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VI. Disappearance: Silence as Change 

"[Silence ]" 

Beckett's compulsion to deploy silences and pauses has often been noted.43 

There is broad precedence for the use of silence in art. Henry James wrote 

psychological realism in discourse of extended, belabored silences for characters 

caught in the act of sensing a greater complexity than conversation could convey, or 

compelled to speak on a level of public decorum while silences beneath the surface 

eddy with unspoken passions and terrors.44 Hugh Kenner deduced Joyce's use of 

silence as latent silence about a certain occasion: a conversation between Bloom and 

Molly after breakfast certainly occurred, though it is unwritten. Kenner 

elaborates on the "failure of role" in their bungled conversation, indicating that 

when personal roles break down for whatever reason, the conversation is deprived 

of a structure to give it impetus, just as if there were a technical failing of a 

playwright. The drama of the unspoken, or Thedtre de l'lnexprime, addressed the 

psychological recesses as well as a surrounding spiritual vapor. John Cage, 

perhaps the best known theorist on silence in music, uses silence to expose the 

background noise, or people noise: there is never absence of sound. Again the main 

concern is the dramatic content of the silence. Beckett's silences are unprecedented 

because they are neither motivated by dramatic content nor are they accountable to 

acoustics, i.e., involving ears. 

Music and words are used to extend time. But their deeper significance is 

that they are proof of a character's continued existence in space. In Rough for Radio 

/, the "ENDING" of Music and Voice suggests the end also of the character, He, as 

shown by his panic and despair. In Embers, "every syllable is a second gained" 

( CSP 102). The recorded voice in Rockaby repeats "time she stopped" sixteen 

times, doubled with the dying woman's live voice seven times, before voice and 



-- -· 

36 

woman stop, i.e., die. In Beckett's work, silences are frequently in direct 

association with such phrases as dead silence, uninhabited world, not a soul, 

nothing, not a sound, void. In Rough for Radio II, words and music are a continuing 

need, and silence means the end. The final line of Embers ("All day nothing.[Pause.] 

Not a sound.") indicates that nothing is happening, and no one is there (CSP 104). 

Silences are often cued with darkness, as in Come and Go, Breath, and Footfalls. WI 

states in Play, "Silence and darkness were all I craved ... They being one"(CSP 

156). In a letter of I 964 concerning the production of Play, Beckett wrote that 

less and more gradual light should correspond to less volume and speed of voice, 

which would reinforce "The impression of falling off . . . with the suggestion of 

conceivable dark and silence in the end, or of an indefinite approximating toward it 

· .. " (Dis. 111). Despite Beckett's disclaimer of his 1937 letter to Axel Kaun as 

"German bilge" (in his maturity he may have become circumspect to the point of 

silence as to his method), his description of a "literature of the unword" was later 

to some extent accomplished: 

To bore one hole after another in it [language], until what lurks behind it -

be it something or nothing - begins to seep through; I cannot imagine a 

higher goal for a writer today. Or is literature alone to remain behind in 

the old lazy ways that have been so long ago abandoned by music and 

painting? Is there something paralysingly holy in the vicious nature of the 

word that is not found in the elements of the other arts? Is there any reason 

why that terrible materiality of the word surface should not be capable of 

being dissolved, like for example the sound surface torn by enormous 

pauses, of Beethoven's seventh Symphony, so that through whole pages we 

can perceive nothing but a path of sounds suspended in giddy heights, linking 

unfathomable abysses of silence? (Dis. 52-3, trans. 172) 
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Beckett found his passage to the musical analogy by means of the theater. 

Beckett's text is not music in the sense of perceived sound only. The words are not 

nonsense. However, characters begin and end speech in the manner of musicians. 

Orchestra members do not disappear or leave the stage until the music signals the 

director to cue them in. They remain present, though silent, at least until the end 

of the concert toward which every beat moves ineluctably . . . when the lights will 

he extinguished. As Maddy Rooney remonstrates: "Do not imagine, because I am 

silent, that I am not present, and alive, to all that is going on" ( CSP 25). Text as 

performance could be torn aside, not just by a sneeze of an ellipsis, but by an 

enormous timed pause. In Ohio Impromptu the final silence exceeds fifteen seconds. 

