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Abstract

While critics, actors and directors have frequently referred to the "musicality" of the

works of Samuel Beckett, nobody has really addressed the question of quite how or

why such an effect is achieved. Music and Language in the Work of Samuel Beckett

starts from the perception that the musical effect actually stems from Beckett's

frustration with the inadequacy of words, and his consequent breakdown of

conventional structures and the referential function of language. The construction of

the texts becomes increasingly musical, dependent upon the compositional

implications of the sounding qualities of the words and the minimal semantics which

unavoidably remain. At the same time, however, Beckett's early fiction covertly

deploys the idea of music in order to explore the boundaries of logical thought and

the constitution of meaning. Examining this process, its relationship to attempts to

account for the significance of music becomes apparent, and it is therefore

considered alongside various such theories.

The treatment of identity and meaning in Beckett's later work prefigures the

ideas of much recent critical theory - aspects of deconstruction in particular - and

again the musical effect is fundamental. This relationship is therefore explored as a

means of clarifying that between music theory and recent critical theory. Finally, the

discussion of composers' responses to Beckett's texts provokes further questions.

While setting the texts in the traditional sense is problematic, certain composers have

taken less conventional approaches, and the analysis of works by Morton Feldman

and Richard Barrett examines the extent to which similar preoccupations can be

explored in the different media of language and music.
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction

Both textual references to specific musical works and the actual use of music

in several of his plays betray Beckett's knowledge of the art-form. Beckett's wife

was a pianist and he himself was a keen amateur musician, as were (and are) several

members of his family. Many of those involved with Beckett's work, whether

practically or theoretically, have commented on its "musicality". Interviews with

actors and directors more often than not include some reference to the musical nature

of Beckett's texts. To catalogue all such instances would be pointless, but George

Devine seems to sum up the prevailing attitude when he says that "one has to think

of the text as something like a musical score wherein the 'notes', the sights and

sounds, the pauses, have their own interrelated rhythms, and out of their composition

comes the dramatic impact" 1 . The working relationship between Beckett and the

actress Billie Whitelaw provides an ideal example of this approach, and Whitelaw

has described herself as the musical instrument which Beckett used in order to "play

the notes" 2 . No doubt much of this derives from the terms in which Beckett has

himself attempted to convey his dramatic vision; Ruby Cohn (amongst others) has

commented on Beckett's tendency to use musical terminology (especially Italian

terms) in rehearsa13 , while Whitelaw has also described Beckett's preference for

directing her by "conducting" the lines 4 . According to Deirdre Bair, Beckett even

went so far as to use a meeting with Stravinsky to question the composer about

possible means of notating the tempi of his plays and the length of pauses5.

No doubt it would be possible to dismiss all this as a kind of conceit, an

appropriation of terminology which has its uses as a metaphor for the required effect,

but which has little to do with music itself. Nevertheless, many of the comments

reach deeper than this and seem to imply that this "musicality" is closely bound up

1 George Devine quoted in Alan Schneider, "Working with Beckett" in Stanley E. Gontarski (ed.), On
Beckett: Essays and Criticism (New York: Grove Press, 1986), 249.
2James Knowlson, "Extracts from an Unscripted Interview with Billie Whitelaw by James
Knowlson," Journal of Beckett Studies III (Summer 1978), 89.
3Ruby Cohn, Back to Beckett (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1973), 153.
Occasionally, Beckett seems to have extended these musical analogies further; for example, Walter
Asmus describes Beckett comparing a particular transition with a specific tonal modulation. See
Walter Asmus, "Rehearsal Notes for the German Premiere of Beckett's That Time and Footfalls at the
Schiller-Theater Werkstatt, Berlin," Journal of Beckett Studies II (Summer 1977), 93.

Whitelaw describes this working method in an interview in Linda Ben-Zvi (ed.), Women in
Beckett: Performance and Critical Perspectives (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press,
1990), 6. Whitelaw also discusses this method and makes frequent reference to the musicality of
Beckett's plays in her autobiography. See Billie Whitelaw, Billie Whitelaw ... Who He? (London:
Hodder and Stoughton, 1995).
5Deirdre Bair, Samuel Beckett: A Biography (London: Vintage, 1990), 581.
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with Beckett's approach to literary and dramatic language. Many of the performers,

for example, clearly relate the musical effect to Beckett's determination that his

characters and their words or actions cannot be explained and that actors should

avoid imposing an interpretation upon the words 6 . For example, Peggy Ashcroft

reports that in rehearsal for Happy Days "Beckett would answer questions like 'Why

does she gabble as she does at a certain point?' by saying 'Because it has to go fast

there"7 . Similarly, rehearsing Footfalls with Rose Hill, Beckett announced "we are

not doing this play realistically or psychologically, we are doing it musically" 8 . For

some actors this approach is problematic, preventing them from feeling in control of

their character's identity. For others, though (and especially for those who have

become particularly associated with Beckett's work), this attitude is fundamental to

Beckett's dramatic vision. For Barry McGovern, for example, it seems that to

discuss content or motivation in the usual fashion is unhelpful: "once you start

talking about what some of his plays are about, it's really how they are about"9.

David Warrilow, like Whitelaw, even claims that understanding the text in the

traditional sense is completely irrelevant: "I know that if an actor gets up onstage

and starts to play the meaning of the thing it dies, it just dies. Meaning is whatever

happens in the viewer's experience of it".

From this point of view, the use of musical terminology provides a directorial

method which treats the characters, words, and stage directions as given, the only

remaining question being the effective portrayal of their structural relationships.

Again, Beckett's own approach would seem to emphasise this; Roger Blin describes

Beckett's contribution to rehearsals of Fin de Partie causing the actors some

difficulty:

at first, he looked on his play as a kind of musical score. When a word occurred
or was repeated, when Hamm called to Clo y , Cloy should always come in the
same way every time, like a musical phrase coming from the same instrument
with the same volume. I thought that this idea was very much a product of the
intellect and would result in an extraordinary rigour. He didn't see any drama
or suspense in Clov's imminent departure. He would either leave or he
wouldn't".

6For example, Beckett wrote regarding the interpretation of Endgame: "Hamm as stated and Cloy as
stated ... in such a place and in such a world, that's all I can manage, more than I could". Letter to
Alan Schneider (December 29, 1957), quoted in ibid., 163.
7Peggy Ashcroft interviewed by Katherine Worth in Linda Ben-Zvi (ed.), op. cit., 12.
8See James Knowlson, "Beckett as Director" in S. E. Wilmer (ed.), Beckett in Dublin (Dublin: The
Lilliput Press, 1992), 13.
9Barry McGovern in a discussion of Beckett's Rough for Radio II. Everett C. Frost (director and
producer), The Beckett Festival of Radio Plays (New York: Voices International, 1988) [Audiotape].
1GWarrilow quoted in Jonathan Kalb, Beckett in Performance (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1989), 229.
11 Tom Bishop, "Blin on Beckett Interviewed by Tom Bishop" in Stanley E. Gontarski (ed.), op. cit.,
233.
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Such an approach to character and drama is clearly antithetical to the training of

most actors and directors I2 , yet not only do Beckett's notebooks for the play reveal

such thinking to be absolutely fundamental to its structure 13 , but it is similarly

central to its effectiveness (and, not least, to its comedy).

Walter Asmus has commented on Beckett's general determination to match

particular movements to particular themes or even words (and, further, to any

incidental sounds or pauses), the movements being choreographed as precisely as

possible 14. Beckett expressed his views on this most succinctly in the 1960s:

"producers don't seem to have any sense of form in movement, the kind of form one

finds in music, for instance, where themes keep recurring. When, in a text, actions

are repeated, they ought to be made unusual the first time, so that when they happen

again - in exactly the same way - an audience will recognize them from before"15.

Thus the plays demand great sensitivity to intonation and rhythm, repetition and

variation. Asmus describes this as a part of Beckett's general "striving for an identity

between form and meaning that would prevent, ultimately, their being differentiated

one from the other" 16. Clearly, then, the general perception of Beckett's texts as

musical relates closely to his reluctance to discuss questions of content except as

questions of form and his preference for exploring how something should be said

rather than why it should be said.

Beyond this, however, little real attention has been paid to the question of

quite how or why such an apparently musical effect is achieved, and how it may or

may not differ from the approaches of other authors. Many critics have, like the

actors and directors, commented in passing on the musicality of Beckett's works17,

while others have employed musical terms in their descriptions. This latter tendency,

involving manifold references to the "orchestration", "counterpoint" or "harmony"

12For example, Pierre Chabert, an experienced director of Beckett's work and one who clearly has
great respect for the writer, suggests that Beckett's own directorial methods move too far away from
psychological questions and are too formalist: "Beckett leaned towards music, and music basically
goes against what is "natural" in the theatrical interpretation of a text. Personally, I think that one
must find an equilibrium that tends toward something more human, something that has a more
spontaneous feel to it". Chabert quoted in Lois Oppenheim (ed.), Directing Beckett (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 1994), 74.
13In particular, see Stanley E. Gontarski (ed.), The Theatrical Notebooks of Samuel Beckett:
Endgame (London: Faber and Faber, 1992). Also see Paul Lawley, "Symbolic Structure and Creative
Obligation in Endgame," Journal of Beckett Studies V (Autumn 1979), 45-68.
14Walter Asmus quoted in Lois Oppenheim (ed.), op. cit., 44.
15James Knowlson, "Beckett as Director" op. cit., 13-4.
16Walter Asmus quoted in Lois Oppenheim (ed.), op. cit., 44.
17This can easily be seen in reviews of Beckett's work. See, for example, A. Alvarez on For to End
Yet Again and the comments on Stanley Kauffmann's review of Not I, both collected in Lawrence
Graver and Raymond Federman (eds.), Samuel Beckett: The Critical Heritage (London: Routledge
and Kegan Paul, 1979), 35, 351. Similarly, see Benedict Nightingale on Not l and Martin Esslin on
Words and Music, collected in Virginia Cooke, Beckett on File (London: Methuen, 1985), 34, 47.
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of the voices 18 , usually amounts to little more than a metaphorical conceit. While the

actors' and directors' use of musical terminology seem to result from a sincere

perception of a difference in Beckett's approach to language and to the resultant

sounding effect, the critical deployment of technical musical terms does little to

explore this difference; often, the correspondence seems merely an attempt to elevate

the critic's own status, invoking his or her apparent knowledge of the apparently

"higher" art (in the Schopenhauerian tradition) so as to display an ability to move

beyond "mere" literary theory. One or two critics have attempted to extend such

analogies even further, into the realm of specific musical techniques. However, such

approaches always seem to fail, either by unwittingly exposing the superficiality of

the analogy as a result of the ignorance of technical detail, or else by failing to

acknowledge the structural significance of the fact that Beckett does continue to use

words and therefore maintains some semantic links where music cannot19.

