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Introduction 

Paul Stewart and David Pattie

 

The impetus for this volume of essays devoted to Beckett and popular culture arose out of a certain uncanny feeling. As the following articles demonstrate, Beckett appears across a diverse range of popular culture and media in a variety of ways, but the uncanny feeling arose specifically with a quick succession of Beckett presences on different, and widely separate, occasions: Barry McGovern, a leading Beckett actor, playing the ‘dying man’ in a scene in Game of Thrones (which Hannah Simpson explores in her chapter); the presentation of Beckett’s relationship with Andre the Giant in a half-hour Sky Arts comedy, with David Threlfall as Beckett; a Beckett t-shirt bought in the Trinity College Dublin library gift-shop bearing the motto: “Dance First, Think Later. It’s the Natural Order”. No doubt there were numerous other occasions. Indeed, with the increased use of Facebook, Twitter and other social media, Beckett (or a kitten quoting Beckett) is almost a daily encounter on-line. 

The uncanny element here is that which Freud described as moments of “involuntary repetition” (1919, 237), or a concatenation of apparent coincidences that we might normally pass off as mere chance, but, “unless a man is utterly hardened and proof against the lure of superstition he will be tempted to ascribe a secret meaning to this obstinate recurrence…” (1919, 238). Certainly Beckett’s presence in popular culture, and the presence of popular culture in Beckett, is obstinate in its recurrence and the present volume is an attempt to ascribe at least some meaning, or meanings, to this phenomenon. 

Describing the encounter with Beckett in popular cultural forms as being uncanny necessarily entails a certain ambivalence; we at once feel the strangeness of this encounter, yet there is also a familiarity to it, a certain sense of Beckett belonging to this new home to which he has been brought. However, it might be more accurate to think of Beckett here in the plural. As we shall see, there is little use in trying to pin-down a single, monolithic Beckett within popular culture. Rather, we encounter several iterations, or avatars, of Beckett across a range of different media and in different cultural contexts. As Becketts emerge one can witness a process of doubling and re-doubling, which again has its uncanny counterpart. Adopting and adapting the work of Otto Rank, Freud recognizes the process whereby “doubling, dividing and interchanging the self” operates uncannily in Hoffman, and thereby notes how this doubling was initially a “preservation against extinction” or an “insurance against the destruction of the ego” (235). As Becketts double and multiply, it seems as if he is far from being in danger of extinction. Yet, as Rank argued, that which originally meant the preservation of the ego, with the initial doubling being of the mortal body into the immortal soul, becomes ultimately associated with the opposite: “From having been an assurance of immortality, [the double] becomes the ghastly harbinger of death”, as Freud puts it (235). So, whilst a proliferation of Becketts might seem to ensure his survival in a fragmented and fragmentary digital age, that process of doubling might also entail the death of Beckett as each iteration lessens or simplifies his works and a degree of ubiquity denudes what many might consider to be his uniqueness. 

However, this volume hopefully guards against, or problematizes, this ‘dumbing down’ paradigm as regards Beckett’s inclusion within popular culture, and indeed the inclusion of popular culture in Beckett. The assumption behind notions of ‘dumbing down’ rests on the binary opposition high and low culture, with the latter always the lesser term. It is this hierarchical opposition that P.J. Murphy rightly detects in S.E. Gontarski’s essay “Viva, Sam Beckett, or Flogging the Avant-Garde”. Writing during the world-wide centenary celebrations, Gontarksi wonders: “Are we in the midst of a global triumph of the avant-garde or simply witnessing its reduction to nostalgia or its assimilation into commerce and so into kitsch?” (2007, 1) Murphy here detects a “form of Adorno-type ‘degradation’ that somehow betrays the integrity (if not the ‘purity’) of Beckett’s aesthetic enterprise, that in the cultural logic of our late capitalism there has occurred a collapse of the distinctions between art and commodity” (2016, 12). Yet if one returns to Gontarski’s original essay, a more nuanced, and less binary picture might emerge. As a way to reinforce his contention that the Beckett centenary celebrations might have only amounted to a “series of ‘splendid evenings’ in the culture park” (3), Gontarski cites the following from Roland Barthes’ essay “Whose Theater? Whose Avant-Garde?”: “the bourgeoisie will recuperate [the avant-garde] altogether, ultimately putting on splendid evenings of Beckett and Audiberti (and tomorrow Ionesco, already acclaimed by humanist criticism)” (Barthes 1972, 69). The key-word here is “recuperate”, for Barthes very clearly argues that rather than an oppositional structure at work—with the bourgeoisie on one side and the avant-garde artist on the other—the avant-garde emerges from and will return to bourgeois, popular and commercial culture:

the bourgeoisie delegated some of its creators to tasks of formal subversion, though without actually disinheriting them: is it not the bourgeoisie, after all, which dispenses to avant-garde art the parsimonious support of its public, i.e., of its money? The very etymology of the term designates a portion—a somewhat exuberant, somewhat eccentric portion—of the bourgeois army (Barthes 1972, 67-8).

