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This book is dedicated to Professor Harald W. Fawkner whose teaching of phenomenology opened a new perspective on the world to me. 

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Every true faith is infallible. It performs what the believing person hopes to find in it. But it does not offer the least support for the establishing of an objective truth. Here the ways of men divide. If you wish to strive for peace of soul and happiness, then believe; if you wish to be a disciple of truth, then inquire. 

Friedrich Nietzsche
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Introduction

Those … who believe that they either speak or are silent, or do anything from a free decision of the mind, dream with open eyes.

Spinoza, Ethics 

 

Have you ever tried to hide your sobs in the theatre? Become so excited or embarrassed that you could not keep still, or been suspended between tears and laughter when reading? Then you would have sensed the deep interconnections between body and mind that “marks a body’s belonging to a world of encounters” (Seigworth and Gregg 2010, 2). Affect means, “to have a material effect on; to make a material impression on; to influence, move, touch” (OED v3), Pre-verbal and unformed, affect resides in sensations yet to be cognised, seizing our whole sensorium. Affected, we are moved to respond even before we have time to think and as human beings we are therefore always responding to more than we are consciously aware of. That is to say, our engagements with the world are not merely dependent on our minds’ processing and evaluating the various situations we encounter, but on our bodies’ immersion in time and space. 

A key element in Samuel Beckett’s theatre, affect is equal to, yet profoundly different from, language. The plays set up and organise encounters between audiences and various non-linguistic elements emerging, for instance through the tensions, directions, and rhythms of the characters’ bodies on stage. The sounds of characters rhythmically moving or the visual spacing of their bodies are therefore as important as anything the characters say. Beckett’s dramas are phenomenological presentations experimenting with the form of expression. The aim of these formal experiments is to intervene in the processes of signification and meaning-making before the mediating operations of language have emerged to take control. As a result, Beckett’s theatre of affect prompts audiences to forge attachments with the stage presentations beyond the level of language. In the pages that follow, I will move on to suggest not only that the integration of sense and sense-making in Beckett’s dramas is an important aspect of the corporeal turn towards a theatre of affect, but also that the reconfiguration of the aesthetic object taking place through this integration of body and mind has profound implications for the production of meaning in the context of performance.

About the Title

The notion of affect referred to in the first section of the title of this book derives partly from Antonin Artaud’s The Theatre and its Double (1938), and partly from Gilles Deleuze’s philosophical examination of experience in Cinema I (1983), and Cinema II (1985). The theatre’s power to affect is central to Artaud’s theatre of cruelty, which aims at shaking audiences out of their complacency. According to James Knowlson Beckett, admits to having read Artaud “for the occasional blaze”, as he put it (Beckett quoted in Knowlson 2003, 107). However, Deleuze’s understanding of the body as technology also provides important insights into the organisation and production of affect in this context. 

The subtitle, then, alludes to the reconfiguration of the aesthetic object taking place in and through Beckett’s increased involvement with the staging of his dramas. Beckett’s dramatic work testifies to his long-standing awareness of the ‘carnal roots’ of meaning-making, and the subtitle aims at this apparent responsiveness to embodied cognition. More specifically, this is done through alluding to Maxine Sheets-Johnstone’s book, The Corporeal Turn: An Interdisciplinary Reader (2009), which insightfully explores the interconnections between body and mind. 

Keeping both these approaches in mind therefore, the first part of the title of my book hints at the effect of Beckett’s drama to affect beyond words, whereas the second part points to the means of its production. In short, what the title is meant to suggest is that the theatre of affect aims at the ‘nerves’ of its audiences and that it does so through engaging the body in performance. My aim is to account for the transition from page to stage; a shift which necessitates foregrounding the body in performance. Taken as a technology within the ‘ecology’ of performance, the body is instrumental to Beckett’s reconfiguration of the artistic object. The notion of ecology is here meant to suggest that a performance is much more than the words on the page; it is an assemblage of various elements (sound, lighting, costume, dialogue, gesture etc.) that combine to make up the presentation. Notably, it is precisely the shift from merely attending to the words on the page, to actually taking the body into consideration that provides Beckett with the means to create his theatre of affect.

