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et ego ad nihilum redactus sum et nescivi

Psalm 72:22

 

 

Sedendo et quiescendo anima efficitur sapiens

Aristotle

 

 

Everything is indifferent to me: I cannot will anything any longer: I often do not know whether or not I exist […] the high noon of glory: a day no longer followed by night; a life that no longer fears death, even in death itself: because death has overcome death, because whoever has suffered the first death will no longer feel the second.

Madame Guyon, quoted in The World as Will and Representation 
by Arthur Schopenhauer

 

 

Pour forth thy Fervours for a healthful Mind,
Obedient Passions, and a Will resign’d;

Samuel Johnson, The Vanity of Human Wishes

 

 

Perhaps the only happy man is the one who has no enthusiasms: 
but perhaps that cannot be achieved without having at least an 
enthusiasm for not having enthusiasms.

B.S. Johnson, Trawl
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Introduction
La vie très quiétiste

While living in London in January 1934, Samuel Beckett wrote one of his typically amusing letters to his teenage cousin Morris ‘Sonny’ Sinclair. After responding to news of Sonny’s health, Beckett turned his attention to a peculiar horse that his cousin kept in a field just outside of Dublin:

Enchanté d’apprendre que la vie te sourit, nonobstant le climat plutôt vert de tes humanités, et que l’étrange quadrupède aux bosses invertis garde sa sérénité. Cet animal-là, il m’a toujours inspiré d’une [sic] certain inquiétude à son égard, c’est que la vie très quiétiste qu’il mène ne la pousse un de ces jours à se précipiter, façon d’un porc biblique, dans la mer.1 (SB to MS, 27/1/34, LSB1, 177)

 

[Delighted to hear that life is looking kindly on you, notwithstanding the rather green climate of your humanities, and that that strange quadruped with the inverted humps is keeping up his serenity. That animal has always inspired in me a certain anxiety, which is that the very quietistic life he leads might drive him one of these days to throw himself, like the Biblical swine, into the sea.] (LSB1, 180–181)

One wonders what Sonny was supposed to make of Beckett’s strange talk of the ‘quietistic life’. What kind of life could inspire both serenity and despair? And why should the plight of this misshapen horse cause Beckett so much anxiety? Just over a decade later, in Malone Dies, Beckett describes another scene of equine dejection: Malone has a photograph of an ass ‘at the edge of the ocean’ which has been made to wear a boater hat for the amusement of its human onlookers.2 Crass anthropomorphism, we might say, but perhaps no worse than what Beckett does in his letter to Sonny. The quietistic life of serenity and despair that Beckett ascribes to his cousin’s horse was, in fact, a reflection of his own personal and artistic concerns at the time. Beckett admires the horse’s ‘pouting, melancholy attitudes’ (LSB1, 181); his German diaries from two years later speak of his own ‘happy melancholy’ and of his plans to write a ‘Journal of a Melancholic’ (7/11/36).3 And his advice that Sonny urge the horse to be sad and beautiful—in the manner of Baudelaire’s ‘Madrigal triste’ from Fleurs du Mal—could be read as a goad to his own artistic aspirations to ‘turn this dereliction, profoundly felt, into literature’ (GD, 2/2/37).

Quietism, as Beckett presents it to his cousin, is melancholy’s symptom and its solution: it is both ‘poison and antidote’, as The Unnamable describes religious instruction.4 It holds the promise of serenity of mind, the understanding that ‘ennui is the most bearable of ills’ (LSB1, 181) and the fuel for artistic creation: a way to bring beauty out of sadness, and perhaps even erase the sadness along the way. And yet the quietistic life might also be a demon of sorts, as indicated by Beckett’s allusion to the New Testament story of Legion and the herd of pigs (Luke 8:27–33). It might lead to solipsism, loneliness, and despair just as easily as to peace. Having wished the best for Sonny’s horse, Beckett re-reads his words, and then decides that he doesn’t give a damn about the animal after all—‘je m’en fous royalement’—and moves on to a different subject, no doubt turning away from a life that too closely resembled his own.