Generally, then, the more pertinent references to Beckett's musicality have

avoided the comparison with specific musical techniques and seem to recognise, if

not to explore, the fact that the perception of Beckett's texts as musical must be

18Enoch Brater, for example, is one prominent Beckett critic who clearly likes to employ musical
terminology in his discussion of the sounding quality of Beckett's work. All That Fall is described as
reliant upon "melodic, rhythmic, and harmonic relationships" and as "an oratorio for interior voices
that is musically and emotionally complete". Brater also makes more frequent general references to
"harmony", "instrumentation", and so on, as does Judith Dearlove (amongst others). See Enoch
Brater, The Drama in the Text: Beckett 's Late Fiction (New York and Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1994), 18, 28, 32-3; Judith Dearlove, "The Weaving of Penelope's Tapestry: Genre in the
Works of Samuel Beckett," Journal of Beckett Studies XI-XII (1989), 126.

The work of Mary Bryden demonstrates a different (and in my view more effective) approach,
employing musical terms for the examination of Beckett's work, but doing so in a wholly theoretical
context. Drawing on Deleuze and Guattari's discussion of music as a space of "deterritorialised flow"
free of semantic oppositions, Bryden uses this theoretical formulation as a means of exploring
Beckett's destabilisation of linguistic boundaries and, in particular, the related undermining of
traditional gender positions. See Mary Bryden, Women in Samuel Beckett's Prose and Drama: Her
Own Other (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1993), 195-8.
19William E. Grim, for example, compares the structure of Molloy to Brahmsian developing
variation, while Emmanuel Jacquart discusses Endgame in relation to sonata form by establishing
exposition, development and recapitulation sections. Both are insightful with regard to Beckett's
structural thinking. However, the musical analogies are severely limited by the failure to recognise
both the fundamental importance of harmonic relationships to these musical forms and the fact that
the semantic tensions of language are wholly different to the structural tensions effected by
composers' deployment of tonality.

Mary Catanzaro, on the other hand, attempts to relate the chance procedures used in the
composition of Lessness to avant-garde music of the 1960s. While Beckett might possibly have
derived the initial idea from musical works - he did, according to Deirdre Bair, urge Jean Reavey to
pay attention to developments in contemporary music - the approaches have nothing more in common
and Beckett did not extend this experiment further (other than in the similar permutational techniques
of The Lost Ones). Thus Catanzaro's determination to relate Beckett's techniques to what she
describes as "the composer/serialists of the late 1960s", grouping together composers with such
hugely varying approaches as "Cage ... Xanalcis [sic], Subotnik, and Stockhausen", suffers from the
lack of any real detail and from the sweeping over-simplification of musical ideas.

See William E. Grim, "The Developing Variation in Samuel Beckett's Molloy," Romance Studies
XI (Winter 1987), 47-52; Emmanuel Jacquart, "Endgame, Master Game," Journal of Beckett Studies
IV/1 (Autumn 1994), 77; Mary Catanzaro, "Song and Improvisation in Lessness," Samuel Beckett
Today/Aujourd'hui 11 (1993), 213-8 ; Deirdre Bair, op. cit. , 585.
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bound up with his formal treatment of content. Probably the most effective work in

this area is found in composer Kenneth Gaburo's discussion of Play; Gaburo

examines in real detail the possibility of a musical approach to the performance of

the play, while still acknowledging the inevitable differences between the text and a

piece of music20. Nevertheless, even this is confined to the discussion of one work.

Other critics have taken different approaches; both Stanley Gontarski and

Hannah Copeland make use of the Nietzschean opposition of Apollonian and

Dionysian art, seeing Beckett's contraction away from rational contemplation

towards the more direct evocation of the fundamental suffering of existence as

effecting an attempted eschewal of reference that is fundamentally musical

(following Nietzsche's re-working of the Schopenhauerian vision of music, wherein

a direct evocation of the artist's vision can be attained through music's union of idea

and expression) 21 . Daniel Albright seems to reach the same conclusion, asserting

that Beckett gradually loses interest in specific images: "it is this quality of

disengagement, of teeming contentlessness, that makes Beckett's work seem musical

- the biologist Lewis Thomas has written that Bach's Saint Matthew Passion is about

the act of thinking itself, not about any particular thought, and the same might be

said of The Unnamable"22.

As will become clear, this study shares aspects of approaches such as those

of Copeland and Gontarski. However, there is something unsatisfactory about the

simplicity of this position, which seems to reduce Beckett's work to a gradual

process of contraction towards nothingness. For Copeland, for example, the musical

effect of Beckett's work is envisaged as a stage in the process of reducing the object-

content of the texts, a process which, it seems, has as its aim the total abandonment

of expression: "the general evolution in his works takes the shape of a dynamic

spiral moving downwards toward the perfect coincidence of form and content, an

ideal that can be attained only in immobility and silence" 23 . Yet, despite the

indisputable fact of Beckett's gradual distillation of ideas, fundamental to the whole

of his output is the impossibility (and even, in later works, the undesirability) of

silence. The process of reduction does not entail the gradual abandonment of words

or of the need to express, but rather the refinement of that expression towards a more

authentic presentation of the human condition ("the expression that there is nothing

to express, nothing with which to express, nothing from which to express, no power

2OSee Kenneth Gaburo, The Music in Samuel Beckett's Play (La Jolla: Lingua Press, 1976).
21 See Hannah Case Copeland, Art and the Artist in the Work of Samuel Beckett (The Hague: Mouton,
1975), 39-45; Stanley E. Gontarski, The Intent of Undoing in Samuel Beckett's Dramatic Texts
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985), 183-5.
22Daniel Albright, Representation and Imagination: Beckett, Kafka, Nabokov and Schoenberg
(Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 171.
23Hannah Case Copeland, O. cit., 45.
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to express, no desire to express, together with the obligation to express"24).

Similarly, despite Beckett's apparent determination to negate the referential content

of words as far as is possible, he nevertheless continues to work with language in the

full knowledge that some semantic element will always remain.

This is central to the question of the musical quality of Beckett's work, for,

as Anna McMullan writes with reference to the various comments on Beckett's

musicality,

these references to music fail to take account of the agonistic relationship
between music and meaning in Beckett's drama. Alvin Epstein, who has acted
in numerous American productions of Beckett's work, insists that 'No matter
how abstract and disconnected you want to keep yourself from the meaning in
the text, it still has meaning; it's not notes in music, where you can keep your
distance. These are specific words, they say things, they have referential
meanings' 25

Epstein's comments provide an important refutation of the tendency to present

Beckett's work as a pure drive towards abstraction and finally silence. At the same

time, however, the description of a process of reduction clearly has relevance to the

paring down of external reference, and this, in turn, is undeniably related to the

pervasive view of Beckett's texts as in some sense musical.

Moving somewhere between these positions, this study begins from the

perception that the musicality of Beckett's texts actually stems from his repeatedly

expressed dissatisfaction with words and with a language system which makes

impossible the direct expression of ideas. For Beckett, the fact of the arbitrary

relationship between the signifier and the signified, the fact that words can be used

and re-used in different contexts, and the pre-established structures of grammar

combine to deny language the ability directly to evoke true experience. Yet, at the

same time, its abandonment is impossible: language is our primary mode of

expression and the primary means by which our knowledge of self and world is

constituted. Beckett's acknowledgement of the restrictions of language, therefore,

engenders the breakdown of conventional structures and the attempt to negate the

referential content of words in order to maximise their ability to express ideas. A

process of reduction does, therefore, take place, the conventional content of the

words being reduced so as to foreground the unique relative position of each word

within each text, thereby exploring the fundamental relationship between words and

meaning. In Worstward Ho - probably the most extreme (and, in these terms, most

successful) case - the referential content is almost negligible and the construction

24This quotation is one of Beckett's comments in his discussion of Tal Coat with Georges Duthuit.
Samuel Beckett, Proust and Three Dialogues with Georges Duthuit (London: John Calder, 1965),
103.
25Anna McMullan, "Samuel Beckett as director: the art of mastering failure" in John Pilling (ed.),
The Cambridge Companion to Beckett (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 199.
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involves expansion from minimal linguistic units as a result of the compositional

implications of both the sounding qualities of the syllables and the minimal

semantics which unavoidably remain. Thus the musicality that is initially perceived

through the sensual and rhythmic effect is fundamentally a consequence of the

composition: the construction is as self-referential as is possible in language, the

form as dependent as possible upon the impulsion of the syllables.

The musical effect is therefore intimately bound up with Beckett's

"aesthetics of failure" and, ironically, with the fact that abandoning language is

ultimately impossible. In this sense, Beckett does follow Pater's assertion that all art

aspires to the condition of music, but not in the manner normally envisaged, for his

work is fundamentally bound to the tensions of the language system. Discussion of

the "musicality" of language is usually concerned with heightened poetic effect, with

the foregrounding of the rhythmic and sounding quality of the words. With regard to

meaningful content, however, this "musicalisation" is usually an effect of the

loosening of semantic relations which is intended to increase the suggestive power of

the language. Thus the Symbolists intensified the Romantic and Decadent valorising

of music for its vagueness and abstraction, wishing to reach a communion beyond

the banality of words and to evoke a higher world of mysterious allusion and

unspoken ideas26.

