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“The Death of a Dynasty”
Presence in Drama and Theory:
Samuel Beckett and Jacques Derrida

Sarah Gendron

I. “Je ne peux pas continuer, je vais continuer”: Beckett After
The Unnamable

“Le grand remeéde aux miséres de ce monde, c’est I’absorption dans I’instant
présent.” —Jean-Jacques Rousseau

Beckett published L’ Innommable in 1953. This last book of the trilogy was
also Beckett’s last so-called “novel.” Three years later, in an interview with Israel
Schenker, Beckett explained the move away from novel writing as inevitable after
the trilogy. After writing texts in which there was “no ‘I,’ no ‘have,’ no ‘being,””
there was, as Beckett said, truly “no way to go on.”" Despite this claim, Beckett,
like the ever-running discourse of The Unnamable, did indeed “go on.” During the
same period in which Beckett stopped writing novels, he began writing extensively
for the theatre. Since then, many critics—among them William Worthen, Sidney
Homan, and Michael Robinson—? have come to believe that the “coincidence” of
Beckett’s last novel with his increased interest in the theatre was no coincidence at
all; that Beckett’s turn to the stage represented a “natural” progression in his career,
“the only direction in which a development was possible.”” Having just completed
several novels increasingly dominated by a sense of absence—the absence of “I,”
of “have” and so on—Beckett, it is often suggested, turned to the stage in search of
what had become increasingly elusive in his novels: “presence.”

There is some evidence to support the claim that Beckett himself viewed his
work after L’Innommable as indicative of a general turn from the inherent “lack”
of the novel towards the “presence” of the theatre. Apart from En Attendant Godot,
which was published in French in 1952, the majority of Beckett’s dramatic texts
were indeed composed only after the trilogy had been completed. Perhaps more
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Four years after the publication of Robbe-Grillet’s Pour un nouveau roman,
Jacques Derrida also examines the association of being and presence in philosophy,
but with decidedly more suspicion than Robbe-Grillet. For Derrida, the association
of being with presence carries with it greater consequences then that of simply
establishing a link between so-called pure presence and the human body—which
is, for Derrida, what makes this association particularly dangerous. Once established,
this determination allows for the possibility of inaugurating a set of
subdeterminations. Among them, Derrida lists “présence de la chose au regard
comme eidos, présence comme substance/essence/existence (ousia), présence
temporelle comme pointe (stigme) du maintenant ou de I’instant (nun), présence d
soi du cogito, conscience, subjectivité, co-présence de l’autre et de soi,
intersubjectivité comme phénomene intentionnel de l’ego, etc” (“presence of the
thing to the sight as eidos, presence as substance/essence/existence [ousia], temporal
presence as point [stigmé] of the now or of the moment [nun], the self-presence of
the cogito, consciousness, subjectivity, the co-presence of the other and of the self,
intersubjectivity as the intentional phenomenon of the ego, and so forth™).”* Simply
put, once presence is linked to Being, a surplus of general principles of metaphysics
can henceforth be posited, and all notions that complicate these principles can be
disregarded. The moment presence is determined as “being,” we become
anesthetized to anything that disrupts the metaphysical assumptions that are born
of this association. For Derrida, the coupling of being and presence is nothing less
than “I’ether de la métaphysique. "

IIL. “Being? Where?” The Absence of Presence in Beckett’s Theatre

The question remains as to whether Beckett’s theatre intends to exploit a “pure
presence” or whether it instead means to expose it as an illusion. In order to answer
this question, several points must be taken into consideration. First, no play that
derives from a text can logically be considered to represent ““pure presence,” since
it relies on something prior to itself for its existence. In order for presence to be
“pure”—Dby definition—it cannot be tainted by anything that is not itself—in other
words, it must be its own origin and end. It goes without saying that Beckett’s
staged plays are all the product of a text. Secondly, much of what appears to be
indicative of pure presence in his work is the result of detailed stage directions in
the script. For example, if the director remains true to the text, as directors such as
Roger Blin and Alan Schneider often did,'* every pause a character makes on stage
can be found already recorded in the script. In some plays, such as Happy Days,
there are hundreds of pauses; all of which are scripted:

... I have the whole—(Pause. Puzzled.) Them? (Pause) Or it?
(Pause.) Brush and comb it? (Pause.) Sounds improper somehow.
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Whatever the particular interpretation of the “events” of Godot, the virtual
lack of so-called meaningful action that is described by Cohn as frequently having
an “improvisational quality,”?? accompanied by a focus on the dramatic form, seems
an attempt on the part of the playwright to render the notion of presence—presence
of being and present in time—immediately perceptible to the audience. Even Cohn
has referred at one time to Godot, Endgame, and Krapp s Last Tape, as plays that
offer not only “endless continua” but also “different images of an unending
present.”””* However, there is an equal emphasis on repetition in Beckett’s plays
that complicates such a notion. Besides the innumerable words and phrases that
are repeated verbatim in Godot, Act Two is so strikingly similar to Act One that it
reads as a virtual duplication of all that preceded it. Admittedly, the tree now has
leaves on it, signaling the passage of time from the first to the second act, and
Pozzo and Lucky’s relationship takes on a decidedly less vaudevillesque and more
sadistic tone. Yet the symmetry between the two acts remains startling: Vladimir
and Estragon find themselves again on the road, by a tree, in the company of
Pozzo and Lucky, later of the little boy who informs them again about Godot’s
plans, and all the while they wait. Cohn extends the list of repetitive gestures: “In
both acts they comment on their reunion, they complain of their misery, they seek
escape into games, they are frightened by offstage menace, they try to remember a
past, they stammer a hope for a future, they utter doubts about time, place, and
language, they wait for Godot.”** Or as Mercier writes, nothing happens twice.

Far from affirming a sense of a pure presence, the reprisals of these seemingly
innocuous and uneventful actions suggest instead the theoretical impossibility of
such purity. Steven Connor explains this in Heideggerian terms. At the beginning
of the second act, the audience witnesses what seems to be a near repetition of the
first act. Yet, as Connor argues, we are only cognizant of the return of Vladimir
and Estragon’s “being-back (on stage)-again,” or even their “still-being-there” at
the beginning of the second Act “because of our awareness of the break that has
taken place between the first two Acts.” The break or “absence” that marks the
first Act as, at once, the same as and different from the second Act, is enough to
allow the “shadow of absence or non-being to fall across the fullness and simplicity
of Dasein.””

Herbert Blau contends that no modern drama is “more sensitively aware of
the presence of an audience or its absence”? than Beckett’s Godot. I would suggest
that Godot is not an exception. I would also add, like Connor, that this sensitivity
extends far beyond the level of the audience. Beckettien presence depends upon
absence, just as absence in his work relies on presence for the perception of its
very existence. Beckett offers his audience an absence which, in the words of
Enoch Brater, takes on “a hovering presence.”” In Oh les beaux jours we are only
cognizant of Winnie’s “present” or her condition of “still-being-there”—Dburied in
the mound of dirt, rattling on about the objects in her purse—because of the absence
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involved in the change in Acts. Presence in this play, as well as in Godot—a play
in which the title “character” himself is never “present”—can only be perceived
by way of its contamination by something “other” than itself.

Derrida argues that any desire for a pure presence, such as that invested in
Artaud’s “theatre of cruelty,” is destined to remain unfulfilled precisely because
there is no such thing as “pure” presence to begin with: “Presence, in order to be
presence and self-presence, has always already begun to represent itself, has always
already been penetrated.” Thus, the extent to which Artaud wanted to save the
“purity” of presence untainted by “interior difference” and repetition, is the extent
to which he simultaneously “desired the impossibility of the theatre.” Derrida is
quick, however, to note that Artaud knew this “better than any other.” He knew
that the theater of cruelty would always be “the inaccessible limit of a representation
which is not repetition, of a re-presentation which is full presence, which does not
carry its double within itself as its death, of a present which does not repeat itself,
that is, of a present outside time, a non-present.”?

