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Abstract 

 
This thesis considers the importance of Samuel Beckett’s representations 

of disability in the first half of the twentieth-century. It suggests that the 

innovations of form that Beckett brings to modernism are inextricably connected 

and yet resistant to contemporary eugenic theories and articulations of 

degeneracy. Borrowing from current disability theory to examine prose, I 

propose that Beckett undermines the perceived category of disability. In his 

innovations of form, Beckett uses impairment as a route to new meaning. Such a 

reading takes this important Irish modernist and suggests that disability is also 

highly significant for our understandings of modernist literature. 

I introduce the study with an outlining of some crucial theoretical terms 

in current disability studies and by comparing different models of disability as 

they might be understood in aesthetic and narratological terms. Chapter One 

reads examines the legacy and importance of disability for Irish literature. It 

continues by reading Beckett’s criticism of modern and modernist projects alike.  

 Chapters Three, Four, Five and Six read, in chronological order of 

appearance, the major works of Samuel Beckett prior to the end of the Second 

World War. In these chapter, I argue that Beckett’s formal approach to literature 

is characterisable in terms of disability and demonstrate the degree to which his 

reading of contemporaneous discourses of impairment significantly impact his 

work in the English language. In looking to his works of fiction, as well as to the 

translations he produced in the early 1930s, I trace the emergence of Beckett’s 

aesthetic and argue that in these earliest works, we already see the sensitivity to 

difference and empathy for which his later writings are highly prized.  

The dissertation concludes with a brief look to Beckett’s legacy in terms of 

contemporary literature and suggests a number of ways in which to elaborate the 

insights of this thesis in future research.  
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Introduction 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Modernism, Disability, Beckett 

 
There is much spilled ink over the matter of where Beckett sits in relation to 

literary modernism. High? Irish? Late? Post? As Beckett had it, “the danger is in 

the neatness of identifications” (“DBVJ” 495). Nevertheless, Beckett’s aesthetic is 

firmly ensconced with a modernist tradition. It has become something of a 

critical cliché to shy from giving all-encompassing definitions of literary 

modernism. In this regard, this current effort is little different for I wish to 

establish not what modernism is, per se, but how discussions of aesthetic and 

literary modernism may inform our understanding of Beckett as a modernist 

author.  

When we use modernism as shorthand to discuss a given author’s style, 

we establish a number of distinctions. The term is dialectical and relies on an 

understanding of the conventional/typical/traditional that similarly evades 

precise articulation. As we shall see, when we consider those on the periphery of 

modernism, such as Beckett, the distinctions that traditionally typify the Irish 

modernist author may not actually apply as well: while Beckett is considered by 

some to be the Irish modernist par excellence, in many ways, thematically at least, 

his work draws on a literary heritage that falls far beyond the standard dates of 

the interwar literary modernist period or of the ‘high’ literary modernism of the 

1920s. While Beckett’s career began on the coattails of those authors whose 

works, to use Franco Moretti’s abiding definition of interwar modernism, 

“constituted the last literary season of Western culture,” the trajectory of his career 

catapulted him far beyond the standard enclave of modernism proper (Moretti 

209). The enduring modernist aspects of Beckett’s work may also have their 

origins in the tradition of writing in which he situated himself and the scientific 

and political discourse to which he was reacting. 

We will determine the extent to which Beckett’s work relies on themes 

and structures already instantiated in Irish literature. At the same time, we may 

also see that Beckett’s work prior to the end of the Second World War conforms 

to the widely accepted model of literary modernism as one of rupture or break 
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with convention. The OED stipulates that the term “modernism” applies to “any 

of various movements in art, architecture, literature, etc., generally characterized 

by a deliberate break with classical and traditional forms or methods of 

expression; the work or ideas of the adherents of such a movement” 

(“modernism” 4, OED online). While fully conscious of such a break with tradition, 

Beckett was an astute literary critic himself who observed his own literary 

heritage and felt the full self-awareness and tension of inheriting much of the style 

and techniques of the canonical modernists.  

Though a generation older, a writer who Beckett greatly admired, and a 

close personal friend was James Joyce. Indeed, such was the strength of his 

admiration for Joyce that he applied to complete a doctorate on the theme of 

time in the works of Joyce and Marcel Proust (Knowlson 100). Discussed at 

further length in Chapter One, Beckett’s 1929 essay on Joyce, “Dante… Bruno. 

Vico . . Joyce” reveals a young author grappling with this very idea of rift or 

rupture. In critical works from his early career, Beckett expounds on the genius of 

both Proust and Joyce in ways that celebrate the formal experimentalism of Work 

in Progress (Finnegans Wake) and À la recherche du temps perdu. In both cases, Beckett 

examines the author’s use of form and suggests that it is the manipulation of such 

form that characterizes the value of the works. While Beckett spoke to the 

collapsing of the form and content distinction in Joyce’s work, in his 1930 essay, 

“Proust”, Beckett explored the constraint of forms in Proust’s work. For Beckett, 

like Joyce, Proust also collapses form and content: “For Proust the quality of 

language is more important than any system of ethics or aesthetics. Indeed he 

makes no attempt to dissociate form from content. The one is a concretion of the 

other, the revelation of a world” (“Proust” 551). Though Proust builds worlds 

with his language and his attention to detail, the language that conditions 

Proust’s world, in Beckett’s view, is an inherently limiting vehicle. He consistently 

describes such constraint in terms of corporeality, discussing what he calls the 

“deforming” quality of Proust’s prose: 

His book takes form in his mind. He is aware of the many 
concessions required of the literary artist by the shortcomings of the 
literary convention. As a writer he is not altogether at liberty to 
detach effect from cause. It will be necessary, for example, to 
interrupt (disfigure) the luminous project of subject desire with the 
comic relief of features (“Proust” 512). 
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If the Platonic form of the work exists in the mind of the author, any attempt to 

manifest it materially is always a disappointment or, in Beckett’s terms, a 

“disfiguring” of this putative ideal. The constraints of form are a necessary 

product of shortcomings of the literary convention. The concessions that the 

writer must accede therefore render any literary act as something that deviates 

from an idealised standard. Given this insight, it is unsurprising that Beckett’s 

essay elaborates this disappointment extensively: “There is no escape from 

yesterday because yesterday has deformed, or been deformed by us. The mood is 

of no importance. Deformation has taken place” (“Proust” 512). There is 

something familiar in the despairing tone of Beckett’s essay for his work 

concretises these insights on Proust’s writing. Beckett’s identification of the 

fleetingness of the past and the ineffability of true experience is a necessary and 

deforming constraint that we all endure. Lee Oser notes that “Proust” elaborates 

a narrative of disease: “Like a rot hidden within this modernist polemic is a 

derisive counterdiscourse, waiting for the proper conditions to emerge. [Proust] 

speaks of deformation, of decantation, of malignancy” (Miller 184). The 

“malignancy” that Oser identifies is an example of the syntax of sickness that 

typifies Beckett’s early writing. Beckett’s use of “deformation” thus dovetails both 

the literary and corporeal senses of the word ‘form’. In many of his writings from 

the 1930s, bodily metaphors of decay and ruin are common in Beckett’s early 

works but here “deformation” reveals something about the potential and the 

importance of accepting limitations and devaluing ideals.  

The importance of deformation in Beckett’s work brings him in line with 

a number of critical attempts to pinpoint the specificities of the literary modernist 

aesthetic and its conjunction with notions of disability and impairment. Beckett 

was not the only modernist writer to make use of disability in order to explore the 

diversity of the modern experience. Janet Lyon, Joseph Valente and Maren 

Linett have all recently argued that modernism and disability coexist in the same 

cultural moment. Indeed, the recent special edition of Journal of Modern Literature 

(Fall 2014), which provides new readings of works by Conrad, Lawrence, Capote, 

Faulkner, Woolf, Lewis and Olive Moore, makes the links between disability and 

modernism explicit. For Janet Lyon, “disability is one of innumerable 

generalizable features of embodied experience because it is a way of being-in-a-

body, being-in-the-world” (v). Quoting the disabled poet Larry Eigner, Lyon 
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pinpoints of the most important facets of understanding disability in literature: by 

reckoning with a disabled body-in-the-world, we do not just understand one 

experience of being-in-the-world but also encounter our own embodied 

experience and the fact of its resistance to language. Indeed, the explosion in 

disability analyses has enabled scholars to reinterpret modernism and the 

modernist subject with a greater clarity. As Margrit Shildrick has argued: 

To be named as differently embodied is already to occupy a place 
that is defined as exceptional to some putative norm, rather than to 
simply represent one position among a multiplicity of possibilities 
(Dangerous Discourses 1). 

 
It is this “multiplicity of possibilities” that is of such interest in Beckett’s work for 

many of his works explore life from non-traditional vantage points. As we have 

seen above, the reason for his may very well lie in Beckett’s commitment to 

modernist and avant-garde aesthetics.  

Where Beckett’s works probe the boundaries between ability and disability, 

critical accounts have sometimes tended to erase these distinctions in favour of 

normative accounts of being: for Ulrika Maude, “motility in Beckett, in other 

words, lacks the kind of transparency it tends to have in literature including 

modernist writing such as Joyce’s or Lawrence’s, or indeed that it has in our 

everyday lives” (“Beckett and Tourette’s” 155). Maude’s reckoning of motility 

certainly speaks to a mainstay of literary criticism but one might also argue that 

while Beckett reveals these moments of motility, so too do Joyce and Lawrence. 

The characters of the one-legged soldier, the blind stripling, Gerty McDowell in 

Joyce’s Ulysses, and the figure of Clifford Chatterley in Lady Chatterley’s Lover 

certainly do not traverse the traditional modernist landscape easily. Beckett’s 

work thus renders mobility all the more visible but may also be seen to expand 

upon the pre-existing concerns of other modernist writers. 

In thinking about modernism and disability, one is obliged to confront the 

difficult and nebulous relationship of modernism to eugenics. As Donald J. Childs 

and John Carey have argued, the high tolerance for eugenics that many of the 

modernists exhibited is problematic. Yeats, Shaw, Woolf, Eliot, West, Wells, 

Lawrence, Pound, to name but a few, took rather more than a passing interest in 

the burgeoning science. In The Intellectuals and the Masses, Carey makes the 

incendiary claim that “the principle around which modernist literature and 
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culture fashioned themselves was the exclusion of the masses, the defeat of their 

power, the removal of their literacy, the denial of their humanity” (21). While it 

seems somewhat inflammatory to argue that great literature might deny the 

humanity of whole swathes of the population, Carey’s work highlighted the 

problematic elitism of the modernist canon and restored the political to a culture 

of disqualification. Donald J. Childs argues that: 

it is incumbent upon literary critics to investigate the ways in which a 
discourse ostensibly so racist, classist, and sexist as eugenics 
apparently circulated in turn-of-the-century Europe and America to 
simultaneously oppressive and liberating effect – both in the realm of 
modern social policy and in the realm of the modern literary 
imagination (20).  
 

As such, Childs’ work Modernism and Eugenics detailed the ways in which three 

modernist authors – T.S. Eliot, Virginia Woolf, and W.B. Yeats – incorporated 

eugenics into their most celebrated works. “Each extends the imperial sway of the 

scientific discourse of the body into a realm long thought most different from it (if 

not most hostile to it): the realm of the imagination” (Childs 14). Using primary 

texts as well as contemporaneous source materials, Childs interrogates the 

authors’ allegiances to eugenics and concludes that modernism and eugenics are 

two sides of the same coin.  

While Childs’ approach is of great interest to a reading of disability in 

modernist literature, he stops short of outlining any one particular 

disenfranchised group. Indeed, where critics have discussed the relevancy of 

eugenics to modernist literature, scant attention has been paid to the role and 

representation of disability within this. Mitchell and Snyder argue in “The 

Eugenic Atlantic” that it is imperative to articulate the importance of disability in 

eugenic discourse for the construction of disability is the foundational scientific 

myth of eugenics: 

Disability as the master trope of disqualification in modernity 
prefaces an understanding of inassimilable racial and ethnic 
differences by providing an empirical designation for ‘unfit’ bodies. 
Like discourses of national differences that, in turn, support 
investments in absolutist racial differences, disability may provide a 
key to the recognition of an under layer of classification systems based 
on disqualifying bodily traits that jettison one from inclusion among 
the continuum of acceptable human variations (“The Eugenic 
Atlantic” 860-861). 
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In examining the role and relevancy of disability within the work of the 

modernists, we also expose the pervasive and enduring myths about human 

worth. As we shall see in Chapter Three, Beckett’s engagement with disability as 

a facet of human disqualification is met by a similar resistance to the racist 

eugenic dogma that characterised much of the discourse of the 1930s. In acting 

as a principal translator for Nancy Cunard’s Negro Anthology, Beckett allied 

himself with a group of artists who understood and rejected the racist rhetoric 

that flourished elsewhere in modernist literature. 

Given Beckett’s self-awareness as a modernist author, it seems necessary 

to trouble this identification: how can newness and formal transgression persist 

through more than one generation? Critical commentary that seeks to situate 

Beckett on the modernist spectrum has often sought to explore his style as “late” 

modernist. For Lee Oser, Beckett comes at “the end of the aesthetic movement” 

and “sees life and art itself as disgusting habits” (Oser 22). Oser further argues 

that owing to his late arrival as a modernist, Beckett is “doubtful of the modernist 

shtick, but even he defers to the first law of modernist pathos: the harder the 

prison – nature, body, habit, language, self – the greater, more daedal, more 

authentic the art” (Oser 24). Oser’s suggestion that the body is a prison iterates a 

critical mainstay in Beckett studies: namely, that one of Beckett’s prisons is the 

disabled body. While this may very well be true in Beckett’s literature, it is 

important to sift through the multiple representational tenors of such a statement. 

While it is something of a philosophical generalization that the body imprisons 

the mind, in general, bodies that are impaired are no more imprisoning than 

non-disabled bodies. It feels trite to suggest that Beckett is interested in constraint 

and so offers humans constrained by their own bodies for surely this is the very 

experience of embodiment: not as ceaseless enabling but as limitation too. Oser 

reads Beckett’s relationship to his fellow modernists as a further act of deforming: 

“Beckett turns the modernist moral project on its head: he deforms human nature 

through the synthesis of art and technology. […] Like Milton, Beckett is a poet of 

blindness and ruin” (Oser 125). Blindness and ruin are certainly important facets 

of Beckett’s work but, as we shall see, it is necessary to further investigate the 

nature of this ruin. If we leave such metaphors unexamined, we run the risk of 

obscuring the necessary and common factors in Beckett’s work: his work exposes 

how experiences of all bodies are heterogeneous and defamilisarising. 
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Tyrus Miller uses Beckett as an important author in his examination of 

the late style of modernism and suggests that it is the grotesque, corporeal 

element in Beckett’s work that marks him out as an exemplar of the late 

modernist style.   

At first glance, late modernist writing appears as a distinctly self-
conscious manifestation of the aging and decline of modernism, in 
both its institutional and ideological dimensions. [...] It is as if the 
phosphorescence of decay had illumined the passageway to a re-
emergence of innovative writing after modernism (Miller 7). 
 

Miller characterises late modernist style as a reaction to the kaleidoscopic 

materialism of modernism proper. It inherits the multiplicity of material and 

social context. As a result, it is fragile and vulnerable and highlights the fault-lines 

within modernism proper too. It is “the product of the pressure of historical 

circumstances on that mesh, which threatens to fray or break at its weakest 

points. Late modernism does indeed deform and change the shape and function 

of that network; yet it also heightens latent strains within it” (Miller 19). The very 

stern and exaggerated attention to form displayed the modernists becomes 

corrupted in the work of the late modernists by the “deforming spell of laugher. 

[…] They represent a world in free fall, offering vertiginously deranged 

commentary as word, body, and thing fly apart with a ridiculous lack of grace” 

(Miller 19). Miller’s discussion of Beckett provides an excellent lens through 

which to interpret the heady formalism of Beckett’s early prose works. The works 

here considered within this thesis are not indicative of Beckett’s best works, nor 

his most celebrated, but they do point to the importance of interrogating his 

aesthetic motivations at the outset of his career. Much of Beckett’s work provokes 

a jaded and world-weary laughter precisely because it is born of such an 

experience too.  In the wake of works such as Joyce’s Ulysses and Eliot’s The Waste 

Land, the excessive materialism of works such as Watt are funny for they at once 

challenge and despair of the loftiness of huge works like Joyce’s and Eliot’s. As 

Miller suggests, part of Beckett’s reaction to the perfection of high modernist 

works is to present meticulous, impeccable imperfection.  

One of the ways in which Beckett introduces the necessary contingency of 

his works is to present the modernist mainstay, subjectivity, under extreme 

pressure. As Miller outlines: 
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Beckett abandons the (typically modernist) focus on subjectivity and 
the question of knowing in favor of ‘exploring’ (a trope often 
literalized by his nomadic characters) the conditions that inform and 
infirm the subject (Miller 179). 
 

As Miller makes clear, it is Beckett’s emphasis on subjectivity that marks him as a 

late modernist par excellence. Miller’s notion of an “infirm” subject identifies 

something important in Beckett’s work. Beckett’s subjects are selves under 

erasure; they do not conform to the normative assumptions about what a subject 

should be or do. It is for this reason that some philosophers and critics have even 

ventured that Beckett’s work ventures into (or perhaps inaugurates) the 

postmodern style. While there is merit to such a suggestion, especially when one 

considers Beckett’s late dramatic work, for now, I would posit that what may be 

regarded as the most essentially modern aspect of Beckett’s work is his depiction 

of the generative forces of the subject under enormous strain. Beckett uses 

disability to achieve this and, in so doing, goes beyond the merely stylistic, instead 

achieving an epistemology of difference celebrated by disability scholars too. 

Indeed, following the Second World War, Beckett’s move into writing in 

French, characterises an emphasis on the productive capacity of impairment. To 

Herbert Blau, he wrote that French “had the right weakening effect” (in Mooney 

A Tongue Not Mine 9-10). Indeed, while Beckett is often associated with the famous 

“ever tried, ever failed” of Worstword Ho, what is perhaps more interesting in his 

aesthetic is his emphasis not on failure but on perseverance. He writes in “Three 

Dialogues” of the need to express that which resists expression: “The expression 

that there is nothing to express, nothing with which to express, nothing from 

which to express, no power to express, no desire to express, together with the 

obligation to express” (Disjecta 139). Much of Beckett’s work negotiates this 

tension between the difficulty of expression and the necessary obligation to 

express. As we will see in discussion of Murphy, powerlessness, sometimes 

expressed as physical impairment, is an important and often greatly productive 

force in Beckett’s work. Some decades later, this corporeal imagery used recurs in 

a conversation with Lawrence Harvey: “There is a form but it doesn’t move, 

stand upright, have hands. Yet it must have its form. Being has a form. Someone 

will find it someday. Perhaps I won’t, but someone will” (in Harvey 249). Though 

he discusses artistic form, Beckett here reveals the proximity of literary to physical 
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form: in searching for such a form of being, Beckett pushes beyond the 

conservative understandings of the term and into the realm of the non-

normative. In his search for “a syntax of weakness” (in Harvey 249), Beckett 

elaborates a fiction of disability, corruption, degeneration, and deformity, as the 

means the both accept and transgress the limitations of form, literary, human, or 

otherwise.  

In describing the ways in which Beckett uses disability, it is firstly essential 

to give an overview of the relatively new field of disability studies. In his 1945 

work The Phenomenology of Perception, with the foundational phenomenological 

insights of Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger in mind, the French 

philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty observed: “our body is our general medium 

for having a world” (169). This has come to be read as a pivotal moment in the 

history of twentieth-century thought: the move into considerations of the bodily 

and the so-called “corporeal turn”. It may also be noted that in Merleau-Ponty’s 

observation, bodies mediate. What kind of medium is invoked here? And what can 

a critical reading of the nature of media offer such an analysis? Merleau-Ponty’s 

insight works in two directions: if our bodies mediate the world than the nature of 

that mediation, and thus of that world, must vary from body to body.  

Where Merleau-Ponty assumes something of a homogenised bodily 

experience, reading for disability offers idiosyncrasy, individuation and a space 

for subjective experience. As Susan Wendell has written,  

Not only do physically disabled people have experiences which are 
not available to the able-bodied, they are in a better position to 
transcend cultural mythologies about the body, because they cannot 
do things the able-bodied feel they must do in order to be happy, 
‘normal’ and sane… If disabled people were truly heard, an 
explosion of knowledge of the human body and psyche would take 
place (253). 
 

Wendell’s comments regarding her own experience of impairment are 

illuminating for they illustrate the degree to which the daily experience of 

inability is often far more revealing than that of ability. Impairment may thus be 

distinguished from disability for it refers to the individual’s experience. This thesis 

will comment on both the personal experience of impairment as well as the social 

experience of identity: throughout, I will refer to “disability” as it is understood in 

terms of the social model. Where the word “impairment” is conventionally used 
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to signal an injury, illness or congenital condition that can effect physical 

appearance or limit some functions of a person’s body, disability is used to 

describe the loss or limitation of social opportunities due to social and 

environmental barriers. Society structures and enforces experiences of disability. 

As Rosemarie Garland Thomson writes: “Disability, then, is the attribution of 

corporeal deviance – not so much a property of bodies as a product of cultural 

rules about what bodies should be or do” (Extraordinary Bodies 6). Disability is a 

relationship forged between private, individual experiences and social 

expectations and norms. In introducing the category of the ‘normate’, that is, one 

who is middle-class, healthy, tall, white, male, young, straight, cisgender, and 

non-disabled, Rosemary Garland Thompson similarly debunks such an identity: 

“If one attempts to define the normate position by peeling away all the marked 

traits within the social order at this historical moment, what emerges is a very 

narrowly defined profile that describes only a minority of actual people” 

(Extraordinary Bodies 8). In Beckett’s work, characters rarely embody the normate 

as he privileges characters with complicated relationships to their bodies, 

ultimately addressing these differences at the level of form too. 

Thus, we might ask, what is the relationship of narrative to disability? 

The category of ‘disability’ is as much a narrative as it is a social construction. 

Disability emerges in these moments, these socially determined acts of 

surveillance, of care and of diagnosis. Narrative gives the very shape needed to 

the disabled/non-disabled binary here undergoing deconstruction. 

Consequently, there is a danger that the very criteria that we use to discuss 

subjectivity and humanity are themselves ableist fictions for diagnoses, perceived 

impairments, illnesses or conditions often bring their own acts of narrativising. 

When the literary scholar Michael Bérubé’s son, Jamie, was born, his young life 

as a person with Down’s Syndrome became part of a larger trope: “[After] Jamie 

had been in the ICU for two weeks or so, he started becoming a narrative” (40). 

As Mitchell and Snyder observe: “In order to be disabled, one must narrate one’s 

disability for others in sweeping strokes or hushed private tones” (Narrative 

Prosthesis xii). These narratives are inherently restricting for they come about by 

virtue of social injustice; in effect, they are part and parcel of the disabling 

apparatus of the social model of disability. In this way, disability is always 

mediated and it is derived from cultural expectations of how bodies should 
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behave. As scholars such as Garland Thompson and Davis have noted, 

traditionally understood narratives of disability conflate disparate and radically 

different physical and mental states under the problematic umbrella term of 

‘disability’. But what links experiences of the person diagnosed with 

schizophrenia to those of the person living with fibromyalgia? Of someone born 

culturally Deaf to a person living with cerebral palsy? As both Davis and 

Davidson suggest, disability is a category of identity and of experience that 

destabilises identity categories themselves. For Davis, retaining this protean 

category has worth for it challenges and undermines conventional ways of 

thinking about identity: “But rather than jettison disability, I now think that its 

very difference from traditional identities – its malleable and shaky foundation – 

can be the beginning of an entirely new way of thinking about identity 

categories” (“Constructing Normalcy” 5). As we will see, in Beckett’s works the 

norms of identity and of subjectivity come under intense scrutiny. Moreover, the 

idea of narrative as straightforward descriptor of experience is contested; 

certainly, conventional narratives and narrative structures are eschewed in favour 

of something stranger, less accessible perhaps but potentially more revealing.  

 Disability is a social and legal reality but it is also an important and 

under-theorised literary trope. From Homer’s Odyssey and Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex, 

to the contemporary popularity of the super-hero and of disability life writing, 

extraordinary and exceptional bodies are of fundamental importance to many 

literary and narrative conventions. Far from appearing infrequently in discourse, 

as Mitchell and Snyder’s identification of the “narrative prosthesis” has shown, 

states of disability are regularly deployed in literature, often in terms of highly 

problematic cliché. They write: 

Our phrase narrative prosthesis is meant to indicate that disability has 
been used throughout history as a crutch upon which literary 
narratives lean for their representational power, disruptive 
potentiality, and analytical insight. Bodies show up in stories as 
dynamic entities that resist or refuse the cultural scripts assigned to 
them (Narrative Prosthesis 49). 
 

Reading disability in a given text offers a unique and transformative opportunity 

to interrogate cultural legacies of power as well as of resistance. The guiding 

analogy by which Mitchell and Snyder read disability in their texts is highly 

instructive for a critical approach but their model may also impede constructive 
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interrogations of disability in texts.  For example, as works of comedy, how are 

we to read the sometimes subversive and challenging nature of Beckett’s 

representation of disability? He certainly indulges some amount of prejudice and 

narrative cliché but this a disavowing along these lines would sufficiently respond 

to the richness of his works. 

Furthermore, identifying how disability functions in a given text similarly 

offers another way in which to read the aesthetics of the work of art: this set of 

concerns was dubbed “disability aesthetics” by the late Tobin Siebers. For 

Siebers, whose work increasingly came to focus on the visual arts, disability 

aesthetics offers a retort to historical hegemonies of the body: “[i]t refuses to 

recognize the representation of the healthy body and this body’s definition of 

harmony, integrity, and beauty as the sole determination of the aesthetic” 

(“Disability Aesthetics” 543). There is an increasing wealth of modernist criticism 

that argues that the modern in art is explicitly disabled. For Tobin Siebers:  

The modern in art is increasingly readable as disability, and to the 
point where we can now recognize modern art and its techniques by 
the embrace of bodes that can only be called disabled (…) Moreover, 
the attention given by modern art to themes of alienation, violence, 
panic, terror, sensory overload, and distraction requires an openness 
to disability as a visible and potent symbolization of these modern 
themes (in conversation with Mike Levin, 2010).  
 

Though Siebers’ insights are most relevant in the field of the visual arts, my 

readings of the Beckett’s work in particular draw upon just these modern themes 

for it is in Beckett’s works that we see a sustained emphasis on disease, discomfort 

and impairment – or confinement – that ultimately shapes his burgeoning 

aesthetic.  

 Following the traditional Aristotelian model of aesthetics, Siebers identifies 

the traditional qualities of the aesthetic and posits that: 

Disability aesthetics does not embrace genius, bodily integrity, and 
health as standards of beauty. Nor does it support the aversion to 
disability required by traditional conceptions of human perfection. 
Rather, it broadens the inclusion of disability found throughout 
modern art by affirming that disability may operate both as a critical 
framework for questioning aesthetic presuppositions in the history of 
art and as a value in its own right important to future conceptions of 
what art is (“Disability Aesthetics” 546). 
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By way of example, Siebers points to modernist twentieth-century art and the 

rejection of perfection evident in the expressionist, cubist and Dadaist 

movements, all subsequently targeted as ‘degenerate’. As l argue in Chapter 

Two, Beckett reacts to this legacy with his own iteration of “buckled discourses”, 

poetics which undermine the basic tenets of theories of degeneration and which 

create a space for a modernist literary aesthetic that opposes contemporary 

beliefs about decadent art. Siebers’ argument has many parallels with my own; in 

his grappling with avant-garde aesthetics, he shines a light both on the 

contemporaneous discourses of eugenics and degeneration that framed so-called 

‘degenerate’ art and also upon the futurity of such a breach of traditional 

aesthetics. I would argue that much of Beckett’s work, especially Watt, is an 

example of a text employing what Michael Davidson, following Tobin Siebers, 

terms a “disability aesthetic”. For Davidson, considering such a disability 

aesthetic is an important route to understanding the formal accomplishments of 

the modernists:  

The estrangement posed by disability is a corporeal and sensory 
version of modernist ostranenie, which the Russian formalists and 
futurists saw as art’s primary function. In their various formulations, 
‘laying bare the device’ exposes the routinized, conventional (today 
we might say ‘constructed’) character of daily existence (Concerto for the 
Left Hand 5).  
 

Such a laying bare of daily existence unites both disability and modernist 

aesthetics. Indeed, having inherited so much of the modernist aesthetic, the self-

consciously modern in Beckett’s work is often subjected to a secondary suspicion. 

While many of the modernists represent embodied experience, the type of 

embodiment that Beckett presents is tired, vulnerable, and often impaired. When 

adapted for the discussion of literary disability aesthetics, the formal components 

of Siebers’ argument come even more to the fore. While Beckett offers plenty of 

representations of characters with disability, particularly in his works of the 

twenties and thirties, Siebers’ analysis may perhaps be even more pertinent to 

textual aesthetics and to discussions of literary form. As we shall see, Beckett 

adopts the language of aesthetics and of contemporaneous pseudo-science to 

form and deform his own aesthetic projects. 

 Maintaining Siebers’ notion of disability aesthetics, Michael Davidson has 

adapted the argument for literary studies. He opens his seminal Concerto for the Left 
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Hand by lamenting the current sociological and legal bent in disability studies, 

what he terms the “framing [of] disability in the arts exclusively in terms of social 

stigma, on the one hand, and advocacy on the other” suggesting that such 

considerations may “limit disability aesthetics largely to thematic matters, leaving 

formal questions untheorized” (Concerto for the Left Hand 2). Davidson thus 

provokes considerations of the formal, asking: “[h]ow might the aesthetic itself be 

a frame for engaging disability at levels beyond the mimetic” (Concerto for the Left 

Hand 2). Davidson himself has begun to answer this question by looking to the 

works of Samuel Beckett but what I would here suggest is that the questions 

provoked by both Siebers and Davidson regarding the formal importance of 

disability for modernist art, might also be a consideration for works of Irish 

literature more generally. Indeed, as we shall see in the proceeding chapter, while 

Beckett may be said to be an exemplar of just such a disability aesthetic, his work 

is not exceptional or even unique when considered in the context of the canons of 

both modernist and Irish writing. 

 With the notion of a “disability aesthetic” in mind, given the co-

construction of both ‘disability’ and of aesthetic norms, one may be prompted to 

ask: when does disability aesthetics become an aesthetic of disability? In 

recognising the socio-historical contingency of the nature of disability, might the 

field of disability studies be considered complicit in fashioning an aesthetic out of 

a category of experience that does not exist in isolation? In other words, is a 

disability aesthetic a stylisation of a conglomerate set of experiences that bears 

only a scant resemblance to the real-life experience of those who live with 

impairments? The contradiction that inaugurates the field has implications for 

the foundational ideas of the field itself. Furthermore, we might ask to what 

extent disability is ‘fixed’ or ‘cured’ by critical analysis. In setting out disability 

something that is socially constructed, for a time at least, the field of disability 

studies has both emphasised and diminished the experience of disability. Critics 

such Philip Auslander and Carrie Sandahl acknowledge this seeming 

contradiction: 

Declaring disability a ‘fiction’ – or a social construction – […] is not 
meant to minimise or deny the very real experiences of disability and 
impairment. Instead, it allows people with disabilities to intercede in 
the meaning-making processes by writing (and performing) their own 
fictions, fictions they find more truthful (14). 
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Auslander and Sandahl’s observation is valuable for it acknowledges that spaces 

must be developed that enable people who live with disability and impairment to 

find meaningful representation. By focusing on the co-contributing ideas of 

fiction and disability, we may develop a deeper and more thorough appreciation 

of the norms that govern each. As I will discuss in the “Conclusion” to this thesis, 

Beckett’s work forms a necessary link in a chain of Irish writing that culminates 

with fictions by self-identified disabled authors. While some critics have argued 

that Beckett was himself a disabled author, the object of this thesis is to 

demonstrate that although Beckett did not self-identify as disabled, his work 

contains the seeds of a disability aesthetic that articulates and explores the radical 

possibilities of disability. As such, his work normalises disability and may be seen 

as instrumental in further developing the theme in the canon of Irish literature. 

Owing to his normalisation of states of disability, in the latter half of the twentieth 

century, a number of disabled artists come to the fore of the Irish literary scene 

and in seeking to represent an authentic aesthetic of disability, they may be seen 

to develop forms and narratives already initiated by Beckett. 

Any discussion of this new burgeoning field of disability studies, and the 

related disciplines of Deaf, Crip and Mad studies too, must account for a number 

of tensions and rifts that have become quite apparent over the last decade or so. 

Now in its Fourth Edition, Lennard J. Davis’ edited Disability Studies Reader has 

given the field of cultural and literary disability studies much of its current shape 

and has helped enormously in the formation of certain foundational tenets of the 

disability studies field. In a wider sense, the field has helped to articulate certain 

political realities and highlight past and ongoing discrimination faced by people 

with disabilities on a daily basis. The critique of hyper-individualism that one 

finds in the field has far-reaching interdisciplinary consequences for the related 

fields of medicine, anthropology, sociology, law, politics, human geography etc.  

Indeed, in a wider sense, the epistemological and performative questions posed 

by disability studies scholars have far-reaching impact for the humanities as a 

field. As Sander and Auslander articulate it: “To think of disabled people as a 

minoritarian culture entails considering how that identity is performed both in 

everyday life in theatrically framed events that contribute to the self-conscious 

expression of that identity” (Sandahl and Auslander 9). In claiming disability as 
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an identity, we also expose the construction of the governing factors (class, race, 

esteem, economic lived reality, health, social integration, gender) of identity.  

The field, however, is not without flaws and has received criticism both 

from within its own ranks and from external bodies too. The 2015 court case of 

Anne Stubblefield, the former tenured professor of ethics at Rutgers University, 

has shone a light on dangerous practices within the community. A proponent of 

‘facilitated communication,’ Stubblefield was recently tried and found guilty of 

two counts of first-degree aggravated sexual assault. At the request of his family, 

Stubblefield offered to act as amanuensis in order to ‘assist’ the victim, D.J., the 

brother of a former student who is unable to communicate. Throughout her trial, 

numerous scholars within the field of disability studies defended Stubblefield. 

Devva Kasnitz, former president of the Society for Disability Studies, sat by her 

side for the duration of the trial (“The Strange Case of Anna Stubblefield” NY 

Times). The case hinged on whether the ‘communication’ that Stubblefield had 

claimed was anything other than a manifestation of her own delusions. 

Stubblefield’s gross abuse of trust was, in part, engendered by a fervent belief in 

the authenticity of the field of FC. The trial exposed a number of theoretical 

tensions within the field of disability studies for it probed the limits of veracity, 

objectivity and demonstrability within the discipline itself. It also highlighted the 

human cost of a discipline that sets itself apart from certain widely accepted 

epistemological constants and norms. While disability studies is fundamentally 

concerned with issues of social justice, as is evidenced by this violent abuse of 

trust, the discipline can be accused of being too insular, too lenient, and of still 

endorsing theories and practices that have been widely debunked.  

The practice of facilitated communication is a literary act. Given the 

significance of discussion of Deafness, oralism, linguistic non-standardism, in the 

field of disability studies, for obvious reasons, universalising accounts of language 

that do not acknowledge human difference are problematic. This suspicion is 

found even in expressions of the field itself. Much of the critical repertoire of 

literary aesthetics shares a discomfort with the notion of ‘form’: as Petra Kuppers 

and James Overboe have remarked: “The ‘well-formed’ essay still forms the basis 

of most humanities scholarship, a structurally predictable format that might not 

allow for certain kinds of difference to find expression” (219). As Kuppers and 

Overboe note, such an emphasis on rational, lucid, methodical expression may 



Introduction 

! 23 

not be the most appropriate vehicle of communication for many people. 

“Humanities researchers are expected to have control over their subject matter 

and textual (or other) evidence, to wield arguments in a linear and 

conventionalised fashion that might not reflect or adequately express the nature 

of their argument” (Kuppers and Overboe 219). Given the many hurdles that 

scholars may already have faced to get to the point where they may publish, 

there are many undocumented privileges that shape the very discipline itself. 

Whether due to illness, distress, or not being able to “work within the production 

modes [that] academia allows”, Kuppers and Overboe create a space within 

their collection that acknowledges the absence of certain voices: “we wish to offer 

their absence not (only) as a lack, but as an opportunity to read against and in the 

interstices of the texts assembled here” (218). Where here the gesture is made 

explicit, the absence that Kuppers and Overboe address, as well as the already-

present structures of the academy itself, push back against some of the perceived 

aims of disability studies. We can speculate that owing to structural inequality 

and disenfranchisement, many experiences of disability and impairment have yet 

to be acknowledged or to have had their presence felt within the upper echelons 

of academic culture. 

 As scholars such as Margrit Shildrick and David Mitchell and Sharon 

Snyder have sought to qualify some of the overlooked foundational experiences 

that may be said to unite people with disabilities, in the past five years, further 

rifts in the discipline have come to light. While ‘disability’ as a category of lived 

experience varies from one person to the next, Shildrick and others insist that it is 

important not to obfuscate or to reduce the significance or indeed the uniqueness 

of such an experience. In works such as Bending Over Backwards: Dismodernnism and 

Other Difficult Positions, a work that I discuss in greater detail in Chapter Four, 

Lennard J. Davis traces the history of disability as a category of experience that is 

not self-evident but one which is historically-constructed as a systematic type of 

oppression. As a word, ‘disability’, is protean and contingent. He remarks: “But 

rather than jettison disability, I now think that its very difference from traditional 

identities  – its malleable and shaky foundation – can be the beginning of an 

entirely new way of thinking about identity categories” (Dismodernism 5).  Davis 

thus proposes a “new ethics of the body [that] begin[s] with disability rather than 

end[s] with it” (23). There is no such thing as a disabled body, there are only 
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differently-abled bodies: “We are all nonstandard, and it is under that standard 

that we should be able to found the dismodernist ethic” (32). As a literary scholar, 

Davis’ argument is compelling and he does an excellent job of reading this ethic 

in works of art. In particular, he emphasises the normative function of the 

traditional novel form: the novel has a “wounded identity” (98). “The identity of 

the novel, if we can see the novel as having an identity, revolves around a simple 

plot. A normal situation becomes abnormal and, by the end of the novel, 

normality or some variant on it is restored” (Dismodernism 98). Davis’ commentary 

on the novel form as a standardised and standardising force holds true in his own 

readings of nineteenth century novels, his own area of speciality, but is shaken 

when we consider twentieth century novels such as Beckett’s. Indeed, Beckett’s 

‘anti-novels’ do not demonstrate Davis’ theory: rather, in Beckett’s novels, 

normality is not restored and frequently the very concept of the norm has been so 

eroded that such an ending would seem farcical. In particular, with their 

thoroughly contingent anti-climax endings, later novels like Watt, Molloy and 

Malone Dies, toy with just such a standardised view of the novel form. 

With Beckett’s oft-cited estimation of Joyce’s work, “[h]ere, form is content, 

content is form”, he comes close to present-day reworkings of the form and 

content debate in contemporary disability studies (“DBVJ” 503). As Mitchell and 

Snyder write:  

The disabled body occupies a crossroads in the age-old literary 
debate about the relationship of form to content. (…) If form leads to 
content or “embodies” meaning, then disability’s disruption of 
acculturated bodily norms also suggests a corresponding 
misalignment of subjectivity itself (Narrative Prosthesis 57).  
 

The misaligning of subjectivity identified here goes far to help us understand the 

pressing need for a re-evaluation of subjectivity itself.  In Beckett’s later works, 

subjectivity is increasingly compromised and much of the narrative space is given 

over to small, local descriptions of everyday tasks. In Watt, Molloy and Malone Dies, 

the needs and daily routines of the disabled body are afforded narrative space 

and time. Often, as the book accommodates the changing abilities of its 

protagonists, the genre of the work changes too: in the second half of Molloy, as 

Moran’s mobility becomes impaired, the work morphs from a farcical detective 

story to an altogether more detailed and intricate portrayal of Moran’s changing 

body. Instead of quieting actions of care, distress, and compromised mobility, 
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Beckett’s novels emulate these states, writing them out in the form of the work 

itself. The works here considered explore and mediate the constraints of literary 

form, frequently mapping this on to an exploration of human form.  

When considered in terms of literary culture, there is much that is of 

interest in Davis’ notion of ‘dismodernism’. Davis’ emphasis on writers such as 

Samuel Johnson – and the critical pathologisation of Johnsonian criticism during 

the nineteenth century – is of great interest when we consider Beckett’s work. 

Indeed, his 1937 unfinished dramatic fragment, Human Wishes, reflects this 

pathologising of Johnson (Davis Dismodernism 49). Davis’ wider thesis then, that 

disability is too broad a category to be considered a facet of human identity, has 

also been critiqued by fellow scholars who are justifiably wary of the potential 

erasure of the experience of disability. David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder’s 2016 

work The Biopolitics of Disability rejects Davis’ notion of ‘dismodernism’, arguing 

that such a blurring of the experiential qualities of disability is in fact an 

extension of neoliberal thinking about the body: 

Dismodernism further instantiates neoliberal approaches to 
impairment as a common disability relation without encountering the 
lively materiality of embodiment represented by ‘multihandicapped 
corporealities’ where race, class, sexuality, and gender intersect in the 
risky mixings of crip/queer embodiments (Biopolitics of Disability 29). 
 

As Mitchell and Snyder detail in Biopolitics of Disability, what is erased by the 

perceived reductionism of embodiment qua difference is the radical 

epistemological potential of impaired embodiment. “If we all share inefficient, 

discordant, and nonnormative bodies […] then what is to mark disability as a 

nuanced experiential condition?” (30). In particular, radical disabled 

embodiment can “function as a disruptive force of resistance in sedimented 

systems of privilege accorded to normative bodies within nationalist imaginaries 

of ableism” (Biopolitics of Disability 7). In this way, the biopolitics of disability 

comes to the fore and Mitchell and Snyder explicitly connect their discussion of 

the disabled subject as contextualised by the subject’s relationship to the state. 

With this in mind, we begin our discussion of Beckett and his place within the 

Irish tradition with an emphasis on the role of the State in his early works. The 

opening chapter investigates the political, biological, and ideological constraints 

in Ireland that vexed and ultimately influenced so much of Beckett’s early works. 
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* * * 

 

The most rewarding and successful moments of this research have 

pinpointed precise moments of conjuncture between the fields of disability and 

modernist studies and, thankfully, there are many to be discussed. There were 

many such moments to choose from and not all have appeared in this thesis. 

These moments ground this thesis. The first: the legacy of disability in Irish 

literature forms the basis of our discussion in Chapter One. The second examines 

Beckett’s reading of the German critic, Max Nordau, and the impact on his 

earliest fiction of this dissatisfaction with Nordau’s theories. The third such 

moment is the stuff of Chapter Three: Beckett’s translations of the Francophone 

Surrealists and the politically charged nature both of the works themselves and 

their appearance in print. Chapter Four further teases out the strands of Beckett’s 

reading materials and examines how disability proves to be a foundational topic 

in his writing of Murphy. Finally, Chapter Five examines Beckett’s wartime 

writing and charts a mission to undermine the rigidity and conformity expected 

in that time. 

Working on the borderlands of immense and densely theorised topics has 

produced many examples from which to choose; not all have appeared in this 

thesis. But in one, final, abbreviated example let us briefly look to a moment of 

profound self-consciousness for Beckett himself: his 1936-37 tour of Germany. In 

a time of great personal struggle, and frequent bouts of incapacitation, Beckett 

sought to linger on the very notion of the modern in art and in so doing, 

confronted the very real and nebulous connections between modernism and 

disability. 

Though there is little space to address the undeniable influence of other 

modernists on Beckett’s literary and dramatic aesthetic, there is no doubt of his 

commitment to the modern in modern art. In an effort to understand and to 

learn more about modern art, in 1936 Beckett travelled to Germany to “see 

pictures” and “struggle into the language” (Letters 375). He arrived in Hamburg 

on 2 October 1936 and little under a month later Joseph Goebbels, Reich 

Minister of Propogranda in Nazi Germany, issued his decree to remove 

“decadent art” from German museums. Beckett’s wish to see the modernists’ 

pictures, and his frustration that they were out of bounds, is well-accounted for in 
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his unpublished “German Diaries”: “Now that the period of Nolde, the Brucke 

[sic], Marc etc. has been “uberwunden[sm]”. Soon I shall really begin to puke. 

Or go home.” (“German Diaries” vol. 4 15 January 1937). Beckett’s dismay that 

the period of great German Expressionist painting had been “uberwunden” 

(overcome) simultaneously gives a outsider’s perspective of the rise of Nazism, a 

rather thorough and graphic account of Beckett’s own health problems from this 

time, and a uncharacteristic account of his own feelings about the works to which 

he was denied access. Over the course of his at-times painful trip he developed an 

acute awareness of the role of form and convention in those art forms deemed to 

be acceptable and those that were excluded as “decadent/degenerate”. He 

described the traditional, heady heroism of the German gothic as: 

An undigested lump of naïveté, a boorishness, almost an idiocy, a 
prized idiocy. Not merely a whole nerve complex of the mind that 
has never developed, nor merely a blind spot, but this cretinosity 
cultivated + made participant in the statement. A zealous callow is 
the kindest formula, for most often it appears as unconscious 
triviality, like a thought from Kant under a prefect's cap (“German 
Diaries,” vol. 4, 20 Jan. 1937).  
 

Beckett’s resort to the language of impairment (“idiocy”, “blind”, “cretin”) is 

arresting for it parrots the Nazi decree against “degenerate” art. Beckett 

regurgitates this bias in his thoughts on the gothic, turning it on its head so that it 

is the German celebration of the epic form that appears to him to be “cretinosity 

cultivated”. The fact of the works being “undigested” further elaborates the 

importance of bodily imagery in his understanding of aesthetic theory. Indeed, 

critics such as Mark Nixon have argued that Beckett’s detective work in trying to 

hunt down the ever-vanished works of decadent art had a profound impact on 

his own career as an artist.  

In particular, one may trace the simplification of Beckett’s work after the 

Second World War as an attempt to step away from the maximalism and 

technique of his English language writing. Nixon singles Ernst Ludwig Kirchner 

out as an artist of particular importance for Beckett: “In giving expression to 

emotional atmospheres or states of mind, Kirchner used what he himself referred 

to as nature’s primordial hieroglyphs, and set these into simplified yet distorted 

forms” (Beckett’s German Diaries 140). The simplified yet distorted forms that 

Beckett identified in Kirchner’s work resonate with his own aesthetic 



Introduction 

! 28 

preoccupations: in Beckett’s fragmented novels and dramatic works, we see 

traditional and familiar forms – the novel, the short story, the play – anew. 

Placed under extreme formal scrutiny, the familiarity of the form reveals 

something of its own failure. On first appearances, Dream of Fair to Middling Women 

is a conventional novel yet it is also one that hangs together in “involuntary 

unity” (DFMW 133). More Pricks Than Kicks is a collection of short stories, perhaps 

in the manner of Dubliners, yet one in which the same story is often repeated from 

different vantage points and in which characters like the Mrs Shuah (the name 

given to a number of Belacqua’s partners) have shifting identities throughout the 

collection. Murphy is a detective story gone awry. Watt is a literally disordered 

novel. These challenges to prose forms reveal something about the nature of 

those forms themselves. In deforming these conventional types of prose, Beckett 

reveals and challenges the norms of conventional forms. In imagining these 

forms, Beckett frequently uses disabled characters to expose the heterogeneity 

and plurality of human experience that is missed in traditional literary aesthetics.  

In considering Beckett’s work then, Chapter One situates Beckett within 

the tradition of Irish literature and suggests that much of Beckett’s own literary 

heritage influenced his portrayal of disability. Chapter Two address Beckett’s 

earliest works, the unpublished novel Dream of Fair to Middling Women and the 

published collection of short stories, More Pricks Than Kicks. In this chapter, the 

figure of Belacqua Shuah, the so-called “post-war degenerate” considered in light 

of Beckett’s reading of Max Nordau’s Degeneration (1892). Chapter Three re-

examines the significance of Beckett’s translations for the “Surrealist” issue of 

This Quarter, September 1932, and his contributions to Nancy Cunard’s Negro 

Anthology. The political significance of these works establishes the significance of 

constructions of race and disability for Beckett’s work and suggests new readings 

of these texts. Chapter Four discusses Beckett’s first published novel, Murphy, and 

establishes that the iterations of disability and illness in the works of Karin 

Stephen and Arnold Geulincx is an important and undertheorised context for 

that novel. The final chapter, Chapter Five, considers these themes as they 

operate in Beckett’s novel, Watt and suggests that, with Watt, we find that the 

composure of that novel rests on the visibility of the anomaly, thus bringing 

contingent descriptions of human ability to the fore. The central conceit of 

Beckett’s novel Watt is an editorial sleight of hand that draws attention to the 
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material presence of the author. Beckett’s harnessing of the traditional themes of 

modernism and of Irish literature bear unique fruit and mark his works as the 

most challenging and confronting accounts of disability yet seen in the history of 

Irish literature.

!
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ONE 

Beckett and/in Ireland 

 

“Frantic with corporeality”: Disability in Irish Literature 
!
!

Throughout Irish literature, disabled figures appear again and again. 

Much of the Irish literary tradition is built on works that challenge sameness and 

which present exceptions to putative cultural and social norms.  Irish letters has 

consistently grappled with representations of impairment. In any number of 

ways, works by Spenser, Burke, Berkeley, Goldsmith, Swift, Ó Raifteiri, 

Edgeworth, Mangan, Boucicault, Wilde, Stoker, Le Fanu, Moore, Synge, Shaw, 

O’Casey, Yeats, Lady Gregory, Joyce, O’Nolan, O’Cadhain all depict 

embodiment as a type of self-estrangement. Taking three figures of pre-modernist 

Irish writing – Swift, Mangan, Wilde – what follows is the briefest overview of 

how we may read this tradition of disability in terms of how Beckett, in turn, fits 

into the traditions of Irish literature.  

The canon of Irish literature in the English language reveals a literary 

culture that brims with images of illness and disability. From Swift’s 

preoccupation with the human body writ to excess to the late-twentieth century 

notoriety of the celebrated disabled Irish authors, Christy Brown and 

Christopher Nolan, much of the subversion of Irish literature derives from an 

unflinching emphasis on the disabled body as a radical site of insubordination.  

In Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, the perceived norms of the human body are 

contorted and stretched beyond recognition, falling away to reveal the base, 

fleshy contingencies of human exceptionalism. Gulliver’s discomforting 

encounter with the Yahoos of Book IV reveals an almost-Shklovskian experience 

of defamiliarisation: “[a]t last I beheld several animals in a field, and one or two 

of the same kind sitting in trees. Their shape was very singular and deformed, 

which a little discomposed me” (141). In the peculiar uniformity of the Yahoos, 

we read a proleptic engagement with the eugenic tenets of racism and social 

Darwinism. When Gulliver eventually realizes that the Yahoos are human, his 
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experience is one of horror and abject disgust, tipping full-scale into the justifying 

language of colonialism: “[m]y horror and astonishment are not to be described, 

when I observed in this abominable animal, a perfect human figure: the face of it 

indeed was flat and broad, the nose depressed, the lips large, and the mouth 

wide; but these differences are common to all savage nations” (145). Gulliver’s 

status as a rarified example of a Yahoo grants him access to the Houynhym 

society and he is privy to the ethical debates as to whether “the Yahoos should be 

exterminated from the face of the earth?” (174). His privileged role also affords 

him a quasi-scientific distance from his subjects as he records extended passages 

about marriages which result in “generally scrufulous, rickety or deformed 

children”, and notes that “a weak diseased body, a meager countenance, and 

sallow complexion are the true marks of noble blood” (163). Gulliver comments 

on the transmission of disease and incidence of illness in the Yahoos of his own 

native land: 

 That, prostitute female Yahoos acquired a certain malady, which 
bred rottenness in the bones of those, who fell into their embraces: 
that this and many other diseases, were propagated from father to 
son; so that great numbers come into the world with complicated 
maladies upon them: that, it would be endless to give him a catalogue 
of all diseases incident to human bodies; for they could not be fewer 
than five or six hundred (247-8).  
 

By way of contrast, the Houyhnhnms suffer no disease and marry strategically in 

order to “preserve the race from degenerating” (172).  In the Houyhnhnms’ 

complex moralising of population concerns in the Yahoos, we may surely hear in 

Swift’s satire the tenets and postures of similar arguments made in favour of 

colonialism. They hark to similar concerns in Swift’s biting A Modest Proposal in 

which he suggests that poor Irish Catholic families should rear their babies as 

food in order to prevent “the children of the poor people in Ireland from being a 

burden on their parents or country and for making them beneficial to the 

publick”. The conclusion of Gulliver’s Travels sees Gulliver wrestling with his now 

internalized norms about human and animal behaviour. He grapples with a 

complex self-loathing and isolates and ostracises him, taking him from his family 

and estranging him from society at large. In this narrowed life, Gulliver’s 

perceived ugliness demonstrates a kind of social disgust and discipline so 

completely internalized that, like Foucault’s iteration of Bentham’s panopticon, 
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continues to regulate the subject without any further effort from the 

disciplinarian. Gulliver’s abject experience of his own body returns him to a 

radically destablilised sense of self and a loathing and discomfort in his own body: 

“When I happened to behold the reflection of my own form in a lake or fountain, 

I turned away my face in horror and detestation of myself, and could better 

endure the sight of a common Yahoo than of my own person” (179). Like many 

of Beckett’s characters, he chooses to spend the rest of his days alone with such a 

completely internalized cultural message about his own loathsomeness that he is, 

in effect, an ideological prisoner. We may view Beckett’s characters too as 

Gullivers of a sort: they voyage and cyclically return to some family or familiarity 

which offers little comfort and become instead preoccupied with their own bodily 

distress. Like the speaker of Texts for Nothing, Gulliver is imprisoned by his own 

sense of self-loathing: “My keepers, why keepers, I’m in no danger of stirring an 

inch, ah I see, it’s to make me think I’m a prisoner, frantic with corporeality, 

rearing to get out and away” (Beckett Texts for Nothing 313). 

Gulliver is not the only of Swift’s characters to mire in self-disgust. In 

many of Swift’s works, the body is presented as something repugnant and as a 

vehicle for self-alienation. The concerns in his work – of ugliness, poverty, 

usefulness, the ethics of marriage, hygiene, and disease – establish similar 

concerns within the Irish literary tradition. In Swift’s satirical examination of 

these issues, issues often applied to the complex colonial enterprise within Ireland 

itself, and frequently read upon the Irish body, he establishes a convention within 

Irish literature of reading the body not as a smooth, governable medium for 

experiencing the world but rather as a slighted and unwieldy impediment or bulk 

that is moved to the foreground of the text itself.  Instead of receding into the 

background, embodiment becomes the stuff of literature itself, writ visibly and 

reflexively into the text itself. While our contemporary iteration of disability may 

be of another epoch, in Swift’s radical vulgarizing of the body, we broach many 

of the same, shared topics within disability studies.  

In his scatological poetry, a profound disgust and intolerance of the 

contingencies of the body prove fundamental to his aesthetic. This is clearly 

evidenced in poems such as “A Beautiful Young Nymph Going to Bed”:  
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The nymph, tho’ in this mangled plight, 
 Must ev’ry morn her limbs unite. 

But how shall I describe her arts 
 To recollect the scattered parts? 
 Or shew the anguish, toil, and pain, 
 Of gath’ring up herself again? (Major Works 533) 
 
Swift’s Nymph is, at-once, creator and created, the artist and the material stuff of 

her own art: thrust into poverty and become all body, she is both a disabled 

subject and the disabled object of the poem. She occupies something of a 

dehumanized space in which her perceived incompleteness is both fetishised and 

finished by the poem itself. We will see many more prosthetics in Beckett’s works 

too as well as a similarly-ambiguous treatment of women: in works like Dream of 

Fair to Middling Women, Murphy and Watt, women’s bodies face such intense 

scrutiny that, frequently, there is little narrative attention paid to anything else. 

Indeed, Murphy’s partner, Celia, also a sex worker, certainly pays homage to the 

famous Celia of Swift’s “The Lady’s Dressing Room”. 

Indeed, Swift’s character, especially the Yahoo, depicts an uncomfortable 

belief about the nature of human variability and difference. As I discuss at further 

length in Chapter Three, cultural belief systems of racism, colonialism, and 

ableism all have at their core the construction of seemingly essential or intrinsic 

biological characteristics that differentiate groups of the population. Irish bodies 

are traditionally viewed as white and so much of the racist rhetoric of the colonial 

project was not available to would-be ‘civilizers’. As a result, the construction of 

the “Celt”, as opposed to the Anglo-Saxon, was an essential weapon in the 

colonialist arsenal. Chief among this ideology was a belief that Celts were 

quantifiably different to Anglo-Saxons. The bodies and minds of the Celt were 

ostensibly and demonstrably different to the Anglo-Saxon. The emergence of the 

stage Irishman or ‘Paddy’ testified to this long-held cultural belief about the 

difference between British and Irish bodies. Curtis notes: 

Among the forces that accelerated Paddy’s degeneration was the 
assumption that there were qualities in Irish Celts which marked 
them off as a race or breed quite distinct in looks and behaviour from 
those who claimed Anglo-Saxon, Danish or Norman ancestry in the 
British isles (2). 
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The imminent threat of degeneration is a significant backdrop to Beckett’s early 

career. As Curtis further notes that physiognomy “may be construed as the art 

cum science of judging character and temperament from the features of the head 

and face, the body, and the extremities (3). Lampooned in Watt, those qualities 

that signalled degeneration in the Irish Celt were derived specifically from ideas 

about the appearance of the Irish body. Thus, by assessing the outward 

appearance, one trained in reading physiognomy could make all manner of 

assumptions about the nature and desires of a person. Linked as it is to Swift’s 

study of self-estrangement, such a practice is inherently literary: as Dr. 

Killiecrankie will do in Murphy, one must read the human body as if it were a text. 

Once read, in the manner of a work of art, these differences could then be 

interpreted. Deviations from some held standard reveal character and doubly 

reinforce the normative standard to which they are held. Thus, while normative 

standards of corporeality are essential to understanding how Irish bodies were 

rendered problematic, they also clarify why bodies in Irish literature are of such 

manifest intrigue and importance. 

 As numerous historians and critics have argued, within the colonial 

racialisation of the ‘Celtic’ people, sickliness was often trotted out as something of 

a national characteristic. Within this vein, a text like James Clarence Mangan’s 

“Autobiography” is hugely interesting for, in that work, Mangan expounds 

something of the romanticized Celtic melancholic. Mangan’s work anticipates 

Beckett’s in that the line between biography, pathography and fiction is blurred, 

leaving a text that paves Beckett’s way. Mangan’s work falls in line with a 

number of texts by Irish authors who detail their experience of impairment-as-

writing, as well as their social ostracisation, in turn mirroring a kind of male 

disabled-nationalism that anticipates later writings by Seán O’Casey, James 

Joyce, Christy Brown, Christopher Nolan and Davoren Hanna.  

In his short, unfinished essay, Mangan details the more salient points of 

life and includes extensive analogies between his experience of ill health and his 

career as a writer. Like Dorian Gray, the impetus for the writing of the work is a 

meditation upon the nature of sin: the Autobiography opens: 

It is the imperative duty of every man who has deeply sinned and 
deeply suffered to place upon record some memorial of his wretched 
experiences for the benefit of his fellow-creatures (292).  
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Mangan’s conflation of sin and suffering suggests that one begets the other; 

indeed, this theme is writ large throughout the work: the one who has sinned 

must inevitably suffer and suffering takes the form of physical or mental malaise. 

Mangan casts himself as something of a misanthrope, a Stephen Dedalus 

prototype who suffers at the hands of a brutish father and withdraws from the 

healthy, vigorous and therefore moral functioning of the rest of his family: he 

describes the “active exercise” which strengthens his siblings’ “constitutions 

morally and physically” to such a degree that they can weather their father’s 

abuse (295). Mangan, however, consigns himself to a “close room”. The fetid 

close room of Mangan’s description is strikingly reminiscent to a number of 

Beckett’s characters who also themselves into their own rooms and take up 

writing instead. Mangan’s turning away from the vigorous pursuits of his siblings 

leads him to education and subsequently to supporting his family as a scrivener. 

As he copies and writes the words of others, the toll upon his body is physical and 

the boundary between self and text, or oneself as subject and oneself as object, is 

further and further erased: 

Coerced to remain for the most part bound to one spot from early 
morning till near midnight – tied down to ‘the full drudgery of the 
desk’s dead wood’ unceasingly – without sympathy or 
companionship,–my heart felt as if it were gradually growing into the 
inanimate material I wrote on (297). 
 

Mangan’s conceit, that ephemeral language might be inscribed corporeally, 

literalises the body of the text and the text of the body. The heart that hardens 

with every passing word anticipates Beckett’s novels that last the duration of 

some indescribable bodily sensation. Consider Malone Dies: “I fear I must have 

fallen asleep again. In vain I grope, I cannot find my exercise-book. But I shall 

have the pencil in my hand. I shall have to wait for day to break. God knows 

what I am going to do till then” (209). In Beckett’s iteration, the physical 

constraints of the writer produce the primary literary effect; writing animates and 

staves off corporeal death. In Mangan’s, writing accelerates this process. 

Remembered by Yeats and Joyce as a romantic nationalist, at first glance, 

Mangan would seem somewhat ideologically opposed to Beckett. Yet Mangan’s 

self-dramatising of his own alleged illnesses as well as his propensity for mawkish 
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translations, situates him within a tradition of Irish writing that normalizes states 

of perceived pathology. Towards the final pages of his autobiography, he 

solemnly proclaims that “Everything in this world is unhealthy!” (304). Like 

many of Beckett’s post-war works, the text circles upon narrow experiences of 

sickness and isolation, detailing a morbid curiosity and commitment to expressing 

states of distress.  

Mangan’s exploration of his own melancholia anticipates Beckett’s 

lifelong engagement with Robert Burton’s The Anatomy of Melancholy. In Mangan’s 

account, he describes his experience of distress as a kind of lifelong dread or 

anxiety: “I suffered as much from my inability to harmonize my thoughts and 

feelings as from the very evil itself that I dreaded” (292-3). Having been admitted 

to hospital following a fever and being forced to share a bed with a boy with 

leprosy, Mangan describes developing a brief skin disease that he presumed to be 

as a result of the boy’s “contagion”. While the physical traces of the disease 

passed, Mangan describes how it lingered morally: “its moral effects remained 

incorporated with my mental constitutions to this hour, and will probably 

continue with me through life” (298). He describes himself as a “ruined soul 

within a wasted frame: – the very ideal and perfection of a moral and physical evil 

combined in one individual: let the reader imagine these  – and draw his 

conclusion” (299).  The curious paradox in Mangan’s description – that he is the 

ideal of something presumably intended to be base – points to a somewhat more 

subversive reading to Mangan’s text than a surface reading might suggest. In 

Mangan’s sly text, we may read instead a resistance to the very ideal of 

healthfulness. The romanticized idyll of a sickened soul that Mangan presents 

directly flouts and contradicts many of the eugenic beliefs that governed the Irish 

population in the nineteenth century. Mangan’s work, while not wholly satirical, 

reappropriates cultural ideas about the sickened, effeminate Celt and reinscribes 

the disabled Irish body in something of a positive light.  

Mangan’s challenging of hegemonic masculine ideals is born out in the 

works of late nineteenth-century so-called ‘decadent’ writers like Oscar Wilde. 

Like Mangan’s work and like Gulliver’s Travels too, The Picture of Dorian Gray 

interrogates the moralizing of beauty and of ugliness. The central conceit of the 

work, that a morally corrupt man may evade the concomitant personal levy for 
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such evil, a wicked face, projects the fin-de-siècle fear of physical difference and 

variation: “It is better not to be different from one’s fellows. The ugly and the 

stupid have the best of it in this world. They can sit at their ease and gape at the 

play” (8). In Wilde’s novel, we also see both an abhorrence of and curious 

attraction to notions of decadence. Decadence, or degeneration, as discussed in 

Chapters Two and Three, was the aesthetic vogue of the late nineteenth century. 

The moralistic arguments surrounding the legitimacy of the decadent movement 

were steeped in divisive cultural beliefs about ‘abnormal’ bodies. In some ways, 

decadence could be understood as a method of distinguishing ‘scientifically’ what 

mere racism alone could not observe: the internal workings and misfirings of the 

human body.  

Indeed, while it dances between questions of morality and beauty, it also 

reproduces an anti-Semitism that mars the work. In addition to this, (or perhaps 

in continuation), Wilde’s depiction of ‘sin’ is an almost perfect working-out of 

how disability, impairment, and difference are heavily moralised in the novel 

form. Instead of being a metaphysical tarnish on the soul, in The Picture of Dorian 

Gray, sin stands in for ugliness and each immoral act detracts from a person’s 

worth: “[s]in is a thing which writes itself across a man’s face. It cannot be 

concealed” (111). In light of Wilde’s argument in the Preface that a work of art is 

neither moral nor immoral, the painting is an extraordinary contradiction for it 

demonstrates how inextricably the good and the beautiful are believed to be. The 

painted image of Dorian which ages in place of the real Dorian does not merely 

age but is begun to be described in terms of disability: “[Dorian] would place his 

white hands beside the coarse, bloated hands of the picture and smile. He 

mocked the mis-shapen body and the failing limbs” (97). Like Gulliver, and in 

emulation of Narcissus, Dorian basks in his own reflected image, a self-image 

now irrevocably altered but the acceptance of cultural norms of physical and 

moral self-worth. In terms of disability, Wilde’s novel exposes the dramatic cost 

of such cultural beliefs, the “materialistic doctrines of the Darwinismus movement 

in Germany”: Dorian “delight[s] in the conception of the absolute dependence of 

the spirit on certain physical conditions, morbid or healthy, normal or diseased” 

(100). The undertones of Social Darwinism that course through The Picture of 

Dorian Gray continue trends in Irish literature more broadly while also riveting it 
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to its own cultural moment, the fin du siècle, or even, as the novel quips, the “fin du 

globe” (132).   

 This image of one “frantic with corporeality”, and of the self-sickened 

Gulliver, heart wrought at his own reflection is reminiscent too of Wilde’s Dorian 

Gray. Like Beckett’s Belacqua, a single, decadent man who woos outside of his 

own class, The Picture of Dorian Gray sees Wilde’s attempt to both aesthetically 

capture and evade ugliness and self-perceived degeneracy. Wilde’s interrogation 

of the interconnectedness of morality and beauty both flouts and undermines late 

nineteenth century notions of degeneracy. As Lee Oser notes: “Wilde detested 

the great Darwinian principle of the survival of the vulgarest” (Oser 1). In the 

Preface to the novel, Wilde claims that “[t]here is not such thing as a moral or an 

immoral book. Books are well written or badly written. That is all” (5). Of course, 

Wilde himself was targeted in Max Nordau’s hugely influential 1892 work, 

Entartung, as an example of a ‘degenerate’ or ‘decadent’ artist. Nordau wrote: 

“The ego-mania of decadentism, its love of the artificial, its aversion to nature 

and to all forms of activity and movement, its megalomaniacal contempt for men 

and its exaggeration of the importance of art, having found their English 

representative among the ‘Aesthetes,’ the chief of whom is Oscar Wilde” (Nordau 

317). Nordau points to Wilde’s public persona as a greater indicator of his 

decadence than even his literary works. Projecting all manner of moral beliefs 

and biases, Wilde’s body became itself a textual object for Nordau. The 

publication of the English language version of Degeneration (1895) coincided with 

Wilde’s trials for obscenity further fuelling Wilde’s social disgrace. The aesthetic 

and social conceptions of ‘decadence’, and their points of contact, course 

throughout these works by Irish authors. As discussed in Chapter Two, the 

concept of degeneracy is crucial to Beckett’s early fictional works. So too, the 

Dorian and Basil characters of The Picture of Dorian Gray prefigure the pseudo-

couples of many of Beckett’s plays and later novels. In the somewhat unorthodox 

combination of a stunning social wit and a tentative yet profound spirituality, 

Wilde’s presence haunts Beckett’s works. Like Dorian, many of Beckett’s 

characters gaze upon their aestheticised forms, drinking in their impediments and 

perceived ugliness, riffing on shame and spiraling ever inwards in ever more 

insistent attenuations on the nature of artistic form. In Ohio Impromptu, Molloy, the 
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protagonists and main characters encounter doubles: hyper-real ciphers of 

themselves that destabilize the coherency of their sense of self while also 

estranging the characters from a neat or tidy reality. 