While Beckett may share the Symbolist view of language as an obstruction to

real ideas, it is hard to see him, as does Rosette Lamont, as the heir of the Symbolist

tradition27. The Symbolist dream is essentially that of an intensified poeticism

wherein the symbolic function of words and their inner relationships are multiplied

so as to increase their powers of suggestion. Thus what usually passes for the

"musicality" of language - that poeticism which the Symbolists attempted to

intensify - is closely bound to the extension of the referential capacity of words and,

this being precisely the capacity which music lacks, therefore belongs firmly to the

world of literature rather than music. For Beckett, on the other hand, the aim is not to

extend the implicative potential of words, but rather to pare it down, so as to explore

the relationship between referential and non-referential meaning.

This also sheds some light upon the relationship between Joyce and Beckett

for, as will be discussed, it is in Finnegans Wake that this multiplication of reference

is taken to extremes (hence the fact that it is often Joyce who is cited as the most

26See May Daniel, The French Drama of the Unspoken (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
1953) and Andrew K. Kennedy, SLx Dramatists in Search of a Language (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1975), 22-3.
27See Rosette Lamont, "To Speak the Words of 'The Tribe' in Katherine H. Burkman (ed.), Myth
and Ritual in the Plays of Samuel Beckett (London and Toronto: Associated University Presses,
1987), 58.
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musical of writers in traditional terms) 28 . Of course, much of Beckett's writing

displays a sounding effect that is superficially comparable to that of Joyce, but this is

produced as a result of precisely the opposite process to Joyce's accumulation of

reference. In this way Joyce is perhaps the ultimate writer, whereas Beckett's

ambivalence towards his material produces something entirely different and less

writerly. As Jacques Derrida has written, "you stay on the edge of reading Joyce ...

and the endless plunge throws you back into the river-bank, on the brink of another

possible immersion, ad infinittan"29. This is, of course, an exhilarating reading

experience, and is so in precisely the opposite manner to Beckett's Worstward Ho

(for example), which exhilarates by drawing the reader into the very fundamentals of

signification. This point is illustrated by the difference in the working methods of the

two writers: while Joyce reportedly liked to list words on separate sheets of paper

and accumulate associations 30, studies of Beckett's notebooks show him to have

worked by a process of textual distillation, often reducing explanatory detail31.

The contention of this study, then, is that due to the nature of Beckett's

exploration of meaning, his texts are more fundamentally musical than those of

perhaps any other writer, reaching a state as close to that of music as one could get

without actually abandoning the use of words. His late texts not only lay bare the

workings of language, but come as close as possible to the meeting place between

music and language. This, of course, has implications for music theory as much as

for literature, for in claiming that the actual composition (rather than merely the

sounding effect) is in some senses musical in its almost self-referential expansion,

we open up the question of how music does, in any case, produce meaning. The

tendency is for discussion of the relationship between music and language to treat

music as if it were wholly abstract (this is found, for example, in the Symbolists'

idealisation of music, and, of course, in many of the comments on the musicality of

Beckett). However, the question of the sense in which music produces meaning and

how its significance relates to experience has by no means been answered.

Arguments over the relationship between music and emotional experience, along

with the whole question of cognition and/or structural understanding, still persist.

That a writer uses words in such a way that, despite the minimisation of reference,

28According to Arthur Power, Joyce clearly thought of his work as tending towards the condition of
music. See Arthur Power, Conversations with Joyce (London: Millington, 1974), 106. For a detailed
exploration of Joyce's "musicality" (in this traditional sense), see Peter Myers, The Sound of
Finnegans Wake (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1993).
29Jacques Derrida "Two Words for Joyce" in Derek Attridge and Daniel Ferrer (eds.), Post-
structuralist Joyce: Essays from the French (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 148.
30Robert Martin Adams, Afierjoyce (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), 61.
31See Richard L. Admussen, The Samuel Beckett Manuscripts: A Study (Boston, Mass.: G. K. Hall,
1979). Also particularly interesting in this respect is James Knowlson's study of the genesis of Come
and Go. See James Knowlson, "Good Heavens," Gambit V11128 (1976), 101-8.
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significance is attributed to their experience should surely be of interest to those

exploring the question of musical meaning.

By maximising the self-referential aspect of composition while still refusing

to abandon words, Beckett's later work exposes not only a musical element at the

heart of linguistic structures, but also, by implication, a linguistic (but not

necessarily referential) element at the heart of meaningful musical structures. This

implies an interdependency between the musical and linguistic aspects, a

relationship that is central both to the significance of Beckett's work and to that of

music: it is this which could, perhaps, begin to account for the difficulty of

explaining how both, while tending towards abstraction, are nevertheless perceived

as wholly and directly relevant to our experience of being. For Beckett criticism (and

literary theory in general), as for musicology, this should be significant; such an

approach provides a means of resisting the categorisation of either Beckett's works

or music as absolutely formalist and abstract, while still countering those who

maintain that to see Beckett as in any way eschewing reference, or to see music as

not directly correspondent to specific emotions, is necessarily to deny the

significance of the works. The artist Bram van Velde once expressed his sense that

"every phrase that Beckett writes is something he has somehow experienced" 32 ; to

assert that the significance of Beckett's texts lies, to varying extent, outside of the

realms of the referential is not to deny their fundamental relevance to experience, but

rather to open up the whole question of how meaningful experience is constituted.

Despite (or perhaps because of) his immersion in language, Beckett's idiosyncratic

approach to words effectively posits the idea of significance as neither directly

attributable to linguistic meaning nor metaphysical and transcendent, and this is of

fundamental relevance to musical philosophy, music having traditionally been

confined to the latter category.

Despite this assertion of Beckett's difference from most other writers, his

earlier work in particular displays a detailed awareness of his literary and

philosophical inheritance. As Richard Ellmann says, "reading Wilde, Yeats, and

Joyce does not make the coming of Beckett predictable. Yet once he fills the scene

we cannot help but consider or reconsider the writers who preceded him" 33 . Much

recent Beckett criticism has been devoted to establishing precisely which ideas

Beckett took from which writers, and how those ideas were absorbed into his works

(whether as direct quotation, as modified allusion, or in the form of philosophical

32Charles Juliet, Conversations with Samuel Beckett and Brain van Velde (Leiden: Academic Press,
1995), 54.
33Richard Elhnann, Four Dubliners: Wilde, Yeats, Joyce and Beckett (London: Hamish Hamilton,
1987), 94.
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systems to be explored). Additionally, it is only relatively recently that critics have

begun to recognise the extent to which early characters were modelled on real

figures known to Beckett34. In general, this tendency to allusion gradually lessens,

quotations, ideas, and even landscapes that appear almost intact in the earlier works

reappearing in less concrete and detailed form in later texts. Thus the distillation of

Beckett's literary, Irish, and personal heritage is very much a part of the general

breakdown of traditional ideas and structures. Similarly, while the earlier work

explicitly discusses the viability of certain philosophical positions and particular

approaches to ideas and their expression, the later work embodies the remaining

processes, involving the reader in the actual attempt to establish identity and

location. From this perspective it is hardly surprising that Beckett's early references

to music, despite a tendency towards obfuscation, are relevant to his approach to

language and to the musicality of effect that becomes apparent in the later work.

The post-structuralist exploration of intertextuality should imply the

relevance to musical thought of literary discussion of music, and this certainly

cannot be denied with Beckett. The first chapters of the thesis therefore examine

Beckett's early treatment of the idea of music, moving from his idiosyncratic

interpretation of Proust (and of Proust's use of music as a model for literature), to

Beckett's own deployment of music in his exploration of the limits of rational

thought and self-knowledge. Beckett's Dream of Fair to Middling Women (1932), in

particular, shows him to be exploring peculiarly modernist concerns and often using

images of music as a means of exposing their limitations. This leads, in Watt (1945),

to a closer examination of the boundaries of rationality and to an intense frustration

with logical thought and the inflexibility of language; again, music is here deployed

as a symbol for the traditional polarisation of logocentric reason and irrationality.

As has often been discussed, The Unnamable (1953) essentially presents

more effectively than any critical discussion the crisis of self-representation at the

boundaries of modernity. However, Beckett's particular concerns and his focus upon

the extent to which meaning is bound to traditional linguistic structures cannot but

invoke those questions that have always been recognised as central to musical

meaning. The exploration of ideas of rationality in Watt is therefore considered in

34The work of Jim Mays has been particularly important in this respect. Additionally, James
Knowlson's recent biography of Beckett demonstrates further the extent to which the author
developed his characters from real figures. See J. C. C. Mays, "Young Beckett's Irish Roots," Irish
University Review XIV/1 (1984), 18-33; J. C. C. Mays, "Irish Beckett, A Borderline Instance" in S. E.
Wilmer (ed.), op. cit., 133-46; James Knowlson, Damned to Fame: The Life of Samuel Beckett
(London: Bloomsbury, 1996). Also see W. J. McCormack, From Burke to Beckett: Tradition and
Betrayal in Literary History (Cork: Cork University Press, 1994); Robert Welch, Changing States:
Transformation in Modern Irish Writing (London and New York: Routledge, 1993); John P.
Harrington, The Irish Beckett (Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 1991). For an
interesting alternative perspective, see Rodney Sharkey, "Irish? Au Contraire!: The Search for
Identity in the Fiction of Samuel Beckett," Journal of Beckett Studies III/2 (Spring 1994), 1-18.
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relation to certain attempts to account for musical significance; additionally, in

taking the work of Susanne Langer as a starting point, chapter four in a sense works

from a musicological position that would have been roughly contemporary with

Beckett's first mature works.