The appearance of a “pure present,” what Vincent Descombes refers to as the
Husserlian “présent vivant,” is just that: appearance. It is an illusion constructed in
order to support phenomenological and metaphysical thought; in particular, the
idea that one can distinguish between an original entity and one that is derived. In
order to effect a deconstruction of this so-called “husserlian principle of principles,”
Derrida counters it with his own “principle of non-principles.”? Here, one can
only conceive of a present or presence either immediately before or immediately
after it has happened. The present can only be conceived of as “present” belatedly,
and thus any present that does not “carry its double within itself as its death,” is a
present outside of time.” “The “present” is always already “non-present.” As
Descombes explains it, this belated present is thus even responsible for producing
history: “Il y a histoire, parce que dés I'origine, le présent est comme en retard sur
lui-méme.” (“There is only history, because, from the origin onwards, the present
is, so to speak, always delayed with regard to itself”).3* Whether it is in relation to
the present time or the presence of the physical body, “pure presence” is no more
than a fantasy. It cannot be re-presented on stage—not by Artaud, nor by Beckett—
because “pure” presence does not exist as such.

IV. “Writing is Dirty, Speech is Clean:” The Moralization of Speech and
Presence

If the theatre can be perceived as the space of “pure presence” because it
allows spectators to witness the presence of physical bodies on stage acting out a
text in the present time of the production, it is no less possible to make this same
connection between presence and the speech act in the theatre. The stage permits
for the possibility of the articulation and reception of speech, which has historically
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been associated with presence. Richard Begam argues that this correlation between
the speech act and presence stems from the logocentristic perception of the body
as the original intentional context of the “idea.” When one verbally articulates a
message in the presence of and in the present time of another person, there is less
chance of the message being misinterpreted than if the message had first been
written and read at a later time. The implication, then, is that the body, as the
source of the verbal message, is the site at which the “truth” of a message originates.’!

There is, of course, nothing “original” in characterizing the speech act as
representative of presence and the written word as inhabited by absence.
Philosophers from Plato to Malebranche to Descartes to Leibnitz to Condillac to
Rousseau, and so on, have long made this claim. They argue that writing depends
on absence for its very being, since it would not be “present” at all if it were not
needed to account for some “originary absence.”

In Of Grammatology, Derrida interrogates the origins of such originary absence
linked to the written word. Readers who are familiar with Derrida’s work will
certainly need no introduction to such a canonical text as Grammatology. However,
an understanding of the origins of the speech/writing hierarchy is essential in the
context of this examination of presence and speech in Beckett’s work.The
elucidation of certain aspects of this text will thus prove of use to those readers for
whom his work is not as well known. In “From/Of the Supplement to the Source,”
Derrida explains the inauguration of the association of writing with absence by
stating that:

...c’est au moment ou la distance sociale . . . s’accroit jusqu’a
devenir absence, que [’'écriture devient nécessaire. . . . Quand le
champ de la société s ’étend au point de l’absence, de [ 'invisible,
de I'inaudible, de 'immémorable, quand la communauté locale
est disloquée au point que les individus ne s’apparaissent

plus les uns aux autres, deviennent sujets d’étre imperceptibles,
I’dge de I’écriture commence.

...itis at the moment that the social distance . . . increases to the
point of becoming absence, that writing becomes necessary. . . .
When the field of society extends to the point of absence, of the
invisible, the inaudible, and the immemorable, when the local
community is dislocated to the point where individuals no longer
appear to one another, become capable of being imperceptible,
the age of writing begins.*?