Notions of ‘degradation’ as the avant-garde passes into popular culture are here contested by an economy in which the avant-garde and the bourgeois are deeply intertwined, and always have been.

Indeed such oppositions as are assumed to exist between ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture, or ‘art’ and ‘commerce’ do not bear much scrutiny when one considers the specifics of cultural production. As many of the following chapters attest, it is important to pay due attention to matters of context, whether the contexts from which a text emerges, the dissemination of those texts, or in the subsequent creative uses made of those texts by others. Two of the examples with which this introduction began illustrate these points rather well. The Beckett t-shirt, with its cartoon rendering of Beckett and its misquotation of Godot, might seem a clear case of Beckett being misrepresented and lessened as his works and legacy are re-formed through commodification. Yet the context of where the t-shirt was on sale rather complicates this picture. It was in the library shop of Trinity College, Dublin—Beckett’s alma mater—and just on the other side of the quad from where a substantial archive of Beckett material is housed. The t-shirt was spotted (and bought) by one of this volume’s editors whilst lecturing at the Samuel Beckett Summer School. This conjunction within the space of a few metres reveals the economy in which ‘popular’ and ‘academic’ Becketts circulate and suggests that, rather than a binary opposition, these two supposed poles exist in a continuum. The library gift shop is undoubtedly a commercial concern but, as its website states, its commercial activities are inextricably linked to the academic work of the university as it “provid[es] much important financial support to the university’s research” (https://www.tcd.ie/commercial/gift-shop/). If one browses the catalogue for the shop—which caters for the casual tourist and those wishing to pay 149 euros for a hand-cut emerald crystal decanter with a Trinity arch motif—the University is itself engaged in a far-reaching branding exercise, as are so many higher education institutions. The largest tourist draw to the library is not, of course, Beckett, but the Book of Kells, and this high-point of Celtic Christian illustrative art can be gift-wrapped and enjoyed as a pair of socks (6 euros) or a Monks vs. Viking chess-set (249 euros). Beckett is merely one of a number of instances in which artistic creation is commoditised in the service of academic funding.

The act of buying that t-shirt places one not only as a consumer, but also as a commodity; a position underlined by Sky Arts “Samuel Beckett and Andre the Giant”, as part of its Urban Myths series (2017). Much of the charm of the piece already depends upon the supposed clash of ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture, as the enigmatic author strikes up an unusual friendship with a boy who would become a champion on the WWF (World Wrestling Foundation) circuit, and famed for his role as Fezzik in The Princess Bride (dir. Rob Reiner, 1987). However, the ‘viewer as commodity’ is apparent in Sky’s pitch to possible advertisers:

Sky Arts is a fantastic opportunity for brands to advertise on an extremely unique and interesting channel. As Britain’s only channel dedicated to the best arts programming across all genres, 24 hours a day, this really is an amazing opportunity for brands to be alongside captivating and creative content. (skymedia.co.uk) 

Sky came to prominence due to its exclusive rights to live English Premier League football, as first negotiated in 1992, and which was used to ensure a taste for subscription television across a wide spectrum of the public. Sky Arts, as can be seen above, promises access to customers who might not be reached by advertising on other, more popular, Sky channels. It is in this commercial context and in the identification of a certain ‘niche’ market that a half hour comedy based on an aspect of Beckett’s life becomes a viable proposition.

Of course, these two examples revolve around a concept of Beckett somewhat removed from the works themselves. His image and reputation are grounds enough on which to base a product, be it a television comedy or a t-shirt. This begs the question—addressed in the following chapters in a variety of ways—how the works themselves are imbricated in a vaguer, but possibly more pervasive, concept of the ‘Beckettian’, or indeed of Beckett as a “Postmodern icon”, to use P.J. Murphy’s sub-title of his and Pawliuk’s book Beckett in Popular Culture. It further begs the question as to how the academic community interacts with, or fails to interact with, these popular conceptions. 

In January 2019, three major Beckett scholars—Steven Connor, Laura Salisbury and Mark Nixon—made up the panel of experts on BBC Radio 4’s In Our Time, as hosted by Melvyn Bragg, himself a distinguished veteran arts broadcaster, both on radio and television. The basic premise of the programme is to investigate historical moments, philosophies, concepts, or works of art (literature included) with the aid of experts in the field and then to extrapolate their significance into “our time”. Bragg guides the conversation with an eye on what listeners might already know and what they might want to know about the subject at hand. According to the BBC Trust, BBC Radio 4’s “service should appeal to listeners seeking intelligent programmes in many genres which inform, educate and entertain” (BBC 2016). One might quibble that Radio 4 is not precisely popular culture, but it is the second most popular of the BBC’s radio output and, as the remit above suggests, it is meant in part to inform and educate those seeking more challenging content; in effect to ‘popularise’ and disseminate more ‘intelligent’ programming. There is often a tension within the In Our Time format between the knowledge of the experts and the line pursued by the host, Bragg, and the Beckett episode was no exception, albeit treated with unfailing courtesy. A case in point was when Mark Nixon—editor of Beckett’s German Diaries—outlined Beckett’s engagement with the political and social realities of Nazi Germany during his 1937 trip. Bragg was under the impression that Beckett had just “breezed through” Germany, but conceded: “I got a different impression from my notes. I was obviously wrong there”. The notes, one assumes, were adhering to the line whereby Beckett was apolitical, more focused on aesthetic matters, or on a universal human condition rather than on the specifics of the quotidian world; a line which has been challenged very strongly in academia in recent years. Similarly, when asked about Beckett’s legacy, Salisbury offered J.M. Coetzee and Eimear Mcbride as prime examples before Bragg intervened and brought the conversation around to “People that people know well. What about Tom Stoppard and Harold Pinter for instance?” Bragg wished to tie Beckett into a world with which his audience would be familiar, or to reinforce assumptions that the audience might have already held. 