Beckett's sense of the inadequacy of the rational-irrational dialectic leads to

the undermining of all such binary structures in his later work, and to a more

complex notion of the self and of meaning. It is precisely this deconstruction of

hierarchical dualisms that allows the development of the differential "syntax of

wealcness" 35 which is found in its most effective form in Worstward Ho (1983).

Once more, then, Beckett's work prefigures the ideas of much recent critical theory,

and again the musicality of the work is central to this. Chapter five therefore

explores the idea that not only should Beckett's work be of interest to musicology,

but that his position helps to clarify the relationship between aspects of recent

critical theory and music theory.

Effectively, the thesis aims to present three possible ways of exploring the

relationship between music and Beckett's treatment of language; the first (in

chapters two and three) exploring the modernist position, the second (in chapter

four) exploring the position contemporary with Beckett's first mature works (a

position somewhere on the boundaries of modernism and postmodernism), and the

third exploring postmodern approaches. In many ways, the areas are intended as

possible starting-points for parallel explorations that could themselves easily develop

further or in different directions. Finally, in the light of all that precedes, the thesis

begins to explore composers' responses to Beckett's work. Not surprisingly, the

texts have proved attractive to many composers, but, given their musicality, the

question of setting becomes especially difficult. The final chapter, therefore,

examines two less conventional musical approaches to Beckett which, ironically

through their very avoidance of typical text-setting, explore the possibility of

creating musical parallels to Beckett's preoccupations.

It should by now be apparent that the thesis follows the trajectory of

Beckett's work. Just as the texts move from exploring the idea of music towards

effecting an embodied musicality, so the thesis moves away from that which would

traditionally be considered literary criticism, through increasingly "musical"

concerns, and finally to the analysis of actual works of music. At the same time,

however, this is not intended to imply that Beckett's work follows a single linear

path: it certainly does not. Due to limitations of space, many works have been

35Jannes Knowlson and John Pilling, Frescoes of the Skull: The Late Prose and Drama of Samuel
Beckett (London: John Calder, 1979), 178.
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ignored36, and there is less detailed discussion of individual texts than would have

been ideal. This is partly excused by the fact that a huge mass of Beckett criticism is

now available, and many ideas are now recognised and accepted as central: it is

pointless to rehearse those arguments unless they are of direct relevance to the

particular focus. The effect of this, however, is perhaps to give the impression that

Beckett's work forms a single process of thought and a teleology of gradual

reduction. In some senses it is hard to avoid this conclusion, and the clear re-working

of related ideas in certain different texts certainly encourages such a response.

However, as with those accounts of Beckett that interpret his development as a

contraction towards silence, this approach is unsatisfactory. Many of Beckett's texts

do not fit directly into this pattern, and the danger, therefore, is that these works

come to be unjustly regarded as peripheral. Such an interpretation falsely implies the

progression towards a final solution; while the intense anxiety of many of the early

works stems from a desire for such a solution, the later texts exist in a condition

where not only does such an endpoint seem to be accepted as impossible, but its

desirability is also questionable: a text such as Neither, for example, exists outside of

these concerns, in a state of permanent "in-betweenness" which has no beginning

and no end. This explanation, therefore, is by way of an excuse for any impression of

purely linear progression that may be apparent. Finally, then, the three-fold approach

to the texts, despite its specific alignment here with particular areas of Beckett's

36Amongst the texts to which this thesis makes little reference are Words and Music and Cascando,
and this may seem surprising, given Beckett's deployment of music as an actual "character" in these
plays. Similarly, there is no detailed discussion of either Ghost Trio or Nacht und Traume, in which
Beckett uses specific works of Beethoven and Schubert in a related manner, along with few or no
words. While much could be written about these works, their treatment of music is really quite
different both to the complex approach to the idea of music in the early prose and to the musical
effect of the later texts. In Words and Music and Cascando, "Music" is cast against "Words" in a kind
of competition for expressive superiority. This is clearly related to Beckett's general preoccupations,
and yet the fact that the music cannot be composed by Beckett (and therefore changes according to
the specific composer involved with each production) renders this opposition somewhat
unsatisfactory: music is treated as a pure idea, indivisible and unchanging in essence from one
manifestation to another. Thus these plays, ironically, do not display the complex understanding of
music that is apparent in Beckett's treatment of language.

Ghost Trio and Nacht und Traume to an extent avoid this problem by using specific compositions.
Both achieve a lyrical expressivity by means of the relationship between the passages of music and
the simple imagery. Again, however, music is treated as a given, effectively deployed for its essential
character, and discussion of these plays would, therefore, be tangential to this study. Beckett once told
his cousin, the musician John Beckett, "Schubert's music seems to me to be more nearly pure spirit
than that of any other composer" (see Clas Zilliacus, Beckett and Broadcasting (Ab6: Ab6 Aicademie,
1976), 38); Words and Music, Cascando and Ghost Trio do not use Schubert, but all these plays treat
music as "pure spirit", as ideal and essential in the Schopenhauerian tradition. This is not to suggest
that the works are inferior, but, from a musical point of view, what is more interesting is the complex
way in which structures come to take on significance, and it is in Beckett's treatment of language that
this process is really explored.

Similarly, other topics could have been discussed; the whole area of performance and its
implications for the musical effect of the plays is one which could prove very rewarding (the rhythmic
analysis of Billie Whitelaw's performances immediately comes to mind as a particularly interesting
subject). However, this area is too substantial for inclusion here, warranting a thesis of its own.
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output, is intended to mirror the material's own resistance to a single perspective on

the complex relationship between music and language.
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CHAPTER TWO
Beckett, Proust and Music.

Summary:

Beckett 's "Proust" and critics' interpretation of its ideas as indicative of

Beckett's own - Beckett's awareness of the significance of music in Proust and his

lack of discussion of the topic - the Proustian presentation of music as a model for

literature, its Schopenhauerian basis and its critical misinterpretation - the fourfold

structure of musical perception in Proust, its relationship to the perception of

involuntary memory, to the perception of the self and other, and to the four sign-

worlds elaborated - Proust's consequent positioning of music as the ideal art form,

underpinning all major themes and their processes of development - the pessimistic

bias of Beckett's discussion of those themes - his implicit elevation of the status of

music as a result of his (anti-Proustian) rejection of the concept of a successful work

of literature.

Beckett's treatment of music as an annoyance in his early works - its

association with painful introspection and its deployment as a means of rejecting the

Proustian solution, effectively reiterating the negative conclusions of "Proust" - the

consequent focus upon the intellectual pleasures of formal patterns - the apparent relief

from language that Watt occasionally finds in music - the limitations of this relief and

Beckett's tendency to describe the occasions in terms associated with involuntary

memory - these works as therefore extending the bias of "Proust", but reducing the

status of music - the early Beckettian fear of introspection as effectively dividing

Proust's concept of music into its two aspects (non-referential form and the direct

reflection of essence) - the latter as rejected while the former is maintained as a

fascination with pure design - Beckett's later work as beginning to repair this division

through a new approach to the self to the interior-exterior dualism, and to language -

this as effectively realising the Proustian solution more completely than Proust ever

could, since Proust can never eschew the referential framework where Beckett can -

Beckett as therefore heeding in his own terms his acknowledgement of the catalytic

role of music in Proust.

Beckett's 1931 study of A la recherche du temps perdu was his most extended

piece of literary criticism. Not surprisingly, it has been mined by critics both as a

major source of Beckett's opinions on the role of art and the artist, and also as a

potential guide to the themes of his own output. Subsequently, it seems only natural

that early studies of Beckett's work should have equated certain comments in "Proust"
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- most particularly that "the only fertile research is excavatory, immersive, a

contraction of the spirit, a descent" and that "the artist is active, but negatively,

shrinking from the nullity of extracircumferential phenomena, drawn into the core of

the eddy" - with the apparently increasing immersion of Beckett's characters in

obsessive self-examination.

It is, of course, true to say that a process of reduction is taking place; even in

the earlier prose works - Mercier and Carnier or the Four Novellas, for example - the

inclusion and description of everyday objects is restricted by the repeated appearance

of a few particular items: bicycles, hats, and umbrellas most especially. From Watt's

relentless attempts to assess the significance of objects by considering all the possible

permutations of meaning2 , these obsessions are gradually stripped away, and

instances of situational description are reduced to the basic presentation (from The

Unnamable on) of solitary beings in barren landscapes - hence the perception of a

development away from materiality towards abstract subjectivism and the critical

appropriation of Beckett's comments in "Proust" in support of such an interpretation.

This, however, is to ignore the ambiguity of Beckett's frame of reference, assuming

that his assertions are intended as general observations rather than as specific to

Proust. As Steven Connor has pointed out, it is equally possible to interpret the

reductive process in the opposite manner, as a gradual progression towards an ever

more intense awareness of the predicament of immanence 3 . In this sense, Beckett's

presentation of characters pacing endlessly back and forth, or trapped in the

purgatorial recurrence of past events, is less an excavation of the soul than a ritualised

acknowledgement of the habituality of existence.

