’s belief that Beckett’s ‘instincts were surrealist’ (2003, 9), Beckett’s interest in art, which ranged from works heralded from the Italian Renaissance (especially Giorgione) to those that conveyed an altogether more Northern sense of twentieth-century anguish (by painters such as Paul Ballmer or Ernst Ludwig Kirchner), suggests a less categorical approach towards art.8 Indeed, Beckett admired Michelangelo’s sculpture, which he saw when visiting Florence in the Summer of 1927, and Karl Schmidt-Rottluff’s Expressionist depictions of tension as in Patroklusturm (1922), which he described as ‘superb’ with ‘proper and angry consternation’ in his German diary entry for 1 November 1936.9 In his 1929 essay ‘Dante . . . Bruno . Vico . . Joyce’, Beckett mocks any critical approach that resembled ‘book-keeping’, rhetorically asking: 

Must we wring the neck of a certain system in order to stuff it into a contemporary pigeon hole, or modify the dimensions of that pigeon-hole for the satisfaction of the analogymongers? (Dis, 19)

In order to assess the visual aspect of Beckett’s transdisciplinary process without falling into the trap of pigeon-holing, it is useful to keep in mind Lois Oppenheim’s observation that, like Maurice Merleau-Ponty (whose phenomenological readings of art are relevant to Chapter 1), Beckett sees art as something that ‘does not reproduce the visible, but makes visibility be’ (2000, 140). Unlike David Lloyd, whose 2016 study Beckett’s Thing: Painting and Theatre is concerned with the aesthetic tastes and approaches of the artists Beckett was fond of (namely Jack B. Yeats, Bram van Velde, and Avigdor Arikha); here, Beckett’s use of art in his creative works, rather than the enjoyment of art in his private life is closely examined.10 Beckett’s search for an art that is valued for representing its own representational insufficiency (as suggested in his letter to Duthuit from 9 March 1949, mentioned above) will be explored with regard to his inclusion of aural and visual techniques and understanding of abstraction.

Working with abstraction

Though he later described his letter to Axel Kaun sent on 9 July 1937 as ‘[e]mbarrassing kitchen German bilge’ (Letters IV, 578) when writing to Ruby Cohn on 22 February 1982, his remarks on literature’s relation to music and painting remain useful: 

And more and more my own language appears to me like a veil that must be torn apart to get at the things (or the Nothingness) behind it [. . .] To bore one hole after another in it, until what lurks behind it—be it something or nothing—begins to seep through; I cannot imagine a higher goal for a writer today. Or is literature alone to remain behind in the old lazy ways that have been so long ago abandoned by music and painting? (Dis, 171–2) 

To ensure literature did not ‘remain behind’ music and painting, Beckett made use of a variety of aesthetic forms and media, often producing work that uniquely combines various elements of visual and/or sound-based forms. Importantly, his integration of art and music into his works did not absolve the contention that what he was trying to express lies behind the mode of representation. Beckett shows us that all the arts are preoccupied with their own self-conscious representational nature; a ‘double effacement’ as he writes of Henri Hayden’s paintings (Dis, 146).11 Beckett uses the same unveiling metaphor when he describes Bram van Velde’s paintings as

An endless unveiling, veil behind veil, plane after plane of imperfect transparencies, light and space themselves veils, an unveiling towards the unveilable, the nothing, the thing again. (Dis, 136)12

In line with his appreciation of van Velde’s attempt to undo and subtract, Beckett’s writing follows a trajectory towards the ‘core of the eddy’ (Proust, 48); a centre that holds ambiguity and complexity in balance with clarity and simplicity. This working towards ‘imperfect transparencies’ (Dis, 136) is evident in Beckett’s early comments concerning his creative process and complex understanding of abstraction which was informed by his careful consideration of the paintings he familiarised himself with: Lyonel Feininger’s ‘Badende an der See’ and Cézanne’s landscapes, for example.13 