The In Or Time episode as an attempt to popularise Beckett (in however relative a way) makes us very aware that there is no one Beckett as such and that academic conceptions of Beckett might not coincide with more widely held views. (It is beyond the scope of this book, but this raises serious concerns for the teaching of Beckett.) Yet, on a more positive note, the programme was witness to a desire to bridge the gaps between those concepts, not in a top-down declaration of a monolithic Beckett as endorsed by the academy (not that there is such a consensus anyway), but in the manner of a dialogue in which popular ‘Becketts’ can and should play a role.

 

Beckett and Postwar Popular Culture. 

 

Writing to Hilton Edwards at Radio Television Eireann on the 23rd July 1961, Beckett was rather reticent about the still relatively new technology- 

I am very unfamiliar with TV and its possibilities and so hesitate to write for this medium. And if I did I’m afraid the result would be unacceptable in Ireland. (Craig, Fehsenfeld, Gunn & Overbeck 2014, p423) 

It was not that Beckett entirely dismissed the idea of creating work for a popular medium. He had written for radio twice before (All That Fall in 1956, and Embers in 1959), and at the time the letter was composed he was at work on Words and Music, which was broadcast in 1962). Two unfinished radio texts (Roughs for Radio 1 & 2) were composed at roughly the same time, as was Beckett’s last radio play, Cascando (written in 1962 and broadcast on ORTF in 1963). His lone foray into cinema (Film, 1963) also belongs to this period; and two years after Film, Beckett had become familiar enough with the possibilities of TV to enable him to craft a script that made creative use of the limitations imposed by studio-based production (Eh Joe, 1965). 

Beckett’s partial accommodation to the technologies of popular culture was itself part of a wider cultural shift in Britain, the US, and Western Europe. After the end of WW2, the economies of the West took several years to recover; when they did, one of the main factors behind that recovery came from increases in average wages, and a concomitant increase in the availability of consumer goods and services. Spectacular economic growth in the 1950s and 60s was fueled as much by the fact that, for the first time, large numbers of people had enough money to spend on new technologies like television, and enough time to build those technologies into their everyday lives. Older media (radio, print) also benefitted from the new prosperity; those that struggled, like cinema, did so only because they were unable to compete in a cultural market that was crowded with newer, more immediately accessible sources of entertainment. 

In other words Beckett’s rise to cultural prominence coincided with, and in some ways benefitted from, changing trends in what would now be referred to as the cultural industries. As several contributions to this collection demonstrate, his work could be disseminated through a variety of new channels, and those channels could also play their part in creating an image of the author. Godot’s troubled reception was itself enough to fix an idea of Beckett as an intractably difficult and (in the words of some British theatre goers of the period) decadent example of all that was wrong in the modern world. James Knowlson’s biography notes one of the more memorable responses to the first UK tour of the play (‘This is why we lost the colonies!’) (Knowlson 1996, p415). 

As Daniel Horowitz (2012) has pointed out, one of the effects of the changing media technologies was to call previous accounts of idea of culture into question. In this new landscape, it was far more difficult to argue that culture was inherently hierarchical, or the expression of the unchanging soul of a nation, or of humanity as a whole. Culture was now a marketplace, and a battlefield on which conflicts around class, ethnicity, political affiliation and sexuality would be fought. In retrospect, the publication of T.S. Eliot’s Notes Toward the Definition of Culture in 1948 marked the point at which a particular view of culture (as the organic expression of a system of shared beliefs) began to reveal itself as untenable. Eliot’s fundamentally conservative view of culture made sense in the immediate aftermath of a conflict that seemed to call the idea of Western civilization into question. It was harder to maintain at a time when the routes through which culture could be accessed were multiplying, and where cultural outputs themselves seemed to be bound up in the operations of the market. 

