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Representation and the Unpresentable

Charles Campbell

Using the writings of Jean-Frangois Lyotard, Gilles Deleuze, Michel Foucault
and Michel de Certeau, the first section of this paper provides a theoretical analysis
suggesting a means of approaching a problem that has characterized much of
postmodern thought: the problem of representing the unpresentable. To substantiate
this analysis, the second section of this paper will show the ways in which this idea
circulates in the work of Samuel Beckett, in general, and in Waiting for Godot in
particular.

In The Postmodern Explained, Jean-Frangois Lyotard offers the following
statement in his elaboration of the Kantian philosophy of the sublime:

The postmodern would be that which in the modern invokes the
unpresentable in presentation itself, that which refuses the
consolation of correct forms, refuses the consensus of taste
permitting common experience of nostalgia for the impossible,
and inquires into new presentations—not to take pleasure in them,
but to better produce the feeling that there is something
unpresentable.!

This phrase is often referenced in order to situate discussions of the postmodern,
but in its elements it also serves to open a discussion into the possibilities of
engagement with the notion of representation and that of the unpresentable. The
idea of the intersection of representation with the unpresentable does not begin
with Lyotard, but his essay offers an opening point from which to explore these
ideas.

Lyotard suggests that the issue of the presentation of the unpresentable
is central in the constitution of the postmodem.? For Lyotard, it is the invocation of
the unpresentable, the demonstration that there is a conceivable which is not
presentable, which motivates and constitutes the ways in which various avant-
gardes have “humiliated and disqualified reality by their scrutiny of the pictorial
techniques used to instill a beliefinit.”® This is a committed effort to work against
the mode of thought that produces a “nostalgia for the all and the one, for a
reconciliation of the concept and the sensible, for a transparent and communicable
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The time of the play is also diminished in substance. “And is it Saturday?
[s it rather not Sunday? (Pause.) Or Monday? (Pause.) Or Friday?**® Estragon’s
badgering uncertainties are paralleled in Pozzo’s vociferous denunciations:

Have you not done tormenting me with your accursed time! It’s
abominable! When! When! One day, is that not enough for you,
one day he went dumb, one day I went blind, one day we’ll go
deaf, one day we were born, one day we shall die, the same day,
the same second, is that not enough for you?*

Estragon’s questioning of the day and Pozzo’s rant articulate a sense of
time that is uncertain—that might as well be all the same moment. The means of
measuring time is unavailable. As time is relative, it passes meaningfully only with
reference to a reliability outside the vagaries of time: a watch, the sun or stars (with
a reliable sense of direction), atomic decay, etc. Without this measurement, time
becomes a fluid force, at once endless and simultaneous. In Waiting for Godot
there is no outside, independent entity that can be reliably referenced to mark the
passage of time, even Pozzo’s watch can’t be found. The substance of time has
been drained and diminished into uncertainty.

Frequently in this play, language is reduced to its mechanistic aspects.
Vladimir and Estragon take part in exchanges reminiscent of Vaudeville chatter.
From the exchange about “all the dead voices™ to Vladimir’s song opening the
second act to the exchange of insults, words are used with less regard for meaning
than for their material function.

Vladimir: Moron!

Estragon: That’s the idea, let’s abuse each other.

They turn, move apart, turn again and face each other.
Vladimir: Moron!

Estragon: Vermin!

Vladimir: Abortion!

Estragon: Morpion!

Vladimir: Sewer-rat!

Estragon: Curate!

Vladimir: (with finality) Crritic!

Estragon: Oh! (he wilts, vanquished, and turns away)
Vladimir: Now let’s make up.’!

There is less concern for the effects of these insults than for the function
of the game that the exchange forms. The language is not empty, meaningless, nor
nonsensical—merely without any but an aesthetic function. Vladimir and Estragon
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