Why Affect Theory?

One of the first modes of theorising affect derives from Silvan Tomkins’s “psychobiology of differential affects”, which situates affect ‘inside’ the perceiving subject (Greg and Seigworth 2010, 5). According to Tomkins, affects constitute the primary motivators of human behaviour and so define who we are (1962). The affects comprise, for example, fear, anger, anxiety, surprise, curiosity, joy or shame to name but a few and, essentially, our (re-) actions are conditioned by such non-conscious, innate, reflexive and autonomous responses to the world.1 Affect, then, “is the name we give to those forces—visceral forces beneath, alongside, or generally other than conscious knowing, vital forces beyond emotion—that serve to drive us toward movement, toward thought and extension” (Seigworth and Gregg 2010, 1). While this perspective has generated many interesting and influential studies, for instance Eve Sedgwick and Adam Frank’s study “Shame in the Cyberetic Fold” (1995), my use of the term affect in this book is more aligned with the other major vector in affect theory, namely the one deriving from Gilles Deleuze’s “Spinozist ethology of bodily capacities” (Gregg and Seigworth 2010, 5). In his geometric treatise on human knowledge, Ethics (1725), Benedict Spinoza, a key-figure in contemporary affect theory, maintains that “no one knows how, or by what means, the mind moves the body” (1996, 72). For Descartes, man is “an animal perhaps in body but a being other and separated from other animals through mind” (Grosz 2011, 12); against Descartes’s mind-body dualism, however, Spinoza argues for the interdependence of body and mind, suggesting that the only reason human beings believe they are free, is because they are “conscious of [their] actions, and ignorant of the causes by which they are determined” (1996, 73). This condition of our ‘human, all too human’ situation is also at the core of Samuel Beckett’s dramatic presentations, where characters typically are not free to decide or act, whether figuratively or literally (as they often cannot move), and generally lack the cognitive capacity to evaluate their situations. Importantly, however, I am not arguing that Beckett’s drama operates entirely outside the realms of language, cognition or emotion. Rather, what I am suggesting is that Beckett’s theatre of affect, affects in the sense that it places an almost ethical demand on the audience to forge attachments with all the intensities and sensations that emerge in performance, and that this is done through the emphasis on the body. Beckett’s reconfiguration of the aesthetic object entails a shift away from ‘meaning’ towards ‘experience’, and in this process the nature and status of language is also under revision—as evidenced by the many stage directions separating action from words and specifying the quality and pace of movement and speech. The body’s power to affect resides in the way various modulations of the body are recognised and felt as significant by spectators. Even if the specificity of such articulations or energetic nuances cannot always be linguistically mapped, this does not mean that, for instance, mobility and immobility or the sounds or visions of bodies on stage are not subconsciously noted and (subsequently) cognised in precise ways. Such (aesthetic) experiences clearly have the capacity to convey precise meanings to the experiencing subject (however construed). In fact, as Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht points out: even “language, above all spoken language, has a physical reality … [and as] ‘a physical reality, spoken language not only touches and affects our acoustic sense, but our bodies in their entirety’” (2014, 4).2 Language is, therefore, much more than merely the words and their semantic content. Rather, we “perceive language as the light touch of sound on our skin, even if we cannot understand what its words are supposed to mean” (Gumbrecht 2014, 4). By analogy, the theatre of affect allows Beckett to overcome the postmodern impasse of language; an impasse seemingly derived from the failure to recognise that “life is hermeneutic through and through” (Kearney 2015, 99). Clearly, Beckett seems to have been well aware of such aspects of the stage presentation, and it would therefore appear that there is much to be said in favour of approaching Beckett’s dramatic work within the framework of affect theory. Anthony Uhlmann is one of relatively few to address this issue in “Expression and Affect in Kleist, Beckett and Deleuze” (2005). In addition, the collection Beckett and Deleuze (2015), edited by S.E. Wilmer and Audroné Žukauskaité, as well as S. E. Gontarski’s introduction to The Edinburgh Companion to Samuel Beckett and the Arts (2014), and his more recent Creative Involution: Bergson, Beckett, Deleuze (2015) convincingly demonstrate the value of using affect theory to illuminate Beckett’s work. Notably, also, as Rónán McDonald perceptively points out, “the historical Beckett that has emerged from the ‘grey canon’ can be used to buttress readings of his work attuned to form, affect and the phenomenology of reading” (2017, 118). In this context, I would also specifically like to mention Derek Attridge, who in a recent contribution to The Journal of Beckett Studies examines “the event of reading” The Unnamable as an engaging, “painful, [yet] pleasurable experience”, rather than “a mental exercise” (2017, 20). In fact, Attridge rhetorically asks, perhaps “the world of Beckett studies” may have, for some time, “been overlooking” one important reason why Beckett’s work has generated so much research, namely its potential to create such “extraordinary experiences” for its readers and spectators (2017, 12).