Unsurprisingly, this new cultural world was treated by many 1950s critics as bewildering, homogenized, and fundamentally corrupted by the forces of commercialization. JB Priestley worried that the older, ingrained cultures of countries like England were surrendering to the forces of what Priestley called ‘Admass’- a compound noun, connoting both the overwhelming cultural presence of advertising, and a mass public willing to be seduced by it. Theodor Adorno was similarly worried about the impact of what he termed ‘the culture industry’- an extension of the forces of capitalism into the cultural sphere. For Adorno, mass cultural forms were inherently bound up in the operations of the market; in place of the complex challenges that art could offer, mass cultural forms offered something standardized, easily assimilable, and designed to satisfy the most basic wants and desires. An artist like Beckett was valuable because his work implicitly resisted the simplicities of mass art; Beckett was both the latest link in the chain of Western high culture, and the only artist who recognized that, in the wake of WW2, Western high culture was itself untenable. 

As noted above, Beckett himself began to create work for radio, film and television from the mid-1950s onward; at the same time, the cultural status of new technologies, and the popular cultural forms associated with them, began to change. Richard Hoggart, writing in 1957, might have inveighed against contemporary youth’s preference for American music and film over the culture of their communities, but elsewhere (in the French film journal Cahiers de Cinema, for example) exactly the same cultural artefacts were discussed as works of high art that used the tropes and conventions of a popular form. Such revisionism was not confined to critical writing about culture; the development of popular music in the 1960s can be thought of as an exercise in practical revisionism- genres and artists whose work could be classed either as more consciously artistic, or as closer to the lived reality of their audience, came to be treated with the same veneration as the icons of Western high culture. By the end of the 1960s, the idea that popular culture could itself be a marker of value (albeit in a system that was constrained by capitalism), while not completely accepted, was at least beginning to gain credence. As it did, the idea of a monolithic mass culture, imposed from above on the unsuspecting public, began to change. Raymond Williams reframed culture as the material expression of social and political forces; Stuart Hall’s work suggested that popular cultural texts weren’t blindly accepted by their audience, but that they were the site of cultural struggle- and, as such (for a Marxist like Hall) at least potentially open to transformative or utopian interpretation. 

In other words, both in theory and in practice, the idea of popular culture was changing, even as Beckett took his first tentative steps toward popular cultural media. A hierarchical idea of the separation of artistically nourishing high culture, as opposed to the always already debased culture fed to the masses through print, television, film, music and radio, was gradually being replaced by the idea of culture as the ground on which the relative value of differing experiences of the world was fought out. This change was already well under way before the advent of postmodern critiques of contemporary culture in the 1970s and 80s; it also slightly predated the development of critiques drawn from the experiences of communities in subaltern positions (whether allied to the rise of feminist and gender theory, queer theory, colonial and postcolonial studies, and so on). All of these critiques have found their place in Beckett studies; but it is worth bearing in mind that the complex, shifting discourses these studies described were also discourses that affected our perception of the relative value of all cultural artefacts. 

In this complex world, the image of Beckett was subject to processes of interpretation that, it could be argued, were unique to the time in which he lived. We have moved from the idea of culture as hierarchy to the idea of culture as an interweaving network of practices and interpretations. Images and texts drawn from what Adorno would see as the most recondite (and therefore intrinsically valuable) high cultural texts are now transmissible through the channels that new media technologies have opened up; the ubiquity of the internet has served only to speed up a process that had already begun when Beckett was first finding a measure of fame. 

Beckett, therefore, occupies a rather paradoxical position in relation to popular culture; on the one hand, his work clearly derives from the traditions of the Western canon, in both prose and drama, but on the other he has become iconic (as the opening section of this introduction demonstrates) at a time when there are more channels available through which iconic images could reach a wider audience. He is an exemplar of the Western avant-garde and an endlessly recyclable popular culture trope, at a time when popular culture itself no longer carries the same connotations as it did at the end of the Second World War. The essays in this collection deal, in various ways, with the implications of this transformation; Beckett himself as marketable commodity, Beckett’s influence on the work of popular cultural writers and performers, Beckett’s presence in popular TV programmes and in memes, and Beckett as a presence in the complex cultural landscape that we inhabit. Taken together, they chart a transformation in the cultural positioning of an artist like Beckett. In the 1950s his work could be treated as the last word in wilful modernist obscurity, and as such, as the antithesis of commercialised mass culture. By 2015, the tennis player Stan Wawrinka had a Beckett quote (the ubiquitous extract from Worstward Ho- ‘Ever tried. Ever Failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better.’ (Beckett 2009, 81)) tattooed on his arm. In the sixty-odd years between the 1950s and 2015, not only had Beckett’s cultural importance grown, but the routes through which his work could embed itself in culture had changed fundamentally. The essays in this collection, taken together, chart the development of those routes of cultural transmission. 

 

Intersections with Popular Culture

 

The present volume is arranged in broadly chronological order, moving from the use of popular culture in the works and their dissemination, to popular cultural appropriations and adaptations.

