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			Samuel Beckett

			Irish novelist, poet and playwright

			
					Born in Dublin in 1906

					Died in Paris in 1989

					Notable works:	Molloy (1951), novel

	Waiting for Godot (1952), play

	Endgame (1957), play




			

			Samuel Beckett was an Irish writer born in Dublin in 1906. He became a lecteur d’anglais at the Ecole Normale Supérieure in Paris in 1928-1929, before settling definitively in the French capital in 1938. In 1954, he began writing works in French, such as his novel Molloy (1951) and his play Waiting for Godot (1952).

			 The winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1969, Samuel Beckett was a major writer of what has been called the “Theatre of the Absurd”, depicting with very dark humor the demise and idleness of the modern man. He died in 1989.

		


		
			Endgame

			The absurdity of a life destined to end

			
					Genre: theatre of the Absurd

					Reference edition: Beckett, S. (1947) Endgame. [Online]. [Accessed 19 January 2016]. Available from: <http://www.unc.edu/courses/2006spring/engl/026/002/PDFs/Endgame.pdf>

					First edition: 1957

					Themes: bodies, end of the world, boredom, death, hatred, human relationships, absurdity

			

			Written in French in 1957, Endgame was the second work of Samuel Beckett to be performed. The play is said to belong to the Theater of the Absurd, which the author denied. In one act, it tells the story of four characters who are physically diminished, and who live together in a shelter in a post-apocalyptical world. Nothing happens in the play, and the protagonists claim they want to end it all. The play is intended to be a parody of classical theater conventions.

		


		
			Summary

			This play is made up of only one act. It depicts four characters who try to survive the apocalypse in a shelter. Almost nothing happens, as the protagonists are mainly waiting.

			The initial stage direction introduces a very bare scenic space: “Bare interior. Grey light.” There is no furniture in the room. There are only two small windows with closed curtains and a door next to an upside down painting. An apocalyptical atmosphere is installed from the first replica onwards: “Finished, it's finished, nearly finished, it must be nearly finished”.

			In fact, the place represented is an end-of-the-world shelter in which four characters survive:

			
					Hamm, who is blind and paraplegic;

					Clov, his visually-impaired servant, who walks with difficulty and cannot sit down anymore;

					Nell and Nagg, his crippled parents, who live in the dustbins and form an inseparable couple.

			

			Because of their handicaps, they are nearly all forced to remain motionless, or at least to remain in the hideout. Clov is the only one who can still leave, but he never decides to do so.

			They all hate each other:

			
					Hamm curses his father for having sired him and poisons his mother;

					His father hates him because he mistreats them;

					Clov, whom Hamm seems to consider as his servant, threatens to leave, but never makes up his mind about it.

			

			They talk about everything and nothing. Mostly of nothing. Outside, there is nothing. The end of the world is like a desert:

			Clov: What all is? In a word? Is that what you want to know? Just a moment. (He turns the telescope on the without, looks, lowers the telescope, turns towards Hamm.) Corpsed. (Pause.) Well? Content?
Hamm: Look at the sea.
Clov: It's the same.
Hamm: Look at the ocean! (Clov gets down, takes a few steps towards window left, goes back for ladder, carries it over and sets it down under window left, gets up on it, turns the telescope on the without, looks at length. He starts, lowers the telescope, examines it, turns it again on the without.)
Clov: Never seen anything like that!
Hamm (anxious): What? A sail? A fin? Smoke?
[…]
Clov: All gone.
[…]
Hamm: And the horizon? Nothing on the horizon?
CLOV (lowering the telescope, turning towards Hamm, exasperated): What in God's name could there be on the horizon?

			The waves are leaden. The sun is empty. The whole universe is grey. In such conditions, what would be the point of fleeing? The only thing left to do is to get desperately bored. An absolute weariness.

			The only movements are Clov’s, who grumpily goes here and there to obey to Hamm’s requests: he gives him his tranquilizers, his soft toy, explains to him what there is outside, etc. Nothing happens.

			Hamm: Get me ready. (Clov does not move.) Go and get the sheet. (Clov does not move.) Clov!
Clov: Yes.
Hamm: I'll give you nothing more to eat.
Clov: Then we'll die.
Hamm: I'll give you just enough to keep you from dying. You'll be hungry all the time.
Clov: Then we won't die. (Pause.) I'll go and get the sheet. (He goes towards the door.)
They all await the end of the game, with the impatience of people who want to die.