Beckett comes close to defining what he means by abstraction in a letter to Duthuit dated 3 January 1951. He describes the indeterminacy of the sky and tree on the set of Godot as being ‘sordidly abstract as nature is’ (Letters II, 218), and not comparable to a Wagnerian merging of man and nature (which Beckett found irksome by this time). Here, the abstract belongs to and is separate from nature in that whilst it cannot be represented it is also not entirely non-figurative. In his letter to MacGreevy about Cézanne’s landscape paintings, dated 8 September 1934, Beckett explains his understanding of abstraction as a form of expression that encapsulates the sense of becoming whilst purging any anthropomorphism that might enter the painting as a result of the painter’s emotional response to the landscape. An abstract landscape, therefore, is that which is ‘[a]tomistic’, removed from ‘the emotions of the hiker’ or any moralising afterthought (‘Aesop & the animals’), unspoiled from ‘the dynamic intrusion’ of the painter, and possessing a ‘personality in its own terms’ (Letters I, 222; 223). In short, Beckett’s understanding of abstraction is that which is in the act of becoming non-figurative or is purging its ties to Realism. In his German diary entry for 26 November 1936, Beckett describes Karl Ballmer’s Kopf in Rot (1930–1) as a painting not ‘exploited to illustrate an idea’ but ‘primary’ (Letters I, 392). He adds that like Picasso’s Figure au bord de la mer (1929), it is a ‘metaphysical concrete’ (387) that depicts a transcendental truth that moves beyond appearance to express the essence of objects. The abstract in Beckett’s work is similarly indeterminate in its form and remains outside of language. This creates a vital tension between the representation and the thing itself as language pivots between its physicality and ephemerality. Just as Beckett describes Cézanne’s paintings as ‘material of a strictly peculiar order’ (222), Beckett’s abstract writing is equally an object in and of itself as it does not reproduce an imagined scene but is an act that makes visible the scene and the process of its production. To return to Beckett’s letter to MacGreevy, which he wrote after seeing Cézanne’s La Montagne Sainte-Victoire au Grand Pin (1886) at the National Gallery in March 1934 when it was on a year-long loan from the Courtauld collection, Beckett states: 

What a relief to see the Mont Ste. Victoire after all the anthropomorphised landscape—van Goyen, Avercamp, the Ruysdaels, Hobbema, even Claude [. . .] after all the landscape “promoted” to the emotions of the hiker, postulated as concerned with the hiker (what an impertinence, worse than Aesop & the animals), alive the way a lap or a fist (Rosa) is alive. Cézanne seems to have been the first to see landscape and state it as material of a strictly peculiar order, incommensurable with all human expressions whatsoever. Atomistic landscape with no velleities of vitalism, landscape with personality à la rigueur, but personality in its own terms, not in Pelman’s, landscapality. Ruysdael’s [for Ruisdael’s] Entrance to the Forest—there is no entrance anymore nor any commerce with the forest, its dimensions are its secret & it has no communications to make. (Ibid.)14 

In line with Beckett’s appreciation of Cézanne’s resistance to saturating his Mont Sainte-Victoire (c. 1902–4) paintings with the subjective feelings of the painter (such as Jacob van Ruisdael) in order to create a painting that functions as an object in and of itself, Beckett’s own work begins to resist subjective expression in favour of a more mineralized objectivity. Beckett’s appreciation of Cézanne’s grappling with the problem of perception and exposure of this creative struggle in his work finds its way into Beckett’s writing. By distancing himself from pictorial arrangements, single view perspective, and outlines that enclose colour, Cézanne was able to capture all of the complexities a viewer’s eye experiences. This enabled Cézanne to create a work that, hovering on the threshold of abstraction, conveys a recognisable image that has been eaten into by the material of a paint whose colours shift and dismantle the viewer’s perspective. The way in which painters like Cézanne create a painting that ‘insinue plus qu’il n’affirme [insinuates more than it states]’ (Dis, 130), would interest Beckett and inform his own attempts at creating an experience for his reader.15