This strangely beguiling disposition, quietism, seems to have been on Beckett’s mind during the 1930s, despite his efforts to turn away. The term appears in a number of his reviews, lectures, and letters, where he connects it to some of his favourite novels, including Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks, Marcel Proust’s À la recherche du temps perdu, the novels of Dostoevsky, and by extension those of André Gide. He invokes it again to describe the poetry of his friend Thomas MacGreevy, and his reaction to The Imitation of Christ, a book that MacGreevy had recommended to him in 1935. Beckett also mentions quietism as one of the themes governing the events of his first novel, Murphy. A number of scholars have picked up on these references, notably C.J. Ackerley, Mark Nixon, and Matthew Feldman, all of whom argue that quietism played an important role in Beckett’s artistic and personal development, particularly in the 1930s.5 Despite their important work, however, there has been no book-length study of the place of quietism in Beckett’s oeuvre, and no consideration of whether and how this early preoccupation leaves its mark on his later writing. Given what we know about Beckett as an obsessive re-writer, combing over his past, his previous texts, and his early notebooks,6 this latter omission leaves a particularly intriguing gap: one which this book attempts to fill. I will argue that even as the word ‘quietism’ slips out of usage in Beckett’s writing, its preoccupations are still very much apparent in his post-war work. In fact, as his career progresses, it makes less sense to speak about quietism in Beckett than it does to talk about Beckett’s quietism. Beckett can be considered an important figure in the recent history of quietism because of the way in which he reinvents the disposition in the pursuit of his own creative ends. 

Beckett was himself indebted to another of quietism’s innovators: Arthur Schopenhauer. Feldman discerns how Schopenhauer’s philosophy left a ‘unique and profound legacy in Beckett’s art’, particularly ‘an acceptance of suffering’ born of Schopenhauer’s own deep admiration for the quietist disposition and the seventeenth-century Christian mystics who advocated it.7 Feldman acknowledges the limitations of his short study and calls for ‘further consideration’ of the ways in which Schopenhauerian quietism has informed Beckett’s work. This book is my attempt to answer that call. In particular, I will argue that Schopenhauer leaves Beckett with an understanding of quietism as an attitude or temperament, rather than a set of beliefs, a theory, or a metaphysic. In this respect I hope that this study will provide a new perspective on Beckett’s much-discussed relationship to matters of religion and theology.

As with any study that tries to tackle one of Beckett’s most abiding interests, Molloy’s disclaimer must apply: ‘if you set out to mention everything you would never be done, and that’s what counts, to be done, to have done’.8 In this book I look to the prose fiction, in the main, with only sideways glances to the poetry and drama. My reasons for doing so will hopefully emerge in what follows, but it will be worth stating them briefly here. Beckett’s quietist aesthetic, I argue, develops as part of his reaction against two very different novelists whose approach to writing he could not follow: Honoré de Balzac and James Joyce. While distinguishing his efforts from theirs, Beckett allies himself with a quietist novelistic tradition, which is founded on a poetics of renunciation of self, humility, and the acceptance of textual vicissitudes, and which Beckett sees as exemplified by Dostoevsky, Gide, and, in some instances, Proust. It is also in Beckett’s novels where his most salient allusions to quietist philosophies and practices occur. Nevertheless, as Martin Thomas has shown, a convincing case can be made for understanding Beckett’s stage plays in terms of Schopenhauerian asceticism and the denial of the will-to-live.9 His study not only confirms my suspicion that the currents of quietism run deep in Beckett’s work, but also demonstrates the inevitable incompleteness of what I attempt here.