By the end of the nineteenth century, many of the perceived class and 

ethic ‘differences’ between cultures and communities began to coalesce and a 

systematised structuring of human variation was introduced into the popular 

imagination. Eugenics began with Sir Francis Galton’s Hereditary Genius (1869): in 

this foundational text of the eugenics movement, Galton had proposed to show 

“that a man’s natural abilities are derived by inheritance, under exactly the same 

limitations as are the form and physical features of the whole organic world” 

(Galton 1).  Galton defines “genius” as “an ability that [is] exceptionally high, 

and at the same time inborn” (viii). But Galton’s argument derived from a 

broader narrative of colonial and racial superiority that was already being 

championed in Swift’s time. As Lee Oser has argued: 

Modernism was contemporary with the eugenics movement […] The 
modernist moral project changes eugenics into an image of itself, as it 
fuses nature and art – ethics and aesthetics – into a technology of the 
void, a cosmic process that forgets humankind. Eugenic Man was 
only a more perfect version of the Yahoo. He was not a new species 
(120). 
 

When we consider how colonial justification was explored and treated in 

literature and narrative, close proximity of eugenics and modernism is less than 

surprising. As we have seen, Swift’s Yahoo was such an enduring parable of the 

dangers of human schematisation that it may very well have informed much of 

the modernists’ leniency towards eugenic thinking.  

Where these contexts have often been read in terms of postcolonial 

analysis, as Mark Mossman’s 2009 work, Disability, Representation and the Body in 

Irish Writing, 1800-1922 established, the time is right for an articulation of Irish 

literature that calls attention to the various scientific discourses of disability that 

weave their way through the Irish literary canon. Mossman’s compelling account 

of the importance of disability in terms of colonial understandings of Ireland also 

flags an important narrative of Ireland and Irish bodies too: for Mossman, 

“disability, though it is tremendously historicized, is often a moment, an instant 

of perception and consequent construction; Irishness (…) is the exact same thing” 
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(3). Mossman elaborates his argument with reference to the highly eugenic and 

racialised depictions of Irish bodies and further writes that “Ireland is defined 

through and rooted within the notion of disability. Irish literary production often 

results in the representation of the disabled figure” (9). While Mossman certainly 

frames useful contexts in which to explore the uses of disability in Irish literature, 

to suggest that Irishness and disability are one and the same reveals an 

operational oversight that mars discussions of both Irish identities and disabled 

identities. Rooted as it is in postcolonial theory, Mossman’s work is fascinating in 

terms of nineteenth-century literature, but when considering the modernist 

emphasis on form, the focus must shift to formal concerns. Mossman argues that 

Joyce is the first successfully to “break through the binary of ability and disability, 

animation and paralysis, that defines Irish culture” (7). While Joyce’s works are 

certainly interesting in how they represent disability, among Irish writers, it is 

Beckett that gives us the most fully rounded and striking reconsideration of 

disability. As such, I develop the conclusions of and work through Mossman’s 

approach by taking up the modernist/interwar period. This was at once the 

highpoint of European modernism and the nadir of representations and cultural 

beliefs about disability. 

Though present from the very initiation of Irish literature, the compromised 

body, and especially blindness, came to embody the Irish modernist aesthetic par 

excellence: as Nicholas Mirzoeff writes, in “the pursuit of clarity, insight and self-

expression, successive modernist artists have deployed blindness as a key figure 

for their work” (385). Metaphors of impairment have long been used to analyse 

Irish writing; what Seamus Deane has called “the glaucoma of Irish letters” 

(“Remembering the Irish Future” 82). Models of disability pattern Irish writing in 

the English language in binaries of body and dismemberment, voice and silence, 

and particularly sight and blindness. Indeed, what Deane terms the “tradition of 

blindness” among Irish writers and musicians may partially derive from the Irish 

philosophical tradition that was, in the long 18th century, consumed with 

questions of sight.1 As Ó Raifteiri had it, in the Irish tradition poetry and 

blindness, often go hand-in-hand:  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 The famous Molyneux thought experiment, referenced in Locke’s An Essay Concerning Human 
Understanding (1690) and Bishop Berkeley’s “A New Theory of Vision” (1709), has been played out 
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I am Raftery the poet 
Full of hope and love, 
With eyes that see no light, 
With gentleness that has no misery  
(in Field Day Anthology of Irish Writing Volume 2). 

 
In addition to the perceived ‘blindness’ of Irish letters, there is also a tradition of 

visually-impaired authors in the Irish-language canon, emblematised by figures 

such as Turlough O’Carolan and Antoine Ó Raifteiri and continued, with 

significant hat-tipping to Homer and Milton, by writers such as Joyce, Beckett 

and Seán O’Casey. 

 This hat-tipping reveals a certain tendency among Irish writers writing in 

the English language who often read themselves, their characters, and their 

forebears in explicitly disabled terms. What is curious then, excepting David 

Feeney’s study of blindness on the stage (2007), is the remarkable reticence to 

read authors such as Joyce and O’Casey, and even W.B. Yeats – all of whom 

wrote extensively about their own visual impairments, a meaningful context for 

their textual experimentalism – as disabled authors. Though Davis cites Joyce as 

an example of a disabled writer, there is a still a critical reluctance to consider 

Joyce’s aesthetic in terms of his lived experience of impairment (“Constructing 

Normalcy” 5). As Davis has suggested elsewhere, “successful disabled people 

have their disability erased by their success” (“Deafness and Insight” 9). !
As we have seen, there is an interesting assortment of characters in Irish 

literature that suddenly experience a crisis of the self: clever and bookish, they 

find themselves disabled and unhappy and their plight is often one of perceived 

ugliness.  In tracing the religious, cultural and class associations of the body in 

Irish literature in pre-modernist works, I have sought to chart the manner in 

which the full-blown ‘sciences’ of eugenics and ‘degeneration’ were largely 

derived from literary ideas about human worth. The extraordinary convergence 

of these themes in Irish literature reaches its fullest richness in modernist Irish 

works. The speaker of Yeats’ “Sailing to Byzantium” who considers himself a 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
on the Irish stage by numerous playwrightsThe experiment is alluded to in the “Proteus” chapter 
of Joyce’s Ulysses, Synge’s Well of the Saints, Beckett’s Rough for Theatre I, Yeats’ On Baile’s Strand, 
Friel’s Moll Sweeney. It would seem that the dramatic stage provides rich opportunities to explore 
and to display the tenets of this thought experiment but one could also argue that the repeated 
metaphorisation of blindness in the Irish theatrical condition is something of a cliché in need of 
further examination. 
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“tattered coat upon a stick” (The Poems 239) as we have already seen, Swift’s 

Gulliver; Joyce’s Stephen Dedalus; the blind couple of Synge’s The Well of the 

Saints; O’Casey’s Harry Heegan. In each of these examples, the very stuff of the 

narrative is concerned with unpicking this sudden realisation of the strangeness of 

one’s own body. Given the veritable ubiquity of disabled characters in the 

pantheon of Irish literature, a politically engaged reading of disability and of the 

materialist aesthetic which it produces, is a wholly necessary and new way of 

reading the Irish body. Written in the heady context of Irish literature more 

generally and conceived of at the height of literary modernism, Beckett’s career 

proves something of the culmination of these tendencies. Let us turn to consider 

Beckett’s early critical works and consider how they lay some crucial groundwork 

for reading disability in his early novels and translation work. 
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Beckett’s Criticism 
 

Samuel Beckett’s literary career – a life in letters that is so often celebrated for 

pushing traditional ideas of form and representation beyond all previous 

benchmarks – was forged, on one hand, in the wake of literary modernism, and 

on the other, in the burgeoning cultural conservatism of the Irish Free State. 

While Beckett’s earliest writings were on the subject of Joyce’s Work in Progress – 

an essay that celebrated the ground-breaking materialism of Joyce’s work – in the 

near-contemporary moment, influential works such as Daniel Corkery’s Synge and 

Anglo-Irish Literature were gaining considerable ground.  In this 1931 work, 

Corkery, an outspoken nationalist, outlined the tenets of a national Irish 

literature in explicitly normative terms:  

It is therefore not normal, for a normal literature while welcoming 
the criticism of outsiders neither lives nor dies by such criticism. It 
abides the judgement of its own people, and by that judgement lives 
or dies. If this literature then be not a normal literature it is not a 
national literature, for normal and national are synonymous in 
literary criticism (2).  

 
Corkery’s insistence that a national literature must be ‘normal’ makes the 

connection between nationalism and prescriptive normativity explicit. While he 

decries the homogeneity of the received Anglo-Irish canon, he nevertheless 

presents an utterly homogenised putative native stock that must find new paths to 

literary representation. He continues his attack those Anglo-Irish literary figures 

that left Ireland with another bodily metaphor describing expatriation as a 

“chronic disease” among Anglo-Irish authors (6). He argues that the tradition of 

Anglo-Irish literature deriving from Goldsmith, Sheridan, Burke, Moore, Wilde, 

Shaw, Joyce, Moore is not “indigenous” and the moulds and norms of which 

were fashioned by 

writers who did not labour for their own people. […] Its moulds 
therefore cannot have been fashioned to express the genius of Ireland 
in the English language. If in later years certain writers tried to do 
this, as some have tried, the unnatural homogeneity of these moulds 
proved their greatest enemy, so inflexible they have ever been 
(Corkery 6).  
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Eugenic arguments are the unseen lynchpin of Corkery’s argument for his 

prescription for “indigenous” exceptionalism implies a constructed racial 

otherness of non-Ascendency writers. Parrotting Galton, Corkery underscores 

this with reference to the “genius” of Ireland. Thus Corkery’s reference to Irish 

genius is one which is native and innate and for which English-language models 

are utterly useless. While Beckett does not explicitly address Corkery’s argument 

– a fact that is surprising given the scathing tone of essays like “Censorship in the 

Saorstat” and “Recent Irish Poetry” – Beckett’s work from the same period 

certainly addresses such a normativising and conservative impulse. For John 

Harrington, Beckett’s early prose works, in particular More Pricks Than Kicks, were 

forged with this cultural normativity firmly in mind: “Corkery and his own 

formidable opponents together constitute a cultural impasse that is the social 

milieu of More Pricks Than Kicks and its case study of Irish insolence, Belacqua. 

Corkery’s ideal seems absurd” (The Irish Beckett 52). By presenting degenerate, 

impaired and class-denying anti-heroes such as Belacqua Shuah, Beckett’s works 

smash formal norms. 

The global and European contexts of Beckett’s writing receive 

considerable attention in the proceeding chapters. At the same time, especially 

when considering the chronology of Beckett’s writing and the birth of the Irish 

Free State, when we consider Beckett’s iterations of eugenics and disability, the 

Irish ideals that inform such norms are of particular importance. Corkery pushes 

for a normative ideal of native sameness and linguistic authenticity. When we 

consider the physical culture that erupted with the period of literary modernism, 

it is not surprising that embodiment became such an important trope. As we will 

see, bodily imagery abounds in much of Beckett’s critical engagements with 

modernism and form. Where Corkery emphasised a literature that was above all 

else, ‘normal’, Beckett’s earliest critical pieces scorned such an idea. In particular, 

Beckett’s essay on Joyce’s Work in Progress underscores his interest in new and 

disruptive forms. In his 1929 essay, “Dante… Bruno. Vico . . Joyce,” Beckett 

explored and defended the newness of Joyce’s Work in Progress. Beckett initiated 

the critical and cultural belief that Joyce’s work conflated the previously distinct 

categories of form and content.  
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Here form is content, content is form. You complain that this stuff is 
not written in English. It is not written at all. It is not to be read – or 
rather it is not only to be read. It is to be looked at and listened to. 
His writing is not about something; it is that something itself (“DBVJ” 
503). 
 

Though Joyce’s influence feels close at hand in this particular comment, there is 

no denying that Beckett identifies something of the true newness and, indeed, 

profound difficulty of Finnegans Wake. Pithy and apt, Beckett’s remarks on Joyce’s 

work somewhat miss the mark for they obscure and absolve the very determined 

nature and materiality of the text itself. There is simply no way to diminish the 

formal and material difficulty of the text: this would seem to be the very point. Of 

course, having tried and failed to translate the “Anna Livia Plurabelle” section of 

Finnegans Wake, Beckett knew this quality of the text all too well.  

In “Dante… Bruno. Vico . . Joyce”, Beckett characterizes Joyce’s work in 

terms of disability and, in general, brings the vigour and physicality of the work 

itself to the fore: he describes Joyce as a “biologist in words” (“DBVJ” 508). He 

also describes historical forms in terms of ability: “Before articulation comes song; 

before abstract terms, metaphors. The figurative character of the oldest poetry 

must be regarded, not as sophisticated confectionary, but as evidence of a 

poverty-stricken vocabulary and of a disability to achieve abstraction” (“DBVJ 

500). Beckett implies that such a “poverty-stricken vocabulary” provides a 

valuable constraint in which to achieve that which goes beyond the merely 

figurative. This “sophisticated confectionary”, in effect, is more valuable than 

contemporary abstraction. In this instance, Beckett’s use of the term “disability” 

implies a lack but one which is productive in that it propels art into that which is 

most meaningful. While we must acknowledge the pitfalls of reading disability 

into these works avant la lettre, Beckett’s identification of disability as a positive 

force in Joyce’s work creates the space to read in which to ask contemporary 

questions of both his and Joyce’s fiction.  

The fact of Beckett having worked as an amanuensis for Joyce during the 

writing of Finnegans Wake also attests to this interconnected dynamic. So the story 

goes, while Beckett was transcribing passages for Joyce, there came a knock at the 

door and when Joyce answered ‘Come in’, Beckett mistakenly wrote it down. 

While reading over the material, Joyce queried the phrase but chose to “let it 
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stand”. This legendary anecdote, which Beckett shared with both Joyce’s 

biographer, Richard Ellmann and his own, James Knowlson, though 

subsequently dismissed by recent scholarship, reveals the elasticity of the textual 

medium in Joyce’s works. Beckett’s work as amanuensis for Work in 

Progress/Finnegans Wake, whether or not verifiable in terms of the published 

content of Finnegans Wake speaks to the significant biographical, historical and 

creative relationship between the two authors.2 It also points to the blurred 

textual boundaries of the textual vehicle that would become so important for 

Beckett’s own aesthetic.  

We might extend the biological metaphor to examine how much of 

Beckett’s work from the early part of his career is concerned with breakdown. By 

1934, Beckett’s critical eye had turned to his own peers and contemporaries in 

Ireland. His unique turn-of-phrase is evident in the 1934 essay, “Recent Irish 

Poetry”, an eye-watering account of the Irish modernist scene that opens with a 

diagnosis of what he calls the “breakdown of the object” (Disjecta 70). Modernist 

writing is typically oriented around the subject so it is interesting that Beckett 

inverts this emphasis to focus instead on the literary object. In so doing, few 

contemporaneous figures evade his scepticism but he reserves the highest 

contempt for those poets who do little to challenge the inherited norms of their 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 Ellmann writes: 

Once or twice he dictated a bit of Finnegans Wake to Beckett, though dictation did 
not work very well for him; in the middle of one such session, there was a knock at 
the door which Beckett didn’t hear. Joyce said, ‘Come in,’ and Beckett wrote it 
down. Afterwards he read back what he had written and Joyce said, ‘What’s that 
‘Come in’?’ ‘Yes, you said that,’ said Beckett. Joyce thought for a moment, then 
said, ‘Let it stand.’ He was quite willing to accept coincidence as his collaborator. 
Beckett was fascinated and thwarted by Joyce’s singular method (Ellmann 649). 

The story differs little in Knowlson’s account:  
He dictated some pages of Finnegans Wake to me at one stage. That was later on 
when he was living in that flat. And during the dictation, someone knocked at the 
door and I said something. I had to interrupt the dictation. But it had nothing to do 
with the text. And when I read it back with the phrase like ‘Come in’ in it, he said 
‘Let it stand’ (in Knowlson 45).  

However, Sam Slote rejects this version writing: 
However this phrase – even allowing for Wakean distortion – has not been located 
in any of the manuscripts that Beckett worked on or could have worked on. 
Furthermore, Beckett was only one of several amanuenses Joyce employed and 
most the scribal work was performed by Léon. It is possible that Beckett had simply 
appropriated an event that had occurred to a different amanuensis and had 
simplified the compositional transaction in the interests of telling a good story. 
Therefore, the story could be true, but if so the scribe as (likely) not Beckett and the 
phrase was (probably) not ‘Come in’ (“The Joyce Circle” 151). 
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art. In Beckett’s imagination, these poets (mostly Revivalists) represent a 

conservative, Catholic fixity to tradition and he characterises them in no 

uncertain terms as little different to the seething masses: 

The thermolaters – and they pullulate in Ireland – adoring the stuff 
of song as incorruptible, uninjurable and unchangeable, never at a 
loss to know whey they are in the Presence, would not doubt like this 
amended to breakdown of the subject. It comes to the same thing – 
rupture in the lines of communication (Disjecta 70).  

 
Within this pronouncement, Beckett brings literary form together with bodily 

metaphors of injury. The additional note of a pullulating poetic population 

demonstrates the degree to which heritage, both literary and literal, informs 

Beckett’s concerns. His diagnosis of the breakdown of the object is rendered 

analogously in his own injured and ‘corrupted’ forms. The central image of a 

ceaseless tide of the anti-intellectual and religiously devoted masses is tinged with 

eugenic scorn. Beckett’s untrammelled dramatizing of impotence and sterility 

does not elegise the fate of his own class, as works like Yeats’ On the Boiler and 

Purgatory were to subsequently, but instead demonstrates a productive tension 

which shapes the form of his works. The essay teems with anxieties concerning 

the population politics of Ireland. The sneering intellectualism of Beckett’s essay 

demonstrates the depths of his contempt for his fellow poets. Chief among them, 

and also his victim in Murphy, is Austin Clarke. The Revivalists fare little better: 

“these are the antiquarians, delivering with the altitudinous complacency of the 

Victorian Gael the Ossianic goods” (Disjecta 70). Beckett’s dismissal of the 

“Victorian Gael” demonstrates his contempt for much of the Revivalist project 

and its essentialising discourse of Gaelicness. As we shall see, such cynicism is 

similarly borne out elsewhere in “Censorship and the Saorstát” and Murphy for 

both works pierce the inflated rhetoric of the Gaelic body, instead demonstrating 

the Irish body as ailing and feeble. The “altitudinous complacency” that Beckett 

identifies consigns the poets to a kind of traditionalism for which he has no time 

or patience: 

The device common to the poets of the Revival and after, in the use 
of which even beyond the jewels of language they are at one, is that 
of flight from self-awareness, and as such might perhaps be described 
as convenience. At the centre there is no theme. Why not? Because 
the centre is simply not that kind of girl, and no more about it (Disjecta 
71). 
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This “flight from self-awareness”, in Beckett’s view, seems unforgivable for it 

requires nothing of the poetry scene but an increasingly self-referential circling of 

the formal drain. The centre who is “simply not that kind of girl” recalls the 

centre that “cannot hold” of Yeats’ 1919 poem, “The Second Coming”. By 

personifying this abstract idea of the point of collapse, Beckett playfully 

epitomises the trite and boring techniques of the Revivalists themselves.  

It is clear that in “Recent Irish Poetry”, Beckett strives to distance himself 

from the perceived traditionalism of his follow Irish authors. While it is may be 

unwise to attempt to trace his own burgeoning aesthetic through his criticism of 

others – for one thing, by this point in his life he is an adept critic but a wholly 

unsuccessful poet – the essay helps to illustrate the degree to which Beckett 

understood the moment in which he was writing as one that was self-consciously 

new and transgressive. His final appeal to an ideal of poetry illuminates his own 

concerns as an author while also highlighting many aspects of the modernist turn 

too: “[t]he poem of poems would embrace the sense of confinement, the getaway, 

the vicissitudes of the road, the wan bliss on the rim” (Disjecta 71). While poems 

such as “Cascando” and the collection Echo’s Bones embrace these vicissitudes and 

the “wan bliss on the rim”, the sense of confinement that Beckett identifies is far 

more readily observable in his early prose rather than his poetry. In particular, 

Murphy represents a strict and concerted effort to understand the nature of 

confinement, both social and psychological, and to attempt to capture such an 

experience through language.  

Beckett’s representation of disability and the biopolitical culture in which 

disability emerges demonstrates how insightful his writing could be. His works 

recognises that it is against the norms of the state that disability manifests. As 

Jordan argues, ablebodiedness and citizenship go hand-in-hand: “the fact that so 

many Western nations have relied upon discourses of disability to produce 

exceptions to their laws only shows how deeply related the concept of able-

bodiedness and citizenship are in the West” (3). In giving us disabled characters 

that are rejected and punished by society, or shunned and marginalised by their 

communities, Beckett shines a light upon the disenfranchising experience of 
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disability. In relief, he also shows us the negative power of the state and the 

norms to which citizens are expected to adhere. 

With an account of the communities, systems, tradition and histories of 

disability, Irish literature and biopolitics clearly outlined, let us now move to a 

thorough and more textual analysis of how these themes present in Samuel 

Beckett’s works. While critics have long considered the importance of 

impairment in Beckett’s works, few have outlined the political timbre of Beckett’s 

sensitivity. As Terry Eagleton has observed, Beckett “was one of the few 

modernist artists to have become a militant of the left rather than the right” (2). 

Much is made of Beckett’s politically quietist position, but I will here suggest is 

that in undermining contemporaneous pseudo-scientific discourses of 

degeneration and eugenics, Beckett’s early works are inherently inclusive of 

experiences of disability. As such, they force a collapse of conventional binaries 

between sane and insane, disabled and non-disabled, and normal and 

pathological. While he is deeply suspicious of the physical culture that marks his 

contemporaneous moment, by far the most conspicuous feature of biopolitics in 

Beckett’s early fiction is his unflinching look at institutional life. From the very 

beginning of his career, Beckett depicts the lives of characters either in 

institutional settings, such as in Murphy, Watt, Molloy, Malone Dies, or characters 

recently expelled from institutional life as in First Love, The End and The Calmative. 

In particular, the asylum is a notable and conspicuous type of space in Beckett’s 

early works for it is within this space that we often see bodies at work.  

While I would certainly argue that this sensitivity is, in some sense, the 

product of Beckett’s own political awareness, in interpreting the many instances 

of disability in his work some critics have sought to focus attention on Beckett’s 

own impairments. In some instances the health problems that persisted 

throughout Beckett’s life, as distinct from his art, are rife for literary analysis. For 

W. J. McCormack, “Beckett’s early psychosomatic disorders – boils, cysts etc., – 

might even be read as symptoms of non-integration displayed on the Irish body 

politics in its first decade or so of institutional independence” (“From Burke to 

Beckett” 390). While there is something of a narrative elegance to McCormack’s 

reading of Beckett’s illnesses, it also shows the problematic tendency among 
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literary criticism to metaphorically abstract disability in lieu of other arguments. 

As Ato Quayson argues: 

[w]hat is quite odd in studies of Beckett’s works to date is the degree 
to which physical and mental disability is assimilated into a variety of 
philosophical categories in such a way as to obliterate the specificity 
of the body and to render it exclusively a marker of such 
philosophical categories (“On Samuel Beckett’s Murphy” 841). 
 

While reinforcing the value of certain medicalised readings of Beckett’s work, this 

study builds on Quayson’s insight by probing the meaning and significance of the 

political and sociological climate in which his works operate. Discussion of those 

philosophical categories mentioned by Quayson, issues of the ethical, ontological 

and epistemological, have gained much traction in Beckett studies. By 

introducing an explicit discussion of how disability may be seen to inform these 

considerations, we can also come to a more nuanced understanding of more 

abstract questions in Beckett’s work.  

Without resorting to the objectification of Beckett’s own body, there is an 

easier way in which to migrate the contemporaneous concerns of Beckett’s 

generation to the political situation in which he wrote. Population, heredity, and 

an abiding fear of reproduction characterise the interpersonal dynamics of much 

of Beckett’s early novels. In his work, sex is often sterile, problematic, 

unconsenting and fraught with anxiety. As Michael Davidson argues, “Beckett 

chooses to represent his human comedy by disabled figures whose bodies have 

ceased to be ‘productive’ according to modern imperatives of progress” (“Every 

man his speciality” 56-57). Such a rejection of “productivity” amounts to an anti-

eugenic stance for it undermines the very telos of “progress” itself. While Mitchell 

and Snyder’s “The Eugenic Atlantic” has become a critical mainstay in how we 

read the transatlantic cross-pollination of eugenic practice, there is less written 

about such policies in an Irish context. As Greta Jones notes: “Overall, eugenics 

never achieved in Ireland the prominence it came to have in other countries” 

(94). Along with near-contemporaries such as Yeats, Lennox Robinson and 

Synge, Beckett responded to the cultural climate of eugenics as it was practiced in 

remarkable ways. Given his own class background and the declining significance 

of the Anglo-Irish in Free State Ireland, Beckett’s early works in which the very 
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notion of ‘progress’ itself is seen as a misnomer demonstrates a profound disdain 

for early twentieth-century anxieties regarding heredity.  

In terms of non-fiction work, Beckett’s early critical pieces are interrogative 

works of social commentary that rail against the policies of the Irish Free State. 

In these critical essays, Beckett expresses outrage for the forced conservative 

sexual politics of the Irish Free State. In an early polemic, “Che Sciagura”, 

published in the 1929 TCD Miscellany, Beckett rails against the Free State 

crackdown on contraception and the “uncompromising attitude as advocated by 

the Catholic Truth Society” (42). In “Recent Irish Poetry”, he attacks the 

“pullulating” thermolaters who adhered to conservative literary ideals. A real-life 

collision of values between Beckett’s concerns about the imposed Catholic values 

of the Irish Free State and its impact on the literary arts were explored in his 

1934 essay “Censorship in the Saorstat”. Commissioned but unpublished by The 

Bookman, the essay attacks the 1929 Censorship of Publication Act and the 

censoring body that sought to prohibit unwholesome literature, especially those 

works that pertained to contraception or sexuality. Beckett’s fears were then 

confirmed on the publication of More Pricks Than Kicks. Much to Beckett’s 

displeasure when Chatto and Windus at last published More Pricks Than Kicks (24 

May 1934), the work was promptly banned in Ireland. Though the essay was 

never published, when offering the piece to Eugene Jolas’ Transition in May 1936, 

Beckett took the opportunity to update the article with the censorship registry 

number for More Pricks Than Kicks, no. 465. 

 Ostensibly based at protecting the public moral through the removal of 

literature pertaining to family planning, the Act also states: “It shall not be lawful 

to print [...] any indecent medical, surgical or physiological details the 

publication of which would be calculated to injure public morals” (III.14.1.a). 

The Act was primarily aimed at banning the discussion and publication of works 

that were seen to be ‘indecent’. The Act defines ‘indecent’ as “construed or 

including suggestive of, or inciting to sexual immorality or unnatural vice or like 

in any other similar way to corrupt or deprave” (I.2). In September 1928, before 

the Act was published, WB Yeats also attacked it in an article for Spectator called 

“The Irish Censorship”. Just as Beckett would do, Yeats takes the very wording 

of the Act to task: “This Bill, if it becomes law, will give one man, the Minister for 
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Justice, control over the substance of our thought, for its definition of ‘indecency’ 

and such vague phrases as ‘subversive of public morality,’ permit him to exclude” 

certain classics of the Western canon (40). Yeats goes on proclaim that if the bill 

passes into law, Ireland will pass into a stage of “mob censorship”, explicitly 

bringing population concerns to the fore:  

The well-to-do classes practise ‘birth control’ in Ireland as elsewhere, 
and the knowledge is spreading downwards, but the Catholic Church 
forbids it. If those men of science are right, who say that in a hundred 
years the population will overtake the food supply, it will doubtless 
direct the married to live side by side and yet refrain from one 
another, a test it has not imposed upon monk and nun, and if they do 
not obey – well, Swift’s ‘Modest Proposal’ remains, and that, at any 
rate, would make love self-supporting (“The Irish Censorship” 40). 
 

While Yeats’ politics of the late twenties and thirties are certainly controversial, 

his suggestion that “they do not understand that you cannot unscramble eggs, 

that every country passing out of automatism passes through demoralization, and 

that it has not choice but to go on into intelligence” resounds in Beckett’s article 

too. Yeats’ On the Boiler perhaps best exemplifies the violent elitism of Yeats’ later 

beliefs. Yeats’ fears about degeneration are writ large throughout the work: 

Some have known a likely lad 
That had a sound fly fisher’s wrist 
Turn to a drunken journalist; 
A girl that knew all Dante once 
Live to bear children to a dunce; 
A Helen of social welfare dream 
Climb on a wagonette to scream (On the Boiler 221).  
 

While On the Boiler purposefully courts controversy, it is also another striking 

example of the 1930s fears of degeneration attached firmly to the literary. As 

Bernard McKenna assesses: “Yeats saw in [eugenics] the potential for cultural 

renewal made possible, first, by acknowledging the problems and issues 

associated with Ireland’s degeneration (in both the Anglo-Irish and peasant races, 

as Yeats characterized them) and, second, by a program for genetic 

revitalization” (83). While Beckett’s works certainly resist such prescriptive 

mandates, there is nevertheless something of a contempt for both classes that 

shines through his works. 

As Seán Kennedy notes: “Beckett’s remarks ratify, if only for the purposes 

of comedy, the eugenicist coupling of intellect and reproductive responsibility, 
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and resonate with Yeats’s reading of the feckless fecundity of the native Irish” 

(“Echo’s Bones” 242-3). The dark humour evident in Beckett’s works go some 

way to challenging Yeats’ ideas while also giving them some, controversial, space 

to swell, Beckett’s fears in Censorship in the Saorstat of livestock fed on saccharine 

pulp (“We now feed our pigs on sugarbeet pulp. It is all the same to them”) 

foreshadow Yeats’ fears for the Anglo-Irish classes in On the Boiler (Disjecta 88). 

Yeats laments the time taken for breeding “cattle instead of men” and the 

“muscular cow and sheep of antiquity” turned now into “fat and slothful 

butcher’s meat” (On the Boiler 236). This has resulted, in Yeats’ view, in a corrupt 

generation: “we have many weak persons, both in body and mind, many feral 

diseases raging amongst us, crazed families” (On the Boiler 228). As we shall see, in 

works like Echo’s Bones and Watt, Beckett responds to these fears by constructing 

narratives around just such “crazed families”.  

Yeats’ fears about the suppression of materials relating to family planning 

were confirmed and by 1934, eight of the first twelve publications listed as 

prohibited were by Margaret Sanger and Marie Stopes and all pertained to 

parenthood and birth control. In “Censorship in the Saorstat” Beckett attacked 

this conservatism:  

For the Irish are a characteristic agricultural community in this, that 
they have something better to do than read and that they produce a 
finished type of natural fradeur having nothing to learn from the nice 
discriminations of Margaret Sanger and Marie Carmichael Stopes, 
D. Sc., Ph. D., F. R. S. Litt,, etc. (Disjecta 87). 
 

Like Yeats, Beckett takes the wording of the 1929 document and meticulously 

undermines the legitimacy of such an organization in the first place. Beckett 

quotes from the Act extensively throughout the piece, mimicking the four-part 

structure of the Act itself. “The Board shall consist of five fit and proper persons,” 

writes Beckett, of which “‘Fit and proper’ would seem to denote nothing less than 

highly qualified in common sense, ‘specialists in common sense’ (Dep. Prof. 

Alton)” (Disjecta 85). The mocking tone deployed to attack the contingency of a 

notion like ‘common sense’, harks to passages in Dream and More Pricks Than Kicks: 

“‘[i]n what sense’ – he would have it out of him or perish – ‘did you use sense 

when you said...?’” (MPTK 121). Beckett evokes Swift when he describes the 

board as “Balnibarian” (Disjecta 84). Here again we see the very literary 
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construction of Beckett’s critique. The qualifying attributes of the Board 

members as “fit and proper”, rife with Darwinian undertones, are rightly shown 

to be highly ambiguous. Remembering that this board is working for the 

common “class of reader in Saorstat Eireann” and dealing directly with the 

implications of literature on common morality, the implications of appointing “fit 

and proper” persons to govern an entire nation, reveals the inherently 

paradoxical premise of the act. The act privileges “fitness” yet articulates this 

support in the navel-gazing contingency of imprecise language. 

Part IV of the Act, the section of most interest to Beckett, titled 

‘Miscellaneous and General’, aimed to oppress those works which 

advocat[e] or which might reasonably be supposed to advocate the 
unnatural prevention of conception or the procurement of abortion 
or miscarriage or any method, treatment or appliance to be used for 
the purpose or such prevention or such procurement (6.1) 
 

With tongue firmly in cheek, Beckett pronounces that: 
 

France may commit race suicide, Erin will never. And should she be 
found at any time deficient in Cuchulains, at least it shall never be 
said that they were contraceived. […] The pure Gael, drawing his 
breath from his heels, will never be permitted to defile his mind with 
even such fairly clean dirt as the Black Girl in her Search for God so long 
as he can glorify his body to the tune of half a dozen byblows, white 
as pthisis, in search for a living (Disjecta 86-87). 
  

In this extended passage, Beckett links literature to nationalistic idealism, 

population concerns, and the state’s collusion in governing its citizens’ bodies. 

The “obnoxious” forms that so offend the “cephalopods” in power are not just 

benign works of literature but signify the state’s intention to homogenise the 

religious, political and racially disparate populations in the country. With his 

reference to “race suicide”, the complexities and nuances of Beckett’s own 

position comes to the fore. While Ireland prohibited eugenic literature, ostensibly 

an anti-eugenics position, much of the “racial” rhetoric that accompanied the 

founding of the Irish Free State was explicitly eugenic in tone. Coined by the 

American sociologist Edward A. Ross, the term “race suicide” referred to a fear 

of population decline wherein the birth rate dropped below the death rate. Given 

the reality faced by Beckett’s own declining Ascendency class, the tension is 

palpable.  
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As Seán Kennedy has written: “For Beckett, the most important impact 

of the Catholic Church in Ireland was its sponsorship of repressive measures 

aimed at extending its power over a newly enfranchised Irish citizenship, and 

this, as opposed to some liberation from enslavement to English culture, was an 

[…] egregious and important component of Irish Catholic life” (198). Much like 

Yeats, Beckett is wary of oppressive social measures that privilege Catholic 

ideology at the expense of perceived personal or religious freedom. Beckett’s 

sarcasm reveals the insolence of an act that aims to preserve the sanctity of the 

Irish body at the expense of the education of the Irish mind. Beckett explicitly 

targets the revivalist rhetoric of health and strength built into the establishment of 

the Irish Free State and the Gaelic Athletic Association and the internal paradox 

of a movement that would seek to address and govern the health of the nation at 

the expense of all other concerns. The act seeks to preserve, and yet also to keep 

out some of the tenets of eugenic thinking, whilst neglecting the implications of 

such oversight. Beckett’s presentation here of a sterilized state, over-populated 

and under-nourished echoes early twentieth-century discussions of the need for 

family planning and adequate contraception, a movement tied into eugenic 

thinking but crucially distinct on an ideological level, what Beckett deems the 

“nice discriminations of Margaret Sanger and Marie Carmichael Stopes” (Disjecta 

87). The tense relationship between contraception and eugenics is here gestured 

to but Beckett’s focus remains instead on the farcical distinction that upholds the 

Free State attitude: the culture it advocates, while in part born of fears of 

degeneration, nevertheless denied the means to control the necessary 

regeneration. The Ireland of “Censorship in the Saorstat”, as depicted by 

Beckett, is a supremely discriminating force that nevertheless discriminates 

against the very works that uphold its own model of the “fit and proper” person. 

Here, as with the “buckled” aesthetic of his fiction, Beckett demonstrates the 

literary construction of the Free State’s aspirations. 

 In a final rhetorical flourish, Beckett admonishes the logic of an act that 

would privilege fitness (a highly ambiguous word in this setting) in its very 

instantiation and health in a more broadly social setting, yet would ban colourful 
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journals such as Health and Efficiency and Health and Strength.3 Beckett’s dark 

concluding passage, “[w]e now feed our pigs on sugarbeet pulp. It is all the same 

to them”, gets to the heart of the paradoxical stance of the Act, and the Saorstat 

more generally, conflating the hegemonic discourses of a Catholic morality 

aimed at upholding the dignity of the Gaelic body that simultaneously rejects 

literature aimed to that effect (Disjecta 88).  

Beckett was highly critical of the emerging moral landscape of a Catholic 

Free State Ireland. While I argue that his early prose works, especially More Pricks 

Than Kicks, are rooted in a deep dissatisfaction with Ireland and narrowing views 

of Irishness, Beckett’s novels are often written from the perspective of a kind of 

statelessness: we see little of the governing apparatus of the society in which they 

are set and the drama usually tends ever-inwards. Often, as in Watt, Molloy, 

Waiting For Godot and All That Fall, the works begin with pieces of social 

commentary that gradually recedes as the urgent physical needs of characters 

with disabilities take up more and more of the narrative space. Crucially, this 

aspect is present from the very beginning of Beckett’s literary career. In omitting 

analysis of disability and impairment, critics have tended to overlook the 

socioeconomic and political markers that condition Beckett’s work. In particular, 

the unique idiosyncrasies of Beckett’s Irish settings have routinely been expunged 

from critical discussion, leaving in their place a sanitised, placeless ‘everyman’ 

expected to substitute a sort of philosophical thought experiment. As critics such 

Seán Kennedy, Anna McMullen, Alan Graham, Declan Kiberd, Trish McTighe, 

Feargal Whelan and Scott Hamilton have sought to show, it is of huge 

importance to understand and situate Beckett’s works within particularly Irish 

political climates as well as European.  

 The style, technique, and tone of Beckett’s critical works set the stage for 

how we may begin to consider the role and relevancy of disability in his more 

celebrated fictional works. Clever and highly sensitised to the issues at hand, yet 

dismissive, elitist in his pursuit of newness, Beckett’s portrayal of Ireland and of 

the state of Irish culture, oscillates and flashes between a sycophantic devotion to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 Health and Efficiency, begun in 1900, primarily aimed at naturists, is a magazine 
that runs to the present day. Health and Strength, established in 1898, prides itself 
on being the oldest magazine devoted to physical culture.  
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Joyce and a seething contempt for almost all other authorities. In each of these 

critical pieces, and as can be clearly seen in his Letters and the “German Diaries”, 

Beckett spends an enormous amount of time considering and interrogating the 

values and meaning of literature and its significance for national culture. This is 

not just an important political context for Beckett: as he explores in “Proust”, 

“Dante… Bruno. Vico . . Joyce”, and “Recent Irish Poetry”, biological and 

cerebral breakdown is of crucial importance to his burgeoning aesthetic. 

Frequently – as he does in his fictional works and acts of translation – he extends 

these thoughts into the language and imagery of the body and, specifically, of 

disability. These contexts of disability and impairment were of critical 

psychological and ideological importance for the very way in which Beckett 

wrote.  Disability shaped and framed his vocabulary and his world-view. Having 

considered his critical works, it is easy to see why: by this point in history, 

disability had become among the most downtrodden and rejected forms of 

human existence. In his works of fiction and in the translations that he provided, 

Beckett channelled his literary forebears and by teasing out and making radical 

identifications with moments of incapacity, challenged this dominant ideology.
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TWO 

“Buckled discourses”:  

Degeneracy in Beckett’s Early Fiction 
 

“My ideas!” exclaimed Belacqua. “Really, my Lord, you forget that I am a 
postwar degenerate. We have our faults but ideas is not one of them” (EB 
26). 

 

In a letter dated 12th September, 1931, Samuel Beckett wrote to Thomas 

MacGreevy, remarking of his recently-composed poem “Alba”, “One has to 

buckle the wheel of one’s poem somehow, nicht wahr? Or run the risk of Nordau’s 

tolerance” (Letters I 87). Beckett’s invocation of Max Nordau, author of Entartung 

(1892), translated into English in 1895 as Degeneration, underscores the significance 

of form for Beckett. Furthermore, it reveals an author who ‘buckles’ his work in 

order to avoid the favour of conservative writers like Nordau. Examining 

Beckett’s reading of Max Nordau’s Degeneration, this chapter suggests that the 

eugenic discourse of degeneration is an important context for Beckett’s 

unpublished first novel, Dream of Fair to Middling Women, and subsequent collection 

of short stories, More Pricks Than Kicks. In the figure of Belacqua Shuah and his 

“buckled discourses”, Beckett forges an avant-garde aesthetic that creatively 

responds to contemporaneous discourses of disability and degeneracy.  

As we know from his “Dream Notebook”, a notebook containing almost 

1200 entries which he collected from 1930 to 1932, Beckett read and took notes 

from Degeneration while he was writing Dream of Fair to Middling Women, and the 

subsequent short-story collection that grew from this, More Pricks Than Kicks. 

Beckett’s engagement with Nordau is significant for it initiates a number of 

concerns in Beckett’s works. In particular, the “buckling” that Beckett signals to 

MacGreevy somehtinf of his contempt and sensitivity to Nordau’s influence. It 

also testifies to his concern with the conflated representation of aesthetic and 

physical form, revealing a fascination with the nature of corporeal difference and 

a concomitant mission to kink his own work.4 He returns to this notion of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 Beckett was not alone in using Nordau’s theories to illustrate his characters; as 
Joe Valente as recently demonstrated in his reading of autism in The Secret Agent, 
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‘buckling’ some three years later in Echo’s Bones where Belacqua Shuah, the 

protagonist of these early works, is berated for his “buckled discourse” (EB 44). 

Beckett’s wrangling with Nordau’s tome, a work that saw the height of its 

popularity in the European fin de siècle is noteworthy too for it resonates with 

contemporaneous fascist anxieties about degeneration in the 1930s. These early 

fears were born out during his trip to Germany. Beckett’s early works anticipate 

what he later termed the “campaign against ‘art-Bolshevism’” that he bore 

witness to in Nazi Germany in 1937 and furnishes us with new grounds for a 

reading of his engagement with form and with disability (in Nixon German Diaries 

387).  

Degeneration was perhaps most popular in the the late nineteenth 

century but many of the themes of disfiguration found footing in the fascism of 

the 1930s too. As Stephanie Barron has written, encoded in the discourse of 

degeneration, both that of the 1890s and of the 1930s, is a biological notion 

about inferiority that, when extended to art, refers to that which “is so far beyond 

the confines of what is accepted that it is in essence ‘non-art’” (Barron 11). 

Beckett’s “degenerate” characters thus interrogate contemporaneous beliefs 

about disability and impairment while also allowing him the opportunity to 

interrogate artistic norms and conventions too. In giving voice to disabled 

characters and their experience of impairment and social stigmatisation, Beckett 

challenges many of the stereotypes and eugenic ideologies of his time. 

Furthermore, he also paves the way for a radical new consideration of form that 

is understood in relation to the linguistically-constructed nature of 

contemporaneous pathologies such as ‘degeneracy’.  

  While not the first of its kind, Nordau’s treatise on Degeneration was 

certainly the most popular and widely read work that confronted fin de siècle fears 

of degeneration. Drawing upon the earlier works of Cesare Lombroso and B.A. 

Morel, in Degeneration Nordau argued that the abasement of the human race was 

both influenced by and as a result of the decline of beauty, form and classical 

aesthetics. Quoting Morel, Nordau introduces degeneracy as: “[t]he clearest 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
many of Steve’s chief character traits are derived from Nordau’s views: “As 
Conrad undoubtedly knew in framing his representation of Stevie, Nordau 
claimed the inability to draw a simple, proper circle was a degenerate sign” (130). 
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notion we can form of degeneracy is to regard it as a morbid deviation from an original 

type” (original emphasis Nordau 16). While Nordau drew on various medico-

psychiatric discourses like eugenics and social Darwinism, “degeneration” itself 

was a far more protean and indefinable category. Like “disability”, the 

foundational ideology of human disqualification, degeneration was contingent 

and multi-faceted; it was what Pick calls “the condition of conditions, the 

ultimate signifier of pathology” (8). Furthermore conditions associated with 

degeneration, such as hysteria and neurasthenia, were not self-evident, somatic 

conditions but relied instead on cultural concepts rooted in discourse. They were 

fundamentally understood in terms of “the pathologising language in which 

[they] were conceived” (Pick 15). Thus, theories of degeneration can be 

understood as inherently linguistic, and, as it was increasingly applied to artists, 

aesthetic too.  

This irony was not lost on Shaw who castigated Nordau, “a splenetic 

pamphleteer”, for creating a “European scandal” by using “a mock scientific 

theory picked up at second hand from a few lunacy doctors with a literary turn” 

to declare “the greatest creative artists of the century [as] barren and hysterical 

madmen” (The Sanity of Art 109-110). For Beckett (as for Shaw), the very 

literariness of Nordau’s work would seem to be its most compelling feature. 

Many of Beckett’s notes are decidedly linguistic: “[e]cholalilia (word and sound 

repetition); “logorrhoea”; “onomatomania (folly of words)”; “coprolalia 

(mucktalk)” (BDN 629; 636; 662; 671).  The notes which he took from Degeneration 

were subsequently woven into the dense, allusive intertextualities of both Dream 

and More Pricks Than Kicks. Blending the literary, medical and pathological, these 

excerpts from Nordau foreshadow Beckett’s concern with the contingency of 

perceived degenerative conditions and the pathologising capabilities of language 

and discourse.5 Throughout Beckett’s oeuvre, such states are depicted as the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 These are perhaps best evidenced in the extensive list of phobias which Beckett 
records in entry 662:  

agoraphobia 
claus-trophophobia 
rupophobia (dirt) 
iophobia (poison) 
nosophobia (sickness) 
aichmophobia (pointed objects) 
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norm. This inverts the traditional emphasis of ‘health’ or ‘ability’ as the norm, 

and disability as aberrant or deviant. This bankrupting of the norm is not only 

present at the level of characterization or content in Beckett’s works, but also at 

the level of form: formally, as a collection of short stories adapted from an 

unpublished and subsequently repressed novel, More Pricks Than Kicks may be said 

to constitute a morbid deviation from an original predecessor, a context obliquely 

registered by the inclusion of the title novel’s “What a Misfortune” (MPTK 186). 

As Nordau lamented the perceived decline of physical and aesthetic form, 

Beckett privileges these “buckled” discourses, manifesting them at the formal 

level resulting in a creative exploration of bodily difference.  

As discussed in the Introduction, as a constructed and highly aestheticised 

discourse, degeneration was significant in contemporaneous understandings and 

constructions of Irishness. Indeed, corporeal anxieties and fear of decline are 

foundational to Irish literature in the English language, even prior to the 

scientism of the nineteenth century. Pre-empting fears of degeneration, Gulliver’s 

Travels is one such example. As Daniel Pick observes, Swift’s dramatising of the 

relationship between the Yahoos and the Houyhnhnms may be reinterpreted as 

relaying fears of degeneration (Pick 159). Throughout the nineteenth century, as 

fears mounted and were articulated in Britain, Ireland was, as Pick writes, “cast 

as a kind of infectious malady, afflicting the hitherto English body” (177). 

Matthew Arnold’s On the Study of Celtic Literature (1867), though again consigning 

itself to the realm of the literary, nevertheless betrayed a growing suspicion of the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
belenophobia (needles) 
cremnophobia (abysses) 
trichophobia (hair) 
onomatomania (folly of words) 
pyromania (incendiary) 
arithomania (numbers) 
oniomania (bying) [sic] 
clastomania (destruction 
Egomani = Ichsüchtigen 
Egoism = Selbstsucht (BDN 662). 

 
As Pilling records, Beckett takes from pages 242-3 of Nordau’s work and some of 
the words subsequently appear in his works: “there is a ‘bibliomaniac’ and an 
‘arithomaniac’ in Dream (219), the latter removed from ‘A Wet Night’. Cf. 
‘eleutheromania’, in Murphy, chapter 7” (BDN 95-6).  
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feminised, “undisciplinable, anarchical, and turbulent” nature of the Celt (109). 

As Curtis has demonstrated the devolution of the affable Teague figure to the 

simian, wild Irish ape was a product of ‘racial science’: “Among the forces that 

accelerated Paddy’s degeneration was the assumption that there were qualities in 

Irish Celts which marked them off as a race or breed quite distinct in looks and 

behaviour from those who claimed Anglo-Saxon, Danish or Norman ancestry in 

the British isles” (Curtis 2). We see something of this tension parroted in many of 

Beckett’s more ‘Irish’ works: Watt, All That Fall, and More Pricks Than Kicks, to 

name but a few.  

Late nineteenth-century writings by Irish authors are similarly beset by 

fears of and fascinations with degeneration. Both Stoker’s Dracula (1897) and 

Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890) make much of the invisible and visible 

effects of vice. Indeed, as one of Nordau’s chief figurehead of the Decadent 

movement, Oscar Wilde was personally attacked in Degeneration for “his personal 

eccentricities” and “buffoon mummery” (Nordau 317). In turn, the wider 

Decadent movement, was similarly attacked for “its love of the artificial, its 

aversion to nature, and to all forms of activity and movement” (Nordau 317). As 

Kelly Hurley has suggested, the trend for gothic and decadent works at the close 

of the nineteenth-century, demonstrates a growing popular anxiety about 

degeneration for these genres “function to enact the defamiliariastion and violent 

reconstitution of the human subject” (Hurley 4). Prior to the publication of 

Murphy, Beckett’s work represents just such a yoking of two popular genres. His 

translation of Rimbaud’s “Le Bateau ivre” (itself an important example of fin de 

siècle decadence) as well as the recently-published Echo’s Bones illustrate a striking 

retrospection in his work that corresponds to a wider social anxiety about 

degeneration in the 1930s. As discussed in further detail in the proceeding 

chapter, Beckett’s translation of Rimbaud’s poem introduces further concerns of 

health and sickness, taking the language of degeneration and again repurposing it 

for the 1930s (c.f. discussion in the next chapter). 

Given the political climate of the Irish Free State in which he wrote his 

earliest works, this retrospection in Beckett’s work is unsurprising for it is also to 

be seen in contemporaneous Irish works of the 1930s too. Narratives of 

degeneration were of particular significance to the Irish Revival too, perhaps 
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signalling a reason for Beckett’s turning to Degeneration almost forty years after its 

initial publication. Fears about degeneration coincided with the fin de siècle-

inflected discourse of the Irish Revival. As Brian O’Conchubair and Sinéad 

Garrigan-Mattar have shown, the pseudo-sciences of eugenics and degeneration 

were of fundamental concern to the Irish revivalists and is evidenced in both the 

English-language and Irish-language traditions. As O’Conchubair further notes, 

the influence was not only literary and the same anxieties were present 

throughout Europe. Prevailing contemporary concerns about education, sport, 

and military training which coincided in Ireland with the establishing of the GAA 

and other organisations sought to hone the Irish body politic: 

Ba dhlúthchuid den fin de siècle í an easpa féinmhuiníne agus an t-
éadóchas. Thug gach tír ar fud na hEorpa faoin ngéarchéim agus 
faoin gclaochlú áirithe seo ina bealach féin trí aghaidh a thabhairt ar 
réimsí mar chúrsaí oideachas, cúrsaí spóirt, oiliúnt san arm, bunú 
eagraíochtaí, srl. Níorbh aon eisceacht í Éire agus í Athbheochan na 
Gaeilge freagra na hÉireann ar an ngéarchéim Eorpach seo 
(Ó’Conchubair 8).6  
 

As Ó’Conchubair suggests, the European response to the fin de siècle proclivity for 

a despondant literature was in part answered by Revivalist efforts. In the Irish 

context, the revival of the Irish language was partly an effort to combat perceived 

eugenic threats. Furthermore, though a systematised eugenics was never initiated 

in Ireland, prevailing fears of degeneration were nevertheless attached to Irish 

bodies and became a self-sustaining fear throughout the establishing of the Irish 

Free State.7 Beckett’s engagement with themes of degeneration, particularly in 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 Translation (my own): “Important aspects of the fin de siècle literature were a lack 
of self-confidence and hopelessness. Every country in Europe was in a state of 
crisis and by the time of this particular deterioration, they challenged this in their 
own way through education, sport, army training, the founding of organisations, 
etc. Ireland was no exception, and the Irish language Revival was Ireland’s 
answer to this European crisis.” 
 
7 As Greta Jones writes: 

The other reason why eugenics in Ireland was less developed than 
elsewhere was industrialization. It was the urban poor who were most 
feared by the eugenicist. They were the most fertile social group, and 
they provided a high proportion of the pauper class. In the years up 
to 1914 they appeared, in Ireland as elsewhere, the seedbed on which 
social radicalism grew and the rights and privileges of property were 
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relation to Anglo-Irish class tensions, may also seen in other works from the 

1930s too. As Séan Kennedy and Feargal Whelan have recently shown, plays 

such as Lord Longford’s Yahoo (1933) and Yeats’ The Words Upon the Window Pane 

(1930) and Purgatory (1938) demonstrate a remarkable engagement with 

hereditary fears. Works of the Big House genre (Lennox Robinson’s Big House, 

Elizabeth Bowen’s The Last September) and even of the Revivalist (Synge’s Well of 

the Saints, Playboy of the Western World) dramatise eugenic fears about inter-

generational ‘degeneration’.  

Beckett’s own engagement with these fears is especially evident in his 

earliest works: Dream of Fair to Middling Women, More Pricks Than Kicks and Echo’s 

Bones each challenge the classism and body essentialism of these contemporary 

revivalist texts. The amibtion and blood sacrifice that is evidenced in Yeats and 

Lady Gregory’s plays for the Abbey stage depict essentialised versions of 

‘Irishness’ and of race that mirror eugenic fears about ‘stock’ and the gradual 

degeneration of the human race. In Murphy, Beckett would seem to offer his final 

word on this view of the Revivalists: “I desire that the chain be there pulled on 

[the remains], if possible during the performance of a piece, the whole to be 

executed without ceremony of show of grief” (M 151). But this engagement only 

serves to highlight the similar preoccupation and themes of his work prior to 

Murphy too. In constructing his main character Belacqua Shuah in Dream of Fair to 

Middling Women and More Pricks Than Kicks, Beckett weaves this discourse of 

degeneration and demonstrates the ruination of this character in an Irish context.

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
challenged. In contrast, most of Ireland was still rural and socially 
conservative, if politically radical. It was a place of late marriage and 
low rate of household formation. In these circumstances, except for 
pro-natalism, eugenics ideals seemed to many rather remote from 
Irish concerns (95). 

Nevertheless, as Beckett’s writings suggest, and Synge and Yeats’ too, the pro-
natalist agenda of the Irish Free State was contentious for many reasons. 
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Dream of Fair to Middling Women 

 

Beckett’s first novel Dream of Fair to Middling Women was only published after his 

death. While he distanced himself considerably from the work in later life, many 

of the central themes of his oeuvre, particularly themes of alienation and 

impairment, find expression in this early work. By way of “an involuntary unity” 

it also self-reflexively considers the notion of form in these terms (DFMW 133).  

Written in 1932, following the collapse of his relationships with Peggy Sinclair 

and Lucia Joyce, the novel dwells on images of decay and degeneration 

throughout. By the time of his writing the novel, Peggy Sinclair, who served as 

the basis for the Smeraldina-Rima character, was already ill with the tuberculosis 

that would claim her life the following year. And, following a nervous 

breakdown, Lucia Joyce, the inspiration for the Syra-Cusa, had recently been 

hospitalized. Beckett’s own health too was in crisis and a growing sense of 

immobilisation, both physical and literary, was an ever-growing concern. Beckett 

characterised this as an experience of paralysis. This state was already present as 

he wrote his critical study of Marcel Proust in 1930, and complained to his 

publisher, Charles Prentice, of evermore irregular “rifts in the paralysis” which 

enabled him to write (Letters I 57). In the figure of Belacqua Shuah, the “postwar 

degenerate”, the protagonist of both Dream of Fair to Middling Women and More 

Pricks Than Kicks, we may observe a fascination with themes of paralysis and 

degeneration as Beckett experienced them in his own life (EB 26). Beckett’s work 

is dense and while it is full of nuance, it also, at times, revels in a particularly 

juvenile cruelty. Nevertheless it is clear that his engagement with contemporary 

understandings of degeneration and the corresponding discourses of race, 

disability and class, demonstrate that the avant-garde concerns of his work may 

also be seen to challenge contemporaneous discourse about difference. 

In Dream of Fair to Middling Women, Belacqua Shuah is specifically invoked as 

a “degenerate subject” (DFMW 32). His physical ailments, emotional malaises 

and spiritual crises all serve to mock Nordau’s descriptions of the degenerate 

aesthete presented in Degeneration. The character of Belacqua comprises most of 

the characteristics of Nordau’s degenerate.  
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The common feature in all these male specimens is that they do not 
express their real idiosyncrasies, but try to present something that 
they are not. They are not content to show their natural figure, nor 
even to supplement it by legitimate accessories, in harmony with the 
type to which they approximate, but they seek to model themselves 
after some artistic pattern which has no affinity with their own nature, 
or is even antithetical to it (Degeneration 9).  
 

It is clear that in each of Belacqua’s encounters, he resists something of his own nature. 

Indeed, the very form of the novel itself, with its committed and determinately elaborate, 

and over-the-top demonstrations of literary cleverness, denaturalises the work; where 

Nordau wanted harmony, Beckett serves dissonance. Belacqua’s degeneracy is 

enunciated by his many physical anomalies. He is first introduced as “an overfed child” 

and is described with a “fetid head” and “gravid heart” (DFMW 1; 17). He is later 

described as “grotesque”, ashamed of his “ill-shaped limbs” and as wanting to 

“troglodyse himself” (DFMW 123; 123, BDN 94). His name, shortened by Smeraldina-

Rima to Bel, is deeply ironic as the category of beauty is undermined and it is instead his 

degeneracy that secretes itself into the prose. This is a self-conscious concern in the work. 

Belacqua sets up a myopic aesthetic for verse, claiming that “[p]oetry is not concerned 

with normal vision” (DFMW 170). Similarly the prose describing degeneracy reflects its 

protagonist in hazy language and disorientating schema.Where Beckett had 

previously remarked of Joyce’s Work in Progress, “[w]hen the sense is sleep, the 

words go to sleep”, in his own work, Beckett explores the ramifications of theories 

of degeneration formally (“DBVJ” 503). For example, the experience of fever 

comes quite forcefully through Dream of Fair to Middling Women as the text seizes 

up with its protagonist. “The mind, dim and hushed like a sick-room, like a 

chapelle ardente, thronged with shades; the mind at last its own asylum, 

disinterested, indifferent, its miserable erethisms and discriminations and futile 

sallies suppressed; the mind suddenly reprieved, ceasing to be an annex of the 

restless body, the glare of understanding switched off” (DFMW 44). In detailing 

Belacqua’s state of mind, a state of mind which, in the “annex of a restless body”, 

pre-empts that of Murphy too, the narrative focuses upon these moments, 

inscribing the introspection brought on by illness and allowing these to come to 

the fore. 

Many of the terms that Beckett adapted from Nordau make their 

appearance as character traits. For example, “logorrhoea” features in discussion 
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of the Smeraldina-Rima, who entertains her family with her “strange feverish 

eloquence” and “convulse(s) with the ropes and ropes of logorrhoea streaming 

out in a gush” (BDN 636; DFMW 14). The Smeraldina-Rima’s convulsions also 

call to mind Breton’s Nadja: “Beauty will be COMPULSIVE or it will not be at 

all” (156; see also Chapter Four p. 134). Beckett’s adapting of Breton’s convulsive 

beauty is ironic for while the Smeraldina-Rima preoccupies much of the 

narrative of both Dream of Fair to Middling Women and More Pricks Than Kicks and is 

avowedly not beautiful yet she is continuously invoked in artistic terms. These 

visceral depictions of Belacqua and Smeraldina-Rima, whose prose is instantly 

recognizable because of the many spelling errors, contrasts with the impossible 

demonstration of the character of Nemo who is envisioned, presumably by the 

narrator but not by the reader: “It is to be hoped that we can make them stand 

for something. Whereas it is almost certain that Nemo cannot be made, at least 

not by us, stand for anything. He simply is not that kind of person” (DFMW 9-10). 

Nemo’s personality, and the fact of his apparent suicide towards the end of the 

novel, necessitates a kind of identity under erasure in the text itself that yokes 

both form and content together. He “is not a note at all but the most regrettable 

simultaneity of notes” (DFMW 8). Our understanding of Nemo further 

underscores the delinquency at the heart of the book’s aesthetic. His presence is 

registered not in positivist terms but as an absence; like Homer’s Odysseus, he is 

No-One, a literary trick. The narrator’s recourse to musical analogy pre-empts 

the “Beethoven Pause” of More Pricks Than Kicks but points already to Beckett’s 

dissatisfaction with the scope of the literary or what he would come to call in the 

1937 “German Letter” to Axel Kaun, “a whispering of the end-music or of the 

silence underlying all” (Letters 1 519). While Beckett has yet to articulate this 

“silence underlying all”, in the compromised characters of Dream of Fair to 

Middling Women, we sense this dissatisfaction and his wish to overturn the codified 

and uninteresting strains of conventional representation. 

Furthermore, the language of Dream of Fair to Middling Women, tactically 

obtuse and wilfully obscure, presents the unrepentant difficulty and swooning 

expressionism of the work as, by extension, “no more than the tumultuous 

coenaesthesis (bravo!) of the degenerate subject” (DFMW 32). This tumultuous 

embodiment, the epistemology and knowledge of the physical body at the sensual 
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level which is in a stormy disarray, becomes the guiding logic of the work itself. 

We may read in this sentence, then, a desire to reframe the narrative as 

something akin to a disordered experience of physicality. Such a disordering 

privileges the disabled body and harnesses its challenging of norms as an 

aesthetic act. 

 In his “Dream Notebook” Beckett records an artistic class of “[high] 

degenerates, bordermen, mattoids, and gramphomaniacs” (BDN 89). He takes 

these “high degenerates”, the so-called “morally insane” prone to melancholy, 

from Nordau: “dwellers on the borderland between reason and pronounced 

madness” (Nordau 18). As we shall see with Murphy, Beckett reuses this notion of 

the border-dweller and frequently presents characters who live between norms, 

consequently also depicting the hardship of such lives lived outside of perceived 

acceptability. The “buckling” which Beckett mentioned in his letter to 

MacGreevy, manifests in Dream of Fair to Middling Women by challenging the 

constraints of its own form. There is a repeated insistence on the unreasonable 

writtenness of the material: “[t]he experience of my reader shall be between the 

phrases, in the silence, communicated by intervals, not the terms, of the 

statement, [...] his experience shall be the menace, the miracle, the memory, of 

an unspeakable trajectory” (DFMW 138). Much like the determined anomalies of 

Watt, these intervals reject conventional narrative proper and forge instead a 

space, quite literally, for non-normative narrative forms. This unspeakable 

trajectory finds further explication in the shunning of a cogent narrative: “The 

only unity in this story is, please God, an involuntary unity” (DFMW 133). These 

emphases manifest in the themes of the novel, themes of deformity; 

incomprehensibility; the inclusion of untranslated passages and letters, 

misspellings; a pidgin dialect; tongue-in-cheek asides to the reader and, chiefly, 

through the swooning and difficult-to-follow impressions of Belacqua. 

The many literary allusions in the work render it a kind of patchwork, as 

an assembled novel. Belacqua Shuah’s name references both the bible and 

Dante. As Ackerley and Gontarski note, ‘Shuah’ “is the mother of Onan”, taken 

from Genesis and Belacqua is the ineffectual lout consigned to Antepurgatory 

“for indolence” (Faber Companion 47). Belacqua’s name thus establishes a link 

between ineffectualness and reproductive failures. Beckett takes note of “prenatal 
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coenaesthesis” in his Dream Notebook, drawing upon his career-long fascination 

with those not fully born and applying this to the character of Belacqua: “He 

moved with the shades of the dead and the dead-born and the unborn and the 

never-to-be-born, in a Limbo purged of desire” (BDN 666; DFMW 44). As the 

Dream notebook records, Beckett also read Pierre Garnier’s eugenical work on 

Hygiène de la Génération from the 1880s, Onanisme seul et à deux sous toutes ses forms et 

leurs conséquences. Onanism is a sin which recurs throughout Beckett’s works but in 

Dream and More Pricks Than Kicks it explicitly evokes the inter-generational fear of 

degeneration or decline. Beckett replaces onanisme à deux with umbilicism à deux: 

“All this pallor and umbilicism à deux might be the very thing for a certain class 

of gémisseur, it might be the very thing for him, permanent and pertinent and all 

the rest of it for him. But it was all my eye for her” (DFMW 194). This 

demonstrates how uninterested in sex and reproduction Belacqua is yet also 

highlights the contemporaneous genetic anxiety. Belacqua’s attempts to find a 

suitable relationship ultimately fail as a result of his degeneracy: just like Yeats, as 

a high degenerate, Belacqua is concerned with issues of progeny. Nordau quotes 

Morel when he writes that “the morbid variation does not continuously subsist 

and propagate itself, like one that is healthy, but, fortunately, is soon rendered 

sterile, and after a few generations often dies out before it reaches the lowest 

grade of organic degradation” (Nordau 16). The morbid variability of Beckett’s 

work, a work “conducted through intervals” finds voice in both form and 

characterisation (DFMW 138). As we will see in discussion of some of Beckett’s 

later works, such as Watt, in depicting the rabidly fecund Lynch family, this fear 

of intergenerational decline is writ to excess.  

Belacqua is not the only degenerate in the condition as the misogyny of 

Beckett’s early prose is made manifest in the continued schematisation of 

women’s physical bodies. Ranked as they are from fair to middling, the female 

characters of Dream to Middling Women serve to counterpoint Belacqua’s 

degeneracy and to further deprave the work. This is evident from the 

Smeraldina-Rima’s pidgin-English: “I curse the old body all day asswell because 

I have some dam thing on my leg so that I can bearly walk, I dont know what it is 

or how it got there but it is there and full of matter to hell with it” (DFMW 60). 

The Smeraldina-Rima’s degeneracy laces her language. The rhetoric used to 
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describe the female characters smacks of eugenically-inflected cliché: the 

Smeraldina-Rima, based on Peggy Sinclair, is introduced as “a slob of a girl” and 

despite the fact that she “had an idea she was studying music and eurhythmics 

[...] all very promotive of great strength and beauty”, her body is nevertheless 

described as “all wrong” (DFMW 3;13;15). Throughout Dream and More Pricks 

Than Kicks, Smeraldina-Rima curses this “old body” (60; 197). The Syra-Cusa 

contrasts with the Smeraldina: “her body more perfect than dream creek, 

amaranth lagoon, is said to paradoxically “flow along in a nervous swagger” 

(DFMW 33). The Syra-Cusa wears her symptoms of anxiety physically: though 

her body is ostensibly more beautiful than that of the Smeraldina-Rima’s, her 

idosyncratic movements belie her degeneracy. By way of further contrast, a third 

love interest, the Alba, is described throughout as having variously “noble” and 

“high-bred” legs, a feature to which Belacqua is greatly attracted for they reveal 

an acute awareness of movement and mobility; the Syra-Cusa’s swagger and the 

Alba’s “high-born” legs counterpoint Belacqua’s “ruined” and “spavined” feet 

(DFMW 8; 17). Part of the text’s close adherence to discussion of the characters’ 

feet is a corresponding commitment to noting gait and carriage. The continuous 

emphasis of feet demonstartes that, even in Beckett’s earliest works, mobility is a 

conspicious feature of the narrative. Belacqua’s impaired mobility thus fashions 

the manner and pace of the very narrative itself. This ranking of women’s bodies 

is a distasteful and ultimately frustrating aspect of Beckett’s early writing. While 

rejecting and toying with the idea of degeneracy at a formal level, the novel 

nevertheless exhibits an obsession with evaluating women’s bodies in terms of 

physical worth and beauty.  

The narrative obsession with classifications of female worth and of the 

taming of women’s bodies also produces an interesting tension with the work. 