The theatrical link between space-time and acoustics is silence. The 

silences are timed just as duration in space is timed. Words and music are a 

necessity to Beckett as a bridge across space-time. As such the ubiquitous silences 

are not a failure of the planks to connect: a failure of communication, of 

understanding, or of the playwright. Rather the silence admits the surrounding 

space-time. In All That Fall, following a "long silence" by Slocum, Mrs. Rooney 

asks, "What are you doing Mr. Slocum?" He responds, "Gazing straight before me, 

Mrs Rooney, through the windscreen, into the void" (CSP 18). Beckett employed 

the vast environing of silence, even on the radio, to indicate a confrontation with 

the void. Silence is the "unfathomable abyss." 

Syntax is a means of ordering and analyzing thought, of introducing linear 

perspective into discourse. Interrupting text with silence to track essential reality 

parallels the rupture of linear perspective and admits to consideration of the 

primal reality of space. Returning to Alberti's model equating the syntactical 

hierarchy with the relationship of compositional elements in painting, the silence 

and the dark in Beckett's plays interrupt the connective lines along both 

hierarchies. Words and phrases become isolated. Their source is often forgotten 
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(Winnie's recitations), they are reiterated in a technique of musical combination, 

repetition, and recapitulation (Ohio Impromptu, Krapp's Last Tape). On stage, the 

lighted volume of the actor, so often a gesture in the matrix of penumbra! drapery, 

is isolated from the proscenium by darkness. The dramatic technique frequently 

depends on the imminent immobility of the actor, or on his absence, forestalled by 

the little habits of living. The result is a stripping away of all extraneous detail 

toward the simplicity of pure musical sensation. The simplicity or purity of image 

in Beckett's theater works approaches the musicality in pure sensation of abstract 

art. 
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VII. Sculptural Theater: In the Absence of Mallarme 

" ... the Orphic explication of the World, which is the poet's sole duty 

and the supreme literary game." M 
11 

,: "A t b. h. 11 a armc:, u o 1ograp 1e 

"Seen" vs. "unseen" is a debate aired regularly: Aristotle vs. Plato, realism 

vs. nominalism, active vs. contemplative life, materialism vs. spiritualism. At the 

close of the nineteenth century another alternative presented itself: everything in 

terms of nothing--Matter is illusion, there is no God, the cosmic order is a house 

of cards. But the universe exists, universal laws await discovery, and we are 

conscious. There is a dark and uncharted reality, perhaps ultimately unknowable, 

horrifying in its alien vastness. Yet we are compelled to explore, to explain, to find 

a possible link with human expression in the arts. Beckett surely grasped the 

possibility as well as the inevitability of failure. Giacometti expressed it thus: 

"Art and science try to understand, comprehend. Success and failure are both 

secondary ... 45 

Symbolism, as an art movement developed toward the end of the nineteenth 

century, is generally understood to have been a rejection of realism: a rejection of 

art's main endeavor for at least two thousand years to represent reality. Aristotle 

considered the essence of artistic endeavor to be the imitation of reality. And 

though the relative merits of imitation versus unbounded imagination were debated 

at intervals (e.g., Sidney), it was not until the fin de siecle that the implications of 

a break with imitation became apparent. Symbolism's sympathizers such as 

Maeterlinck and Yeats perceived physical reality as an illusion, as a veil beyond 

which lay the inner landscape, the unconscious life which operated in the realm of 

the unsaid or the unseen, or even a metaphysical unity, a greater reality, waiting to 

be tapped by symbol or by silence. To the contrary, Stephane Mallarme recorded 

his honest and terrified appraisal of his inner self as a blank (le neant, /e vide) 

,., ,, 
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and of the oneness of his creative consciousness in its pure state, without habit or 

tradition, if you will, with the void of the universe. 

Mallarme struggled at the borders of a realization that art could somehow be 

linked to this more real "real. 11 For Un Coup de des, the type was actually set on the 

page to admit the primary space that contained it as an analogue, more or less, of 

stars distributed through the universe. As such, the fragmented text became line 

and color, an abstraction floating on the silent space of the white page. Jean Genet's 

observations on Giacometti's drawings underline a striking parallel: "The strokes 

are there only to give form and solidity to the whiteness. If you look closely, it is 

not the stroke that has style, it is the white space contained by it. It is not the 

stroke that is solid, it is the whiteness. "46 Though Mallarme's efforts to write 

drama were unsuccessful in terms of the performable, by means of personal 

influence and public support the poet advocated theater as a viable form for his 

aesthetics and encouraged the attempts of Symbolist playwrights.47 

Artists toyed with the ramifications of an invisible reality by showing our 

visible, speakable world to be built on absurd and meaningless connections between 

cause and effect, or on surreal operations above and beyond the reality art had taken 

for granted. Positivist examination of the object and detailed characterization had 

illuminated little. Hence artists were encouraged to discover symbolic evidence 

which would explain relationships between objects or persons, those invisible 

connections, and further which would manifest links to the transcendent or Ideal. 