The book proceeds in a mostly chronological manner through Beckett’s writing career. Chapter 1 lays the foundations by defining quietism in relation to its historical usage in Christian mysticism and in philosophy more broadly and outlines the main sources through which Beckett encountered and came to understand the term in the 1930s. It also rehearses Beckett’s early interest in quietism and puts into context his uses of the word in those letters and reviews mentioned above. Chapter 2 turns to Murphy (1938), the novel that Beckett explicitly linked with quietism. I read the text alongside The Brothers Karamazov and understand it as a partial dramatization of Beckett’s own tussles with the quietistic impulse and its threat to social relationships. Chapter 3 looks to Molloy (1951; translated into English in 1955), the only fictional work by Beckett with an unambiguous reference to quietism in the text. This chapter proposes a hitherto unexamined source for this reference and connects the novel to the quietist aesthetic of decay and incoherence that Beckett drew from his study of Gide and first applied in Dream of Fair to Middling Women (written in 1932). Chapter 4 seeks to understand an allusion to Buddhism, often considered a quietistic religion, in Comment c’est (1961) and its translation How It Is (1964). I propose seeing the novel as an investigation of Buddhist and Schopenhauerian ethics and soteriology. Finally, Chapter 5 examines Beckett’s novel ‘series’ from the perspective of his late work, particularly Company (1980) and Stirrings Still (1989), and explores the paradoxical nature of quietist salvation.

 



1  Samuel Beckett, The Letters of Samuel Beckett: Volume 1, 1929–1940, ed. by Martha Dow Fehsenfeld and others (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009). Hereafter, LSB1. 

2  Samuel Beckett, Malone Dies, ed. by Peter Boxall (London: Faber and Faber, 2010), p. 80. Hereafter, MD.

3  Samuel Beckett, ‘German Diaries’, Unnumbered MS, Beckett International Foundation, Reading University Library. Hereafter, GD. Mark Nixon, Samuel Beckett’s German Diaries 1936–1937 (London: Continuum, 2011), pp. 121–125.

4  Samuel Beckett, The Unnamable, ed. by Steven Connor (London: Faber and Faber, 2010), p. 8. Hereafter, U.

5  C.J. Ackerley, ‘Samuel Beckett and Thomas à Kempis: The Roots of Quietism’, Samuel Beckett Today / Aujourd’hui, 9 (2000), 81–92; Nixon, chap. 3–4; Matthew Feldman, ‘“Agnostic Quietism” and Samuel Beckett’s Early Development’, in Samuel Beckett: History, Memory, Archive, ed. by Seán Kennedy and Katherine Weiss (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), pp. 183–200.

6  See for example the accounts in James Knowlson, Damned to Fame: The Life of Samuel Beckett (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 1997); H. Porter Abbott, Beckett Writing Beckett: The Author in the Autograph (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996); and Matthew Feldman, Beckett’s Books: A Cultural History of Samuel Beckett’s ‘Interwar Notes’ (London: Continuum, 2006).

7  Feldman, ‘Agnostic Quietism’, pp. 190–1.

8  Samuel Beckett, Molloy, ed. by Shane Weller (London: Faber and Faber, 2009), p. 39. Hereafter, Mo.

9  Martin Thomas, ‘Schopenhauer, Beckett, and the Impoverishment of Knowledge’, Evental Aesthetics, 2 (2014), 66–91.


Chapter 1
Dereliction into Literature: Quietism and Beckett’s 1930s

In this first chapter, I want to lay the groundwork for the rest of the book by setting out the historical, theoretical, and biographical background necessary for understanding quietism, and for tracing it as a theme, an aesthetic, and a personal ethic through Beckett’s writing career. My aim in this book is to keep two overlapping definitions of quietism in play. The first and narrower definition of Quietism—with a capital ‘Q’—is historical and refers to a controversial approach to contemplative prayer that emerged among Catholic mystics in Spain, Italy, and France during the seventeenth century. These Christian Quietists believed that human effort was a hindrance rather than an aid to spiritual progress, and taught their followers to enter a state of passivity and ‘holy indifference’, where one’s own thoughts, will, and desires were extinguished in total surrender to God.1 Outward forms of devotion were to be shunned in favour of this inward and silent ‘prayer of quiet’, which, they believed, would lead the soul to perfection, to union with God, and to a state of tranquil beatitude in this life.2