The at-times-opinionated narrator of Dream tolerates this attention to female 

beauty only to a point. “To hell with purity, fake purity, to hell with it. How far 

she was right and how far she was wrong belongs to another story, a far far better 

one” (DMFW 195). The connection of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ to both bodies and the 

telling of stories yokes the degenerate body to their ailing prose. The narrative’s 

self-reproach, which extends questions of rightness and wrongness beyond that of 

purity into a criticism of the very story in which it appears, reveals the narrator’s 
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discomfort with the use of such moralistic terms. Belacqua frets over the dangers 

of overschematizing the bust finally concluding that the Alba “was not to be 

classified” (DFMW 112). This larger concerns is ultimately dismissed by the 

berating narrator. “Unfortunate Belacqua, you miss our point, the point: that 

beauty, in the final analysis, is not subject to categories, is beyond categories. 

There is only one category, yours, that furnished by your stases” (DFMW 35). 

These stases are thus defining; they are at once entirely individual whilst also 

generally experienced. The emphasis on such moments of inactivity thus reverses 

Nordau’s declarations about classical aesthetics and instead point to the 

generality of such experiences of immobility and their inextricablity from 

categories of the beautiful. 

 Such an emphasis on corporeality may be observed in the conspicuous 

recurrence of the term ‘coenaesthesis’. In his notes on Nordau, Beckett cites 

Degeneration: “coenaesthesis general sensibility. Dimly perceived cellular organic 

Ego not involving cerebral consciousness” (BDN 96). A term taken from 

psychology, the word refers to the phenomenological experience of embodiment. 

The OED defines “coenaesthesis” as the “general sense or feeling of existence 

arising from the sum of bodily impressions, as distinct from the definite sensations 

of the special senses; the vital sense” (OED online). Coenaesthesis then is like an 

internal kind of proprioception, or the feeling of one’s own body in space: instead 

of concentrating on one’s own physical awareness of the body’s position, it is a 

general feeling of wellbeing or health that derives from the internal soundness of 

the organs of the body. Of course, this sense operates silently, only becoming 

apparent when something is wrong and the sense is in some way compromised, 

as in illness. In discussing coenaesthesis, Nordau focuses on the perception of 

muscular and physical phenomena, here setting out the epistemological 

distinction between the I and the not-I.8 The term invokes another meaning also, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 Nordau introduces this notion of the “not-I” in a section discussing ego-mania. 
He writes: 

How we come in general to assume that there is something exterior, 
and that changes perceived by us only in our organism can have 
causes which are not in the organism itself, is a question over which 
metaphysics has cudgelled its brain for centuries. So little has it found 
an answer, that, in order to put an end to this difficulty anyhow, it 
has simply denied the very questions, and jumped to the conclusion 
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the question of corporeal knowledge.  

If through illness a disturbance is produced in the functions of the single 
cell, we at once become conscious of the processes in the cell – we feel the 
diseased organ, it stimulates our attention; the whole organism is 
uncomfortable and out of tune. It is sensations of this kind, which, in a 
healthy state, do not distinctly reach our consciousness, that make up the 
sensation of our body, our organic ‘I’, the so-called coenaesthesis or general 
sensibility (Nordau 248-9). 
 

As we will see in our discussion of Murphy, this idea of the internal organs being 

‘out of tune’ become particularly relevant for Beckett. Our alertness to this 

discomfort thus impacts the general sensibility, a term perhaps analogous to 

contemporary phenomenological descriptions of proprioception. For Nordau, the 

habitual functions of our body contribute to the healthy sense of self, developed 

over time as a deep-seated yet omnipresent phenomenon of the nervous system.9 

In the degenerate body, the sickness of the organs are so consuming that it 

disrupts the very integrity of the person’s character and they are inwardly 

consumed with their own sickeness. Belacqua is a striking example of such such a 

person and Dream of Fair to Middling Women gives us something of a transverse view 

of just such a bisected ego. Throughout both Dream and More Pricks Than Kicks 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

that the ‘I’ has actually no knowledge of a ‘not-I,’ of an external 
world, and cannot have it because there is no external world at all, 
that what we co call is a creation of our mind, and exists only in our 
thought as a presentation, but not outside our ‘I’ as a reality (Nordau 
245). 

Nordau’s identification of such a solipsism which foreshadows the ‘seedy 
solipsism’ of Murphy, and Murphy’s concomitant breakdown of the Big and Little 
Worlds, also becomes highly significant almost forty years later in the stage work, 
Not I. John Pilling has discussed, this distinction resonates with Beckett, 
reappearing over forty years later in Not I whereby the sense of self has been so 
fully absented through linguistic reference that knowledge is unattainable.  
 
9 Nordau’s epistemological system here directly inverts the Arnold Geulincx’s 
occasionalist model of proprioception. Beckett took exceptionally detailed notes 
on Geulincx, a somewhat obscure Flemish philosopher of occasionalism who 
sought to resolve Descartes’ unworkable dualism by dwelling on the will, or lack 
thereof, in the body. Uhlmann summarises Geulincx’s position thus: “I do not 
know how my body is: so how could I be said to control it?” (101) Unfamiliar as 
we are with the neurological processes of the body, it is Geulincx’s contention 
that we not effect such movement. This model of the body is discussed at length 
in Chapter Five. 
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there are many references to organs, the textual viscera and the decorticated 

hearts, flesh and bladders of the text. The organs of the text, the words and 

sentences, function as a submerged metaphor for reading the “dimly perceived” 

and palpitating rhythms of the early prose.  

The compromised coenaesthesis of the degenerate (according to Nordau, 

“[h]is nervous system is not normal”), similarly compromises his senses (253). 

The unsound internal impression of the body translates to compromised external 

senses. “He scarcely appreciates or even perceives the external world, and is only 

occupied with the organic processes in his own body. He is more than egotistical, 

he is an ego-maniac” (Nordau 254). For Nordau, the internal disease which the 

degenerate experiences in turns provokes a introspective solipsism and an 

obsession only with interior malfunction. Like Nordau’s notion of the 

degenerate’s coenaesthesis, compromised expressions finds voice in these early 

works. 

This emphasis recurs in More Pricks Than Kicks. In “Love and Lethe”, 

Belacqua’s anger that Ruby is backing out of their agreed suicide attempt evokes 

the term: “That indescribable sensation, compound of exasperation and relief, 

relaxing, the better to grieve, the coenaesthesis of the consultant when he finds 

the surgeon out, now burst inside Belacqua” (MPTK 150). Following Belacqua’s 

death in “Draff”, Mrs Shuah, now the Smeraldina-Rima returned, is so grief-

stricken that she is described as “without thought or feeling, just a slush, a teary 

coenaesthesis” (MPTK 213). Indeed, Beckett’s fascination with the term persists 

beyond the early prose. He again invokes the term in a letter to Mary Manning 

in August 1937, writing, “I lie for days on the floor, or in the woods, 

accompanied & unaccompanied, in a coenaesthenia of mind, a fullness of mental 

self-aesthesia that is entirely useless” (Letters I 546). The term here expresses 

something of the discomposure that he was experiencing at the time but again 

reveals the degree to which Beckett identified with states of impairment. As late 

as 1949, the word is still live in Beckett’s vocabulary for it appears in Three 

Dialogues with Georges Duthuit. In this exchange, he revisits the concept, again 

connecting to the possibility of artistic expression and argues that a better 

attentiveness to “natural experience”, obtained by means of a “vigilant 

coenaesthesia” is the means to true artistic expression: 
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B. In any case a thrusting towards a more adequate expression of 
natural experience, as revealed to the vigilant coenaesthesia. Whether 
achieved through submission or through mastery, the result is a gain 
in nature.  
D. But that which this painter discovers, orders, transmits, is not in 
nature… 
B. By nature I mean here, like the naivest realist, a composite of 
perceiver and perceived, not a datum, an experience (Disjecta138).  
 

While Beckett’s concern here is with the medium of painting, a similar tendency 

may be observed in his later works. The centrality of physical and sense 

experience for artistic form demonstrates that even some two decades after 

reading Nordau, the oscillating discourses of the biological and the aesthetic that 

Nordau underscores, are still a significant context for understanding Beckett’s 

own aesthetic.  

This emphasis on sense experience mutes Beckett’s use of the term. Indeed, 

sense dogs Beckett’s early works – many of his characters are sense-impaired – 

but the integral soundness of the books themselves is debatable. Beckett’s 

emphasis on the multivalence of sense pushes through the earlier works as a 

perfomative demonstration of the contingency of sense. It critiques Nordau’s 

emphasis on sense, for sense, in Nordau’s demonstration is both an acutely 

personal experience and also a communal, shared idea. Dream cheerfully 

challenges this for it is a work that privileges impressions. Something of a non-

novel, the work simply does not work. Dream is a collection of impressions which 

privileges only an “involuntary unity” a condition of the text that is cheerfully 

announced: “The fact of the matter is that we do not quite know where we are in 

this story (DFMW 133; 9). As Lennard J Davis has noted, the novel form is 

perhaps the most normativising form:  

the very structures on which the novel rests tend to be normative, 
ideologically emphasizing the universal quality of the central 
character whose normativity encourages us to identify with him or 
her. Furthermore, the novel’s goal is to reproduce, on some level, the 
semiologically normative signs surrounding the reader, that 
paradoxically help the reader to read these signs in the world as well 
as the text (“Constructing Normalcy” 11).  
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Though Davis’ model accounts for the realist novel, what we see with Dream of 

Fair to Middling Women is a concerted effort to overturn the normativising impulses 

of the novel form. The contingency of characters like Nemo echoes this and the 

reality of the novel is one of incoherency: “The reality of the individual, you had 

the cheek to inform me once, is an incoherent reality and must be expressed 

incoherently” (DFMW 101). Beckett remarked of Proust’s work that, had he 

lived, he would have smoothed over the “discord and dissension” of his works: “a 

beautiful unity of tone and treatment would have, as it were, embalmed the 

whole” (Disjecta 64). In this, we might also see something of Beckett’s own 

aesthetic route, one which rejects beauty and unity as the only interesting or 

meaningful features of art.  

 As James Knowlson has argued, 

However uneven Dream of Fair to Middling Women is as a piece of 
writing, it is a remarkable tour de force. It displays an astonishing 
erudition and a precocious command of language and languages. But 
it is also unusually explicit about Beckett's ideas on art, anticipating 
some of his most cherished themes and prefiguring in some respects 
his later development as a writer (Knowlson 156). 
 

The explicit aesthetics of the work offer insight into Beckett’s developing insight 

and allow us to trace the impact of certain works of literature on his emerging 

art, particuarly when considered in terms of modernist writing. As if in 

continuation of the heredity anxieties that Nordau espouses, coming a generation 

after high modernism proper, Beckett’s own literary heritage was somewhat 

complex. As Tyrus Miller has argued, 

In his early fiction, […] Beckett desublimates consciousness not just 
through wicked parody of the seedy intellectual- or artist-type 
characters in his works, in the flaws and foibles of his comic semblables, 
but also in making his own act of writing ridiculous, his risible 
handling of literary enunciation and narration (Miller 180). 
 

Such a parody of the seedy intellectual echoes Nordau’s account of the 

degenerate while also providing Beckett with something of a character template 

for much of his prose work. Though somewhat impenetrable, the risible 

enunciation of Dream of Fair to Middling Women that Miller identifies is but one 

offshoot of Beckett’s literary project. Indeed, Miller’s summary echoes something 

of the text’s own self-referential apathy: “Why anything? Why bother about it? It 



2: Beckett’s Degenerates 

 

! 76 

covers our good paper. A great deal of the above marginalia covers Belacqua, or, 

better: Belacqua is in part covered by the above marginalia” (DFMW 119-20) 

This tendency is perhaps most fully realized in later novels such as Watt but in its 

rejection of classical aesthetics in favour of a more avant-garde, late modernist 

‘buckled’ aesthetic, Dream of Fair to Middling Women, represents Beckett’s first retort 

to Nordau and in so doing, challenges Davis’ identification of the novel as a 

normativising force.  
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More Pricks Than Kicks 
 

Having failed to find a publisher for Dream of Fair to Middling Women, Beckett 

suppressed the work and instead began to weave much of it into a collection of 

short stories, More Pricks Than Kicks, published in 1934. Like Dream, More Pricks 

Than Kicks follows the exploits and exploitations of Belacqua Shuah but takes the 

disorientating  vigour of Dream and resets it in heart of the Hibernian metropolis. 

Stripped of the novel’s scale and impenetrability, More Pricks Than Kicks is instead 

a series of “bottled climates” (in Beckett Before Godot 102). The collection can be 

seen as more realist in scope than Beckett’s other works for, like Ulysses and 

Dubliners, it combs the back and sidestreets of working class Dublin and presents 

for consideration a number of comi-tragic modern tableaux. The collection is 

generically unstable as it playfully interblends gritty, urbanized modernism with 

elements from the gothic, the pastoral, and the fable. More Pricks Than Kicks is also 

more recognizably autobiographical; following the sudden deaths of his cousin, 

Peggy Sinclair and his father, Frank Beckett, Beckett’s own health suffered and 

like Belacqua in “Yellow”, he too underwent a number of surgical operations. 

Beckett famously recalled this time in conversation with Knowlson:  

The bad years were between when I had to crawl home in 1932 and 
after my father’s death in 1933. I’ll tell you how it was. I was walking 
down Dawson Street. And I felt I couldn’t go on. It was a strange 
experience I can’t really describe. I found I couldn’t go on moving (in 
Knowlson 172).  

 
Beckett’s recollection of the “bad years” finds analogue in the sustained emphasis 

on impairment in More Pricks Than Kicks. Here we find Belacqua shambling about 

the streets of Dublin, at times rooted to the spot and incapable of progression. As 

Paul Ardoin has shown, Belacqua’s movements have been routinely 

misunderstood in critical commentary.  

A common reaction to the early fiction, though, remains to dismiss it 
as juvenilia, and early reviews followed this line of thought. Later 
academic studies focused on the Dantean connections. Almost all 
commentators mention the protagonists’s sloth, though rarely in 
conjunction with Belacqua’s philosophy of movement (140). 

 

While Ardoin’s article certainly identifies this tendency, it does not address 

paralysis as the explicit bodily state as it is described in the stories themselves. 
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Rather, Ardoin takes Deleuze’s readings and works through the idea of 

exhaustion. If we let this sloth stand, however, Beckett’s use of torpor in his early 

works not only elucidates a very important time in his own life but also lays bare 

his own vulnerabilities. 

 In More Pricks Than Kicks, Beckett develops immobility as a significant theme. 

One potential source for this disinclination to action may be found in Nordau’s 

work. For Nordau, “[w]ith this characteristic dejectedness of the degenerate, 

there is combined, as a rule, a disinclination to action of any kind, attaining 

possibly to abhorrence of activity and powerlessness to will (aboulia)” (Nordau 20). 

In the “Dream Notebook” Beckett takes from Nordau the notion of “aboulia 

(absence of will)” (BDN 616). Within More Pricks Than Kicks, Beckett explores this 

sense of physical immobility, stricken moments of impairment. This radical 

agitation of classical aesthetics manifests in the figure of Belacqua, a character described 

in the opening lines of the opening story “Dante and the Lobster” as “stuck”, “bogged” 

and unable to “move [either] backward [or] forward” (MPTK 77). This immobilisation 

recurs throughout the collection in Belacqua’s emphasis of the Beethoven pause. 

“He did not fatigue himself, he said; on the contrary. He lived a Beethoven 

pause, he said, whatever he meant by that. In his anxiety to explain himself he 

was liable to come to grief” (MPTK 100). The Beethoven pause is manifest in 

More Pricks Than Kicks in the various rests which Belacqua is obliged to take. This 

oscillation, from moments of great pace, such as Belacqua’s dash to the pub in 

“Fingal”, to moments of paralysis, such as the moving pauses of “Ding-Dong”, 

punctuate the collection. In this way, the casual, easy ramblings of a Bloom-like 

flaneur are recast in favour of constructive moments of immobility. The bedrock 

of Beckett’s exploration of bodily difference is a critical insistence on the 

redemptive and creative possibilities of buckled discourse. 

In More Pricks Than Kicks, Belacqua’s degeneracy is mirrored in his 

descriptions of Dublin and his fellow Dubliners: shying from “the aesthetes and 

impotent” and “incontinent bosthoons of his own class”, Belaqua prefers instead 

to traverse the inner city slums and the Dublin mountains, to mingle with “weary 

proletarians at rest on arse and elbow”, “rough, gritty, almost verminous men” 

obedient “loonies” and “down and outs” (MPTK  82; 104; 109; 94; 154). By 

Nordau’s logic, Belacqua is something of an ego-maniac, that is, one who is 
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identified by “their incapacity to adapt themselves to the conditions in which they 

live”, “their anti-social inclinations in thought or action, in writings or as 

criminals” and their “want of adaptability […] a source of constant suffering, and 

finally of ruin” (Nordau 261). Ruins are frequent in Beckett’s prose. Beckett 

inscribes Nordau’s fears of ruin in the depictions of the Dublin landscape and the 

narrative seam of ruination that festers throughout: Belacqua’s feet are described 

as being “in ruins” and the Ottelenghi, Otto Olaf and Belacqua’s nurse in 

“Yellow” all speak with “ruined voices” (MPTK 85; 186; 211). In “Fingal”, 

Belacqua and Winnie encounter a “ruin of a mill” and remark that were one to 

“abstract” the asylum, there would be little left of Portrane “but ruins” (MPTK 

95). Given Beckett’s socio-economic background and the perceived fears of the 

‘ruination’ of his own class, the frequency and meaning of these ruins is 

interesting. Unlike the fearful elegising of writers like Yeats, in Beckett’s works, 

there is something of a quiet acceptance of such a fate. His engagement with 

eugenic literature coupled with the parsing of eugenic fears into so many facets of 

his prose demonstrates something of an ambivalence about such fears while at 

the same time exploring what such a future might look like. 

Ruins, physical, bodily, and even vocal, dot the Dublin landscape of More 

Pricks Than Kicks in a manner that undermines the solemn and melancholy fear of 

ruination evident elsewhere in works. In Yeats’ “Coole Park, 1929”, for example, 

Yeats laments the sale of Lady Gregory’s Coole Park, mourning the soon to be 

ruined manor, “Great works constructed there in nature’s spite”. Yeats glimpse 

of the future, “When all those rooms and passages are gone, / When nettles wave 

upon a shapeless mound / And saplings root among the broken stone” is 

ameliorated by Beckett’s insistence on the ceaseless tides of ruination, here 

enabling a new kind of aesthetic to emerge, one which challenges such fears by 

presenting an intimate and sometimes gruesome depiction of the fullness of such 

experiences (Yeats The Major Works 126). In the many allusions to Swift and other 

literary patriarchs, Beckett explicitly connects this fear of ruination and 

degeneracy to literary culture too. His own status as something of an inheritor of 

a degenerating culture clearly troubles the representation of this culture. 

Ruins are mapped on to character descriptions too. For Nordau, there were 

certain physical cues that belied a person’s degeneracy, chief among these are 
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what he deems “stigmata” usually consisting of asymmetry and deformity 

(Nordau 17). Belacqua too is consistently identified by his stigmata: his gait is 

“spavined” and he is said to “stumble along ‘by devious ways” (MPTK 82). 

Furthermore, it is revealed that Belacqua has impetigo a “weak bladder and 

ptosis of viscera” and is “cretinous” (MPTK 90; 112; 153). Belacqua’s “ruined 

feet” necessitate new ways of circumnavigating the city, evoked also in the “rapid 

trundling on ruined feet” of “Enueg I” (CP 6). As we saw with the idea of the 

degenerate’s compromised coenaesthesis, in More Pricks Than Kicks, we are given 

further information about Belacqua’s internal health. He is mottled inside and 

out. This narrative privilege confirms Belacqua’s degeneracy and signals to the 

reader a number of assumptions about notions of health and wellness. 

There is a sustained emphasis throughout the collection on bathchairs, 

bicycles, trams, cars and buses. In “Love and Lethe” Belacqua’s driving is so bad 

that it prompts appalled commentary from pedestrians and cyclists who cry that 

“[t]hese stream-lined Juggernauts are a positive menace” (MPTK 143). For 

Nordau, mass transport, particularly as a result of industrialisation and improved 

technology, endangered modern physicality. “In our days, on the contrary, steam 

and electricity have turned the customs of life of every member of the civilized 

nations upside down, even of the most obtuse and narrow-minded citizen” 

(Nordau 37). This modern reality depletes the natural attitude and places 

unforeseen pressures on the human body, as Nordau further outlines:  

[a]ll these activities, however, even the simplest, involve an effort of 
the nervous system and a wearing of tissue. Every line we read or 
write, every human face we see, every conversation we carry on, 
every scene we perceive through the window of the flying express, 
sets in activity our sensory nerves and our brain centres (Nordau 39). 
 

The fear of progress’ toll on the human spirit is expolited in“A Wet Night”. Here 

the narrator describes Dublin’s Pearse St, as a “highway dehumanised in a 

tumult of buses. Trams were monsters, moaning along beneath the wild gesture 

of trolley” and the buses are described in “A Wet Night” as “crass honest slob[s]” 

(MPTK 109; 115). Nordau suggests that the increased effort expended in the 

wake of mass transport has produced an entire generation “fatigued and 

exhausted” and suffering from hysteria, “the malady of the period” (Nordau 40). 

In More Pricks Than Kicks this danger is realized as transport poses a very real and 
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physical danger to Beckett’s Dubliners; there are repeated threats of women 

being “run down”, a fate finally meted out to Lucy in “Walking Out”, leaving 

her “crippled for life” (MPTK 159)10. In literally realizing Nordau’s fears for 

contemporary cities, Beckett comes to a consideration of mobile impairments and 

a paralysis that, wrangled from Nordau, is recast as a productive constraint. In 

“Ding Dong”, Belacqua’s movement is described as that of a boomerang but just 

as he is unable to move in clean productive lines around the city, he is similarly 

unable to “move away from other people’s ideas” (MPTK 100, 101). This 

immobility, these “little acts of motion” begets a literary aesthetic that, like its 

protagonist is content to similarly shrug off the traditional scrupulousness of the 

short story in favour of incoherence.  

Departing from the allusive style of Dream, physical disability is a 

conspicuous theme in the collection. Indeed, physical paralysis is related to the 

reader from a number of distinct vantage points and styles. In “Ding-Dong”, the 

story is relayed by an unidentified friend of Belacqua’s who tells of his 

perambulatory difficulties, “[t]he mere act of rising and going, irrespective of 

whence and whither” does Belacqua good and that he lives in a paradoxical 

“moving pause” (MPTK 99; 101). Overturning Yeats’ easy impulse to “arise and 

go”, Belacqua shadows Leopold Bloom in the “Lestrygonians” episode of Ulysses: 

his peripatetic movements halt abruptly under the statue of Thomas Moore on 

College Green, Dublin, when he finds himself suddenly frozen: “he found he 

could not, any more than Buridan’s ass, move to right or left, backward or 

forward” (MPTK 101). Awaiting a sign, Belacqua spots a “blind paralytic” in “a 

wheel-chair being pushed rapidly under the arcade of the Bank, in the direction 

of Dame Street” (MPTK 102). Belacqua’s encounter with the man and his 

“chairman, hireling or poor relation”, recall Beckett’s own experiences on the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10!Even in Beckett’s 1960 translation of Roger Pinget’s Le Manivelle, The Old Tune, 
the sounds of modernity intrude upon the pair’s ruminations about the end of the 
previous century. Their conversation is punctuated by the roars and screeches of 
cars: “[m]y dear Gormon do you know what it is I’m going to tell you, all this 
speed do you know what it has the whole place ruinated, no living with it any 
more, the whole place ruinated, even the weather. [Roar of engine.]” (CDW 157). 
Here again ruination comes to the fore, albeit somewhat tempered by the Dublin 
idiom which articulates it. Here ruination, or the “whole place ruinated”, is 
exposed as a kind of panicked traditionalism which, in manifesting even in the 
pathetic fallacy of the weather, takes no heed of human need.!
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streets of Dublin but are also an early instantiation of Hamm and Clov and the 

characters of “The Gloaming”, Rough for Theatre 1 and Murphy (MPTK 102). This 

“blind paralytic” reappears in “A Wet Night” as a mysterious, static feature of 

Dublin life: “[n]o one had ever seen him come or go, he was there one minute 

and gone the next” (MPTK 109). The classist tone of the piece anticipates 

Beckett’s somewhat cruel depiction of the Catholic Lynch family in Watt. There 

is something of an ambiguity in the representation of such figures for while they 

certainly act as a kind of cipher for Belacqua, they are nevertheless depicted in 

forcefully mistrustful terms.  As Paul Ardoin notes, in early reviews of More Pricks 

Than Kicks, “those that appeared before Beckett was viewed as a philosopher or 

phenomenon,” as a character Belacqua was interpreted quite differently and was 

described variously as “contemptible,” (Granta) “grotesque,” (New Statesman and 

Nation) and “completely stuffed and upholstered in self-consciousness” (Dublin 

Magazine) (in Ardoin 147). Ardoin concludes that, certainly, “Belacqua was not 

mistaken by early reviewers for an exhausted anti-hero” (147). The philosophical 

filter that has retroactively been fitted to Beckett’s work has obscured his full and 

dynamic presentation of the literary grotesque, a style firmly attached and 

entrenched to his representation of impairment.  

Another version of the pseudocouple, though very much coupled by this 

point, appear in “What a Misfortune” as Belacqua’s only wedding guests, his 

distant relatives, the “aged cretin” James Skyrm and the “powerfully built 

nymphomaniac”, Hermione Näutzsche, an early Hamm who is eventually 

wheeled away in a deep armchair on castors (MPTK 182; 191). Belacqua’s 

contemplation of the “blind paralytic” again reveals his ego-mania; like 

Baudelaire for Nordau, he is consumed with images of immobility: “he abhors 

nature, movement and life; he dreams of an ideal of immobility, of eternal 

silence, of symmetry and artificiality; he loves disease, ugliness and crime” 

(Nordau 293). This general disinclination to action manifests in Belacqua’s 

privileging of immobilisation: he inverts Stephen Dedalus’ rallying cry at the end 

of A Portrait of the Artist as A Young Man, to fly by the nets of “silence, exile and 

cunning” becomes instead, in both Dream and More Pricks Than Kicks: “Doubt, 

despair and scrounging, shall I hitch my bathchair to the greatest of these?” 

(Joyce 208; MPTK 108). Beckett’s undermining of Stephen Dedalus’s maxim 
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shows something of an ambivalence to his inherited material and further 

underscores the necessity of reading paralysis in Beckett’s work.  

The stories underscore an unresolved paradox that would seem to lie at their 

heart, the beating caesura of Belacqua’s moving pauses: Belacqua’s “anxiety to 

keep on the move” juxtaposes “his distress at finding himself brought to a 

standstill” (MPTK 103). When this is pointed out to Belacqua, it elicits a 

somewhat cryptic response “my resolution has the right to break down”, pointing 

to Belacqua’s only consistent response, one of inconsistency (MPTK 103). For 

Nordau, the fin-de-siècle “proclivity for contradiction, paradox, negation and 

eccentricity” identifies the degenerate’s inclination to inaction but these 

inconsistencies become for More Pricks Than Kicks, as they did for Dream, the only 

consistent approach to resolving the paradox of a successful rendering of failure 

(Nordau 79).  

These determined failures anticipate the missteps of Murphy and Watt. 

Throughout More Pricks Than Kicks, the reader’s attention is brought to a variety 

of narrative and stylistic anomalies; these instances of footnotes, misspellings, self-

reflexive typographical quirks, and, in one parenthetical grace note, the 

appearance of the author himself, “(thank you Mr. Beckett)”, highlight the 

collection’s radical departure from convention. They seem to flout Nordau’s 

complaint that “[t]he book that would be fashionable must, above all, be 

obscure. The intelligible is cheap goods for the million only” (MPTK 214; Nordau 

13). Indeed the book revels in its own staleness: Belacqua derives much 

satisfaction from his “sweet style” (MPTK 106) and capacity to obfuscate; as the 

unnamed narrator of “A Wet Night” remarks, “[a]ll this he laboured to make 

clear. He seemed to derive considerable satisfaction from his failure to do so” 

(MPTK 104). For the narrator, as for the reader, it is difficult to take Belacqua 

seriously for his narratives do not conform to the sensible wholeness that readers 

expect.  

The collection also directs our attention to Beckett’s own dubious 

inheritances. Swift, Joyce and Yeats feature in the works but it is Joyce’s legacy 

that looms largest for it is “A Wet Night” that we encounter his most farcical 

rehearsing of Joyce’s work. The bulk of the story is taken up with a confounding 

description of the Christmas Party that Belacqua attends and he is cast as a kind 
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of resurrected Michael Furey: we are informed that he will “get [his] death” 

(MPTK 131). The party is rather bleak, lacking much of the elegance of Joyce’s 

original, and introduces the reader to a host of increasingly bizarre characters in 

a style which is disorientating and difficult to follow. H. Porter Abbot notes,  

What we have observed in this chapter is a conspiracy of noise – 
noise masquerading as communication. This chapter, indeed, comes 
close to being a satire of a gallery of grotesques. Yet the grotesques 
function not so much representative types as they do vehicles of 
representative kinds of expression (Abbott 25). 
 

What Abbbot here refers to as a “gallery of grotesques”, a problematic word 

given the many impairments noted in descriptions of the character, reveals 

something of the story’s determined staleness. Abbott links this to the form of the 

piece for he regards the story as a “chapter” in a collection that “fully enjoys 

[the] ultimate hoax that it is a novel” (Abbott 25). Abbott’s point is interesting if 

not finally convincing for, in rendering stale the short story form, Beckett actually 

depicts with an attentive clarity the constraining features of that form. This 

accounts the story’s sad diminuendo, and Beckett’s parody of Joyce’s work. 

Gabriel’s final epiphany in “The Dead”, a majestic scene that pans from Dublin 

to Galway, taking in the snow-blanketed plains of Ireland, is rewritten in “A Wet 

Night” in a far less sumptuous rendition of Irish weather: 

Now it began to rain again upon the earth beneath and gently 
incommoded Christmas traffic of every kind by continuing to do so 
without remission for a matter of thirty-six hours. A divine creature, 
native of Leipzig, to whom Belacqua, round about the following 
Epiphany, had occasion to quote the rainfall for December as cooked 
in the Dublin University Fellows’ Garden, ejaculated: 
 ‘Himmiscrakrüzidirkenjesusmariaundjosefundblütigeskreuz!’ 

Like that, all in one word. The things people come out with 
sometimes!  

But the wind had dropped, as it so often does in Dublin when all 
the respectable men and women whom it delights to annoy have 
gone to bed, and the rain fell in a uniform, untroubled manner. It fell 
upon the bay, the littoral, the mountains and the plains, and notably 
upon the Central Bog it fell with a rather desolate uniformity (MPTK 
37). 

 
In this lengthy extract, we observe Beckett moving between the registers of 

Joyce’s earliest and later works. While the passage opens in the manner of 

Dubliners the harsh ejaculations of the Leipzig University Fellow bring us to Work 
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in Progress. The pastiche of Joyce’s images of decline, the “soft swooning” and 

“faint falling” of “The Dead”, is flattened in Beckett’s parody but he also extends 

the Joycean metaphor along similar lines of discomposure: the rain “gently 

incommode[s]” the Christmas traffic. The thunder-words of Finnegans Wake 

become rehashed curses in compound German. And where Joyce’s snow-scene 

blanketed the country in a scene of transcendental beauty, the rain that falls in a 

uniform manner in this version reveals only a “desolate uniformity”. This 

uniformity underscores the determined staleness of Beckett’s collection but may 

also point to a further formal anxiety of influence. Beckett’s inheritance of Joyce’s 

exuberant aesthetic extends Belacqua’s degeneracy into a preoccupation with 

heredity that is writ large in the very form of the collection itself. The rejection of 

this “desolate uniformity” extends into a rejection of uniformity in terms of art 

itself. More Pricks Than Kicks privileges difference and deviation; this can be seen in 

the descriptive characterisation of the work itself as well as in the sardonic 

treatment of the short story form. As we have seen, in invoking the aesthetic fears 

of Nordau, Beckett pushes through the troubling insistence on normativity and 

opts instead for an aesthetic that revels in variety.  

 

Echo’s Bones 

 

Anxiety about unstaunched populations also conditions Echo’s Bones (2014), 

the concluding story of More Pricks Than Kicks. Written at the request of Charles 

Prentice to bulk up More Pricks Than Kicks, Echo’s Bones, finally published over 

seventy years after it was rejected by Chatto and Windus for giving Prentice the 

“jim-jams”: “It is a nightmare. Just too horribly persuasive. […] The same 

horrible and immediate switches of the focus, and the same wild unfathomable 

energy of the population” (in EB xiv). The afterlife of a degenerate population is 

the focus as Beckett concentrates on contemporaneous anxieties about sexuality, 

reproductive health, decline and heredity. These concerns are epitomised in the 

fate of the threatened estate of Lord Haemo Gall. The story’s demonstration of 

anxieties about heredity and legal fictions reveals a wry indifference to the fate of 

the dwindling generations of Beckett’s own Anglo-Irish class. Throughout More 

Pricks Than Kicks, and indeed Beckett’s oeuvre more generally, contemporary 



2: Beckett’s Degenerates 

 

! 86 

anxieties about a declining Anglo-Irish population are metaphorically writ large 

and then undermined and even pilloried in favour of a “buckled” discourse.  

Described as a “fag-piece”, Echo’s Bones is a gothic fairy tale detailing the 

death-exploits of Belacqua. Once again, Belacqua is described in explicitly 

degenerative terms. Just as we saw the ‘involuntary unity’ of Dream, Echo’s Bones 

echoes its protagonist’s condition: when praised by Lord Gall for his ability to 

“phrase [his] ideas with distinction”, Belacqua responds aghast, proclaiming 

himself a “postwar degenerate” (EB 26). Instead of fawning over literary 

forebears, like Watt, Echo’s Bones, rather revels in fears about fecundity, fertility 

and heredity. In each of the three parts of the ‘triptych’, Belacqua discourses with 

characters explicitly identified through deviant or aberrant corporeal practices. 

The first, Zabrovna Privet, is a sex worker living with syphilis who lends herself to 

“sublime delinquencies” (EB 9). The second, the giant named Lord Gall who 

wishes for Belacqua to impregnate his wife, Moll Goll, (a rogueish invocation of 

both Molly Bloom and Maude Gonne) who is living with syphilis (EB 21). Finally, 

Belacqua meets with Mick Doyle, ransacker of his own grave, who takes him to 

task for his empty rhetoric.  Later, Mick Doyle takes Belacqua to task for an 

inability to be precise: 

Shall I say with the eccentricities of your conversation, your buckled 
discourse? You must be rotten through and through to fly out of your 
system the way you do. Stick to the point, honour your father, your 
mother and Goethe. Do I make myself at all clear? (EB 44).  
 

Doyle’s imploring that Belacqua honour his father, mother, and Goethe, further 

underscores the conflation of heredity with literary heritage. The patriarch of 

modern German literature, and referred to by Nordau as “the poet laureate of all 

civilized nations”, this invocation of Goethe further alienates Belacqua and the 

self-referentially tedious episode in which he appears. (Nordau 338).  

Of these three main figures, Lord Haemo Gall is perhaps the most 

interesting. Like Joyce’s HCE, he is described as a “colossus” though from whom 

“possibility of issue is extinct” (EB 15). In Echo’s Bones, as with Watt, the Big 

House family are presented in crisis owing to Lord Gall’s infertility. As Séan 

Kennedy notes, “[i]n the bedroom of the Beckettian Big House, degeneration is 

ubiquitous, and Beckett presents the Anglo-Irish as an illegitimate and abortive 

social formation from the outset” (“Echo’s Bones” 246). It is left to a recently 
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revived Belacqua to impregnate Lady Gall, thereby ensuring the future of the 

estate. Like an early Hamm, Lord Haemo Gall is highly red of face: “Haemo, so 

beastly plethoric, all this beef you see, these steaks and collops you may have 

noticed, my blasted blood boils and it’s all up” (EB 20). Haemo prefigures the 

Lynch family of Watt pre-empting the hereditary anxieties expressed in the novel; 

like Kate, Rose and Cerise, even within his name, he too is described in bloody 

terms. He is described with reference to his unfitness and disability as a 

“backmarker in every form of athletic contest open to the peerage” (EB 23). The 

plot is an obvious send-up of gothic fixations on blood and bloodlines but it also 

pokes at the revivalist movement that sought to establish the “pure Gael” as its 

hero (Disjecta 87). With its connotations of the gall bladder, the Gall name also 

registers the recurrent preoccupation with viscera throughout More Pricks Than 

Kicks. The name may also refer to the gallbladder organ, fittingly, the organ that 

stores bile in vertebrate animals.  

The name “Gall” also conjures up other associations; the word evokes the 

Irish word dall or blind, traditionally used to denote a blind bard, as with Tadhg 

Dall Ó hÚigínn and Séamas Dall Mac Cuarta. The name Gall would also seem 

to imply the near-homonym “Gael” and Belacqua’s curious statement: “‘Better a 

gull than a Protestant Gael’” (EB 47). The point is elaborated by Mark Nixon 

who connects the names with Joyce and explicitly through related tropes of 

impairment, in this case, blindness: 

Finally, Beckett is aware of the distinction between ‘Gael’ and ‘Gall’, 
native Irish and foreigner, as used for example in Douglas Hyde’s 
1907 books Bards of the Gael and Gall: Examples of the Poetic Literature of 
Erin. Beckett reused the story of Lord Gall as told here in Murphy (63), 
and in Watt, the Galls, father and son, are piano tuners, as is their 
namesake in Joyce’s Ulysses (Nixon EB 75)11. 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 Bards of the Gael and Gall is actually written by George Sigerson but dedicated 
“to Douglas Hyde, President of the Gaelic League of Ireland, a Descendent of 
the Gall, and to R. Barry O’Brien, President of the Irish Literary Society of 
London, A Gael” (vi). Though Nixon is no doubt correct to connect the tradition 
of the blind piano tuner to Joyce’s blind stripling in the “Wandering Rocks” and 
“Sirens” episodes of Ulysses, Joyce’s piano-tuner is unnamed. Furthermore, the 
frontispiece of that work is a portrait of Turlough O’Carolan, perhaps extending 
the blind musician connection past Joyce and further into a history of blind 
artistry in Irish-language traditions too. 
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Like the blind piano tuner of Ulysses and the Galls of Watt too, Lord Haemo 

Gall’s impairments are secreted into the very language used to describe him; he is 

erratic and his language is somewhat bastardised:  

Lord Gall, whose movements could not be forecast from one moment 
to another, now began to stab back and forth with his clubbed index, 
speaking almost pidgin:  
‘You’ (stab) ‘makee me’ (stab) ‘father’ (EB 31). 
 

Like the Smeraldina-Rima’s letters, Gall’s language here takes on the features of 

its speaker: his movements are erratic and unpredictable and his language is 

similarly marked. His wavering stance emphasises his strangeness, and perhaps 

his degeneracy, but in this buckling, he makes his point clearly to Belacqua. Like 

its gothic forebears, Echo’s Bones probes the question of what the limits of 

humanity are. 

While early critics pointed the generic play of Echo’s Bones, the story may 

also be read as an instance of the gothic, a genre typified by anxieties about 

degeneration. Degeneration theory was firmly fixated on discussions and 

definitions of what constituted the human and of what human progress should 

be. As Hurley writes: “[d]egeneration theory, however, not only reversed the 

narrative of progress, proposing a negative telos of abhumanness and cultural 

disarray. It also accelerated the pace of the narrative, emphasising the mutability 

and flux of human bodies and societies” (Hurley 65). This flux, as we shall see in 

the proceeding chapter, proved a rich resource for works by Beckett for, in his 

shift away from progress in favour of flux, he invokes disability as an overriding 

experience. Hurley further establishes that [the gothic is] “a highly speculative art 

form, one part of whose cultural work is the invention of new representational 

strategies by which to imagine human (or not-so-human) realities” (Hurley 6). 

Indeed, the question regarding Belacqua’s humanity is squarely addressed in the 

opening pages of the story: “To state it then fairly fully once and for all, Belacqua 

is a human, dead and buried” (EB 1). In the very fact of stating that “Belacqua is 

a human”, the narrative seems to suggest some suspicions about this fact. This 

discourse of humanity that introduces Belacqua is rare in Beckett’s works but also 

serves to undermine the theories of degeneration which preoccupied 

contemporaneous writers; Belacqua is thus a regenerated degenerate.  
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Belacqua’s revivication, coupled with repeated references to vampirism and 

an emphasis on blood and hereditary illnesses are highly reminiscent of the fin-de-

siècle gothic, and further refines the emphasis on corporeal difference within the 

collection. Like other near contemporary tales from beyond the grave, works 

such as Flann O’Brien’s The Third Policeman and Máirtín Ó’Cadhain’s Cré na Cille 

[The Dirty Dust], Beckett uses the conventions of the gothic to explore the 

perceived sterility and tedious cyclicality of Free State-Ireland, castigated in 

“Censorship and the Saorstat”: “sterilization of the mind and apotheosis of the 

litter suit well together. Paradise peopled with virgins and the earth with 

decorticated multiparas” (Disjecta 87). This scorning language of evisceration 

demonstrates a strange binary at work in the essay: on the one hand, heaven is 

populated by virgins while life is left to the pronatalists. What we find in the 

purgatory of Echo’s Bones is a retort to this situation, a hazy half-life populated by 

the infertile and unproductive. As Kelly Hurley has noted, the productive nature 

of the gothic genre is its capacity to challenge perceived norms and “whose 

cultural work is the invention of new representational strategies by which to 

imagine human (or not-so-human) realities” (6). For Sinéad Mooney, “Beckett’s 

Gothic represents his non serviam to post-independence Ireland, while also 

allowing him to evade some of the formal problems associated with the legacies 

of modernism and classical realism” (“Ghost Writer” 132). Beckett’s truculent 

inheritance of Joyce and Yeats’ high modernism reveals his own accursed 

progenitors but also situates his work as oppositional to prevailing 

contemporaneous norms. The non serviam that Mooney outlines may also be 

understood in terms of degeneration, the ‘scientific’ analogue of the literary 

gothic Beckett’s non serviam is evidenced in his difficult characterisations of 

deviance and degeneracy, admitting a space in which to challenge and 

undermine perceived ideals of progress. 

Echo’s Bones borrows from another overlooked genres within Beckett’s 

oeuvre – the fairy tale. As both Fernández and Nixon note (EB xviii), Beckett’s 

experimentation with the fairy tale, a form “that he would never use again” is 

significant for the very genre here poses significant problems that resonate with 

our considerations of degeneracy (Fernández 119). As much as the content of the 

story reveals a preoccupation with revival, the form of Echo’s Bones evokes the late 



2: Beckett’s Degenerates 

 

! 90 

nineteenth-century emphasis on the fairy tale. Works such as Yeats’ Fairy and Folk 

Tales of the Irish Peasantry (1888), Irish Fairy Tales (1891) and Lady Gregory’s 

collections of folklore are invoked. The repeated refrain of “So it goes in the 

world”, also the final sentence of “Draff”, is taken from the Brothers Grimm’s 

“How the Cat and the Mouse Set Up House” (EB 97). While having the 

appropriate note of Beckettian apathy, it also signals the importance of 

intertextuality in the story. The story of the greedy cat and the pitiable mouse is, 

like “The Ondt and The Gracehoper” of Finnegans Wake, a parable of scarcity 

and vulnerability. The preying cat’s success in Grimm’s version presents a much 

more beleaguered picture of the “way of the world” and the triumph of strength 

and corruption over weakness and goodness. Like Aesop’s Fables for Finnegans 

Wake, the anthropomorphized animals and the staid exploration of pre-given 

didacticism makes for an interesting counterpoint to Echo’s Bones and indeed the 

collection that it completes.  

In addition to this, Beckett’s use of the Brothers Grimm finds alliance with 

contemporary reinterpretations of the politics of disability in fairy tales. In her 

2014 monograph, Disability, Deformity, and Disease in the Grimm’s’ Fairy Tales, Anne 

Schmiesing observes that fairytales portray disability with great frequency and 

further remarks: “Narratives not only use physical disability or beauty to 

accentuate a character’s moral virtues or other positive traits but also employ 

physical impairment as a mark that signifies evildoers or further ostracises the 

marginalized” (1). For Schmiesing, the fact of Wilhelm Grimm’s ill-health, for 

him, (“illness was the norm”), is an important context for the many 

representations of disability within the Brothers’ collection and may, in part, 

account for Beckett’s interest in him (Schmeising 17). It points to Beckett’s 

recurrent fascination with representations of disability. His choice of form here 

further refines this emphasis on corporeality; from gigantism to impotence to 

syphilis, Echo’s Bones entreats the reader to lived experience outside of social 

norms. 

Like More Pricks Than Kicks and Dream of Fair to Middling Women before it, 

Echo’s Bones elaborates an aesthetic that echoes the ‘derogation’ espoused by its 

own protagonist: “I dassay my life was a derogation and an impudence” (EB 41). 

The doubled meaning of “derogation”, here meaning both a relaxed law and 
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something worthless, echoes the story’s emphasis on legal fictions. The law is 

tellingly referred to as a “ginnet” (EB 15). Moreover, Belacqua’s use of “dassay” 

in place of “dare say” marks out his language as similarly normalised. Fittingly, 

within the final pages, Belacqua is taken to task by Mick Doyle who, perhaps like 

the reader too, enquires after the nature of this ‘derogation’. Belacqua 

condescends to Doyle for having cyanosis (a mottled complexion which Ruby 

Tough’s father also had in “Love and Lethe”) and for being “a perfect little pest” 

before being explicitly addressed in terms of disability: “Who but an imbecile can 

care from what? Isn’t derogation in the dear old abstract good enough?” (EB 41). 

This abstract derogation is reminiscent of the “disability to achieve abstraction” 

which Beckett articulated in “Dante… Bruno. Vico . . Joyce” for it similarly 

brings these two states, of real-life derogation and of the abstract idea thereof into 

tension. Belacqua’s florid aggrandizing comes under attack as Lord Gall 

repeatedly invokes him to “cut out the style” (EB 27; 28). Echo’s Bones continues 

the self-conscious interrupted hiatuses of More Pricks Than Kicks’ Beethoven pauses 

and Dream of Fair to Middling Women’s communicative intervals. Beckett’s later 

novel, Watt, these interruptions are writ large before the reader as metatextual 

omissions and elisions: these textual voids are represented in terms of corporeal 

idiosyncrasies. One such example comes in relation to Swift: 

‘You remember the wonderful lines’ said Belacqua: 
‘A dog, a parrot or an ape…  
Engross the fancies of the fair’ (EB 12). 
 

As Nixon notes, the missing two lines are taken from Swift’s Cadenus and Vanessa 

(1713). In place of the ellipsis should read: “Or some worse brute in human 

shape” (Nixon EB 60; Swift Major Works 335). Belacqua is doubly compromised 

by his inability to recall the most pertinent lines of the poem. The fact of his 

misremembering the work, the particularly in missing the allusion to human 

form, further underscores his own buckled discourses.   

While Echo’s Bones bears certain hallmarks of Beckett’s later works, it is also 

a strange and bewildering story that would seem to resonate with a recent past, a 

hazy present and an ominous future. The fact of Belacqua’s suspension in death 

belies a queasy glimpse of an espied future, one that resonates with both Irish and 

wider European contemporaneous contexts: 
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Lord Gall obliged with a telescope saying: 
‘Rose lens, my invention.’ 
Festooned with babies, the Smeraldina; a cynic in a spasm; a wedge 
of coisidte, fizzing through the future like a scoop through Stilton; a 
Nazi with his head in a clamp; a monster shaped like mankind 
exactly; Dáib and Seanachán, four legs in three tights and half a 
codpiece (EB 28). 
 

Here, Beckett explicitly brings Nazi fascism in direct connection with Free State 

rhetoric and the Gaelicized “David” and “Jonathan” (which sound suspiciously 

like Dáil and Seanad) appear as intimate partners. As Nixon notes, the “Nazi with 

his head in a clamp” recalls an incident in Beckett’s life: “Beckett is remembering 

his visit to the torture chamber in the castle at Nuremberg in April 1931, and 

assimilating this to the fact that the city was an early stronghold of the Nazi party, 

from September 1933 onwards” (Nixon EB 88). While taking a lot from Nordau’s 

fin de siècle fear, the gothic overtones of Beckett’s story, replete with references to 

Nazism, echoes the horror of the rise of fascism and totalitarianism. The fascist 

concern with disability, population and fears about the ‘legitimate’ and 

‘illegitimate’, found explicit address in the aesthetic; while Beckett was wrangling 

with these “buckled” discourses, he also pre-empted the Nazi concern with art 

that was perceived to be degenerate. Nixon glosses the “monster shaped like 

mankind exactly” as a parody of the act of creation in which the Christian God, 

or Prometheus, made man in His own image, a tongue-in-cheek provocation of 

the very idea of form. In Beckett’s version, mankind is too variable and strayed a 

concept to be successfully captured in one perfected form. 

As Séan Kennedy notes: “Beckett, it seems, followed events in Germany 

very closely, where, as he was writing ‘Echo’s Bones,’ the Nazi party was enacting 

an inheritance law that allowed for the compulsory sterilization of persons 

deemed unfit to inherit property, a measure Yeats later supported” (“Echo’s 

Bones” 247). Throughout the 1930s, the biological and racial connotations of the 

“degeneration”, particularly as it was understood in the 1930s, condemns forms 

or specimens that fell outside of generally accepted norms. As Stephanie Barron 

writes in Degenerate Art: The Fate of the Avant-Garde in Nazi Germany: 

Entartet, which has traditionally been translated as ‘degenerate’ or 
‘decadent’, is essentially a biological term, defining a plant or animal 
that has so changed that it no longer belongs to its species. By 
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extension it refers to art that is unclassifiable or so far beyond the 
confines of what is accepted that it is in essence ‘non-art’ (Barron 11). 
 

With the rise of fascism in the 1930s, this classification of art and non-art, of 

tradition and the avant-garde, analogised contemporary discourse about health 

and degeneracy. On the 29 September 1936, Beckett left Ireland to tour 

Germany and its galleries. By the time he wrote to Mary Manning on 14 

November, Goebbels had already decreed that many of the gallery floors that 

housed modern art must be closed, prompting his remark, “All the lavatory men 

say Heil Hitler. The best pictures are in the cellar” (Letters I 384). The Nazi attack 

on ‘degenerate’ art culminated in the opening of the Entartete Kunst exhibition in 

Munich, which sought to discredit modern art in explicit binaries, castigating the 

glorification of ‘degenerates’ in explicitly racist and ableist terms: “alongside the 

negro as the racial ideal of what was then ‘modern’ art, there was a highly 

specific intellectual ideal, namely the idiot, the cretin, and the cripple” (in Barron 

378). For Sander Gilman: “[the Nazis] simply used the contrast of ‘healthy’ and 

‘degenerate’ and placed into each category those works of art which the 

audience, no matter what its aesthetic predilections, would have expected. The 

‘healthy’ was the traditional; the ‘degenerate’ was the ‘avant-garde’” (593). Thus, 

Beckett’s work, which so forcefully engages this problematic binary, marks him 

out as dissenting interlocutor of discourses of degeneracy. Moreover, within his 

work, the inclusion of these jettisoned categories of experience creates a space in 

which to resist the Nazi conservatism. Beckett “buckled” works, like those of the 

Dadaists, Surrealists and Expressionists, resist the hegemonic privileging of 

certain qualities over others and champion instead an inclusive aesthetic that 

attests to the value of difference and variability. 

In Narrative Prosthesis, Mitchell and Snyder argue that “[i]n demonstrating the 

existence of alternative disability discourses within literature and film, scholars 

challenge the assumption that our moment occupies the only ‘forward-looking’ 

cultural perspective on disability in history” (Narrative Prosthesis 28). Buckling, 

meaning “to warp, crumple or bend out of its plane” resonates with the “new 

planes” identified by Beckett in his re-reading of his own work but may also 

prompt a renewed critical engagement with questions of resistance, form and 

disability. The image of the buckled wheel persists through Beckett’s work, 
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recurring most poignantly in the figure of Molloy whose “anabases and stases” 

also inform the cyclical form of the novel itself: “It would thus appear, if this is so, 

that my movements owed nothing to the places they caused to vanish, but were 

due to something else, to the buckled wheel that carried me, in unforeseeable 

jerks, from fatigue to rest” (Molloy 66). Like Finnegans Wake, which rejected the 

progressivist narrative of the telos preferring instead to represent history and time 

as circular, Beckett’s works takes on the idiosyncrasies and discomposure of a 

buckled wheel. This emphasis on difference, as will be discussed in further detail 

in the following chapter, an investigation of Beckett’s involvement with 

Surrealism, challenges much of contemporaneous climate in which he wrote but 

also points to the necessity of reforming, or deforming, received forms in order 

for true artistic innovation to become a reality. After the Second World War, 

Beckett’s works expound many disabled characters, refining and animating 

richly-textured inner lives that point to the socio-economic injustices and 

marginalization of those perceived to deviate from arbitrary norms. It is in 

Beckett’s early wrangling with form, as influenced by Nordau’s discourse of 

degeneration, that we observe and antagonistic and subversive aesthetic strategy 

which, in the aftermath of the war, and in his later novels, plays and short prose 

pieces, develops into this full-blown empathy and attentive consideration of 

impairment and disabling social forces. In the character of Belacqua Shuah, “the 

post-war degenerate”, and considered against the backdrop of the work’s 

creation, in both European and Irish contexts, we glimpse the beginnings of this 

counter-narrative. This counter-narrative, as I will show, is firstly visible in these 

early works but comes even further to the fore in Beckett’s engagement with the 

Surrealists as well as in his two earliest published novels, Murphy and Watt.
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THREE 

‘Implacable cries shattering words’: 

Beckett’s Rendering of the Surrealists 
 

 

The art of living, liberal art, the art of dying well, the art of thinking, incoherent 
art (“The Invention” Collected Poems 75). 
 
Wit in fools has something shocking 
Like cabhorses galloping. 

 
La sot qui a un moment d’espirit étonne et scandalize 
commes des  
chevaux de fiacre qui galopen  
(“Long after Chamfort” Collected Poems 197). 
 
 

Beckett’s lifelong practice of self-translation is a strange and complex facet of his 

career that divides opinion. The production of two or more versions of the same 

‘text’, the French and the English, between which there are often huge 

discrepancies and changes, has inspired a number of engaging critical 

responses.12 Given the considerable importance of Beckett’s own prose, his 

translations of other authors have understandably been studied with less 

frequency.13 As his translations of Chamfort’s maxims (above), dating from 1969, 

would indicate, Beckett translated the works of other poets infrequently but 

consistently throughout his entire career. Thematically, as with Beckett’s own 

work, many of these poems feature depictions of disability and impairment. Not 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 For example, Ruby Cohn’s “Samuel Beckett self-translator” (1961); Brian 
Fitch’s Beckett and Babel: An Investigation into the Status of the Bilingual Work (1988); and 
Sinéad Mooney’s A Tongue Not Mine: Beckett and Translation (2011) all interrogate 
Beckett’s extensive practice as a self-translator of both prose and drama, but less 
attention has been paid to his translations of other authors.  
 
13 Maria José Carrera’s most recent work on Beckett’s involvement in the 
Anthology of Mexican Poetry (1958) looks set to change the emphasis of studies of 
Beckett’s translations as she argues convincingly that the previously 
underestimated scale of Beckett’s input to the Anthology is in need of redress 
(Carrera 2013).  
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only was Beckett drawn to poems that treated illness but his translations often 

reflect upon and elaborate these themes in the original work.14  

To take one such example, that of Rimbaud’s “The Drunken Boat”, 

Beckett’s 1932 translation takes on the imagery and patterns of fever and 

discoloration that also pockmarks Dream of Fair to Middling Women and More Pricks 

Than Kicks:  

Where, under the sky’s haemorrhage, slowly tossing 
In thuds of fever, arch-alcohol of song, 
Pumping over the blues in sudden stains, 
The bitter rednesses of love ferment. 
[…] 
I am bloated with the stagnant fumes of acrid loving 
May I split from stem to stern and founder, ah founder! (Collected Poems 64-
6)15.  

 
In A Tongue Not Mine, Sinéad Mooney notes Beckett’s career-long tendency to 

locate his own biography in his translations and singles out “The Drunken Boat” 

as one such example of this tendency:  

The English version develops a lexis of sickness and injury 
(haemorrhage, fever, weals, disembowelling) which is not part of the 
French text, but which is very much part of Beckett’s own life and 
poetry at this period, and which looks ahead to his mature depictions 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 It should here be noted that, for the purposes of this essay, disability, 
impairment and psychosocial distress are used interchangeably for all refer to the 
appalling institutionalization and systemic murder of asylum inmates during the 
1930s and 1940s. As Lewis notes, many contemporary theorists do not hold 
disability and madness within in the same model: “many in Mad Pride (like many 
in the Deaf community) express discomfort with the ‘disability’ label. They do 
not see their mental difference as a disability, but rather as a valued capacity” 
(340). Where madness and disability are mentioned, often interchangeably, 
within the following chapter, they are used only to refer to the historical 
disenfranchisement of those who were punished within a medical model 
understanding of disability. 
 
15 The original French reads: 

Où, teignant tout à coup les bleuités, délires  
Et rythmes lents sous les rutilements du jour,  
Plus fortes que l'alcool, plus vastes que nos lyres,  
Fermentent les rousseurs amères de l'amour! 
[…] 
L'âcre amour m'a gonflé de torpeurs enivrantes. 
O que ma quille éclate ! O que j'aille à la mer ! 
!
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of the human body as frail, damaged, and malfunctioning (A Tongue 
Not Mine 53). 
 

Translations, therefore, can be intensely revealing about the preoccupations of 

the translator, especially when particular vocabulary and imagery, here 

concerning debility, is used or reused in an original work of significance.  

With respect to Beckett’s translations of the Surrealists during the early 

1930s, as we shall see, this proclivity for adopting the language of disability itself 

extends the Surrealists’ own political commitment to the debunking of biological 

determinism, and also gives insight into Beckett’s own creative process. Many of 

the images and words that Beckett uses when translating André Breton, Paul 

Éluard and René Crevel in particular, find echoes in his later work too. Without 

suggesting that Beckett should also be considered a Surrealist author, it is 

nevertheless very useful to track Beckett’s linguistic involvement with the deeply 

radical politics of the works he translated. With this tendency in mind, and the 

larger questions that this study provokes of the nature of Beckett’s representation 

of disability, this chapter will focus on Beckett’s translations of the Surrealist 

Group, both for the September 1932 edition of This Quarter, the so-called 

“Surrealist Issue”, and those works which subsequently appeared in Nancy 

Cunard’s edited anthology Negro (1934). While these works are thematically quite 

distinct, both do important cultural work in terms of exposing the capitalist and 

colonial collusion of discourse in the construction of perceived biological 

difference. The explicit politics of these works, and their representations of race 

and disability, form an important backdrop for Beckett’s own works as well as 

offering a unique note of discord in terms of the eugenic beliefs which legitimised 

the atrocities of the Second World War. 

 

* * * 

 

In 1929, Beckett was approached by Joyce to undertake a translation of the 

“Anna Livia Plurabelle” section of Work in Progress with Alfred Péron. Beckett 

found the project extraordinarily difficult and the translation was never 

published. To Philippe Soupault, his would-be publisher, he wrote in August 

1930:  
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But I would not wish to publish this, not even a fragment, without 
permission from Mr Joyce himself, who might very well find it all 
really too badly done and too far from the original. The more I think 
of it, the more I find it all very poor stuff (Letters I 39).  
 

Two days later he wrote to McGreevy despairing of Péron’s absence and their 

very slow progress: “if Joyce is not too disgusted by the chasm of feeling and 

technique between his hieroglyphics and our bastard French. But I will not go on 

alone. It can't be done, and I am tired enough and have enough to do” (Letters I 

41). Joyce withdrew Beckett’s translation in August 1930, publishing (with help 

from friends) a heavily revised self-translated edition in 1931. As is clearing this 

letter, from the very outset of Beckett’s career as a translator, the immobilising 

difficulty of the task overwhelmed him and the language of tiredness and despair 

become the overriding descriptors for his acts of translation. The difficulty of the 

task of translation is woven into the very works themselves as the material task of 

the act of translation is rendered all the more visible by an insistence on a 

vocabulary of illness and struggle. Furthermore, the retroactive interest in 

Beckett’s early translations comes about only by virtue of the success and 

triumphs of his later career and can overlook the very real sense of failure which 

Beckett experienced when undertaking projects of this nature. The sense of 

frustration and anxiety that we glean from the Letters, and the largely 

opportunistic nature of these jobs, are overwhelmed by the lasting value of 

Beckett’s oeuvre with which we live today. While not generally regarded as 

intrinsic to his artistic project, Beckett’s earliest translations foreshadow his later 

interest in depictions of disability and situate him historically as an antagonist to 

the widespread eugenic beliefs prior to the Second World War. Furthermore, 

while the works themselves do much to undermine contemporaneous ideology, 

Beckett also supplants these considerations of perceived physical difference (in 

racialised terms and in terms of disability) with recourse to imagery of disability 

that exaggerates or, at times, replaces the original French-language content.  

In their concentration on the experience of language and of altered states 

of being through language, the early Surrealist translations crystallise many of the 

feelings of exasperation expressed by Beckett in his letters. These “renderings”, as 

Breton, Éluard, Crevel and Titus continually referred to them, exist for the most 

part in two collected publications, The Negro Anthology (1934) and the “Surrealist 
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Issue” September 1932 edition of This Quarter. (For further detail, see 

Appendices). 

Both Negro and This Quarter wore their political hearts firmly on their 

sleeves and pose prescient questions about the constructed nature of human 

difference. Perhaps in part owing to Beckett’s subsequent dismissal of the 

Surrealist project in his early play Eleutheria, the appearance of his name within 

the pages of two such radical publications poses more questions than it can 

necessarily answer. While some critics have emphasised the importance of these 

translations for Beckett’s own burgeoning aesthetic (McCormack, Friedman, 

Albright), there are complex issues regarding his involvement to be addressed. 

While Beckett may be read as adjacent to both projects, only careful arguments 

regarding his contributions to the radicalism of the works may be offered. With 

this in mind, what I wish to suggest is firstly, that Beckett’s contemporaneous and 

subsequent work is inflected with many of the same concerns as these more 

political publications, and secondly, that Beckett elaborates an attentive reading 

of these themes within the works themselves and, in prioritising certain images of 

difference, negotiates the concerns of each work to an even fuller degree. 

For the “Surrealist Number” of This Quarter September 1932, a special 

edition co-edited by Edward Titus and André Breton, Beckett’s work also 

features significantly; as Sardin and Germoni note, “more than fifty out of the 

volume’s two hundred pages are assigned to him” (739). These include a long 

section called “Surrealism and Madness” which consists of extracts from Breton’s 

novel Nadja, a selection of “Possessions” excerpted from Breton and Éluard’s The 

Immaculate Conception, as well as poems from Breton’s Revolver with White Hair 

(1932), Magnetic Fields (1920) and Soluble Fish (1924). Beckett translates an excerpt 

from René Crevel’s Diderot’s Harpsichord (1932). Finally, Beckett also contributed 

“renderings” of a dozen poems by Paul Éluard, many of which are still 

anthologised today. While Beckett’s renderings of Breton’s work constitute the 

largest contribution, he remained unhappy with his translations of both Breton 

and Crevel’s works. As an editorial note from the 1970s edition of his Collected 

Poems states, “Other translations, many unsigned, made during the thirties with 

which Mr. Beckett is unsatisfied, exist in old magazines, but he is not willing to 

see them issued in book form” (in Sardin and Germoni, 741). As a result, many of 

the translations of both Negro and This Quarter have only been scantly republished, 
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as in the case of This Quarter: while Beckett’s contributions to Negro have been 

republished in Beckett in Black and Red, the vast majority of his work from This 

Quarter has not appeared in print anywhere else. The Negro Anthology has 

suffered a similar fate and has been republished only once in the case of Henry 

Ford’s re-edited version of Negro. Furthermore, both of these publications self-

reflexively drew upon the precarity of their own appearance.  

This Quarter is prefaced by a remark from its editor, Edward Titus, that 

explicitly articulates the importance of the volume: 

Owing to the fact that dyed-in-the-wool Surrealists have consistently 
refused to explain themselves in any but their own publications, 
which circulate chiefly in France and some which have become 
exceedingly rare, they have declined to contribute to non-Surrealist 
publications in France or elsewhere, their work has been practically 
inaccessible to English and American readers. After much 
persuasion, and on condition that an issue of This Quarter were 
exclusively devoted to Surrealist work, M. Andre Breton and his 
colleagues have consented to collaborate in the production of the 
present Surrealist issue, which contains contributions, many now 
printed for the first time, representative of nearly every aspect of 
written and pictorial Surrealist work (TQ 6). 
 

Titus’ remark demonstrates the public fascination with Surrealism whilst also 

admitting that the works themselves had, hitherto, been inaccessible. Beckett’s 

mediating of this is thus all the more interesting in terms of the framing context of 

disability.  

At the request of Cunard, Beckett contributed the bulk of the French 

translations for Negro; at over 60,000 words, Beckett's translations comprise his 

longest work of prose by far (Friedman xi; McCormack 386). Among the 19 

pieces that Beckett translated, “Murderous Humanitarianism”, signed by The 

Surrealist Group, Ernst Moerman’s poem “Armstrong”, “The Negress in the 

Brothel” by René Crevel and “‘Primitive’ Life and Mentality” by Raymond 

Michelet are perhaps the most significant works. Cunard’s funding of Negro, 

largely enabled by various libel suits that slandered her romantic relationships, 

remains an anthological anomaly; despite the enormity of the undertaking and 

the wealth of commentators and contributors, the anthology has largely been 

panned and remains understudied.16 As Marcus argues, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 Following a series of scornful articles which mocked Cunard’s wish to devote 
the rest of her life to anti-racist causes, in 1934 Cunard initiated libel suits against 
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The case of the loss of the Negro anthology reveals what happens to 
the histories of all oppressed groups when they have no indigenous 
institutions – universities, libraries, art galleries of their own – to 
protect and value, cherish and circulate them (Hearts of Darkness 124). 
  

Thus the central concerns of language, history, identity, difference and the ethics 

of “giving voice” are immediately writ in both works as the defining 

characteristics of these publications. Despite this, and the fact of Beckett’s 

involvement with both projects, this has not yet translated to extensive academic 

treatment of either volume.  

In Titus’ Introduction to the “Surrealist Issue”, he explains the need for 

Francophone surrealism to be made available in English. Breton elaborates this 

need with reference to the social importance of the Surrealist project: 

It is obvious that no more than a summary of that activity, theoretical 
and practical, can be given here, and the more or less rigorous 
control to which publications in English are subjected in English-
speaking countries obliges us to pass over in silence whatever in that 
activity bears on social conflicts or morals (TQ 7). 
 

It is clear that part of Breton’s interest in the edition stemmed from the potential 

reach of the volume and though he laments the necessary brevity of the 

exploration, he is nevertheless concerned to deliver his thoughts on his “deepest 

convictions”, what we can read here as ongoing dismay with the treatment of 

those living in asylums (TQ 8). Pages later, Breton underlines the importance of 

the Surrealist project with further emphasis on the “problem of social action – 

[…] only one form of a more general problem which surrealism finds it is its duty 

to raise, and this problem is the problem of human expression in all its forms. Whoever 

says ‘expression’ says, to begin with, ‘language’” (TQ 33). Breton’s emphasis on 

human expression in all its forms highlights the necessity for articulation of 

“deviant” mental states as part of a broad human spectrum of representation 

while also calling attention to the radical aesthetic required. The Surrealist 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
British Allied Newspapers and the Empire News, Daily Dispatch and Sunday Chronicle. 
Lois Gordon records that “[t]he King’s Bench Division of the High Courts of 
Justice, on July 14, 1934, settled the case in her favour” (171). Gordon further 
notes that the £1,500 settlement contributed directly to her ability to publish 
Negro, “which otherwise would not have been published; she had saved only £350 
for this contingency, assuming that no publisher would sponsor such a radical 
book” (171). 
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preoccupation with states of illness and disease, oddly comparable to Max 

Nordau’s emphasis on art, explicitly aligns a new and burgeoning aesthetic with 

the task of representing irregular bodily and mental states through new forms: 

“Do not let us be afraid of making a law unto ourselves of this unhealthiness” (TQ 

32).  

