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“(silence)”
Scripting [It], Staging [It] on the Page, for the Stage

Clark Lunberry

Our pages
burn themselves
as theater

awaiting an extinguishing
mist
I sang my name but it sounded strange
I sang the trace then

without a sound,
then erased it.
—Michael Palmer, “Sun”

The stage is no place for silence. The silence is no place for a stage. Like
a white page upon which it is inscribed, presented as dramatic instruction—
“(silence)”—the word is made into a mark, made into a bracketed moment, only to
be instantly, noisily transformed into utterance. Mouths closed; the word erased
but still seen, fully present and intended to form and function, to speak breathlessly.
The speakers stop, pause, silent. On the page or on the stage, this instructed silence
nevertheless stealthily expands and fills as a signified absence, inflating into a
deliberately, paradoxically evacuated dimension; ink absorbed onto paper, always
echoing. Jacques Derrida, commenting on Bataille, accurately diagnosed the
dilemma of trying to represent silence,

If the word silence ‘among all words’, is ‘the most perverse or
the most poetic,’ it is because in pretending to silence meaning,
it says nonmeaning, it slides and it erases itself, does not maintain
itself, silences itself, not as silence, but as speech.!

Silencing itself as speech, saying the spacings, preparing the pause, the
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actor and the director mark, measure the extended moments before, between,
following the words (as well as within them; Hamm in Beckett’s Endgame, “No,
allisa—/ (he yawns) / —bsolute”). How long before the mouth is to move, (the
yawn to endure), the words to resume, the sounds of the stage to reengage? And
how to effectively create and form what Antonin Artaud spoke of as the “well-
calculated silence . . . , silence solidified by thought.”?

The spectators in their seats, the curtain up, the props in place, the
characters abruptly appearing—everyone, everything poised and present. The action
is about to begin; the silence about to be broken, must be broken, lips parted,
throats contracted, words on the tip of the tongue. Shaping the breath and filling
the stage with layers and layers of prompted, prepared language, filaments cast
upon the expectant, exigent audience. Laying it on the line, narrating the clock’s
progression, the story will be told (even when there is none, especially when there
is none). This happens, and then this, and then this—(silence)—I said, she said,
he said—(silence). The momentary pause, the space between the lines. How long
can these be held? [ ] Holding the silences. [ ] (What is
being bracketed?) Tension (or terror) between intakes. Rest. Inhale, exhale,
preparation to begin again . . . and then again. Departure. Final words, parting
comments. As another of Beckett’s character’s, in Play, frustratedly exclaims,
“Bite off my tongue and swallow it? Spit it out? Would that placate you? How the
mind works still to be sure!”?

“...mind works still . . .”

Evoking the term, writing it on the page, silence as “silence” presents
itself as a peculiar, uncertain substance (here understood as primarily an absence
of language, language absented). An inevitably unwieldy, equivocal theatrical
instruction, silence has nonetheless been frequently investigated and experimented
with in various instances of modern and postmodern drama and performance. From
Bertolt Brecht to Samuel Beckett, Antonin Artaud to Gertrude Stein, John Cage to
Robert Wilson . . . each of these figures, often in very different ways, has attempted
to rewrite and reimagine the silences and soundings of the stage, to leverage the
language into alternative dimensions from those that were often perceived as being
so ponderously inherited.

Strategies of silence have included (among, no doubt, numerous others)
the following:

1. Stopping or slowing the insistences of language, either pausing the
rush of words or trying to eliminate them entirely (while seeking variations of
articulation in other forms, for instance, Brechtian gestus—Mother Courage
purposefully biting the half guilder; or innovations in the stagecrafting in a theater
of images—Robert Wilson’s letting the lighting, the protracted movements and
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It was at first a study. I wrote out silences and the nights.
I recorded the inexpressible. I described frenzies.
—Arthur Rimbaud, “A Season in Hell”