It is part of the argument of this book that Beckett’s work has always been imbricated within popular culture. Indeed, to take just the example of cinema, the Cinematograph Volta—Dublin’s first cinema and one in which Joyce was among the prime movers—opened in December 1909; just three years after Beckett’s birth. At the other extreme, Atari’s first gaming console, the 2600 or VCS, was released in 1977; a full twelve years before Beckett’s death. Between those dates, popular media forms—be they magazine, television, radio, pop-songs of a bewildering variety, or more latterly the Internet— grew with remarkable speed and became the staple cultural forms for the majority, despite local and regional differences. All this, of course, is happening in parallel to, and intersecting with, Beckett’s own career. So, whilst it might be tempting to consider the use of Beckett in popular culture as a posthumous business of appropriation, the dates, and many of the following chapters, suggest rather more of a synergy.

In “Sad Rags in Fancy Dress”, John Pilling traces the plethora of popular cultural references in Beckett’s earliest works. Although Pilling seems to offer almost an exhaustive catalogue of popular song in Dream of Fair to Middling Women, the point is rather that the surface has barely been scratched. Noting that pop music forms were in many respects designed as ephemera—here today and gone the next—Pilling argues that Beckett was drawn to “such eminently forgettable things [that are] never quite forgotten”. His chapter also enjoins readers to reconfigure the cultural context in which Beckett operated, allowing us to see Beckett in a world of Gilbert and Sullivan, Al Jolson, The Marx Brothers, and Marlene Dietrich falling in love yet again.

In their two contributions, Pim Verhulst and Jonathan Bignell place Beckett in the business of the dissemination of his work via the popular media of radio and television respectively. Equally importantly, both chapters address the cultural value attached to certain broadcasters and how they sought to gain further cultural capital from an association with Beckett. In return, Beckett might hope to gain a much broader audience for his work beyond the limited scope of theatrical performance. Verhulst focuses on the first BBC production of All The Fall, as aired on the Third Programme in 1957. He notes that the text itself mixes ‘low’ and ‘high’ cultural references (on the one hand Dante; on the other a ‘saucy’ sea-side postcard style of humour) and that the BBC had hoped that the play would be a ‘cross-over’ success and would find favour beyond the ‘elite’ of the Third’s audience. The failure of the play to do this allows Verhulst to consider whether Beckett’s first foray into mass media was actually as much a success as has often been thought and whether he did indeed manage “to strike a perfect balance between popular and minority culture”.

Taking a “historiographic and contextual approach to the appearance of Godot on Sunday daytime commercial television”, Bignell opens up a rarely considered context for Beckett: ITV, the UK independent, commercial broadcasting network whose very existence depended on the advertising of mainly “mass-market commodities such as household cleaning products, petrol, cigarettes, toothpaste or confectionary”. Bignell draws on a variety of sources to recreate the milieu into which Beckett was placed, including church services and DIY programmes with which he shared the schedules. By so doing, it is possible to see “Beckett’s drama in the context of a time of dynamic and exciting instability in British culture, when the categories of the popular and the elite were being contested”. 

With the respective chapters of Dilks and Baxter, the cultural context shifts, as both contributors examine how Beckett was positioned in relation to the ‘underground’ or counter-cultural movements within the U.K. and U.S.. Dilks details how Beckett’s publishers—with Calder following the lead of Rosset—garnered Beckett’s supposedly reclusive image to their advantage by an active approach, thus “increasing publicity and expanding sales by using newspapers, magazines, public lectures, dramatic readings, and high-profile exhibitions and forums”. The absence of Beckett in person nevertheless saw him become a cultural icon, especially through the work of collaborators such as Jack MacGowran, whose series of one-man shows (often billed as “evenings with Beckett”) and subsequent audio and visual recordings were immensely successful. Finally, Dilks argues that the efforts of Francis Warner to (unsuccessfully) build an underground Beckett theatre beneath the quad of St. Peter’s College, Oxford, saw Beckett being embraced at the highest levels of British academic and artistic life. At the same time he also “occupied a comfortable space alongside Beat generation writers, pornographers, self-proclaimed junkies, and others associated with backstreet subculture” as promoted by Rosset’s Evergreen Review. 

James Baxter’s chapter offers a more in-depth analysis of the Evergreen Review and its promotion of Beckett in the U.S. This Rosset-led magazine, Baxter argues, “provides an unparalleled insight into the countercultural terrain in which Beckett was uneasily situated”. Rather as Bignell does for Beckett on ITV, Baxter places Beckett alongside other, perhaps more surprising, cultural products as he meticulously details and analyses the content of those magazine editions in which Beckett appeared or was advertised. Thus, Beckett is not only juxtaposed with Beats such as Kerouac and Ginsberg, but also the comic strips Barberella and Phoebe Zeit-Geist, and an article on the cultural impact of James Dean. Yet, as Baxter argues, Beckett’s position within this counter-cultural space was not always unambiguous, especially as the supposedly high-minded wish to defend art from censorship that initially motivated the magazine changed over time into a desire to titillate the audience with forms that were considered by some as pseudo-pornographic, and certainly questionable in terms of gender representation. 