While communication in the way of gestures or speech is considered “fully present”
and even “originary”®® because it is intended to be used in the presence of the
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Rousseau employs in his critique of the theatre in “Letter to M. d’Alembert.”
Rousseau explains that one must allow “a lively and frolicsome youth” to partake
of innocent and “natural” pleasures such as public gatherings in “open air”—
festivals “without object . . . without sacrifice . . . without expense . . . and above
all without masks.” If, he warns, we do not allow them such innocent pleasures,
they invariably “substitut[e] more dangerous ones . . . .” One way or another, a
choice will be made; children will choose to take part in activities that take place
out in open, public spaces, or in private, concealed spaces. For Rousseau, the
appropriate decision is quite “clear.” While innocent joys “evaporate in the full
light of day,” vice “is a friend of shadows.” For Derrida, the underlying message
of Rousseau’s argument against concealment is ironically just as transparent. Any
“condemnation of masks,” he argues, is also “an ambiguous condemnation” of
writing.’

V. “Speaking Is Dirty, Writing is Clean:” Revisiting the Speech/Writing
Polarity

In a television interview with Claire Parnet, Gilles Deleuze uttered the now
(in)famous phrase with which he will perhaps forever be associated: “Speaking is
dirty, writing is clean” (“parler, c’est sale, écrire, c’est propre”). Notwithstanding
the evident incongruity of actually speaking such an utterance, Deleuze’s aim was
to launch a critique against all so-called intellectuals who waste their time speaking
instead of thinking, participating in opportunities for “babble,” otherwise named
“colloquia,” rather than carefully organizing and writing down their thoughts.
However, in uttering the phrase, “Speaking is dirty, writing is clean,” Deleuze also
manages to unsettle the age-old speech/writing hierarchy by turning it on its head.
Here, it is speech—not writing—that is not only inadequate but even perverse or
“dirty.”

In his essay “La Différance” in Marges de la philosophie Derrida also sets out
to undermine these age-old assumptions about speech and writing by demonstrating
the inability of speech to account for meaning or for the intent of the speaker. The
example he employs is the word “différance,” which, depending on whether it is
spelled with an “a” (“-ance”) or an “e” (“-ence”), could mean either “to differ” or
“to defer.” What makes this word particularly important for his argument is that
the difference between the two words—“différance” or “différence”—cannot be
heard. It can only be seen. The difference is therefore solely graphic. Thus, when
uttering these words in a speech—which Derrida does, as “La Différance” was
originally delivered as a speech—there is no way of knowing which meaning is
being referred to: “Je ne peux en effet vous faire savoir par mon discours, par ma
parole a l'instant proféré de quelle différence je parle au moment ou j’en parle.”
In speech, the “a” remains “silent, secret and discreet as a tomb” (“il demeure
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36. Here Derrida provides the example of Rousseau’s condemnation of writing in
“The Social Contract,” where representation leads to the loss of personal freedom, “d !'instant qu'un
peuple se donne des Représentants, il n’est plus libre; il n’est plus” (“the moment a people allows itself
to be represented, it is no longer free; it no longer exists™). But while this is true of all forms of
representation, it is because of the written word—the “decree” that can be substituted for a law—that
“the general will becomes mute.” Threatened in advance by “the letter,” the body politic “begins to die
as soon as it is born, and carries in itself the cases of its destruction.” As Derrida concludes, writing is
for Rousseau the very “origin of inequality” (“From/Of the Supplement” 297); 283.

37. Rousseau offers as an example the case of nudity in art. Nudity, in itself, is a “natural” state.
Thus, artistic representations of nudity are not in and of themselves perverse. But if some small item of
clothing is added to the representation of the nude—masking one part of the body but not another—the
image is corrupted. “Statues and paintings only offend the eyes when a mixture of clothing renders the
nudity obscene.” (“Ne sait-on pas que les statues et les tableaux n’offensent les yeux que quand un
mélange de vétements rend les nudités obsénes?” Rousseau, “Lettre to M. d’Alembert” 232, from
Derrida, De la Grammatologie 436, and Of Grammatology 309); Derrida, “From/Of the Supplement”
308 and 353n31.
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Press, 1982) 4.
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