Working with abstraction in this transdisciplinary way necessarily involved Beckett’s removal of the figurative and drive towards reduction. He wrote to Barney Rosset on 5 May 1959 about an early draft of How It Is: ‘I rely a lot on the demolishing process to come later and content myself more or less with getting down elements and rhythms to be knocked hell out of when I’m ready’ (Letters III, 230). More than simply ‘demolishing’ or heavily editing his texts, Beckett believed in a process of failing (an aspect of his work discussed by several scholars, most recently Sara Jane Bailes [2010] and Joseph Anderton [2016]). Unlike James Joyce, whom Beckett described to Israel Shenker as working with ‘omnipotence’, Beckett said he worked with ‘impotence’.16 This perspective informed the construction and outlook of Beckett’s most successful works that each set up a series of defeats, retractions, and diminishments. Hence, in his conviction that ‘to be an artist is to fail, as no other dare fail’ because ‘that failure is his world’ (Dis, 145), Beckett succeeds. This success is, in part, due to Beckett’s transformation of literature through his incorporation of music and art.17 Yet, by permeating his writing with music and images, Beckett was not seeking to create a Wagnerian total artwork that is complete in its own terms, but to enhance its ambiguity and problematise its status as literature, or, to put it more positively, to enhance the possibilities of literature by exploring the problems of language.18 To do this, Beckett incorporated the experimental strategies and structures that musicians and artists were using to push the boundaries of literature, theatre, television, radio, and film. This monograph asks how these influences, outlined by Gilles Deleuze below, shaped Beckett’s transdisciplinary creative process and developed his ways of working with abstraction. 

In his influential essay ‘L’Epuisé’ (‘The Exhausted’), published in 1992, Deleuze divides Beckett’s work chronologically into three categories: language I (early novels up to and including Watt), language II (later novels, particularly The Unnamable, theatrical works, and radio pieces), and language III (born in How It Is, passes through theatre texts such as Happy Days, Act Without Words I & II, and Catastrophe, and ‘finds the secret of its assemblage in television’) (Deleuze 1995, 10). Deleuze argues that language I consists of phrases that point to the meaningless order in which things generally happen (e.g. Molloy’s sucking stones, the biscuits in Murphy [1938], and Watt’s attempt at naming furniture). Language II eschews signification in favour of storytelling for its own sake as seen in the dialoghorrhea of Not I, or the inexorable, obstinate silences of The Unnamable. Lastly, language III consists of visual and aural refrains as well as spaces that unblock the impasses and aporias found in language I and II. As Deleuze explains: ‘It remains in relationship with language, but rises up or becomes taut in its holes, its gaps, or its silences. Now it operates through silence, now it makes use of a recorded voice that presents it, and still further, it forces speech to become image, movement, song, poem’ (12). Deleuze’s language III is a useful concept to keep in mind due to its direct relevance to Beckett’s transdisciplinary creative process. In his preface to Essays Critical and Clinical (1993), Deleuze, referring to Beckett’s letter to Axel Kaun, alludes to Beckett’s transdisciplinary tendencies: 

There is also a painting and a music characteristic of writing like the effects of colours and sonorities that rise up above words. It is through words, between words, that one sees and hears. Beckett spoke of “drilling holes” in language in order to see or hear “what was lurking behind.” One must say of every writer: he is a seer, a hearer, “ill seen ill said,” she is a colourist, a musician. (Deleuze 1997, Preface)

In order to uncover exactly how Beckett’s authorial style (which must still depend on language) operates, his work needs to be analysed in light of the ‘painting and music’ that Deleuze suggests are ‘characteristic’ of his writing. To do this, each chapter interprets the narrator’s simultaneous need and struggle to tell his story through either an artistic or a musical perspective.19 Beckett’s notebooks and letters are also consulted in order to unpack the reasons behind his decision to use musical or painterly forms. As a starting point, the analysis questions the long-standing notion that in Beckett’s creative process there is a push and pull binary that forges a tension between efficacy and failure. As early as 1964, David Hesla wrote that the shape of Beckett’s art is dialectic: 