Beckett within the realms of magazines and comics, and especially within the graphic novel Maus by Art Spiegelman, is the focus of Paul Stewart’s chapter. After assessing the shifting cultural value of the graphic novel in general, Stewart examines Beckett’s overt presence in Maus and argues for a similarity in aesthetic and ethical concerns between the two authors, alongside an Adorno-inspired reading of popular culture itself. However, as Spiegelman’s only direct quotation from Beckett is the highly memorable, yet highly contentious dictum “Every word is an unnecessary stain on silence and nothingness”, Stewart traces the evolution of this dubious quotation as it arose from an ‘interview’ with John Gruen in 1964 which was then revised in a Vogue Magazine article of 1970, thus suggesting a ‘Beckett’ not of the works themselves, but one arising from popular cultural conceptions

The dissemination of such dubious Beckett attributions has been accelerated by the Internet, as Ken Alba’s examination of Beckett and meme culture makes clear. Alba trawls the Net to focus on new contextualisations of Beckett in text and picture based memes as well as twitter-bot generated pastiches of Beckett works. These new contexts, or after-texts, destabilise a single authorial identity in ways that are reminiscent of the fragmentations within Beckett’s actual texts, Alba argues. Whilst this might be regretted by some, Alba contends that Beckett’s diverse Internet presence allows us to re-imagine Beckett’s actual texts as themselves being a “network … with each text linked by the memes, the motifs, the language moves, that unify them”.

Mark Schreiber extends the volume’s assessment of Beckett in digital media with an analysis of audio-visual, YouTube and video game adaptations of, and reactions to, his works. Rather than seeing these adaptations as somehow anomalous appropriations of Beckett, Schreiber argues that such adaptations attest to “the extreme potency of Beckett’s writing for multi-media, multi-genre, multi-dimensional re-imaginations and re-workings”. He traces an aesthetic trajectory from Beckett’s earliest concerns with the possibilities and difficulties of linguistic expression, through his painterly concern for image and work in early video forms, to suggest that this aesthetic is perfectly suited to the strengths of modern digital media. 

Anna Douglass deepens our understanding of Beckett in the digital age by exclusively considering the video game. By focusing on the “aesthetics of failure” in Beckett and the game Getting Over It With Bennett Foddy, Douglass argues that failure is a fundamental basis of the video game experience. However, in the majority of games, failure is provisional (one can get past the level on which one is stuck as long as one practices or acquires the right tools), whereas Foddy deliberately incorporates absolute failure into Getting Over It, whereby all the progress that has been made can be utterly lost. Although Beckett and Foddy work in different media, and decades apart, both artists see failure “not as merely an outcome to be avoided, but as an inevitability and an experience worth enduring”. Douglass highlights the experiential quality of Beckett and Foddy for the audience and gamers respectively; an experience that gives rise to frustration shading towards loathing, but also to a strange form of compulsion.

New media contexts for Beckett, and the often negative reaction to such appropriations, forms the basis of Hannah Simpson’s detailed analysis of the appearance of Barry McGovern in an episode of Game of Thrones; an episode that bears the unmistakable traces of Beckett’s oeuvre. Crucially, Simpson goes on to argue that a purely post-modern collapsing of ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture needs to be supplemented by Henry Jenkins’s “theorising of fandom and fan-writing as an alternative model that likewise interrogates the dynamics of authorial mastery and forms of cultural engagement in a more medium-specific context”. The Beckett academic, or “industry authority” as Simpson coins them, should be included within such a category of the fan-writer, hence leading to an awareness of the privileged position such Beckett scholars enjoy and a “more clear-sighted perspective on their own impact on the interaction between Beckett and popular culture”.

The similarity of “affectless conversations” coupled with transgressive violence in Beckett’s novels and the films of Coen Brothers is the basis for Selvin Yaltır’s chapter. Drawing on Blanchot’s concept of the “everyday”, Yaltır draws compelling parallels between the Coens and Beckett in how the repetition of apparently banal conversations focusing on the most mundane of aspects creates an aura of “mystification”, or a sense of significance that is never properly articulated. Intertwined with such mundane banter, violence erupts as a possible form of revelation. Yaltır’s method, which is finely tuned to the cadences and affect of speech, itself becomes an attempt to properly articulate the significance of what is often perceived to be a ‘Beckettian ring’ to the Coens’ dialogue. By extension, the chapter offers one method through which other ill-defined but instinctively felt Beckett influences on contemporary works might be approached.

David Pattie assess the intersections between Beckett and popular music, via the oeuvre of Nick Cave. Although the differences in the media adopted by Beckett and Cave couldn’t be more divergent, Pattie argues that both artists’ work “is heavily inflected by the performative rhetoric of faith”, without necessarily any truth value attached to the religious itself. Using Kierkegaard’s Either/Or and a notion of “haunted longing” derived from it, Pattie outlines a shared aesthetic between Cave and Beckett; an aesthetic marked by the impossibility of transcendence coupled with the constant need to attempt some form of the transcendental.