Opening up the interpretative possibilities in this way reveals the dangers in the

tendency to find parallels between "Proust" and Beckett's own work. However, more

recent critics - Nicholas Zurbrugg most especially, in his book Beckett and Proust -

have been at pains to point out such problems. Zurbrugg shows that "Proust", while

being an important piece of literary criticism, is rather selective in its representation of

the themes of A la recherche. In "Proust", Beckett focuses heavily upon the more

pessimistic aspects of the work - the impossibility of attaining one's desires, the

problems of communication between human beings, the stultifying banality of habit,

and the pain that can result from momentary lucidities when the spell of habit is

suddenly broken. In the bias of his study, Beckett reveals an indifference - or even an

antipathy - towards Proust's examination of benevolence and authentic social

behaviour, ignoring the subtleties of the Proustian vision and reducing "the

1 Samuel Beckett, "Proust" in Proust and Three Dialogues with Georges Duthuit, op. cit., 65.
2"Looking at a pot, for example, or thinking of a pot ... it was in vain that Watt said, Pot, pot....
For it was not a pot, the more he looked, the more he reflected, the more he felt sure of that". Samuel
Beckett, Watt (London: John Calder, 1963), 78.
3 Steven Connor, Samuel Beckett: Repetition, Themy and Text (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988), 45.
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multiplicity of Proust's terms to a pessimistic, Beckettian dialectic" 4. Zurbrugg

concludes that it is not so much Beckett's themes and comments in "Proust" that can

help critics to understand Beckett's own preoccupations, but rather the angle from

which he approaches and (mis)represents them. Beckett discusses Proust's contempt

for an art based upon realism and disavows any positive interpretation of his

presentation of relationships, leading to the critical assertion that Beckettian characters

"similarly probe the eddy of the self". However, even if it could be argued that certain

of Beckett's early heroes are at first preoccupied with such concerns, they soon find

introspection too painful and retreat, with the later characters, into the attempt to

"evade centripetal introspection by following the centrifugal impulse to acquire the

fictional friendship - or 'company' - of imaginary, nonautobiographical data"5.

Despite all this, it is possible to trace the bias of Beckett's study of A la

recherche further back into Proust's own examination of the creative act. Beckett was

well aware of the significance of the music of Proust's fictional composer Vinteuil -

indeed, he was probably the first critic to suggest that "music is the catalytic element in

the work of Proust" 6 , and the first to detect the influence of Schopenhauer upon this.

By examining the presentation of music in Proust and the attitude towards linguistic

signification identified by Beckett, it is possible to suggest that Beckett's concentration

upon certain selected aspects of the Proustian world is a specific result of his

perception of those themes whose emergence is reliant upon the "catalyst" of

Vinteuil's music. Thus the pessimistic emphasis results from considering the

problematics of a literature which models itself upon music in order, following

Schopenhauer, to attempt a pure and objectified image of the world. In turn, these

difficulties were increasingly to preoccupy Beckett in his own writing (despite the

difference in approach).

Beckett wrote that "a book could be written on the significance of music in

Proust"7 , and since the publication of his critical text, that book has been written

several times over. Sources have been suggested for Vinteuil's works 8 , claims have

been made as to the depth (or superficiality) of Proust's knowledge of music9, and

structural comparisons have been made between musical forms (such as the sonata)

4Nicholas Zurbrugg, Beckett and Proust (Gerrards Cross, Bucks.: Colin Smythe, 1988), 109.
5	 "Beckett, Proust, Burroughs, and the Perils of 'Image Warfare'," in M. Beja, S. E.
Gontarski, and P. Astier (eds.), Samuel Beckett: Humanistic Perspectives (Ohio: Ohio State
University Press, 1983), 178.
6Samuel Beckett, "Proust," op. cit., 92.
7/bid., 91.
8See, for example, J. N. Alley, "Proust and Art," Revue de Litterature Comparee XXXVII (July-Sept.
1963), 410-30; J. M. Cocking, "Proust and Music," Essays in French Literature IV (Nov.1967), 13-
29; Dorothy Adelson, "The Vinteuil Sonata," Music and Letters XXIII/3 (July 1942), 228-33.
9See Dorothy Adelson, O. cit.
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and the composition of this vast novel. The latter falls foul of the problem of generality

often encountered in studies which compare literary and musical forms; to suggest that

a literary work follows a sonata form structure through taking a couple of main

themes, developing them, and achieving some kind of resolution at the end is to show

nothing very much more than an extremely basic kinship between much Western art of

certain periods. All that is gained is the acknowledgement of a general tendency

towards statement, expansion, and cyclic reunification within mainstream, Western,

temporally-based art; what are lost are the manifold variations in structural thinking

which result from the differences between a form which uses semantically definitive

units, and one which orders non-referential units. To quote Roman Ingarden, "the

connection between the individual parts of the literary work is in general much closer

than in a musical work because it contains the stratum of semantic units which

determine various logical connections between sentences and as a consequence

between the objective sentence correlates appertaining to them" 10. Even though it

could be argued that such a statement relies upon the questionable assumption of a

preference for the referential framework and a less comprehensive understanding of

musical relationships, the comment highlights the fact that the literary work

automatically possesses a level of pre-established interrelations that music lacks.

It seems appropriate to conclude that such comparisons should be abandoned

in favour of the examination of the role of music in the organisation of the work: this

is especially the case with a project as huge as A la recherche. It is this path that is

followed by perhaps the most effective study of Proust and music - that by Jean-

Jacques Nattiez. Nattiez recognises, like others before him, that the works of Proust's

composer, Vinteuil, "mark out the psychological evolution of the characters" and are

vital for "the narrator's discovery of his vocation as a writer, of the nature of the 'true

life', and of the recovery of Time through the literary work" 11 . Again like others

before him, Nattiez sees Wagner and the leitmotif technique as a major influence upon

Proust, suggesting that such techniques made way for the examination of different

states in various circumstances. Nattiez extends this comparison, asserting that it is in

the Wagnerian technique of reminiscing about one work in another, and especially in

his quest for absolute truth through the work of art, that Proust finds the model for A

la recherche. No doubt there is much to be said for such an interpretation; the little

phrase of the sonata heard by Swann at the Verdurins' house becomes a leitmotif of

variable meaning in that it is used by Charles to represent differing emotional states

(especially in his relationship with Odette). For Swann, the phrase develops from his

10Roman Ingarden, The Cognition of the Literary Work of Art, trans. Ruth Ann Crawley and
Kenneth R. Olson (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1973), 228.
11Jean-Jacques Nattiez, Proust as Musician, trans. Derrick Puffett (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1989), 8.
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first confused apprehension of it as a purely musical impression 12, through its

appropriation as "the national anthem of their love" 13 , to the sadness of hearing the

music when Odette no longer loves him 14 and his final distortion of the phrase into the

role of procurer between Odette and Forcheville. As a result, Swann destroys his

initial appreciation of the music through his determination to interpret it in terms of the

events of his own life.

Many of Proust's themes follow a similar pattern of development through

repetition in different or revised states. The instances of involuntary memory could be

seen as forming a leitmotif that relates Marcel's momentary insights into the nature of

time and the potential value of those instances as a means of understanding life and art.

A similar effect is achieved by the recurrence of the people and ideas related to the

Meseglise and Guermantes ways, and by the reappearance of certain ideas in the

various actions of otherwise very different characters: this is shown by the equally

stultifying effects of the modes of habitual existence lived out by Aunt Leonie,

Charlus, and others. In this way it is easy to appreciate the influence of Wagner on

Proust's presentation of music and the subsequent deployment of Wagnerian

techniques in the development of other themes.

This view would seem to be further authenticated by Marcel's own discussions

of Wagner, particularly the direct comparison with Vinteui1 15 . There is, however, a

danger that such an interpretation limits the role of music in the work and perhaps even

misrepresents its structure. The Wagner analogy occurs in The Captive when the

narrator, while waiting for Albertine, sits at the piano, opens Vinteuil's Sonata, and

begins to play:

as I played the passage, and although Vinteuil had been trying to express in it a
fancy which would have been wholly foreign to Wagner, I could not help
murmuring 'Tristan', with the smile of an old family friend discovering a trace of
the grandfather in an intonation, a gesture of the grandson who has never set
eyes on him16.

The influence is thus acknowledged, but as a small element of the whole and with the

qualification that whatever was being expressed was quite different to anything of

Wagner' s.

More importantly, however, it is the narrator's descriptions of musical

performances which reveal the restrictive nature of an interpretation in terms of the

leitmotif The accounts are detailed, but mostly regarding the effects of the music upon

12Marcel Proust, Remembrance of Things Past, 3 vols., trans. C. K. Scott-Moncrieff and Terence
Kilmartin (London: Penguin, 1983), I, 227.
13 Ibid., I, 238.
14Ibid., I, 375.
15Ibid., III, 154-9.
16Ibid., III, 155.
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the listeners (especially Swann and Marcel). The explanation of the precise workings

of the music is limited; the intervallic structure of the phrase is briefly described, and

the passage of the music is related by the listener, but this is mainly confined to the

statement and re-emergence of the little phrase at various points within the Sonata and

the Septet. The reader is provided with little information concerning the rest of the

musical material, its development, or its relationship to the little phrase; during the

playing of these other sections, the narrator usually drifts either into more abstract

reflection on the nature of the music, or into the consideration of the responses of his

companions, re-focusing his attention only at the recurrence of the beloved phrase.

As such, the appearances of the little phrase constitute most of what we know

of Vinteuil's works and, therefore, to assign to them a leitmotif function is to

oversimplify the Wagnerian technique and falsely to assume a fuller knowledge of

Vinteuil's music. Additionally, to claim for A la recherche the model of the musical

leitmotif as employed by Vinteuil is to ignore the intricacy of Proust's narration.

Proust delineates three levels of narration - that of Swann (narrated for him by

Marcel), Marcel's own experiences, and the final level which must be sought amongst

the ambiguous, interwoven perspectives: that within which lies, presumably, the voice

of Proust. While Marcel may indeed be Proust, he can be Proust only at an earlier

stage of development, and the strata, in this sense at least, remain distinct.