The second, much looser, definition is quietism without the capital, and refers to what Glenn Magee calls a ‘perennial standpoint’ in religion and philosophy.3 Here quietism indicates any school of thought or ascetic practice that teaches similar attitudes of interiority, passivity, and resignation of the will. This definition might include the teachings of Christian mystics like Meister Eckhart who predates the Quietist controversy of the late seventeenth century but nevertheless anticipated the Quietists’ insistence on emptying oneself in complete abandon to God.4 His watchword was Gelassenheit, which literally translates as ‘letting-alone-ness’, ‘allowing-ness’, or ‘letting-be-ness’.5 Bernard McGinn even identifies a ‘broad quietist tendency’ present within Christianity from its beginning, rooted in Jesus’s injunctions to forsake one’s own life and deny oneself in order to take up the cross (Matthew 16:24), and to seek the Kingdom of God within (Luke 21:10).6 This broader definition of quietism might also encompass other strands of religion and therapeutic philosophy such as Taoist teachings on wu wei [‘non-action’, ‘not-doing’], Buddhist notions of detachment and ‘letting go’, Stoic indifference and apathy, and Pyrrhonist instructions for the suspension of judgement in the face of epistemic powerlessness.7 For Beckett, it would certainly be necessary to include writers whose work exemplifies quietism: Hölderlin, Leopardi, Grillparzer, and many others as we shall see. While it might be somewhat reductive and clumsy to lump together such disparate philosophies and distinct individuals under the banner of quietism, both Beckett and his ‘dear Arthur’ Schopenhauer8 use ‘quietism’ in this generalised and ahistorical sense, and so I need at least a working definition that will enable me to follow them.

With these preliminary definitions in place, I will now flesh out my account of Quietism in the seventeenth century and then explain how Schopenhauer gave quietism in the broader sense a central role in his philosophy. The remainder of the chapter will put into context all the references that Beckett made to quietism in the 1930s and chart his understanding of the term through the books that he read during that decade.

Quietism in Seventeenth-Century Catholicism

Oh, what a happy soul that finds itself thus dead and annihilated! […] Enter truly in your nothingness, and you will be upset by nothing.

—Miguel de Molinos9

Any history of Quietism must inevitably begin with Miguel de Molinos (1628–1696), a Spanish priest and member of a religious brotherhood called the School of Christ. In 1675 Molinos published a manual of prayer called The Spiritual Guide to great ecclesiastical and popular acclaim. The book was an instant bestseller; it was translated into seven languages, and went through seven editions in Italy, and another three in Spain.10 The Spiritual Guide soon became required reading for monks, nuns, and secular clergy alike. In this book, Molinos argues that the practice of contemplative prayer is superior to that of meditative prayer. Whereas meditative prayer makes use of reflection and thoughts, contemplative prayer is mentally silent: all thoughts and mental imagery, even those concerning God or Jesus, are relinquished in favour of simply resting in the divine presence.11 ‘How happy and how well disposed your soul will be,’ Molinos writes, ‘if retreating within itself, she there abide in her own nothingness […] without heeding, thinking, or minding any sensible thing’.12 He adds:

Come to prayer surrendering the whole of yourself into the divine hands with perfect resignation. Make an act of faith that you are in the divine presence. Keep yourself in that holy leisure with quietude, silence, and calm.13

Effort and striving are supposed to fall away in this practice, which Molinos, following the example of St John of the Cross and St Teresa of Ávila, calls ‘the prayer of quiet’.14 Through this act of silent surrender and after enduring various stages of purgation, the soul would be raised to a state of equanimity and mental stillness. Passivity and resignation would become so all-consuming, that even the wish for salvation would disappear and the soul would begin to feel that it would gladly go to hell, if that were God’s wish.15 The final step is ‘annihilation’ of the soul, the self, and the will, and union with God.16 The soul, Molinos explains, ‘passes into the state of nothingness [la nada] where it scorns itself, abhors itself, and confounds itself, knowing that it is nothing, that it can do nothing, and that it is worth nothing.’17