		


		
			Character study

			Hamm and Clov

			
					They form a couple in which one cannot be separated from the other. They are never apart and although Hamm sometimes finds himself alone, it is only for a very short time. They are very similar, to the point where they are nearly interchangeable:

					They both have several physical handicaps: Hamm is paraplegic, forced to remain seated in his chair, while Clov is unable to sit, forced to remain standing all the time; Hamm is blind while Clov is visually impaired. They are both with reduced mobility and their health is fragile. Hamm takes tranquilizers upon tranquilizers, while Clov already “stinks” of “corpses”.

					Their civil status is equally uncertain. The monosyllables they use as names can barely be seen as real names. They are old, but their exact age is unknown. There are but few elements of their biographies the audience is aware of: Nagg and Nell are Hamm’s parents, Mother Pegg was among his acquaintances, he once did a service to a madman and played the role of a father to Clov. As for Clov, nothing more is known about him: he does not remember his father and does not know how he ended up with Hamm. Clov and Hamm are two beings who do not seem to lead real lives: they have neither true past nor real existence.

					They are imprisoned, walled-up beings. They consider the outside world as a hell and the inside as a refuge. Hamm does not wish to go outside, and could not even if he wished to. Clov could, but does not do it. Although he constantly threatens Hamm to leave, he stays. At the end of the play, we see Clov on stage with a bag in his hand, ready to fulfill his threat and to abandon them, but he does not.

					They both consider life as a curse, a punishment, an illness with “no cure”. Consequently, they blame everything that could or did give life (Hamm insults his father, Clov wishes to kill the flea and the child, etc.). they both have the same distraught speech about potential procreators;

					They are defined by the same absence of illusion. They believe in nothing: neither in God, nor in happiness, nor in an ideal. Their dialogues, which show this same way of thinking, are always parallel or complementary:Hamm: Have you not had enough?
Clov: Yes! (Pause.) Of what?
Hamm: Of this... this... thing.
Clov: I always had. (Pause.) Not you?
Clov wishes for a silent and motionless world. Similarly, Hamm wishes to remain silent and motionless to put an end to sound and movement.


					Hamm predicts to Clov that he will become like him: “One day you'll be blind like me. You'll be sitting here, a speck in the void, in the dark, forever, like me. […] Yes, one day you'll know what it is, you'll be like me, […]”. Clov, knowing that he is becoming blind and paralyzed, indeed sees Hamm as what he will become rather than as his adoptive father. Conversely, he sees him as his past as the slow degradation of Clov was once his own. Consequently, they mirror each other. Thus, Hamm is like the older version of Clov.

			

			Aside from these similarities, they are also interdependent:

			
					Clov is Hamm’s slave. He is his toy and accomplishes his every wish. He pushes his seat and tends to his every whim, bringing him his sheets, catheter, toy dog, tranquilizers, etc. he obeys his every order, and Hamm takes pleasure in giving many: “go and get the gaff”, “Go and get the sheet”, “go and get the oilcan”, “wake him”, etc. He overuses the imperative form and dominates the dialogues. Moreover, Hamm mistreats Clov, whom he uses as a scapegoat. He finds his relief in doing so, and wants him to be as obedient and submissive as a dog.

					Hamm depends on Clov. Without Clov, Hamm cannot do anything: he cannot move his chair, cannot know what is happening outside, cannot have an interlocutor when he needs to be listened to in order to relieve his boredom. Hamm without an interlocutor is nothing anymore. The relationship of domination sometimes change: when Clov becomes less docile, refuses to obey, raises his voice or even strikes him with the toy dog.

					They cannot live alone: “I can’t leave you”, says Hamm. He is unable to replace Clov and does not have any autonomy. As for Clov, he keeps threatening to leave but never does because he has nowhere else to go. His attempts at going away always turn out to be failures because he thinks he is too old and unable to change his habits. In a way, he is paralyzed as well. Moreover, their patronyms refer, respectively, to the French word for “nail” (clou) and a hammer. One object is useless without the other. Complementarity and domination define this relationship.

			

			Nagg and Nell

			They are Hamm’s parents. Just like Hamm and Clov, they are complementary and are so much alike that they have nearly become copies:

			
					They are physically similar. Their names begin with an “n”, are monosyllabic, and end with two consonants. They have the same very white complexion and both wear a night cap. They both live in the dustbins and emerge from them in the same way (the lid goes up, then their hands appear on the edges).

					They undergo the same degradation. They suffer from the same handicap (they are crippled because of an accident of tandem, and they start losing their eyesight and hearing at the same time. Moreover they are cold and are treated like garbage by their son.