In the past few decades, a growing interest in affect theory has inspired literary scholars to reconfigure the role of the body in literature, thereby challenging discursive perspectives on cognition (perspectives that have tended to overlook the extent to which sense and sense-making are intrinsically interconnected), as evidenced, for example, by the recent Palgrave Studies in Affect Theory and Literary Criticism-series, in which the first contribution, Jean-François Vernay’s The Seduction of Fiction: A Plea for Putting Emotions Back into Literary Interpretation (2016) seeks to account for affect theory’s explanatory potential to address literature’s power of affect. 

The ‘affective turn’ in literary criticism is partly derived from the “critique of humanism formulated by poststructuralism … [which] targeted specifically the assumption about the ‘Human’ that is implied in the theory and practice of the academic humanities” (Braidotti 2016, 10). Yet, as Patricia T. Clough points out, a more precise description would perhaps be that the affective turn “extended discussions … begun under the influence of poststructuralism and deconstruction”: “Affect and emotion, after all, point just as well as poststructuralism and deconstruction do to the subject’s discontinuity with itself” (2010, 206). What affect theory contributes to this re-evaluation of the aim and scope of the object of knowledge in the humanities is, therefore, that it restores critical focus from the systemic to the local, that is, it shifts critical focus from meaning as the product of cultural coding, to the significance of experience as qualitative sensing and thus as a material, embodied, yet tacit dimension of (cultural) meaning. It could therefore be said that affect theory offers a useful terminology with which to critique the “narrow, and yet totalizing understanding of hermeneutics” (Gumbrecht 2014, 2). Indeed, as Gumbrecht points out: “[s]hould it really be the core function of literature, in all its different forms and tones, to draw its reader’s attention, over and over again, to the all too familiar view that language cannot refer” (2014, 2)? By contrast, affect theory makes possible a critique of the dominant position that literary works above all need to be interpreted to be understood. It could even be said that the affective turn in literature seeks to recover the body from the shadows of consciousness to which it was relegated by the “hermeneutic turn”, which in the 1960s embraced language and the faculty of the mind at the expense of the body and embodied cognition (Kearney 2015, 100). Equipped with the conceptual tools afforded by affect theory, scholars have been studying the implications of this marginalisation of the body from various disciplines within the humanities: for instance, the inherent anti-biologism in theoretical “scientism” and its implications for literary analysis (Sedgwick and Frank 1995); and the conceptual displacement of the sensing body in cultural theory (Massumi 1995; 2002). 