Molinos was, however, hardly ‘nothing’ at the peak of his career. As well as his publishing success, he had a large following, and could count Pope Innocent XI and the royalty of several nations among his admirers.18 In the end, however, it was Molinos’s popularity that led to his downfall. Gilbert Burnet, later the Bishop of Salisbury, visited Italy in 1685 and reported that most of the nuns in Rome were laying aside their traditional practices, such as saying the rosary, to focus on Quietist contemplative prayer alone.19 Quietism, Burnet observed, was dissuading not just monastics but also lay people from ‘zeal in their whole deportment as to the exterior parts of the religion of that Church’ (quoted in CM, 233). This brought Molinos into a heated conflict with the Jesuits, whose Spiritual Exercises relied on effortful, mentally discursive meditative prayer, devotional practices, and the guidance of a spiritual director, all of which they felt were marginalised or excluded in Molinos’s form of mentally silent contemplative prayer.20 After trying and failing to get Molinos indicted by the Inquisition in 1681, the Jesuits persuaded Louis XIV, the French king, to intervene and voice his own concerns to Rome.21 In 1685, the Inquisition went knocking on Molinos’s door a second time. He was arrested on suspicion of heresy, along with many of his friends and followers, and in 1687 the pope condemned his writings. Under threat of torture, Molinos confessed to heresy, and also to charges of sexual misconduct with his penitents, and was confined to a prison in Rome, where he died on 29 December 1696.22

Quietism’s popularity proved hard to uproot, however. Jeanne Marie Bouvier de La Mothe Guyon (1648–1717), a French laywoman, began teaching a similar practice to that of Molinos in the 1680s. Madame Guyon, as she is more commonly known, had entered a life of prayer after the death of her husband in 1679. While she had no direct contact with Molinos, her own spiritual director François La Combe may have been influenced by The Spiritual Guide.23 Whereas Molinos had retained a role for meditative prayer as a first step towards contemplative prayer, Guyon thought that everyone—‘princes, kings, prelates, priests and magistrates, soldiers and children, tradesmen, labourers, women and sick persons’24—could practice contemplative prayer without much preparation.25 Reason and learning were hindrances in this practice, which Guyon called the ‘prayer of the heart’.26 Like Molinos, she believed that the soul would annihilate itself through passive contemplative prayer and become unified with God: a ‘happy nothingness’ born of complete ‘abandonment’ to the divine will. Unsurprisingly, given the similarities of her teachings to those of Molinos and her status as a laywoman, Guyon was viewed suspiciously by the church hierarchy. François Fénelon (1651–1715), the Archbishop of Cambrai, came to her aid and protection, much to the irritation of the Bishop of Meaux, Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet (1627–1704). Bossuet and Fénelon held a long public debate on the orthodoxy of Guyon’s teachings in a series of mutually antagonistic books. Eventually, Fénelon had his writing condemned, and Guyon was held prisoner for eighteen years. She was eventually released and continued her teaching and writing until her death in 1717.27

As McGinn points out, ‘Quietism’ was never really a sect or a movement, but rather an entity created by those who opposed it, much like Pelagianism, in which Beckett also had a passing interest.28 Molinos felt that he was continuing a tradition that already existed within Catholic mysticism, as shown by his frequent appeals to the authority of St Thomas Aquinas, St Teresa of Ávila, St Bernard, St Augustine, and St Bonaventure.29 In truth, Molinos had few ideas that had not been mooted before by canonised contemplatives. As Gershom Scholem suggests, the downfall of the Quietists may have simply been a matter of bad timing.30 Molinos was unlucky enough to have provoked the Jesuits at a time when they were hugely influential, while Guyon and Fénelon had the misfortune to be arraigned by Bossuet, a man hostile to all mysticism who would have poured just as much scorn on St John of the Cross and St Teresa had he lived in their day.31 Furthermore, in the seventeenth century, Protestantism threatened the Catholic Church and its sacraments; the iconoclastic and individualistic tendencies of Quietism therefore seemed all the more subversive.32 In 1682, the Archbishop of Naples reported that certain Quietist devotees in his flock were not only refusing to make the Sign of the Cross and engage in vocal or meditative prayer, but also believed that they were receiving direct inspiration from God without a priestly intermediary.33 At its extremes, Quietism was seen to resemble something like deism or even atheism:34 Innocent XI’s ‘Caelestis Pater’ condemned Molinos for having taught ‘forgetfulness of any particular and distinct thought of the attributes of God and the Trinity,’35 a heresy that I will revisit in my discussion of Molloy. Fénelon admitted that Quietism had such tendencies and was liable to ‘confound God with néant’ (quoted in CM, 238).