Forming an end-piece to the volume, Jo Baker, the author of A Country Road, A Tree—a novel based on Beckett’s war-time experiences—discusses her own experiences of ‘high’ and ‘low’ cultural value within the business of publishing and how Beckett might be viewed in such a context. As interviewed by Paul Stewart, Baker engages with the literary and popular heritage of Beckett, how the institutions of Beckett scholarship and cultural value associated with him were negotiated, and how her ‘appropriation’ of such an iconic figure was reacted to, for better or worse.
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Sad Rags in Fancy Dress: Early Beckettian Burlesques

John Pilling

 

Never wholly free from aspersions that his real forte was backing into the limelight, Beckett liked to insist—as in a letter to Alan Schneider—that ‘success’ and ‘failure’ were much of a muchness so far as he himself was concerned (Beckett 2011, 594). Unable successfully to avoid the fact that he, too, was box office in the quid pro quo way his writings were— ‘getting known’ having become more of a fact than the irony enshrined on Krapp’s tapes—Beckett seems to have increasingly consoled himself with the thought that at least he would not always have to be around to deal with the demands which fame seemed determined to confer on him. He could largely adopt the high-minded view that reputations were made and unmade by nothing more discriminating than ‘market forces’ and merely momentary imperatives. “I am exhorted”, he had reflected ruefully in Proust, “not merely to try the aperient of the Shepherd, but to try it at seven o’clock” (Beckett 1965, 17). How very trying he found this kind of thing is even present where we might least expect to find it, for example in the travestied advertising slogan “smoke more fruit”, line 18 in the 1931 poem “Enueg II” (Beckett 2012, 9). Advertising is not my theme here, but Beckett was never wholly immune to advertisements for himself, or at least for his ability to make much of little, and almost always more than the little seemed capable of contributing to some ‘higher’ purpose. A number of cases in point involve what Beckett tried to make out of the popular music of his time, the kind of thing you might find yourself humming in an idle moment, or whistling to keep your spirits up whilst waiting for a bus or a train (or someone called Godot) seemingly determined not to arrive. Disposable culture, before the idea that what could be disposed of was just another cultural manifestation. Stuff which, precisely because of its once having been fashionable, runs the very real risk of being one day utterly forgotten. Music ‘for a while’, as it were, music which never supposed, or was never produced with the idea that, its posterity would last. Something to pass the time which, as Beckett’s people know only too well, would have passed anyway. Where I look for it—prior to broadening the focus to include the novel which Beckett had hoped might be a hit, but which failed to sell enough copies to avoid being remaindered (Murphy, and not once but twice)—is where Beckett began, or very close to his creative point of origin: the ultimately jettisoned novel Dream of Fair to Middling Women (hereafter Dream), written in 1931-1932. All the examples cited reflect Beckett’s fascination with metamorphosis, especially in his pre-war, predominantly ‘English’, career. (For a surprisingly Beckettian contemporary response to what Arsene in Watt calls “the reversed metamorphosis. The Laurel into Daphne. The old thing where it always was, back again” [Beckett 2009c, 36; my emphasis], see Lemire 2019 and the annotated entry in the References below.)

“Is there”—Beckett (or “Mr Beckett”) asks himself about halfway through Dream—“as much as the licked shadow of a note there that can be relied on for two minutes? Is there? There may be” (1992, 115). The “note” here, or rather “there”, is pitched typically in the form of a question not obviously answerable by anyone other than the questioner, and becomes in any case a note prolonged (or sustained) for a second or two more than might be expected. This perhaps lends a modicum of credence to the notion that indeed “There may be” more to this than meets the eye, or meets the ear, given that there is no obvious way of determining whether this makes it a kind of metaphorical footnote, or whether it is meant to be ‘heard’, more like a “note” played on an instrument than a “note” of the kind which might end up in a notebook. The double dealing here typifies how Dream is always keeping its options open, so much so that as a totality its component parts threaten to split asunder, reducing it to fragments: an outcome which may only be a ‘Question of degree’ (as ‘B’ would say to ‘D’, Disjecta, 138), but which comes to seem equally a ‘Question of kind’ in the longer run. Another way of saying this is to register that instrumentality of any utilitarian kind is absolutely absent from Dream: a text trying hard to be as “ramshackle” as possible (Beckett 1992, 139). In musical terms, just about everything in the novel is a false note, and of course Beckett was writing within earshot of studying Twelfth Night during his first two years as an undergraduate (in French and Italian) at Trinity College Dublin. Like Orsino at the outset of that play, Beckett could not resist the ‘charm’ of succumbing to fatigue before he had really got going, such that any harmony which might eventuate could be disavowed as “surfeit”, sickening the appetite in so doing.