A synthesis of the positive and negative, the comic and the “pathetic,” the yes and the no [. . .]. Optimism and pessimism, hope and despair, comedy and tragedy are counterbalanced by one another: none of them is allowed to become an Absolute. (1971, 216) 

In 1977, Vivian Mercier picked up on Hesla’s point to suggest that Beckett’s work balances between two poles: ‘There is always, I believe, a dialectic at work in the minds of the greatest writers: perhaps their greatness consists precisely in the power to hold two equal and opposite ideas in the mind at once’ (1979, 10–11). By asking how Beckett’s use of the visual arts and music affect the tension such polarisation causes and how the medium he uses gives shape to this tension, we gain new insights into Beckett’s process. Moreover, this tension can be seen in Beckett’s approach towards and modulation of Romantic themes. 

A Romantic Modernist 

As an author whose writing possesses both Modernist and Romantic characteristics, Beckett’s work resists classification. On the one hand, Beckett’s decision to live in Paris, close association with James Joyce, involvement with transition magazine, and tireless pursuit to reinvent the forms of literary expression qualify him as an exemplary Modernist. On the other hand, his reluctance to sign up to a particular movement, creative singlemindedness, and personal introversion suggest a resistance to the milieu to which, outwardly at least, he seemed to belong. Beckett’s interests, which range from St. Augustine to Anton Webern, evidence a broader scholarly and aesthetic pool of influences. His crosspollination of sources within a single work is an important aspect of his transdisciplinarity. As Basarab Nicolescu documents in Article 6 of his Charter of Transdisciplinarity, in comparison with interdisciplinarity, ‘transdisciplinarity is multireferential and multidimensional. While taking account of the various approaches to time and history, transdisciplinary does not exclude a transhistorical horizon’ (Nicolescu 2002, 149). As well as his fondness for Proust and Rimbaud, and friendship with Duchamp (they played chess together), Romantic writers, composers, and thinkers such as John Keats, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Ludwig van Beethoven, Schubert, and Immanuel Kant are all evident behind the surface of Beckett’s transdisciplinary texts. From Dirk Van Hulle and Mark Nixon’s 2007 issue of Samuel Beckett Today/Aujourd’hui entitled ‘Beckett and Romanticism’ to Steven Connor’s Beckett, Modernism and the Material Imagination (2014), scholarship demonstrates that Beckett can be read alongside both the Romantics and the Moderns.20 In Chapters 3 and 4, Beckett’s use of Beethoven, Schubert, and the colour blue are explored in relation to the Romantic notion of longing, with a caveat of inevitable failure. When Romanticism is mentioned, it refers to the aesthetic tropes of this tradition through a Beckettian lens that consists of an admixture of nineteenth and twentieth-century ideas and characteristics. This perspective is neatly surmised by Van Hulle and Nixon in the introduction to their aforementioned volume: 

No matter how tongue-in-cheek Beckett’s references to Romanticism sometimes are, they keep recurring with a remarkable persistence throughout his work. The “blue flower”, one of the key symbols of Romantic yearning for unreachable horizons, is already present in Beckett’s personal piece, his first published story ‘Assumption’. Later on, the Blaue Blume appears as the “blue bloom” in ‘A Wet Night’, alluding to Leopold Bloom’s activities in the “Nausicaa” episode of Ulysses. (Van Hulle and Nixon 2007, Introduction)

As this excerpt alludes to both the key figures of German Romanticism (Novalis) and Modernism (Joyce), Van Hulle and Nixon suggest that Beckett’s work contains elements of both literary styles. As argued in the second half of this book, this creates an ironic (‘tongue-in-cheek’) Romanticism, or, a more sensitive Modernism. 