Instance; a hovering silence of sky; Germany 1918: In Bertolt Brecht’s
early play Baal, the proudly degenerate, admirably despicable main character Baal—
apoet, aman of words—often finds himselfupon his back, momentarily speechless,
either in drunken collapse or in meditative musings (or frequently a combination
of both), looking up through trees at the starry expanse above, ruminating, charting
the distances, taking “the sky with him below.”** Like Cage in his anechoic chamber,
Baal stares into the darkness, listening, listening, trying to discern the dimensions
of a receding depth, sounding a diminishing sky; however, unlike Cage, the darkness
for Baal seems far darker and more dense, the nothing that is heard more vacant
and deadening, its subsequent narrations more troublingly told; as Baal himself
caustically describes his condition, sitting down at the table to write a poem, “I’1l
give my inner man a try. I’'m quite hollowed out” (42).

In the second scene of this play, silence as a carefully (but uncertainly)
applied stage instruction immediately follows the brief, opening exchange between
Baal and the young Johannes. Both of them are looking from the window of
Baal’s attic, staring up at the sky as Baal begins to ponder aloud:

Baal: When you lie stretched out in the grass at night you
feel in your bones that the earth is a sphere and that we
are flying and that there are animals on this star eating
up the plants. It is one of smaller stars.

Johannes: You know something of astronomy?

Baal: No.
Silence
(26)
“No” ... “Silence,” Baal’s response to Johannes (knowing nothing of

astronomy—what’s there to know?), followed by Baal’s barren reply to Baal
(knowing nothing of nothing); “silence.” And here, as always, (but here, in
particular) a particular kind of silence. But what is it? How is this instructed
silence to be held, to be heard? For this silence sounds especially mordant and
hollow, following as it does the negation of Baal’s “No” and thus resonating as a
kind of double negative to Johannes’ simple question. The silence following Baal’s
response seems neither pregnant (echoing with some kind of undefined, emerging,
Cage-like musicated hope) nor even permanent (offering some form of fixed rest
or final respite), but instead another kind of silence that is something vastly (or
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With the words mutating like a virus, the language spreads and enlarges as it
parasitically feeds upon (while symbiotically sustaining) the one speaking. Hamm
and Clov’s desire for silence is a desire for the stealthy prompter to cease the
story’s whispering, to stop the constant dripping inside the head. “. .. Babble,
babble, words,” Hamm says, as if describing the prompter prompting, “like the
solitary child that turns himself into children, two, three, so as to be together, and
whisper together, in the dark” (70).

The blinded Hamm, his hearing no doubt made even more acute by the
darkness, the “zero” before his shrouded eyes, often speaks longingly, ferociously
of this yearning for silence and stillness, hoping to end all stories, imagining a time
when the whispering words have ceased and “There’ll be no more speech” (50).
Berating Clov to be quiet and listen, to follow along as he speaks and speaks, to
obey his often mindless, sadomasochistic instructions, Hamm can scarcely finish
a sentence without needing to pause and collect himself, breathe in in order to
breathe out the rush of words cluttering and clanging in his brain. His constant
awkward pauses punctuate and accentuate the longing that he evokes, while
disturbing and dispersing the words being spoken, the story being told. Again and
again, Hamm halts and hesitates before moving on, trying to complete his wearied
sentences, to complete his tortured thoughts, thoughts always engendering further
thoughts, always interrupting and deferring the silence and the stillness that is
forever and finally desired:

Hamm:

(Pause.)
It will be the end and there I’ll be, wondering what can
have brought it on and wondering what can have . . .
(he hesitates)

... why it was so long in coming.

(Pause)
There I'll be, in the old shelter, alone against the silence
and...
(he hesitates)

... the stillness. IfIcan hold my peace, and sit quiet, it
will all be over with sound, and motion, all over and
done with.

(Pause.)

(69)

“If I can hold my peace . . . ,” Hamm wistfully imagines. While of
course, he clearly can %, and he never could, sit quietly and hold his peace—held as
if between his hands like some tangible object to be nurtured and protected. For he
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knows, ke sees (regardless of his blindness) that the words are indeed tenaciously
spread upon his brain, and that there will be no silence, because there can be no
silence, not as long as he is there to hear it, to be the one obliged always to do the
speaking, to do the hearing.