It is Swann's own distortive interpretation of the phrase that forces it to

become the leitmotif of his relationship with Odette; this is his mistake, indicating his

misconception of the function of art, and must be recognised as such, rather than as a

demonstration by Proust of the workings of music. Swann's inability to perceive the

Vinteuil sonata as pure music leads to his misunderstanding of the role of the creative

artist, and hence to his ultimate failure in life and art. Marcel, on the other hand, is

through Vinteuil's music gradually able to achieve a certain comprehension of the

relationship between time, life and art, and can therefore follow his vocation as a

writer. Nevertheless, in the course of his search Marcel has to make and understand

his own mistakes. Thus we are constantly in the presence of the ultimate narrator,

Proust himself, reminding us that Marcel can follow false trails, and that there is a

distinction between Marcel's thoughts and experiences and the true state of things:

Marcel is no pure subject. It is Swann and Marcel who tell us of Vinteuil's works, not

Proust, and this must be taken into account when examining the role of the

discussions of music in the composition of the work as a whole.

Nattiez's leitmotif-based understanding of the novel is, therefore, appropriate

only to the directly narrated levels of the text. It informs the music - or more

particularly the little phrase - as described by Swann and Marcel, but is not necessarily

relevant to the conclusions to be drawn from a contextualised reading of those

accounts. In addition, just as the phrase can be viewed in Wagnerian terms only by
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concentrating on its appearance at the expense of the intervening passages and by its

misappropriation by Swann, so the other leitmotif-like thematics are equally dependent

upon their explication within the novel's narration. Finally, it is probable that the

perception of the latter in terms of a leitmotif is reliant upon that of the former, and

therefore disintegrates once the limitations of the former are exposed: this is especially

the case if one is to claim, as does Nattiez, that Wagner provides the model for the

fundamental subject of A la recherche.

Discussing his view of Vinteuil's phrase as a leitmotif of flexible semantic,

Nattiez does refer to the dangers of interpretation that are exposed in Swann's

application of personal feelings to music. Yet any discussion of Vinteuil's music in

terms of leitmotifs (and especially the extension of such ideas to the non-musical

events) can only proceed by establishing direct relations between the music and

definable concepts. Such a process is dependent upon the assertion that at each stage

of Proustian musical perception, "music maintains a certain type of symbolic relation

with the external world" 17 , an assertion that is in this particular sense opposed to the

Schopenhauerian basis of Proust's presentation of music.

With regard to the structure of A la recherche, it is claimed that Proust, like

Wagner, constructs large panels which are then pieced together into the formation of a

whole. As before, this is in a sense true, both in terms of passages which delineate a

single event and in terms of entire chapters or even books. However, this assertion

and its reference to Wagner implies both a cohesive unity attained through the

integration of these segments, and a sense of exhaustive completion through thematic

interrelation and the re-examination of the ideas of one work in another. On closer

inspection, it becomes apparent that this is misleading with regard to Proust's aims

and means. A la recherche is undoubtedly teleological, and the search for an

understanding of the self and of art is conducted linearly, as a progression towards

transcendence. This does not, however, preclude the scattering of structural elements

into separate paths which can be followed, one after the other, tried and either rejected

or explored until a new pathway is found.

From Swann's failure in life and art, through Marcel's progressive

enlightenment by way of his understanding of both Swann's and his own mistakes,

false trails are embarked upon and broken off, whether almost immediately or after a

far more wayward journey (as with Marcel's relationship with Albertine, for

example). This results in a structural splintering, the text being composed of panels of

experience; the narrator becomes involved in each for a length of time, before

abandoning it for a new path. Each of these areas is complete and self-sufficient, and

the narrator establishes the only relations between their otherwise isolated existences.

17Jean-Jacques Nattiez, op.cit., 34.
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From this perspective, for Proust "the Whole itself is a product, produced as nothing

more than a part alongside other parts, which it neither unifies nor totalises, though it

has an effect on these other parts simply because it establishes aberrant paths of

communication between noncommunicating vessels" 18 . More extremely, the work can

be viewed as "pieces of puzzle belonging not to any one puzzle but to many, [the]

pieces assembled by forcing them into a certain place where they may or may not

belong, their unmatched edges violently bent out of shape. It is a schizoid work par

excellence" 19 . Within such parameters, the only unifying factor is the progress of

Marcel and the continuous, if faltering, development of the quest.

Again, then, the Wagnerian model is inadequate, and it has to be concluded

that the author's references to a source of inspiration were rather too seductive. It

appears that no specific musical technique can be appropriated as a model for the

thematic techniques of A la recherche with anything more than partial success. Yet it is

clear from the positioning of Vinteuil's works within the novel that a musical influence

is being exerted upon the narrator and his search for insight through his creative

exploration of time and memory: this is especially clear with regard to Marcel's 	 U I RS TV

ORK
experience of the Septet in The Captive.

LIBOFY ARY

It is, however, possible to examine the significance of music in Proust from a

starting point other than that of a specific musical technique. Marcel's own reflections

on music are mainly concerned with its aesthetic nature, not with analyses of musical

material, and this is increasingly the case as he develops his own ideas, away from the

influence of Swann. Beckett wrote, with regard to Vinteuil's Sonata and Septet, "the

influence of Schopenhauer on this aspect of the Proustian demonstration is

unquestionable" 20 . Since then, several critics have elaborated upon this relationship,

and it serves as a useful starting-point.

For Schopenhauer, an individual's image of the world is developed as a result

of the brain's interpretation of sensory impressions and, as a result, "the world is my

representation"21 but is entirely conditioned by the will. An understanding of the will

can be achieved only by moving beyond the forms which our will-motivated

perceptions present to us. This can take place through disinterested contemplation

independent of reason and the will, thereby circumventing the fact that "knowledge

that serves the will really knows nothing more about objects than their relations,

knows the objects only in so far as they exist at such a time, in such a place, in such

18Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia Vol.1, trans. R.
Harley, M. Seem and H. R. Lane (London: Athlone Press, 1984), 43.
191bid.
20Samuel Beckett, "Proust," op. cit., 91.
21 Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation, 2 vols., trans. E. F. J. Payne (New
York: Dover, 1969), I, 3.
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and such circumstances, from such and such causes" 22 . Through the transcendence of

will-motivated perception it is potentially possible to become a pure subject, at one

with the object of contemplation and capable of apprehending the object as the Idea, as

the thing-in-itself.

By way of aesthetic contemplation a conception of the true essences of the

world - the objectification of the will in the form of Ideas which are not subject to

change - is possible: "the purpose of all art is the communication of the apprehended

Idea"23 . For Schopenhauer, however, music stands above the other arts as a far more

powerful medium: "music is by no means like the other arts, namely a copy of the

Ideas, but a copy of the will itself, the objectivity of which are the Ideas"24. The

composer is able to reveal the true nature of things since "music does not express this

or that particular and definite pleasure, this or that affliction, pain, sorrow, horror,

gaiety, merriment or peace of mind, but joy, pain, sorrow, horror, gaiety, merriment,

or peace of mind themselves, to a certain extent in the abstract, their essential nature,

without any accessories, and so also without the motives for them". Such assertions

are clearly congruent with the beliefs expressed by Marcel in the last major discussion

of Vinteuil's works (the point at which Marcel is reaching a fuller state of

comprehension):

for the vague sensations given by Vinteuil, coming not from a memory but from
an impression ... one would have had to find ... not a material explanation, but
the profound equivalent, the unknown ... the mode by which he 'heard' the
universe and projected it far beyond himself. Perhaps it was in this, I said to
Albertine, this unknown quality of a unique world which no other composer had
ever yet revealed, that the most authentic proof of genius lies, even more than in
the content of the work itself. 'Even in literature?' Albertine inquired. 'Even in
literature.' 26.

Thus, following Schopenhauer, Proustian music does not symbolise the external

world but moves beyond to a profound state of transcendence.

Several studies have examined the relationship between Schopenhauer and

Proust27 , revealing the similarity in conception and even in the expression of ideas,

and showing how this approach to music allows Marcel to find in the works of

Vinteuil "the supra-terrestrial, extra-temporal, eternal essence of things, only glimpses

of which had been vouchsafed him in rare moments of contemplation" 28. A precise

correspondence has been established between Marcel's quest and his progressive

22Ibid., I, 177.
23 Ibid., I, 237.
24 Ibid., I, 257.
25 Ibid., 1,261.
26Mareel Proust, op. cit., III, 382.
27 See, for example, James Acheson, "Beckett, Proust and Schopenhauer," Contemporary Literature
XIX/2 (Spring 1978), 165-179, and J. M. Cocking, O. cit.
28Dorothy Adelson, op. cit., 229.
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understanding of Vinteuil's music. Nevertheless, while brief attempts have been made

to relate the insights of musical contemplation to the similar revelations provided by

involuntary memory29 , the relevance of the musical descriptions to Proust's treatment

of other themes has not been fully recognised. As far as most critics are concerned, the

instances of music merely provide an interesting counterpart to the narrator's progress,

an enlightening reflection of states of awareness and an indication of the path which

must be followed if true understanding is to be achieved. This is, of course,

important, but to consider the role of music only in these terms is to underestimate its

influence upon the workings of the novel. A consideration of the breadth of the

musicality of Proust's examination of themes and characters requires an understanding

of the internal Proustian conception of the nature of music as rooted in

Schopenhauerian thought. It is the effect upon the listener, resulting from this

conception of music, with which Proust is concerned, rather than the techniques by

which various composers might structure their pieces, and it is this which allows

Marcel to realise the possibility of modelling his own literary work on such effects.

The accounts of Vinteuil's music, then, comprise little more than descriptions

of the recurrence of the little phrase. Whether (as has been suggested) this is due to the

author's limited knowledge of music or to Proust deeming further explanation

unnecessary is, in a sense, unimportant: additional details would have been

superfluous to Proust's intentions. Schopenhauer's notion of music is similarly

devoid of stylistic or technical detail. Music is as he states - ineffable and remote from

the faculty of reason - whatever the piece, whenever it was written, and whoever the

composer. Proust therefore seems to reach back to the Romantic idea of vagueness as

a virtue and a sign of expressive depth30 . At one point, Marcel specifically wonders

about the states of soul which Vinteuil's phrases seem to express: "there was nothing

to assure me that the vagueness of such states was a sign of their profundity rather

than of our not having yet learned to analyse them, so that there might be nothing more

real in them than in other states"31.