					Their replicas are symmetrical:Nagg: Can you see me?
Nell: Hardly. And you?
Nagg: What?
Nell: Can you see me?
Nagg: Hardly.
Nagg re-uses or completes Nell’s replicas, and vice versa.
Identities, utterances and mutilated bodies make them appear like the mirror reflection of each other. They have no specific individuality, they are simple reflections. In a way they are already dead.


			

			As opposed to Hamm and Clov, whose duo is defined by hatred and power plays, Nagg and Nell are a united couple:

			
					The love they bear each other has not been destroyed by misery. They stand side by side, dustbin against dustbin, as they probably were before the accident. Nell calls Nagg with a term of endearment: “my pet”. Nagg keeps the three quarters of the biscuit Clov gave him for his wife. Many times, there are signs of Nagg’s worries for his wife, namely when he discovers that she does not react to his calls anymore: he goes in his dustbin to never get out of it again, as his life is now meaningless;

					As opposed to Hamm and Clov they have a past about which they can reminisce together: Italy, the engagement, the tour on a boat on the Lake of Como;

					They undergo the same humiliation. They are mistreated by their son who is violent and curses them:Hamm: Accursed progenitor!


			

			Hamm does not have the slightest amount of filial love and ends up poisoning his mother. The humiliation they undergo creates a bond of solidarity between them, which enables them to survive.

			However, their union disintegrates:

			
					Their situation as inhabitants of dustbins makes it impossible for them to kiss, and physical love is of course out of the question. Consequently, they cannot express the affection they feel for each other and their complicity crumbles: Nell does not laugh at Nagg’s story, and Nagg is scandalized by what she says (“nothing is funnier than unhappiness”). When Hamm screams for them to shup up, angry at their too loud talks, Nagg immediately goes back to the bottom of his bin, while Nell remains unmoving: the last gesture they accomplish together is ill-assorted, as if to announce their coming solitude.

					Their only option is death. The time they have left can certainly not be seen as a rest or a bonus that should be enjoyed. It is only a synonym of an accumulation of degenerations. It is a destructive time which lengthens and increases their sufferings.

					The past is their only refuge. As they cannot expect anything, they can only think about the time when they still had their legs. This return to the past is double-edged, because although it highlights their complicity and the length of their union, it also suggests that since the Lake of Como, nothing has been worth mentioning, not even Hamm’s birth, nor his growing up, nothing. They even admit to having been bad parents. Nell and Nagg are a dead couple, paradoxically united, with neither projects nor emotions, which remembers that it once existed.

			

		


		
			Analysis

			A very dark play

			Endgame is an extremely dark play on several levels.

			Deterioration, decomposition and the degradation of bodies

			Beckett turns the body into an object of disgust by insisting on the most disagreeable physical or physiological details. The characters inspire nothing but revulsion. Clov already stinks of death, Hamm urinates in a catheter and yawns often while Nagg wants his back to be scratched and feeds only on pap: “The old folks at home! No decency left! Guzzle, guzzle, that’s all they think of.” “Guzzle” is a vulgar term that shows contempt for the act of eating, and therefore for the body.

			Besides being physically diminished, their appearance is not agreeable: Clov has a very red complexion and the handkerchief spread over Hamm’s face is speckled with blood. Beckett’s characters truly inspire disgust, visitors included: the man who wants to be taken in by Hamm with his child is black with dirt and tears. Pegg is the only one who escapes this ugliness, but she embodies the past.

			None of the characters in the play are physically normal, or whole, not even the dog toy, which is missing a leg. Nell and Nagg are cripples who live like animals in a litter at the bottom of a bin. The reader feels ill-at-ease because of the repetition of the word “stump”, which reminds of the amputation. Hamm is blind and paralyzed, and Clov is about to become so.

			Day after day, their bodies deteriorate. Hamm functions with pain killers and recuperatives. The drop he believes he has

			To live is to die

			
			
			The hatred for life

			
			A theatrical revolution

			
			
			
			
			
			The rejection of meaning

			
			
					He has no wish to reproduce or imitate the real world. Consequently, the reader has no indications about anything: the elementary notions of time and place are muddled. The play is only about stretching and repeating. Endgame shows practically nothing that is believable or even plausible. What is this apocalypse? How come everything is grey? The author does not provide any explanation. He just wants to show the awaiting of the end, not the reason why this end happened.

					The author also does not provide a philosophical, political or religious system. He even puts irony in the mouths of his characters: Clov mocks friendship, love and progress (they are all the “same inanities”).

			

			
			A new language

			
			
			The Absurd
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