Radio and television

Beckett’s use of media became, in part, a self-reflexive comment on the medium itself, just as his novels are often, though certainly not exclusively, commenting on the problems of language. The titles of Beckett’s work alone (Play, Film, and the ‘Roughs’ for radio and theatre) are evidence of his preoccupation with genre. It has often been said that Beckett ‘writes with a specific medium in mind’ (Ben-Zvi 1998, 242), and it is the effect Beckett’s use of different media has on his creative process that Chapters 2 and 3 explore.21 In asking how Beckett’s work is ‘a calling-into-question of the medium in which the work appears’ (Albright 2003, 5), Ulrika Maude’s discussion of how ‘new technologies change the way in which we see, hear, and more generally perceive the world’ (2009, 8) is central to an analysis of Beckett’s transdisciplinary process, and its extension into his use of different media. Chapters 2 and 3 explain how Beckett’s notion of art as inherently ambiguous finds its way into his use of different genres. Indeed, Beckett renders television and radio mediums of fragmentation and instability, often going against the very nature of the technology itself. For instance, by creating visual impressions through radio, he challenges radio’s implicit blindness, and by reducing the subjects of his teleplays to grey blurs, he casts a shadow of uncertainty over the corporeality of actors on a set. Jonathan Bignell has illustrated how ‘vision and sound [. . .] work together to determine the reality of the space and the source of the music, but also deprive the viewer of this security of meaning’ (2009, 49). This implies that Beckett uses television only to subvert its status as a realistic means of representation. Bignell goes on to suggest that the music in Ghost Trio and Nacht und Träume draws the viewer’s attention to the ‘emotional tone’ of these plays, but Beckett’s orchestration ‘fragments this emotional level into the constituent visual and aural components that would usually express it in a unified and structured way’. With his use of music as motif, voice, and structuring device, Beckett’s transdisciplinary experimentation with new recording technologies facilitates the increasing agency of music in these works, an agency that Beckett reveals to be misleading and disruptive. 

The way ahead

By beginning with Watt and ending with Company, Beckett’s early and late prose frame the discussion, allowing us to identify the specific ways in which Beckett’s use of language changed as a result of his engagement with art. The central chapters explore how music first sets and then upsets the shape of the text. By taking a broadly chronological exploration of Beckett’s oeuvre, we can chart the development of his transdisciplinary process. In order to identify both the parallels and differences throughout his work, this study adopts a transdisciplinary approach as it draws on art historical and musicological sources, close textual analysis, and archival research. Whilst some texts contain both artistic and musical influences, art and music are explored separately to offer a more thorough reading of how they each inform Beckett’s creative process. This approach also provides scope for a consideration of how the formal significance of art and music responds to the context and media in which they occur. Theatre is absented from this consideration because Beckett’s specific and complex use of the visual and aural in this live medium would require a different critical framework to investigate its impact on his creative process. How Beckett reimagined the inescapably visual and aural nature of theatre, as well as his collaboration with scenographers, directors, and actors would all need to be investigated as the use of music and art is wrapped up in these scenographic elements of theatre. Moreover, a discussion of Beckett’s theatre falls outside the focus of this monograph because no play uses music to the extent that it becomes a character (as it does in two of the three radio plays discussed) or a structural determiner (as in the two teleplays discussed). Beckett’s direct use of music in the radio and television plays allows for a more focussed discussion on music’s structural and performative role. And the focus on the visual arts in the prose demonstrates how Beckett’s visual imagination translates into a literary medium, offering a clear understanding of the impact the visual had on Beckett’s transdisciplinary methods. Importantly, no play contains a character’s meditation on a piece of art (as seen in Watt). 