It is interesting that these doubts arise through the direct comparison of

Marcel's experiences of involuntary memory with experience of Vinteuil's music (a

comparison which is made on more than one occasion). Marcel recognises that

"nothing resembled more closely than some such phrase of Vinteuil the particular

pleasure which I had felt at certain moments of my life, when gazing, for instance, at

the steeples of Martinville, or at certain trees along a road near Balbec, or, more

29See James Acheson, op. cit.
30See Bojan Buji6, Music in European Thought 1851-1912 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1988), 7.
31 Marcel Proust, op. cit., III, 388.
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simply, at the beginning of this book, when I tasted a certain cup of tea" 32. These

sensations break through the dulling effects of habitual existence to evoke sudden,

unsolicited memories, recapturing lost time in an instantaneous simultaneity. This

temporal exposition of atemporal ideas is, of course, the main objective of the novel,

and thus the link between Schopenhauerian thought, music and time is established.

For Proust, as for Schopenhauer, music apprehends those essences which are

independent of time, space and causality, and yet it is experienced through time, as

(however differently) are life and literature. Through involuntary memory and its

association with Vinteuil's music, Marcel is able to perceive the viability of the literary

expression of the relationship between life and what Proust presents as the atemporal

essences of a usually hidden and unknown world.

As the process of Proustian musical understanding is examined, its

correspondence to that of involuntary memory becomes increasingly clear. As J. M.

Cocking points out, musical perception in Proust passes through four main stages: it

was first "a set of sensations of the most individual and specific kind, bound up with

his own particular experiences. Then it was a way of enriching those experiences.

Then it became a way of abstracting emotional patterns from a number of experiences.

Finally it became a structure, a way of dominating and patterning those emotions"33.

Swann progresses no further than the first level and, at times, Marcel seems likely to

do the same. However, by the final stages of his relationship with Albertine, he is far

enough advanced to reject the inauthentic identification of his feelings with works of

art: "but no, Albertine was for me not at all a work of art. I knew what it meant to

admire a woman in an artistic fashion, having known Swann. For my own part,

however, ... I was incapable of doing so, having no sort of power of detached

observation, never knowing what it was I saw"34.

Taking the example of the first instance of involuntary memory - the taste of

the tea and the madeleine in the Overture - the assimilation of the experience follows

exactly this process. The immediate effect is the evocation of the feelings associated

with the last time he tasted the tea and cake, but this is then transformed into a

powerful joy which, seeming to surpass the pleasures of mere taste, "transcended

those savours, could not, indeed, be of the same nature. Whence did it come? What

did it mean? How could I seize and apprehend it?". The experience is already being

abstracted into a higher realm and begins to engender the desire for its re-capture, for

the full knowledge of its workings and its meaning. Finally, Marcel asks himself

32/bid., III, 381.
33 .I. M. Cocking, op. cit., 13.
34Marcel Proust, op. cit., III, 390.
35 /bid., I, 48.
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"what it could have been, this unremembered state which brought with it no logical

proof, but the indisputable evidence of its felicity, its reality, and in whose presence

other states of consciousness melted and vanished?"36 . In recognising its importance,

Marcel is able to begin to structure his experiences, rejecting habit and voluntary

memory in favour of this superior apprehension of time: from this point on he will be

able to attempt to fulfil his ambitions as a creative artist through the evocation of

inspired perception.

Not only, therefore, are music and involuntary memory associated at the level

of the narrative, in terms of the effect on the protagonist, but they are equally precisely

connected through the processes by which these effects are developed. Additionally,

both rely upon a promotion of the intuitive at the expense of the intellectual; the

instances of involuntary memory emphasise their unsolicited nature and the futility of

attempting to contrive such associations through voluntary acts of will. Revelation

cannot occur through the conscious exertion of the memory - "the man with a good

memory does not remember anything because he does not forget anything" 37 - and,

similarly, to attempt to draw out the meaning of an involuntary remembrance is to

distort its significance, involving the strivings of the will in what was originally a

moment of pure perception.

Similarly, the narrator's understanding of music seems to depend upon the

primacy of intuition. This is certainly considered to be the case with composition; for

Vinteuil, "the work of his intellect, necessarily superficial, never succeeded in being as

striking as the disguised, involuntary resemblances which broke out in different

colours"38 . A similar attitude is apparent in the characters' actual reactions to music:

despite his inability to disconnect his affections from his aesthetic enjoyment, on

hearing the music Swann feels himself "transformed into a creature estranged from

humanity, blinded, deprived of his logical faculty". There is even an attempt to search

"the little phrase for a meaning to which his intelligence could not descend"39, echoing

Schopenhauer's assertion that "the composer reveals the innermost nature of the world

and expresses the profoundest wisdom in a language that his reasoning faculty does

not understand"40.

Marcel's conception of music appears to conform to this belief in its intuitive

nature. His own exploration of the question is incorporated into the discussion of

whether or not the vagueness of both his involuntary impressions and his musical

36/bid., I, 49.
37Samuel Beckett, "Proust," op. cit., 29.
38Marcel Proust, op. cit., III, 257.
39/bid., I, 259.
40Arthur Schopenhauer, op. cit., I, 260.
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experiences is necessarily a sign of their profundity. Comparing the moments of

involuntary insight, Marcel considers that

even if these states are more profound than others that occur in life, and deny
analysis for that very reason ... the charm of certain phrases of Vinteuil's music
makes us think of them because it too defies analysis, but this does not prove that
it has the same profundity; the beauty of a phrase of pure music can easily appear
to be the image of or at least akin to a non-intellectual impression we have
received, but simply because it is unintellectual41.

Marcel, therefore, does not doubt the irrational basis of these experiences, whether

musical or non-musical: his only concern seems to be whether or not they are of equal

profundity.

The Proustian presentation of music is, in this way, expressly unintellectual

and unanalytical, seeing as unnecessary the attempt to explain what is considered a

uniquely indivisible and ineffable art. Any symbolic relationship is not to external

reality, but rather to a hidden world of essences revealed only by the occasional

suspension of habit. Yet, at some point, Proust has to acknowledge the role of the

human mind in the composition of such works - this is especially urgent given

Marcel's literary aspirations. Proust therefore allows for this by making special

allowances for the notion of the creative intellect.

Shortly before remarking on the irrational nature of music, Marcel notes the

pleasure he takes in mentally linking together the elements of Vinteuil's works,

speaking of the joy "derived at these first hearings, from this task of modelling a still

shapeless nebula"42. This is related to his impression that while literature can describe,

explain, and analyse intellectual ideas, the process of reading does not comprise the re-

creation of those ideas as does the process of understanding a piece of music (thanks

to the lack of conventional semantics)43 . There is, here, the suggestion that there is a

mode of intellection, based on creative (or re-creative) activity, that transcends the

more mundane rational workings of the mind. Correspondingly, in Time Regained,

Marcel discusses the joy of rediscovery brought about by his involuntary experiences,

adding, "as for the inner book of unknown symbols ... if I tried to read them no one

could help me with any rules, for to read them was an act of creation". Thus while

intuition is regarded as the purest mode of perception, it is conceded (especially

towards the end of the work) that the actions of the creative mind may also result in a

41 Marcel Proust, op. cit., III, 388.
42Ibid., III, 379.
43"For instance, this music seemed to inc something truer than all known books. At moments I
thought that this was due to the fact that, what we feel about life not being felt in the form of ideas,
its literary, that is to say intellectual expression describes it, explains it, analyses it, but does not
recompose it as does music, in which the sounds seem to follow the very movement of our being".
Ibid., III, 381.
'Ibid., III, 913.
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higher level of understanding: this is, of course, a concession that had to be made if A

la recherche was itself to be successful.

As an extension of this, re-creative processes are acknowledged as central to

understanding the significance of involuntary intuitions. Just as Marcel recognises a

doubly re-creative process in the appreciation of music - initially, following

Schopenhauer, in that music re-creates the true conditions of reality, and secondly in

the listener's extrapolation of surface interrelations - involuntary memory results in a

perception of the self as caught in a state of perpetual re-creation. Rather than the self

developing linearly and constantly, the moments of intuition suggest the possibility of

a hidden, essential self, separate from that apparent self which lives out its day-to-day

existence. This, however, denies Marcel his perception of existence as continuous.

Each instance of involuntary memory provokes the idea of an instantaneous re-creation

of an essential, atemporal being, an identity which normally remains unknown beneath

the more cohesive self that we develop by uniting disparate experiences.

Thus the regaining of lost time involves recapturing an apparently lost and

separate self. As a larger-scale reflection of this, Proust outlines a conception of the

world as being in a constant state of re-creation, echoing Schopenhauer's notion of the

world as will and representation. In the last book of A la recherche, Charlus reminds

Marcel that he had expounded a theory of "things existing only in virtue of a creation

which is perpetually renewed. The creation of the world did not take place once and

for all, you said, it is, of necessity, taking place every day" 45. From this perspective,

the everyday world is continually created anew as the individual constantly

reconstructs a coherent past by means of voluntary memory, thereby achieving a false

sense of continuity.

At the level of the epiphanic unsolicited memories, however, the image of the

world and the self are more genuinely re-created through the momentary transcendence

of the will. Their reconstruction is cast more in terms of a revelation than a re-

modelling: in this case, the original has been thoroughly forgotten or unknown until

the moment of revelation. A path can therefore be traced from the example of music,

presented as the uniquely temporal means of revealing a world of atemporal truth,

through the experiences of involuntary memory, and finally to the images of an

essential self and hence of an essential world. The polarisation of the intuition and the

intellect, and its generation of twofold notions of memory, self, and the world, is

present within the Proustian musical model, and it is only here that revelation can take

place through time. The emphasis upon the recurrence of the little phrase suggests a

dual perception of music as both linearly continuous and yet, at certain moments,

static. Correspondingly, the creatively intellectual processes of both composition and

45 /bid., III, 23-4.
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the "re-composition" demanded of the listener are closely related to the conception of

music as intuitive, and just as he enjoys tracing the thematic relationships of Vinteuil's

music, Marcel talks of the pleasure that, he thinks, must be felt by the composer

during the act of creation".