However, the reconfiguration of the body has also led to a reconfiguration of the human subject and its relation to the world of objects. For example, Jane Bennett has addressed the political implications of recognising the “vitality intrinsic to materiality” (2010, 3), and affect theory has also been used to problematise the conceptual image of the body as a stable unity, offering in its stead an account of how the body emerges in the ecology of experience (Manning 2013). Still others, of these most prominently Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, have noted literature’s capacity to enfold readers in atmospheric and aesthetic conditions thereby helping them to access such dimensions of art as have hitherto seemingly been hiding in plain sight (2004; 2011; 2012). Gumbrecht’s proposed “typology … between ‘meaning cultures’ and ‘presence cultures’” (2012, 3), here offers a highly productive perspective on Beckett’s theatre of affect, and I will return to these ideas in order to address the relationship between ‘meaning-effects’ and ‘presence-effects’ in Beckett’s theatre of affect; a relationship characterised by the undulating distribution of ‘meaning’ and ‘presence’-components, “which depend on the materiality (i.e. on the mediatic modality) of the aesthetic object” (Gumbrecht 2004, 109).3 

Last, but not least, affect theory offers a useful perspective from which to address the interdependence between the artwork and its audience. For example, Brian Massumi and Erin Manning’s collaborative book Thought in the Act (2014) presents insightful perspectives on the connections between expression and experience by means of which the interconnections between sense and sense-making in Beckett’s drama could be fruitfully addressed. In this book Massumi and Manning also theorise the “generative environment” of embodied cognition, suggesting that “every practice is a mode of thought, already in the act. To dance: a thinking in movement. To paint: a thinking through colour” (Massumi and Manning 2014, vii). This way of understanding “the fragile difference between different modes of thinking” has profound consequences for the understanding also for Massumi and Manning’s own practice of philosophy: “to write philosophically is not to cast a predefined conceptual trawlnet into the waters of an outside practice. It is more like dipping into the same creative pond” (Ibid., viii). Although neither of them specifically discuss Beckett’s work, their way of engaging the complex relationship between modes of aesthetic thinking and experience resonate strongly with Beckett’s concern with the problem of artistic expression and with the nature and status of the aesthetic object.

What I propose, then, is that Beckett’s assault against language is made possible through the thematising of experience as a mode of encountering presence, and that this is how the body participates in the reconfiguration of the aesthetic object in Beckett’s drama. But my aim is also to account for the effects of such presentations. Indeed, by inviting spectators to participate in the creation of meaning in performance, Beckett’s theatre of affect sets poetry in motion. I am interested in the implications of such an approach to artistic expression. Affect, as Massumi explains “is the virtual as point of view” (2002, 35).4 By analogy, Beckett’s theatre of affect predicates on the ‘ripples’ (to borrow Manning and Massumi’s metaphor) that are produced, accumulate and intersect in the ecology of experience that is the play. The terminology used by theorists of affect—‘connection’, ‘alignment’, ‘repetition’, ‘flow’, ‘suspension’, ‘anticipation’ or ‘release’ etc.—therefore, in many ways, seem more helpful to address Beckett’s drama than do more traditionally literary concepts such as, for instance, representation, allegory or myth; and the work of philosophers and scholars such as, for instance, Gilles Deleuze, Brian Massumi and Erin Manning, to name but a few, seem to offer more fruitful conduits to rethink such connections as they are staged in Beckett’s drama (and especially in his later plays), than do more structuralist or even post-structuralist perspectives. Increasingly, the body in Beckett’s theatre participates in the erasure of words to produce non-standard, autonomous or residual categories of expression that (precisely because of their failure to conform to the standardised norms of language), have the potential to escape signification, all the while retaining their power to affect. What audiences abstract or ‘extrude’ from such presentations depends on a multitude of affective forces emerging on stage. And since the semiotisation of sensations is always implicitly part of human sense-making, the qualities that inhere in sensing will inevitably, at some point, take the shape of concepts and ideas; an amalgamation of sorts between sensation and sense, both spiritual and material. The transition from the corporeal turn to the theatre of affect therefore entails a further stage in Beckett’s reconfiguration of the artistic object. 