The political seam of the Surrealist aesthetic resided in the push through 

pathological and diagnostic understandings of mental phenomena into more 

holistic explorations of altered mental states as newly expressive routes to 

meaning. Breton’s experience as a medical doctor who had worked in with shell-

shocked soldiers in the First World War lends the issue, and specifically his 

editorial, a force and urgency that presses through the merely aesthetic into the 

political realm. Quoting from his novel Nadja, Breton writes: “One must never 

have set foot in an asylum to be aware that lunatics are made there as ruffians are 

made in reformatories” (This Quarter 105). This Quarter pre-empts later twentieth-

century movements like the 1970s anti-psychiatry movement and the 

contemporary Mad Pride movement. They also foreshadow the findings of the 

1971 Rosenhan experiment that established that the environment of the asylum 

itself was a significant and potent force in diagnosing patients. In the experiment, 

students feigned mental illness until they were admitted to hospital. When, as 

patients, they revealed that they were in-fact doctors in training, many were not 

believed; each subsequent insistence of their innocence was perceived as further 

manifestation of their presumed disease. Rosenhan concluded: “It is clear that we 

cannot distinguish the sane from the insane in psychiatric hospitals. The hospital 

imposes a special environment in which the meanings of behaviour can easily be 

misunderstood” (in Reznek 221-22). Breton’s articulation of this dynamic finds 

expression in particular with “Madness and Surrealism”, a loose collection of 

extracts taken from various Surrealist manifestoes which emphasises the 

historically-conditioned nature of illnesses such as hysteria. Breton and Louis 

Aragon “insist on celebrating the fiftieth anniversary of hysteria,” praising it as 

“the greatest political discovery of the end of the nineteenth century” (TQ 103). 

This celebration of the condition also helps to destablilise it as a medical 

diagnostic, a fact they acknowledge as their observance coincides with the “very 

moment when the dismembering of the concept of hysteria seems complete” 

(Aragon and Breton TQ 103). Hysteria, for Aragon and Breton, is politicized by 
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virtue of its inscrutability and contingency; like a literary genre it morphs and 

develops culturally. Aragon and Breton make the point that hysteria has many 

different forms and names, referring to “that complex and protieform disease 

called hysteria and defying all definition” (104). The Surrealists shift the emphasis 

from diagnostic understandings of the hysteria syndrome to the socially-disabling 

structure of the asylum. 

Breton also calls attention to abusive doctors enabled by the asylum 

power structure and admonishes the medical establishment for concealing 

legacies of abuse:  

Does Freud, who owes so much to Charcot, remember the time 
when, according to the survivors, the resident doctors at the 
Salpêtrière mixed up their professional duty with their taste for sex, 
and when at dusk the patients either met these doctors outside the 
hospital or admitted them to their own beds? (TQ 103).  
 

We find something of a similar current in Beckett’s Murphy, in which power 

structures are rigidly enforced and abuse is rife. In focusing on distinctions 

between freedom and the experience of confinement, Breton’s critique of his own 

profession anticipates the farcical power relationships played out in the figure of 

Dr Killiecrankie: “It is well known that lunatics owe their being shut up only to a 

small number of legally reprehensible actions, and that, if they fail to commit one 

or other of these actions, their freedom (what is visible of their freedom) cannot 

be interfered with” (TQ 101). Like the anti-psychiatry of the 1960s and the 

present-day Mad Pride movement, Breton illustrates the inhibiting and 

disenfranchising force of pathologising discourse.17 In his essay “A Mad Fight: 

Psychiatry and Disability Activism”, Bradley Lewis writes: 

Clearly, all of the new social movements, in one way or another, have 
to struggle with both truth and values – largely because biomedical 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17 The tenets of the burgeoning Mad Pride movements, which have become 
more and more mainstream in the past two decades, are perhaps best articulated 
in recent articles such as Lewis’ “Psychiatry and Disability Activism” (Disability 
Studies Reader) and the recent critical reader, Mad Matters: A Critical Reader in 
Canadian Mad Studies (2013), which defines Mad Studies as “a project of inquiry, 
knowledge production, and political action devoted to the critique and 
transcendence of psy-centred ways of thinking, behaving, relating and being” 
(13). Lewis writes, “For many anti-psychiatry writers, mental suffering can be the 
beginning of a healing process and should not be suppressed through aggressive 
behavioural or biological interventions” (120).  
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science has been used to justify such a broad range of subordination 
practices. But, more than most, Mad Pride and disability activism 
face a combined political and epistemological struggle. The very 
heart of these activisms begin with expressly biomedical assignments 
of impairment (341). 
 

As we will see, the construction of pathologised mental illnesses bears remarkable 

similarity to the construction of racial discourse which prompted Nancy Cunard’s 

Negro anthology. What we find in both volumes is a radical undermining of the 

cultural markers that connote biological difference and are offered instead an 

intense scrutiny on the social, economic and political climates that uphold the 

oppression of diversity. For his part, Beckett’s skills as a translator, as well as his 

sustained emphasis on images of constraint, extend the original versions of these 

works in the same direction. His renderings further explore images of disability, 

madness and impairment in a manner that prefigures the sensitive interlocution 

of these topics throughout his career.  

 



3: Beckett and the Surrealists  

! 105 

This Quarter 
 
Guest-edited by André Breton, the “Surrealist Issue” of This Quarter was intended 

as a general overview of surrealism for an Anglophone audience. The issue brings 

together a wealth of Surrealist artists and also includes a number of talk-back 

articles from medical professionals deriding the surrealist aesthetic and the socio-

political motivations of the movement. It interblends visual art with poetry, 

fragments and extracts of prose as well as politically-charged manifestoes about 

the relationship between Surrealism and Madness. It is the latter that is most 

relavant to our present concerns and so the study begins with a consideration of 

the themes and issues at work in both This Quarter and elsewhere in Beckett’s 

writings.  

In his editorial, Breton cites Swift and Berkeley as exemplars of the 

Surrealist tradition and draws parallels with what he calls the Surrealist and the 

‘English’ traditions (though Beckett would have noted the irony that both authors 

were Irish). The issue also featured articles by Man Ray, Paul Éluard, Salvador 

Dali, Max Ernst, Marcel Duchamp, René Crevel and Louis Aragon. Beckett’s 

translations were included for poems by Éluard and Breton, three of the 

“Simulations” taken from Breton and Éluard’s The Immaculate Conception and René 

Crevel’s short prose piece, “Everyone thinks of himself a phoenix”. Though it is 

not accredited to anyone in This Quarter, Breton’s essay “Surrealism and 

Madness” was, as Keatinge suggests, also translated by Beckett. Edward Titus, in 

his introduction to the collection, anticipates the remote use of language that 

marks the Surrealist poetic when he singles Beckett out for praise: “His rendering 

of the Éluard and Breton poems in particular is characterizable only in 

superlatives” (TQ 6). Most critics agree that Beckett’s “renderings” are 

idiosyncratic; as Sardmin and Germoni remark, “it might be more accurate to 

say that this translator actually only ‘scarcely disfigured’ [the Surrealist pieces]”, 

for, in deviating from the French, Beckett “proved he had not only very well 

grasped the violence of the social critique underpinning the Surrealist project, but 

also that he felt in tune with its ethical stance” (751). For Mooney: “Beckett’s 

translations do not go gently into their target language, but retain like textual 

birthmarks the traces of their ‘renderings’ into English, advertising the presence 
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of another language beneath the translated text into their undomesticated 

syntax” (A Tongue Not Mine 67). As we have observed in Beckett’s translation of 

Rimbaud’s “The Drunken Boat”, Beckett retains his preoccupation with 

ruination, discoloration and decay, themes which all come to the fore in his short 

stories too. These renderings in turn render their status as translations more 

conspicuous, flagging the secondary, or even tertiary, distillation of the “original” 

act of composition. Analogously, the sense in which “rendering” is also a 

performance or a creation of something new, something related but different to 

its constituent parts, resonates with Breton and Éluard’s aesthetic project in The 

Immaculate Conception. This collection was intended to “recreate a condition that 

will be in no way inferior to mental derangement. Its ambition is to lead us to the 

edge of madness and make us feel what is going on in the magnificently 

disordered minds of those whom the community shuts up in asylums” (TQ 117).  

Breton’s explicit aim to “take us to edge of madness” coincides with Beckett’s 

own projects; whereas previously in stories like “Fingal” we observed the 

“loonies” from a safe vantage point, it is only with Murphy that we enter the 

asylum and it is there that we remain for much of Beckett’s subsequent prose (TQ 

117). From Murphy to Watt to Malone Dies, the four walls of the asylum become a 

productive constraint for Beckett’s characters, providing him with the neecessary 

confinement needed to refine his aesthetic.    

Presumably hampered by their not having been republished anywhere 

but the original This Quarter edition, scholarship on Beckett has been remarkably 

quiet on the significance of these early works of translation. One notable 

exception is Sardin and Germoni’s article in which they echo the “arguments 

[that] militate against Beckett’s connections with Surrealism, whether concerning 

literary form or content” but also draw upon a number of compelling intertextual 

echoes (741). These include the verse of “La Vue” in Krapp’s Last Tape (1956) and 

the logorrhoeas of Watt which “strongly resemble the irrational discourse closing 

‘Attempted Simulation of Dementia Praecox’” (742-3). Daniel Albright suggests 

that Beckett’s translations of the Surrealists are of paramount importance to our 

understanding of his early aesthetic theories and were “as important to his artistic 

development as his critical studies of Proust and Joyce were” (10). Like Albright, 

Benjamin Keatinge, in his doctoral thesis “Samuel Beckett and the Schizoid 

Condition”, bases his argument for Beckett’s understanding of the “schizoid 
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condition” on these early moments but remarks infrequently, if at all, on the texts 

of the translations themselves. Sardin and Germoni provide wonderful close-text 

readings of the poems and give impressive side-by-side translations from the 

original. While their close text readings are certainly welcome, their analysis is 

very much focused on the grammatical decisions that Beckett made, such as his 

use of antiquated pronouns and cautious punctuation. Such a reading foregoes 

commentary on the political relevancy of the work. Their work certainly 

establishes the significance of the translations but their reticence to tackle the 

politically charged nature of the works again speaks to the critical reluctance to 

explore any deviations from Beckett’s perceived quietism.18 

The Surrealist project echoes some of the themes within Beckett’s own 

writing at this time. In particular, as discussed in the previous chapter, his first 

and unpublished novel Dream of Fair to Middling Women reflects a shared emphasis 

on alternate states of reality. Similarly, as Sarmin and Germoni point to, the 

formal instability of that work resonates with Breton’s Nadja: “Both Breton, in his 

first Surrealist Manifesto, and Beckett, in his Dream of Fair to Middling Women, 

condemned the traditional novel” (741). The very pointed criticism of the asylum 

system, articulated most clearly in Breton’s essay “Surrealism and Madness” sets 

out explicitly Breton’s challenge to essentialist models of mental illness. Though 

Beckett functions proximally, as translator, the very nature of the Surrealist 

project invokes his own voice in addition to the fictional voices it seeks to 

ventriloquise. The Surrealist examination of remote and unwriteable voices that 

nevertheless pass from madness into sanity also makes visible the secondary task 

of the renderer. Beckett’s translations for the issue of This Quarter resonate 

throughout the rest of his career as these attempt to re-map the binaries of 

mental health and mental illness erected and enshrined by asylum culture and 

the practice of forced institutionalisation. 

As Friedman and McCormack have both argued for the circumstances of 

Beckett’s involvement with Negro to be redressed, Beckett’s engagement with the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 As has been discussed by Andy Wimbush, Mary Bryden and Chris Ackerley, it 
is certainly the case that Beckett professed an allegiance to quietism, but in 
opening up this question at the beginning of Beckett’s career, I wish to suggest 
that a reading of his engagement with disability implies something of a political 
act. 
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aesthetic treatment of mental illness, particularly as it is presented in This Quarter, 

manifests a similar ideology of insubordination. Breton’s insistence that the 

entirety of This Quarter be “exclusively devoted to Surrealist work” emphasizes the 

importance of the Surrealist context and environment to the appearance of 

Beckett’s renderings (6). When read in This Quarter, as part of a wider discussion 

of the roles of art and medicine in the community at large, Beckett’s idiomatic 

and careful renderings of already highly idiosyncratic texts extend the reflective 

and provocative impulse of the edition. Beckett’s own experience of mental 

illness, particularly in what he called “the bad years” may well have, as Sinead 

Mooney has suggested, attracted him to the project in the first place (Knowlson 

172-3). As discussed in the conclusion to this chapter, some years later Beckett 

would be reminded of the Surrealist essays in his correspondence with his former 

lover Lucia Joyce, by that time institutionalised for what would be the duration of 

her life. The determined contingency of Beckett’s “renderings” in This Quarter 

echoed in the failure of language and of straight narrative, undermine the 

categorisation and fiercely inscribed binaries of mental illness and mental health. 

These renderings, in predating Beckett’s “German Letter” or his reading of Fritz 

Mauthner, also suggest the aesthetic tension of language and form in his prose 

and anticipate the determined indeterminacies of works like Murphy, Watt, Three 

Novels and Texts for Nothing. 

The themes of the Surrealist Issue also coincide with those of a number of 

Beckett’s earliest published writings. Mooney also suggests that Beckett’s 

attraction to the Surrealist project may well account for the uncharacteristic 

appearance of his signature on Eugene Jolas’ “Verticalist Manifesto”. “Poetry is 

Vertical” appeared in Transition no 21, 1932. Though it is unclear what role 

Beckett played in the formulation of the manifesto, the text certainly resonates 

with many of aspects of the Surrealist project. The manifesto opens, 

declaratively, with a critique of “the hypnosis of positivism”, proclaiming instead 

“the autonomy of the poetic vision, the hegemony of the inner life over the outer 

life. We reject the postulate that the creative personality is a mere factor in the 

pragmatic conception of progress, and that its function is the delineation of a 

vitalistic world” (Jolas et al. 48). These pointed critiques of positivism, progress, 

“decorative reactionary conformity to a factitious sense of harmony” and the 

“vitalistic world” in favour of what is identified as “the transcendental ‘I’, the a-
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logical movement of the psyche” and the suggestion that poets might inhabit the 

“stupor which proceeds from the irrational to a world beyond a world” in the 

adoption of a “revolutionary attitude toward word and syntax” (Jolas et al. 149) 

bears striking similarity to the Surrealist project as outlined by Breton in This 

Quarter. Among the many overviews of surrealism and manifestoes from which he 

adopts, Breton includes an extract from “The Fiftieth Anniversary of Hysteria” 

(1928) which, translated by Beckett, expresses the following: “Hysteria is not a 

pathological phenomenon and may in all respects be considered as a supreme 

means of expression” (This Quarter 105). As loyal friend to Joyce, Jolas harboured 

a simmering acrimony to the Surrealists that was no doubt returned in full force 

by Breton et al;19 however, Jolas’ attack on “positivism” chimes with the 

Surrealist project, and in particular with Breton and Éluard’s The Immaculate 

Conception. While it is presumptuous to read “Poetry is Vertical” as a Beckettian 

manifesto, it is clear that much of the sentiment contained therein resonates with 

Beckett at this point in his career. Mooney suggests that the 1932 Manifesto may 

even have contributed to Beckett’s 1934 essay “Recent Irish Poetry”: “Beckett's 

name was included as a signatory to ‘Poetry is Vertical’, a version of surrealism 

evolved by Jolas which, for all its shamanic, mediumistic jargon, emphasized the 

anti-ideological primacy of poetry in a manner the Beckett of ‘Recent Irish 

Poetry’ may have found attractive” (A Tongue Not Mine 55).  

Included in This Quarter is Henri Baranger’s review of The Immaculate 

Conception in which he writes, “In having done this [simulations of mental states], 

they have given a proof of the omnipotence of mind and provided an effective 

remedy to the everyday life which an idiotic pragmatism is seeking to deify” (TQ 

117). Furthermore, the language used in “Poetry is Vertical” favours an 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19 While Jolas alleged that he did not consider his magazine, Transition, to be an 
extension of the Surrealist movement, he nevertheless wrote in “Literature and 
the New Man” (Transition June 1930), “Although my own definition of reality 
differs from theirs in the implication of methodology, I have no hesitancy in 
saying that the Surrealistes, following in the wake of Dada, were the only ones to 
recognize the importance of the explorations of the subconscious world” (14). 
Susan Rosenbaum gives an excellent overview of the complexities of Jolas’ 
relationship to Surrealism in her work, “Exquisite Corpse: Surrealist Influence on 
the American Poetry Scene, 1920-1960”.  
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interpretation of the creative or artistic act as something that can be wrought 

from states of illness or difference: 

The transcendental “I” with its multiple stratifications reaching back 
millions of years is related to the entire history of mankind, past and 
present, and is brought to the surface with the halluncinatory 
irruption of images in the dream, the daydream, the mystic-gnostic 
trance and even the psychiatric condition (Jolas et al. 148). 
 

Jolas’ surrealesque manifesto stops short of the articulate anger of Breton’s 

“Madness and Surrealism” essay in favour of the apolitical protection of the artist 

but the central focus on dream states and psychiatric conditions as the stuff of art, 

as we shall see with Breton’s surrealism, sets out an accepting model of difference 

that intertwines the aesthetic with the phenomenological and begins to sunder 

the staunch binaries incurred by diagnosis. Beckett’s attraction to these two 

aesthetic movements, however reticent we ascribe his position to be, establishes 

his interest in the psyche and different states or conditions of consciousness as 

worthy of representation from the very outset of his career.  

The degeneration of text, body and voice alike in Molloy, Malone Dies and 

The Unnamable is perhaps the best example of this but it is a pattern well-

established in his stage works too. Not I performs the very representation that it 

cannot manifest. Even the very last of Beckett’s works, “what is the word” (1988), 

returns to the possibilities of representing “folly”:  

see –  
glimpse – 
seem to glimpse –  
need to seem to glimpse –  
folly for to need to seem to glimpse –  
what –  
what is the word –  
and where – (CP 228) 
 

It is clear that even in old age, Beckett’s art still took notes from past influences 

and though it is impossible, and somewhat unnecessary, to prove that Beckett 

reckoned with the Surrealist project all his life, it is clear that the themes and 

aesthetic resonances of the Surrealist project, as well as that which the “Poetry is 

Vertical” manifesto announces, recur throughout his career. By attending also to 

the stated aims, claims and ethical impulse of the “Surrealist Issue” it is plausible 
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to suggest that this element of the Surrealist project echoes throughout Beckett’s 

oevure. 
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“Surrealism and Madness” 
 

The longest section of This Quarter: The Surrealist Issue, “Surrealism and Madness”, 

consists of a number of prose pieces translated by Beckett (TQ 128). Among these 

are extracts from Nadja (1928) and a selection of the “Possessions” which first 

appeared in Breton and Éluard’s The Immaculate Conception (1930). Breton and 

Éluard's attempts in The Immaculate Conception to simulate madness, or non-

standard states of consciousness, include chapters on a variety of contemporary 

mental illnesses: mania, interpretive delirium, dementia praecox, general 

paralysis and feeble-mindedness. In their preface, Éluard and Breton remind the 

reader that the Simulations constitute “an absolutely sincere enterprise; to 

suppose them in any way indebted to clinical texts, were it only to the extent of 

representing a more or less skilful pastiche of such texts, would be to presume 

them devoid of both necessity and efficacy” (TQ 119). Éluard and Breton’s 

insistence that these texts comprise a rejection of clinical models is further 

elaborated in their discussion of “the state of poetic tension” which the “normal” 

reader may attain in these works; the pair go so far to reject the clinical mode of 

writing that they suggest the form of the simulation might become a literary form 

in its own right:  

We could even go so far as to advocate its generalizations and declare 
that, in our opinion, the “simulations essayed” of maladies virtual in 
each one of us could replace most advantageously the ballad, the 
sonnet, the epic, the poem without head or tail, and other decrepit 
modes (TQ 120).  
 

These “decrepit modes” anticipate Beckett’s later works, such as Watt, and his 

adoption of forms that seem to break down alongside their characters. While 

Beckett’s experiments do not replace extant forms such as the ballad, sonnet or 

epic, his work nevertheless plumbs the limitations and constraints of conventional 

forms such as the novel, graphing a radically defamiliarised aesthetic atop the 

predictable. 

Beckett’s translation of the simulations of ‘mental debility’, general paralysis 

of the insane (G.P.I.) and “delirium of interpretation” which appeared in This 

Quarter, are difficult texts which self-reflexively examine their own form and 

undermine any sense of narrative telos. The texts are difficult and disorientating 
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and this is apparent in the translations. There is little footing for the reader. For 

Titus, “Any attempt at criticism of Surrealist work would be futile, as futile as the 

criticism of visions or dreams” (TQ 6). Though this would seem to exclude much 

of the modernist canon, Titus’ remark rings particularly true of any attempted 

exegesis of the Surrealist prose. The very disorienting effect of the prose positions 

the would-be reader in a particularly precarious position; the prose lacks a 

meaningful anchor upon which critical overview might be attempted:  

I bleed in my heart at the very initials of thy name that are all the 
letters beginning with z in the infinity of alphabets and civilizations 
where I will love thee still since thou art willing to be my woman and 
to think of me in the countries where there is no mean (“Simulation 
of General Paralysis Essayed” TQ 124). 
 

Indeed, this destabilised effect would seem to be the very point. In this extract, 

there is recourse to the alphabet as both the literal objects on the page and the 

very symbols that they evoke. With the use of “thee”, Beckett’s use of I/thou 

pronouns lends the piece a archaizing tone. We may also read this as an example 

of what Sardin and Germoni refer to as the “archaizing impulse” within Beckett’s 

translations:  “Another striking alteration has to do with register. Surprisingly 

enough […] Beckett also makes both Eluard’s [sic] and Breton’s poetry more 

formal, imparting an archaic flavor to the pieces, and sometimes an affected 

style” (745). Beckett repeatedly makes use of the I/thou relationship, overstating 

the formalized French in a manner highly suggestive of religious experience. 

How are we to read the works? What role does the reader play? Though an 

atomistic analysis of the very structures of the aphorisms themselves bears fruit, it 

is a difficult critical endeavour. There is an obvious present-day difficulty in 

accepting that a writer who has not been institutionalized or been diagnosed with 

schizophrenia, syphilis or feeblemindedness is ever capable of approximating a 

“state” of this nature, but the assumption of a persecuted identity is an act 

hemmed with the Surrealist’s anarchical radicalism. The discomfort critics 

experience in “analysing” passages such as these must surely reside in the 

perceived incommensurability of “mental debility” to the systematic and 

somewhat totalising effect that critical reading engages; it highlights the very 

circumscribed systems of binaries which medical diagnosis seeks to affect. In 

these pieces the determined yet compromised medium and the disorientation 
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produced by the phenomenological act of reading take priority for the reader but 

elide easy critical explication. 

 The simulations vary hugely from one “disorder” to the next. “The 

Simulation of Mental Debility Essayed” outlines a biographical account of a 

young man who, preoccupied with the military and his family, takes stock of his 

own worth and his own importance: “In the inner pocket of my coat I have the 

drawings of a submarine that I am anxious to lay at the disposal of the National 

Defense” (TQ 122). This piece is highly suggestive of delusions of grandeur, as 

might be expected by the term “mental debility”. However, in the context of a 

fiction itself, these claims underscore the fictional element to all narratives of self 

or biography. The very determination of setting out to act or simulate the voice 

of one perceived to have an intellectual disability underscores the supporting 

structures of the biography form itself: “The pride of the Greece of Sparta was 

made of sterner stuff. Anyhow, man believes in God and the hardest nuts have 

been known to ask for extreme unction, and it is something to be going on with” 

(TQ 122). The “going on” which ends the piece is reminiscent of Beckett’s 

aphorism, echoing the ending of Dream of Fair to Middle Women and the later 

refrain, itself a rendering of the final paradox of The Unnamable: “I can’t go. I’ll go 

on” (The Unnamable 411). Moreover, the language that characterizes the piece is 

unambiguous, if somewhat conspiratorial, juxtaposing the highly floral language 

of the simulations of General Paralysis and of the Delirium of Interpretation: “I 

have written a secret letter on ministerial paper to the President of the Republic, 

requesting the favour of an interview” (TQ 122). The very writtenness of the piece 

calls attention to the tension between the medium and intent of the piece. The 

speaker’s requests for interviews and letters are at odds with the thoughts or 

performances it attempts to render.  

These differences in tone and style set out the various disorders in a 

manner analogous to the literary form or genre. By way of counterpoint, the 

“Simulation of General Paralysis” opens grandly in a quasi-pastoral patter:  

Thou my great one whom I adore beautiful as the whole earth and in 
the most beautiful stars of the earth that I adore thou my great 
woman adored by all the powers of the stars beautiful with the beauty 
of the thousands of millions of queens who adore the earth the 
adoration that I have for thy beauty brings me to my knees to beg 
thee to think of me (TQ 123).  
 



3: Beckett and the Surrealists  

! 115 

The repetition of the theme of adoration lends the piece something of a romantic 

intent that verges on the divine: “I adore thee and I adore thine eyes and I have 

opened thine eyes open to all whom they have seen” (TQ 124). The modernist 

expressionism of the medium juxtaposes the antiquated language. The long, 

circular sentences, devoid of punctuation save for their full stops, loop the reader 

in the manner of a gushing love letter. The formalized pronouns of the piece, 

repeated in Beckett’s translation of Éluard’s poetry, renders disorder at the level 

of genre; the giddy overtures of love presented in the piece are reminiscent of 

intoxicated love poetry. The cosmic imagery of the piece invokes elements of the 

mythical and the divine bound up in the very singular experience of delirium. In 

“Psycho-Analytical Considerations on Modern Art”, a piece included in This 

Quarter that was excerpted from Revue Francaise de Psychoanalyse, Jean Frois-

Wittmann writes of the Surrealist language upheaval: “They want to speak the 

words of the unconscious, […] hence the license of their grammatical and 

perspective deformations, the free rein they give to associative thought, and their 

refusal to trust in either the criticism of the self or the text by reality” (TQ 102). 

Frois-Wittmann’s invocation of the “perspective deformations” unites the 

nonstandard grammar with the Surrealist attempt to render the unconscious, 

thereby ensuring that all readings and understandings of the text are equally 

valid. The tension we feel between the very particular intent of Breton-Éluard-

Beckett to precisely evoke an experience necessarily disqualified to them by virtue 

of their own health trembles in recourse to the structures of the conscious and 

unconscious. By using formal pronouns Beckett establishes this disjuncture, 

between the animator and the textual object. This tactic is also seen in his 

renderings of both Éluard and Breton’s poetry. This dynamic established by the 

I/thou relationship in the texts themselves runs analogous to the doctor/patient 

and artist/reader relationships they demonstrate in relief. As a doubled medium 

in this context, Beckett accents the grammar of power established by Breton and 

Éluard. 

The deflated and somewhat resigned tone of the “Simulation of the 

Delirium of Interpretation Essayed” seems to elaborate the experience of a 

heartbroken speaker for whom life has become, idiomatically, ‘for the birds’: 

“When that love was finished and done with I was left as restless as the bird on the 

bough. I was good for nothing more” (TQ 126, original emphasis). The image calls 
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to mind Yeats’ “Sailing to Byzantium”: “The young / In one another’s arms, 

birds in the trees / Those dying generations” (The Major Works 94). The speaker 

undertakes a literal flight from reality: “Thus it was on one fine day that I crossed 

over once and for all to the other side of the rainbow, so intent was I on the fickle 

birds” (TQ 126). This flight into delirium is reminiscent of a parliament of fowls 

and Yeats’s “Leda and the Swan”: “In the beginning was the song. Every one to 

the windows! Nothing more to be seen, from shore to shore but Leda. My 

eddying wings are the doors through which she enters the neck of the swan, on 

the great deserted square that is the heart of the nightbird” (TQ 127-8).20 While it 

is not clear what disorder the Delirium of Interpretation seeks to approximate, 

though it seems to invoke a condition like schizophrenia, or dementia praecox 

(juvenile dementia) in the contemporaneous language of diagnosis, the very 

manner in which interpretation is summoned renders the piece as determinately 

literary. The piece, which aims to describe a condition, must turn to language as 

art in order to eke out an analogy. The simulation aspires to a recreation of a 

condition but, just as in a rendering, must be content to conjure an analogous 

likeness.  

In addition to articles and poems, This Quarter also includes a number of 

drawings and illustrations. The resort to images such as fantastical creatures 

would seem to shift the burden of meaning from the words themselves to the 

images represented. This tactic of deferring resonates with the Surrealist aim to 

uncover true moments of thought, “to express, verbally in writing or by other 

means, the real process of thought. It is thought’s dictation, all exercise of reason 

and every aesthetic or moral presupposition being absent” (TQ 16). The resort in 

the simulation of general paralysis to non-decoded images of flight and 

movement, rather than articulating a state of general paralysis, renders it as 

image, image both literally and metaphorically ungrounded. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 “Leda and the Swan” first appeared in “Dove or Swan”, the most political 
chapter of A Vision. Roy Foster reads the Christian imagery of the Holy Ghost 
(Dove) as antithetical to the Grecian imagery of the rape of Leda, arguing that 
the Greek legend articulates “a violent act which produces heroism” (289). It is 
striking that both Breton and Éluard’s and Yeats’ Leda produce a similar 
politically charged image, though as is clear from “Dove or Swan”, Yeats’ 
authoritarian leanings in the 1925 text cast each Leda in entirely different lights.  
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 The experimental nature of the “Simulations” leaves the reader in 

something of a quandary. The question of fidelity to actual experience and the 

possible truth-value of the “Simulations” is a difficult task particularly for the 

critic; how can something of this nature be judged? The works attempt to be 

critically incommensurable. Setting to one side the experiential usefulness that 

such a text might bring about, or the ethical questions which it may inspire in a 

reader, the act of representation is important, firstly for its attempt to normalise 

conditions perceived to be “pathological” and secondly for showing up the limits 

and formal constraints of prose. In attempting to simulate, the “Simulations” 

provoke and push against the very limits of language, form and meaning; prose, 

or the essai, seems a very unusable and unmalleable construct in setting out 

alternative modes of thought or experience. Beckett’s later works similarly push 

at the very limits of representation in attempts to render conditions usually not 

inscribed in literature nor made the subject thereof. As Mooney puts it, Beckett’s 

“translatorial engagement with surrealism contributes much of the materials of 

his mature writing: dissociated or disseminated second selves, dismembered 

bodies, and haunting of the self by voices that do not appear to originate in that 

self” (A Tongue Not Mine 54-55). Excised origins not only refer to the clinical or 

diagnostic method of treatment that Éluard and Breton rail against in This 

Quarter but also go some way to articulating the generic difficulties of Beckett’s 

later works and the frustration which erupts in Beckett’s “German Letter”: “To 

drill one hole after another into it until that which lurks behind, be it something 

or nothing, starts seeping through – I cannot imagine a higher goal for today’s 

writer” (Letters 519). Though Beckett’s writing of rupture is not the same as 

Breton and Éluard’s valorisation of conditions of mental ill health, it represents a 

similar urge towards illness as the means to new forms and new poetics. 

Considering Breton and Éluard's L'Immaculée Conception, Allen Thiher notes:  

In simulating madness, in producing discourses that are the same as 
those produced by dementia praecox or severe mania, the first-
person speaker of Breton and Éluard's text claims, in addition, to be 
destroying those “proud categories” used to pigeonhole the mad in 
the name of rationality that “denies us every day the right to express 
ourselves by means that are instinctual in us” (263).  
 

If we read the text under these terms, the issue of translation becomes similarly 

thorny. Or rather, in “rendering”, the renderer extends the argument along these 
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same lines. The rendering must similarly produce discourse that is a close 

approximation of dementia praecox, written by a poet, in which it is not only the 

language generated but also the phenomenology of a condition of language that 

must be reproduced. This double rendering then, this translation of one 

condition into another, and then from host to target language, complicates how 

we read Beckett’s work for it further elaborates the tensions of these acts of 

translation in the first place. Not only does it determine the translations as an 

important stage in his early career but also presents us with a degree of self-

reflexivity, and a politicized one at that, noticeably absent from most other forms 

of translation. Thus, Beckett’s engagement with madness and with themes of 

mental health throughout his career must surely accommodate these early 

voicings of such conditions. Éluard and Breton’s prefatory statements to the 

“Simulations” further enunciate this relationship: 

If my voice can lend itself successively to the speech of the most 
desperate beings, to the speech of the richest and poorest, the blind 
and the hallucinator, the coward and the aggressor, how then can I 
possibly admit that this voice, finally mine and mine alone, originates 
in regions that have, be it only for a time, been outlawed, regions to 
which I, in common with the majority of mankind, cannot hope ever 
to accede (TQ 120). 
 

This second-hand rendering implicates Beckett’s own voice in this enterprise that 

blurs the limits of narrative and non-narrative, sanity and insanity alike.  

Beckett’s translations may be seen to build on and develop even further Breton 

and Éluard’s project. Éluard’s identification of the regional nature of voice is 

sustained throughout Beckett’s works, in texts which sunder the supposed 

immediacy of voice and speech.21 The theme of “a voice not mine” finds first 

expression in Beckett’s acts of translation, themselves in turn attempts to render 

that which is unsayable and to extract meaning from conditions thought to be 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
21 For example, in Beckett’s 1972 play Not I, personal pronouns are a source of 
fear and horror for the speaker: “so intent one is... on what one is saying... the 
whole being... hanging on its words... so that not only she had... had she... not 
only had she... to give up... admit hers alone... her voice alone...” (CDW 379). 
This implies the play’s title and its most recognisable refrain: “something she had 
to-… what?... who?... no!... she!...” (CDW 380). While Not I is perhaps the best-
known example of this performed gulf between the self and the voice, this 
distancing is also achieved in many other of Beckett’s stage works, often through 
the use of recording technology, as with Krapp’s Last Tape, Rockaby and Footfalls.  
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inherently meaningless. As Éluard has it in “Poetry’s Evidence”, “‘Nothing is 

incomprehensible.’ Everything can be compared to everything, everything has its 

echo, its reason, its resemblance, its opposition and its becoming, everywhere. 

And this becoming is infinite” (TQ 146). For Keatinge, the “Simulations” stand 

as moments of complete interiority, moments he attributes to the “schizoid” 

aesthetic that Beckett elaborates: “In terms of mental illness, we see clearly how 

the ‘Simulations’ were produced to demonstrate instances of complete 

subjectivity” (“Beckett and the Schizoid Condition” 121). This condition is 

marked by a clinical fidelity to the real-life symptoms of schizophrenia: “the 

‘schizoid condition’ is one of willful intransigence, emotional coldness and 

indifference while at the same time, in seeming contradiction, it allows for a 

sensitive uncertainty, reflexivity and irresolute resolution” (“Beckett and the 

Schizoid Condition” 9). Keatinge, somewhat understandably given his belief that 

the pieces are absolutely subjective, provides no analysis or examples of the 

“Simulations”. However his insistence on the “complete subjectivity” of the 

pieces misses Breton and Éluard’s dismissal of a clinical state in the first instance 

and, in the second, their wholesale rejection of absolute difference. These 

translations are ventriloquised and thus, by defintion, not entirely subjective. As 

those texts pass regionally through one imagined experience, however rooted in 

true experience, through one iteration and again into another, by virtue of 

Beckett’s rendering, the very fact of their having been attempted would 

undermine Keatinge’s claim that they are instances of complete subjectivity. Breton 

and Éluard’s will to capture that which is common in experience, as distinct from 

that which is symptomatic, manifests a collapsed model of mental disease in 

favour of a condition understood socially and historically.  
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The Poetry 
 

As we saw with Beckett’s translation of Rimbaud’s “The Drunken Boat”, already 

at this early stage Beckett’s work as a poet, translator and critic was engaged in 

depictions of frailty and damage. In addition to translating the “Simulations”, 

Beckett’s translations of Breton and Éluard’s poetry abound with bodily imagery. 

Of the two, Beckett’s translations of Breton are perhaps less successful but that 

may in part be attributable to the acknowledged strength of Beckett’s translations 

of Éluard. The quality of Beckett’s original translations of Éluard’s poems is such 

that his translations are still to be found in anthologies of Éluard’s works.22 

Beckett’s translations of André Breton’s poetry extend the visceral, 

corporeal concerns of Breton’s originals. For example, in “The Free Union” 

(“L’union libre”), Beckett gives a series of pressing, visceral descriptions of “my 

woman”: 

whose rumps are sandstone and amianth  
My woman whose rumps are shoulders of swan  
My woman whose rumps are spring time (CP 69).  

 
For Sardin and Germoni, Beckett’s use of “rumps”, which they gloss as “a rather 

vulgar term usually referring to animal parts rather than human ones” (747) is an 

example of Beckett’s distorting of the original. As we saw in our discussion of 

Dream of Fair to Middling Women, the meticulous attention paid to women’s bodies 

is often and unpleasant and somewhat sneering form of narration. This attention 

reinforces our understanding of the importance of physical bodies to Beckett at 

this time but also to the ways in which bodies are dissected and discussed. In 

animalising the female body, Beckett complicates any straightforward 

understanding of his approach to disability; where his male characters are simply 

‘decrepit’, his female characters incur a host of social and cultural rejections.  

As Pilling notes, Beckett’s translation omits the final couplet of the poem, 

presumably accidentally. Pilling further notes that the word “pothook” – “My 

woman whose lashes are pothooks’s down strokes” – is reused in Beckett’s own 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22 Beckett’s translation of “Seconde nature” has appeared in a number of 
Surrealism anthologies but was also independently reproduced in a luxury paper-
cut edition by Ian Tyson (1990).  
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poem “Serena III”. “Serena III” opens, “fix this pothook of beauty on this palette 

/ you never know it might be final” (CP 20). The image of the pothook, with its 

visual overtures to the question mark, is among the many three-lettered words 

that look forward to the “pot” scene of Watt. The shape of the pot-hook, as for 

Beckett and Breton, illuminates the realm of language as at once suspended while 

also threatening and mocking, perniciously and particularly in moments of 

emotional instability. 

 In the second of Beckett’s translations of Breton’s poetry, “Lethal Relief”, 

Pilling singles out Beckett’s use of “convulsionary in ordinary” as a “brilliant” 

translation in that it suggests the final line of Nadja: “La beauté sera 

CONVULSIVE ou ne sera pas” (in CP 364). The rhythm of convulsion shakes 

the poem: “By man in dressings rabidly swaddled / Shall lie a-writhing / With 

his radium bougie he quickens the dregs of the human crucible” (CP 70). This 

seizing aesthetic resonates with Beckett; in a letter to McGreevy in which he 

outlines his enjoyment of translating Breton and Éluard’s poetry, he also writes of 

his own “stuttering”:  

I’m not ashamed to stutter like this with you who are used to my wild 
way of failing to say what I imagine I want to say and who 
understand that until the gag is chewed fit to swallow or spit out the 
mouth must stutter or rest. And it needs a more stoical mouth than 
mine to rest (Letters I 134).  
 

It is thus the rest that becomes of striking importance to Beckett’s work. The 

jerking movement which Beckett evokes with the convulsive aesthetic and the 

stuttering hand finds a quieter and perhaps more successful analogue in his 

commitment to Éluard’s “pause”.  

 The resounding success of Beckett’s translations of Éluard may stem in 

part from Éluard’s own preoccupation with tropes of impairment. Éluard’s hands 

had been badly injured during the First World War and trembled significantly 

when he was not writing.23 Éluard’s position as a writer of disability and one for 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23 Remarking on a poem dedicated to Pablo Picasso, Roland Penrose notes, “The 
clear bold hand in which the poem is written does not betray for a moment the 
disability from which Éluard suffered since his war wounds, which made his hand 
tremble violently as though with some deep emotion until his pen actually 
touched the paper” (283). Penrose’s remark, something of a sentimental account 
of Éluard’s injury, encapsulates the critical tendency to interpret the body of an 
author as an extension of their literature.  
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whom states of bodily impairment prefigure his aesthetic, especially evident in 

poems such as “Second Nature”, is one convincing reason for Beckett’s closesness 

to him. When George Reavey published an edition of Thorns of Thunder (1936), 

which included multiple translators, Beckett was less than enthused by the 

attempts of his fellow renderers remarking that Éluard “does come through after 

a fashion, the frailty and the nervousness. But no attempt seems to have been 

made to translate the pauses” (in CP 365). These pauses restore balance to the 

work and may be seen to prefigure Beckett’s own “Beethoven pauses”. Beckett’s 

identification of the importance of frailty to Éluard’s aesthetic looks forward to 

his own fascination with disability and anxiety as inculcating the narrative 

impulse. Beckett’s interest in the pause as an artistic moment can be found in his 

earliest fiction, as evidenced in the “Beethoven Pause” of More Pricks Than Kicks 

and Dream of Fair to Middling Women. The Beethoven pause recurs also in Beckett’s 

hugely formative “German Letter” to Axel Kaun in 1938:  

Or is literature alone to be left behind on that old, foul road long ago 
abandoned by music and painting? Is there something paralysingly 
sacred contained within the unnature of the word that does not 
belong to the elements of the other arts? Is there any reason why that 
terrifyingly arbitrary materiality of the word surface should not be 
dissolved, as for example the sound surface of Beethoven’s Seventh 
Symphony is devoured by huge black pauses, so that for pages on end 
we cannot perceive it as other than a dizzying path of sounds 
connecting unfathomable chasms of silence? An answer is requested 
(Letters I 519). 
 

The dissolved materiality of the word becomes writ large in works like Watt, but 

in the earlier works too, the Beethoven pauses serve to suspend meaning, also 

revealing the very surface of the page itself. These pauses, poetic moments of 

presence rendered only by virtue of their absence, seem inextricably linked to the 

frailty and the nervousness of the poems. Éluard’s “Second Nature” plays with 

this reticence; a dichotomy is established between “the dumb the blind the deaf”, 

who are “honoured” by the poem, and those others “knowing things by their 

names”: 

But then for the others knowing things by their names 
The sear of every metamorphosis 
The unbroken chain of dawns in the brain 
The implacable cries shattering words (CP 76).  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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These “shattered words” prefigure Beckett’s interest in the liberating potential of 

conditions of namelessness. Four years later, when Beckett came to read the 

Flemish occasionalist philosopher Arnold Geulincx, he would transcribe the 

following passage: 

The vulgar scatter names about lavishly, and extend them to things 
that do not bear a meaning. What is almost, they say is: what is only 
just, they say is not. These verbal abuses would be tolerable if they 
did not impose them on the things themselves, and fall into the habit 
of judging the things themselves by their names (Geulincx 325). 
 

The condition of namelessness persists through Beckett’s works, perhaps finding 

best expression in Molloy: “And even my sense of identity was wrapped in a 

namelessness often hard to penetrate, as we have just seen I think…Yes, even 

then, when already all was fading, waves and particles, there could be no things 

but nameless things, no names but thingless names” (Molloy 31). Éluard’s 

dedication to those for whom names obfuscate – “Shoudering the great black 

stone / The things of time passing simply away” – is felt throughout Beckett’s 

work (TQ 92;CP 76). Their mutual interests inform Beckett’s success as a renderer 

of Éluard, and many of the themes of Éluard’s poetry carry through into 

Beckett’s own 

Like Beckett’s poem “Cascando”, Pilling observes that “Second Nature” 

“manages without a main verb” (CP 368). “Cascando”, written immediately after 

the completion of Murphy in 1936, treats, like Éluard’s poem, the atrophy of 

language, of the poet’s inability to speak and of names becoming stagnant. This 

inability in the poem becomes the only means to meaning; it renders a state of 

approximation or approximates a kind of rendering: “the churn of stale words in 

the heart again / love love love thud of the old plunger / pestling the unalterable 

/ whey of words” (CP 57). These stale words recur throughout Beckett works, in 

Watt’s combinative sentences, in the Unnamable’s dissolved form and, in Not I,  

in Mouth’s rejection of personal identification, but they also reflect upon 

Beckett’s material difficulties of translation. The language of exhaustion that 

characterises Beckett’s efforts as a translator further reinvests the weariness of 

“Second Nature”, and his own poetry from the period, with a halted quality, one 

determined to include the pauses that other translators omitted. 
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 The second nature which Éluard strives to represent reappears in 

Beckett’s translation of “Scene”, where, in the first stanza, we encounter a 

familiar Beckettian word:  

At the hour  
When the first symptoms of mental 
Viduity make themselves felt 
A negro is seen to be always the same negro (CP 77). 
 

While the poem’s image of a watched “negro”, never individuated, has 

intertextual resonances with the Surrealist presence in Cunard’s Negro anthology, 

a work that sought to render visible works by black artists, the use of the word 

“viduity” is highly suggestive of later texts by Beckett too. Various strains of the 

word “viduity” are present in Dream of Fair to Middling Women (143, 216) and 

perhaps the most famous usage of it comes with Krapp’s Last Tape, a play that 

takes for its central focus the experience of mental viduity. Pilling suggests that 

Beckett rediscovered the word in 1958 after reading about Cicero (CP 368) but it 

is also appropriate that the word had previously appeared in works from which 

he had already distanced himself. The word appears in Krapp’s Last Tape when 

Krapp, listening to his younger self, speaks of his dying mother’s viduity. Present-

day Krapp is forced to pause the tape and consult the dictionary:  

KRAPP: [Reading from dictionary.] State – or condition – of being – or 
remaining – a widow – or widower. [Looks up. Puzzled.] Being – or 
remaining? ... [Pause. He peers again at dictionary. Reading.] “Deep weeds 
of viduity” (CDW 209). 
 

Krapp’s struggle to recall a word once firmly-bolstered in his vocabulary points 

to the contingencies of ageing and the changing nature of ability over time. 

Beckett’s focus on that which is lost over time normalises the transient states of 

ability through which we all pass. The movement of past selves, distanced 

through language, resonates with the self-states that Breton and Éluard sought to 

render and anticipates Beckett’s articulation of the disconnected self-states of 

memory and experience. Read metatheatrically, Beckett’s seizing of a word that 

he inserted into a poem that he translated, a poem about the experiences of an 

outsider, also initiates and comments upon the dissimilar author-selves of his 

work and his own complicated relationship to his oeuvre.  
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In the extract from Krapp’s Last Tape, we once again hear Beckett’s 

emphasis on the pause as a dramatic moment. The pause becomes pivotal too in 

Beckett’s rendering of the last line of “Out of Sight in the Direction of my Body”: 

The imitation of the words the attitudes the ideas 
The vices the virtues that are so imperfect 
 
Love, is man unfinished (TQ 87; CP 73). 
 

Pauses are central to Beckett’s theatrical aesthetic but they also appear as 

moments of poignancy in the early prose and are often connected, as above, with 

love. In Murphy, when Celia describes the breakdown of their relationship, she 

does so with long phrasal “rests”: 

 “At first I thought I had lost him because I could not take him as he 
was. Now I do not flatter myself.” 
A rest. 
“I was a piece out of him that he could not go on without, no matter 
what I did.” 
A rest. 
“He had to leave me to be what he was before he met me, only 
worse, or better, no matter what I did.” 
A long rest. 
“I was the last exile.” 
A rest. 
“The last, if we are lucky.” 
So love is wont to end, in protasis, if it be love (M 130-131). 
 

Pauses are often associated with music, as with the Beethoven pause but they also 

structure the rhythm of the prose too. The rests in Celia’s narrative literally 

manifest the protasis that marks the end of love but they also poeticise the 

structure of the prose.  

Beckett’s blending of forms comes to the fore in Watt too, for the narrative 

pause recurs in emulation of Erskine’s untranscribable song:  

The song that Erskine sang, or rather intoned, was always the same. 
It was: 
 
? 
 
Perhaps if Watt had spoken to Erskine, Erskine would have spoken to 
Watt, in reply. But Watt was not so far gone as all that (W 71). 
 

The blank spaces of Watt, (further discussed in Chapter Six, pp. 259), create a 

space in which anomalies and imperfections become a kind of textual condition. 
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In Malone Dies, the narrative pauses and rests unnaturally and starts and stops 

abruptly, though we have no way of apprehending this. Malone’s lost hours when 

he misplaces his notebook or drops his pencil recall Beckett’s emphasis on the 

necessity of accurate rendering of Éluard’s pauses. These pauses in Éluard’s 

works resonate with Beckett’s own sentiments at the time of translation. As 

Beckett first undertook the Surrealist translations in September 1931, he wrote in 

the same breath to MacGreevy, “I’m suffering literary caries” (Letters I 90). The 

gaps which punctuate Éluard’s poems respond to the personal and artistic crises 

faced by Beckett and create a space for the consideration of an aesthetic of 

rupture and of breach. In the characterisation of “caries”, dental cavities which 

compromise the integrity of the tooth, Beckett elaborates the ruptured aesthetic 

established by Éluard and Breton and sets out the shape of things to come, 

instantiating non-normative experiences of corporeal contingency as the 

stepping-stones to meaning. 

 In “Lady Love”, the pause, in accordance with the tone of the poem, is 

not directly rendered in the text but imagined instead as the presence of empty 

speech: “Make the suns evaporate / And make me laugh cry and laugh / Speak 

when I have nothing to say” (TQ 86, CP 72). Pilling notes that “Lady Love” was 

reprinted as part of A. J. Leventhal’s essay “Surrealism or Literary Psycho-

Therapy” in the Dublin Magazine (December 1936, the same issue in which 

“Cascando” appeared), with the encomium: “[s]urrealist poetry might be 

expected to defy translation but Mr. Samuel Beckett has in the following poem 

caught Paul Éluard’s elusiveness” (in CP 366). Indeed, the tension inherent in 

capturing the elusiveness of a poet seems the most celebrated feature of Beckett’s 

engagements with Éluard. As with many of Beckett’s translations of Éluard, a 

theme of impairment is elaborated: “She is standing on my lids / […] And she 

does not let me sleep”. The feeling of being impaired becomes the impetus to the 

poetic act. In “Scarcely Disfigured” too, both the title and the contents of the 

poem refer to a being that is scarred: “Greeting sadness / Thou art inscribed in 

the lines of the ceiling” (CP 74, TQ 87).  As with Breton’s “Lethal Relief”, love is 

connected to beauty and the body:  

Love of the bodies that are lovable 
Mightiness of love that lovable 
Starts up as a bodiless beast 
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Head of hope defeated 
Sadness countenance of beauty (CP 74; TQ 87). 
 

“Love of the bodies that are lovable” parses eugenic beliefs, linking worth with 

beauty, and sets the poem as an equalising agent. To linger on one more 

example, in Éluard’s poem “Universal Solitude”, Beckett subtitles his selection of 

verses “All-Proof”. “All-Proof” appears in This Quarter but is omitted in the 

Collected Poems. Pilling glosses this by alluding to Beckett’s error in rendering à toute 

épreuve as “All-Proof”: “‘All-Proof’ is (presumably) SB’s rendering of the term à 

toute épreuve which might more usually and idiomatically be translated as 

“foolproof’” (CP 368). Beckett’s substitution of the word “fool” in favour of “all” 

rewords the original title, “Universe-Solitude”, but also harks back to Breton and 

Éluard’s insistence on an art of debility and of inclusive mental states.  

 

* * * 

 

Bound together, the photos, drawings, poems and essays of This Quarter are 

juxtaposed starkly by the medical critique that underpins the entire volume. 

Breton’s sly inclusion of conference reports from psychiatric doctors and letters 

attacking his novel Nadja give the issue a clear political aim. One such example, 

Paul Abély, a practising psychiatrist, decried Breton’s Nadja on the grounds that 

the work endangered doctors by inciting violence in psychiatric inpatients.  

One chapter indeed was quite specially devoted to us. In this the 
unfortunate psychiatrists were abundantly insulted and one passage 
(blue-pencilled by the patient who had so amiably given me the book) 
attracted my attention. It read, “I know that if I were insane, and had 
been shut up for a few days, I should take advantage of a temporary 
remission of my delirium to murder calmly some one or other, the 
doctor for preference, whom I found within my reach. I should 
thereby benefit at least through being placed, as the agitated patients 
are, in a compartment to myself. I should then perhaps be left in 
peace” (TQ 108). 
 

Quite apart from Abély’s conviction in the power of prose, Breton’s inclusion of 

the dissenting views of his fellow doctors addresses the question of surrealism’s 

role in challenging social and political issues of institutionalisation. In a manner 

that pre-empts the anti-psychiatric movements of the mid twentieth-century, 
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Breton remarks on the clinical dynamic that he identifies and suggests that he is 

pre-empting a wave of necessary criticism: 

We consider it is due to our honour to be the first to call attention to 
this danger and to make a stand against the unbearable, the 
increasing, abuse of power by people whom we are inclined to look 
upon as being not so much doctors as jailers and indeed as purveyors 
of penal settlements and scaffolds. Because they are doctors, we hold them 
to be less guiltless than others when they proceed indirectly with their 
low executioner’s business. Surrealists or “Processists” though we 
may be in their eyes, we cannot urge them to be struck down 
accidentally by the blows of those whom they seek arbitrarily to 
control, to have the decency to shut up (TQ 117).   
 

In the works proceeding these translations, Beckett moves into the asylum 

proper, persisting there through the Second World War and beyond. In 

particular, Watt, Molloy and Malone Dies shed light on an experience of 

confinement that is crucial to Beckett’s later aesthetic too, in the short and 

constricted prose pieces like “Lessness” and “Imagination Dead Imagine”.  

While Beckett’s oeuvre is far from Surrealist in form, in terms of content, 

there are analogies to be drawn in the similarity of their revolutionary spirit. For 

Sardin and Germoni: 

Indeed, in proceeding with such deviations from the French, Beckett 
proved he had not only very well grasped the violence of the social 
critique underpinning the Surrealist project, but also that he felt in 
tune with its ethical stance (Sardin and Germoni, 751). 
 

As Sardin and Germoni suggest, it was Beckett’s familiarity with the Surrealist 

project that dictated the success of his translations and it is in his “deviations” 

that this is most apparent: “he was quite in tune with the pieces’ debunking and 

revolutionary spirit” (751). While his early fiction, particularly Dream of Fair to 

Middling Women and More Pricks Than Kicks, suffers from a determined 

overexposure to the work of Joyce and the Surrealists, after the Surrealist 

translations Beckett’s work moves from an emphasis on the observer to the 

observed, giving voice and insight to the plight of those living on the very fringes 

of society. 
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Nancy Cunard and the Negro Anthology (1934) 
 

While putting together the enormous Negro anthology, Nancy Cunard 

approached Beckett to provide translations for a number of essays, articles and 

poems by French Surrealist writers. Beckett first met Nancy Cunard in 1928 

when she awarded him first prize for “Whoroscope” in a poetry competition 

organised by her publishing company, the Hours Press. Cunard was the first to 

independently publish Beckett’s work and the two struck up a close friendship 

that persisted until Cunard’s death in 1965. Like Cunard, many of the authors 

for whom Beckett acted as translator were politically radical: as Alan Warren 

Friedman writes, “most of the writers Beckett translated for Cunard were 

Surrealists, politically active supporters of the left-wing causes, and Communist 

Party members” (BBR xxvii). For Friedman, the Negro Anthology was important 

not only as a redress of the eugenic discourse of “race” but also as a political 

interrogation by Cunard of the power of communism. Friedman further suggests 

that Beckett’s interest in the project is important given “his support for the causes 

[Cunard] espoused, and his own political (especially racial) values and 

commitments” (BBR xiii). Beckett’s involvement with the project has been 

understudied, especially with regard to the political context of the thirties. The 

oversight may well lie in the sometimes dubious nature of some of the articles 

that appeared in Negro as well as the chronic unavailability of print editions of the 

work. Scholarly interest in the anthology may also suffer from the gradual erasure 

of Cunard’s legacy and influence: Cunard experienced profound social exclusion 

and poverty on the basis of her mental health and academic research on her 

work has followed suit.24  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24 Cunard’s “likeability” as a writer is often a feature of commentary on her life. 
In an article accompanying Christie’s auction of a collection of her letters to her 
former partner Henry Crowder, one evaluator commented, “I have to say I don’t 
entirely understand the appeal of Nancy, but people evidently felt it powerfully at 
the time” (Maev Kennedy, “Unpublished letters of Cunard and Crowder’s jazz-
age affair up for auction” The Guardian 7 June 2015). The article ends with the 
rawest data about Cunard’s life: “Cunard died in 1965, after she was found 
collapsed in a Paris street: by then, worn out by poor health and alcoholism, she 
was penniless and weighed just 60lb (27kg)” (M. Kennedy). This estimation of 
Cunard’s life demonstrates the degree to which commentary on her life and work 
is still inflected by sexist and ableist beliefs. 
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In emulation of the social issues against which she railed, the gradual 

erasure of Cunard’s significant contributions to modernism, may be read in terms 

of her gender, her relationship to racism and her own struggles with mental 

distress. This potent combination also gives insight into the mutually-constructed 

and informing nature of such facets of identity. Throughout the 1930s, racial 

discourses and discourses of disability were mutually targeted by the many 

eugenic policies instituted across Europe. As Len Platt, David Mitchell and 

Sharon Snyder, among others, have argued, with the insistent and pernicious 

attention to physicalities deemed “deviant”, issues of race and eugenic culture are 

inextricably linked and may be regarded as two sides of the same coin. Mitchell 

and Snyder suggest that analysis of eugenics and its subsequent erasure, must 

consider “disability and race as mutual projects of human exclusion, based upon 

scientific management systems” (“The Eugenic Atlantic” 843).  

Beckett’s extensive body of work for an anthology that has received some 

criticism at least demonstrates sensitivity to oppression in the name of perceived 

biological difference. In terms of the intersection between race and disability, 

Beckett’s involvement with the Negro anthology gives a fascinating insight into 

counter-cultural movements during the 1930s while also offering a unique 

perspective on the nature of Beckett’s own experience as a translator. As we saw 

with Beckett’s redress of Max Nordau’s Degeneration, Beckett allies his early art 

with movements that undermine the core tenets of eugenics and instead 

privileges a form of aesthetic impairment that challenges the dominant  racist and 

ableist ideologies of his time. 

As Friedman makes clear in Beckett in Black and Red, the Negro anthology was 

a troubled project and was not received well contemporaneously. Certain 

provocative articles, such as William Carlos William’s “The Colored Girls of 

Passeneck”, would seem to undermine Cunard’s aim that the anthology would 

garner support for a “racial justice”. As Friedman puts it:  

Both Negro and Beckett’s work for it are little known and less valued, 
perhaps because Cunard has, until recently, been culturally and 
historically marginalized or ignored, while Beckett has been 
constructed as either an apolitical (post)modernist, the literary man in 
exile (like Joyce), or a recovering Irishman reclaimed for nationalist 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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purposes, rather than a willing participant in Negro’s racial, political, 
and aesthetic agenda (BBR xi). 
 

Beckett’s involvement with both Negro and This Quarter is therefore problematic 

and criticism has been remarkably reluctant to comment on his involvement in 

these two politically dissenting publications.  The appropriation of voice in the 

Negro Anthology is one problematic aspect of the work. By extension, as 

translator, Beckett is somewhat complicit in this appropriation by white authors. 

How may this tension map on to our concerns with the representing and voicing 

of disability? While this study maintains that Beckett’s representations of 

disability are ultimately creative, when considering the role of voice and of 

authoring such experiences, there is further scope to challenge some of these 

depictions. The mutual construction of race and disability reveals the climates in 

which Beckett’s work may be said to resonate but it also reveals the critical 

moments that may have been missed along the way. The object of this analysis 

will not be to settle upon why this may have come to pass, or even to resolve the 

many questions that Beckett’s involvement provokes, but instead to suggest firstly 

that these translations mark Beckett out as a writer who opposes institutional 

racism and attacks on perceived human difference, and secondly that the 

translations pre-empt many of the thematic and formal concerns of Beckett’s 

later work. 

The political forthrightness of the Surrealists’ condemnations, both in Negro 

and elsewhere in the many famous manifestoes drafted by Breton, is perhaps the 

most elided feature of their writing. This gradual erasure of the politics of both 

Cunard and the Surrealists’ efforts belies the very radical and concerted nature of 

their efforts. As Laura Winkiel remarks,  

Cunard’s initial interest in race and class politics stemmed, in part, 
from her affiliation with surrealism and communism. Both groups in 
the early 1930s concerned themselves with anticolonial and antiracist 
struggles in order to contest colonization. The “elsewhere” they 
envisioned offered a disjunctive and space-clearing gesture through 
which, in Negro, a black revolutionary tradition could emerge within 
the interstices of white cosmopolitanism (512). 
 

As Winkiel, and other commentators too, have observed, there is something of a 

tension within the volume, between these “interstices of white cosmopolitanism” 

and the revolutionary aesthetics that upheld the work. This tension has in part 
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contributed to a marked critical reticence to discuss the volume. The entire 

collection is prefaced with Langston Hughes’ seminal “I, Too” while famous 

essays such as Zora Neale Hurston’s “Characteristics of Negro Expression” first 

appeared in Negro. As Peter Kalliney observes, perhaps the most radical feature of 

the anthology is its shrugging off of conventional editorial selectivity: “in literary 

terms, even more radical than the anthology’s racial politics is its refusal to define 

some principle of selection, generic or otherwise” (54). The shirked principle of 

selection that operates throughout the volume is indicative of an editorial impulse 

that celebrates the similarities of both form and content in artistic movements 

differentiated by issues of race.  

The emerging collegiality in the collection between the aesthetics of jazz 

and surrealism reflects Winkiel’s comment about the impact of surrealism on the 

anthology. Robert Goffin’s “Hot Jazz”, translated by Beckett, elaborates on this 

collegiality and 

draw[s] attention to the analogy between the acceptance of “hot” and 
the favour enjoyed throughout Europe to the Surréaliste movement. 
[…] What Breton and Aragon did for poetry in 1920, Chirico and 
Ernst for painting, had been instinctively accomplished as early as 
1910 by humble Negro musicians, unaided by the control of that 
critical intelligence that was to prove such an asset to the later 
imitators (BBR 16). 
 

This perceived coeval emergence of the Surrealist poetic and the jazz aesthetic 

demonstrates the Surrealists’ sincere interest in generating resonances between 

their own politicised art and the devalued efforts of artists of colour. In a similar 

vein, as demonstrated in This Quarter, the Surrealists also aligned their art with the 

devalued and disenfranchised art of asylum inmates. The Surrealists commitment 

to demonstrating the value of African-American jazz and the “aesthetic” of 

hysteria is all the more remarkable given contemporaneous efforts to devalue and 

discredit the role of so-called “degenerate” art, art that was reminiscent of works 

by African, Oceanic and institutionalised artists. 

 At Cunard’s request, Beckett contributed the bulk of French translations 

for Negro; at over 60,000 words, Beckett's translations comprise his longest work 

of prose by far (Friedman xi; McCormack 386). Among the 19 pieces that 

Beckett translated, “Murderous Humanitarianism”, signed by The Surrealist 

Group, Ernst Moerman’s poem “Armstrong”, “The Negress in the Brothel” by 
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René Crevel and “‘Primitive’ Life and Mentality” by Raymond Michelet are 

perhaps the most significant works. “Murderous Humanitarianism”, largely 

written by André Breton, is highly critical of colonial exploitation:  

In a France hideously inflated from having dismembered Europe, 
made mincemeat of Africa, polluted Oceania and ravaged whole 
tracts of Asia, we Surréalistes pronounced ourselves in favour of 
changing the imperialist war, in its chronic and colonial form, into a 
civil war. Thus we placed our energies at the disposal of the 
revolution, of the proletariat and its struggles, and defined our 
attitude towards the colonial problem and hence towards the colour 
problem (BBR 56). 
 

The piece makes continual use of the pronoun “we” muddying the narrative 

waters in much the same manner as “the successive voice” in This Quarter renders 

the role of the translator doubly ambiguous.  

For W.J. McCormack, the most significant translation is Beckett’s 

rendering of Ernst Moerman’s poem “Armstrong” (in BBR xxviii). Friedman 

comments that Beckett’s translation was “unfettered” by the original, “producing 

a new work that is even more surreal and jazzlike” (BBR xxviii). What is clear is 

that in the works that Beckett translates, he often extends the original thematic 

preoccupations of the work into the form of the work itself and does so in a 

manner that pre-empts his own formal innovations. 

Perhaps one of the most shocking articles to contemporaneous audiences 

in the Negro anthology was René Crevel’s “La Negresse du Bordel”, translated by 

Beckett in the winter of 1931. Anticipating retribution by the censors, Cunard 

omitted the article from the table of contents. She had the pages of the essay “set 

secretly by the radical Utopia Press and tipped them in white binding the 

volumes herself” (Marcus 139). In exploring the colonial mentality that allows the 

exploitation of women of colour by white men, the essay retains a lot of its 

contempt and sardonic tone while also celebrating the erotic potential of 

interracial desire:25 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25 The complex eroticism of some of the articles in Negro has been a topic of much 
discussion. As both Wienkel and Marcus note, Cunard’s inclusion of photographs 
of herself in bondage and wearing the ivory bracelets of African women probes 
the uncomfortable intersection between the erotic and the structures of power. 
For Jane Marcus,  

Nancy Cunard’s reenactment of black slave bondage in the self-
staging of her white body as a site for political protest against racism 



3: Beckett and the Surrealists  

! 134 

We are concerned neither with the compassion inspired by the 
spectacle of a creature in the gutter, nor with any adventitious 
homage that she may receive from a manifestation of man’s so-called 
sacrosanct “virility”, but with the very elementary justice (neglect of 
codified injustice) that cannot regard this social degradation of any 
importance (BBR 71-2). 
 

Crevel’s concerns about the social injustices of sex work is remarkably frank and 

self-reflexive; he remarks that “‘using’ prostitutes translates only one aspect of 

male complexity” and later proposes to “withdraw [his] subscription from the 

Society for the Diffusion of White Men’s Moral and Physical Complaints among 

Savage Peoples” (BBR 70-3). In the sarcastic moralizing tone of ‘virility’ and 

‘social degradiation’, we hear further echoes of the eugenic cant. Laura Wienkel 

reads Crevel’s essay as a dismantling of the racial subtext of the modern:  

It both literally and figuratively articulates a gap between an erotic 
desire for interracial intimacy and how that desire is manifested with 
modernity’s racial organization. It names within this overlooked 
location the repressed female black sexuality erased by Cunard’s 
attention to white women’s liaisons with black men. Crevel names the 
fetish of race as the enabling condition of modernism and locates its 
formative moment in Baudelaire’s poetry: “Charme inattendu d’un 
bijou rose et noir” (524).  
  

Crevel’s acknowledgement of repressed female black sexuality is important but 

also points to the one of the central tensions within the Anthology, namely, that 

these concerns are articulated by a white man. More broadly, Cunard’s erasure 

of black women’s sexuality demonstrates just one of the problems with the 

volume but it may also point a critical interlocution of the construction of such 

states of power and of difference. This is evident too in the language of 

impairment that marks Beckett’s translations. Taking the example of Baudelaire, 

it is interesting to note the slight differences that Beckett introduces into his 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
has not been read inside her semiotics, but instead as a perverse 
pornography, both political and sexual. But she really meant the 
performance of bondage to signify her political bonding with black 
culture. She meant it as literally as she meant to break the biological 
bond with her mother by publishing Black Man, White Ladyship 
(“Bonding and Bondage” 42). 

Cunard’s provocative stance is evident throughout Negro and though her 
appropriation of black art is problematic, it demonstrates her commitment to the 
project as well as the tenacity with which she deconstructed social norms about 
female sexuality. 
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translation. While many of the original proofs for Negro are missing, presumably 

having been damaged during the Second World War, because of Cunard’s 

decision to have the essay published with Utopia Press in London the originals of 

“La Negresse du Bordel” exist and are reproduced in Beckett in Black and Red. In 

comparing Beckett’s rendering to the original, it is striking the degree to which 

Beckett introduces images of sterility and disability into the essay. In two such 

examples, he uses imagery and language that are unmistakably his and are 

repeated in both his fiction and his correspondence from this time.  

The first pertains to Baudelaire. The original text reads: “Revers de la 

médaille: Baudelaire, le jour qu’il veut pénétrer son Egérie officielle” (BBR 174). 