Thanks to this history, ‘quietism’ has remained a pejorative term, a ‘heretical buzzword’.36 As Leibniz pointed out, you need only invoke the ‘hateful name’ of quietism to have an excuse to bother a suspected heresiarch.37 The American psychologist and philosopher William James was therefore fairly unusual in praising seventeenth-century Quietism as a ‘healthy-minded’ philosophy and Molinos as a ‘spiritual genius’ in his Varieties of Religious Experience.38 In 1911, the Anglo-Catholic writer Evelyn Underhill sought to distance Teresa of Ávila, John of Ruysbroeck, and even Madame Guyon from the charge of quietism, which she calls a ‘morbid perversion’ of ‘the true and healthy mystic state of “Quiet”’.39 Aldous Huxley, despite his inclusive and syncretic perspective on world religions, found it necessary to warn about the dangers of quietism, which he deemed ‘inadequate’, ‘uncaring’, and ‘false’ in The Perennial Philosophy (1945) and dismissed as ‘mere self-indulgence’ in Eyeless in Gaza (1934).40 In 1946, Jean-Paul Sartre distinguished Existentialism from the ‘quietism of despair’, which leads to ‘inaction’ and ‘abandon’.41 By using the word ‘quietism’ Beckett was therefore adopting a tarnished term, a word of outsiders and heretics, and making it his own.

Arthur Schopenhauer’s Quietism

In a conversation about philosophy, 
I admitted that my system takes a quietist form.

—Arthur Schopenhauer, 
Handschriftlichem Nachlass42

In 1930, aged 24, Beckett began research for an essay on Marcel Proust’s À la recherche du temps perdu that he was hoping to have published in the Dolphin Books series from Chatto & Windus.43 Having learnt that Proust was influenced by the German idealist philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer, Beckett started reading The World as Will and Representation.44 He wrote to his friend Thomas MacGreevy:

I am reading Schopenhauer. Everyone laughs at that. […] But I am not reading philosophy, nor caring whether he is right or wrong or a good or worthless metaphysician. An intellectual justification of unhappiness—the greatest that has ever been attempted—is worth the examination of one who is interested in Leopardi & Proust rather than Carducci & Barrès. (SB to TM, n.d. [c. 18–25/7/30]; LSB1, 33)

Schopenhauer provides plenty of reasons why our unhappiness might be justified, given the wretched state of the world. According to his metaphysics, the world and all of its particular objects are part of an illusion and the true ‘inner nature’ of reality—the Thing-In-Itself—is a monistic and sourceless will (WWR, I.2.29, 187). This will is an ‘endless striving’ that can never be satisfied (I.2.29, 188). It is the ‘inner working’ behind the instincts and urges of living creatures, the movements of inanimate nature, and, most noticeably, the behaviour of human beings (I.2.18, 124). We crave pleasure, we strive to keep ourselves in good health, we strenuously avoid death, we compete with one another over resources, and we give in to our urge to procreate. All this, for Schopenhauer, is simply the will, the essence of reality, manifesting itself. And because this will cannot be satisfied, neither can we:

All striving comes from lack, from a dissatisfaction with one’s condition, and is thus suffering as long as it is not satisﬁed; but no satisfaction is lasting; instead, it is only the beginning of a new striving. We see striving everywhere inhibited in many ways, struggling everywhere; and thus always as suffering; there is no ﬁnal goal of striving, and therefore no bounds or end to suffering. (I.4.56, 336)

Schopenhauer concludes that existence is a mistake, an evil, and perhaps even a punishment, and Beckett, an admirer of the pessimism he found in Proust’s novels and the poetry of Leopardi, found in him an intellectual ally.