There are numerous instances of musical reference scattered here and there in Dream, as for example the spectral survival of an old song from Napoleonic times (apparently first published in Dublin in 1791), “The girl I left behind me”: a catchy ditty, once heard hard to forget, but sufficiently trivial in the Beckettian scheme of things for him to turn it inside out, so to speak. Here, leaving the original behind, it is the girl who is leaving: the Smeraldina, on a boat from Dun Laogháire’s Carlyle Pier (5), with Belacqua the boy (for once, as it were, not the “principal boy” [38]) left behind. Later in the novel this same song—Dream being rather dream-like in its “never one without two” scenarios (11; 203; etc.)—gets back to where it ‘should’ be and rights itself. But later, with Belacqua returning to Paris from near Vienna, Beckett speaks of “the girls he left behind him” as if intending to suggest that the Smeraldina would have been hard put to tolerate quite so many of them, most of them no doubt wholly imaginary conquests of little or no substance. The Smeraldina, it should be said, has typically arrogated to herself a freedom which she would hardly be keen to extend to Belacqua, having half-encouraged other suitors in his absence, and having chosen to turn a blind eye to her father’s frequent recourse to the brothels in Kassel, often with her intended in tow. Girls, we are almost obliged to infer, have to leave girlhood behind, and will themselves have to be left behind, whether they be “fair” or “middling”, and especially if they aren’t the sort of girl you can take home to mother with any confidence, although the Smeraldina seems to have passed that test without undue effort. In any event it is “always a question here below” (123; 185-186), although we are not told this in so many words, of moving on, from one place to another, and from one relationship to another.

Beckett was from the outset fond of old, and often somewhat frowsy, touchstones to which he could give, if not so much a new lease of life, then a different kind of liveliness, one more closely keyed in, perhaps, to the harsher realities of life as it had to be lived, rather than life as it might be more pleasant to live it. The field of popular song was almost limitless in this connection, orientated as it tended almost exclusively to be towards love, love and more love—‘love love love’ as thuddingly prominent in the 1936 poem “Cascando”: love endlessly speaking its name without ever really articulating what mattered most, or simply subsiding into one of those things that had seemed to matter for a time, only to fade into the background. This is one reason why the love letter from Jem Higgins to the Alba reads, and indeed re-reads, better than the letter sent by the Smeraldina from Kassel to Dublin, even though Beckett decided that the latter would still be recyclable, or could earn a kind of repeat fee, as “The Smeraldina’s Billet Doux” in the short story collection of 1934, More Pricks Than Kicks (Beckett, 2010).

Jem Higgins is a Jack the Lad of the rough-hewn sporty type, no doubt at his happiest in the scrum for Bective Rangers—his position is ‘hooker’ (“I lead the forwards you know”, 154)—but smitten with the infinitely more sophisticated Alba, a blue-stocking with the beginnings of a drink problem. Jem is the first to admit that he has few expressive skills—he is much less of a ‘gem’ than she is—and is therefore more than ready to resort to the tired old platitudes of popular songs in his attempt to make some kind of impression on a suit he half-knows is a hope forlorn. Some of these platitudes (“Body and Soul”, for one) are not all that old (1930 for the Green and Heyman hit which is still a classic of jazz today), with Irving Berlin’s “I’ll be loving you always” of 1926 obviously also having had many a spin on the Jem Higgins gramophone, as if ‘always’ really meant always, despite the very nearly unavoidable implication that it almost never does. Where Jem might have picked up yet more romantic lumber—“never again to part” and “never knew what love could be…”—perhaps matters less than our registering that “never” (like “always”) is an absurdly absolute claim of total commitment in an interpersonal area inevitably fraught with difficulty and frequently involving more effort than turns out to have been justified. What Jem principally has in mind—which he would no doubt sooner conceal, but which his taste in music dooms him to disclose—comes by way of another song title: “if I had my way” (152). The song had words by Lou Klein and music by James Kendis; it was first recorded in 1913, but had been re-recorded in 1931, in good time for Dream, by the extremely popular Mills Brothers. Popular music, historically at least, was never exactly backwards in coming forwards, but has understandably always been careful to finesse its real-life impulses into more easily accepted clichés specially crafted to avoid the imputation that they might deprave or corrupt.

The strategy here is part of a thoroughgoing ‘revaluation’ of words no longer meaning what their wordsmith intended them to mean. The whole point of Beckett invoking, for example, “Just a song at twilight” (202; another doublet of a kind, since it is also known as “Love’s old sweet song”) is to imply that this is a song no longer so very sweet and not quite as it might have seemed to be “of old”. This is, aptly enough given one of its titles, a much older song (1884; music by James Lynam Molloy, lyric by G Clifton Bingham) than any of the hits remembered or half-remembered by Jem Higgins. And so is the ditty whistled by the consumptive postman, “Roses are blooming in Picardy” (Haydn Wood and Fred Weatherly, 1916), a surprisingly positive and bizarrely inappropriate survival from the mud and slaughter of Flanders, So, too, “Dick Deadeye”—every element in which would have appealed to Beckett—whistled up from Gilbert and Sullivan’s 1878 operetta H M S Pinafore. (I return to ‘G and S’ later.) This group of examples suggests that all that really mattered to Beckett was that there should be somebody out there—at least one member of the general public—who would pick up the allusion, which was bound to be the case if the material was popular enough or current enough. It was a strategy which could only go wrong, or could only have gone wrong, if the novel failed to strut its stuff in its fanciest dress. In the event, one of many ironies which this most ironic of novels could not anticipate, Dream was never going to get the opportunity to test out the general public’s capacity to hum along with it: no publisher was to take it on.
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