Beckett’s German diaries (1936–37) and letters written during these winter months evidence his fondness for the abstract art he discussed with art historian Will Grohmann and saw in public galleries as well as in the private collections of Rosa Schapire, Ida Bienert, and Marie and Felix Weise. After an extensive list outlining the artists he was drawn to (such as Adriaen Brouwer) and unimpressed with (Rubens), Beckett reasserts his preference for the seventeenth century Dutch and Flemish school as well as for the abstract art he saw at the ‘Schreckenskammer’ (chamber of horrors) at the Halle’s Moritzburg Museum and the Anger Museum in Erfurt, for example: Müller, Heckel, Renée Sintenis, Christian Rohlf, Wilhelm Lehmbruck (see UoR GD 4/f. 23; 27, 23 and 24 January 1937). He writes: ‘a gallery is not the names in its catalogue and perhaps it would have been better simply to say that I shall leave Berlin clearer in my impatience with the immensely competent bullies and browbeaters and highwaywmen and naggers, the Rembrandts & Halses and Titians and Rubenses, the Tarquins of art’ (18 January 1937; Letters I, 430). The digression on an abstract painting in his early novel, Watt, draws on the concepts behind the early twentieth-century paintings he saw in Germany and anticipates the ideas and practices of the Abstract Expressionist painters of the 1950s and 1960s; a movement that was influenced by the abstract painters to whom Beckett was drawn. In his essay on Proust, Beckett suggests that the artist must seek within himself to find the essence of his art: ‘The only fertile research is excavatory, immersive, a contraction of the spirit, a descent’ (Proust, 65). This is akin to the Abstract Expressionist’s belief that good art is a self-reflexive exploration, or, as Meyer Schapiro states: ‘The painting symbolises an individual who realises freedom and deep engagement of the self within his work’ (1971, 21). Though Beckett does not wholly subscribe to this almost romanticised notion of the artist’s journey as tending towards the sublime, Chapter 1 uses ideas pertaining to the practices of Abstract Expressionist artists alongside examples of earlier abstract art familiar to Beckett in order to unravel the ‘blooming buzzing confusion’ of Erskine’s painting in Watt.22 The similarities between Abstract Expressionism and French Symbolism, in their shared tension between intention and integrity as well as a deepening interest in the psyche, reinforce the relevance of viewing Watt through this artistic lens. In the autumn of 1888, Paul Gauguin advised fellow painter Emile Schuffenecker: ‘Do not paint too much after nature. Art is an abstraction’ (Gauguin in Chipp, Selz, and Taylor 1968, 60).23 By departing from verisimilitude, loosening the connections between lines, forms, and colours, and creating a transcendent emotiveness, Abstraction emancipated itself from the restricting rigors of artistic Realism. This style is closest to that found in Erskine’s painting and it is from this perspective that the painting, novel at large, and Beckett’s transdisciplinary process during this time, are viewed. Whilst Erskine’s painting has been discussed as part of an analysis of Watt as a comic novel (Ruby Cohn), an exploration of the absurdity of language (Rubin Rabinovitz), and as emblematic of the text’s own decentring (Lois Oppenheim), the novel has not been analysed from the perspective of Watt’s engagement with Erskine’s painting. Chapter 1, therefore, sees Watt’s experience in front of Erskine’s painting as key to understanding the novel which functions as a playful move away from Realism towards non-representational forms of expression. As Watt’s experience with the painting is embodied, the chapter draws on Martin Heidegger’s and Merleau-Ponty’s writings on how perception occurs via the body. Both philosophers claim that the individual’s experience rests upon a body that opens into a world that includes it and other human bodies. Due to his notion of Dasein, Heidegger’s position is more worldly than that of Merleau-Ponty. Heidegger is less attached to the subjectivism that necessarily remains a part of the individual’s bodily orientation towards the world and the subjectivisim that is part of Merleau-Ponty’s theory of the body. Hence, Watt’s experience with Erskine’s painting is considered in light of Heidegger’s broken hammer metaphor and Merleau-Ponty’s comments on sensory experience. Through its engagement with these philosophers, the chapter shows how Watt’s inability to find a satisfying response to the painting and the frustration that the image’s abstraction aggravates in him echo Beckett’s own struggle to articulate a response to a painting through language. 
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