Beckett translates the sentence thus: “On the reverse of the medal we find an 

aspermatic Baudelaire in the alcove of his official Egeria…” (BBR 71). Beckett’s 

decision to revise the verb pénétrer (to penetrate) to the English “aspermatic” is 

noteworthy for it changes the meaning of Crevel’s text whilst also signposting the 

curious legacy of the word in Beckett’s own works. Instead of the straightforward 

congress of the French original, Beckett instead offers a medicalised term taken, 

as we know from the Dream Notebook, from Pierre Garnier’s  (1883) work of “social 

hygiene” Hygiène de la generation: Onanisme, seul et à deux, sous toutes ses formes et leurs 

consequences. Beckett records the term in his Dream Notebook, taking “dry priapism, 

aspermatisme” from page 260 of Garnier’s book (BDN 470). Beckett then uses the 

term in a letter to Thomas MacGreevy dated 12 September 1931, bemoaning a 

creative drought and months of “aspermatic nights & days” (Letters I 87). The 

word then recurs in Echo’s Bones, used to describe the heirless Lord Gall:  

Belacqua hopped out of the basket or cauldron and squared up, 
dauntless little gamecock, to the aspermatic colossus, who upon the 
conclusion of his last outburst had sat up and wrapped his thighs 
about his face (EB 23). 
 

Beckett’s frequent recourse to images of sterility, linking issueless days to his own 

artistic blocks, alters the meaning of Crevel’s original and introduces a discourse 

of sterility to the piece. It is all the more fitting that Crevel’s identification of the 

modern is tinged with infertility for, as we see with Beckett’s later works including 

Watt and All That Fall, the theme of sterility is an important one for Beckett. The 

eugenic note introduced by Beckett melds well with the original tone of Crevel’s 

essay but in a manner similar to Beckett’s translation of “Le bateau ivre”, also 
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extends the piece in the direction of Beckett’s own preoccupations with heredity, 

medicine and sterility. 

 The second example sees Beckett introduce the image of a bathchair, an 

image that recurs through Dream of Fair to Middling Women, More Pricks Than Kicks, 

Murphy and Watt. In Crevel’s original we find: 

Une expression de cette farine devenue monnaie courante, on 
imagine à la suite de quelles piètres practiques, l’amour a bien pu, 
dans l’idée que s’en font les hommes, se ramollir, se recroqueviller, au 
point de supporter en béquille, le qualitif divin, par exemple (BBR 
173). 
 

In Beckett’s rendering, Crevel’s use of “se ramollir” (“to soften”) and “se 

recroqueviller” (to huddle up) are replaced with a central image of atrophy: 

Such a formula had only to become current to set in motion the 
shabby and pitiful erotic machinery destined to produce a new love 
and a new notion of love, sapless and withered and lamentable in the 
bathchair of some preposterous qualification, “divine” for example 
(BBR 69). 
 

The recurring motif of the bathchair, and perhaps of Murphy’s rocking chair, 

points to something of a fascination in Beckett’s work with the experience of 

immobility. Just as Belacqua’s experience of paralysis in “Ding-Dong” had 

echoed his own, Beckett likened his own difficulties with writing to an impaired 

mobility, what he deems a “melancholy limpness” (Letters I 93). In the first of his 

letters to mention his work on Crevel, a letter to Thomas MacGreevy on 8th 

November 1931, he wrote, “Pelorson says he understands Rimbaud who used to 

compose poems walking. But for me, walking, the mind has a most pleasant & 

melancholy limpness, is a carrefour of memories, memories of childhood mostly, 

moulin à larmes” (Letters I 93). This melancholy limpness finds analogue in his 

translations of Crevel’s work. As Beckett extends Crevel’s metaphor of the use of 

a crutch (“au point de supporter en béquille”) to a more explicit image of 

impairment, he both extends the significance of Crevel’s argument, gesturing to 

the shared historical features of constructions of race and disability, and also 

foreshadows the important role that mobility aids would come to play in his own 

work.  

 Where Beckett may be seen to extend Crevel’s arguments, however, there 

is also to be considered a caveat regarding Beckett’s personal beliefs about the 

nature of the Negro anthology. Friedman notes that in the same letter mentioned 
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above, in which he spoke of Rimbaud and peripatetic composition, he also writes 

scathingly of Crevel’s work: 

Beckett writes, “Did I tell you I was translating Surréalistes inédits for 
Nancy’s nigger book. I’ve done one by René Creve(l). ‘La Negresse du 
Bordel.’ Miserable rubbish. I’ll have about 11 more to do. About 8 
pages each. I asked her £25 for the whole job. Is that too much? 
Tzara next” (BBR xxiv) 
 

Beckett’s casual use of the word “nigger” is today disturbing and does not at all 

reflect the tone of the anthology.26 For example, one piece that he translated, 

“Sambo without Tears” by Georges Sadoul, ironically invokes the “qualities of 

the Negro” (51) in a piece accompanied by a series of shockingly racist cartoons 

from the journal L’epatant. Sadoul is highly critical of the word “nigger”:  

The white men are kind, they cannot bear to see the Negro running 
wild, they simply must colonise and colonise quick. Why must they? 
Pierrot, a Roman Catholic organ, lets the cat out of the bag. Only a 
Berber cat to be sure, but no matter; when it comes to “niggers,” nice 
distinctions of colour and disposition cut no ice with the French bour- 
geois [sic] (BBR 50). 
 

How then should we read Beckett’s use of the term? Friedman suggests that the 

letter is “unreliable”, though it is unclear what he means here as the letter has 

been cited in many other works, including Knowlson’s biography. He writes that 

“the letter is unreliable: its language and tone are at odds with what we know of 

Beckett from other evidence, and he did far more translating for Negro than this 

suggests, but not Tzara (Friedman BBR xxiv). Tellingly, in the published volumes 

of Beckett’s Letters, while this particular letter is included, the relevant passage has 

been omitted. In its place is a quiet “(…)”that makes no reference to the violent 

language elided (Letters I 193). Perhaps even more tellingly, in the brief overview 

of the events of 1931 that precedes the letters of each year in the volume, the 

content of the particular passage has been included, for as the editors note: 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
26 Beckett also uses the word in “Dante… Bruno .Vico .. Joyce” in the sentence 
immediately following one of the most-quoted sentences from that essay: “The 
danger is in the neatness of identifications. The conception of Philosophy and 
Philology as a pair of nigger minstrels out of the Teatro dei Piccoli is soothing, 
like the contemplation of carefully folded ham-sandwich” (“DBVJ” 495). Again, 
while the presence of the word is troubling, one must also be attentive to differing 
social conventions at the time. 
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By 8 October SB sends “Yoke of Liberty” to Everyman. 
Translates René Crevel’s “Négresse du 
Bordel” and plans to do more translations for 
Nancy Cunard’s Negro, Anthology Made by Nancy 
Cunard, 1931-1933 (Letters I 60).27 

 

Given the disquieting tone of Beckett’s letters, the nature of his political 

engagement with respect to the volume seems somewhat compromised. Just as 

the misogyny of Beckett’s early work must be carefully assessed, and not elided, 

so too must these moments of tension be addressed. Without overstating the 

nature of Beckett’s engagement with Crevel’s work, what is clear from even a 

cursory glance at the works is that he elaborated an aesthetic of disability that he 

continued in his own work, but that the nature of this engagement, particularly 

given the political context and historical backdrop of the 1930s, reveals 

something of a sordid personal tinge to Beckett’s works from these times. The 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
27 In the “Principles of Selection” preface to the first volume of Beckett’s letters, 
the editors set forth their qualities of those works selected for inclusion in the 
volume (“Principles of Selection” from “General Introduction” to The Letters). 
The guiding principle, according to Lois Oppenheim, is Beckett’s own: “Beckett 
himself supplied the first principle of selection, when he gave permission to 
publish ‘those passages only having bearing on my work’” (xxi). There are, 
however, a number of exceptions to this general rule and on a couple of points, 
the editors disagree with the decrees of the Beckett Estate: 

The editors believe, especially because the several biographies of 
Beckett make liberal use of the letters in quotation or paraphrase, 
that there remains very little reason to exclude a letter, or part of a 
letter, because of what Beckett says about himself. To take one 
example, it is the editors’ view that Beckett’s frequent, at times almost 
obsessive, discussion of his health problems – his feet, his heart 
palpitations, his boils and cysts – is of direct relevance to the work; 
with this The Estate of Samuel Beckett has disagreed (xxii). 

The editors then outline the appearance of these elisions: 
Rather than exclude a letter because it speaks of an individual’s 
difficulties, or includes repetition of mere gossip (here considered the 
relaying of the comments of a third party), or touches on matters 
judged too intimate, the editors have followed a policy of inclusion, 
publishing letters relevant to Beckett the writer. Although doing so 
has required some ellipses, the editors have tried to limit these. Every 
letter included in the edition is cited with its current ownership, and 
those in archive can be consulted in full (xxii).  

In the case of the offending letter here elided, it would seem that the only 
reasonable option would be to go directly to the source itself (TCD MS 
10402/21).  
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difficulty of accommodating this derives from the deeply complicated discourses 

which characterised the 1930s, reminding us of the necessity of rereading the 

historical and political in Beckett’s works too. 

 The political impetus of Cunard’s anthology challenged systemic racism 

and colonial exploitation while also advancing a radical left-wing perspective that 

championed communism. Cunard’s own class and family background, a 

background she famously and very publicly rejected in her pamphlet “Black Man 

and White Ladyship”, situate Cunard as a remarkable, though somewhat 

estranged, interlocutor of the issues raised in the volume. Cunard is remarkably 

frank about the politics of the volume. In the “Foreword” to Negro she claims, 

“But the more vital of the Negro race have realised that is Communism alone 

which throws down the barriers of race as finally as it wipes out class distinctions” 

(in BBR 1-2). In her discussion of these “more vital” people, Cunard introduces a 

further eugenic note to the proceedings. As Marcus notes, she also used her role 

as editor to engage in disputes with some of the authors included in the volume, 

often footnoting her dissent (Hearts of Darkness 139). The importance of the 

communist agenda for the Negro anthology highlights the contributors’ perceived 

role in exposing the disenfranchising socio-economic situation in which African-

Americans were forced to subsist but also demonstrates the degree to which 

Cunard’s political agenda, and communism in particular, may have itself 

imposed a kind of paternalism. 

As theorists such as Douglas C. Baynton, Lennard J. Davis and Nirmala 

Erevelles have pointed out, the rise in eugenic prejudice and practice against 

people with disabilities coincided with the emphasis on human “productivity” 

and the laissez-faire capitalism that marked the Industrial Revolution. Thus 

capitalism and capitalist discourse, for many critics, is part of the context for 

prejudices against disability. For Erevelles, “disability can be re-understood as an 

ideological discourse which is also produced by the same exploitative economic 

conditions of capitalism and structures the discourse of race, caste, class, gender 

and sexual orientation along the axes of disability” (520). As theorists in the 

twenty-first century have begun to articulate, the dividing lines and structures of 

both race and disability can be examined through the lens of colonialism. In the 

longest of the pieces that Beckett translated, Raymond Michelet’s “‘Primitive’ 

Life and Mentality”, a reactionary piece that rigorously debunks Levy-Bruhl’s 
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1923 work Primitive Mentality, Michelet outlines the highly racialised manner in 

which “primitive” peoples were categorized as childish and mentally inferior to 

the European:  

The various beliefs, facts and customs baldly recorded by travelers 
and colonists less interested in what a thing meant that in how it 
looked and how they looked beside it, and at pains to stress only those 
grotesque, bizarre and unexpected superficialities, most likely to 
startle the profane Europeans, were duly labeled as so many 
superstitions and stupidities only worthy of children, and adduced as 
the sights of an arrested and inferior mentality, subject to the most 
vile, bestial and cruel superstitions and obviously incapable of the 
least rational or sensible process (BBR 109). 
 

Though the article, like the anthology at large, is somewhat complicit in the 

romanticisation of “Negro” life, Michelet’s criticism of Levy-Bruhl’s biases are 

perceptive and point to the mutually-informing discourses of race and disability, 

or what Mitchell and Snyder refer to as “the degree to which racial 

marginalization depends on concepts of in-built biological inferiority” (“The 

Eugenic Atlantic” 847).  

As Breton would outline with respect to “madness” in This Quarter, 

Cunard’s anthology points to the social construction of race and the arbitrary 

construction of perceived racial difference facilitated by the discourses of 

capitalism and colonialism. As various detractors of Negro have argued, Cunard’s 

reflections are still somewhat rooted in the elitist preoccupations and assumptions 

of her circle. For Kalliney, the structure of the anthology implies “that white 

intellectuals were uniquely qualified to appreciate both the frustrations and 

achievements – largely artistic – of black people” (48). Furthermore, in some of 

Cunard’s own personal reflections, she deploys stereotyped descriptions of folk 

art:  

All winter I have walked to market through the flea market, curious 
to see what’s being bought and sold. It is full of strange 
representations of Africa and Africans, of misshapen palm trees and 
sawed-off jungles. They look as if they were made by children or 
mental patients, by people with something missing in a sense of the 
beautiful, or lacking perspective (in Marcus 130). 
 

Cunard’s resort to descriptions of folk art as childish or as if they were made by 

“mental patients” testifies to the 1930s preoccupation with “degenerate” art and 

the widespread contempt for “outsider” art. The Negro anthology, for all of its 
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strengths, simply does not articulate the mutually-informing discourses of 

biological inferiority that upheld systemic racism and ableism.  

While “degenerate” art exhibitions were already gaining momentum in 

1932 as Cunard strove to publish the anthology, in 1937 the “Degenerate Art” 

exhibition exemplified the fascist distaste for modern art in explicitly racialised 

terms. In the catalogue that accompanied the 1937 Entartete Kunst exhibition in 

Munich, the curators outline the Nazi abhorrence of diversity, especially as it had 

been instantiated in modernist art:  

The many works shown here serve to demonstrate that degenerate 
art often lent its support to that segment of Marxist and Bolshevik 
ideology whose objective is the systematic eradication of the last vestige of 
racial consciousness. In the pictures in the previous section the harlot 
was held up as a moral ideal, here we are presented with the negro and 
the South Sea islander as the evident racial idea of “modern art” (in 
Barron 374).  
 

The Nazi intolerance of this “racial idea” performs the idea of “biological 

inferiority” with explicit appeal to terms of disability: “This section of the 

exhibition reveals that, alongside the negro as the racial ideal of what was then 

‘modern’ art, there was a highly specific intellectual ideal, namely the idiot, the 

cretin, and the cripple” (in Barron 378). Beckett’s response to the Nazi propaganda 

and censorship was to include countless imaginings and representations of modes 

of life already under erasure by the Nazi campaigns. 

In the years following the publication of Cunard’s anthology, Beckett and 

she remained in close correspondence. As Friedman notes:  

Beckett’s letters to Cunard during the 1950s and 1960s are full of 
details about his ongoing work, both new writing and productions. 
He assures her, “I still have Negro snug on my shelves” (5 April 
1956), and he conveys an excitement he knew she would share: 
“Godot reopening Broadway November with an ALL NEGRO 
CAST! That’s my best news” (23 September 1956) (xxii). 
 

Beckett’s enthusiasm for the first all-black production of Waiting for Godot, directed 

by Bert Chamberlain, is all the more poignant given Cunard’s presence within 

that play and her own forgotten legacy.28 Like Lucia Joyce, despite her forceful 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
28 Cunard reappears in perhaps the most infamous passage of Beckett’s most 
famous text. Her name is invoked numerous times in Waiting for Godot, in Lucky’s 
speech: 

…what is more than as a result of the labours left unfinished crowned 
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interrogation of social injustices within her life, the memory of her contributions 

to modernism is hemmed – and at times qualified – by references to her mental 

health and resultant poverty. While Cunard worked tirelessly as an advocate for 

maligned artists of colour and argued passionately about the evils of 

discrimination, the fact of her own erased legacy points to the degree to which 

contemporary understandings of disability and justice are still intertwined. In 

summarizing Beckett’s contributions to Cunard’s anthology, Friedman comments 

on the reciprocal closeness of race and disability:  

Yet Beckett’s contribution to Negro represents a commitment to 
cultural and individual equality and worth that he did not shy from 
demonstrating throughout his life both in personal relationships and 
in his depictions – which valorize those so depicted without 
ennobling their suffering – of the downtrodden, infirm, and hapless 
(BBR xxxi-xxxii).  
 

 Beckett’s translations for the Negro anthology, while tinged by an offensive and 

immature personal politics in his correspondence, nevertheless gesture to the 

wealth of disenfranchised characters that populate the sparsest, most important 

and most compelling of his later works.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
by the Acacacacademy of Anthropopopometry of Essy-in-Possy of 
Testew and Cunard it is established beyond all doubt all other doubt 
than that which clings to the labours of men as a result of the labours 
unfinished of Testew and Cunard it is established as hereinafter but 
not so fast for reasons unknown that as a result of the public works of 
Puncher and Wattmann it is established beyond all doubt that in 
view of the labours of Fartov and Belcher left unfinished for reasons 
unknown of Testew and Cunard left unfinished… (CDW 42). 

While a thorough reading of the significance of Lucky’s speech is beyond the 
confines of this chapter, what is striking to note is again the close proximity of 
Cunard’s presence to issues of disability and “Anthropopopometry”. Lucky’s 
speech marries the dizzying cant of academic jingoism with an intense 
logorrhoea, reminiscent of Breton and Eluard’s “Simulations”.  
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“I suppose I can only do nothing” 

The Afterlife of the Surrealists 
 

As Emily Murphy and Stan Gontarski have argued, Beckett’s involvement with 

the Surrealist works provides the impetus for a number of concerns in the works 

that followed. This influence is perhaps most deeply felt in Murphy and Watt but is 

also evident when one looks to Beckett’s later stage drama, particularly in a play 

like Not I. Breton’s articulation of “convulsive beauty” would seem a highly apt 

description of that play. Beckett’s own final word on the subject of the Surrealists 

comes with his unpublished play, Eleutheria: “It must be said, in Violette’s defense, 

that for one whole afternoon she was under the spell of the Surrealist exhibition” 

(40). While this is something of a throwaway remark, in a sense, Violette’s 

fascination with the Surrealists repeats Beckett’s own temporary interest. Daniel 

Albright dedicates the entire introductory chapter to Beckett’s Aesthetics to a 

foundational argument for the importance of Surrealism for Beckett, ultimately 

suggesting that, unlike Violette, “Beckett himself spent his whole life under the 

spell of the Surrealist exhibition” (9). He elaborates: 

Beckett’s work took shape both according to the psychic-automatic 
Surrealism of Breton and his followers, and according to the original 
Surrealism of Apollinaire, in which reality was violently seized in the 
contrapuntal friction among the competing media of music, painting, 
and discourse (10). 
 

Where Albright reads Beckett’s preoccupation with the Surrealist project 

aesthetically and formally, he divorces this from the political, ethical and 

interpersonal value of the Surrealists’ work. Indeed, where many critics have 

argued that Beckett is aesthetically estranged from the Surrealists, Albright’s 

reckoning of the “dead imagination” as it operates in Beckett’s later prose and 

dramatic works probes Beckett’s fascination with exploring and pushing against 

formal constraints. Albright extends this apolitical reading of the importance of 

the Surrealists’ influence on Beckett to share a troubling analogy:  

Picasso said that he spent all his life learning to paint like a child; it 
seems that Beckett, possessing the most remarkable literary 
equipment of his age, spent a lifetime learning how to write like a 
mental defective, in a toothless, broken-jawed, goggling idiom, 
maniacal and compulsive, what someone might say as he pounded a 
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puppet with a hammer. In its way, this style is a triumph of diction. It 
is a kind of verbal gravel (17). 
 

Albright’s reckoning of Beckett’s project empties the literature of any empathic or 

social quality. Using the Bretonian language of “compulsion”, in Albright’s 

estimation, Beckett’s adapting of the Surrealist “apparatus” is devoid of any trace 

of empathy. It is an attempt to impose meaning and shape on that which is, 

under Albright’s terms, artless. Indeed, Albright’s analysis repeats many of the 

distressing pseudo-science that the Surrealist project sought to undermine.  

While it may sustain his idea of the “dead imagination” in Beckett’s later works, 

Albright’s inflammatory remark does not do justice to the lived experience of 

distress, nor to the Surrealist attempts to capture this experience.  

Some three years after the publication of This Quarter Beckett was reminded 

of the Surrealist simulations by his correspondence with Lucia Joyce. 

Unfortunately, the life-long correspondence which Beckett and Lucia shared has 

been destroyed at the behest of the Joyce estate, but thoughout the thirties, 

Beckett confided in Thomas MacGreevy in particular some of his feelings 

towards Lucia. In looking to what remains of these letters, we can again see the 

biographical as well literary themes which coalsece during the thirties for Beckett 

as well as for Lucia. In January 1935, writing from London to MacGreevy, 

Beckett draws explicit parallels between the simulations and Lucia’s “utterly 

insane” letters. The letter has not been included in Letters 1929-1940: 

I had an utterly insane letter from Lucia this morning from which six 
pages read like surrealiste Essai de simulation except there is nothing 
simulated about it. It is really distressing. I suppose I can only do 
nothing. There are phrases that make it clear she is being – a [for 
“and”] has been – analysed. It begins “My Father the famous Joyce 
communicates sad news” – the sad news being Peggy’s death (TCD 
MS 10402/69). 
 

The analogy that Beckett draws between Lucia’s letter and the fictions he 

rendered three years before imply two important pieces of information: firstly, 

that he felt the simulations in some sense recorded an accurate approximation of 

real-life mental states. This emphasis on the similarity of Lucia’s condition to 

those fictions he helped to reproduce is striking. Secondly, Beckett’s note that 

“there are phrases that make it clear she is being – and has been – analysed” 

points towards Beckett’s interest in psychology and psychoanalysis at this time. 
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He interprets Lucia’s writing and is correct to assume that, at this time, she was 

undergoing psychoanalysis. Beckett’s letter regarding Lucia appears in a flurry of 

letters that might better explain Beckett’s searching for signs of Lucia undergoing 

psychoanalysis. Beckett’s critical survey of the letter implies that Lucia is 

undergoing psychoanalysis, a suggestion which he notes with some relief.29 

Beckett’s reckoning of the letter as being “utterly insane” is at odds with the 

actual intent of the letter, in which Lucia extends her sympathies regarding the 

death of Beckett’s first cousin, Peggy Sinclair, who died two years previously from 

complications of tuberculosis. Though Beckett is obviously startled by Lucia’s 

state, he can still engage at some level with the content of the letter; his 

exasperation at its “utter insanity” is nevertheless somewhat readable for he is 

able to summarise both the content of the letter and the mood in which it was 

written. Beckett expresses his distress at the deterioration of Lucia’s condition 

with resort to a familiar trope in his more literary works: “I suppose I can only do 

nothing” (ibid). The famous opening line of Waiting for Godot, “Nothing to be 

done”, echoes Beckett’s real life impotence in the face of Lucia’s condition; the 

ennui that also characterises Beckett’s later stage drama finds early expression in 

Beckett’s sadness at being unable to help Lucia in her suffering (CDW 11). 

Beckett’s engagement with the Surrealist translations initiate a move within his 

writings into the closed and foreboding spaces of the asylum, a move which in 

turn deeply humanises Beckett’s hitherto recalcitrant works. With novels like 

Murphy, Watt, Molloy and Malone Dies, Beckett explores the exclusionary and 

isolating realities of ostracised characters living in situations of disability and, in 

elaboration of the Surrealist project, does so by shining a deeply critical light on 

the arbitrary, ambiguous and contingent schematisation of human experience.

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
29 The relief here expressed may also be partly attributed to a recurrent worry in 
Beckett’s letters to MacGreevy at this time that medical interventions in cases of 
“psychogenic” illnesses were unnecessary and endangering. In a letter dated one 
week before the one which discusses Lucia, also unpublished, Beckett again 
castigates doctors for their propensity to treat physically those conditions which 
Beckett believes to originate mentally. This letter is discussed in further detail in 
Chapter Four, pp. 175.  
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FOUR 

Das notwendige Bleiben: 

Reading Karin Stephen and Arnold Geulincx in Murphy 
 

So all things hobble together for the only possible (M 127). 

So all things limp together for the only possible (M 131). 

 

This chapter considers themes and tropes of disability as they manifest in the 

philosophical and medical texts that Beckett was reading as he wrote the novel 

Murphy. Following a brief overview of disability in the work and then of critical 

responses to these themes of impairment in Murphy, this chapter will treat 

Beckett’s detailed reading of two apparently unlikely figures, Karin Stephen and 

Arnold Geulincx. Stephen and Geulincx’s preoccupation with theorizing the 

mind-body interrelation unites both authors and underscores their significance 

for Murphy.  Disability, immobilisation, confinement, and restriction are 

fundamental themes explored in Stephen’s Psychoanalysis and Medicine: A Study of the 

Wish to Fall Ill as well as Geulincx’s Ethics: both play important roles in Murphy. 

Though they write centuries apart, both thinkers invert the usual pattern for 

talking about bodies. For both writers, what is useful in understanding the 

human, and the nature of action and of freedom, can only come about when we 

understand the wide spectrum of human experience and the necessary limitations 

on all human endeavour. In particular, Stephen’s work sheds a particular light on 

Murphy and further contributes to an understanding of Beckett as a writer who 

took an active, theoretical interest in disability and the nature of illness. In 

keeping with this, this chapter also considers Beckett’s interest in Arnold 

Geulincx and further argues that the moments of disability that are so important 

to Murphy take from Geulincx’s system constitutes a radical epistemology. 

Beckett’s reading of Stephen and Geulincx further announces his interest in the 

connections between physical processes and artistic or mental pursuits.  

With particular respect to the so-called mind-body dialectic, I argue in 

this chapter that the views of Stephen and Geulincx, provide something of a 

submerged motif in Murphy which occasionally surfaces in important scenes. 

Murphy explores the mind-body dialectic in a number of interesting ways. Chief 
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among these is a contradiction of the Cartesian model of mind-body interaction. 

Geulincx’s ethic, based on identifying the breach between the body and the 

mind, contradicts the Cartesian emphasis on mind-body dualism. In directly 

sundering morality from perceived illnesses, Stephen’s emphasis on 

“psychogenic” illnesses, illnesses that originate in the mind but manifest 

physically or corporeally, challenges contemporary eugenic thinking. In  many 

ways, the flawed characters of the work are emblematised by a litany of 

impairments and medical conditions. There is no progress in the novel either. In 

fact, as the work shuttles between England and Ireland, what comes to the fore is 

a sustained meditation on feelings of powerlessness, immobilisation and the 

necessity of staying-put. Beckett’s studies of character, form, and literary 

convention mean that Murphy is not a hero: he represents instead the 

fundamental unheroic. Influenced by the inverted emphases of much of what he 

was reading, and in deploying an understanding of impairment as the ur-state of 

the human existence, Beckett undermines the complicated mainstays of the novel 

form, tropes of the heroic and of the unimpeded quest, in favour of a writing of 

the unheroic and of the necessary staying-put. 

 

* * * 

 

Beckett began writing Sasha Murphy, as it was then called, on 20th August 1935. 

He first mentions the text, unnamed, in a letter to MacGreevy on September 8, 

1935, writing that he has been working “at some other stuff I fear 

involuntairement trivial” (Letters I 273). In the very same letter, on the occasion of 

MacGreevy’s mother’s dying, he also writes that “the discrepancy between mind 

and body is terrible. It is something that the four of you are together. And that 

you have been able to feel close to her if only briefly. May it all be over soon, for 

her and for you all” (Letters I 272). The discrepancy between mind and body 

which Beckett here identifies is the chief tension that animates Murphy. This 

preoccupation also finds expression not only in the novel but is also articulated in 

the medical, psychoanalytic and philosophical texts that Beckett was reading 

before and during the writing of Murphy. 

This discrepancy takes on huge significance both in both Beckett’s 

biography and his art. His experience of the physical conditions brought about 
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by acute anxiety forms an important context for Murphy. As Feldman succinctly 

observes: 

A veritable scholarly consensus holds that much of what Beckett was 
doing and feeling stemmed from psychosomatic concerns, resulting in 
a number of physical symptoms. Biographies by Bair, Cronin and 
Knowlson spare no details on the variety and consequent discomfort 
these episodes caused Beckett: boils on the groin and an anal abscess, 
constipation and diarrhoea, eczema around his face, anaemically 
thinned blood, severe colds and two bouts of pleurisy (86). 
 

The diagnostic urge displayed in critical commentary echoes many of the 

medicalising impulses in the work itself. It is difficult to understand why such 

disabling physical conditions have become abstracted into the realm of the 

psychosomatic but what this truism demonstrates amply is a critical reluctance to 

accept Beckett’s own unempirical understanding of his condition and a certain 

reluctance to pathologise the angst of the great writer, though the biographers do 

not have a similar reticence while discussing peripheral figures in Beckett’s life. 

The troubles began a number of years prior. In the early 1930s, as he 

struggled with his grief following the deaths of Peggy Sinclair and his father, 

Frank the painful two-step between body and mind weighed heavily on the 

young Beckett. In 1933, his friend Geoffrey Thompson advised him to undertake 

thrice-weekly psychotherapy sessions in London with Wilfred Bion at the 

Tavistock Clinic. On 23 January 1934, Beckett relocated to London and 

presented to Bion with “severe anxiety symptoms” (Knowlson 176). The 

Tavistock Clinic was the first outpatient treatment centre for psychoneurosis in 

Britain and offered a unique perspective on anxiety disorders (Feldman 91). In 

fact, the Tavistock Clinic had a mandate that specifically advocated for the 

treatment of patients living with disability. The founder of the Tavistock Clinic, 

Hugh Crichton-Miller, made this clear in his first report to the Council of 

Administration, arguing that the scale of suffering, particularly among workers 

had hitherto been vastly underestimated. He sought to persuade the community 

“of the principle of supporting the worker during disability” (Fifty Years of the 

Tavistock Clinic 20). Crichton-Miller’s emphasis on disability as the predominant 

experience of anxiety disorders demonstrates a social understanding of disability, 

one that is markedly different from the medical model.  

The medical profession suffers from a tacit convention that its 
business is to cure a diseased condition of the body. Our avowed aim 
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is to investigate, and if possible to remedy, disabilities of the 
personality as a whole. […] An imaginary disease is a disease of the 
imagination, and as such it may be just as disabling as a disease of the 
heart or lungs. […] the healer’s function should be interpreted in the 
broadest way and that consideration be given not only to the body 
but to the mind, not only to the patient, but if necessary to his 
environment (Fifty Years of the Tavistock Clinic 18-19). 
 

Crichton-Miller’s environmental understanding of disability thus legitimises the 

Clinic as an outpatient facility for, as his report continues, he is highly critical of 

public understanding of “asylum cases”: 

Public opinion is not sufficiently enlightened to realize that in many 
asylum cases we can recognize no brain changes, and that many a 
neurosis is a potential psychosis, just as many a cold is potential 
tuberculosis. Such hard-and-fast differentiations between sane and 
insane do not belong to life nor yet to science; they belong to social 
exigencies and are based upon behaviour rather than the origin or 
presumed course of any given case of mental disorder (Fifty Years of the 
Tavistock Clinic 21). 
 

Crichton-Miller’s normalisation of mental distress echoes the challenges much of 

the medicalisation of such experiences, paving the way for Beckett’s hostility to 

such medically “hard-and-fast” distinctions in Murphy. 

The Tavistock’s emphasis on the environmental component of mental 

health echoes Breton and Éluard’s insistence on the environmentally conditioned 

nature of mental illness. Similarly, the unhelpful “hard-and-fast differentiations 

between the sane and insane” identified in the Tavistock report echoes Breton 

and Éluard’s surrealist attempts to demonstrate the interconnectedness of sanity 

and insanity. As Lennard J. Davis has shown, these mutually constructed 

categories make such false binaries appear self-evident. He further notes that the 

medicalisation of disability 

legitimizes the medical infrastructure for acquiring knowledge about 
the disabled individual. The logic of this medical infrastructure rests 
on notions of normality and the dichotomy between normal and 
pathological. The able-bodied and the disabled, the valued and the 
devalued, become coconstituted cultural divisions which structure 
medical and cultural preoccupations (Enforcing Normalcy 161). 
 

Though we conventionally deploy biomedical distinctions between mental and 

physical ‘health’ or ‘disability’, the construction of medicalised understandings of 

sanity is similarly constituted. For Bradley Lewis, “[m]ental illness is not an 
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objective medical reality but rather a negative label or strategy for coping in a 

mad world” (120). We see something of this epistemology of distress in the 

Tavistock report and indeed with Murphy itself for it distinguishes the work from 

contemporaneous iterations of madness. 

Meeting twice-weekly with Bion took a toll on Beckett’s initial zeal and as 

his initial enthusiasm for analysis began to wane, his preoccupation with physical 

illness and his own health came very much to the fore. In the next letter, Beckett 

writes that, while he himself is suffering “intestinal pains” yet lacks the courage to 

visit a doctor, Murphy “crawls forward” (Letters I 276). Beckett’s naming of the 

writing process as a kind of “crawling” once again demonstrates a paired 

understanding of the tedium of writing in terms of compromised mobility. The 

interconnectedness of his personal life with his writing is also apparent in his 

description of a visit to the notorious Bedlam asylum. It is also within this letter 

that Beckett first mentions his visit to Bedlam with Geoffrey Thompson: “I was 

down to Bedlam this day week & went round the wards for the first time, with 

scarcely any sense of horror, though I saw everything, from mild depression to 

profound dementia” (Letters I 276). It seems then it is Beckett’s close identification 

with the patients of the hospital that prompts, with Murphy, his literary move into 

the asylum proper. In his sardonic assessment of the MMM, we see some of the 

political and rebellious vitriol of Breton’s Nadja. Nevertheless, in Beckett’s much 

denser pronouncement on the nature of form and of authority within the asylum 

proper, we may also see a greater coalescing of the aesthetic themes of will, stasis, 

and circularity which resonate throughout his works. 

Set in the Magdalen Mental Mercyseat, a fictional corollary of the Bethlem 

Royal Hospital, in Murphy the legal and state interventions of medicalised views 

of sanity come to the fore in:  

Murphy learned later that about 15 per cent of the patients were 
certified, a little band select only in name, treated with exactly the 
same sanguine punctilio as the 85 per cent that were not certified. 
For the MMM was a sanatorium, not a madhouse nor a home for 
defectives, and as such admitted only those cases whose prognoses 
were not hopeless (M 92). 
 

The irony of this arrangement is reflected in the novel’s recurrent emphasis on 

freedom and criminality. While Murphy craves the freedom to be mad, the mad 
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are imprisoned for just this exercise of liberty. As Foucault shows in The Birth of 

The Clinic, in establishing the space of the clinic, there is a “spontaneous and 

deeply routed convergence between the requirements of political ideology and those 

of medical technology” (The Birth of the Clinic 38). This convergence is made clear in 

the many tense interactions between Beckett’s characters (Neary, Watt, Mercier 

and Camier, Molloy, the protagonist of “The End”) and figures of authority in 

the wider community. The state is taken to task in its creation of the insane 

citizen.  

Foucault shows in The Birth of The Clinic that in establishing the space of 

the clinic, there is a “spontaneous and deeply routed convergence between the 

requirements of political ideology and those of medical technology” (The Birth of the Clinic 

38). This convergence is made clear in the many tense interactions between 

Beckett’s characters (Neary, Watt, Mercier and Camier, Molloy, the protagonist 

of “The End”) and figures of authority in the wider community. For Foucault, 

“the clinic was probably the first attempt to order a science on the exercise and 

decisions of the gaze” (The Birth of The Clinic 89). Foucault’s identification of the 

governmental authority implied by the establishing of just such spaces provides 

an interesting context in which to read Beckett’s entry into the asylum. This 

entering into the space of the asylum, or the clinic, literally in terms of his life and 

speculatively his fiction, outlines just such a concern with truth, reality and will 

within the walls of the asylum. The powers of surveillance of the doctors and the 

orderlies are an exercise in authority: in Murphy, Bim, Bom and Dr Killiecrankie 

have the power to author and express the experiences of their patients. Neary’s 

breakdown in the GPO anticipates Murphy’s entry into the English asylum but 

also engages with a specifically Irish moment, a critique and provocation of the 

institutions and the will to institutionalise in Ireland. 

In Discipline and Punish, Foucault explicitly connects this new horizon of 

the body to the state’s interference. He sets out how state-run sanctions and 

institutions of the body operate on the citizen:  

The body now serves as an instrument or intermediary: if one 
intervenes upon it to imprison it, or to make it work, it is in order to 
deprive the individual of a liberty that is regarded both as a right and 
as property. The body, according to this penalty, is caught up in a 
system of constraints and privations, obligations and prohibitions. 
Physical pain, the pain of the body itself, is no longer the constituent 
element of the penalty. From an art of unbearable sensations, 
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punishment has become an economy of suspended rights. If it is still 
necessary for the law to reach and manipulate the body of the 
convict, it will be at a distance, in the proper way, according to strict 
rules, and with a much ‘higher’ aim. As a result of this new restraint, 
a whole army of technicians took over from the executioner, the 
immediate anatomist of pain: warders, doctors, chaplains, 
physiatrists, psychologists, educationalists; by their very presence near 
the prisoner, they sing the praises that the law needs: they reassure it 
that the body and pain are not the ultimate objects of its punitive 
action (Foucault Discipline and Punish 11). 

 
The human body is here positioned as constraint, as medium, as instrument, as 

pained: in this extended passage we can see the extraordinary convergence of 

themes for both Foucault and Beckett. In Beckett’s work, he addresses these new 

restraining technologies and gives us the body as it experiences discipline and 

punishment. In More Pricks Than Kicks, we see asylum inmates who are ordered to 

work in a yard. We see women’s bodies constrained by corsetry and cultural 

beliefs about beauty. We see disabled beggars deprived of work traversing the 

streets of Dublin, suitably cowed and humiliated by their meagre means to 

existence. We witness the childless marriages of ‘degenerate’ upper-class buffoons 

like Belacqua. We see impoverished children who, out of hunger, are forced to 

steal. We see a child victim of a vehicular accident: a literal blood sacrifice to 

modern progress. In Murphy and Watt Beckett moves even more boldly into an 

institutional setting proper and we witness the hegemonising forces of medicine, 

psychiatry and religion. 

In becoming the target for new mechanisms of power, the body is 
offered up to new forms of knowledge. It is the body of exercise, 
rather than of speculative physics; a body manipulated by authority, 
rather than imbued with animal spirits; a body of useful training and 
not of rational mechanics, but one in which, by virtue of that very 
fact, a number of natural requirements and functional constraints are 
beginning to emerge (Foucault Discipline and Punish 155). 
 

Beckett’s characters offer us bodies that do not conform to modern notions of 

progress and of efficiency. In his works we can read a counter-discourse that 

seeks to explore the new epistemologies offered by life beyond the conventional 

norm. 

As discussed with regards to the Surrealists’ work too, the involuntary 

incarceration of those with mental health problems is a prominent theme in 

Murphy. In the prominent disability activist Thomas Szasz’ articulation that 
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“involuntary mental hospitalization is imprisonment under the guise of 

treatment” we see that implies the similar logic that underpins Wylie’s 

qualification (Summary Statement and Manifesto). Szasz’s analysis takes much 

from Foucault’s discussion of the birth of the clinic and the power relations that 

dominate these private spaces. For Foucault, “the clinic was probably the first 

attempt to order a science on the exercise and decisions of the gaze” (The Birth of 

The Clinic 89). Foucault and Szasz’s identification of the governmental authority 

implied by the establishing of just such spaces provides an interesting context in 

which to read Beckett’s entry into the asylum. This entering into the space of the 

asylum, or the clinic, literally in terms of his life and speculatively his fiction, 

outlines just such a concern with truth, reality and will within the walls of the 

MMM. The powers of surveillance of the doctors and the orderlies are an 

exercise in authority, Bim, Bom and Dr Killiecrankie have the power to author 

and express the experiences of their patients.  

Perhaps one of the most striking moments in Murphy, is the opening of 

Chapter Four set as it is in the GPO. In Beckett’s account we encounter a very 

different and altogether more challenging view of this vestige of the 1916 Easter 

Rising. As Neary dashes his head against the buttocks of the statue of the dying 

hero, he is set upon by a Civic Guard with a thick Dublin accent. This tense 

stand-off is only assuaged by assurances to the misspeaking Guard that Neary is 

“harmless”: “Wylie turned back, tapped his forehead and said, as one sane man 

to another: ‘John o’ God’s. Hundred per cent harmless’”. Neary’s assault on the 

Rising shrine points to Beckett’s critique of the biopolitics of the Irish Free State. 

Throughout Murphy, through references to the Revival, the Abbey theatre, and 

the pot-poet, Ticklepenny, docility, control and the pathologised body and mind 

are brought to the fore of the novel. When considered in light of the Free State 

and the attendant conservatism of De Valera’s government, Neary’s breakdown 

in the GPO also points to the convergences between medical and political modes 

of surveillance.  

 Beckett’s response to the Easter Rising walks a difficult line between 

contemporary and current critical preoccupations. That famous description of 

Becktt as a young boy brought by his father to watch the distant flames of 

O’Connell Street from the safety of the Dublin Mountains instigates something of 

the distance struck between discussions of Beckett and any type of political 
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engagement. But as we shall see, with Murphy, Beckett inserts himself into the 

material history of the event, summoning his own Cuchulainn in a novel that 

points to the difficult heroic idealism of the Irish Free State. Beckett contrasts the 

virulent heroism of both Pearse and Yeats’ visions of Cuchulainn in the GPO 

and offers instead a ludicrous check of the virulent idealism that shaped the 

mythology of the Rising itself and informed the politics of the 1930s Free State. 

 Beckett took Oliver Sheppard’s The Death of Cúchulainn, installed in the 

GPO in 1935, as the site for Neary’s attempted suicide. That statue that so 

confounds Neary is Oliver Sheppard’s statue of the dying Cuchulain, designed 

and modelled in 1911-12, that is before the Rising but installed at the behest of 

Eamonn De Valera in the General Post Office on April 21st, 1935. De Valera 

described the work as a “beautiful piece of sculpture, the creation of Irish genius, 

symbolising the dauntless courage and abiding constancy of our people” 

(Dedication of the Cuchulain statue at the Dublin GPO, 1935). Pearse’s 

Cuchulainn was a literal ‘ideal’; as he wrote in An Claidheamh Soluis 27th October 

1906, “Our first counsel to Gaels, let them always have before them a noble goal, 

an ‘ideal’ as the English speaker would say. Let us remember Cú Chulainn. Let 

his deeds and sayings or the deeds and sayings of some other hero like him be a 

guiding light shining gloriously in the sky before us”. Indeed, the scene is strongly 

reminiscent of Beckett’s line from “Censorship and the Saorstat”: “And should 

[Erin] be found at any time deficient in Cuchulains, at least it shall never be said 

that they were contraceived” (Disjecta 86). This central image of a nation of white 

Cuchulainns draws from the revivalist rhetoric and literary construction of 

Irishness. Yeats and Lady Gregory’s Cuchulainns are plainly implied. Pearse’s 

idealisation of the Cuchulainn Gael was instrumental in the self-mythologising of 

the Irish Free State for the new Irish republic lurks in Beckett’s account. The 

state, the idealised body, blood sacrifice and the service of the nation’s young 

generations – foot soldiers born and bred of Ireland – here coalesce in Beckett’s 

scathing account. His contempt for thin idealised standards of heroic and 

nationalist beauty are countered in his own artworks by characters who reject 

and stand in opposition to such normative ideals. 

The encounter also calls to mind Giorgio Agamben’s iteration of the 

homo sacer, “the sacred man, who may be killed and yet not sacrificed”, of life 

reduced to “bare biological life”. Agamben’s analysis of state sovereignty and 
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biopolitical power culminates in his analysis of the camp as the biopolitical 

paradigm of the modern but we may also think about this notion of homo sacer in 

terms of disability. He writes in Homo Sacer: “Every society – even the most 

modern – decides who its ‘sacred men’ will be”. “In modern biopolitics, 

sovereign is he who decides on the value or the nonvalue of life as such. Life – 

which, with the declaration of rights, had as such been invested with the principle 

of sovereignty – now itself becomes the place of a sovereign decision” (91). The 

clash with the civic guard sets out the biopolitics of the Free State as Wylie’s 

appeal to Neary’s insanity sets him up as a kind of homo sacer, a man who may 

be killed and yet not sacrificed. The irony of their altercation is deepened further 

as it plays out on the altar of Cuchulainn, a figure who may be sacrificed and yet 

not killed.  

Though Beckett’s work often takes the form of a sustained narrative of 

narrow focus, typically identifying only a handful of characters that may be 

undertaking journeys, in many of his works there are covert references to the 

state. In particular, in Murphy the civic guard functions as a kind of stalwart of the 

state: like the doctors, the guard functions as a force of surveillance and scrutiny. 

In Molloy, upon realising that Molloy is travelling sans-papiers, the sergeant who he 

encounters turns violent, threatening him with a “cylindrical ruler” when he 

discovers that Molloy is travelling with a vague identity: “I had no papers in the 

sense this word had a sense for him, nor any occupation, nor any domicile” 

(Molloy 22). In a letter from September 1937 to his friend Thomas MacGreevy, as 

he awaited prosecution for a dangerous driving offence, Beckett showed an 

extraordinary contempt of the figure of the Civic Guard: “There is no animal I 

loathe more profoundly than a Civic Guard, a symbol of Ireland with his official 

Gaelic loutish complacency” (Letters I 555). That the guard threatens Molloy with 

a ruler elaborates the unease in that novel with statutory units of measurement. 

Molloy’s inability to fit neatly into a documentary model of human existence, one 

that is neatly meted and objectively quantifiable, moves the sergeant to violence. 

Beckett’s comment on how the most vulnerable in society are punished for their 

situations resonates even today. 

Like Beckett, Yeats too seizes on this imagery and “The Statues”, one of 

Yeats’ last poems, written in April 1938, questions whether the ideals that Pearse 

envisaged would ever bear fruit. Indeed, the tone is elegiac and the poem 
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epitomises his late political belief in eugenics and anxieties about the future of 

Ireland. When Yeats conjured his image of the Cuchulain statue in this late poem 

“The Statues”, he lamented that the Irish, though born of an “ancient sect” are 

nevertheless “thrown upon this filthy modern tide” (“The Statues”). Yeats asks, 

“What intellect, / What calculation, number, measurement, replied?” The 

intrinsic worth of the citizen has diminished and we are left only in the “filthy 

modern tide” of Yeats’ account fears a population left only to trace in the dark 

the heroic postures and “lineaments of a plummet-measured face” of ancient 

mythic ideals. As Gus Martin notes, “The writing of 'The Statues' over- lapped 

with that of ‘Under Ben Bulben’. Though a far greater poem it shares with the 

latter a sense of civilisation in crisis, a concern with the relation between 

begetting and artistic creation and, above all, an anxiety about Ireland's 

predicament and her options.” (176). This sense of civilization in crisis brought 

into direct connection with the measurements and evaluation of the bodies of the 

state is met with Beckett’s absurd buttocks. As Bloom had wondered in Ulysses 

about the folds of the statues in the National Gallery, (as Buck Mulligan puts it, 

“his pale Galilean eyes were upon her mesial groove”, here Neary ups the ante 

and attempts self-sacrifice against absent buttocks. Shunting between classical 

ideals and modernist revisions, Joyce and Beckett play in the tensions of pitting 

their preoccupied characters against the cold works of art. The pursuant political 

ideal established by Pearse, De Valera and Yeats too is, in Beckett’s account 

rendered utterly ludicrous.  

Having undergone a number of minor surgical procedures on his feet and 

neck, the psychoanalytic approach to Beckett’s own illness seems to have soothed 

him, for a time at least and his private correspondence records a host of 

observations gleaned about his own physical ill-health and its relationship to his 

writing. In a letter dated 15.5.34, Beckett writes to Sonny Sinclair, brother of 

Peggy, of his progress:  

No sooner do I take up the pen to compose something in English 
than I get the feeling of being ‘de-personified’, if one may use such a 
marvellous expression. Therefore, everything that I might have 
written at that time would lie furthest away from my intention, the 
effect of which would be, so to say, momentarily paralysed (Letters I 
204-5). 
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Paralysis, and thus disability, is a chief animating concern in facets of Beckett’s 

life at this time; he reflects upon his writing habits in the language of paralysis; he 

attends a clinic with a commitment to understanding “disabilities of the 

personality”; and his reading material draws upon disability, not health, as the 

normative human condition. The explicit parallel drawn between Beckett’s 

experience of what he deems “paralysis” and his compositional habits come to 

form much of the thematic content of Murphy.  

As noted by Feldman above, Murphy is perhaps the earliest of Beckett’s 

works to receive a concentrated critical emphasis on the role played by the 

compromised body. Biographical readings of Beckett’s life, including those by 

Bair, Cronin and Knowlson, pay particular attention to the period in which he 

wrote Murphy and detail in considerable depth a series of painful and 

discommoding illnesses that he experienced at the time. It is curious that 

although the compromised body is of such significance to Murphy, few scholars 

have remarked on disability in the text, favouring instead medical and 

philosophical exegeses of the work. The explicit mind-body tension within Murphy 

has been couched in terms of philosophical abstraction but in acknowledging the 

importance of works like Geulinx’s Ethics, we may also underscore the 

importance of disability as itself a meaningful context. For Everett Frost:  

Geulincx – who gives the lack of agency of mind over matter its most 
radical expression – was the ideal place for Beckett to have found a 
metaphysical basis for it. That lack of agency is a motif pervading 
Beckett’s fiction, drama, critical prose, and correspondence: a 
narrator or character struggles with, seeks to escape, interrogates, 
resists, or capitulates to the body, and is in turn, variously resisted, 
impeded, thwarted, limited, confined, abetted, redirected, deflected, 
contradicted, upstaged, comforted or empowered by it (“Beckett and 
Geulincx’s Metaphysics” 296).  
 

Frost’s expansion of the importance of Geulincx’s work for Murphy extends 

Beckett’s emphasis on incapacity to include almost all of his oeuvre. However, his 

listing of the various manners in which protagonists’ bodies work against the will 

of the protagonist obscures both the political and the sociological ramifications of 

considerations of disability as an important facet of identity.  

In turn, medicalised readings of Murphy have also omitted certain 

important contexts. For example, Ulrika Maude hypothesizes that Murphy’s 

wanderings around London are symptomatic of certain features of Tourette’s 
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syndrome. She further argues, based on Beckett’s invention of diseases such as 

Miss Dew’s ‘duck’s disease’, “that Beckett had a medical imagination” (“Beckett 

and Tourette’s” 282). Such an assessment strips Beckett’s work of the agitating 

and cynical force that is certainly evident in his personal letters and critical 

studies from the time. In a similar vein, Hugh Culik suggests that, in having 

Murphy exhibit “the exact clinical signs of pineal gland tumours”, Beckett pokes 

at Descartes’ identification of the pineal gland as the point at which the mind and 

body act upon one another (139). He further outlines: 

The joke – giving Murphy a diseased mind-body connection – draws 
on Beckett’s detailed knowledge of neurology, and it is part of the 
same fabric of medical expertise that shapes other allusions to disease, 
particularly to Parkinson’s disease (140). 
 

Culik’s suggestion that Beckett itemizes the features of particular conditions, such 

as Parkinson’s, is clearly established in Beckett’s later stage works such as Rockaby 

and Footfalls, particularly in light of his mother May Beckett’s experience of the 

condition. But Culik’s identification of the particularities of various medical 

conditions as the characters of Beckett’s works may experience them comes at the 

expense of a concerted effort to suggest deeper, more textual or formal reading of 

these traits. Furthermore, it comes also at the expense of a contextual reading of 

Beckett’s works and further distances and medicalises a text that, at its core, 

undermines a purely medical understanding of disability. The critical emphasis 

on the various physical conditions represented in Murphy also undermines the 

work’s focus on moments of mental distress.  

With Murphy, the criticism of how mentally ill patients are treated echoes 

the surrealist critiques of This Quarter. As Gary Winship has argued: “The 

question of who is indeed mad, or the ritualistic practice of the asylum as a 

defence against intimacy, are all sub-plots in the novel that anticipate by some 

decades the critique of the asylum system later by Goffman for instance or the 

anti-psychiatry positions of RD Laing” (346). Beckett’s inclusion of characters 

identified as having mental illnesses can be read as a provocative move. With its 

cavalcade of ailing characters, from the figure of the institutionalised pot-penny 

poet, Ticklepenny, to the doctor-turned interpreter, Killiecrankie, Murphy 

outlines the need for criticism that twins the medical and literary professions 

alike. 
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While a wider consideration of disability is absent from these medical 

perspectives on the text, the language of impairment frequently crops ups in 

critical discussion of the novel. For example, in Beckett Before Godot, a biographical 

and archival approach to Beckett’s work prior to 1947, John Pilling writes: 

In the midsummer of 1935, just before Murphy was begun, Beckett’s 
situation was not obviously conducive to the construction of a 
significant work of fiction of any length. He was in mourning for his 
father; he had found Dublin stiflingly provincial and a suitable target 
for squibs and ridicule; he had accepted that his psychological health 
required professional help if it was ever to be other than a handicap 
(Beckett Before Godot 125). 
 

Furthermore, Pilling’s discussion of Murphy is punctuated with references to 

“crawling”, “crippling” and “handicaps” (Beckett Before Godot 128) and he further 

suggests that “Murphy moves from the outset as if necessity were truly the mother 

of invention, with certain needs and certain constraints interactive with one 

another” (Beckett Before Godot 137). While, perhaps for methodological reasons, 

Pilling does not read disability thematically in Beckett’s work, the importance of 

the extended metaphors of disability for Beckett studies at large necessitates a 

revisiting, and refashioning of critical approaches to this much-noticed yet little-

discussed feature of the work.  

This language of disability is not only confined to biographical readings of 

Beckett’s work. In Patrick Bixby’s “Beckett at the GPO”, he furnishes a 

postcolonial reading of Murphy that characterizes the central preoccupation of the 

novel as colonial estrangement qua disability: 

If [Murphy’s] departure from Ireland implies a search for the 
redemptive possibilities in dislocation, such as those often celebrated 
in accounts of modernist exile, his experience in the metropolis 
suggests much more disabling forms of postcolonial displacement and 
the continued imposition of imperial forms of identity (“Beckett at the 
G.P.O.” 84). 
 

Bixby’s identification of the disabling effect of postcolonial displacement situates 

Murphy as a late modernist text but also gestures to the dense networks to which 

both disability and postcolonial modes of reading belong.30 While Bixby’s reading 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
30 For Mark Mossman and Ato Quayson, disability and postcolonial criticism 
have much to offer one another. For Quayson, the ‘aesthetic nervousness’ which 
he diagnoses, relates both to issues of race and colonialism and also to disability: 
“Attitudes to disabilities in the West also evolved in response to interactions with 
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is certainly compelling, it can also be seen to represent an abstraction of disability 

in service of other pressing concerns. Bixby is correct to establish that the 

postcolonial experience is necessary for reading Murphy but in using this language 

of disability, and reading disability in and for itself, we may even further extend 

these insights. 

 More recent readings of Murphy have emphasized psychosocial disability 

or mental distress in the text. Emily Murphy reads the novel as Beckett’s 

exploration of what she terms “male hysteria”. She argues that Beckett’s 

involvement with the Surrealists is most apparent in Murphy and that the nature 

of this involvement 

is closely linked to the characteristic avant-garde and surrealist 
impulse to reclaim mental illness, particularly hysteria, and critique 
the bourgeois medical professional project to cure the mentally-ill 
and suppress their non-rational modes of expression (72). 
 

E. Murphy’s impressive reading of hysteria in the novel challenges gendered 

understandings of debility while also pointing to the political as well as aesthetic 

projects that unite Beckett and the Surrealists. While E. Murphy does not 

explicitly couch her analysis in terms of disability, her insights nevertheless lend 

themselves to a reading of disability identity in the novel. 

For Ato Quayson, Murphy is a text that explores the emotional landscape of 

autism, albeit avant la lettre. He claims that Murphy “represents autism both at the 

level of the eponymous hero’s characterization and through the discursive and 

rhetorical disposition of the text as a whole” (“Autism, Narrative and Emotions” 

838). Quayson is quick to avoid a purely diagnostic model of Murphy, pointing 

instead to how the breaches in realist representation that identifies signals 

“changes in the normative dynamics that typically inform realist narratives” 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
other races. The colonial encounter and the series of migrations that it triggered 
in its wake served to displace the discourse of disability onto a discourse of 
otherness that was correlated to racial difference” (Aesthetic Nervousness 10). 
Reading Irish literature prior to the publication of Ulysses, Mark Mossmann reads 
the defining features of Irishness under colonial occupation in terms of the 
othering language of disability. “Disability in Ireland seems instead to be caught 
up in patterns of being or articulation that resist […] neat chronological 
narratives and all of their import. Irishness and disability disrupt such narratives 
and as such are often overdetermined with such historical narratives” (2).  
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(“Autism, Narrative and Emotions” 860).31 Indeed, while Murphy’s undermining 

of realism has often been the chief focus of studies of the novel, rarely are the 

semantic rifts that characterize the work read in terms of a disability model. For 

Quayson, the emphasis on how characters experience symptoms is ultimately not 

the most important feature of their appearance. Instead, he suggests that 

[t]he emphasis must ultimately be on how these symptoms provide us 
with large interpretative opportunities that allow us to see a series of 
literary relationships operating across several levels of the text. In 
other words, for a literary critic the interest may not be solely in 
tracking the discrete elements of autism that may or may not be 
checked for verisimilitude against descriptions of autism in medical 
discourse but on the ways in which these elements take on a 
performative role in relation to other dimensions of the text (“Autism, 
Narrative and Emotions” 841). 
 

As Quayson makes clear, the importance of reading non-normative states of 

being-in-the-world, in this case neurodiversity, in a given text is not only to 

suggest a correspondence between real-life conditions and textual evocations of 

these but must also focus questions of the linguistic and formal too. 

Understanding the discourses of disability in a novel like Murphy enables us to 

understand better Beckett’s developing aesthetic too. Quayson’s method is hugely 

important in terms of introducing disability awareness to both Murphy and 

Beckett studies more generally. While the medical and medicalised 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
31 While Quayson’s reading of metonymic transfers in relation to Murphy is 
usefully read alongside a wider broadening-out of issues of autism and 
modernism, such as Joseph Valente’s 2014 writings on Conrad, questions must 
be raised about Quayson’s tendency to homogenize experiences of autism. He 
writes:  

Despite the fact that the term autism itself was introduced into studies 
of psychopathology only in the classic work on autistic children by 
Leo Kenner and Hans Asperger, the protagonist of this modernist 
novel already displays what we might interpret as autistic features. 
These features include extreme egocentricity and isolation, with the 
attendant fragility of social interactions which they produce. Coupled 
with the idiosyncratic uses of language in the modernist novel, an 
autistic dynamic is thus made evident, anticipating the description of 
the condition by Kanner and Asperger (“Autism, Narrative and 
Emotion” 840). 

Quayon’s reading of the condition as we might understand it as a corollary to 
modernism is certainly insightful but his reliance on a somewhat-medicalised 
description, coupled with a certain neurotypical ‘reading’ of these symptoms, 
marks his analysis as one that is likely to be somewhat revised. 
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understandings of physical and emotional conditions within Beckett’s works are 

highly significant, it is also necessary to qualify each instance of these with an 

understanding of the relevancy of these conditions to the form of the work.  

The legacy of Beckett’s involvement with the Surrealists is certainly clear 

in Murphy. For both Emily Murphy and Daniel Albright, Beckett’s renderings of 

the Surrealists’ work is a necessary corollary for Beckett’s own: “Beckett’s first 

published novel, Murphy, most advantageously replaces the novel as we know it 

with an exercise in the simulation of psychosis, and a number of passages catch 

exact echoes of the rhetoric of Beckett’s Breton translations” (Albright 10). While 

Ackerley makes a similar assertion regarding certain passages of Murphy, it is 

never altogether clear how these “simulated” pages may be identified and both 

critics seem uphold the strict binaries between rational and non-rational 

expressions that are so evaded and blurred within the novel itself. What is clear 

however, is that and mental and physical manifestations of distress are important 

to both the form and content of Murphy. As opposed to other medical conditions, 

disability, a nebulous and satisfactorily loose term, is as a significant and under-

theorised context of Beckett’s first published novel. Admitting the vagueness of 

this term and the contingencies which it introduces can enrich our understanding 

of how Beckett writes back against biopolitical and eugenic norms. 
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Dissenting Contexts 
 

Much has been made of Beckett’s choice of reading material during the 

1930s. What follows is a brief overview of the way in which some of these often 

varying sources can be read as interested in discourses of disability. Matthew 

Feldman’s indispensable Beckett’s Books: A Cultural History of Samuel Beckett’s ‘Interwar 

Notes’ (2006) surveys both the critical and archival material and suggests direct 

correlations between a number of important thinkers and Beckett’s work. While 

undergoing treatment in London with Wilfred Bion in 1934, Beckett took a series 

of detailed notes on psychology and psychoanalysis. These notes, commonly 

referred to as Beckett’s “Psychology Notes”, are now housed in Trinity College 

Dublin (TCD MS 10971/7) and comprise a bundle of seventy or so pages of 

detailed notes taken on contemporaneous psychological thought. The 

“Psychology Notes” are different to the “Dream Notebook” in that, instead of the 

Joycean method of “notesnatching”, of recording terms that then reappear in his 

fiction from the time (as Beckett had done with Degeneration), these “Psychology 

Notes” constitute something of a sincere effort to understand the landscape of 

contemporaneous psychology. They also position Beckett’s own mental health 

problems in relation to contemporary scholarship. As Feldman notes:  

Even a cursory glance at Beckett’s written materials and experiences 
during the 1930s betrays certain neuroses (a manifestation of which 
may easily be said to be the very notes so neurotically compiled to 
elucidate those very complexes) perceived by him to be the root of his 
anxiety and physical maladies (95). 
 

Beckett’s own mental well-being would seem to have informed his interest in 

general states of being unwell more generally. Thematically, much of the 

material from the “Psychology Notes” deals with physical malaises that have 

perceived emotional or mental causes. For example, from Ernst Jones (or 

“Erogenous Jones” as Beckett nicknames him in the notes), he takes the following 

annotation: “Psychopathology of Everyday Life: determination of certain 

deficiencies in mental & physical activity by unconscious motives” (TCD MS 

10971/8/3). Beckett’s interest in deficiencies that manifest both mentally and 

physically is a recurrent theme throughout the notes, finding especial fruition in 

his reading of Karin Stephen. He also continues his early interest in the visceral, 
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making a number of notes about internal organs and their interaction with the 

body: “Feelings of inferiority resulting from inferior organ” (TCD MS 

10971/8/25). From Alfred Adler’s The Neurotic Constitution, he takes a number of 

notes that resonate with his earlier interest in Nordau’s version of coenaesthesis:  

Regularly and inexorably was it forced upon my attention that the 
possession of inherited, inferior organs, organic systems and glands 
with internal secretions, created a situation in the early stages of the 
child’s development, whereby a normal feeling of weakness and 
helplessness had been enormously intensified and had grown into 
deeply-felt sense of inferiority (TCD MS 10971/7/28 original 
emphasis). 
 

Just as we saw that coenaesthesis is a significant theme in Dream of Fair to 

Middling Women and More Pricks Than Kicks, we can further read these 

concerns in the Murphy too for, as we shall see, Murphy offers a novelized 

writing large of the dangers of inferior interior organs. The reader is 

informed as such in the opening pages of the book, 

Murphy had such an irrational heart that no physician could get to 
the root of it. Inspected, palpated, ausculated, percussed, 
radiographed and cardiographed, it was all that a heart should be. 
Buttoned up and left to perform, it was like Petrushka in his box (M 
6). 
 

Murphy’s “irrational” heart, a curious description of an internal organ, produces 

something of an irrational novel; like Watt and Molloy to come, the plot of Murphy 

is difficult to follow as the narrative skips and jolts in seeming accompaniment to 

the internal rhythms of its chief protagonist. Like the novel itself, which stops and 

restarts erratically, Murphy’s heart is prone to attack. Beckett recorded his own 

experiences of an irrational heart too. We know from Beckett’s correspondence 

that his own palpitations were a source of considerable upset to him and 

contributed, in part, to his decision to undergo psychoanalysis. As early as 1931, 

Beckett complained to his friend MacGreevy of heart palpitations: “I went to a 

doctor because my bitch of a heart was keeping me awake. He smothered my 

sense of importance with a contemptuous ‘Smoke less’. So I try to smoke less” 

(Letters I 69).32 By 1935, when Beckett first visited Bion, as Knowlson writes, he 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
32 The same phrase recurs in the 1931 short story, “Sedendo et Quiescendo” in 
which we are told that the protagonist’s “bitch of a heart knocks hell out of his 
bosom three or four nights a week” (68). 
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presented with “severe anxiety symptoms, which he described in his opening 

sessions: a bursting, apparently arrhythmic heart, night sweats, shudders, panic, 

breathlessness and, at its most severe, total paralysis” (Knowlson 176). As he 

continued with the analysis, and wrote Murphy, these attacks of the heart 

continued to bother him:  “I go on with Bion... histoire d’élan acquis. I see no 

reason why it should ever come to an end. The old heart pounces now & then, as 

though to console me for the intolerable symptoms of an improvement” (Letters I 

253). In a moment of penetrating insight, he admits that his physical symptoms 

are indicative of the value of incapacitation, arguably setting out incapacity as 

something of a roadmap for his writing: 

I cannot see how ‘goodness’ is to be made a foundation or a 
beginning of anything. Am I to set my teeth & be disinterested? 
When I cannot answer for myself, and do not dispose of myself, how 
can I serve? Will the demon – pretiosa margarita! – disable me any 
the less with sweats & shudders & panics & rages & rigors & heart 
bustings because my motives are unselfish & the welfare of others my 
concern? Macché! Or is there some way of devoting pain & 
monstrosity & incapacitation to the service of a deserving cause? 
(Letters I 258). 
 

In his articulation of “pain & monstrosity & incapacitation to the service of a 

deserving cause”, Beckett interrogates his own physical symptoms of anxiety in 

pursuit of his own burgeoning aesthetic. Indeed, his wish to uncover some way of 

“devoting pain & monstrosity & incapacitation to the service of a deserving 

cause” may be partially responsible for the wild goose chases that typify and 

characterize such novels as Murphy, Watt, Mercier and Camier and Molloy. In 

committing incapacitation to form, Beckett articulates a space for positive 

demonstrations of disability that also further his artistic aims. 

Like Beckett, Murphy himself suffers regular heart palpitations, alleviated 

slightly when he takes up with Celia: “nor did she know something of his heart 

attacks, which had not troubled him while she was with him” (M 21). A major 

point of narrative contrast in the novel is between Murphy’s irrational heart and 

that of Neary, the committed Pythagorean, who can stop his heart at will 

(particularly when he falls among Gaels). In stark contrast to the meted, 

measured pace of Neary’s heart, a model, perhaps, of the conventional 

omniscience of the realist novel, Murphy functions like the heart of its unhero: the 

plot and narrative events are erratic, unpredictable and uncontrolled. 
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 Many of the symptoms and conditions that recur throughout Beckett’s 

oeuvre first appear in Murphy. One of the most interesting features of Murphy is 

Beckett’s propensity to use the structure of the “psychogenic” illness as an 

extension of character development. The major male characters of Murphy 

exhibit a host of psychogenic and degenerative conditions: Murphy has an 

irrational heart; a dysfunctional pineal gland; a naevus (congenital discoloration) 

and a cyanosis. Like Belacqua Shuah, he suffers pains in the neck and feet and 

also suffers from Apollonian asthenia (weakness) (M 46). He is said to be under-

nourished, (in a marasmus), and looks to those around him “not rightly human” 

(M 80; 47). Many of the symptoms that Beckett discovers in his reading of Otto 

Rank, Adler, Jones and Stephen find their way into Murphy by way of characters’ 

symptoms. For example, as Feldman notes, Adler’s “neurosis of the spasmophilic 

child” becomes a jealous insult against Murphy by Neary who remarks, “that 

schizoidal spasmophile, occupying the breast of angel Counihan” (TCD MS 

10971/8/33; M 113). Critical attempts to pathologise Murphy’s character, or 

even to diagnose his perceived ailments, perhaps obscure the fundamental 

operative significance of Murphy’s various conditions. Murphy is a character in 

whom the mind-body dialectic is explored, writ large, and ultimately challenged 

for Murphy’s body is presented as a textual object; in the end, it is something to 

be deciphered. He writes his versions of freedom through an impossible and 

paradoxical silencing of his body. In turn, Murphy’s valorisation of impaired 

characters, such as Mr Endon, exemplifies Beckett’s ‘unhero’ but one in which 

the forces of the body are even more richly explored than in Beckett’s previous 

protagonist, Belacqua Shuah.  