Hamm symptomatically, inescapably enacts the very condition that he so
haltingly and painfully speaks of, like a patient diagnosing his own disease, his
own disabling desires. He wants the words to end but he can only go on speaking
them, saying them again and again, as if, said enough, the words might somehow
collapse upon themselves. “Short of breath until they almost fall silent,” Theodor
Adorno wrote of the characters of Endgame, “they no longer manage the synthesis
of linguistic phrases; they stammer in protocol sentences. . . . The words resound
like merely make-shift ones because silence is not yet entirely successful, like
voices accompanying and disturbing.”?

Clov, of course, has his own desires for silence, his own vague and nos-
talgic imaginings of a stillness that might somehow be sustained. However, Clov’s
conception of such a silence appears to depend upon a necessary, preliminary si-
lencing of Hamm. For Hamm, the whispering prompter would seem to have been
entirely internalized and invisible, whispering from some dark perch within his
skull, while for Clov the prompter seems instead to be corporeally present in the
character of Hamm himself. Yes, Hamm is Clov’s prompter, the one whispering
the words into his ears (though, indeed, Hamm is far more likely to shout the
words than whisper them). As Clov, at a moment of agonized lucidity, violently
says to Hamm, “T use the words you taught me. If they don’t mean anything any
more, teach me others. Or let me be silent” (44).

The inescapable, circular paradox is that Clov cannot silence Hamm be-
cause it is the very noise of Hamm, those tormenting words “taught” to Clov, that
constitute and determine the parameters of Clov’s own vague understandings of
himself. Hamm’s words are the only words—the only worlds—that Clov has ever
known, and even more profoundly, the only words by which Clov has ever known.

Clov: Do this, do that, and I do it. I never refuse.
Why?
Hamm: You’re not able to.
Clov: Soon I won’t do it any more.
Hamm: You won’t be able to any more.
(Exit Clov)
Ah the creatures, the creatures, everything has to be
explained to them.
(43)

Clov would not be Clov without Hamm, without Hamm?’s prompted words, for he
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and they are what enable him to be the one he is, to speak the way he does, to even
wish for that which he wishes. And so he dreams (dreaming the dream of silence
given him by Hamm): If only Hamm would be still, then somehow all, all would
be still.

A final note, on a final play; silent cry: Years later, in what must be one
of Beckett’s sparest and briefest of plays, simply entitled Breath,”® the silence that
was so painstakingly investigated, so tortuously sought out in Endgame would
seem to have almost entirely overtaken the presented performance. Here, not a
word is spoken, and all that is heard in a play that lasts less than a minute is a “faint
brief cry” held for about five seconds, followed by amplified recordings of breathing.
Integrated in precise timing with these sounds is the carefully determined lighting
and the “miscellaneous rubbish” scattered about the stage. The entire event is then
sharply delineated by the raising and lowering of the curtain that cuts the scene
open, and then only moments later, sutures it before our eyes.

Breath would seem to be the appropriate play to follow Hamm’s closing
lament to “speak no more about it . . . speak no more” (84). In this short play, the
breath, the cry, have become simply additional phenomena of the play, equivalent
features alongside the faint light and the rubbish scattered about. The voice, the
body, are no longer foregrounded, center-staged (and indeed, there’s no body at all
to be seen), but instead the sounds have been absorbed as integrated components
into the broader dramatic event. No story to tell, no events to be narrated.

Beckett once wrote that “To restore silence is the role of obj ects” and in
this astringent production, everything about the play—the lights, the breath, the
rubbish, the cries—seems somehow flatly, equally present as parts of a minute
entropic object, an object carefully cast in time. And in this manner the play itself
exists for its briefunfolding as a kind of object, almost silent, decaying into silence,
with nothing to say, speaking no more; seen, like a flash, heard, like an echo, only
to then disperse and vanish before our eyes.
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