Schopenhauer has far more to offer than unrelenting pessimism, however. The other side of his philosophy is an ethics rooted in compassion, a therapeutic theory of aesthetics, and a path to salvation that he calls ‘quietism’.45 Even though the blind striving of the will cannot be satisfied, Schopenhauer thought that it was possible for human beings to escape its clutches and consequently transcend suffering. He argued that temporary relief can be obtained through the contemplation of beautiful artworks and sublime natural phenomena, whereby the observer is lifted out of their individuality and into a state of pure will-less knowledge where there is no suffering. A more permanent solution is also possible for certain rare and talented souls who have learnt to silence the will through practices of self-denial and renunciation. These people are called ‘holy souls, sometimes pietists, quietists, pious enthusiasts, etc’ (WWR, I.4.68, 411) and through their ascetic practices they gain insight that acts as a ‘Quietiv’—a tranquillizer or sedative—of the will-to-live. Denying the will enables the quietist or ascetic to see through the illusory nature of the world as representation—what Schopenhauer often refers to as piercing the veil of Maya—and understand that reality is really just one substance, one will, free of distinctions. Breaking through the illusion of separateness—the principium individuationis—not only brings ‘salvation’, that is a state of will-less blessedness and bliss, but also unbounded compassion for suffering creatures still caught in egoistic delusion.

At several points in The World as Will and Representation, Schopenhauer refers directly to the Christian Quietists. Although he thought of himself as an atheist and was dismissive of popular piety, Schopenhauer had great respect for what he called the ‘beautiful souls’ (WWR, I.4.68, 409): the saints, ascetics, and mystics of religion. His ideas have far more in common with those of Molinos and Guyon than with any of his contemporaries or fellow atheists. He recommends Guyon’s Autobiography as ‘a particular, carefully detailed example and factual description of the concepts I am advancing’ and adds that the ‘memory of this great and beautiful soul always fills me with awe’ (I.4.68, 411). Later on, he refers his reader to her ‘wonderful work’, Spiritual Torrents (II.4.48, 627). To understand the ‘complete forgetting of one’s own person and absorption into the intuition of the divine’, Schopenhauer recommends Fénelon’s Explanations of the Maxims of the Saints Concerning the Inner Life (WWR, I.4.68, 413). He also points to the writings of Molinos, along with those of several other Christian mystics including Tauler, Meister Eckhart, and even ‘the Englishman Bunyan’ (II.4.48, 630) as means of becoming acquainted with quietism. Schopenhauer felt that his own philosophy was in ‘unexampled agreement […] with quietism and asceticism’, and challenged his contemporaries, particularly in ‘the Protestant universities’, to investigate quietism, since it is ‘identical to all of metaphysics and ethics, with respect to content’ (II.4.48, 630–1).

Schopenhauer was convinced that quietism is not something confined to Molinos, Guyon, and Fénelon, nor even their coreligionists. It is rather a disposition that can be found in any truly transformative school of religion and philosophy. Quietism, he argues, ‘weaves its way through all the works of Brahmanism and Buddhism’ (WWR, II.4.48, 630), and it appears in the Upanishads, the Tamil Thirukkural, and the writings of Islamic mystics and Neo-Platonists (II.4.48, 628–9). Schopenhauer was interested in quietism not as a moment in Christian history, but in the broader sense as a perennial standpoint, which he defined as a ‘cessation of all willing, asceticism’ and the ‘intentional extirpation of one’s own will’ (WWR, II.4.48, 628). And because this quietist disposition can be found in so many different—and theologically incompatible—religions, that must mean that it is not dependent on belief, metaphysics, or doctrine. Schopenhauer points out how all ascetics—whether Buddhist, Hindu, Christian, or from some other religion—follow a similar path of self-denial so that the will-to-live may be stilled. ‘Despite the vast differences in the dogmas imprinted on their reason,’ Schopenhauer writes, ‘these people conducted their lives in ways that gave identical expression to the inner, immediate, intuitive cognition from which all virtue and holiness spring’ (I.4.68, 409). When he was mocked by a Hegelian for his fondness for the Christian Quietists, Schopenhauer replied that he did not admire them for their theoretical achievements or philosophical prowess, but rather solely on a practical basis, for their conduct and their actions.46 In The World as Will and Representation, he warns that when reading the books of Madame Guyon it is necessary ‘to do justice to her disposition, allowing for the superstitions of her reason’ (WWR, I.4.68, 412, my emphasis). The quietists and ascetics are valuable insofar as they provide examples of a resigned will; they are absolutely not to be relied on as metaphysicians. It is worth noting that this is exactly how Beckett said he wanted to approach Schopenhauer himself: not for his metaphysics, but for his disposition and attitude towards the world.