Indeed, almost every character in the novel experiences some sort of 

impairment. Mr Kelly, like Watt, suffers from “pains in his caecum” and makes 

similar use of his wheelchair as Murphy does of his rocking-chair (M 154). He 

also pre-empts characters like Malone in that, in his old age and infirmity, his 

body seems to extend beyond his own control. “He found it hard to think, his 

body seemed spread over a vast area, parts could wander away and get lost if he 

did not keep a sharp look-out, he felt them fidgeting to be off” (M 155). Wylie is 

apparently a nymphomaniac and, like Watt, “frequently misspeaks” (M 120). 

Neary suffers a “pretentious fear of going mad” and exhibits the “snarling 

sadness of a choleric man” (M 68). Neary functions as Murphy’s foil throughout 
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the novel but certainly plays his own part in reflecting the somewhat deranged 

cast of characters that make up Murphy. Like Neary, Ticklepenny, the pot-poet, 

suffers a similar fear of going mad, and though “this creature does not merit any 

particular description”, is nevertheless described as a lunatic (M 52). Cooper, an 

early manifestation of Endgame’s Clov, is an alcoholic, has the condition of 

acathisia (an inability to sit down), has three testicles but only one eye and, like 

Belacqua, walks with a “spavined gait” (M 69; 28). The host of ailments and 

various conditions that the characters of Murphy experience reflect upon 

contemporary fears about degeneration and demonstrate eugenic prejudices 

concerning ‘stock’. They also further underscore the arbitrary and at times 

bewildering distinctions made between those whose liberty is at stake, by virtue of 

their perceived conditions, and those who are free to traipse from Ireland to 

Britain and back again in pursuit of failed and redundant relationships. 

Just as in Dream of Fair to Middling Women and More Pricks Than Kicks, in 

Murphy the narrative emphasis is often on the bodies, legs and flesh of women 

characters. Celia “walks with [a] swagger that could not be disguised” and Miss 

Carriage, the shocking pun of her name literally applying to her carriage too, 

“could not disguise her gait” (M 86; 42). Miss Counihan, her name suggestive of 

the rejuvenated Irish crone, Cathleen ni Houlihan is said to “look ill”, to which 

the narrator conspiratorially and with exceptional introspection adds in 

parenthesis, “(she was ill)” (M 34). She is described as “quite exceptionally 

anthropoid” for an Irish girl (69). Drawing upon Wolfgang Köhler’s work of 

Gestalt psychology, The Mentality of Apes (1917), Beckett’s simian reckoning of 

Miss Counihan is reminiscent of many late nineteenth-century and early 

twentieth-century accounts of the “degenerate” and ape-like native Irish 

population.33 The narrator also mocks medical jargon when he jokes that Miss 

Counihan’s “problem has been diagnosed, by the unmerciful, as the need for a 

slipodichtomy” (M 171). Patrick Bixby reads Miss Counihan’s character in the 

novel as “ironically transformed from queen to prostitute” and as suggestive of 

“the stifling cultural nationalism of the 1930s” (“Beckett at the G.P.O.” 81). 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
33 L Curtis’ Apes and Angels: The Irishman in Victorian Caricature is particularly useful 
in this regard, as is Mark Mossman’s analysis of Keats’ “Duchess of Dunghill” 
letter (86). 
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Indeed, Beckett’s decision to cast his female characters as sex workers, 

particularly in the case of the orphaned Celia, casts a unfavourable light on the 

economic situation in which women were forced to support themselves while also 

including the discourse of degeneracy and eugenics which was attached not only 

to people with disabilities but also to sex workers and ‘vagrants’. Like the female 

characters of Dream of Fair to Middling Women and More Pricks Than Kicks, the 

women characters of Murphy reveal a cruelty in Beckett’s early writings: where 

the form of his work challenges conventional understandings of beauty, we 

nevertheless find an exaggerated but highly-gendered discourse of desirability in 

his women characters. These moments point to the immaturity of Beckett’s 

writing at this time but must also direct our attention to the harsh contrasts in his 

treatment of impairments in women.  

As the characters are judged, diseases appear in many forms in Murphy. Just 

as haemophilia becomes a significant textual preoccupation in Watt, Murphy 

exhibits something of a fascination with Bright’s disease, a vague, baggy 

condition of the kidneys, no longer accepted today, and with Grave’s disease too, 

both of which appear in Suk’s prophecy. Furthermore, Beckett goes one step 

further in inventing the condition of “Duck’s Disease” for Rosie Dew. The 

condition is described as 

a distressing pathological condition in which the thighs are 
suppressed and the buttocks spring directly from behind the knees., 
aptly described in Streiss’ nosonomy as Panpygoptosis. Happily its 
incidence is small and confined, as the popular name suggests, to the 
weaker vessel. It is non-contagious (though some observers have held 
the contrary), non-infectious, non-heritable, painless and intractable. 
Its aetiology remains obscure to all but the psychopathological 
wholehogs, who have shown it to be simply another embodiment of 
the neurotic Non me rebus sed mihi res (M 58). 
 

Beckett’s fascination with anomalies of the feet and legs, reminiscent of 

Smeraldina-Rima’s thighs (“Poppata, big breech, Botticelli thighs, knock knees, 

ankles all fat nodules, wobbly mammose, slobbery-blubbery, bubbub-bubbub”) 

takes on the cynical scientism of contemporaneous accounts of degenerative 

conditions (DFMW 15). Here, a highly gendered way, women’s beauty, or the 

lack thereof, unfairly targeted. As we shall see with regards to Watt, this aspect of 

Beckett’s writing continues unabated. The fact of its comedy and the invention of 

a literary etymology in “panpygoptosis” highlights the literary aspects of medical 
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taxonomies and diagnostics. In fact, though Beckett invented the condition, the 

peculiar taxonomy of the fictional disease has found its way into biographical 

accounts of Beckett’s own life. Deirde Bair writes that Beckett harangued 

Geoffrey Thompson, his doctor acquaintance who brought him on visits around 

the wards of the Bethlem Royal, as he was  

fascinated with physical deformities, fantasized about what he called 
‘deadbeats’ and asked endless questions about the abnormalities of 
the people he saw. One woman in particular was especially 
fascinating: a victim of panpygoptosis or Duck’s disease. Within the 
year, Beckett described her with textbook precision he created Miss 
Rosie Dew in Murphy (Bair 170). 
 

What the depiction of Miss Dew in fact suggests, contrary to Bair’s reading of the 

situation, is Beckett’s increasing adeptness at blurring the lines between the 

literary and the medical. As we shall see from Beckett’s reading materials from 

the 1930s, philosophical questions of mind and body find echo in the 

fictionalisation of illnesses in works like Murphy. In turn, these illnesses suggest a 

new norm, one that is estranged from the biopolitical models of his day. Beckett 

makes much from the “Psychology Notes” but perhaps the most interesting 

feature of his research is the extend to which emotional and psychological 

conditions become manifest physically. In the Beckett country, impairment is 

usual and registers in the movements of characters and their plots, but also in the 

forms of the works themselves.  
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Karin Stephen Psychoanalysis and Medicine: The Wish To Fall Ill 
 

Part of the Bloomsbury set, Karin Stephen’s lecture course at Cambridge 

University eventually formed the basis of her second book, Psychoanalysis and 

Medicine: The Wish To Fall Ill. Her first book The Misuse of Mind: A Study of Bergon’s 

Attack on Intellectualism (1922) positions Stephen as a woman philosopher of some 

standing. Indeed, as sister-in-law to Virginia Woolf, and a victim of suicide too, 

like Nancy Cunard and Lucia Joyce, Stephen’s work has been relegated to the 

fringes of modernism and has, today, largely been forgotten. Given her expertise 

on Bergson, a philosopher who Beckett greatly admired, it is no wonder that he 

was attracted to her 1933 work, Psychoanalysis and Medicine: A Study of The Wish To 

Fall Ill. The work is introduced by Ernest (‘Erogenous’) Jones and, based on 

Freudian theories of the unconscious and largely built upon case studies, The 

Wish To Fall Ill articulates the ways in which psychological regression may lead to 

psychogenic illness. Stephen is forceful in her advancing of psychoanalysis as a 

necessary treatment to supplement medical practice and begins her work with a 

discussion of how morality must be sundered from medicine. Stephen devotes 

much of her book to exploring how childhood associations, particularly with 

regard to excretory processes, manifest as disappointments, often becoming 

neuroses in adulthood. Stephen discusses the evolving forces that shape adult 

sexuality and adult mental health through examination of formative experiences 

in childhood. She makes interesting, sustained references throughout to nursery 

rhymes, fables and children’s stories to illustrate the culture-wide nature of that 

which she identifies. Some of the imagery in Stephen’s work, particularly in “The 

Mouth Stage” chapter foreshadows Beckett’s later stage work. The prominent 

Mouth of Not I seems to draw upon the interchangeable images of the mouth and 

vagina in Stephen’s work. Stephen concludes her book with reference to the 

possibilities and potentials for psychoanalysis underscoring the “useless suffering” 

caused by conventional medicine (Stephen 236). 

Karin Stephen’s work has been somewhat overlooked in relation to 

Beckett, perhaps because (until a recently republished Cambridge University 

Press edition in 2014) Stephen’s work was out of print. Matthew Feldman 

outlines the broad shape of Beckett’s notes on Stephen’s work in Beckett’s Books 
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but emphasises instead the relevance of the other psychologists that Beckett 

studied. Knowlson gives little information about Stephen’s book and misspells 

her name, suggesting (from Knowlson’s perspective at least) a view of the scant 

significance of Stephen’s work in Beckett’s oeuvre. In contrast, Fayaz Sultan’s 

article from The Criterion states that “Beckett always kept a copy of Karin 

Stephen’s book published in 1933 with him” (Sultan 4) though, frustratingly, he 

does not cite a source for this information. Stephen’s work is not to be found in 

Dirk Van Hulle and Mark Nixon’s most recent book, Beckett’s Library. It is clear 

from Beckett’s notes that he read the entire book, taking detailed notes from most 

chapters. Beckett took the majority of his notes from Chapter Five, “The 

Excretory Stage” (Feldman 99). Feldman summarises what Beckett took from The 

Wish To Fall Ill thus: “two more general reasons for Stephen’s use can be 

observed: the basic contours of a strict Freudian reading of the unconscious, and 

classifications of guilt and anxiety states within the neurotic processes” (Feldman 

100). For the purposes of this study, however, it is most interesting to note that 

(like Nordau and Geulincx) Stephen focuses part of her research on the 

interconnectedness of the body, the mind and literary form. Furthermore, as if in 

provocation of Nordau and contemporary eugenic cant, she expressly rejects the 

‘moral’ in modern medicine and repeatedly outlines the inappropriateness of 

treating mental illnesses through physical intervention.  

Stephen’s book opens with a definition of psychogenic illness and the 

suggestion that doctors have tended to overlook or ignore the emotional root 

causes of certain illnesses. “In modern medicine the term psychogenic is used to 

cover this whole class of abnormalities whose origin appears to be mental, as 

contrasted with the more familiar organic illnesses in which the cause is physical” 

(original emphasis Stephen 1). Stephen continues by criticising the propensity 

among medical doctors to treat psychogenic symptoms physically.  

And besides bodily symptoms [heart, glands etc.], there are also a 
variety of mental and emotional disturbances which present similar 
problems. Patients may suffer from confusion, anxiety, depression, or 
they may develop symptoms of bodily disease or toxaemia, or may 
apparently be unassociated with any obvious physical cause. Again, a 
differential diagnosis is important, and may be difficult (Stephen 3).  
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Stephen points also to the failure by doctors to adequately account for and treat 

their patient’s complaints:  

In dealing with organic illnesses medicine has already a great mass of 
well-established knowledge to rely upon, but while next to nothing 
was known of the causes of pyschogenic illnesses they present a 
stumbling-block, so much so, indeed, that actually the word ‘neurotic’ 
degenerated into a term of abuse. It would almost seem as if doctors, 
unable to deal with such patients, had tried to comfort themselves by 
supposing that it was the patient’s own fault that he did not get well. 
       But moral indignation is surely out of place in the science of 
medicine. In medicine our subject-matter is the functioning of living 
beings and we are concerned to discover why these functions 
sometimes go wrong and, if possible, to devise ways for making them 
go right again. Praise for health and blame for illness do not belong 
here (Stephen 4). 
 

Stephen’s emphasis on the “the science of medicine” as one immune to moral 

judgments and her championing for devising “ways for making them go right 

again” stands in stark contrast to the ideological backdrop in which the book was 

published. To contextualise the work, the Law for the Prevention of Hereditarily 

Diseased Offspring (1933) was passed in Germany in the same year that 

Stephen’s work appeared. Such a law could only come into effect with the aid of 

doctors’ perceived ability to distinguish between normality and deviance. As 

Mitchell and Snyder have shown, eugenic discourses of ‘deviance’, particularly 

with regards to invented conditions like ‘feeblemindedness’, relied heavily on 

moral arguments concerning heredity.34 Addressed to doctors, Stephen’s work 

undoes this collapsing of knowledge.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
34 As Mitchell and Snyder demonstrate:  

Study of the widely circulated popular journals, medical articles and 
pamphlet publications of this era shows how the rhetoric of 
institutionalization changed from training a severe class, determined 
to be immobile ‘idiots’ for some self-care and independence, to the 
social menace represented by feebleminded individuals – anyone 
displaying marks or signs of non-normalcy as broadly conceived, but 
particularly with respect to those diagnosed with both physical and 
cognitive disabilities (“The Eugenic Atlantic” 805).  

Similar preoccupations are also present in Finnegans Wake, as discussed with 
regards to feeblemindedness in Chapter One, pp 30).  
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Indeed, Stephen challenges the very idea of ‘norms’. Throughout The Wish 

to Fall Ill, Stephen emphasises repeatedly her conception of illness as norm and 

outlines health as a spectrum rather than a separate, holistic state: 

Probably there is no one, however apparently normal, who has the 
full use of his capacities; some sacrifice of power is always being made 
to avert the anxiety which privation has at some time aroused, and 
whose reappearance is dreaded (Stephen 14). 
[…] 
Abnormal people are chiefly to be distinguished from normal ones by 
the excessive power which these unconscious delusions exercise over 
their daily lives. I do not believe that even the most normal are quite 
free from this interference, and the difference between normal and 
abnormal can, from this point of view, be regarded as a matter of 
degree (Stephen 41). 
[…] 
And now there is another difficulty which is, perhaps, still more 
formidable, and that is that we all have something in common with the 
neurotic. The distinction between the normal and the abnormal, 
though it is real enough and all-important from a practical point of 
view, depends rather upon a difference in the balance of forces in the 
individual than on any actual difference in those forces themselves. It 
is more a matter of quantity and distribution than of any qualitative 
difference (original emphasis, Stephen 56). 
 

Stephen’s iteration of illness as the norm enables her to advocate psychoanalysis 

as treatment for psychogenic illness. In making such illness general, she also 

radically destigmatises mental illness. Like the Tavistock report, The Wish To Fall 

Ill blurs the traditional binary between sanity and insanity. Stephen’s work thus 

stands as historically significant at a time when mental illness was treated as a 

largely hereditary phenomenon. As we now know, this binary understanding of 

mental health would have devastating consequences for asylum inmates in the 

thirties.35  

 Stephen’s iteration of the ‘norm’ of repression also paves the way for her 

sustained critique of interventionist medical procedures in the case of 

psychogenic illnesses. Stephen makes numerous references to the capacity for 

psychoanalysis to resolve issues of physical illness. She argues that the wish to 

remain ill is a powerful and important facet of psychogenic illness that works to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
35 “Tallying figures in 1985, Ernst Klee estimated that as many as 33 percent of 
all the beds that had been occupied by the mentally ill in the prewar period had 
been emptied by the Nazi euthanasia programs” (Carol Shloss 398). 
 



4: Murphy and das notwendige Bleiben 

! 174 

protect the patient. In a section transcribed by Beckett, in which the familiar 

motif of ‘carrying on’ appears, Stephen describes the psychogenic illness as a 

modus vivendi: “their illness appears to them to be the least evil – it has been 

created with extraordinary skill to protect them from an ever more terrible 

situation which seems to them to be the only alternative. It enables them to carry 

on somehow” (Stephen 4-5). For Stephen, the idea of “carrying on” implies the 

radical necessity of regression for neurosis and psychogenic illnesses, including 

paralysis, are something of a safeguard that quells the possible flood of trauma. 

Iterations of the importance of “carrying on” may be read in Beckett’s works 

too36. In part, Stephen’s book is written to address the considerable gap between 

medical and psychoanalytic practice that would seek physiological causes for 

illnesses brought about by emotional or mental crises. The title alone, 

Psychoanalysis and Medicine: A Study of the Wish to Fall Ill would seem to imply that 

Stephen’s book is intended as a medical guide whereas, in reality, Stephen’s 

stated aim is to bring medicine and psychoanalysis in closer correspondence. She 

hopes that “the psychological attitude towards illness becomes as familiar to 

doctors as the organic point of view” (Stephen 119). If not, mistreatment of 

physical and mental illnesses will likely continue and the holistic approach that 

Stephen advocates, reintegration of body and mind, would fall by the wayside, 

resulting in continued suffering for the patient. A fundamental question of the book 

concerns Murphy’s complicated relationship to his own body. For example, in the 

iteration of Murphy’s mind in Chapter Six, the mind-body split is central: “Thus 

Murphy felt himself split in two, a body and a mind. They had intercourse apparently, 

otherwise he could not have known that they had anything in common. But he felt his 

mind to be bodytight and did not understand through what channel the intercourse was 

effected” (M 64). Murphy demonstrates the pitfalls of a more divisive approach for 

Murphy is “obliged to call sanctuary what the psychiatrists called exile” (M 101). 

For Murphy too, the psychiatric-psychoanalytic squabble becomes instead “the 

psychiatric-psychotic (...) [of which] he could not but side with the latter” (M 

100). Instead, Murphy’s identification with his “kindred” psychotic patients, in 

my reading, indicates an emphasis on the potential succour of life beyond the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
36!The phrase makes its first firm appearance in “What a Misfortune” in which, 
following a traffic accident which ‘cripples’ Belacqua’s girlfriend, Lucy, the 
narrator insists: “Now it is Belacqua’s turn to carry on” (MPTK 159). !
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confines of the normative. Beckett’s emerging disenchantment with both systems, 

that of the psychiatric and psychoanalytic, nevertheless reveals a preoccupation 

with the mind-body dialectic that Stephen identifies. 

Throughout The Wish To Fall Ill, Stephen introduces case studies of patients 

who have suffered as a result of unnecessary surgical intervention. She writes: 

At present it too often happens that the surgeon for instance who is 
called in, let us say, in a case of abdominal pain, diagnoses 
appendicitis or duodenal ulcer, without having in his mind the 
possibility that the pain may be neurotic in origin. This may lead to 
unnecessary operation, leaving the patient no better than before. For 
some patients the very fact of being operated upon has symbolic 
meaning which causes them to seek operation and unconsciously to 
produce symptoms which will deceive the surgeon into thinking 
operation called for, when, in fact, there is nothing organic the 
matter (Stephen 120). 
 

Stephen’s lament for the unnecessary surgery that patients may have experienced 

points to the dangers of misreading or misdiagnosing the complicated mind-body 

relationship. 

Stephen includes a number of case studies that list surgeries performed on 

patients who clearly manifested physical symptoms of emotional repression. In 

one such case study, Stephen discusses a patient who suffered with “severe 

abdominal pain” and who underwent surgery on her appendix. “Emotionally the 

patient was definitely worse after the operation. In the hospital she had suffered 

agonies of fear and hatred and thought she would go mad lying in her bed in the 

ward” (Stephen 83-4). The fear of surgery in Stephen’s work is certainly 

reminiscent of the penultimate story of More Pricks Than Kicks, “Yellow”, in which 

Belacqua Shuah is killed off in a routine surgery. Indeed, as Knowlson and 

Maude have also suggested, Beckett’s own experience of surgery during the early 

1930s informs much of his fiction. While in hospital, preparing for surgery, 

Beckett 

observed carefully what was happening to him in the hospital, paying 
meticulous attention to all the preparations for his operation. And, a 
couple of days after the operation, he jotted down notes on what he 
remembered of his experiences and feelings about the occasion 
(Knowlson 167).  
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Stephen’s emphasis on the dangers of unnecessary surgery must surely have 

reminded Beckett of his own experience as he would explore similar themes in his 

poem “Enueg I”, More Pricks Than Kicks and in Murphy.  

Indeed, the figure of the surgeon is sued by Stephen to illustrate the 

dangers repression of the mind-body dialectic. Stephen uses the example of 

surgeons in discussion of the normally functioning “techniques of repressing 

emotions” which must “be regularly employed by surgeons who have learnt to 

disassociate the emotions connected with cutting and bloodshed” (Stephen 10). 

For Stephen then, the figure of the surgeon stands at once for the highest 

capacity for human control but also for the necessary and highly functioning 

feature of repression and the technique of inuring that represents the highest 

achievement of human civilization. In Murphy, when Neary is asked what women 

love about Murphy, he answers “his surgical quality” (M 39). The narrative 

jarringly interjects at this point to rebut Neary, remarking, that “surgical” “was 

not quite the right word” (M 39).  

Neary’s inability to emulate Murphy’s precision with language (a feature of 

Murphy’s interactions with other characters is his remarkable knack for le mot 

juste) nevertheless calls attention to some aspect of Murphy that both is and is not. 

Furthermore, the narrative interjection, coming from a position of omniscience, 

further allies the repeated metaphors that conjoin the written to the body. It is 

unclear as to the manner in which Murphy’s “surgical quality” might be 

understood but what is significant is the contextual and often contradictory 

perceived “qualities” of the surgical.  The ill-glimpsed minor failures, like the 

many mottled colours and bruises that pattern the faces of the characters of 

Murphy, operate as moments of pressure and of revelation that do not become 

articulated in language. Much like Murphy’s irregular heart beat, the opening 

irregularities of Murphy reveal a fascination and a sustained attempt to 

understand and to give insight to physical conditions which only register in 

experience.  

As Beckett underwent psychoanalysis, he seems to have become quite sceptical 

towards medicine and medical interventions in the case of physical illness. 

Recurrent worries in his letters to MacGreevy refer to instances of medical 

interventions in cases of ‘psychogenic’ illnesses that might be unnecessary and 

endangering. In correspondence from the time, Beckett castigates doctors for 



4: Murphy and das notwendige Bleiben 

! 177 

their propensity to treat physically those conditions which Beckett believes to 

originate mentally: 

Every day I hear of unfortunates bled white by dangerous [physiologists] 
when there is nothing physically wrong with them. Geoffrey says a 
psychoanalyst would be run out of the town. If that [was] possible! By 
the doctors themselves in the first place, he says (TCD MS 10402/68). 
 

Some weeks later, he writes again to McGreevy of the dangers of ‘physiologists’: 

Of myself there is nothing to tell, except that the feeling of relief & 
vitality of the first week after my return has quite gone, & now I feel 
beyond description worthless, sordid & incapacitated. Basta. […]  
Geoffrey arrived last Sunday & is now sumptuously installed at the 
Bethlem Royal hospital near Beckenham. I have seen him only once. 
The latest pest is a poor neurotic pal of Frank’s trying to wriggle into this 
house for a week. […] His belly is in a permanent psychogenic writhe & 
his life & energies are devoted to contriving new deals of aperients. All 
the sharks in Dublin have had their whack out of him, he has been 
operated twice with nothing the matter; even if he could afford analysis 
he cannot get one in Dublin, he cannot leave his job to come over here, 
he is too stupid to even begin to have an inkling of which end of the stick 
is which. What is such a misfortunate to do? (TCD MS 10402/72). 
 

Stephen’s influence is clear: Beckett’s anger at the treatment of his brother’s 

friend speaks to his emerging engagement with the possibilities of psychoanalysis 

but also to his belief in the medical malpractice of performing surgery on patients 

whose problems were not physical. Beckett’s cynicism with regards to the 

treatment of “the poor neurotic” echoes Stephen’s iteration of psychogenic illness 

and demonstrates a concern for the mistreatment and mismanagement of certain 

physical symptoms that owed their origin to psychological anxieties. In relaying 

the story of his brother’s troubled friend, Beckett demonstrates a marked 

scepticism to the medical managing of perceived mental health issues. 
In Murphy, this distrust is brought to the fore in figure of Dr Killiecrankie. 

The open hostility in Murphy to doctors is reminiscent of Breton’s similarly 

scathing critique in “Surrealism and Madness”, published only months before 

Stephen’s text. In Murphy, the figure of the Scottish doctor, Dr Angus 

Killiecrankie, takes the worst traits of modern medicine connotations discussed 

by Stephen. Ackerley glosses the introduction of Dr Killiecrankie with reference 

to Beckett’s unambiguous German: “the name of the Resident Medical 
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Superintendent has the connotation, in English, of killing the cranky, the 

mentally ill; or, in German, the sick” (Demented Particulars 104). Considering the 

historical circumstances of Beckett’s representation, this is something of a 

startling name and suggests a more general awareness of the atrocities committed 

in asylums throughout the thirties. Though Dr Killiecrankie plays a relatively 

minor role in the narrative, in a novel full of contingent descriptions, he plays a 

determining role in articulating what has and has not happened. Like Dr Sholto 

in “Fingal”, Killiecrankie appears as a last bastion or guardian of judgment in the 

context of the asylum. Indeed, the narrator of Murphy sees fit to introduce him no 

fewer than three times, each time with a gloss that would seem to indicate that 

the reader knows nothing of him. He is an enigmatic figure and his skills as a 

‘reader’ of the human body are frequently remarked upon: his face is 

permanently red as he strains to read the faces of his patients for signs of 

degeneracy.  

Throughout Murphy, the Scottish doctor is associated with deception, often 

couched with sly references to Ossian. The relationship to the figure of the 

hoaxer would seem to reinforce the flashes of anger directed towards medical 

doctors that recur in both Beckett’s art and personal correspondence at this time. 

References to Ossian abound even further in the French translation of Murphy, as 

Chris Ackerley suggests:  

In the French text his background at this point is more complex: 
conceived in the Shetlands, born in the Orkneys and weaned in the 
Hebrides, he is a great admirer of Ossian, and ‘croyait s’y connaître 
en voix schizoides. Elles ne ressemblaient guère aux voix hébriennes, 
ni aux voix orcadiennes, ni aux voix shetlandiennes. Tantôt elles vous 
disent ceci et tantôt cela’ (Ackerley “The Uncertainty of Self” 41).  
 

Here the so-called ‘schizoid voice’ is described as usually to be distinguished from 

dialects of Scottish dialect, but not always, underscoring the contingencies and 

regionality of such interpretations. The emphasis on voice and the act of 

interpreting or reading a voice harks back to the surrealist texts but is also 

reminiscent of the methodological repertoire of psychoanalysis in that the 

interpretation of voice is fundamental. Beckett worked on the translation of 

Murphy over a decade after writing the English edition so the increased emphasis 

Dr Killiecrankie’s role as interpreter would seem to be a pressing issue even after 

Beckett had finished with psychoanalysis for good. The references to the many 
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voices which Dr Killiecrankie can discern, further underscores the inter-

relatedness in Murphy, as we saw in This Quarter too, of the hermeneutic aspects of 

medical discourse and cross-fertilizing strains of diagnosis and writing.  

 Killiecrankie’s alleged ability to discern between the voices of illness, and 

his remarkable ability to identify the real schizoid voice is somewhat 

compromised by his distrust of Mr Endon. In the English edition, Murphy is 

made Mr Endon’s TAB37 and will be responsible for ensuring he does not 

attempt the impossible suicide that Killiecrankie fears: 

Suicide by apnoea has often been tried, notably by the condemned to 
death. In vain. It is a physiological impossibility. But the Mercyseat was not 
disposed to take unnecessary chances. Mr Endon had insisted that if he did 
it all, it would be by apnoea, and not otherwise. He said his voice would 
not hear of any other method. But Dr Killicrankie, the Outer Hebridean 
RMS, had some experience of the schizoid voice. It was not like a real 
voice, one minute it said one thing and the next minute something quite 
different. Nor was he entirely satisfied as to the physiological impossibility 
of suicide by apnoea. Dr Killiecrankie had been too often had by the 
resources of organic matter ever again to draw the Canutian line (M 105). 
 

The schizoid voice as it is announced here operates as something uncanny and 

points to the paradoxes of Killiecrankie’s beliefs; while suicide by self-apnoea is 

impossible, he nevertheless attributes something of a divine ability to Endon. 

Killiecrankie appears, like an analyst, as an interpreter of both voice and body. In 

the “Psychology Notes”, Beckett notes from Adler the suggestion that 

“Psychotherapy is an artistic profession” (TCD MS 10971/8/33). There is more 

than a trace of irony in Beckett’s note, though this view is not shared by Emily 

Murphy in “Beckett’s Everyday Psychopathology” who uses the sentence as an 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
37 Ackerley glosses the word TAB with a curious reference to contemporary 
disability studies: “tab: according to entries Beckett made in the Whoroscope 
Notebook, the term refers to ‘suicide tabs’, or notes given to the night-duty 
nurses, who were responsible for ensuring that the patients did not commit 
suicide. The word is used by the disabled for those who walk and talk, the 
‘temporary able-bodied’ whose bodily powers will soon fail and for whom the 
world will be foreclosed” (Demented Particulars 161). Ackerley’s conflation of the 
themes of Disability Studies and those of Murphy is strangely apparent in his 
estimation that the experience of disability is a foreclosing of the world. The 
inclusion of this aside points to how perceptive critics have been about the role 
that disability plays in Murphy but given the enormous complexity and creativity 
of disability in Beckett’s works points also to conclusions that are difficult to 
justify. 
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epigraph to her article. There is also something of a truth to it too. Feldman 

writes, “Beckett’s knowledge of the psychological profession through the 

‘Psychology Notes’ nevertheless certainly helped teach temperamental, 

intellectual and even linguistic lessons in the development of his own ‘artistic 

profession’” (115).  While psychotherapy may be an artistic endeavour, in Murphy 

at least, the skills of medicine are shown to be distinctly literary: and, we might 

add, vice versa. 

In a later introduction, Killiecrankie’s own discolorations are described: 

They were received at the Mercyseat by Dr Angus Killiecrankie, the 
Outer Hebridean RMS, an eminescent home county authority and 
devout Mottist. He was a large, bony, stooping, ruddy man, bluff but 
morose, with an antiquary’s cowl whiskers, mottled marketgardener’s 
hands thickly overlaid with pink lanugo, and eyes red with straining 
for degenerative changes (M 145). 
 

The red hues that characterize Dr Killiecrankie’s face are somewhat devilish as 

are his eyes “red with straining for degenerative changes” (M 145). Dr 

Killiecrankie reads the patients’ faces and behaviour in an effort to discern any 

changes or indications that they are degenerate. This straining action inscribes 

itself upon his own body and he is identified in terms of his discolouration. 

Indeed, his ruddy face, mottled hands, pink lanugo and red eyes evoke the 

German Expressionist portraits that Beckett travelled to Germany to see and 

which were condemned by the Nazis as ‘degenerate’. Killiecrankie’s identifying 

mottled features also pair him with Murphy. When Murphy’s lifeless body is 

being identified, he is recognized by his “naevus”, a pink birthmark on his 

buttock, which Dr Killiecrankie diagnoses as “‘an extensive capillary angioma of 

most unusual situation.’ ‘A proper port-winer,’ said the coroner. ‘The afterglow is 

unmistakable’” (M 149). Murphy’s naevus not only identifies his corpse but also 

announces, for Killiecrankie, his moral character: 

‘By all accounts,’ said the coroner, ‘if I may say so without prejudice, 
it was a person abounding in distinctive marks, both mental and 
physical. But –’ 

‘You forget the moral,’ sneered Dr Killiecrankie, ‘and the spiritual, 
or as some say, functional’ (M 148).  
 

Dr Killiecrankie’s sneer is highly reminiscent of the type of doctor identified by 

Stephen in The Wish To Fall Ill. His two functions compete as he strives to uphold 

the rigors of anatomical medicine while basing judgment on subjective moral 
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insights. As Stephen had it, “moral indignation is surely out of place in the 

science of medicine” (4).  By portraying him as hoaxer with a dangerous 

interpretative role and authoritative power, the critical representation of 

Killiecrankie refocuses the fundamental question of the interrelation and action 

of the mind and body, the mental and physical.  

Killiecrankie’s “Mottist” disposition is identified by Ackerley as pertaining 

to the pioneering neuroscientist, F.W. Mott. Mott, like Breton and Jolas too, had 

served as a medical doctor during the First World War. Colonel Mott’s 

important work, War Neuroses and Shell Shock (1919) set out to document the 

distinct psychic and physical traumas endured by soldiers during war and 

characterised war neuroses as functionally similar to both hysteria and 

neurasthenia. Mott’s study also sought to eugenically identify “the large number 

of higher-grade mental defectives discovered in the course of the medical 

examination of the male population of military age” (ix). In addition to case 

studies and statistics, a large number of striking photographs of patients, before 

and after treatment of their disabilities and deformities, illustrate the work: 

Inasmuch as large numbers of these cases have been discharged from 
the Services uncured, and are receiving pensions, it follows that the 
subject of “War Neuroses and Shell Shock,” though the War is now 
over, will be one of immediate national importance to the Ministry of 
Pensions and to the projected Ministry of Health, and must remain so 
for years to come; for the longer these disabilities are allowed to 
persist the more difficult they are to cure. A book, therefore, which 
deals comprehensively with this subject cannot fail to prove of great 
value (ix-x). 
 

The overt moralism of Mott’s preoccupation with deformities and disabilities that 

must be “cured” in the “national interest” pays little attention to the emotional or 

psychogenic aspect of shell shock. Killiecrankie’s “devout” Mottism is yet another 

allusion on Beckett’s part to perceived inability of medicine to adequately address 

mental health. In the figure of Dr. Killiecrankie, we see just such a straining for 

signs of deviancy and an artistic attention that is starkly at odds with the medical 

practices that he advocates. As chief author of Murphy’s demise, Dr Killiecrankie 

exemplifies the power and power relations relayed by the clinical gaze and the 

political, bureaucratic and medical confusions that this entails. 
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 In Mott’s account, we glimpse something of the interwar modernist 

conception of the human body as something of an automaton capable of repair 

and rebuilding. Such a view obviously overlooks the psychological trauma that 

frequently accompanies injury and disability. Just as Otto Dix did for visual art, 

in their outlining of the simplification of man-machine, both Stephen and Beckett 

undermine the idea of the heroic cripple. Another example of the overlap 

between Stephen and Beckett’s imagery concerns his depiction as a machine. In 

the opening account of Murphy’s heart attacks, or palpitations, his body when 

bound to the rocking chair, is also described as a ‘machine’: 

Having gone to sleep, though sleep was hardly the word, in the chair, 
the next thing was he was having a heart attack. When this 
happened, when he was normally in bed, nine times out of ten his 
struggles to subdue it landed him on the floor. It was therefore not 
surprising, given his trussed condition, that on this occasion they had 
caused the entire machine to turn turtle (M 21). 
 

In this passage we see again the inadequacy of the narrative of Murphy: “though 

sleep was hardly the word” is but another instance of these failed descriptive 

moments. Murphy’s heart attacks recall Beckett’s own experiences of anxiety, 

one of the major contributing factors to his decision to seek treatment with Bion. 

In Stephen’s account, she advocates psychoanalysis as the only successful route to 

freeing the self from the mechanistic, determined roles fated by neurosis:  

Thus to the extent that anyone is actuated by repressed unconscious 
drives he behaves like a mechanism rather than like a living creature. 
He is utterly determined and can do nothing but fatally repeat one 
reaction. It is only in so far as he escapes repression, or is later able to 
lift it, that he chooses freely in the only sense in which freedom seems 
to have any meaning, that is, he makes his choice with his whole self, 
recognising his present situation and using his past experience to 
secure the most complete satisfaction of which reality admits 
(Stephen 227). 
 

Stephen’s emphasis on freedom and determinism are of great significance to 

discussions of will in Murphy. Traditionally, Murphy’s mechanistic movements 

have been ascribed to the discussion of ‘will’ in Geulincx’s Third Obligation, 

discussed in further detail below, but Stephen’s account might surely also play an 

important role in understanding Murphy’s complicated wish to escape his own 

reality in search of another.  



4: Murphy and das notwendige Bleiben 

! 183 

As if in emulation of Beckett’s own reaction to visiting Geoffrey Thomson 

in Bethlem, Murphy’s most “easily identifiable of his immediate feelings were 

respect and unworthiness” (M 96). The issues of free will and determinism which 

Stephen also raises recall the opening quotation, taken from Beckett’s personal 

diary, that articulated the importance of Murphy as a figure who is compelled to 

choose his bondage:  

the heroic, the nosce te ipsum that these Germans see as a journey, is 
merely a different attitude to the thongs and chair, a setting of will 
and muscles and fingers against them, a slow creation of the desire 
and power to stand up and walk away, a life consecrated to the 
possibility of escape, if not necessarily the fat, to a real freedom of 
choice when the fire comes. Murphy has no freedom of choice, i.e., 
he is not free to act against his inclination (in Knowlson 247). 
 

Stephen’s iteration of illness as a paradoxical self-sustained wish, a wish we 

nevertheless have no direct access to, complicates Murphy’s wish to subdue his 

body in order that his mind might be free. Beckett’s realization that the German 

wish for the heroic is, like Murphy’s scarves, a necessary inhibiting that serves to 

allow the wish for escape to blossom, in reality, serves only to illustrate the 

absence of choice. In this account Beckett’s reckoning of artistic form comes very 

close to Stephen’s iteration of psychogenic illness as a compulsion that we both 

wish for and yet with which we do not have much power to intervene. 

In The Wish to Fall Ill, Stephen repeatedly discusses paralysis as a 

psychogenic symptom. “Just as a swelling or a rise of temperature is a 

physiological reaction to a physical attack from bacterial toxins which threatens 

bodily health, so an outbreak of anxiety or a functional paralysis may be 

understood as a reaction to a psychological order” (4).  Stephen makes frequent 

use of episodes of functional paralysis to illustrate the enormous power 

psychogenic illnesses may have upon a person. In the chapter that treats anxiety 

and guilt, the chapter from which Beckett took copious detailed notes, Stephen 

records another case of paralysis: 

This neurotic sense of guilt differs from the conscience of everyday 
life. The self-punishments it may demand are primitive and savage 
because it is itself primitive and savage; it enforces prohibitions which 
the normal adult has long ago discarded; it does not distinguish real 
from fantasy dangers; it is rigid, acting automatically rather than in 
light of reason; it rules like an external force without conscious 
consent, and, in the case of hysterics, it even controls the 
physiological processes so that if they attempt to do what it does not 
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permit they may be driven by their terror to strike themselves dumb, 
blind or paralysed, or lose the power of feeling (209-210). 
  

The opening image of Murphy in bondage, necessarily staying put, recalled by 

Beckett in his letter to Howe as “the fundamental unheroic” is an occasion of the 

wish for paralysis.38 Murphy’s wish to enter the ranks of the paralysed, the 

catatonic and the ill throughout the novel runs exactly counter to those actual 

conditions. Murphy does not long for atrophy or degeneration, he longs for 

complete immobilization; he longs for Stephen’s account of “functional 

paralysis”. The central paradox of self-imposed paralysis is not lost on Stephen; 

more generally, A Study Of The Wish To Fall Ill, is both an account of how and 

why one wills psychogenic illness but also why one is not in conscious control of 

it.  

One of the final lines that Beckett extracts from Stephen’s book is the very 

one which concerns the title: “[t]he ultimate source of psychogenic symptoms is 

in all cases wishes” (TCD MS 10971/7). Stephen writes: 

The repressed unconscious of the neurotic appears to function at this 
level and we can never understand its creations, such as dreams, 
fantasies, hallucinations, delusions, psychogenic symptoms and 
sublimations unless we remember that the driving forces behind 
them, no matter how self-contradictory or painful or senseless they 
may appear to be, are always ultimately wishes (224-5). 
 

Stephen’s iteration of psychogenic illness, even functional paralysis, as wishes 

neatly counterpoints Arnold Geulincx’s emphasis on the radical absence of will. 

Stephen structures the unconscious as something like a narrative. Throughout 

her work, she emphasises the cultural significance of her findings with recourse to 

discussions of fables, literary works, nursery rhymes and stories that are to be 

found in most cultures. The literary resonances of psychoanalysis are nothing 

new and have been much debated in historical surveys of the emergence of 

psychoanalysis but Stephen’s iteration of the repressed unconscious neurotic as a 

creative force that is somehow beyond real and final comprehension is 

reminiscent of the many uncooperative moments of Murphy and its strange 

reliance on opaque explication. This emphatic ambiguity is evident in the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
38 The opening image of Murphy bound in scarves may also be reminiscent of 
Nancy Cunard’s bondage photography in her self-published Black Man, White 
Ladyship, as discussed in the final section of Chapter Four.  
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opening image of bondage: “He sat in his chair in this way because it gave him 

pleasure! […] such pleasure that pleasure was not the word” (M 6). The emphasis 

on narrative deflation, “such pleasure that pleasure was not the word”, sets out a 

narrative corollary of Murphy’s love of impotence. Beckett’s identification in the 

German Diaries of the “carpe te ipsum” (gather thyself) of Murphy as one that is 

radically immobile, partakes both in Stephen’s notion of the irregular, 

unknowable nature of the unconscious, and in the physical symptoms which can 

accompany this. Murphy, then, a novel which champions the “fundamental 

unheroic”, relies on real-life illustrations of the type which Stephen identifies, 

including scenes of paralysis, sickness, arrhythmia, to also play with form and 

classical expectation. The necessary staying-put, when considered in light of 

Stephen’s work, thus takes on in Murphy a literal meaning both at the level of 

narrative and form.  

In the final notation that Beckett transcribes from Stephen’s work, we 

might see something of his own (necessary) journey through analysis. In all 

likelihood, Beckett most probably read Stephen in order to understand the 

processes of his own experience of psychoanalysis. The last line taken from 

Stephen attests to this: 

 The patient in analysis struggles against becoming aware consciously 
of repressed fantasies (wishes, temptations), because he cannot 
separate ideas of admitting them & putting them into execution. If he 
is dominated by unconscious starvation so that he needs in all 
relationships to get as much as possible, he will try & get the utmost 
out of his hour, irritably demanding explanations (TCD MS 
10971/7; Stephen 229). 
 

Though Stephen’s work resonates with many Beckettian scenes, insofar as I have 

been able to establish, Stephen’s work is best read in order to illuminate the 

complexities of illness and disability in Murphy. In January 1936, Beckett’s 

enthusiasm for analysis began to ebb into a general and total disillusion. To 

MacGreevy he wrote, “I do not see what difference the analysis has made. 

Relations with M. as thorny as ever and the nights no better. A heart attack last 

night that would have done credit to three years ago. The only plane on which I 

feel my defeat not proven is the literary. Warte nur...” (Letters I 300). Beckett’s 

disappointment with how the therapy had progressed, and the many illnesses to 

which he still succumbed, may have partially attributed to those moments of 
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ambiguity which surface in Murphy. Stephen’s work, however, like Nordau’s 

Degeneration, nonetheless demonstrates Beckett’s proclivity for works that explore 

the nuances of embodiment and the analogous states of literary and physical 

anomalies.  
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Arnold Geulincx Ethics 
 

In early 1936, as he turned away from psychoanalysis proper, Beckett turned 

instead to the works of the obscure Flemish occasionalist philosopher, Arnold 

Geulincx. Despite the centuries that divide their work, one may perceive 

common ground between Karin Stephen’s emphasis on the nature of 

psychogenic illness and the importance of corporeal questions for Guelincx. 

Though written in different disciplines and centuries apart, their mutual 

emphasis on paralysis as a starting point for considerations of human ability and 

the full range of human capacity, marks both of their accounts, as building upon 

understandings of impairment as norm. The importance of Geulincx’s work is 

inscribed not only in the themes of narrative itself but also at the behest of 

Beckett himself. In 1967, Beckett replied to a letter from a young doctoral 

candidate, Sigle Kennedy, in which she outlined the details of her thesis on 

Murphy, with a reticent suggestion: “If I were in the unenviable position of having 

to study my work my points of departure would be the ‘Naught is more real...’ 

and the ‘Ubi nihil vales...’ both already in Murphy and neither very rational” (in 

Sigle Kennedy 1). The letter has since been reproduced in Disjecta and remains a 

touchstone of Beckett criticism. Though Beckett does not reveal much, his 

metacritical nod to the forces of Democritus and Geulincx unsettled Murphy 

scholarship thereafter.  

Rather unhelpfully, the six notebooks that Beckett compiled in his writing 

of Murphy have only recently become accessible to academics. Beckett’s mention 

of Geulincx has particularly refined the focus of Beckettian criticism and the past 

decade or so has seen a number of new studies on Geulincx’s influence on 

Beckett’s work. Geulincx’s philosophy, which sought to redress the mind-body 

dualism as affected by Descartes’ emphasis on the pineal gland, offers a nuanced 

and ethical interpretation of the gulf between mind and body.  Beckett’s 

reputation as a Cartesian was first advanced by the first wave of scholarship by 

critics Ruby Cohn and Hugh Kenner, in part focused on Beckett’s poem 

Whoroscope, but this philosophical position would seem outdated as the relevance 

of Geulincx’s philosophy has taken hold (Cohn A Beckett Canon 14; Kenner 139). 

Geulincx’s philosophy itemises a radical viewpoint in that we cannot know our 
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bodies and therefore cannot be said to act upon them. With this dynamic in 

place, Geulincx’s Ethics sets out a number of propositions for living an ethical life.  

In early 1936, Beckett took notes from three of Geulincx’ texts: Ethica, 

Metaphysica and Physica. Transcribed in Latin, the notes are now housed in the 

Trinity College Dublin archives. The recently co-edited translation of Ethica in 

Anthony Uhlmann’s Beckett and the Philosophical Image (2007), which includes 

Beckett’s transcriptions, has paved the way for a number of works outlining 

Beckett’s relationship with Geulincx. Correspondingly Matthew Feldman 

outlines the extent of Beckett’s reading in the thirties and devotes much critical 

attention to the persistent imagery from Geulincx throughout Beckett’s oeuvre. It 

is clear that the topic of Geulincx’s philosophy as bedrock of Beckett’s art has 

much more to offer but analysis of these subjects is made more difficult by 

Beckett’s polylinguism. As such, using Uhlmann’s recently edited translation, the 

following argument will address only the Ethics as it was from this volume that 

Beckett took the majority of his transcriptions (Feldman 118).  

 When Beckett returned to Dublin for Christmas, 1935, he lingered in 

Ireland to finish Murphy and, as Feldman notes, was most of the way through the 

writing of Murphy before he took to reading Geulincx again.39 As a result, 

Guelincx’s presence becomes overt in Chapter Nine and corresponds with 

Murphy’s admission to the MMM. Finding that the National Library did not 

stock any of Guelincx’s works, Beckett was forced to visit Trinity College Dublin 

for the first time since leaving his lecturing post. In a letter to McGreevy on the 

16 January 1936, he records his dismay on the matter: 

I shall have to go into TCD after Geulincx, as he does not exist in 
National Library.  I suddenly see that Murphy is [a] break down 
between his: Ubi nihil vales ibi velis (position) and Malraux’s Il est difficile 
à celui qui vit hors du monde de ne pas rechercher les siens (negation) (Letters I 
300). 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
39 Feldman records that Beckett took notes from J. P. N. Land’s Arnoldi Geulincx 
Antverpiensis Opera Philosophica, taking “a handful of Quaestiones Quodlibeticae 
[Questions concerning Disputations] from the first volume, a handful of pages of 
transcriptions from Metaphysica Vera [True Metaphysics] in the second volume and a 
further 10,000 or so words from the Ethica [Ethics] in the final volume” (118). 
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The quotation from Malraux, appears verbatim as the sub-heading to Chapter 

Nine of Murphy, in which Murphy enters the asylum. Ackerley translates the 

phrase: “It is difficult for one who is living outside the world not to seek his own 

kind” (Demented Particulars 118). A week prior to the letter to McGreevy, Beckett 

wrote to Brian Coffey to decline the offer of contributing a chapter to Coffey’s 

series of monographs on philosophers: “my Geulincx could only be a literary 

fantasia” (in Frost “Beckett and Geulincx’s Ethics” 182-3). This “literary 

fantasia” suggests Becket and Geulincx as paired souls operating with similar 

concerns. It also undermines Beckett’s ability to critically engage with Geulincx’s 

writings and belies the fact that Beckett took some forty pages of meticulous notes 

from Geulincx’s Ethica and assimilated Geulincx’s insights into the second half of 

Murphy.  

 Geulincx’s system is an exceptional philosophy as it posits an 

epistemology and an ethic based not on the capabilities of the ‘normal’ human 

body, but instead on the prevalence of compromised abilities and what that 

might mean for how we understand our bodies.40 Geulincx deduces his ethic 

through observing the paradox of motion as our bodies experience it: 

The first rule of Reason that denies motion to us is: Do not say that you 
do what you do not know how to do. The second rule is: Know that you have 
no right over what is determined by the will of another. Accordingly, motion is 
often absent when we will it (as in paralysis), and often present when 
we do not will it (as in epileptic fits). Motion therefore persists and 
decays by the action of an author other than myself (Geulincx 331). 
 

Guelincx’s emphasis on the impossibility of motion further expands upon 

Beckett’s iteration of “the necessary staying-put” in his German Diaries (in 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
40 Recent work by Ulrika Maude and Yoshiki Tajiri has sought to establish the 
importance of phenomenology for Beckett’s works. In particular, the works of 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty are often invoked in relation to philosophical discussions 
of the body. While Beckett’s emphasis on dramatic presence and on the 
experiential qualia of the body is of fundamental importance, what scholars fail 
to account for when linking Beckett to Merleau-Ponty is the shortcomings in 
Merleau-Ponty’s own philosophical system. The implied body of Merleau-
Ponty’s writings is staggeringly close to that of the ‘normate’, as identified by 
Rosemarie Garland-Thomson. While phenomenology is undoubtedly a rich 
context in which to understand Beckett’s accounts of corporeality, the drawback 
of an exclusive focus on phenomenological understandings of the body is a failure 
to admit the wide and disparate phenomena that constitutes human experience 
of physicality.  
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Knowlson 247). Furthermore, this narrative is firmly ensconced in a disabled 

understanding of the body. Geulincx’s illustration of impairment as the ur-state of 

human experience contrasts the tendency of traditional Western philosophy to 

base insight on presumed, shared states of normativity. Geulincx explains the 

mind-body discrepancy with reference to divine will, characterizing the human 

body as a machine-like object: 

God in an ineffable manner conjoins certain motions, whether of tongue, 
or hands and feet, within this little body of mine, the action of my will, 
when these motions follow or accompany it, seem in a certain tropical or 
figurative way of speaking to extend outside me, and to be diffused into my 
body and its organs, the tongue, hands, and feet. However the action itself 
is not really diffused; for the action that is received into my body is not 
mine but the mover’s. […] Owing to Divine power my actions are sometimes 
diffused outside me; but to that extent they are not actions but God’s (Geulincx 331-
332). 
 

As with Beckett’s interest in other non-canonical philosophers (such as Stephen), 

Geulincx’s model of the human is one of a body with a compromised command 

of itself. The image of the arrested and partially immobilised protagonist who is 

nevertheless moved is a recurrent trope throughout Beckett’s work. Geulincx’s 

illustration of the paradox of movement is present in the opening image of 

Murphy; as he rocks in his teak rocking chair, bound by seven silk scarves, 

Murphy is moved and yet unmoving. It also recalls the figure in the bathchair of 

More Pricks Than Kicks as well as the wheelchairs of Endgame, Rough for Theatre II 

and the self-rocking chair of Rockaby. Beckett’s repeated use of the rocking chair 

as a surrogate mover in the absence of bodily mobility, articulates the external 

forces that shape human motility. This image, discussed below in terms of das 

notwendige Bleiben (the necessary staying-put) draws on the Geulingian ur-state of 

human experience as one of powerlessness but also represents one of the central 

paradoxes of Beckett’s work. 

The peristaltic movements that characterize the narrative of Murphy are 

unwilled and sundered from agency. The novel jumps from chapter to chapter, 

farcing its own deeply-laid quest narrative and making a mockery of each 

character’s attempts to keep track of the other. In traversing London and Dublin, 

Murphy also pre-empts the literal disorder of Watt. States of paralysis and 

immobility are not simply sites of inertia but are instead recast by Beckett as 

pared down moments of reflection on the will, the wish, and on external 
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pressures. This compromised mobility is born out in Beckett’s later works too. 

We encounter Geulincx’s travelling on a boat that sails westwards: “I who had 

loved the image of old Geulincx, dead young, who left me free, on the black boat 

of Ulysses, to crawl towards the East, along the deck” (Molloy 51). Geulincx’s 

famous image of occasionalism, of a simultaneity which co-exists without 

interaction, is here invoked by Molloy as an analogue of moving stasis. Similarly, 

in Beckett’s short novella, “The End”, we encounter Geulincx again when the 

protagonist, a man expelled from an asylum, is given a copy of Ethics: 

So I covered the lower part of my face with a black rag and went and 
begged at a sunny corner. For it seemed to me my eyes were not 
completely spent, thanks perhaps to the dark glasses my tutor had 
given me. He had given me the Ethics of Geulincx. They were a 
man’s glasses, I was a child. They found him dead, crumpled up in 
the water closet, his clothes in awful disorder, struck down by an 
infarctus. Ah what peace. The Ethics had his name (Ward) on the fly-
leaf, the glasses had belonged to him (286). 
 

The mention of Geulincx again gives insight into the hopeless situation in which 

the protagonist finds himself. By virtue of his disability, he is forced to beg on a 

street corner but thinks of the moments of care he has received and the heart 

condition to which his friend succumbed. Beckett uses tropes of disability and 

impairment, not only in the furthering of a narrative or in the sense of a 

‘narrative prosthesis’ as Mitchell and Snyder identify it, but also as a primary 

model of human experience. In Samuel Beckett and the Prosthetic Body, Yoshiki Tajiri 

outlines a view of language as prosthetic in Beckett’s work. “In his work there is 

alienation of language as well as of the body” (9). Tajiri’s reading of the 

prosthetic component of narrative is thematically quite distinct from Mitchell and 

Snyder’s discussion of the “narrative prosthesis” in terms of representing disabled 

characters: “disability characterization can be understood as a prosthetic 

contrivance upon which many of our cultural and literary narratives rely” 

(“Narrative Prosthesis” 208). Given the proliferation of wheelchairs, canes, 

bicycles and bathchairs in Beckett’s prose, bringing Tajiri’s analysis in contact 

with Mitchell and Synder’s elaborates something of a singularity in Beckett’s 

works; in Beckett’s texts, prosthetics are rendered visible in terms of language, 

thus presenting the cultural and literary contrivances upon which they rest in full 

view of the reader. They also serve to realistically inscribe the limitations of both 

the body and of language. Beckett’s, and Geulincx’s, impaired figures are not 
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merely symbols or metaphors for the human experience; they are the a priori 

model of human experience. 

This iteration of disability as a universal, or a constant motif, 

differentiates Beckett and Geulincx from most thinkers prior to the twentieth 

century movements of phenomenology. As Frost puts it, Geulincx “applied 

Cartesian methodology to delineating the ethical consequences of the severely 

limited power afforded humans so as to establish ethical conduct on the same 

firm metaphysical foundation that Cartesian philosophy had already claimed for 

physical ones” (Frost 172). Frost’s reading of the ethical impulses of Geulincx’s 

work is indeed important but he somewhat elides the issue of corporeal 

compromise in Geulincx’s and thus Beckett’s work. While Beckett’s engagement 

with Ethics is noteworthy, it would seem something of a stretch to suggest that 

Beckett’s primary engagement is ethical. Rather, Beckett finds in Geulincx a 

solemnization of his own proclivity to include impaired bodies within his own 

work.  

To return again to the impaired body of the opening scene, this image of 

Murphy, immobilized and bound to his teak rocking chair “as though he were 

free” and wherein “only the most local of movements” are possible is also highly 

suggestive of Geulincx’s imagery (M 5). “The most local of movements” are 

identified by Ackerley identifies as “those conditioned by the nervous system, 

such as reflexes, tics and blinking, localized at one place of the body” (Demented 

Particulars 29). Ackerley connects this to Geulincx’s work: 

Geulincx states that the nervous system ‘acts’ in a localized manner 
between the body and the mind, using paralysis and other medical 
conditions to demonstrate that motion requires agency. […] This is a 
consequence of the mechanical universe, the only movement being 
local movement […] Murphy in his chair is a reductio of such 
arguments (Demented Particulars 30). 
 

Ackerley’s suggestion that, at the level of character, Murphy represents a reductio 

of Geulincx’s philosophy, undermines the significance of Geulincx’s work for 

Beckett. I would suggest that Geulincx’s significance may instead be understood 

as something of a essentialising of Geulincx’s insights.  

 The central ethical insight resulting from Geulincx’s depiction of the 

human body as machine-like is the obligation of self-care that he identifies. In 

something of a paradoxical insistence, though Geulincx believes we have no 
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power over our own bodies (as this can only coincide with a divine will), we 

nevertheless are obliged to treat our bodies well, to care for them sufficiently, to 

work for a living, and to abstain from suicide. Beckett transcribes this in his notes:  

It is clear to all men that the summation of Ethics is contained in this 
saying: wherein you have no power, therein you should not will, or in other words, do 
nothing in vain... the supreme principle of Ethics, from which you can easily 
deduce every single one of the obligations that make up the scope of 
Ethics... For if we should do nothing in vain, then we should not resist when 
God summons us, and releases us from the human condition, that is, 
announces our death; and this is the first obligation. If we should do nothing 
in vain, then should not resist when God commands us to go on living and 
continues to subject us to the human condition; and this is the second 
obligation. And if the latter is the case, then we must earn a living; and this is 
the third obligation (Ethics 316). 
 

When considered in the context of Murphy, employment and care of the self take 

on much significance. Excepting the various love capers that mark the action, the 

driving force of the plot is the absence of self-care in almost all of the characters’ 

pursuits. Geulincx’s maxim appears verbatim in Murphy, connected to the 

fundamental gulf in Murphy’s life, the big world and the little world: 

The issue therefore, as lovingly simplified and perverted by Murphy, 
lay between nothing less fundamental than the big world and the 
little world […] How should he tolerate, let alone cultivate, the 
occasions of fiasco, having once held the beatific idols of his cave? in 
the beautiful Belgo-Latin of Arnold Geulincx: Ubi nihil vales, ibi nihil 
velis. 

But it was not enough to want nothing where he was worth nothing 
(M 100-101). 

 
Having seen the idols of his cave, Murphy’s transformative experience 

complicates states of psychological distress for, in Murphy’s reckoning, they are 

at once familiar and craved yet also radically different and estranged entirely 

from conventional experience. Such is the gulf between the little and big world. 

Beckett’s lifelong preoccupation with Democritus’ insistence that “nothing is 

more real than nothing” inflects his translation of the phrase, “Ubi nihil vales, ibi 

nihil velis” (M 101). Beckettian criticism has followed suit and the phrase is often 

translated as “where one is worth nothing, one should want nothing”, 

reappearing prominently in Ruby Cohn and Chris Ackerley’s works on Beckett 

and Geulincx (Cohn “A Note on Beckett, Dante, and Geulincx”; Ackerley, 
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Demented Particulars). In Anthony Uhlmann’s edited translation of Ethics, however, 

he queries the phrasing of the translation:  

‘Ubi nihil vales ibi nihil velis’ has often been translated by Beckett 
critics as ‘Where one is worth nothing one should want nothing’. [...] 
Martin Wilson has translated Geulincx’s phrase in this edition as 
‘wherein you have no power, therein neither should you will’ 
(Uhlmann Ethics 305).   
 

Wilson’s translation alters the meaning of the sentence and shifts the emphasis 

from one of ‘worth’ to one of ‘power’. Though Beckett gives us the phrase ‘it was 

not enough to want nothing where he was worth nothing’, as he emphasises the 

underscores the presence of ability in Geulincx’s account, Wilson’s translation 

brings impairment qua human condition again to the fore. 

When we consider the demonstrations of powerlessness in Murphy, the 

implications for an altered reading are clear. Murphy’s wish to join the ranks of 

the powerless, or the wilfully catatonic in the case of Mr Endon, is different to the 

wish to join the ranks of the “worthless”. Reviewing Uhlmann’s Ethics, Chris 

Ackerley picks up the point, arguing that both Wilson and Uhlmann miss 

Geulincx’s ethical insistence: 

The point that Wilson’s translation misses, I feel, is the verbal 
relationship of the phrase not so much to the metaphysics of motion 
(for in that context his weighting seems more apposite) as to the virtue 
of Humilitas, for Geulincx the core of his entire ethical system: Radix 
Ethices est humilitas  (“humility is the root of Ethics”) (Demented 
Particulars 201). 
 

As a result of Murphy’s disgust at the psychiatric model of care that the patients 

receive, Beckett introduces the Gegulingian maxim. Humility, as Ackerley 

identifies it in the above quotation, is privileged in the Ethics and may be seen to 

reach its very nadir in the catatonic character of Mr Endon: “[d]isregard of 

oneself, neglect and abandonment of oneself, whereby we leave everything to 

God, taking no care of ourselves, are the chief sources of humility” (Geulincx 

352). Murphy’s distinction between the big and little worlds, and his desire to 

move from the space of the Big World to that of the Little, comes to the fore 

when he enters the MMM and meets Mr Endon: “It seemed to Murphy that he 

was bound to Mr Endon, not by the tab only, but by a love of the purest possible 

kind, exempt from the big world’s precocious ejaculations of thought, word and 
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deed” (M 104). As discussed in the previous section, Mr Endon has promised that 

his only threat of suicide is by means of the physiologically impossible self-

suffocation. He is a character who does not speak, interact or acknowledge the 

external world in any sense:  

Mr Endon was a schizophrenic of the most amiable variety, at least 
for the purposes of such a humble and envious outsider as Murphy. 
The languor in which he passed his days, while deepening every now 
and then to the extent of some charming suspension of gesture, was 
never so profound as to inhibit all movement. His inner voice did not 
harangue him, it was unobtrusive and melodious, a gentle continuo 
in the whole consort of his hallucinations. The bizarrerie of his 
attitudes never exceeded a stress laid on their grace. In short, a 
psychosis so limpid and imperturbable that Murphy felt drawn to it 
as Narcissus to his fountain (M 105). 
 

Murphy’s attraction to Mr Endon’s psychosis, “as Narcissus to his fountain”, 

reveals both the similarities between the characters but also their difference. 

Endon’s diagnosis of schizophrenia allows the narrative to impose a reading of 

this ‘psychosis’. There is no attempt made to enter Endon’s perspective for he 

apparently doesn’t have one. For Ato Quayson, Mr Endon represents important 

aspects of Murphy’s character. He suggests that “the novel stages a series of 

‘metonymic transfers’ that involve the exchange of characterological attributes 

between Murphy and Mr Endon” (“On Samuel Beckett’s Murphy 840). Quayson 

justifies this reading of Mr Endon with recourse to Beckett’s interest in 

“instituting a series of gaps between language and its discursive referents” 

ultimately suggesting that this is exemplary of Beckett’s identification of autism 

avant la lettre in Murphy (“On Samuel Beckett’s Murphy 838). These gaps and 

metonymic transfers ultimately signal “changes in the normative dynamics that 

typically inform realist narratives” (860). Where Quayson suggests that Murphy 

and Mr Endon may be read as versions of the other, I would here signal the 

importance of Murphy’s status as a “border-creature”, a term taken from 

Nordau’s Degeneration. Murphy positioning as a humble and envious “outsider” 

reiterates the many borders of Murphy; though Murphy is inside the MMM, he is 

still an outsider, a resident of the Big World. The MMM itself is also positioned 

on a border: “[t]he Magdalen Mental Mercyseat lay a little way out of town, 

ideally situated in its own grounds on the boundary of two counties” (M 90). 

Murphy’s entry into the ‘place’ of madness cannot ever be full and complete, as 
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he cannot attain the same retreat that Mr Endon’s into his own psychosis. Just as 

Belacqua had gazed upon the Portrane ‘loonies’ in “Fingal”, establishing the gulf 

and differences between them manifested by the asylum walls, Mr Endon sustains 

his distance from Murphy by virtue of his humility. 

 In late 1935, while Beckett was attending the Tavistock Clinic, he 

accompanied Wilfred Bion to Carl Jung’s Third Lecture. In this lecture, Jung 

outlined a case study of a woman whose psychological problems stemmed from 

her never having been quite born. Beckett’s preoccupation with birth, as 

evidenced by his reading of Otto Rank’s The Trauma of Birth, among numerous 

other texts on birth, had by this stage already been well-established and is to be 

seen in a number of other Beckett texts, perhaps most clearly in later dramas like 

All That Fall and Not I. The trauma of birth finds expression in Geulincx too. 

Is there not, then, some Law of Humility that should govern my birth? 
Clearly, there is, namely that I should look upon my birth as a good, never 
detest it, and never lament it. I must not with madness and impotence that I am 
punished by having been born. I must not revile those who engendered my body; 
much less (something that I cannot contemplate without horror) Him 
who committed me to my body, and by so miraculously joining me to it, 
made it mine. I must not number myself with the fools… who say: Not 
to be born is best, next to this, to die as soon as possible. On the contrary, it is 
for the best that I was born, for the best because the Best of Beings 
watched it (Geulincx 350). 
 

The emphasis on birth in Geulincx’ law of humility is reminiscent of Jung’s 

Tavistock lecture but it also argues for a radical embodiment and ethic of care 

that is absent in many of the characters in Murphy. For example, Neary commits 

the same folly that Geulincx identifies when he is awoken from his trance: “Neary 

leaned against the Pillar railings and cursed, first the day in which he was born, 

then – in a bold flash-back – the night in which he was conceived” (M 30). 

Neary’s impertinence evokes the many characters in Beckett’s works who would 

rather not have been born but who carry on nonetheless. Neary’s stubbornness is 

contrasted by Ticklepenny’s suicidal tendencies as evidenced by his having been 

force-fed. In his role as nurse, he now forcefully feed the inmates: 

‘I sit on them that will not eat,’ said Ticklepenny, ‘jacking their jaws 
apart with the gag, spurning their tongues aside with the spatula, till 
the last tundish of drench is absorbed. I go round the cells with my 
shovel and bucket, I –’ 

Ticklepenny broke down, took indeed a large draught of his lemon 
phosphate, and altogether ceased his wooing under the table. 
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Murphy could not take advantage of this to go, being stunned by the 
sudden clash between two hitherto distinct motifs in Suk’s 
delineations, that of lunatic in paragraph two and that of custodian in 
paragraph seven (M 52). 
 