The Theatre of Affect

This book, then, is about Samuel Beckett’s theatre of affect its theoretical underpinnings and practical applications. While it is not the first book to discuss affect in Beckett’s work,5 it is the first to focus specifically on the body’s participation in the affective ecology of performance.6 

Even Beckett’s first play to be staged, Waiting for Godot (1953)7, compellingly dramatises how the affects govern the characters’ reasoning. In this play, Vladimir and Estragon’s frustration springs from their complete powerlessness vis-à-vis Godot, who throughout the play remains conspicuously absent, and to whom the two men are ‘tied’ by conditions they do not fully grasp. It is their inability to critically examine their situation that condemns them to keep on waiting for Godot, regardless of the fact that they do not really understand the nature of their agreement with him, and regardless of the fact that Godot never comes: 

ESTRAGON: What exactly did we ask him for?

…

VLADIMIR: Oh … nothing very definite.

ESTRAGON: A kind of prayer.

VLADIMIR: Precisely.

ESTRAGON: A vague supplication.

VLADIMIR: Exactly.

(CDW 19)

Estragon’s tentative speculations comically mis-match Vladimir’s definite affirmations, but they also reveal that words are unable to help them. As the play progresses it becomes increasingly clear that their decision to wait is not guided by reason, but by something else. The characters’ suffering thus seems linked to a particular form of ignorance, yet their attention to a variety of innocuous activities performed while waiting, also throws the mediating operations of language into question. The two men’s situation therefore goes far beyond representing human ignorance and suffering on a metaphysical scale. In fact, the attention Vladimir and Estragon give to seemingly mindless actions foreground the intrinsic connection between experience and meaning-making. 

Taking Stanley Cavell’s approach to aesthetics as a model, the characters’ activities could be said to reveal the body’s capacity to return them to the ordinary, which is to say to their senses. Essentially, this is done through the characters’ paying attention to ‘unmediated experience’ in order to find out the significance or meaning of their situation. Seen this way, the function of the characters’ activities is to thematise experience as a mode of thinking. What may be lost in cultural, structuralist or post-structuralist accounts of the body, namely its participation in the creation of meaning, is thus poignantly captured in Godot as the play thematises the power of experience to return “us to the ordinary, a place we have never seen”.8 In view of this, it is interesting to note that in much the same way as “cultural theory” has ascribed critical attention to the body with an air of “naïve subjectivism” (Massumi 2002, 2), attention to the body in Beckett’s theatre seems to have been displaced by more ideological explanations of the characters’ activities. Perhaps this is due to the fact that critical interest in Beckett’s work has coincided with “a wider re-evaluation of the nature of literary criticism itself” (Pattie 2000, 103). But perhaps, too, as Ulrika Maude observes, the “poststructuralist bias … has emphasised the discursively produced body at the expense of the material, fleshy, one” (2009: 2). 

Clearly Beckett’s work “has been a battle ground on which literary critics have contested their various positions” (Pattie 2000, 103). Among the critical exegeses of Beckett’s works, we therefore find narrative theory, intertextual, religious and philosophical studies as well as studies in “structural linguistics, anthropology, feminism, and psychoanalysis”, to name but a few (Oppenheim 2004, 3). In fact, Beckett’s work readily lends itself to a variety of readings, permeated as it is, not only with ambiguity and vagueness, existential doubt and philosophical conundrums, but also with its precise and articulate use of language. Yet, although there is no denying the significance of such perspectives, what all these perspectives seem to have in common is a tendency to displace the “carnal roots” of thinking (Kearney 2015); emphasising in its place “a subject constructed by external mechanisms” (Massumi 2002, 2). In agreement with Maude, and with scholars working in the field of affect studies, I believe that the poststructuralist perspective has, perhaps a little bit too narrowly, understood expression as a function of linguistic structure and position, thereby failing to realise how ‘significance’, ‘meaning’ and ‘change’ only ever emerge as “traces” of the virtual, incipient, experiencing that precedes it (Massumi 2002, 31–2).
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