Beckett and Schopenhauer

Beckett’s encounter with The World as Will and Representation in July 1930 was the beginning of a lifelong interest in Schopenhauer. As Ulrich Pothast comments, 

there probably was on Beckett’s part, from the first intellectual contact with Schopenhauer, a strong feeling of kinship with that philosopher’s description of life and human relationships, of everyday reality as a will-dominated illusion, of true reality as a wretched realm of pain. [… It is a] closeness of feeling and experience between two individuals separated by more than a century, rather than […] an ‘influence’ as traditional history of literature would have it.47 

Pothast points to the fact that Beckett took the trouble to read Schopenhauer’s doctoral dissertation—by no means an easy or entertaining read—as evidence of Beckett’s dedication to the philosopher, surpassing the interest of the many other artists and writers who were drawn to The World as Will and Representation. Recent research has also shown that Beckett owned at least one volume of Schopenhauer’s handwritten notebooks.48 Beckett’s Whoroscope notebook contains a list of ‘Books Sent Home’ from his German trip of 1936: the first entry, duly ticked, is ‘Schopenhauer: Werke’.49 These six volumes of Julius Frauenstädt’s edition of Schopenhauer’s Sämmtliche Werke remained in Beckett’s library until his death.50

Schopenhauer often advises his reader that whatever they have before them is likely to be unintelligible unless they have already absorbed his previous work. Beckett was one of the few readers who seems to have taken this to heart: almost straight away he began looking to lesser-known texts. In late July or early August 1930, he made a start on Schopenhauer’s sizeable ‘appendix’ of miscellaneous essays, Parerga and Paralipomena. Beckett writes to MacGreevy, ‘Schopenhauer says defunctus is a beautiful word—as long as one does not suicide’ (n.d. [before 5/7/30]; LSB1, 36). Beckett is referring to the essay ‘On the Sufferings of the World’: ‘Das Leben ist ein Pensum zum Abarbeiten: in diesem Sinne ist defunctus ein schöner Ausdruck’51 [Life is a task to be worked off: in that sense ‘defunctus’ is a beautiful expression52]. He paraphrases it again, this time without acknowledgement, in Proust: ‘the ‘invisible reality’ that damns the life of the body on earth as a pensum and reveals the meaning of the word: “defunctus”’.53

Beckett’s philosophy notes, compiled in the early 1930s, also pay close attention to the account of Schopenhauer’s ideas given in Wilhelm Windelband’s A History of Philosophy.54 As Feldman observes, Beckett’s notes on Schopenhauer suggest ‘both personal affinity and prior understanding of his philosophy’:55 in the midst of his faithful transcriptions from Windelband, Beckett refers to Schopenhauer as ‘dear Arthur’ and sums up his pessimism by concluding that ‘it must be a balls aching world’ (TCD MS10967, 252v). Feldman adds that such personal touches are not granted to other philosophers, not even Descartes, who was once presumed to be Beckett’s favourite thinker.56

On 25 August 1930, Beckett wrote again to MacGreevy from Paris:

Schopenhauer has a nice explanation of the temptation to write one[’]s nominative letters across the frieze-fesses. Stimulation of the will. Since the fesses as fesses as Platonic Idea—have no action on the Thing in Itself (God help it!), they will bloody well have a reaction. (LSB1, 43)

This means that by this point Beckett is well into The World as Will and Representation, up to the fourth book of the first volume, entitled ‘With the achievement of self-knowledge, affirmation and negation of the will to life’. There Schopenhauer describes how the vast majority of people are ‘quite incapable of the joys which lie in pure knowledge’ and are therefore unable to take pleasure in something without it stimulating their will. As an example, he suggests:

people write their names on popular sites that they visit, in order to react to the place and have an effect on it since it does not have an effect on them. (WWR, I.4.57, 341)

Volume I, Book 4 is also where Schopenhauer begins his discussion of quietism, asceticism, and the denial of the will.
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