This passage invokes a number of Irish literary contexts. Beckett’s sly allusion to 

the famous “tundish” scene of Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man is 

significant. In Joyce’s text, this moment illustrates the untold violences and 

historical conflicts that exist between Stephen’s language and that of the Dean. In 

Beckett’s work, this violence is invoked but comments less about colonial 

preoccupations and more about Clarke’s self-importance as a Celtic Twilighter, 

what he called in “Recent Irish Poetry” “[t]he fully licensed stock-in-trade from 

the Aisling to Red Branch Building, in [Clarke’s] command” (Disjecta72-3). As 

many critics have further noted, Beckett’s rather cruel portrayal of the poet 

Ticklepenny, undoubtedly based on the poet Austin Clarke, brings Clarke’s own 

experience of mental distress into a rather unkind real-life relevancy. Beckett’s 

speculative adaptation of Austin Clarke’s personal experience of force-feeding 

crudely evokes the trauma of such an experience. Under Geulincx’s ethic, though 

powerless to effect a real and thorough interaction with our bodies, we must 

nevertheless care for them: “A condition of life is to be secured which may suffice 

to maintain the body in good order” (Geulincx 346). Ticklepenny’s inadherence 

to such a system places him in the Murphy borderlands; he can be either patient of 

custodian but be cannot be both. In the context of the asylum, Clarke’s protest is 

not acknowledged as such and becomes merely the means to give up self-care.41  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
41 Austin Clarke’s personal experience of force-feeding finds graphic illustration 
in his poem, “Mnemosyne Lay in Dust”: 
 

Weaker, he sank from sleep to sleep, inward, 
Then Dr Leeper sprang at him. Four men 
Covered him, bore him into the ward. 
The Doctor bared his sleeve to the forearm. 
What was he trying to do? Arms rounding, 
Held down the hunger-striker, falling 
To terror, a tube forced halfway down 
His throat, his mind beyond recall. 
Choking, he saw a sudden rill 
Dazzling as baby-seed. It spilled 
 
In air. Annoyed, the Doctor drew 
Back, glucosed milk upon his shoulder 
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 Ticklepenny’s role as one who aids the force-feeding of patients also 

politicizes the act of refusing food. Although for most medical practitioners “a 

food refuser who is not mentally competent does not qualify as a hunger striker”, 

within the militaristic and prison-like descriptions of the MMM Beckett 

introduces these radical moments of self-abnegation by describing in extreme 

detail the untold violence of acts of force-feeding (Crosby et al. 563). In fact, to 

the contemporary reader, Ticklepenny is complicit in acts of torture. Though still 

something of a widespread practice, and little-changed from Beckett’s day, 

according to the Declaration of Malta on Hunger Strikers (2006) “[f]orced 

feeding is never ethically acceptable. Even if intended to benefit, feeding 

accompanied by threats, coercion, force or use of physical restraints is a form of 

inhuman and degrading treatment” (in Crosby et al. 565). Indeed the violence 

inherent in Ticklepenny’s complicity highlights the somewhat sexualized nature 

of the act and takes again from the difficult and little commented upon instances 

of sexual abuse and rape in the early prose.42 Beckett’s microcosm of the human 

focuses on such inhumane treatments for it shows the violent abuse of power that 

legitimizes the practices of the asylum.  

Hunger striking, particularly in the context of modernist literature, acts as a 

simulacrum for writing and artistry. For example Knut Hamsun’s Hunger (1890) 

and Kafka’s “The Hunger Artist” (1922) both delineate acts of starvation as 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
And overall. The rubber spewed  
As Maurice feebled against his holders 
The noise and fear of death, the throttling. 
Soon he lost all consciousness 
And lay there, all the struggle forgotten. 
The torture chamber and the pressure. 
He woke in bed. 
(Clarke 334-5). 

 
Though Clarke published his poem many decades after Murphy, the event had a 
significant and formative impact on his life. While Beckett’s portrayal of Clarke is 
surely somewhat unfair, the injustice of the characterisation may be somewhat 
ameliorated by a shared sense of outrage of the cruely of this practice.  
 
42 “‘Unless you want me to call a policewoman,’ said Murphy, ‘cease your clumsy 
genustuprations’” (M 52). The scene is also reminiscent of Belacqua’s rape at the 
hands of the Smeraldina-Rima in Dream of Fair to Middling Women.  
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distinct modes of creativity. For Ticklepenny, his actions as a nurse also ease his 

own discomfort for they prevent him from composing. 

Dr Fist wrote from Dublin explaining that the curative factor at work 
in this interesting case was to be sought neither in the dipsopathy nor 
in the bottlewashing, but in the freedom from poetic composition that 
these conferred on his client, whose breakdown had been due less to 
the pints than to the pentameters (M 53). 
 

Ticklepenny’s freedom from acts of composition sets out the realm of the literary 

as a form of bondage. Ticklepenny’s newfound liberty presents a striking contrast 

to Murphy’s cravings for immobilisation.  

For Maud Ellmann, hunger-striking, particularly in the context of 

modernism, represents “disembodiment, not bodies; with the deconstruction of 

the flesh; and with writing and starvation as the arts of discarnation” (The Hunger 

Artists 4). Ticklepenny’s participation in these brutal acts, under Ellmann’s 

reading, represents a violent re-embodying of the patients and a withholding of 

the means to this troubling modernist artistry. As Murphy is concerned with the 

mind/body dialectic, it also details moments where these are pushed to the 

extreme and become instead justifications for acts of violence. Just as the 

constraints of form which Beckett’s novel pushes against reveal the very forms 

that constrict it, the deconstruction and mapping of that which tolerable and of 

that which is human, along similarly constructed lines, reveals the violence 

inherent in these acts. The work while also extends this violence into a 

consideration of the formal. Ticklepenny’s revelation that his taking part in acts 

of force-feeding is insufferable (“‘I cannot stand it,’ groaned Ticklepenny, ‘it is 

driving me mad’”) similarly demonstrates the contingency of those considered 

sane and those considered insane (M 53).  

The violence of force-feeding is present in other ways in the work too. 

Suicide, or the act of abstaining from suicide, is a strange and unwieldy fulcrum 

in Beckett’s early works. The reader’s introduction to Mr Endon, “voted by one 

and all the most biddable little gaga in the entire institution”, and his 

unreasonable preoccupation with an impossible suicide by means of apnoea, is 

reminiscent of the other strange instances of suicide in Beckett’s early fiction (M 

134). In Dream of Fair to Middling Women, the shady half-character, Nemo, commits 

a vague and hazy kind of suicide though the act is recorded officially as a “finding 

of Felo-de-se from Natural Causes” (DFMW 183). Even in death, as in life, Nemo 
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is writ absurd in a paradoxical bind. In More Pricks Than Kicks, when the 

degenerate Belacqua and the neurasthenic Ruby Tough set out to shoot 

themselves, and finding that “the finger of god” will not allow it, they decide 

instead on an ugly sexual rendez-vous: “[w]hen the first shock of surprise had 

passed and the silence spent its fury a great turmoil of life-blood sprang up in the 

breasts of our two young felons, so that they came together in inevitable nuptial” 

(MPTK 151). Beckett’s pun on felon and felo-de-se foreshadows Geulincx’s 

condemnation of suicide in Ethics: “The Second Obligation is, not to depart from 

this life unless God has summoned you” (Geulincx 339). The significance of 

suicide to Geulincx’s project is somewhat provocative; while Geulincx states that 

we are “defined by consciousness and will alone”, he nevertheless states that felo-

de-se should never be attempted: “it by no means follows that… it is easy, therefore 

we should do it” (342). 

Here I take to task the insanity of those abject and wretched little 
men who, considering only their offences, and taking no account of 
divine compassion, sometimes commit suicide out of desperation, 
adding to their offences the last and gravest offence of all (Geulincx 
345). 
  

Given the personal difficulties with which he lived at this point, Geulincx’s 

articulation of the difficulty in carrying on no doubt appealed to Beckett. In not 

questioning how one’s own existence came to be, Geulincx’s curious ethic and 

law of humility also resonates with a marked tendency Beckett’s own writing to 

consider one’s origin, or for so many of his later characters, the lack therof. 

 Suicide presents a strange and unstable counter-narrative to the plot of 

Murphy proper. Presented within the confines of Murphy, suicide is something of 

an aberration for it cannot be affected when desired for; it cannot be revealed 

when it has been affected; and it cannot be named when it has been revealed. 

The old boy’s suicide, which happens at the end of Chapter Five (“a shocking 

thing had happened”) is not revealed as such until the beginning of Chapter 

Eight: “It must have been while the chandlers were mocking Murphy that the 

shocking thing happened” (M 62; 77). It is Celia who first raises the alarm, 

noticing the absence of a presence, of the old boy as she can no longer hear his 

steps overhead. The discovery of his body is graphic and visceral: “The old boy 

lay curled up in meanders of blood on her expensive lino, a cut-throat razor 

clutched in his hand and his throat cut in effect” (M 78). Beckett also recycles his 
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‘felony’ ‘felo-de-se’ pun and pre-empts the authorial, bureaucratic powers of the 

MMM doctors:  

The police arrived and sent for a doctor. The doctor arrived and sent 
for an ambulance. The ambulance arrived and the old boy was 
carried down the stairs, past Celia stuck on the landing, and put into 
it. This proves that he still lived, for it is a misdemeanour to put a 
corpse, no matter how fresh, into an ambulance. But to take one out 
contravenes no law, by-law, section or sub-section, and it was 
perfectly in order for the old boy to consummate, as he did, his felony 
on the way to the hospital (M 79). 
 

The old boy’s death plunges Celia into an inarticulate and paralysing grief (she is 

“stuck”) that frustrates Murphy: “Her whole behaviour annoyed Murphy, of 

whose presence she seemed conscious only in fits and starts, and then with a kind 

of impersonal rapture that he did not relish in the least” (M 80). The deferred 

estrangement from Celia proves the catalyst of Murphy to finally enter the 

MMM wherein we he meets Mr Endon. It also enables Celia, Watt-like, to move 

upstairs and become a Murphy cipher, taking his place in the teak rocking-chair: 

She closed her eyes and was in her mind with Murphy, Mr Kelly, 
clients, her parents, others, herself a girl, a child, an infant. In the cell 
of her mind, teasing the oakum of her history. Then it was finished, 
the days and places and things and people were untwisted and 
scattered, she was lying down, she had no history (M 86). 
 

Celia’s move to be free of history anticipates those same themes in later works 

like Not I but her state of suspension also foreshadows Murphy’s own death.  

Like that of the Old Boy, Murphy’s is a puzzling exercise in bureaucracy, 

ultimately unresolved in the novel’s exhausted evocation of the detective genre.  

The repeated occasions of murky and inarticulate scenes of suicide, never 

explicitly addressed as such in Beckett’s early works, find further explication with 

Dr Killiecrankie. 

‘An accident?’ said Neary. 
The coroner stood quite still for a moment with the stupefied, 

almost idiot, expression of someone of one who is not quite sure if a 
joke has been made, nor, if so, in what it consists. Then he said: 

‘I beg your pardon.’ 
Neary repeated the question, on a rising note. The coroner opened 

and closed his mouth a number of times, threw up his arms and 
turned aside. But words never failed Dr Killiecrankie, that for him 
would have been tantamount to loose thinking, so up when the 
whiskers. 

‘A classical case of misadventure’ (M 147). 
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Here, the earlier cynical statement that there were “no facts in the MMM except 

those sanctioned by the doctor” and that “[n]o patient was dead till the doctor 

had seen him” becomes embroidered into the very real plot of Murphy; to this 

day, no-one can say for certain how Murphy died (M 92). Though Murphy’s 

possible suicide could seem to be foreshadowed by the death of the Old Boy and 

also by Endon’s wish for apnoea, the matter of how Murphy really died remains 

unlikely to be resolved. Indeed, Murphy’s arrhythmia may even foreshadow his 

own end as cardiac arrhythmia and paralysis are common manifestations of 

smoke inhalation and poisoning (Lawson-Smith et al 1). Killiecrankie’s role as the 

author of Murphy’s demise, a death neatly critiqued as “a classical case of 

misadventure” translates into the murky and somewhat disorientating narrative 

of Murphy the novel (M 147). His emphasis on the misadventure as “classical”, 

perhaps an allusion to his similarities to Ossian and James MacPherson, again 

imbues his role as the scientific medical man with contingencies of the fictional 

and the interpretative agency of the literary. Killiecrankie’s somewhat 

unreasonable insistences function as echoes of the irrational structures of Murphy 

itself. 
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Every analogy is lame. 
 

As Beckett found the Ethics and began to rework his impressions into 

Murphy, the direction of the writing changed too. Following his visit to Ireland in 

1935, Beckett’s habit of reinterpreting that which he had already written, 

manifested at the level of composition. This is evidenced by the peripatetic 

inclusion of Geulincx in Murphy proper and his infrequent reappearance through 

many of Beckett’s later works. Beckett’s utilization of the Geulingian term 

‘vitagraph’ underscores the continuum between the act of writing and its intimate 

connection to human physicality. Beckett rejects the traditional ‘bio’ of 

biography, which is used to connote a form, in favour of ‘vita’, the literal Latin 

word for ‘life’. In lieu of the autobiography, Beckett introduces Geulincx’s term 

instead. “He had been projected, larval and dark, on the sky of that regrettable 

hour as on a screen, magnified and clarified into his own meaning. But it was his 

meaning. The moon in the Serpent was not more than an image, a fragment of a 

vitagraph (M 104). This “fragment of a vitagraph” explores the literary as a 

physical, lived phenomenon. And vice versa. Geulincx’s assertion that “every 

analogy is lame” emphatically transcribed by Beckett, manifests this with its nod 

to the failure of analogy, of language, of illustration, to cope with the shape of 

human experience (Geulincx 323). Beckett’s use of Geulincx facilitates and 

authenticates this vision of life and humanity as one conditioned not by ability, 

but by disability. 

Like Geulincx’s idea of the lameness of analogy, Murphy dwells repeatedly 

on its status as a text, often invoking its own failure. The examples of “such 

pleasure that pleasure was not the word” and the “surgical quality” which is not 

quite right have already been mentioned but there are many more instances of 

the narrative which interjects and calls attention to its own presence (M 6; 39). 

Chapter Six, is only concluded with a narrative interjection: “This painful duty 

having now been discharged, no further bulletins will be issued” (M 66). As with 

the curious voice that informs the reader of “Dante and the Lobster” that the 

lobster’s death is not quick, the narrative voices that breaches the text of Murphy 

often announces itself as a kind of bored reader. These narrative rifts are 
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frequently iterated in terms of illness. For example, when the old boy dies, Miss 

Carridge goes to great length to convince Celia that he may not have taken his 

own life: “‘He goes crawling about the floor, with the razor open in his hand, 

when all of a sudden he has a seizure.’ Pronounced on the analogy of manure” 

(M 84). The relatively minor detail of Miss Carridge’s mispronunciation, as 

Ackerley points out, would have ‘seizure’ sound like ‘caesura’. This allusion to the 

poetic break and the emotional is further underscored with the revelation that 

Ticklepenny’s problem may not have been alcoholism, but may indeed have 

been precipitated by his having to write poetry.  

 Indeed, as many critics have noted, while the surname is the commonest 

Irish name, the word “Murphy” itself echoes the Greek morphē, meaning form or 

shape. Garin Dowd notes that “[b]y virtue of the title Murphy, and its echo of the 

Greek word morphē, Beckett’s first published novel at once yields and withdraws 

the concept of form” (Dowd 78). This doubled scrutiny of form is further 

explored in the work itself which is plagued by instances of resolute 

incompleteness. The seizure/caesura that Miss Carridge remakes upon is but one 

instance among many instances of the rhetorical rendered literally. In its use of 

typographical quirks, at times, Murphy pre-empts the material chaos of Watt and 

addresses not only the reader the but the typesetter of the book: “Late that 

afternoon, after many fruitless hours in the chair, it would be just about the time 

Ceila was telling her story, MMM stood suddenly for music, ᴍᴜSɪᴄ, MUSIC, in 

brilliant, brevier and canon, or some such typographical scream if the gentle 

compositor would be so friendly” (M 132). As with Watt, Beckett here contorts 

the novel form in order to draw attention to the medium and of the 

incommensurability of the aural and the textual. Another such rhetorical device 

is the use of aposiopesis: 

‘Have fire in this garret before night or –’  
He stopped because be could not go on. It was an aposiopesis of the 

purest kind. Ticklepenny supplied the missing consequences in 
various versions, each one more painful than any that Murphy could 
have specified, terrifying taken all together. Suk’s indication of silence 
as one of Murphy’s highest attributes could not have been more 
strikingly justified (M 94). 
 

The illustration of Murphy’s aposiopesistic power reintroduces the concept of 

‘going on’ or, as the case may be, Murphy’s rejection of such a journey. The use 
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of aposiopesis again reinforces the authorial emphasis on incompleteness and on 

the myriad possibilities that lurk within what goes unsaid. 

Beckett’s use of medical conditions as literary metaphors figures at this time 

in both his fiction and his correspondence. In 1936, Beckett wrote to Mary 

Manning of a recent medical case that had attracted much media attention. 

“The creature in the world most to be envied is Patricia Maguire of Chicago. She 

sleeps since 1931, her stupor lightens briefly at meal times, she is massaged daily, 

her fanmail is composed mostly of proposals of marriage” (Letters I 423). Beckett’s 

somewhat sardonic valorisation of the Maguire’s catatonic state reveals his own 

preoccupation with states of impairment as the only meaningful states. Indeed, a 

narrative of Maguire’s hospitalisation would not seem out of place in the oeuvre 

of Beckett’s novels. 

The material circumstances that surrounded the editing and publication 

of Murphy would not be out of place in the narrative proper. Having completed 

the writing, Beckett struggled for almost two years to find a publisher for his 

typescript. It was rejected by dozens of publishing houses before Jack B. Yeats 

recommended the book to Routledge who in December 1937 eventually agreed 

to publish the work. Following his disappointing travels around Germany, 

Beckett once again relocated to Paris, reunited with Joyce and spent the final few 

weeks of 1937 working with Giorgio Joyce on the final galley proofs of Work in 

Progress. In early January 1938, Beckett was stabbed on the Avenue d’Orléans 

and was hospitalized at the Hopital Broussais. On hearing of Beckett’s injuries, 

Joyce insisted that Dr Thérése Bertrand-Fontaine, his own personal doctor (and 

the first female doctor to work in France) should treat his ailing friend. Beckett 

wrote to friends of the Joyce family’s kindness: “The Joyces have been 

extraordinarily kind, bringing me round everything from a heating lamp to a 

custard pudding” (Letters I 589). Joyce wrote to concerned family members of 

Beckett’s condition:  

The stab was above the heart; that is uninjured, and the lungs also, 
but there is a perforation of the pleura, the layer of tissue surrounding 
the pleura. My house on the day after your departure was like the 
stock exchange, telephone calls from everywhere. We will know more 
about the affair when it goes to court (Letters III 411).  
 

Unlike Murphy, Beckett’s heart was spared but his lung was badly injured and he 

remained in hospital for almost two weeks. During that time, fearing a change of 
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heart from Routledge, George Reavey sent Beckett the proofs for Murphy and he 

began to correct them from his hospital bed.   

This scene of horror, of the immobilised Oblamov attended to by 

borrowed doctors and flapping friends and family who rush to his side, resonates 

with the themes of Murphy proper: hospital beds, metaphors of writing and of 

fiction, immobility, surgery, hearts, lungs, punctures and strained relationships all 

appear in Murphy too. This biographical moment is reminiscent too of the 

opening pages of the novel, in which we encounter the eponymous hero, naked 

and bound to a teak rocking chair, alleging attack by an unknown assailant. 

Months prior, as Beckett travelled around Germany in 1937, all the while 

struggling to find a publisher for Murphy, he reconsidered the opening image of 

bondage in Murphy, writing to Mary Manning Howe on 18 January, 1937: 

Provoked by belated romantic German novels I find new planes of 
justification for the bondage in the chair that were not present to me 
at the time. Or rather for the figure of the bondage in the chair. If I 
am not careful I shall become clear as to what I have written (Letters I, 
422). 
 

Beckett refers here to his reading of Walter Bauer’s Notwendige Reise [Necessary 

Journey]. His letter kicks against the mode of the teleological German epic in 

order to re-read the defining opening image of his art: Murphy, wilfully bound, 

moved and yet unmoving. He elaborates the insight in a diary entry dated the 

same day: 

Journey anyway is the wrong figure. How can one travel to that from 
which one cannot move away? Das notwendige Bleiben [The Necessary 
Staying Put] is more like it. That is also in the figure of Murphy in that 
chair, surrender to the thongs of self, a simple materialization of self-
bondage, acceptance of which is the fundamental unheroic. In the 
end it is better to perish than be freed. But the heroic, the nosce te 
ipsum that these Germans see as a journey, is merely a different 
attitude to the thongs and chair, a setting of will and muscles and 
fingers against them, a slow creation of the desire and power to stand 
up and walk away, a life consecrated to the possibility of escape, if not 
necessarily the fat, to a real freedom of choice when the fire comes. 
Murphy has no freedom of choice, i.e., he is not free to act against his 
inclination. The point is that the nosce te ipsum is no more mobile than 
the carpe te ipsum [gather thyself] of Murphy. The difference is that in 
the one motionless there is the seed of motion, and in the other not. 
And so on. And so on” (in Knowlson 247 and DP 35-6). 
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In the “necessary staying-put” we observe the influence of Geulincx’ work. 

Where Murphy manifests a number of farcical journeys that traverse the Irish Sea, 

he increasingly moves to a slowed treatment of the journey itself, and with Watt, 

Molloy and later works, a firm emphasis on circularity and, like Finnegans Wake, on 

movement without progress. Beckett’s iteration of “the necessary staying-put” 

and the distinctions he creates between Murphy’s motionlessness and the 

perceived “possibility of escape” that he interprets for the German dream, sets 

out constraint, or compromised ability, as the only significant means to cope with 

suffering. Beckett does so in terms of two literary tropes, those of the unheroic 

and the heroic. Beckett’s identification with the heroic as the realm of will and 

action implicitly undermines the rhetoric of strength perpetuated by fascist 

propaganda in Germany at that time. It also details how Beckett identifies 

versions of disability and of inaction as antithetical to dominant literary genres. 

Beckett’s first-hand experience of fascist propaganda sensitised him to the attack 

on ‘degenerate art’ and the threat of censorship. When Beckett employs a 

disabled character, he does so with the tacit acknowledgement that disability 

traditionally stands for failure or for a thwarted narrative. Beckett’s endorsement 

of the unhero, like his later wish for a literature of the non-word, does not negate 

but rather, doubly acknowledges the importance of the hero and the word.43 In 

bringing the disabled body and the clichéd ‘heroic’ together, he creates a literary 

form and a literature of impairment, undermining cliché in favour of new forms 

that normalise states of disability. In forging these altered forms, with a novel that 

beats like the compromised heart of its protagonist, Beckett checks narrative 

clichés that disenfranchise the experience of disability and extends the remit of 

art beyond classical ideals and privileges. 

For Mark Nixon it is “precisely the lack of motion or the denial of 

transcending a present state, of being still and not still stirring, which Beckett’s 

characters progressively aim to achieve. The trope of the journey remains central 

to Beckett’s postwar work, but is negated” (Samuel Beckett’s German Diaries 97). 

These negated travels are most evident in a novel like Molloy but in Murphy we 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
43 Cf. Beckett’s letter, 9th July 1937, the so-called “German Letter” to Axel 
Kaun. This letter, first included in Disjecta, is often seen as the most articulate 
example of Beckett’s turning away from English and onto the road towards his 
“literature of the non-word” (Letters I  518). 
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can observe Beckett’s grappling with this trope of journeying as he formulates an 

art of the immobile. As he put it in a letter to Mary Manning in December, 1936:  

The physical mess is trivial, beside the emotional mess, I do not care, 
and didn’t know, whether they are connected or not. It is enough that 
I can’t imagine anything worse than this mental marasmus, in which 
I totter and sweat for months. It has turned out a journey from, and 
not to, as I knew it was before I began it (Letters I 397). 
 

His use of the word “marasmus” recalls its appearance in Murphy too as Murphy 

uses the word to describe his pursuit of employment: “At last I find it, it finds me, 

I am half dead with abuse and exposure, I am in a marasmus, I do not delay a 

moment but come crawling back to receive your congratulations” (M 80). 

Murphy’s identification of his own state as one that is severely undernourished 

demonstrates the work’s rejection of the classical and the epic in favour of the 

unheroic. Beckett’s use of disability, of metaphor and of ‘lameness’ reveals the 

centrality of such conditions to his own aesthetic at the time but also establishes 

how these complaints manifest in later works. Beckett adapts the literary as 

something ‘lame’ from Geulincx but with Murphy, his valorisation of states of 

impairment reveals a political understanding of the real-life consequences of the 

arbitrary stratification of human difference. His art moves towards an 

understanding of the diminished capacities of form, both literary and physical.
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FIVE 

Reading Anomalies in Watt 
 

…and Sam’s other married daughter, Kate, aged twenty-one years, a 

fine girl but a bleeder,I…. 
IHaemophilia is, like enlargement of the prostate, an exclusively male 

disorder. But not in this work (Watt 87). 

 

When General Charles de Gaulle awarded him the Croix de Guerre in 1945, 

Beckett was praised in the citation for his Resistance work during the war: 

“Betrayed to the Germans, from 1943 he was forced to live clandestinely and 

with great difficulty” (in Bair 338). Beckett’s third novel, Watt, is a work that 

charts and gives expression to experiences of difficulty in its different forms and 

meanings. A thoroughly destabilising novel, the difficulty of expression is perhaps 

the only consistently meaningful backdrop to Watt. The formation of the work 

spanned almost four years of the Second World War. Written while Beckett was 

on the run from the Gestapo, traces of the difficulty of the material circumstances 

of Watt’s writing are to be found in the text itself. Considering this historical 

backdrop, the writing of Watt evokes the uprootedness and deprivation of daily 

life and the obsession with documentation that dogged Europe during the book’s 

inception. Its compulsive listing of things, often in tedious detail, as well as the 

exhaustive expansions of simple problems echo the bureaucratic breakdowns of 

wartime Europe while also exposing the deeply dehumanising effect of lives 

reduced to documentation. As a wartime novel, Watt also bridges some of the 

most important features of Beckett’s writing before and after the Second World 

War. Watt feels its own absurd logic keenly and, as Feldman argues, it began to 

articulate Beckett’s problem with finding suitable material: “the problem of 

writing about something” (17). This attests to one of the most disruptive features of 

the novel, that is, its recursive emphasis on its own textuality. Feldman’s 

contention echoes Beckett’s own distinction in writing about Work in Progress: 

“here form is content, content is form” (“DBVJ” 503).  In its consistent emphasis 

on its own writtenness, Watt short-circuits reader’s expectations and paves the 

way for later works, such as Three Novels and How It Is, in which the guises of 
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subjectivity come under increased scrutiny. In Watt, experiences of disability and 

debility inform the structuring narrative of the work itself; as Watt’s aphasia 

becomes more manifest to others, the book itself begins to emulate this 

disorientation. 
The compromised subjectivity of Watt prompted early readers of the work 

to discuss the text in markedly medicalised and psychiatric terms. These first 

critics, most notably Deirdre Bair, argued that the preoccupations with mental 

decline and breakdown evident in the work were in part inspired by Beckett’s 

own alleged nervous breakdown: “Beckett suffered a very real breakdown in 

Roussillon – probably his most serious – one directly related to the schizophrenic 

form and content of much of Watt” (Bair 346). Though it now seems unlikely that 

Beckett actually experienced a ‘nervous breakdown’ (a suspiciously literary 

expression) it is interesting that a reading of Watt might inspire such a diagnosis. 

The novel is consumed with images of decline, both mental and physical, and 

what it might mean to describe or perform departures from the norm.  

For James Knowlson, Beckett’s writing of Watt represented an act of self-

therapy in the midst of a particularly dark and troubling time; the novel thus 

encodes these difficulties: 

At first reading Watt looks like a wild, extravagant novel. One that 
could have been written, it has been claimed, only by someone in a 
state of mental breakdown. Yet it is a very funny book and there is a 
degree of conscious control that suggests the very opposite of this. 
Watt, the protagonist, may demonstrate some of the conventional 
symptoms of schizophrenia or obsessional neurosis (Damned to Fame 
334).  
 

Though Beckett was doubtless interested in medical literature, it is important to 

draw attention to the uncertain status of epistemological claims in his works. If 

Watt is “nothing if not an attack on systematic thinking” (Feldman 121),  then it 

would seem wholly necessary to point to the systematised contingencies of the 

physical and mental conditions which are evoked in the novel. These identifying 

features of Beckett’s later aesthetic (the abandonment of resolution, the 

materiality of writing, the enunciation of symptomatology) are already evident in 

Watt and are not new features in Beckett’s work but with Watt’s consistent acts of 

negation these structures are undermined and queried most fundamentally at the 

level of form. For John Harrington, Watt continues the tradition of A Tale of a Tub 
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and Tristram Shandy as an example of the Irish “anti-novel” (The Irish Beckett 1). 

Watt may feel like it was written by someone in the throes of psychosis but this 

concentrated fiction and elaborately crafted aesthetic, crucially, was not 

fashioned by a person diagnosed as having schizophrenia. As such, this “anti-

novel” points to both the limits of fiction and the interdependently contingent 

discourses of both diagnosis and criticism.  

Though it never quite achieves the fever pitch or consummate eloquence of 

Molloy, Malone Dies and The Unnamable, with its exegesis of the structure of 

subjectivity and of language breakdown, particularly in the second half of the 

novel, Watt bears some similarities to these works. At its core, I suggest that Watt 

is a novel consumed by a paradoxical formalisation of the anomalous. At first 

glance, anomaly may be misinterpreted as error, plain and simple, but here I 

contend that in harnessing the philosophical, as well as medical, significance of 

the anomaly, Beckett usurps constructions of the norm and privileges the 

meticulous contingency of the novel form. In essence, the formal play of Watt is 

necessarily tethered to Beckett’s representation of anomalies and anomalous 

bodies; in these representations, Beckett’s work challenges conventional and 

contemporaneous understandings of disability and the anomalous and paves the 

way for a career-long concentration on the productive capacity of disability to 

reconceptualise our understandings of fiction, representation and form.  

While textual and genetic critics of Beckett’s work make routine reference 

to textual ‘anomalies’, the term was signposted in early post-colonial readings of 

Beckett’s work too. In David Lloyd’s influential Anomalous States, Lloyd reads 

Beckett’s somewhat fractious prose as indicative of a complicated relationship to 

Ireland and its colonial past.82 Its etymology suggesting ‘of quality’, anomaly 

refers, in the OED’s primary historical definition, to “unevenness, inequality of 

condition, motion” (“Anomaly” OED online).  This unevenness or inequality of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
82 Lloyd writes, “If this ‘obsession with the past’ is indeed Ireland’s anomaly, and 
not the logical condition of any decolonizing nation whose history is yet to be 
made, it is nonetheless an anomaly which, against all probability, suspends the 
laws of verisimilitude and disperses the post-colonial moment among the episodes 
and fragments of a history still in process” (Anomalous States 10-11). Lloyd’s 
reading is compelling and demonstrates the degree to which historical 
understandings of Irish literary history often call upon metaphors of 
embodiment. 
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condition manifests in the literary condition of the text of Watt as the peripatetic 

redoubling of the novel’s compromised structure reveals the reader’s collusion in 

the arranging of the text. The novel’s idiosyncrasies of pace may also be traced in 

the curious gaits and patterns of walking many of the characters posses and 

which takes up a significant portion of the descriptive narrative passages. The 

atomistic narrative emphasis on certain anomalies also echoes Watt’s own falling 

away from language as his ‘pathological’ speech becomes ever more scrutinised 

by the hovering character of Sam. By virtue of Watt’s linguistic anomalies being 

written, recorded, tested and interpreted, Watt becomes subject to institutional 

care and control. The prose itself fails to emulate Watt’s condition and offers 

instead a codified simulacrum of debility that is reminiscent of Paul Éluard and 

André Breton’s Immaculate Conception (as discussed in Chapter Two). 

Anomaly, potentially, is also a matter of language. The second OED 

definition of anomaly is listed thus:  

a. Irregularity, deviation from the common order, exceptional 
circumstance or condition. 
b. Nat Sci. Deviation from the natural order. 
c. Grammar. Irregularity, exception to the prevailing form of inflection 
(“Anomaly” OED online).  
 

Watt’s abandoning of communicative norms such as grammar, syntax, 

pronunciation, enunciation, and spelling focuses the discordant acts of langue and 

parole into explicit tension. The reference to Watt’s misspelled speech and his 

disordered syntax indicates his semantic estrangement from the world but also 

points to the determinately literary nature of his condition. The aesthetic 

potential of the non-standardism, or non serviam, of the anomaly comes to the fore 

in Watt. The anomaly, unlike the pathological or the ‘failed’ aesthetic for which 

Beckett has elsewhere been celebrated, opens up a space of radical non-

conformity. The text’s celebration of anomalies can be found both at the level of 

its own defamiliarised form and is emphasised in the numerous real and fictional 

corporeal conditions of its characters.  

The term “anomaly” is heavily loaded in terms of medical discourse as 

well as in narrative discourse.83 These mutually informing spheres have certainly 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
83 In French, the word anomalie is perhaps even more closely associated to medical 
conditions as Collins-Robert translates “une anomalie congénitale” as 
“congenital abnormality” (Collins-Robert). 
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influenced how we read the recurring instances of medical discomposure in 

Beckett’s work. Tyrus Miller reads Watt as an example of his titular late 

modernism, arguing that the comedy of the work often derives from “degraded 

forms of extraliterary discourse” (Late Modernism 19).  Miller argues that late 

modernist texts shirk their literary forebears and “dramatize a particularly violent 

discombobulation of body and thought, a mirthless comedy of bodily 

discomposure” (Late Modernism 20). The discomposure that yokes both the 

physical and the formal is writ large in Watt as experiences of impairment, 

disability and anomalies secrete themselves into the very material of the work, 

breaching, punctuating and slowing the pace of the novel. As if in emulation of 

Woolf’s famous comment that “English, which can express the thoughts of 

Hamlet and the tragedy of Lear, has no words for the shiver and the headache”, 

the curious textual anomalies of Watt regularly arise through experiences of pain 

or distress (“On Being Ill” 193). For example, when the text attempts to iterate 

pain, the narrative can only gesture to the experience:  

And then to pass on to the next generation there was Tom’s boy 
young Simon, aged twenty, whose it is painful to relate 
 
     ?    (W 86)  
 

The constitutive absences punctuated throughout with large gaps and question 

marks recalls Wittgenstein’s dictum “[w]hereof one cannot speak, one must 

remain silent” but also induces something of an imaginative quandary (Tractatus 

7; 90). What is the nature of the painful condition with which Tom’s boy lives? 

Unable to depict such a condition, the text instead invites the reader’s own 

consideration, in effect asking the reader to collaborate in the composition of the 

text. 

While Watt generally conforms to Miller’s iteration of late modernism, it 

may also be helpful to understand the novel in terms of Lennard J. Davis’ 

iteration of dismodernism. We may read Watt as a “dismodernist” work for it is a 

novel that “replaces the binary of docility and power with another – impairment 

and normalcy. Impairment is the rule, and normalcy is the fantasy” (Bending Over 

Backwards 31). With the dismodernist text, form follows dysfunction. Within Watt, 

the many dysfunctions of the characters in turn come to bear upon the form of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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the work itself. Indeed, Watt’s experience in the hospital is so defamiliarising that 

it restructures the very novel: the reader is asked to compensate for Watt’s 

disorder by reordering the appearance of each chapter. 

In Watt, the reader is also presented with the very real physicality of these 

anomalous bodies, often in great and scrutinous detail. Categories of difference 

represented in the novel are not exchangeable and rarely metaphorical. While 

opening up a space of radical non-conformity, Beckett is not immune to 

harnessing clichéd and metaphorical depictions of difference. This is clearly 

evident in his depiction of the fecundity of the Catholic Lynch family who live on 

the grounds of Knott’s big house. As discussed below, the Lynch family are 

itemised in terms of their anomalous bodies. For disability theorists such as David 

M. Turner, literary representation of anomalous bodies have routinely been 

misunderstood in scholarly exegesis:  

[While] the presence of anomalous bodies in many historical and 
cultural contexts has been recognised, scholarly analyses have tended 
to reduce these bodies to metaphors for other categories of difference 
such as race, class, gender and sexuality. As such, bodily distortions 
are reduced to the merely metaphorical, while the physicality of these 
bodies disappears from view (12).  
 

In Watt we see those categories enumerated by Turner (race, class, gender, 

sexuality), but in revealing this ur-state of the anomalous, Beckett pushes a more 

nuanced understanding of the intersections of these categories with those of 

disability. In this novel Beckett induces us to confront the literary construction of 

disability.  

In Watt, anomalies manifest in terms of human disabilities, impairments, 

debilities and difference. Almost every character in Watt, from the opening pages 

featuring Hunchy Hackett, the news agent, and Lady McCann, to the closing 

scenes with its images of lame horses, cack-faced Miller, and Watt’s own physical 

demise, are textually registered by virtue of their physical, linguistic or cognitive 

differences. Others still pass unnoticed, lost in the confusing and bewildering 

streams of combinative language that seem to confound any desire to toady to 

the abilities of readers. These anomalies have come to represent the very essence 

of the Watt aesthetic. The typographical and editorial anomalies that dog the 

fastidious analyst of Watt pass unnoticed by most readers, revealing the confusing 
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and at-times paradoxical nature of the anomaly in Watt; as a novel, it equally 

conforms to and distorts the novel form. 

In emphasising such states of difference, we also come to a better 

understanding of the invisibility of the norm. In discussion of disability and the 

theorisation of the norm, philosophers such as Michel Foucault and disability 

scholars such as Mitchell & Snyder and Lennard J. Davis have used the insights 

of the French philosopher of science George Canguilhem, a near contemporary 

of Beckett, to further understand the interdependent relationship between the 

‘pathological’ and the ‘norm’. In his 1943 work, The Normal and the Pathological, 

Canguilhem also draws attention to the epistemological significance of the 

anomaly: 

Thus, even a scientist acknowledges that an anomaly is known to 
science only if it is first perceived in the consciousness, in the form of 
an obstacle to the performance of functions, or discomfort or 
harmfulness. But the sensation of obstacle, discomfort or harmfulness 
is a sensation which must be termed normative since it involves the 
even unconscious reference to a function and to an impulse to the 
completeness of their exercise (135).  
 

One of the fundamental significances of Canguilhem’s work as a theoretical 

framework is its rigorous debunking of assumed, predetermined normative 

concepts. Canguilhem’s study demonstrates the inextricability of the idea of the 

normal from that of the pathological and argues that the anomalous and the 

pathological are existentially prior to the norm. Like Watt, Canguilhem’s study of 

the structure of what is meant by clinical understandings of the pathological and 

its necessary corollary, the normal, brings together a study of logic and applies it 

to human experiences of debility. Canguilhem also sets out an understanding of 

anomalies as environmentally manifest, a difference that can only be perceived 

by virtue of normal or normative conditions. The very nature of the determined 

text, and of anomalies written therein, show up the conditions of textuality by 

which they come to the reader’s attention.  

In Watt, the anomaly as existentially prior is writ large; the work 

exemplifies a reading of anomaly as the ur-state and renders this analogously in 

two ways. Firstly, it introduces copious anomalies into the text that are only 

visible when compared to a normative novel state. Secondly, it performs this 

action with a literal and metaphorical emphasis on anomalies of the human body 
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and mind, explicated in the many and variable disabled characters of the text. 

Thus this explicit rendering of states of disability inverts the pre-reflective 

insistence on the elimination of error and defect in favour of an art that 

articulates the importance of difference. Though texts may be pathologised in 

emulation of a disease, condition or disability, there is a radical constructedness 

to this representation. Indeed, one might argue that instead of offering a literary 

simulacrum of a real-life condition, this act of pathologisation constitutes a 

radical aesthetic that points to the literary qualities of such conditions. In Watt, 

this constructedness comes to the fore most visibly in the many insistent 

anomalies of the text and the humour of the descriptions that attend to them; for 

example, the idiosyncratic mobility of the newsagent prompts the imaginative 

“he moved rapidly, in a series of aborted genuflections” (W 19). Much of the 

descriptive passage of the text is given over to these detailed attentive accounts of 

the characters’ gaits and walks. Such a keen narrative eye demonstrates the 

preoccupations of the text and reveals the extent to which Beckett’s narratives are 

content to detour through the many varied and conspicuous types of body 

represented therein.  

The act of deciphering textual, bodily and linguistic anomalies has 

become a defining trait of Watt. As Patrick Bixby notes in his article “Watt Kind 

of Man Are You?”, “critical accounts of the novel to date have focused on two 

central concerns: the protagonist’s experience of the instability of language and 

Western rationality in general and the related dismantling of the conventional 

novel form” (73).  The instability of language and its correspondent impact on 

rationality is of particular importance to Watt. Watt’s insistent and deliberate 

representation of impairment would seem to significantly inflect how we 

understand both the experience of language breakdown and the correlative 

breakdown of form.  

 To further illustrate this, we may look to the disordered narrative structure 

of the work. Watt is Beckett’s longest novel, but its chapters are disordered, 

another registered but uncorrected anomaly that gestures to the physical and 

intellectual presence of the author: “As Watt told the beginning of his story, not 

first, but second, so not fourth, but third, now he told its end. Two, one, four, 

three, that was the order in which Watt told his story” (W 186). Watt is a novel 

that is confident in its reader’s ability to reorder the story, to reframe and 
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aesthetically intervene in the narrative plausibility of that which it presents. This 

literal disorder is another example of the manifest disorder of the work; like 

Beckett’s early “buckled” discourses, or the later overwrought materiality of 

works like Molloy and Malone Dies, the form of the novel seems to reflect upon and 

instantiate the physical conditions of its characters. Furthermore, in literally 

inscribing impairment and in disabling the literary form of the work, Watt 

corresponds with Michael Davidson’s identification of a critical disabled aesthetic 

for it: 

defamiliarises such entrenched binaries to offer not simply a more 
humanised perspective on suffering but a way of translating the 
materiality of the artwork, both as form and practice, into the 
materiality of the different body (Concerto for the Left Hand xvii). 
 

By virtue of their normality within the text, the very ubiquity of disability in Watt 

has made entirely incongruous states of impairment almost invisible. There are 

many conditions alluded to in Watt, perhaps most significantly, Watt’s own 

experience of mental decline. In the proceeding discussion I will take two notable 

examples of such conditions: firstly, of haemophilia, and secondly, of language 

pathology. What I offer here are two case studies in how we may read anomalies 

in the work. The first section examines hereditary anxieties and reads disability in 

terms of contemporaneous twentieth-century anxieties about heredity and 

genetics. The second will focus on what has come to be known as Watt’s 

‘language pathology’. With Watt, these anomalies, whether they are hereditary, 

linguistic, or otherwise, are reliant upon ‘fiction’ itself and the systems of meaning 

and emphasis that constitute fiction. Mitchell and Snyder put it succinctly when 

they say:  

A subject demands a story only in relation to the degree that it can 
establish its own extra-ordinary circumstances. The normal, routine, 
average, and familiar (by definition) fail to mobilize the storytelling 
effort because they fall short of the litmus test of exceptionality. The 
anonymity of normalcy is no story at all (Narrative Prostheses 54). 
 

In normalising anomaly, Watt challenges the dominant, normative model of the 

body and of the novel too. If, as René Leriche argues, health is “the silence of the 

organs”, then anomalies, ill health, disability and impairment require new modes 

of expression in both language and fiction (in Davis Bending Over Backwards 112).  
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The Defamiliarised Familial: 

Reading Heredity and Disability in the Lynch Family 
 

Watt both dramatises and subverts contemporaneous fears regarding eugenics, 

heredity and degeneration. Where Dream of Fair to Middling Women and More Pricks 

Than Kicks exhibit and at times exaggerate fears of degeneration, Watt resists and 

often overturns such fears regarding the nature of fecundity, fertility and 

inherited conditions. In contrast to other near-contemporary works, such as 

Shaw’s Man and Superman, Yeats and Gregory’s Cathleen ni Houlihan, Synge’s The 

Playboy of the Western World, Eliot’s The Waste Land, Joyce’s Ulysses and Finnegans 

Wake, Yeats’ Purgatory, Lennox Robinson’s The Big House and Elizabeth Bowen’s 

The Last September, all of which demonstrate a marked anxiety around inheritance, 

bodily difference and the correlative state of the nation, Beckett’s work manifests 

a marked antipathy to anxieties of heredity. In earlier critical works such as “Che 

Sciagura” and “Censorship in the Saorstat”, (discussed in Chapter Three, pp. 

117-121), Beckett mocked the censorship of material pertaining to family 

planning and contraception. Watt walks the lines of good taste, at times straying 

into what Kennedy describes as “certain prejudicial views of Irish Catholic 

fertility” (“Echo’s Bones” 243). We find in Watt something of a revelling in such 

fears of decline and given Beckett’s class background and the many 

contemporaneous fears about future Anglo-Irish generations, the send-up of 

inherited conditions and inter-generational disease in the work, is all the more 

remarkable. 

This revelry is writ to almost Rabelaisian excess with the unseemly and 

uncomfortably farcical cataloguing of the Lynch family. The Lynches, the 

“fortunate family” who work for Knott, are made up of “five generations, twenty-

eight souls, nine hundred and eighty years” (W 87). The description of the Lynch 

family invokes all manner of medicalised and diagnostic language, presenting the 

reader with a distinctly pseudo-medical, literary version of heredity. The various 

conditions of each member read as a calling card of the many medical malaises 

to be found throughout Beckett’s works. The patriarch, Tom Lynch, is, like 

Molloy and Malone to come, “confined” to his bed. His offspring in turn are Jim, 
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a “hunchback inebriate”; Bill, a double amputee as a result of a slip and a fall; 

and May, who is visually impaired (W 85). The list of maladies goes on, 

encompassing, among others, “congenital disorder[s] of the unmentionable kind” 

(W 87). This list, similar to the many other exhaustive lists of Watt is notable by 

virtue of its fiction; it is not really an exegesis in the manner of the other 

exhaustive lists of the novel (such as the descriptive passage of Mr Knott moving, 

chess piece-like, in the garden); rather, it is a running-together and a creative 

expression that resembles a diagnostic manual (W 176). The list reads in one 

sense as an unlikely encyclopaedic invocation of the vulnerability of human form. 

The Lynch family present a full spectrum of human conditions. With Beckett’s 

pageant, however, a fundamental pattern of Watt is brought into relief, namely, 

in the bodily and physical conditions of its characters may be read the formal 

logic of the work itself. In presenting the very constructedness of disability 

through aesthetic and linguistic markers, Beckett gestures to the wider 

consequences and ramifications of these contingent structures. Beckett’s “attack 

on systematic thinking” here extends to the absurdities of the Lynch family for, 

although they manifest all manner of disease and impairment, they cannot be 

said to exist in an observably sound genetic relationship (Feldman 121). Here we 

glimpse the machinations of Beckett’s disability logic at work. Their various 

maladies have no causal relationship to one another though they serve to group 

them by virtue of a shared experience of disability. The Lynches are a family all 

living with individual impairments, though their various conditions have little 

bearing upon one another save to aesthetically group them together.  

 As Séan Kennedy has recently discussed, another similarly afflicted family 

appears in the manuscript draft of the novel, this time called the Roes (“Beckett, 

Yeats, and the Big House, 1933”). The Roe family, their name perhaps taken 

from Beckett’s mother’s maiden name, counter the avowedly Catholic shade to 

the Lynchian fecundity. But the Lynches are, for all of the medical invocations of 

their strangeness, a distinctly textual phenomenon. For H. Porter Abbott, their 

presence speaks to act of writing itself:  

As a mode of human creation, biological reproduction is a blindly 
recombinatorial art devoid of all intellectual nuance: witness the ten 
pages Beckett devotes to the endless and macabre transformations of 
the Lynch family in Watt (815). 
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In the face of the expansive combinatoire, Abbot’s assessment, however, empties 

the family of any socio-political meaning for the implicit eugenics of the episode 

disappears entirely. As Chris Ackerley notes in his annotations to Watt, the traces 

of Beckett’s calculations in discussing the Lynches are, perhaps, the most notable 

feature of the family’s appearance. He notes:  

Beckett offered in the early draft (NB3, 104ff) several charts and/or 
calculations of the different generations, the relations between, and 
the ages of the Lynch family, in their attempt of the millennium, a 
process parodying Malthusian mathematics (Obscure Locks, Simple Keys 
112).  
 

This undermining of Malthusian mathematics is not at all surprising given 

Beckett’s disregard for eugenic calculations but it also attests to the generic 

peculiarity of the novel itself. In mapping in Malthusian detail the myriad 

afflictions of the Lynches, the novel undermines the deeply sinister eugenic 

ideologies of population control during the Second World War and the lifetime 

of the Irish Free State (1922-37). The Lynch episode is a microcosm of the 

anomalous in which the anomaly governs both form and content. In particular, 

the condition of haemophilia comes to the fore as this genetic anomaly is 

rendered in the text as a distinctly literary condition. The many intermissions of 

the text function like hereditary anomalies that, in a manner akin to 

Canguilhem’s articulation of the epistemological priority of the non-normal, 

illustrate ‘normal’ and conventional states of being. To take the example of Kate: 

…and Sam’s other married daughter, Kate, aged twenty-one years, a 
fine girl but a bleeder,I…. 
  
I Haemophilia is, like enlargement of the prostate, an exclusively 
male disorder. But not in this work (W 87).  
 

Here, in the midst of the Malthusian exegesis of the prolific Lynch family, buried 

within a sentence that discusses an extremely fecund character suspiciously 

named Sam, the reader’s attention is drawn to a character unmentioned again in 

the work. Kate is not explicitly diagnosed with haemophilia, but her status as “a 

bleeder” is imaginatively yoked with haemophilia as a real-life medical condition. 

In this untrammelled moment, the footnote that spills over from the text proper 

is also a formal inscription of the disease that is fictionally invoked. As Beckett 

was likely aware, while haemophilia is usually gendered as a ‘male’ disorder, it is 
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not exclusively so. Beckett’s fictionalisation of haemophilia is noteworthy for while 

we can assume that he knew something of the taxonomy of the condition, his 

decision to comment on the gendered nature of contemporaneous 

understandings of the disease suggests a deeply ironical treatment. Beckett may 

have sourced this understanding from William Osler’s The Principles and Practise of 

Medicine (1892), a medical textbook of particular importance to him in the 1930s, 

and a highly popular and important work in its own right (Nixon EB 103). Osler 

gives the following definition: 

An hereditary, constitutional fault, characterized by a tendency to 
uncontrollable bleeding, either spontaneous or from slight wounds. 
[…] In a majority of cases the disposition is hereditary. The fault may 
be acquired, however, but nothing is known of the conditions under 
which the disease may thus arise in healthy stock (Osler 320).  
 

Osler goes on to describe the etiology of the condition, paying considerable 

attention to its hereditary nature, using the same descriptive term as Beckett 

(“bleeder”) to elucidate the transmission of the condition: 

The usual mode of transmission is through the mother, who is not 
herself a bleeder, but the daughter of one. Atavism through the 
female almost the rule, though healthy and free from any tendency, 
are almost certain to transmit the disposition to the male offspring. 
The affection is much more common in males than in females, the 
proportion being estimated at eleven to one, or even thirteen to one 
(Osler 321).  
 

Considered within the schema of Kate’s description, couched as she is in the 

hereditary history and physical failings of her extended family, it would seem of 

great importance that Kate might be a carrier of this sex-linked gene for, as we 

are told, Kate’s female children are also ‘bleeders’: 

indeed it was very wrong of Sean, knowing what he was and knowing 
what Kate was, to do what he did to Kate, so that she conceived and 
brought forth Rose, and indeed it was very wrong of her to let him, 
and indeed it was very wrong of Sean again, knowing what he was 
and what Kate was and now what Rose was, to do again what he did 
again to Kate, so that Kate conceived again and brought forth Cerise 
(W 87).  
 

The moralising tone of Sam’s ‘wrong’-doing is ambiguous: is it ‘wrong’ because it 

puts Kate at risk during childbirth? Or, considering the inherited nature of the 

condition, is it ethically wrong for Sam to? The free-flowing and unstopped issue 

of bodily fluids also invoke another type of moralising wrath and refocuses 
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Beckett’s critique of the restrictions on family planning in the Irish Free State.84 

Beckett inverts the conventional gendered and class significances of the blood 

disorder, which most usually presents in affected men and boys.  

The untrammelled sexism of Rose’s description speaks to a 

contemporaneous fear of contamination and of difference. For the feminist 

scholar Margrit Shildrick, writing about the anomalous body in terms of both 

pregnancy and debility, the discourse of othering that accompanies 

representations of maternity, disability, and the racialised or gendered body share 

similar traits and reveal shared anxieties about bodies deemed ‘anomalous’. The 

anomalous body “contaminates the will”, and compromises a cultural 

understanding of the “fully self-present sovereignty of the modernist subject” 

(Embodying the Monster 72). The fear of Kate’s ungovernable body also resonates 

with theorisations of the abject. For Shildrick, the maternal body undermines the 

traditional empirical binary of self/other determination. She writes that “the 

pregnant female body itself is always a trope of immense power in that it speaks 

to an inherent capacity to problematise the boundaries of self and other” 

(Embodying the Monster 31). Kate’s leakiness is a source of profound discomfort and 

fear; she is contaminated and in turn contaminates. The fact that the text that 

accompanies this description itself overflows is indicative of Beckett’s 

undermining of early twentieth-century fears of anomalies.  

The nativist description of the Lynch family is also in tension with 

contemporaneous understandings of haemophilia. Dubbed ‘The Royal Disease’, 

the condition was popularly understood in the 1920s and 1930s as a condition 

affecting the European monarchy. It was believed to have originated with Queen 

Victoria and was subsequently passed to German, Spanish and Russian 

monarchical families. As commentators have suggested, prior to the outbreak of 

the Second World War, the blood disorder may be responsible for some of the 

most violent political upheavals of the twentieth century, including the Russian 

Revolution and the Spanish Civil War (McConnell 265). Because of the public 

awareness of the condition during the 1930s, as Stephen Pemberton notes, 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
84 One of the restrictions of the Censorship of Publications Act, 1929, prohibited 
works which made mention of “any indecent medical, surgical or physiological 
details the publication of which would be calculated to injure public morals” 
(Censorship of Publications Act, 1929 14.1.b).  
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haemophilia was often used by students of heredity to explain “the principles of 

Mendelian genetics and sex-linked traits. Eugenicists likewise found it useful in 

their promotions of ‘better breeding’ and ‘fitter families’” (Pemberton The Bleeding 

Disease 1). The fictional gendering of the condition is a further fruitful anomaly. 

As Pemberton notes:  

In the first half of the twentieth century, scientists characterized 
hemophilia [sic] as a sex-linked trait transmitted by asymptomatic 
females to their male offspring. It was, in short, a ‘male’ disease; and 
many experts of that era believed that symptomatic hemophilia was a 
practical impossibility (7).   
 

The re-gendering of the condition in Watt further illustrates the purely fictional 

nature of the condition but also signposts the curious gendering of our 

understandings of inherited conditions. Though understood as a ‘male’ disease, it 

is Queen Victoria who is continually referred to as the originator of the condition 

in the royal families. Her own anxiety about ‘worthy’ bloodlines is born out in a 

letter to her daughter Vicky:  

I do wish one could find some black eyed Princes and Princesses for 
our children! I can’t help thinking what dear Papa said – that was in 
fact when there was some little imperfection in the pure Royal 
descent that some fresh blood was infused (…) it is not as trivial as 
you may think, for darling Papa – often with vehemence said: ‘We 
must have some strong blood’ (in Shaw Royal Babylon 69).  
 

Beckett uses such cultural beliefs about ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ blood and the 

concordant socio-political taxonomy to further render the absurdity of the 

Catholic Lynch family’s condition. Like the royal families of Europe, Rose and 

Cerise, their names signalling their genetic difference and twinning them with 

colours of blood, are victims of their own small gene pool.85 By showing us this 

invented condition in the Irish Free State context in which Kate lives, Beckett 

obliquely address the lack of access to family planning or methods of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
85 In the More Pricks Than Kicks story “Love and Lethe”, Ruby Tough, the 
neurasthenic character who unadvisedly enters into a failed suicide pact with 
Belacqua, demonstrates similar traits to Rose and Cerise. She is described as 
having “long suffer[ed] an incurable disorder” (MPTK 142). Similarly, her father, 
Mr. Tough, is described as having “cyanosis”, a blue-coloured skin discoloration, 
the result of poor circulation (MPTK 144). Pemberton notes that cyanosis was 
identified as symptom of haemophilia by Johann Lukas Schönlein, who, in 1839, 
was the first to name the condition of haemophilia (29).  
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contraception and the disproportionate impact that this would have for women. 

For Shildrick, “[a]ny substance, then, that crosses corporeal boundaries – pus, 

blood, saliva, breast milk, faecal matter – is a significant focus of cultural anxiety 

and regulation (Leaky Bodies and Boundaries 81).  In representing this fictional 

disorder, Beckett’s exposes the unregulated nature of the Lynch family’s 

fecundity and introduces a tension which, while not sympathetic, is perhaps all 

the more provocative in its response to the socio-political climate of the novel’s 

own conception. Ultimately, the Lynches episode performs a number of 

functions: it is the source of much mirth in the work but it also serves to indulge 

and mock those conventions of Ascendancy literature that so fretted about 

Catholic fertility. While Beckett certainly problematises eugenic beliefs, he also 

shines a light on the discourses which govern such anxieties. 

The eugenic tone of the text echoes contemporaneous thinking about the 

suitability of marriage for people with haemophilia. Osler’s medical descriptions 

abound through the disapproving voice of Beckett’s narrator. The supposed 

immorality of Kate’s decision to have children resonates with Osler’s advice to 

family members with haemophilia: 

Members of a bleeder’s family, particularly the boys, should be 
guarded from injury, and operations of all sorts should be avoided. 
The daughters should not marry, as it is through them that the 
tendency is propagated (Osler 322).  
 

As is typical in texts from Beckett’s early career, however, this nod to eugenic 

calculation is scuppered almost immediately by a reductio ad absurdum of eugenic 

beliefs. In fact, even in the family’s aim that all their ages would add up to 1,000, 

the calculations presented are rife with errors. These anomalies are registered, 

again, by way of footnote:  

Five generations, twenty-eight souls, nine hundred and eighty years, 
such was the proud record of the Lynch family, when Watt entered 
Mr Knott’s service.1 

(…) 
1The figures given here are incorrect. The consequent calculations 
are therefore doubly erroneous (W 87).   
 

This deliberate subversion of a pronounced logic operates through Watt. Like 

Kate’s perceived carelessness, we may observe a similar revolt within Watt too. 

Watt is a novel continually concerned with the application and formal exhaustion 

of logic, even when applied to family genealogy. While Beckett’s research into 
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disease and pathology has a formal bearing on his works, we must also bring an 

enquiry of the social and political ramifications of this knowledge to bear on these 

works. The last line of the footnote concerning Kate, “but not in this work”, is 

the most important for it suggests that Beckett anticipates many of the social 

critiques of the pathological structure.  

As in many of Beckett’s works, in Watt there are pathological elements to 

this text but the novel itself, formally and at the level of plot, is a send-up of 

diagnostic techniques within art. On the one hand, critics have frequently 

remarked upon Watt’s destabilising of language and knowledge, pointing to the 

combinative impulse of the text and its gradual deterioration and porousness. On 

the other, there has been a sustained exploration of Beckett’s text based on the 

language of casual diagnosis. If Watt attacks systematised schools of thought then 

it is important to also bring this analysis to bear on the shifting and contested 

sociologies of medicine, disability and corporeal difference. The footnote which 

signals the literary construction of haemophilia in Watt calls attention to a 

condition like real-life haemophilia but one which is also determinately not 

haemophilia. Though it looks and acts like a condition of the blood, it is a 

fictional condition whose presence signals an epistemological break. 

 Kate’s debility illustrates a somewhat simplified environmental 

understanding of disability, as it is only when she is injured by some 

environmental menace that the anomaly manifests. Canguilhem writes: 

What holds true for infirmity also holds true for certain states of 
fragility and debility, linked to a type of physiological divergence. This 
is the case with haemophilia, which is more an anomaly than a disease. 
All of the haemophiliac’s functions are carried out like those of 
healthy individuals. But the haemorrhages are interminable, as if the 
blood were indifferent to its situation inside or outside the vessels. In 
short, the haemophiliac’s life would be normal if animal life did not 
normally involve relations with an environment (…) Haemophilia is a 
kind of anomaly with a possible pathological character because of the 
obstacle met here by an essential vital function, the strict separation 
of interior and exterior environment [original emphasis] (140). 
 

Canguilhem’s identification of the lived nature of such physiological divergences 

establishes the importance of environment for understandings of debility. For the 

reason that haemophilia is an anomaly that only manifests in the exterior 

environment, it is all the more interesting that Beckett chooses to represent a 

purely fictional type of haemophilia, one that relies upon the medical and 



5: Reading Anomalies in Watt 

! 226 

popular understanding of the hereditary nature of the condition, but chooses 

instead to show its contingency.  

The gothic overtones of blood and bloodlines also bring Beckett’s use of 

the Irish Gothic to the fore. As David Lloyd and Sinéad Mooney both argue in 

Beckett and Ireland, Beckett’s difficult relationship with Ireland (and his finely-tuned 

apathy to Free State politics), informs his use of the Gothic genre. For both 

authors, Beckett’s invocation of the Gothic steadfastly resists domineering 

surveillance by the state. For Lloyd, Beckett’s parody of the Irish Gothic is 

racialised “and its continuing appeal as both a literary and a popular medium, 

marks the limit of the hold of the colonial state rationality on its subjects and of 

its totalizing systems of surveillance and knowledge. The irrational is that which 

escapes the codification of the state” (“Frames of referrance” 42). For Mooney:  

Against the obligatory normativity of Irish Ireland, and the 
encroaching nature of Free State Catholic nationalism, Beckett’s Irish 
Gothic enables him to muster all his considerable iconoclastic 
powers, and set his face against any sense of the collective, whether 
this is the nation-state, or the realist treaty between reader and writer. 
(“Ghost Writer”146).  
 

Mooney’s identification of the conflation of the political with that of the formal 

confirms the importance of the Gothic element in Beckett’s writings, particularly 

those that deal or represent aspects of Ireland. The elaboration and formalisation 

of the anomalous in Beckett’s novel challenges both the encroaching 

parochialism of nationalism, as Mooney has it, and the state apparatus that 

controls such narratives. In writing large the anomalous, Beckett points to a 

radical fiction that politicizes heterogeneity and difference. 

The bloody entanglements of the Lynch family are reminiscent of late 

nineteenth century Gothic works, observable also in Beckett’s most recognisably 

Irish works, such as the short story “Echo’s Bones” and the later radio play All 

That Fall. Like the ominous Lynch twins of All That Fall, the “young dooms” who 

jeer at the passing Rooneys, Watt too plays out the dilemmas of heredity and 

claims to national identity (Beckett CDW 181). The reappearance of the Lynch 

twins, perhaps some latter-day inheritors of Watt’s Art and Con, also points to the 

persistent strain of literary inheritance which breach the integrity of Beckett’s 

works. This emphasis on blood politics finds voice in the violent strain of All That 

Fall as Dan Rooney asks: “Did you ever wish to kill a child? [Pause.] Nip some 
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young doom in the bud. [Pause.]” (CDW 181).  This violence also echoes revivalist 

iterations of the blood sacrifice in plays such as Cathleen ni Houlihan and the later 

politics of works like Yeats’ Purgatory. For Mooney:  

[Maddy] is both a site of contradiction within the Free State body 
politic, and a target for the missiles and jeering of the significantly 
named Lynch twins, possibly textual descendents of the ferociously 
fertile Lynch family of Watt. Here they are symbolic of the 
conspicuous fecundity of Free State Catholics, the ‘happy little 
healthy little howling neighbours’ brats’ Dan Rooney hates so much 
it may have prompted him to commit infanticide on the train. Far 
from committing to a pronatalist strategy in order the replenish the 
Protestant population, Beckett’s Protestants are actively life-denying, 
colluding in their own extinction (“Ghost Writer”139).  
 

Beckett’s commentary on his own class background demonstrates a radical 

departure from the anxieties of works such as Purgatory but also admits a certain 

suspicion of unfettered fertility, evidenced in part by the Lynch twins. Indeed, as 

Michael Davidson notes, the importance of blood within “national narratives of 

patriotism and sacrifice” is important in understanding the problematic 

symbolism attached to blood and blood disorders (Concerto for the Left Hand 27). 

Hereditary anxieties often reveal these symbolic assumptions and replicate a 

biopolitics that is frequently understood, even in contemporary discourse 

surrounding sickle-cell disease and Tay-Sachs, in terms of racial phenotypes. For 

Davidson, “the heterozygote or carrier of the recessive gene became as important 

as the one afflicted; the focus of medical research was redirected from curing the 

afflicted patient to containing of the spread of disease and contamination of 

others” (Concerto for the Left Hand 28).  The politics of ‘carrying’, a term that is 

doubly-significant in terms of the pregnant Kate Lynch, brings with it a host of 

assumptions and, for Keith Wailoo, “highlights how new technologies [give] rise 

to new forms of identity, and to widespread anxieties about social interaction and 

new methods of surveillance” (237).  In echoing eugenic fears about unstaunched 

fecundity, Beckett also pre-empts the scolding moralism and stigmatisation of 

fears about contamination in the latter half of the twentieth-century too.  

 Generically unstable, Watt is also a send-up of the Big House; it 

dramatises the decline and fall of the ascendency class at the turn of the 

twentieth-century in Ireland. But Watt’s formalisation of the contingent 

challenges the essentialism and classism of more sinister works such as Yeats’s 
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Purgatory in which the fear of heredity is a fear of “pass[ing] pollution on” through 

the generations is urgently presented (The Major Works 340). There were many 

such works that lamented the perceived decline of the ascendency classes. To cite 

but one example, Terence Brown connects Lennox Robinson’s play The Big 

House to a growing culture of the fit, Catholic Gael contrasted by the sickly and 

sickening Anglo-Saxon, citing a reaction to Robinson’s play in a letter dating 

from 1926: “One correspondent wrote to the Irish Statesman pointedly inquiring 

why the daughters of the Big Houses ‘grow flat-footed and thin haired, and the 

sons degenerate, often a little strange in the head,’ opining that in his view it was 

because the Ascendancy ‘barred its windows against the native vitality’ until 

‘gradually its teeth grew longer and its feet flatter and its viscera more withered’” 

(in Brown 109). The physical essentialism of revivalist rhetoric about Irish ‘stock’ 

is subverted in the disabled characters of Watt who stretch and manipulate form 

to better correspond and respond to representations of non-normative and an 

unvalorised physicality.  

By undermining contemporary anthropological surveys of Ireland, such as 

the Clare-based surveys conducted by C. M. Arensberg and S. T. Kimball in the 

late 1930s, for Patrick Bixby, Watt is a novel that challenges hegemonic and 

essentialist accounts of Irishness. Bixby suggests that 

Beckett revises the ‘poetics of inauthenticity’ developed in this earlier 
anthropological modernism by offering ‘patently constructed’ images 
of Irishness in which anthropological discourse is appropriated in an 
even more direct and subversive fashion (“Watt Kind of Man are 
You?” 78).  
 

Considering Beckett’s appropriation of the discourse of degeneration too, one 

might extend Bixby’s argument to say that Beckett offers patently constructed 

motifs of disability so as to undermine and satirise the contemporary emphasis 

placed on the rhetoric of ability. Though much of Bixby’s commentary focuses 

on the Nackybal episode of the novel, he also makes passing reference to the 

Lynch family:  

Of particular interest to the anthropologists is the ‘kinship system,’ 
through which Irish rural society traces lines of consanguinity and 
structures the order of family responsibility. Beckett’s anthropological 
fiction gives similar attention to the details of kinship in its elaborate 
description of the Lynch family, who perform menial labor on the 
Knott estate (81).  
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The details of kinship thus outlined with regards to the Lynch family supports 

Bixby’s argument that Beckett satirises contemporary anthropological surveys of 

Irish society but it also points to the very same processes at work with regards to 

the noxious and disturbing representation of disability and hereditary anxiety at 

this time. Where Bixby points to kinship and the social dimension to family-

structuring relationships, the dynamics of hereditary anxiety run deeper and 

resonate with an anti-essentialist bent in Beckett’s work.  

In the case of the Lynch family, the physical impairments of the family find 

their corollary in textual exaggerations of their symptoms. The various congenital 

‘anomalies’ of the Lynch family are emphasised in the bizarre narrative that 

accompanies them. Over the course of ten or so pages, Beckett elaborates 

countless conditions that bear no genetic relationship to one another but serve 

only to mark the social stigmatization of the family. Other irregularities, such as 

the author’s inability to recall words, punctuate the text, rendering the act of 

writing visible while also gesturing beyond the confines of the text itself: 

And it is to be supposed that God, always favourable to the McCanns 
of    ?    , guided her hand, for the stone fell on Watt’s hat and struck 
it from his head, to the ground (W 25). 
  