The aim of the Symbolists was neither art for art's sake nor social utility, but 

rather the effect of truth. In 1886, Mon~as wrote what became known as the 

Symbolist manifesto, which described the movement as a departure from romantic 

subjectivity, classical description of the Parnassians, or declamatory observation 

of Hugo. Its aim was to "attire the Idea in a perceptible form." Ideas are not 

perceptible to the senses, but symbols are. Art became a search for symbols--a 
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search for a form--an arbitrary compromise between the requirements of 

perception and its incompleteness, between the visible and the invisible. 

4 I 

Concurrently the scientific world embarked upon a radical departure from 

traditional interpretations of data on reality. Scientific method was no longer only 

concerned with close observation of the object. By means of experiments with 

steam engines and thermodynamics, invisible energies were glimpsed by their 

effects, and the world of quantum mechanics began to be constructed beyond the 

misleading or contradictory evidence of the observed world. Max Planck gave his 

first paper on a distribution law of radiation at the Paris Exhibition of 1900, 

which prepared the ground for quantum physics. In 1905, Albert Einstein 

published three remarkable papers, one proving the existence of the atom, the 

other two uniting space and time as one principle. In 1915 matter was added to the 

continuum. The Newtonian universe, while useful for daily muddling through, was 

an illusion based on limited and limiting perceptual data. (As G. B. Shaw said with 

characteristic disrespect, "Newton was able to combine prodigious mental faculty 

with credulities and delusions that would disgrace a rabbit. "48) This mistake of the 

absolute universe from which all corollaries and hypotheses were deduced also 

exposed the frailty of deductive reasoning. The dynamic forces of our universe, the 

essential and perpetual building blocks, were now fully realized to be invisible, and 

to the non-scientific community unknowable. Physics had pierced through the 

illusions collectively fabricated by our five senses and the imitation of scientific 

tradition to the void beyond, to the vast space of the universe where the drama of 

quantum particles and entropy, is played out--somehow--against the space-time­

matter continuum. 

Piet Mondrian, in 1937, wrote of the failure of Surrealism to grasp reality 

because the movement instead depicted romantic dreams: "As for surrealism we 

must recognize that it deepened thought and feeling, but since this deepening is 
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limited by individualism it cannot reach the foundation, the universal. So long as it 

remains in the realm of dreams which are only a rearrangement of the events of 

life, it cannot touch reality. 11 49 To discover reality then one might destroy the 

world of appearances, the means for which also derived from the unobservable atom 

and is the domain of the military. Alternatively, the artist may imagine a world 

stripped down to its barest essentials. Pure art would then consist in the depiction 

of fundamental relations of line and color. 

Beckett wrote in this experimental break with tradition. Some have 

interpreted the genre as the end of the world: the annihilation of the moral world or 

the spiritual world, the desire for the imminent destruction of our world, or the 

realization of the vaporous self--the evaporation of character development, 

knowable plot, the narrator, the author. However, in Beckett's dramas there are 

persistent references to the ongoing existence of the universe. He was not 

philosophically bound by a choice between imitating or abandoning "the world." 

Repeatedly, with an austerity of organization that is sculptural in effect, his 

characters are positioned in the universe and are conscious, either overtly or 

subliminally, of the primal reality of universal space, of the void. 

Einstein mused that what was most incomprehensible about the universe 

was that it was at all comprehensible. The flip side of the obvious significance of 

the statement is that it is even partly comprehensible to us. A carbon-based bi­

pedal life-form comprehends that it is descended from apes, lives ninety-two 

million miles from a sun located on an outer arm of a spiral galaxy, individually 

does not last very long, and generally finds even that short allotment trying. 

Mallarme, reflecting on the static nature of Hamlet, wrote that character is an 

important element of drama not for an expression of a personal history (reportage) 

but for its revelation of the antagonism between dream and fatality, which is the 

universal condition of our existence. In Catastrophe the Protagonist is placed on a 
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plinth eighteen inches high and formed to the specifications of the Director. "Why 

the plinth?" he asks. "To let the stalls see the feet." A Protagonist is sculpted, 

figuratively and textually, on a pedestal so that he--the condition: human and 

suffering--may be seen. 

Beckett's last play, What Where (inclusive of When by virtue of the 

continuum) of 1983, begins with a report on the torture of the fifth unnamed 

character who refuses to say "it." Apparently the torturer is at fault and must in 

turn he given the works. The characters are Barn, Bern, Bim, and Bom--a, e, i, o. 