Like the Beethoven pauses of Dream of Fair to Middling Women and More Pricks Than 

Kicks, these bleeding texts render those experiences that lie beyond the descriptive 

abilities of the author.  

For Shildrick, the fluidity conjured by the site of injury, that is, between the 

interior and exterior of the body, is itself always already textual: “(t)he flesh and 

blood givenness of the physical body is not a passive surface, but the site of 

sensation and libidinal desire… in continuous interaction with textual practices” 

(Leaky Bodies and Boundaries 178).  The strict binaries of interior and exterior 

environment that become fluid at the site of trauma is analogous to the formal 

and compositional experimentalism of Watt, where the material circumstances of 

the text’s composition become meaningful horizons of the text itself, a kind of late 

modernist flux that achieves its nadir in the novel’s addenda: “The following 

precious and illuminating material should be carefully studied. Only fatigue and 

disgust prevented its incorporation” (W 215).   

As we shall see, in the second half of the novel, this site of radical flux 

becomes even more firmly established. As Watt’s aphasia becomes more and 
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more outwardly manifest, the interior, sensible structure of his language similarly 

starts to diminish and exhibit anomalies. Beckett’s sustained use of disabled 

characters throughout his works points to a consistent engagement both with the 

constructedness of such categories and the aesthetic potential for dismantling 

essentialised accounts. Fissured with ruptures, gaps, repeats, and prominent 

anomalies, Watt’s own textual condition also dismantles certainties about what 

might be considered ‘normal’ textual and bodily topographies.  
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Watt and Language Pathology 

 

At the beginning of the third chapter of Watt (which chronologically should be 

the fourth), the reader learns that Watt has been admitted to the John of God’s 

hospital in Stillorgan, euphemistically referred to as a ‘mansion’: “It was about 

this time that Watt was transferred to another pavilion, leaving me behind in the 

old pavilion. We consequently met, and conversed, less than formerly” (W 129). 

This sudden reference to the pronoun ‘we’ undermines the narrative voice of the 

text; where previously it was to be assumed that the text’s narrator was detached 

and omniscient, it is now revealed, that there is another character named Sam 

who is partially narrating the text. “The kind of weather we liked was a high 

wind and a bright sun mixed. But whereas for Watt the important thing was the 

wind, the sun was the important thing for Sam” (W 130-131). Sam is presented 

as an author/character and, invoking editorial and artistic intrusions, his task is 

thus one of the writer’s too. Just as the close reader of Watt is forced to interpret 

and at times edit the novel, Sam must interpret, compensate for and correct 

Watt’s ‘disordered’ language. Sam is also, presumably, a patient in St John of 

God’s and it is left to him to record and relay Watt’s final break with language. 

Sam’s struggles to record Watt’s speech resembles Beckett’s own tasks in 

rendering André Breton and Paul Éluard’s “Simulations” of psychological 

distress but, in attempting to depict scenes which, by their very nature, are the 

apotheosis of the determinate art object also point to Beckett’s larger project86. 

Like the circumstances of Murphy’s death, the exact nature of Watt’s condition 

remains a mystery. Indeed, as Richard Coe has argued, “the more one tries to 

puzzle this [disorder] out, the more one’s thoughts take on the cast of Watt’s 

own” (191). Watt’s story is rerouted and reinterpreted by the very act of 

narration, a narration that is self-reflexively referred to in the work itself, Sam’s 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
86 As Sardin and Germoni note, “The loggorhoeas of Watt, likewise, strongly 
resemble the irrational discours closing “Attempted Simulation of Dementia 
Praecox” taken from Breton and Éluard’s Immaculate Conception, a section that 
begins with strange associations of words, then creates eccentric portmanteau 
words, and ends with Swiftian gibberish” (742-3). As we shall see with Watt, while 
Beckett may adapt this earlier work, Watt’s condition is a general one for it is 
always already of an artistic disposition. 
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dizzying interpretative task is at issue for the reader as well. Sam’s exercises in 

standardisation hints at a kind of narrative violence, and of ordering which revels 

in disorder. As such, Watt is a novel that, even at the level of language, keeps 

disorder as a meaningful context and demonstrates the contingencies of 

distinctions between the ‘normal’ and the ‘pathological’.  

Watt has been continually read by scholars as a kind of reporting of the 

nature, or non-nature, of mental breakdown. In particular, much attention has 

been focused on the suggestion that Watt, alongside other prose works by Beckett, 

renders what has come to be known as ‘the schizoid voice’. Remembering 

Beckett’s translations of the “Simulations”, discussed in Chapter Two, I suggest 

here that there is an important added social dimension to understandings and 

iterations of medically-aligned states of difference, commonly referred in Watt as 

states of schizophrenia and aphasia. Schizophrenia (if indeed that is what Watt 

has) is a heterogenous cluster of symptoms that can be painful, isolating and 

profoundly alienating. As such, a study of schizophrenia as a signifer, often of the 

unsignifiable, is something of a limit case that brings together the tensions and 

difficulties of thinking through the social model of disability. The chapter will 

consider what it means to manifest the exterior symptoms of schizophrenia, most 

notably through linguistic anomalies, and will suggest that Beckett’s depiction of 

schizophrenia, the schizoid, and the aphasic, might be helpfully understood as a 

demonstration of psychosocial disability writ large. This slight change in 

emphasis will shift the analysis away from what other studies of the schizoid have 

emphasised, namely the non-sequiturs and failure of language, and instead posit 

that Beckett’s engagement with the nature of a psychosocial disability 

depathologises schizophrenia in a number of ways. Firstly, it opens up the social 

and socialising space of mental illness and implicitly critiques contemporary 

treatment and institutionalisation. Just as Breton’s works and Murphy had opened 

an interpretive space for such a dialogue, Watt similarly reflects Thomas Szasz’s 

assertion that involuntary hospitalisation is a “covert form of social control” 

(“Summary Statement and Manifesto”). Secondly, in attempting to manifest and 

report language and communicative anomalies, Beckett strives to represent and 

show up the aesthetic injunctions that some medical diagnoses may necessarily 

imply. 
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Together with Beckett’s later dramatic work and The Unnamable, Watt 

demonstrates a sustained engagement with the decline of the functionality of 

language as a narrative point of interest. Adam Piette suggests that Watt takes its 

place among Beckett’s formally experimentally prose works: “Beckett’s work may 

fitfully be described as madly combining insanely formal prose energies with 

elegies for broken voices, broken minds” (41). Piette’s argument is standard fare 

in terms of literary criticism but the curious overlap of medical and aesthetic 

terminology, while commonplace, is misleading. Piette’s reference to the “fitful” 

scholar and to Beckett’s “elegies for broken voices” fails to adequately address the 

determinately artistic nature of these voices and the radical gulf between the 

formal and the sociological. It might well be argued that critical language echoes 

contemporary iteration of mental illness or even those pejorative moments in the 

text: “Or was Erskine out of his mind? And he himself Watt was he not perhaps 

slightly deranged? And Mr Knott himself, was he quite right in the head? Were 

they not all three perhaps a little off the hooks?” (W 104) As evidenced by the 

overused possessive personal pronoun, the dialect is very definitely Hiberno-

English, echoing a perhaps flatter Dublin accent than the three characters 

themselves would have possessed. But the terms also pick up on imagery that 

recurs throughout the novel itself: Watt is a literally ‘deranged’ novel in that in it 

is not arranged in its own proper order. The fact of Mr Knott not being “quite 

right in his head” and Erskine being “out of his mind” illustrates the mind/body 

disjuncture resonates with the Beckettian skull motif associated with Murphy and 

Endgame. Though this may not be the most generous reading of Piette’s work, 

when similar language is used in evocation of these tendencies within Beckett’s 

writing, it usually seems to operate with less consideration than Beckett has 

deployed. Piette is but one example of a critical language that uses pseudo-

medical language in seeking to describe aesthetic moments. 

Amanda Dennis reads the anomalies in Watt as glitches and argues that 

that this systematising of the glitch is an unique type of poetic: “The bizarre 

automation of language in Watt, its repetitions and glitches, give us the image of a 

machine on the point of collapse. By parodying rational systems that operate 

according to a binary logic of either-or, the novel veers towards impasse, having 

declared it impossible that language might mean what it says (113). Dennis 

further associates these linguistic glitches with similar bodily or corporeal 
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‘glitches’. She argues that the sensory poetic of the work is thoroughly embodied: 

“Through references to bodily experiences, desires, and ailments, as well as 

through associations of sounds and laughter, Watt, anticipating characteristics of 

Beckett’s later texts, emphasises the body as necessary to the construction of 

meaning in language” (103). While the argument that any work that provokes 

laughter has a preoccupation with embodiment might be a little too general, 

Dennis certainly demonstrates the inextricability of language and physical 

expression in Beckett’s aesthetic. With his use of physical and mental debilities to 

further the sensorial aspects of his writing in mind, it is vitally important to 

further draw out the implications of such an embodied literature for Beckett’s 

own unique perspective on embodiment demonstrates an understanding of the 

plurality of human experiment and of embodiment in the world. 

 Jennie Skerl suggests that the novel “could be seen as an illustration of the 

inability of language to describe reality and the inevitable failure of one who 

attempts to know truth through language” (477). The language philosophy of 

Watt that Skerl treats in relation to the work of Fritz Mauthner has frequently 

been interpreted elsewhere in Beckett criticism as the resort to mad language, 

often used interchangeably with failed or untruthful language. Louis A. Sass, 

Damien Love, Benjamin Keatinge and Shane Weller, among others, have 

identified this feature in Beckett’s work, citing the disintegration of language as 

something of a recurring symptomatic concern in Beckett’s fiction. Sass, writing 

in Modernism and Madness, argues that certain moments in Beckett’s writing, most 

notably Lucky’s speech in Waiting For Godot, serve as simulacra for “schizophrenic 

expression”, combining, the three key elements of such expression […]: (1) the 

sense that language is inadequate (that the essential is ineffable); (2) a tendency 

towards abstraction, repetition and fragmentation; and (3) a preoccupation with 

the materiality of words (in Weller 32). Damian Love writes:  

[Watt]’s relentless scrutiny of experience has effects similar to those of 
the reflexive focus of schizophrenia, although genuine psychosis sets 
in at a level of cognition prior to conscious intentionality (in Ackerley 
Obscure Locks, Simple Keys 91). 
 

For Benjamin Keatinge, whose reading owes much to Deleuze and Guattari’s 

Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, Beckett’s use of the narrative schizoid, 

corresponds to a more deeply-held scepticism regarding the role and remit of 
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medical understandings of “psychosomatic suffering” (Keatinge “Beckett and the 

Schizoid Condition” 9). The wealth of critical material that discusses Beckett in 

terms of language disorder is testament to the significance of this theme 

throughout Beckett’s oeuvre. The prevalence also points to the considerable 

influence that Beckett’s art has wielded in throughout the twentieth century in 

theorising issues of mental health.  

For his part, Shane Weller convincingly illustrates the assumptions and 

repeated errors in connected Beckett’s work to what has been deemed the 

‘schizoid’. Weller suggests that “few terms have been used as loosely as 

‘schizophrenia’, ‘schizophrenic’ and ‘schizoid’ within the discourse of literary 

criticism”(33), and responds to Keatinge’s suggestion that Beckett may be 

influenced by or pre-emptive of a Laingian anti-psychiatric condition:  

While it is no doubt tempting to apply such a definition of the 
“schizoid” to Beckett’s works, what militates against – or at the very 
least complicates – such an interpretative move is the fact that Laing’s 
conception of the schizoid is (like those of both Deleuze and Sass after 
him) arguably derived in part from a reading of Beckett (Weller 34).  
 

Weller argues that what is referred to in Murphy as “the schizoid voice” is not 

manifested in that novel but only appears with Watt, occurring after Beckett’s 

reading of the poet Hölderlin. He concludes that Beckett passed “from the 

thematisation to the actualisation of the ‘schizoid voice’, and that (…) he came to 

see his own paradoxical art of failure as essentially schizophrenic in nature (43). 

Weller’s article is particularly compelling, in part due to its attentiveness to the 

complexity of the history of schizophrenia in the twentieth century. Crucially, he 

points out that Beckett turned from medical and psychoanalytic understandings 

of the condition generally preferring, from the post-war works onwards, to refer 

to ‘madness’ or ‘fou’ rather than adopting medicalized language. This emphasis 

on non-clinical language reflects on the nature of difference and crisis in the 

works. 

The literary understanding of schizophrenia as somehow resistant to 

language has been emphasized and valorised in many theories since the 

publication of Watt, particularly with regards to the theorization of the 

postmodern. What has come to be identified in literary scholarship as 

schizophrenic, popularised by Deleuze and Guattari, is often a highly-

aestheticised set of assumptions concerning the nature of psychosocial disability. 
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As Catherine Prendergast notes: “the appropriation of the schizophrenic by 

postmodern theory is a cliché, one that posits continually the rhetorical 

exceptionalism of schizophrenics”, identifying that what is usually deemed to be 

schizophrenic is always already an artistic condition: “Schizophrenia is 

always/already artistic, always/already literary, always/already metaphorical” 

(56; 58). In such a framework, the lived experience of psychosocial disability is 

radically deemphasized in favour of an upholding of mental difference that, while 

borrowing heavily from cultural discourses of schizophrenia, rarely acknowledges 

or incorporates people living with the condition. Somewhat confusingly, with the 

breakdown of essentialist components of identity, the static and shadowy figure of 

the schizophrenic is most usually cited as the counter to postmodern thinking 

(Prendergast 55). Prendergast’s suggestion that the schizophrenic in art is always 

already literary is useful in considering Watt for, as with the anxieties of heredity 

and of mobility, the anomalies of Watt’s language as he begins to feel divorced 

from meaning are determinately and demonstratively understood in the text as 

issues firmly ensconced in the realm of the artistic, the narrative and the editorial 

(Prendergast 58). Part of the self-reflexive nature of Watt is an insistent and 

meticulous calling of attention to its most literary aspects; it is a novel that reveals 

the intentionality of its reading and, in turn, its having been written. The first 

example of Watt’s distance from language occurs when he meets the Gall 

family.87 The pair arrive in the manner of wandering bards; the pattern of their 

speech indicates their emphasis on rhythm: 

We are the Galls, father and son, and we are come, what is more, all 
the way from town, to choon the piano. 
They were two, and they stood, arm in arm, in this way, because the 
father was blind, like so many members of his profession (W 57-8). 
 

The use of the word ‘choon’, in lieu of ‘tune’, presumably pronounced with a ‘tj’ 

sound in standard English, posits a non-standard spelling as a kind of literary 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
87 The pair are also reminiscent of the blind stripling, later piano tuner, in Joyce’s 
Ulysses though he is young and noted by Bloom in his discriptions: “His wallface 
frowned weakly” (U 8.1078) and, later, as “sickly-faced” (U 10.1118). In Ulysses, 
we may observe that the euphemistic and metaphorical language used to describe 
the stripling’s face does so in rather cliched terms. In contrast, Watt does not 
register Gall Senior’s visual impairment by any physical feature, but rather by his 
relationship and by the nature of the contact between him and his son.  
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dialect, indicating the flatness of the Dublin accent. Like Mr Graves’ ‘turd and 

fart’, the text is forced to accommodate their linguistic anomalies with recourse to 

non-standard expression. We are informed that the strangeness of the Galls’ 

appearance, and the confusing nature of their “outer meaning” induces a “bad 

effect” on Watt, “for it caused him to seek for another, for some meaning of what 

had passed, in the image of how it had passed” (W 60). Watt’s crisis of meaning, 

patterned elsewhere in Beckett’s works,88 is here also induced in the reader as 

something resembling a formalist investigation of the nature of interpretation: 

The most meagre, the least plausible, would have satisfied Watt, who 
had not seen a symbol, nor executed an interpretation, since the age 
of fifteen, and who had lived, miserably it is true, among face values 
all his adult life, face values at least for him (W 60). 
 

The encounter with Watt’s own unmeaningfulness, at least for himself, attracts 

similar considerations of the meaning of meaning. The work’s emulation of 

Watt’s condition is also a narrativising and a normalising of that condition. “But 

what was this pursuit of meaning, in this indifference to meaning? And to what 

did it tend?” (W 62). The meaning of indifferent meaning seems to nominate 

Watt (Watt was this pursuit? And to Watt did it tend?). In emulation of Watt’s 

condition, the prose starts to fail. As Watt is free to disregard meaning and to 

make his spoken language conceptually anomalous:  

Add to this the obscurity of Watt’s communications, the rapidity of 
his utterance and his eccentricities of syntax, as elsewhere recorded. 
Add to his the material conditions in which these communications 
were made. Add to this the scant aptitude to receive of him to whom 
they were proposed (W 62). 
 

The reference to Watt’s misspelled speech and his disordered syntax indicates his 

semantic estrangement from the world but also points to the determinately 

literary nature of his condition. In order for Watt’s misspellings to be registered, 

he must exist in a realm of narratable and standardised system of language far 

removed from the immediacy and fleetingness of spoken language: “in the first 

week Watt’s words had not yet begun to fail him, or Watt’s world to become 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
88  For example, Endgame:  
HAMM: We’re not beginning to… to… mean something? 
CLOV: Mean something! You and I, mean something! [Brief laugh.] Ah that’s a 
good one! (CDW 108). 
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unspeakable” (W 70-71). In the manifest anomalies of Watt’s speech, the 

ineffable is, nevertheless, to some degree effed. 

Following directly on from the discussion of Watt’s unease with language, 

we have the ‘pot’ scene of the novel in which Watt meditates on the nature of 

meaning and estrangement in the word ‘pot’.  

For it was not a pot, the more he looked, the more he reflected, the 
more he felt sure of that, that it was not a pot at all. It resembled a 
pot, it was almost a pot, but it was not a pot of which one could say, 
Pot, pot, and be comforted (W 67). 
 

Like the Beethoven pauses and intermissions of More Pricks Than Kicks and ellipses 

of Murphy, this episode points to and shapes an indescribable absence which is 

registered in the text as a momentary anomaly or breakdown in the seamless 

semantic flux of language and communication. In the intimate description of 

Watt’s encounter with the pot, the narrative imbues a similar sense of semantic 

satiation to the idea of ‘potness’.89 The word connotes an empty yet expectant 

vessel but with an emphasis on the material quality too. The word ‘pot’, rhyming 

with the two most important characters of the work, Watt and Knott, seems also 

to answer in triad the question: what? Not pot. “Pot” also brings with it 

connotations of ‘potty’, perhaps anticipating Watt’s fall into madness. The 

disorientation of Watt’s encounter with the word evokes a similar unease and 

satiation in the reader, at once pointing to the strangeness of such situations but 

also to their banality. Furthermore, the experience is fundamentally linguistic. It 

is naming that gives Watt trouble: words and not ideas. “Watt’s need of semantic 

succour was at times so great that he would set to trying names on things, and on 

himself, almost as a woman hats” (W 68). Watt is a writer written; his decisions 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
89 As Alan Graham remarks, with the pot episode, “this linguistic crisis involves 
an incursion into a previously reliable referential topography, yet the disruption is 
perceived in the form of imitation – a word which has been felt to be ‘true’, to fit, 
now sensed as a falsification of that word: ‘the known name, the proven name, 
was not the name, any more’ (78)” (171). Names in both Joyce and Beckett’s 
work prove something of a precarity, liable as they are to change from page to 
page, as with Finnegans Wake, or to be repeated between chapters and even 
between works. In Beckett’s fiction, “the Galls” appear in Echo’s Bones, Murphy, 
Watt, and Mercier and Camier. Even within Watt, there are two distinct characters 
named Sam. This points to something of a toppled authority in naming, further 
defamiliarising the reader’s experience. 
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and unease with the naming of objects echoes the narrator’s, the editor’s, the 

writer’s and even the reader’s experience of the work of art. 

The determined indeterminacy of the ‘pot’ question calls to mind the other 

present absences in the work, such as the missing songs, the unheard snippets of 

conversation and the unassimilated endnotes, but it also points to the material 

production of the novel. Though Watt may demonstrate something akin to a 

schizoid, or disjointed narrative, it is also, at the most basic level, a novel very 

much formed by the nature of its writing process. As it was written, for the most 

part, while on the run, the notebooks and typescripts record extensive breaks and 

pauses in the writing process. Beckett had already begun and revised much of the 

extant typescript before fleeing Paris. As David Hayman notes, “[i]t seems likely 

that the choice to stop both manuscript and typescript in the middle of a passage 

was deliberate, a writer’s trick designed to facilitate the resumption of work” 

(“Crisis Enjambments” 206). These intermissions, now something of a hallmark 

of the novel, were frequently examples of the material process of writing which 

were then, metatextually, included within the novel proper. For example, in 

describing the stands of the racecourse, Watt is unable to see “the stands, the 

grand, the members’, the people’s, so   ?   when empty with their white and red, 

for they were so far off” (W 23). This is one of the first of these conspicuous 

breaches of the page, reminiscent of the Beethoven pause of Dream and More 

Pricks, but, as Ackerley notes, it is also an example of the editorial process of the 

work encroaching on its own fiction.  

Ackerley writes that in the typescript, the break is “so (Indian artist)ish 

when empty”, to which he further adds that Beckett “instructed the typesetter in 

large marginal letters: ‘Respecter la disposition du manuscrit: un point d’interrogation au 

milieu d’un espace’” (Obscure Locks, Simple Keys 51). We observe an identical break, 

though one devoid of similar meaning, which takes place two pages later, this 

time in discussion of Watt’s weeping sore: “for Watt had a poor healing skin, and 

perhaps his blood was deficient in      ?      ” (W 25). In this instance, the narrator 

would seem to blank on the right word to describe Watt’s poor clotting abilities. 

Given Kate’s diagnosis of haemophilia, it is likely that Watt might similarly be 

living with haemophilia, albeit a fictional kind. So while it may be that Beckett, 

when writing this scene also ‘blanked’ on the right word, the inclusion of the 

blank in the text proper indicates far more than a neutral ‘blank’ would seem to 
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connote. Furthermore, the presence of the open space surrounding the question 

mark, perhaps another example of Beckett’s explicit instruction to the typesetter 

in the above example: “plus d’ecarf / espace de six signes” (in Ackerley 51), visually 

evokes Watt’s open wound. It appears like a tear on the page, a fissure in the 

reading to which one’s eye is drawn. Like Watt’s inexplicable wound, it invites 

speculation, concern and exploration. It also foreshadows the breakdown of 

language and the triumph of ineffability though it reroutes Arsense’s conclusion 

that “any attempt to utter or eff it is doomed to fail, doomed, doomed to fail” (W 

53). It is articulation freed of enunciation.  

The determined nature of the space that is opened by simple acts of 

punctuation is a significant hallmark of Watt’s ambiguity and of the insistent 

anomaly at both at the level of genre and form; the spaces created in the work, 

which differs markedly from the dramatic pauses of Murphy or the terse absence 

of punctuation in The Unnamable, might also be meaningfully read as stylistically 

different to much of Beckett’s other works. For Stephen Kern, the articulation of 

absence which is to be found in visual art and sculpture, is one of the most 

important features of modernist works of art. He writes:  

New constituent negativities appeared in a broad range of 
phenomena: physical fields, architectural spaces, and town square; 
Archipenko’s voids, Cubist interspaces, and Futurist force-lines; 
theories about the stage, the frontier and national parks; Conrad’s 
darkness, James’s nothing, and Maeterlinck’s silence; Proust’s lost 
past, Mallarmé’s blanks, and Webern’s pauses. Although these 
conceptualizations were as diverse as the many areas of life and 
thought from which they emerged and upon which they had 
influence, they share the common feature of resurrecting the 
neglected ‘empty’ spaces which formerly had a supporting role and 
bringing them to the center of attention on a par with traditional 
subjects (179). 
 

While Beckett’s constitutive negativities do not restore the same degree of 

balance that Mallarmé’s or Webern’s may be said to do, they certainly call 

attention to novelistic conventions and the gutters of the page. With Watt we 

have not only constituent but literal negativities. Kern’s articulation of the 

modernist intent is of considerable concern in Watt too for it brings the centre 

that which had previously been invisible or unimportant. For Hugh Culik, 

Beckett’s “work transforms the anxiety of the pre-verbal, the zero, the gap […] of 

failure itself, into an expressive opportunity […] it does so by recognising the 
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generative potential at the center of the anxiety of representation” (148). In this 

way, the constituent negativities that pock Watt function not only as moments of 

comedy in the novel but also as meaningful engagements with that which is 

unsaid and missed in the telling. It includes the materiality and contingency of its 

own creation. 

As Watt moves away from language, the narrative plays a kind of forensic 

catch-up of itself. The opening of the third chapter, with Watt firmly ensconced 

in the asylum, reveals the very writtenness of the work as his confidant, Sam, 

attempts to track and relay Watt’s aphasia in what Ackerley describes as “the 

degeneration of his spoken language” (Obscure Locks, Simple Keys 102). Watt’s final 

fall into disordered, anomalous speech, comes with a literal fall, another instant 

of the text’s repeated insistence on the twinning of physical and mental 

phenomena.  

It was through the crown of construction that one day Watt, treading 
more heavily than was his wont, or picking his steps with less than 
usual care, drove his foot, and part of his leg. And he would certainly 
have fallen, and perhaps been carried away by the subfluent flood, 
had I not been at hand to bear him up (W 131). 
 

Watt’s mental demise is here dramatised in terms of a fall. This scene is 

reminiscent of the end of Book I.8 of Finnegans Wake, in which the two 

washerwomen gossip about Anna Livia Plurabelle before being transfigured into 

a stone and an elm tree, puns on the “rivering waters” of language fluidity. As we 

have seen, mental and physical contexts frequently go hand-in-hand. Ulrika 

Maude notes in her article “Beckett and Tourette’s”, Beckett’s characters’ 

experience of physical frailty often impacts on the readability of the text itself: 

Coinciding with this impossibility is a gradual slowing down both of 
the physical motion of the characters and of the reader’s progress 
through the work, with linguistic deviation accompanying and 
paralleling the characters’ physical deterioration in the text (“Beckett 
and Tourette’s” 155). 
 

From the point of Sam and Watt having built their bank-bridge, Watt’s language 

begins to deteriorate. As Maude has persuasively suggested in a paper given to 

the 2012 Beckett Summer School, much of Beckett’s stage work, such as Lucky’s 

speech in Waiting for Godot, may have derived from Charcot’s staging of hysterical 

patients in the late nineteenth century, and here Sam’s use of the word 

“subfluent” is telling for it is a term only and explicitly connected to the medical 
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categorisation of aphasia, as put forth by Charcot. With this potential invocation 

of Charcot, we see once again Beckett’s conflation of the aesthetic and the 

medical. The cross-pollination of symptomatic language here present, as in Dream 

of Fair to Middling Women, More Pricks and Kicks and Murphy, yokes the realms of the 

medical and the formal together, undermining the hard science of the diagnosis 

and lending a new perspective to considerations of formal and linguistic 

structures.  

 Beckett’s preoccupation with medical language mapped onto unfamiliar 

and seemingly compromised art maps well melds well with Beckett’s later 

incorporation of medical conditions like hysteria on the stage. The hat-tip to 

Charcot, here reinscribed within the determined world of fiction, casts the 

immorality of Charcot’s practices in sharp relief.90 Charcot’s ‘staging’ of his 

patients is remembered as deeply problematic. For Elizabeth Bronfen,  

Charcot sought to construct a coherent, nosological narrative that 
would impose an order on what presented itself as utterly grotesque 
body and voice articulations, in it systematization would subject to 
the laws of a regulated pathology an evasive, psychosomatic illness 
and the resilient unruliness of the patient’s exhibiting it (181). 
 

Beckett’s project in Watt and in later works such as Waiting for Godot and Not I, 

inverts Charcot’s attempts as it places an incoherent, anomalous narrative at the 

very heart of the text and registers the incompleteness and mimetic failures of the 

work of art. In effect, Watt depathologises Watt’s speech and presents an account 

of his breakdown that resists the staid, regulated nature of the form itself. 

 Like Beckett, Éluard and Breton’s ‘rendering’ of the “Simulations”, 

Watt’s aphasia is in turn rendered by Sam. Sam’s account of the stages of Watt’s 

aphasia are inherently reliant on an editorial and narratological approach. 

Rather than resisting language or pointing to something that exists beyond 

language, Sam’s recollecting of Watt’s speech textualises and circumscribes it as 

language proper. Watt’s disordered speech appears internally logical and 

somewhat consistent, so much so, his speech is actually a kind of editorial or 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
90 This is also reminiscent of Breton’s castigation of Charcot and the doctors of 
the Salpetriere in This Quarter - “remember the time when, according to the 
survivors, the resident doctors at the Salpetriere mixed up their professional duty 
with their taste for sex, and when at dusk the patients either met these doctors 
outside the hospital or admitted them to their own beds?” (TQ 103) 
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poetic process, pointing to and underscores the very constructedness of each 

word. “Day of most, night of part, Knott with now. Now till up, little seen so oh, little heard so 

oh, Night til morning from. Heard I this, saw I this then what. Thing quiet, dim. Ears, eyes, 

failing now also. Hush in, mist in, moved I so” (W 140). Sam informs us that the 

inversion of the speech “affected not the order of the sentences, but that of the 

words only” (W 140). He also observes that the “inversion was imperfect;” 

“ellipse was frequent;” “euphony was a preoccupation;” “spontaneity was 

perhaps not absent;” “that there was more than a reversal of discourse;” and that 

Watt’s “thought was perhaps inverted” (W 141). In discussing Watt both as a 

patient and as a poet, Sam operates as a kind of literary critic cum translator; he 

refers to Watt’s “battology” and his “sense of chronology” as one might critically 

discuss authorial tendencies (W 141). Sam is here cast as mediator, revealing the 

constructedness of the medium to the reader. In this we glimpse something of the 

constuctedness of the normal and the pathological for just as Sam aspires to 

unachievable editorial perfection, in so doing, the existence and instructive 

epistemology of the anomaly is here privileged.  

The emphasis on sense impairment in the above example foreshadows 

Sam’s own demise, perhaps serving as an early working-out of the mutual 

declines of Molloy and Moran in Molloy. “Ears, eyes failing now also”, seems to 

focus the very emphasis of the narrative itself; it is demonstrated in new language 

and new forms because conventional language and rhetoric does not adequately 

bear witness to the events as they unfold (W 140). Here we may observe Davis’ 

articulation of the dismodern for the form of the work follows the dysfunction of 

the characters. The story that Watt struggles to convey appears to reflect the 

themes surrounding its telling; it is a rendering of Watt’s epistemological state in 

terms of his physicality. “Ot bro, lap rulp, krad klub. Ot murd, wol fup. Ot niks, sorg sam, 

sorg sam. Ot lems, lats lems, lats lems, lats lems. Ot gnut, trat strews, trat strews” (W 141). 

As Ackerley’s notes show, the five lines correspond to the five senses: “bro – orb 

(sight); murd – drum (ear); niks – skin (touch); lems – smel (smel); gnut – tung (taste)” 

(Obscure Locks, Simple Keys 154). Like Joyce’s Finnegans Wake, the strange poetry of 

Watt disables its reader and forces a reckoning with the most basic processes of 

transcribing, understanding and relaying. The emphasis on Watt’s sense 

experiences, here set divorced from conventional reading habits, places the 

emphasis on the contingency of understanding and not of being understood. In 
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reality, there is no simple reading nor is there any straightforward exegesis: the 

contingencies of readership, and indeed of the imperfect medium itself, breathes 

an existence into the anomaly that wrestles it from a medicalised discourse and 

instead casts it as a self-determined aesthetic.  

Watt’s condition has something of a poetic quality. In the time when Watt’s 

language begins to fail him, firstly inverting the words in his sentences, and then 

inverting the letters until finally  

he took it into his head to invert, no longer the order of the words in 
the sentences, nor that of the letters in the word, […] but, in the brief 
course of the same period, now that of the words in the sentence, now 
that of the letters in the word, now that of the sentences in the 
period… (W 144). 
 

Watt’s linguistic mangling has such a rigorous logic that it divorces itself from its 

intended meaning. Though such a term also implies a number of negative 

connotations, the nature of his linguistic degeneration is rather straightforward in 

terms of letters and sequencing but once the meaningful, semantic aspect of the 

language is rendered inaccessible, it collapses and becomes untellable. As Sam 

notes: “I recall no such example of this manner. These were sounds that at first, 

though we walked glued together, were so much Irish to me” (W 144).91Beckett’s 

use of the Irish language is interesting for, as Alan Graham argues, Irish in Watt 

is invoked as a disfiguring force: the “strange rearrangement or disarrangement, 

of syntax” becomes a “disfigured language” (163).  Sam’s telling of Watt’s 

language breakdown necessitates editorial intervention; the repeated refrain of 

“But soon I grew used to these sounds, and then I understood as well as before” 

situates Sam as mediator, interpreter, writer and translator (W 142). Sam’s 

‘renderings’ demonstrate the profound contingency of the interpretative process. 

In turn, these renderings, are coherently ‘translated’ by Ackerley: “A ‘translation’ 

might read: ‘So [he] lived, for [a] time. Not sad, not gay. Not awake, not asleep. 

Not alive, not dead. Not bod[y], not spirit. Not Watt, not Knott. Till [the] day 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
91 This recalls the use to which Joyce put Irish in Finnegans Wake and his earlier 
texts. Indeed, in a rather harrowing scene in the story “Eveline”, Eveline’s dying 
mother exclaims, “Derevaun Seraun!” (28). While the phrase is suggestive of the 
Irish deireadh amháin sarain, the fact of its anglicisation in the text, coupled with no 
translation, implicit or explicit, makes the startling unfamiliarity of the phrase all 
the more effective. In All That Fall, Dan Rooney has a similar experience when he 
sees the word fir on the door of the station bathroom. 
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came to go’”(W 156). Watt’s affirmation through negation – Not Watt, not Knott 

– speaks to Sam’s writing process too; it is a process of determined acts of 

negation and of reading Watt’s speech against itself. The need for such a 

translation further demonstrates the degree to which the text is destabilised and 

in need of editorial intervention. 

Sam’s skills as a listener and his declining faculties serve to shape and 

contextualise almost all that is given in the third chapter of the book. As we saw 

in the Introduction, the role of the amanuensis within the works here considered 

takes on a drastic materiality that propels those texts into the realm of the 

postmodern. As Sam attempts to recount Watt’s loss of language, the question 

marks recur:  

For my own hearing now began to fail, though my myopia remained 
stationary. My purely mental faculties on the other hand, the faculties 
properly so called of   ? 
   ?      ? 
   ?      ?  
were if possible more vigorous than ever (W 145) 

 

Sam inability to recall the purely mental faculties demonstrates that he is not 

merely an unreliable narrator but an impaired one too; his failure to interpret 

Watt and then subsequent inability to hear him properly opens up an 

epistemological space in which error becomes meaningful and takes on a 

semantic beyond itself. This epistemological space is replicated on the page, 

affording a very visual shape to the unremembered faculties. Just as Breton and 

Éluard’s “Simulations” had repeated or played a simulacrum of a psychological 

condition within its reader, Sam’s spaces prompt a kind of searching for words 

and a similar pause in the reader.  

For Laura Salisbury, aphasia is neither a representation of silence nor 

part of the search for silence: “it is instead a reshaping of linguistic function that 

has the potential to redefine both the limits and patterns of utterance and the 

reconfigured thinking and feeling subject that remains in its wake (“Beckett’s 

Aphasic Modernism” 87-88). Watt’s disordered speech, for Salisbury, points to 

the unreliability of the narrative; it is “now to be viewed as suffused with doubt 

and uncertainty” (“Beckett’s Aphasic Modernism” 88). The contingency of 

Watt’s story is only one dimension, however, for as Watt’s story is suffused with 

doubt, so too are all utterances about him. The discourse that permeates Watt, 
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and that has in turn permeated Watt criticism must also grapple with the 

constructedness and contingency of diagnostic language. Watt’s aphasia is a 

literary construct, derived in part from real-life analogous conditions, but which 

determinately and profoundly originates in a non-aphasic subject.  

 Salisbury’s conclusion is apt and rather beautiful for she points to trauma 

and injury as underpinning much of Beckett’s project:  

the aphasic symptom in Beckett’s work indeed speaks one of the key 
discourses within modernity; it insists that the contours of a newly 
complicated subjectivity reveal themselves most clearly not in health, 
but in the embodied, perhaps as yet untranslatable, articulations of 
injury and disease (“Beckett’s Aphasic Modernism” 120). 
 

The complicated modernity that Salisbury addresses echoes Lennard J Davis’ 

articulation of the dismodern. Watt’s disordered speech may recall some real-life 

conditions like aphasia and schizophrenia but it also demonstrates the radical 

and totalising belief systems which underpin the epistemological power dynamics 

implicit in such systems. Furthermore, the work also considers the very 

writtenness of these conditions. Watt’s voice is a voice written to be read under 

erasure and, with its non-linearity, non-conformity and non-standardism, his 

disordered speech paves the way for Beckett’s experimental triumphs of the late 

forties in which the texts literally espouse the conditions of their narrators. Watt is 

a disabled character, an imperfect witness who, not despite but because of his 

impairments, evokes, encapsulates and engenders a necessary and similar 

condition in his readers. 

Whether we choose to read Watt’s condition as one that is schizophrenic or 

one that is aphasic, what is clear is that neither is entirely satisfactory. While the 

medical model of subfluent aphasia is certainly suggestive of Watt’s condition, 

what cannot be elided is that this is only observable by virtue of a flawed 

medium. There is another dimension to ‘the schizoid’ or schizophrenic voice in 

Beckett’s writings, and in Watt in particular. The genesis of schizophrenia runs 

parallel to the medicalisation and pathologisation of certain conditions in the 

twentieth century. The conditions identified and diagnosed as schizophrenia, folie 

circulaire or dementia praecox, are determinately modernist; like neurasthenia for 

George Beard, and hysteria and degeneracy for Nordau, they are highly-stylised 

instances of art and medicine mutually informing one another.  

Historians of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries have focussed 
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their attention on the development of ‘disability’ as a function of 
modernity and outlined the processes by which disabled and mentally 
deficient persons were subjected to institutional care and control 
(Turner 1). 
 

With its appeal to witnessing and to modes of social surveillance, Watt is a novel 

that also shows up the social aspect of the condition and the danger of its being 

pathologised. By virtue of Watt’s language anomalies being written, recorded, 

tested and interpreted, Watt is subject to institutional care and control.  

A suggestive reading of how to interpret what happens to Watt might be 

found in one of the arresting closing images of the novel itself: “Mr Case carried 

a storm-lantern in his hand. From it issued a yellow beam, of extraordinary 

debility” (W 201). The nature of this extraordinary debility is illustrated in the 

poetry which Watt’s speech begins to resemble. Indeed, extraordinary debility 

may be a useful way in which to understand many of Beckett’s characters as they 

express that which has conventionally been disqualified. As Kay Boyle recalls in 

her memoir, All Mankind is Us, Beckett held an idiosyncratic view of ‘madness’, 

“He explained to me that night in Paris that madness is a geographical location 

within the self” (111). The nature of this location reveals the extent to which 

Beckett may have believed madness to be an intrinsic, if not necessarily constant, 

reality for all. While the breadth and the scope of commentary on Beckett’s 

commitment to and knowledge of schizophrenia and the aesthetic version of the 

‘schizoid’ referred to in Murphy is dense, compelling and insightful, there is an 

additional footnote to be expounded with regard to Beckett’s treatment of 

language breakdown in what has come to be understood as some version of the 

schizoid. From the perspective of disability studies, Beckett’s aesthetic version of a 

medically tumultuous condition, “one of the most elusive diseases known to men 

and unknown to medicine” as it was referred to by Joyce, is reliant upon a 

mischievous sensitivity to the complex and rather haphazard taxonomy of the 

condition (Letters III 386). Like haemophilia, Beckett’s ‘schizoid’ voice is a 

determinately aesthetic one and must be interpreted as such.  

From its very title, Watt performs an action that extends beyond itself. The 

puns at the heart of the novel (Watt, Knott, Pot) distance it from any kind of 

critical interlocution. Like the title, the novel acts as a kind of measurement (watt) 

and as an unheeded question (what?), although a question always already 



5: Reading Anomalies in Watt 

! 248 

foreclosed by the lack of any other variant. Discussion of the novel inevitably 

involves an awkward joke; as if speaking in misspellings like Watt himself, one 

must attempt to distinguish between the homonyms ‘what’ and Watt. The 

meticulousness of this set-up sets the tone for the many references to clarification, 

the misheard and the unheard, further blurring the lines between narrative voice, 

editorial intrusion, authorial rendering and anomalies, presences within in the 

narrative that only manifest as different in their external apprehension. In their 

having been read, these anomalies necessitate a pause or an act of clarification, 

sometimes resolved within the text, as in the disordering of chapters, but 

frequently not: for example, why does Watt travel to Mr Knott’s house in the first 

place?  

The complicated editorial anomalies of Watt are also born out in the 

complicated textual history of the novel. In the most recent published edition of 

the text, the corrected Faber & Faber text of 2009, Ackerley concentrates on 

errors in his Introduction. He makes five references to anomaly too, each time 

focussing on specific typographical and narrative “oddities” that did not make 

sense in the first edition. He refers to spelling “anomalies”, “left untouched” 

when there is “compelling reason” for their presence. In other cases, he restores 

original, intentional ‘anomalies’ erroneously corrected by well-intentioned 

French typesetters. One such case is “accowterment”, which Beckett specified 

was “intentionally misspelt” and as such, Ackerley finds “sufficient evidence to 

justify restoring the anomaly” (W xv). While reading Watt, even experienced 

readers find it difficult to know what is intentionally anomalous or merely silently 

anomalous.  

As David Hayman has shown, the “crisis enjambments” of Beckett’s 

writing of Watt was more deliberate than previously imagined (Hayman 206). 

The manuscript manifests the tremendous upheaval of the Second World War 

but belies this chaos, for Watt is a formalisation of non-normative practices. “An 

instant in the life of another, ill told, ill heard, and more than half forgotten”, 

Watt introduces the central difficulty of the novel and its reliance on a shabby 

language to convey new art (W 61). Considered in its historical moment, Watt is a 

remarkable novel for it revels in the physical, racial and gendered preoccupations 

and suppositions that tore through the world. Beckett’s novel is one that 

defamiliarises the most mundane family ties and presents the reader instead with 
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a series of increasingly bizarre and contingent literary ties. It is in the anomalies 

and deformations of Watt that Beckett’s fiction manifests a radical, powerful 

writing large of difference that challenges contemporaneous representations of 

disability, debility and heredity whilst also breaking formal ground in the history 

of the twentieth-century novel.
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CONCLUSION 

The Legacy of Modernism 
 

“To decompose is to live too” (Molloy 25) 

 

In understanding how disability is represented and deformed in the works of 

Samuel Beckett, we also come to a more nuanced understanding of the formal 

innovations that have become his legacy in the twentieth and twenty-first 

centuries. Beckett’s legacy and importance as a writer is impossible to overstate 

but in concluding this chapter, I wish to spend some time discussing how the 

course of twentieth- and twenty-first century writing developed and responded to 

the challenges that he posed. Beckett wrote for some four more decades after he 

finished Watt and during this time, his work became further refined and, over the 

course of the twentieth century, certain ideas and discourses followed suit.  

This study has investigated representations of disability with regards to 

works produced before the end of the Second World War. What is perhaps not 

addressed in a study of this nature is the importance of understanding disability 

as part of a wider network of intersecting identities: as we have seen, however 

briefly, race, gender, and class are also important contexts in which to 

understand the prejudicial matrix against which Beckett wrote. Furthermore, 

while this study began by pointing to accessibility, it has privileged questions of 

physical impairment and mental health but has not considered fully how to 

address questions of cognitive disability and neurodiversity. Chapter One, which 

dealt with “degeneracy” made overtures to this question but did not address the 

lived reality of prejudice against those with cognitive impairments. With respect 

to this issue, there is a rich seam of material to be mined: in Beckett’s works, 

especially the four novellas of the late 1940s, we see challenges to questions of 

‘capacity’ that are of fundamental significance to contemporary questions of 

cognitive difference. We might also observe a wider awareness of techniques of 

surveillance and glimpse moments, in the brief allusions to Magdalene laundries 

(“First Love”) and institutions (“The Expelled”) that function as unknown and 

unrepresented spaces within the communities. There is an unfaced dread in these 

moments and they serve as chilling reminders of the acts of institutional abuse 
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whose legacy we are only now beginning to understand. “Against the charitable 

gesture there is no defence, that I know of” (Molloy 24).  

More broadly, this is a topic in which disability studies has begun to invest 

more and more research but I felt ultimately that such an omission, while 

regrettable, was perhaps best left for another project, a project that might include 

more works from the second half of the twentieth-century. In particular, 

dramatic and performative media probably serve as a powerful model in which 

to consider questions of disability for, within this medium, physicality, dance and 

collaborative work are also important. Indeed, the importance of corporeality is 

already a primary concern for research into Beckett’s drama. In analysing prose 

and poetry however, this project has come to a much fuller understanding of the 

importance of form, medium and narrative in representations of disability. There 

is myriad scope in which to extend the questions and methodologies that I have 

elaborated in this study for what we see in the novels, poems and short stories 

here discussed may also be tracked through both Joyce and Beckett’s other works 

too.  

With respect to Beckett, this study has set up the case that in his works 

after 1945, and after his turn to the French language, he begins to examine more 

meaningfully and with greater depth the intricacies and implications of disability. 

Where this project began by asking, among other things, what is the relationship 

of narrative to disability, we might now invert the terms and ask: what is the 

relationship of disability to narrative? How does ability shape the way in which 

we come to read, write and experience works of art? In the aftermath of the 

Second World War, and Beckett’s completion of Watt, literature of fracture and 

trauma became commonplace responses to the horror of war. As Theodor 

Adorno wrote in his discussion of Endgame: 

After the Second War, everything is destroyed, even resurrected 
culture, without knowing it; humanity vegetates along, crawling after 
events which even the survivors cannot really survive, on a pile of 
ruins which even renders futile self-reflection of one’s own battered 
state (Adorno 323). 
 

Pivoting on a central image of ruination, Adorno’s reliance on bodily metaphors 

extends Beckett’s own vocabulary. As we have seen, throughout Beckett’s oeuvre 

this fascination with ruination is present, but in the bruised aftermath of the war, 

it takes on a greater resonance. In “The Capital of The Ruins”, a speech written 



Conclusion 

! 252 

but not broadcast for RTÉ, Beckett addressed what he termed “humanity in 

ruins” (278). His anger is palpable in that speech and the anger and despair that 

he experienced in Saint-Lô while volunteering with the Irish Red Cross to rid the 

Children’s and Maternity wards of rats, is forceful. A searing indictment of Irish 

parochialism, “The Capital of the Ruins” shatters the perceived binaries of 

difference which distinguish the French and Irish experiences of war: “the smile 

deriding, among other things the having and the not having, the giving and the 

taking, sickness and health” (277). Beckett’s awareness of these dividing lines 

condition all texts he wrote thereafter. Where Watt had bolstered Beckett’s 

wartime survival, in the shell-shocked ruins of mainland Europe, his writing now 

took on the pallor of trauma.  

 Though he had earlier contemplated turning away from the English 

language, mentioned as an aside in Dream of Fair to Middling Women and discussed 

in his 1937 letter to Axel Kaun, it was not until 1945 that these experiments 

began. To this end, the “siege in the room” of the late 1940s and early 1950s, 

saw the production of many of Beckett’s greatest works: in the prose, Mercier et 

Camier, the Novellas (First Love, The Expelled, The Calmative, The End), Three Novels 

(Molloy, Malone Dies, The Unnamable) and the first of Beckett’s great works for 

theatre, Waiting for Godot (Bair 346). In all of these works, states of disability and 

impairment become intrisic to the textual condition too: 

While waiting I shall tell myself stories, if I can. They will not be the 
same kind of stories as hitherto, that is all. They will be neither 
beautiful nor ugly, they will be calm, there will be no ugliness or 
beauty or fever in them any more, they will be almost lifeless like the 
teller (Malone Dies 180).  
 

What we might observe in the changes in Beckett’s work at this time is also an 

increased emphasis on subjectivity, even in as it is sometimes mired and under 

extraordinary pressure. In his earlier prose, Beckett undermined 

contemporaneous understandings of bodily difference through characters most 

frequently described in the third person, but with these works of the late 1940s 

and early 1950s, the focus turns inwards and the narratives become instead 

personal recollections and manifestoes. These later works write back against 

states of impairment while also exploring and admitting the reader into difficult 

and dependent states of being.  
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Where, in novels like Watt, Murphy and Dream of Fair to Middling Women, 

descriptions of motility had frequently been by an unseen observer (for example, 

“Watt’s was a funambulistic swagger”), following Beckett’s turn to French these 

experiences of impairment are told from the perspective of the affected character 

(W 24). In The Expelled: 

I set off. What a gait. Stiffness of the lower limbs, as if nature had 
denied me knees, extraordinary splaying of the feet to right and left of 
the line of march. The trunk, on the contrary, as if by the effect of a 
compensatory mechanism, was as flabby as an old ragbag, tossing 
wildly to the unpredictable jolts the pelvis. I have often tried to 
correct these defects, to stiffen my bust, flex my knees and walk with 
my feet in front of one another, for I had at least five or six, but it 
always ended in the same way, I mean, with a loss of equilibrium, 
followed by a fall (The Expelled 250). 
 

Much of the space of the narrative is devoted to such descriptions; in 

experiencing such inaccessible environments, the perspectives of the character 

diminish to the point of encompassing only the manner in which they move. As 

Beckett’s writing develops, these descriptions become more and more important 

to the form of the work, directly inflecting the manner by which the reader comes 

to know the condition: 

I took my sick leg in my hands and passed it over the frame. I went. I 
had forgotten where I was going. I stopped to think. It is difficult to 
think riding, for me. When I try and think riding I lose my balance 
and fall. I speak in the present tense, it is so easy to speak in the 
present tense, when speaking of the past. It is the mythological 
present, don’t mind it (Molloy 26). 
 

In Molloy, Beckett’s stance is testimonial: it chimes with narratives of lived 

experiences of impairment. Indeed, this points to a greater tension in disability 

studies: while acknowledging the social construction of disability, how can we 

also admit and give space to these real live experiences? In “The Lived 

Experience of Disability” Toombs suggests “that the phenomenological notion of 

lived body provides important insights into the profound disruptions of space and 

time that are an integral element of changed physical capacities such as a loss of 

mobility” (Toombs 9). Such experiences are, in a sense, beyond literature but in 

being given narrative expression, the individuation and suffering that some 

people experience may be relieved.  
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As Beckett’s aesthetic develops, with works like The Unnamable, this suffering 

becomes even more palpable:  

to go on means going from here, means finding me, losing me, 
vanishing and beginning again, a stranger first, then little by little the 
same as always, in another place, where I shall say I have always 
been, of which I shall know nothing, being incapable of seeing, 
moving, thinking, speaking, but of which little by little, in spite of 
these handicaps, I shall begin to know something (The Unnamable 387) 
 

This finding and losing is the dialectic along which The Unnamable is conducted: 

in registering this movement in terms of ‘handicaps’, Beckett outlines a necessary 

impediment to all readers in the pursuit of meaning. For Paul Stewart, the 

bewildering experience of reading The Unnamable necessarily entails a readerly 

response written into the very form of the text. Much like Molloy and Malone's 

narratives instantiate their debilities, thereby imposing a doubly bewildered 

experience unto the reader, the Unnamable performs the very breakdown it 

describes. As Paul Stewart asserts: “[i]n the face of a text in which embodied 

experiences is at issue, the reader undoubtedly also feels something” (Stewart 

192). Furthermore, any person who has decided to read and stick with The 

Unnamable to the end cannot be said to have done so at a remove; the very 

reading of the novel necessitates a response that mirrors the prose itself.  

Beckett’s theatrical output arguably offers further insight into disability. 

From short fragments like Human Wishes, for which Beckett took copious notes on 

Samuel Johnson’s various impairments, through Waiting for Godot, a play which 

illustrates the brutality meted out to people with disabilities, to Endgame, Happy 

Days (“what a curse, mobility!”) and Krapp’s Last Tape, the drama of Beckett’s 

middle period manifests literal constraint on its characters, taking and re-

assessing the material requirements of accommodations of compromised mobility 

(CDW 158). In creating characters such as Hamm, a figure who takes much from 

Oedipus Rex and Richard III, Beckett also reinvests the theatrical canon with images 

and patterns of impairment, reminding us that narrative tropes of impairment 

are as old as narrative itself. In later dramatic works, such as Not I, Rockaby and 

Footfalls, Beckett further dissects this tension and formally examines how 

theatrical performance is capable of staging the relationship between mind and 

body. Beckett’s legacy is everywhere to be seen in contemporary drama and it 

might be very well be argued that contemporary theatre that depicts disability, 
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exemplified in Ireland by dramatists such as Brian Friel, Martin McDonagh, 

Stefanie Preissner, Rosaleen McDonagh and the Galway-based Blue Teapot 

Theatre Company’s recent Sanctuary, to name but a few, adapts his insights and 

methodologies. 

Beckett’s works may thus be instructive in how we can come to know 

states of impairment and helps to give expression to these conditions. As recent 

UK-based projects such as “Beckett and Brain Science”, “Modernism, Medicine 

and the Embodied Mind” and “Beckett on the Wards” have demonstrated, there 

is much to be explored in terms of how Beckett’s work may actually be 

instrumental in a medical or clinical setting. Jonathan Heron et al.’s recent work 

in this area immerses clinical practice in Beckett’s drama, and supports “the 

intuition of many clinicians that literature and theatre offer a means to 

understand challenging mental conditions” (Heron “Abstract”). Such work 

demonstrates the authenticity of Beckett’s work while also widening the scope of 

the humanities to encompass many different disciplines.  

We can also observe discourse moving in the other direction, in which 

works like the problematic Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth 

Edition, by the American Psychiatric Association, 2013, are read not as medical 

textbooks, or dictionaries, but instead as works of fiction. In a remarkable review 

of the DSM V, Sam Kriss critically engages the more literary aspects of the 

manual, commenting on the work formally and even linking it to Beckett’s work:  

This is not to say that there is no setting, no plot, and no 
characterization. These elements are woven into the encyclopedia-
form with extraordinary subtlety. The setting of the novel isn’t a 
physical landscape but a conceptual one. […] The scene this 
prologue sets is one of a profoundly bleak view of human beings; one 
in which we hobble across an empty field, crippled by blind and 
mechanical forces whose workings are entirely beyond any 
understanding. This vision of humanity’s predicament has echoes of 
Samuel Beckett at some of his more nihilistic moments – except that 
Beckett allows his tramps to speak for themselves, and when they do 
they’re often quite cheerful. The sufferers of DSM-5, meanwhile, 
have no voice; they’re only interrogated by a pitiless system of 
categorizations with no ability to speak back. As you read, you slowly 
grow aware that the book’s real object of fascination isn’t the various 
sickness described in its pages, but the sickness inherent in their 
arrangement (Kriss par. 7).  
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Both in the bleak landscape depicted and the materiality of the work in question, 

Kriss’ astonishing criticism of the Manual gives insight to Beckett’s legacy in the 

twenty-first century: through his formal innovation, and vacuumed, hollow 

spaces, Beckett’s fiction is exemplary in providing a critical framework in which 

to question perceived norms. 

Given Beckett’s prolific importance for art in the twentieth and twenty-first 

centuries, there are a number of questions and texts that have been necessarily 

excised from this study. The fulcrum upon which this research turns concerns 

modernism. Taking Beckett’s output during the interwar period neatly brings 

together many of the themes that are of real significance to modernist studies. As 

Siebers and Davidson have suggested, the modern in art is readable in terms of 

disability. Like other Irish authors, Beckett writes against conventional 

understandings of the modernist subject, outlined by Shildrick thus: 

Where the fully self-present sovereignty of the modernist subject is 
taken for granted, there is an expectation, and indeed biomedical 
discourse encourages us to believe, that our bodies are similarly 
under control, predictable, determinate, and above all independent 
in form and function (Embodying the Monster 72). 

 
What we see in Beckett’s work is a peeling back of this presumption for, in the 

works of both authors, bodies are not absolutely controllable, predictable or 

determinate: indeed, their works establish this condition formally too. His legacy 

and command is so widespread that his influence ebbs beyond the purely literary: 

philosophy, neurology, psychology and other branches of the humanities in the 

second half of the twentieth-century and into the twenty-first, have in some sense, 

been conditioned by the importance of Beckett’s observations. As Benjamin 

Keatinge and Catherine Prendergast have observed, late twentieth-century 

understandings of the postmodern, as set out by Frederick Jameson, Deleuze and 

Guttari and Louis Sass, have been inflected by the work of artists such as Beckett 

(Keatinge “Samuel Beckett and the Schizoid Condition” 34; Prendergast 58). 

Keatinge further argues that even the anti-psychiatric movements of the late 

1960s, spearheaded in part by R. D. Laing, derived much of their critical power 

from readings of the “schizoid” in Beckett’s work (34). The problems inherent in 

postmodern understandings of disability are critiqued in Lennard J. Davis’ 

account of dismodernism, in which, as we have seen, “form follows dysfunction” 

(Bending Over Backwards 27). Shildrick’s investigation of the modernist body chimes 
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well with Lennard J. Davis’ account of dismodernism for Davis’ paradigm also 

sets up interesting and provoking new ways to examine subjectivity after 

modernism. He writes: 

Politics have been directed toward making all identities equal under a 
model of the rights of the dominant, often white, male, ‘normal’ 
subject. In a dismodernist mode, the ideal is not a hypostatization of 
the normal (that is, dominant) subject, but aims to create a new 
category based on the partial, incomplete subject whose realization is 
not autonomy and independence but dependency and 
interdependence” (Davis, “The End of Identity Politics and the 
Beginning of Dismodernism” 240- 241). 

 
What Davis sets out is a new paradigm in terms of how to conceive of social 

relationships and political identities. In his articulation of this new category, one 

in which the fiction of independence is dispelled, we can come to a more truthful 

and accepting model of humanity and one in which we may build a society 

structured not around dominant models of the norm, or of acts of charity, but 

based instead on real equality, accessibility, and accommodation. We may also 

glimpse something of this dynamic already operative in disability aesthetics after 

Beckett. In reality, the social and legal framework that Davis suggests has already 

come to be acknowledged and made manifest in works by disabled authors and 

in works that consider impairment in a textual sense too. 

Beckett’s legacy is so large that it is difficult to imagine how the novel 

might look today without the formal impact of his contribution. As Peter Boxall 

writes in Since Beckett,  

It is in part this production of a kind of still time, then, that has made 
it difficult to place Beckett’s writing within an historical trajectory. It 
has been hard to see how Beckett’s writing emerges from or engages 
with its historical contexts, when the work itself is so concerned with a 
form of historical and geographical isolation (6).  
 

Boxall’s summary of the atemporality of Beckett’s works is queried by a study of 

this nature, which attempts to position Beckett within historical discourses and 

literary tradition. Still, we can observe that, Beckett’s deforming of form has 

substantially impacted prose, narrative and literary form alike. After Beckett, 

novelists like B. S. Johnson, in his 1971 work House Mother Normal: A Geriatric 

Comedy seek to represent altered states of cognition, perception and memory. In 

doing so, Johnson’s work contorts the constraints of the novel form by mapping 

one evening across the subjective experience of ten different perspectives. Alice 
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Hall teases out this dynamic in the works of J. M. Coetzee an author who, in his 

life as an academic, wrote a PhD dissertation on Beckett’s Watt manuscripts 

(HRC). In her articulation of the “autrebiography”, a term first used by Coetzee 

himself, Hall outlines how these works “engage with contemporary debates about 

interdependency and authority in the field of disability autobiography and 

memoir writing” (Hall 54). This tendency is perhaps best exemplified by novels 

like Coetzee’s Diary of a Bad Year, in which J. C. acknowledges the collaborative 

nature of his writing with his amanuensis, Anya (Hall 55): “Yes, you are in the 

book – how could you not be when you were part of making it? You are 

everywhere in it, everywhere and nowhere. Like God, though not on the same 

scale” (Coetzee 181). The diminished independence of the solitary figure of the 

author allows a space for the importance of the amanuensis to find expression.  

This is true also in the works of some self-identified disabled authors. As 

noted in the “Introduction”, Beckett’s role as Joyce’s sometime amanuensis, 

manifests some of the textual conditions of Finnegans Wake itself. We can also 

observe this dynamic in a number of texts by fellow Irish authors. In particular, 

Christopher Nolan’s first writings are dedicated to his mother, Bernadette, with 

whom he first began to type: “Christopher’s success is communicating such 

richness through so thin a thread is due largely to his mother, his patient 

amanuensis” (Dam-Burst of Dreams xiii). In terms of Irish writing, Beckett’s legacy 

may be observed in the works of celebrated writers like Christy Brown, 

Christopher Nolan and Davoren Hanna, three men who lived and wrote about 

their experiences of cerebral palsy and each of whom has been compared to 

James Joyce. The materiality of the act of writing comes to the fore of each 

author’s works. Indeed, in My Left Foot, A Mammy Encomium and “Notes from a 

Bone Fragment”, Brown, Nolan and Hanna record the very first moment that 

they articulated themselves, each focusing on the physical and mental strength it 

took to complete the action.  

I grinned and, taking up the pencil, wrote down the word which had 
puzzled me for so long. When it was done I looked up into her face 
for her approval, and saw she was staring silently at what I had 
written on the margin of the page. She remained so still and 
thoughtful for so long that I became anxious and nudged her with my 
foot. She turned, placed her hand upon me and smiled.    
The new word which I had learned to write for the first time was M-
O-T-H-E-R (Brown My Left Foot 24-25).  
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Dr. Patricia Sheehan who originally extracted his first feeble word, 
mmm aaa MAMA, endeavoured continuously to extract fresh sounds 
from Joseph’s benign larynx (Nolan Dam-burst of Dreams 13). 
 
My first word was my greatest achievement – my Everest. I have 
jumped more gullies and scaled more peaks since that day, but that 
word Mama fumblingly pushed with folded fist across the black 
meadow of magnetic board liberated me from an eternity of 
nothingness. Bright red was the word, bright gold were the tears of 
relief in my heart! My jubilation lit the skies (Hanna 9). 
 

There is a beauty in the paradox of each of these writers’ works. By rights, given 

the opening scenarios of each of the texts, none of them should exist at all. The 

texts each involve the moment of being birthed into communication and into 

authorship. The leitfmotif of the ‘first word’ is presumably intended to echo an 

infant’s first word but with the added texture of a first-person report or 

recollection of that moment: the existence of these texts is thus all the more 

impressive for the authors’ ability to recall and record a moment that 

conventionally exists beyond memory. Furthermore, each author pays testament 

to his mother and to primary relationships of care. This response to a culture of 

interdependence differentiates the authors from many other twentieth-century 

biographies in the Irish tradition that privilege maleness, strength and individual 

subjectivity. One could go so far as to say that these acts of writing challenge 

nationalist, singular accounts of the conventional biography in favour of a 

literature that celebrates the literary collective in the production of art.  

 Beckett’s last works similarly evokes this very materiality of the word. 

Towards the end of his life, as he wrote contemporaneously with Christopher 

Nolan and Davoren Hanna, Beckett became and began to compose as a disabled 

writer. Following a possible stroke and a fall in 1988, Beckett’s language was slow 

to return and he experienced aphasia. As readers, what we experience in 

Beckett’s last poem, comment dire or what is the word, is something of his own 

condition, or a fair approximation thereof:  

 folly for to need to seem to glimpse what where –  
 where –  
 what is the word –  
 there –  
 over there –  
 away over there –  
 afar –  
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 afar away over there –  
 afaint –  
 afaint afar away over there what –  
 what –  
 what is the word – (CP 278) 
 
As Laura Salisbury has argued, the poem in part testifies both to the very specific 

tussle with language that Beckett experienced while also reverberating with a 

career-long interest in disordered speech patterns, as evidenced in the works that 

we have here considered. She writes,  

Scattered with stuttered dashes, abrupt elisions, compulsive 
repetitions and controlled echoes that inhabit an uncanny hinterland 
between the voluntary and the involuntary, the poem can be seen as 
a representation and exploration of Beckett’s aphasia and the fruitless 
compulsion to search for words (“Beckett’s Aphasic Modernism” 78). 
 

The hinterland which Salisbury identifies demonstrates the importance of the 

medium at work and the power of narrative in articulating altered or non-

normative states. In Beckett’s last work, we see vestiges of his earliest: questions of 

sanity, composition and the relationship of the mental to the physical body 

become the condition of the work of art. We may also hear in Beckett’s last work, 

echoes of the last pages of Finnegans Wake: “afaint afar away” recalls “A way a 

lone a last a loved a long the” (FW 628 15-16). In the beauty of this gesture, we 

read beyond a narrative of influence and find something of Joyce and Beckett’s 

literary relationship: river-like, their themes converge and coalesce around the 

flux of language. Circling upon itself, Beckett’s work ends as it began, with 

recourse to patterns of impairment and to the experience of gulfs of meaning. In 

the intervening works however, Beckett emphasised and valorised these states, 

calling attention to what contingency offers and creating an inclusive literature 

that troubles the very way in which we understand narrative. Disability, as it is 

performed, reformed and deformed in Samuel Beckett’s literary output, 

demonstrates the importance of fuller understandings of impairment while also 

giving expression and validity to the revolutionary perspectives that such 

conditions can bring.



Works Cited 

! 261 

Appendix 1: 
 
Samuel Beckett’s Contributions to the “Surrealist Number” of This Quarter, September 
1932: 
 
Author (where available, original publication) Date  Page No. 
        (original pagination) 
André Breton 
Poetry 

“The Free Union”     1931  72-73 
“Lethal Relief” (from  The Whitehaired Revolver) 1932  74-75 
“Factory” (from The Magnetic Fields)   1921  75 

Prose 
“Soluble Fish”      1924  75 

 
Paul Éluard 
Poetry 

“Lady Love”        86 
“Out of sight in the direction of my body”    86-87 
“Scarcely disfigured”       87 
“The invention”       87-88 
“What is the role of the root?”     88 
“Second nature” (from Love and Poetry)  1929  92 
“Scene”        92-93 
“All proof”(from The Immaculate Life)   1932  94-98 

 
Prose 

“Yet I have never found” (from The Rehearsal) 1922  89 
“Definition”        89 
“The Queen of Diamonds”      89-90 
“Do thou sleep?”     1930  90-91 

 
Breton and Éluard 
Prose 
 “The possessions”       119-120 
 “Simulation of mental debility essayed”    121-122 
 “Simulation of general paralysis essayed”    123-125 
 “Simulation of the delirium of interpretation essayed”  126-128 
 
René Crevel 
“Everyone thinks of himself phoenix…” (from Diderot’s Harpsichord) [prose] 158-165 
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Appendix 2: 
 
Samuel Beckett’s Contributions to Negro, an Anthology (1934) 
 
Author  Essay Title      Page No.  
        (original pagination) 
 
Prose 
Robert Goffin  “The best negro jazz orchestras”   291-293 
Robert Goffin  “Hot jazz”      378-379 
Jenner Bastien  “Summary of the history of Hayti”   459-464 
Ludovic Morin  “A note on Haytian culture”    470-471 
 Lacombe  
Jacques Boulanger “The King of Gonaives”    471-473 
E. Flavier-Léopold “The child in Guadeloupe”    497-500 
Benjamin Péret “Black and white in Brazil”    510-514 
Georges Sadoul “Sambo without tears”    570-573 
André Breton et al. “Murderous Humanitarianism”   574-575 
Léon Pierre-Quint “Races and nations”     575-580 
René Crevel  “The negress in the brothel”    581-583 
J. J. Rabéarivelo “A short historical survey of Madagascar”  618-620 
Charles Ratton “The ancient bronzes of Black Africa”  684-686 
Henri Lavachery “Essays on style in the statuary of the Congo” 687-693 
B. P. Feuilloley “Magic and initiation among the  

peoples of Ubanghi-Shari”    734-738 
Raymond Michelet “‘Primitive’ life and mentality”   739-761 
E. Steirs  “A negro-Empire: Belgium”    795-801 
George Citerne and  
François Jourdain “French imperialism at work in Madagascar” 801-803 
 
Poetry 
Ernest Moerman “Louis Armstrong”      295 
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