The unnamed must be the fifth vowel, with the ubiquitous B and M: the Bum. (Has 

the playwright come full circle to the bums, or clochards philosophes, of the first 

play?) As the vowels are erased from u to a, the first, the author, empties the 

stage of characters and discourse. "Time passes. That is all. Make sense who may. 

I switch off" (CSP 316). 

The goal of the mystery sleuth is to discover who was in the right place at 

the right time. Remove the sleuth and the clues, and the mystery remains: What 

Where. Beckett's plays essentially locate figures on the abstract geometric grid of 

space for a length of time. The traditional literary order of exposition-­

development--conclusion is overthrown by extended exposition. The links to the 

surroundings in terms of movement, plot, or character development, are torn by 

pervading space: the textual line is torn by silence, the visual line by darkness. 

Abstracted at roughly center stage is a gesture atop a drapery here and now. At the 

root of Einstein's inquiries was the assurance that simplicity holds the greatest 

complexity. If these spare figures are symbols, they stand only for themselves. 

They are not an Idea, but a fact--not a fact but an experience: fullness of symbol 

exploded to null. If symbols in art are "iconic," and Beckett used symbols to stand 

for nothing but themselves, then he has achieved a translucence in which the 

visual/verbal experience expresses the primal state of being freestanding of its 

) l ,, , 
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historical accumulation or of a newly acquired significance via the artistic medium. 

The refusal of the artist to grant an invented significance may be read as an 

insistence upon the failure of the artist, though he has succeeded in the compulsion 

to create. The artist's repertoire in this situation comprises his style, a style in 

which the form contains the content. Picasso responded to a woman in a gallery who 

asked what a painting meant: "My dear Madame, if I could tell you what it means, 

I'd be a novelist, not a painter." Beckett also preferred the experiment of the 

visual artist, though of the sculptor in the case of the plays. Tools that improve 

vision are invented by scientists to see what has hitherto been invisible: particles 

too small or too far away, motion too rapid or too slow. To change the way we see is 

to change the way we experience and interpret our world. 

For Beckett, the process of discovery, the search for a form to accommodate 

the mess, led through literary discourse to a continual emptying of the dramatic 

space, textual and visual. The result is a simple positive in terms of a discovered 

work of art: a coming to light and clarity, however inconclusive. As the Voice of M 

states in . . . but the clouds ... , after a dreary night busying himself with "cube 

roots" and "nothing, that MINE": " . . . with break of day, to issue forth again, void 

my little sanctum" (CSP 261-2). Aside from the characteristic scat prank, the 

emptying of the habitual space (to void the sanctum) is to bring to light. It is no 

accident that the elemental parts of the visual experience, line and color, should 

remain on the theoretical, though often delineated, geometric grid. With the 

discoveries of Einstein, "Geometry became the fundamental entity which included 

all existence. 1150 Renaissance Italy believed that a work of art was not complete 

until nothing else could be removed from it. Their sense of the necessary was of 

course quite different from ours. The modern scientific model derives its utility by 

leaving out almost everything in the natural world, most significantly man, 

consciousness, and the change into or out of consciousness. Reduction to such 

,·: : ,., 
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simplicity emphasizes the disjuncture, the crux that can perhaps only be occupied 

by the artist or the scientist, those who's work is creativity. 

Writing on the differences between the objectives of science and religion, 

Albert Einstein defined science in terms applicable to Beckett's dramatic forms : 

Science is the century-old endeavor to bring together by means of 

systematic thought the perceptible phenomena of this world into as 

thorough-going an association as possible. To put it boldly, it is the attempt 

at the posterior reconstruction of existence by the process of conceptual­

ization ... It is the aim of science to establish general rules which determine 

the reciprocal connection of objects and events in time and space.51 

Or as Beckett wrote in Proust, " ... for the artist, the only possible hierarchy in 

the world of objective phenomena is represented by a table of their respective 

coefficients of penetration, that is to say, in terms of the subject" (64). For the 

artist of the abstract imagination, clarification--bringing to light--by means of 

primary structures should include the figure upon whom the mystery reflects. By 

means of his dramatic repertoire, Beckett arrived at a sculptured theater so 

abstract that it resides in the realm of analytic geometry. 

Je crois que la Litterature, reprise a sa source qui est l'Art et la Science, 
nous fournira un Theatre, dont les representations seront le vrai culte 

moderne; un Livre, explication de l'homme, suffisante a nos plus beaux 
reves. 

Mallarme, "Sur le Theatre" 
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