This distinction is of vital importance for Marcel's vocation; roughly half-way

through Time Regained, Marcel announces that he has come to believe that truths

evolved by the intellect "might be able to enshrine within a matter less pure indeed but

still imbued with mind those impressions which are conveyed to us outside time by the

essences that are common to the sensations of the past and of the present, but which,

just because they are more precious, are too rare for a work of art to be constructed

exclusively from them" 47 . Thus the possibility of creating an ideal literary work is

allowed for, but the concession could be made only by first rejecting the value of

reason (as this made possible the subsequent understanding of intuitive experience).

Throughout this process of exclusion and re-assimilation, however, the musical model

remains in the background, emerging periodically as a guide to the path which Marcel

must follow in order to reach a state of understanding. The distinction between the two

agents of direct perception - involuntary memory and music - therefore corresponds to

that which Proust draws between life and art: looking back, Marcel comments that

music "helped me to descend into myself to discover new things: the variety that I had

sought in vain in life" 48. In the case of each distinction, the understanding of the

former is dependent upon that of the latter - involuntary memory upon music and life

upon art - again echoing Schopenhauer, for whom the Idea is more easily apprehended

by art than life since the artist presents those ideas in isolation from the distracting

details of the real.

The problems of Marcel's vocation, however, cannot be divorced from those

of the human attempt to figure a notion of self. Both are motivated by the desire to

identify with the object; for the artist this involves the apprehension of Ideas, while for

the ego the object is its own past self from which it strives to form a cohesive identity.

As Beckett shows in "Proust", it is voluntary memory which allows the smoothing

over of contradictions in order that the past should be reconstructed in line with the

present. Like habit, it "enables us to witness change in ourselves without being that

change"49: it is only when a fissure accidentally opens up the framework of habit that

the instability of the self becomes apparent.

46Marcel Proust, op. cit., III, 158.
47 mid., III, 935.
48Ibid., III, 156.
49Steven Connor, op. cit., 46.
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As Gilles Deleuze has shown, both forms of memory are based upon

repetition, but in different ways; voluntary memory reaches backwards from the

present to a present that once was and, in so doing, loses something essential.

Involuntary memory, on the other hand, retains an identity between the two moments.

Voluntary memory treats the past as if it were constituted as such only after having

existed in the present, instead of realising that the two do not form a succession, but

coexist. Through involuntary memory, therefore, "we place ourselves directly in the

past itself'50: "the essential thing in involuntary memory is not resemblance, nor even

identity, but the internalized difference, which becomes immanent" 51 . The use of such

terms might seem to contradict the notion of involuntary memory as revealing

something essential and immutable. This is, however, no more than the contradiction

implicit in Proust's belief in the power of art to reveal ultimate truths in different

forms. For Proust, difference itself reveals essence. Multiplicity is the condition of

reality, and is reproduced in art: "thanks to art, instead of seeing one world only, our

own, we see that world multiply itself' 52 . Thus, in A la recherche it is the very

recognition of difference within the repetition of involuntary memory that refers the

narrator beyond the mundane and towards an essential reality.

If, as been maintained, it is the presence of the musical model that allows

Marcel's conception of the self and the world to be seen as potential literary material,

then this should be equally demonstrable at this latest stage of the argument. In The

Captive, Marcel describes an occasion of the relaxation of habit, and he does so in

musical terms: "within our being, an instrument which the uniformity of habit has

rendered mute, song is born of these divergences, these variations, the source of all

music: the change of weather on certain days makes us pass at once from one note to

another"53 . It is interesting to compare this with a very early passage in which the

narrator realises that "even if we have the sensation of being always enveloped in,

surrounded by our own soul, still it does not seem a fixed and immovable prison"54.

He suggests that we struggle constantly to transcend this but are always discouraged

by hearing "endlessly all around that unvarying sound which is not an echo from

without, but the resonance of a vibration from within"55.

Here, we are presented with two different notions of divergence, both

conceived in terms of sound. The latter passage evokes the attempt to know the

exterior world and other human beings, attempts which are doomed to failure since

50Gilles Deleuze, Proust and Signs, trans. Richard I Toward (London: Allen Lane (The Penguin Press),
1973), 57.
51Ibid., 59.
52Marce1 Proust., op. cit., III, 932.
53Ibid., III, 18.
54Ibid., I, 93.
55Ibid.
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those people are "situated outside of ourselves where we can never reach them" 56. The

"unvarying sound", therefore, acts as a homing device, drawing the young Marcel

back from the external world and towards introspection. The former passage (which

occurs later in the work) is, however, concerned with internal divergence, with the

avoidance of habit through the acceptance of the multiplicity of the self. In relating the

events of his early life, then, Marcel uses the image of sound in order to explain the

rejection of exteriority, while by the time of The Captive, we have reached a stage

wherein the immersion within Marcel's narrative perspective is such that the exterior is

re-created inside, and this is represented in musical terms.

Divergence from habit - that divergence which is described in the above

passage as the source of all music - is that which facilitates involuntary memory.

Regarding divergence itself as the source of music, rather than as the development of

and away from the source as might be expected, would seem to contradict the idea that

music directly evokes the innermost essence of the world. This apparent contradiction,

though, relates to that which seemed to develop between the conceptions of

involuntary memory as revealing self as essence or as difference within repetition, and

it can, consequently, be worked out in a correspondent manner. Music as divergence

implies its evocation of otherness, of the sense of continual (though not necessarily

unified) development, and hence its existence in a permanent state of "becoming".

This is emphasised by the focus upon the little phrase and its recurrence in different

places and even within different works; in Deleuze's terms, the difference, again, is

held within the phrase's repetition.

Just as the insight Marcel gains through music is more instructive than that

gained through involuntary memory, on this further level music reveals itself as the

superior model. The fact of its operation through time allows music to demonstrate

more fully the process of divergence, and this is of significance given that a linear

framework is needed for Marcel's work of literature. Involuntary memory can evoke

otherness only momentarily, solely for an instant. With music, however, the

embodiment of extra-temporal interrelations within the temporal framework is exactly

what facilitates its presentation as the art-form most able to evoke a state of becoming

or of non-being. Any apparent contradiction between this notion of music as

divergence and its incarnation as the objectification of the essential world is therefore

redundant. Indeed, the full circle has been travelled back to the Schopenhauerian

conception of music; through this idea of becoming, Proust returns to the perception

that music, as a direct manifestation of the will, necessarily copies its desire-motivated

strivings57.

56/bid.
57Arthur Schopenhauer, op. cit., I, 257-60.
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On the level of human relationships, this striving is represented in A la

recherche as the problem of the separation of the subject from its object of desire. As

Beckett points out, the difficulty results from the positioning of "a mobile subject

before an ideal object"58 . The subject develops constantly but makes no allowance for

changes in the object, and in this way the discontinuity of the self prevents the

attainment of the object even before the object has itself changed: even if the object of

desire is achieved, the subject is incapable of appreciating it since "the time-state of

attainment eliminates so accurately the time-state of aspiration that the actual seems the

inevitable"59 . Hence the differential self would seem to preclude the unification of

subject and object. Correspondingly, the false-consciousness involved in attempting to

forge a continuous self by means of memory instigates (and is instigated by) similarly

inauthentic attempts to satisfy desire through the attainment of the object.

At various points Proust highlights the difficulties of true communication that

result from this fragmentation. Considering his failure to express his feelings to

Gilberte, Marcel concludes: "we imagine always when we speak that it is our own

ears, our own mind that are listening.... The truth which one puts into one's words

does not carve out a direct path for itself, is not irresistibly self-evident" 60. Similarly,

in the early stages of his relationship with Albertine he notes, "our words are, as a

rule, filled by the people to whom we address them with a meaning which those

people derive from their own substance, a meaning widely different from that which

we had put into the same words when we uttered them"61 . This is juxtaposed with

Marcel wondering "whether music might not be the unique example of what might

have been - if the intervention of language, the formation of words, the analysis of

ideas had not intervened - the means of communication between souls" 62 . Thus Proust

specifically equates the problems of attainment with those of language.

Proust appears to recognise that to search for truth within language leads to

misunderstandings as a result of the ambiguity of linguistic signs. Yet at the same time

Marcel - like Proust - still aims to create an ideal work of literature. The separation of

the signifier and the signified opens up a gap which results in the fragmentary nature

of the self, the subject-object relationship, and the structure of the work as a whole.

Yet, as Derrida has shown, "metaphysics has never ceased to impose on semiology

the search for a transcendental signified, a concept independent of language" 63 ; in a

58Samuel Beckett, "Proust," op.cit., 17.
59 Ibid., 14.
60Marcel Proust, op. cit., I, 659.
61 Ibid., I, 942.
62Ibid., III, 260.
63Alan Bass, "Introduction" to Jacques Derrida, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (London:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978), xv.
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sense, A la recherche enacts that search, and Proustian music, through its elimination

of intermediary semantics, sustains the possibility of success.

Proust's exploration of the problems of linguistic signification is examined in

detail by Deleuze, resulting in the identification of a hierarchy of four different sign-

worlds. The first involves "signs of worldliness" which replace an action or thought,

"standing for things rather than referring to them"64: an example of this is M. Cottard

making signs of having said something comic when, in fact, no-one finds him

amusing. The second group comprises signs of love; the subject's perception of these

inspires the attempt to interpret the world inhabited by the loved one, but generally

leads to misunderstandings. The third group is that of sensuous impressions; these

often inspire both a sense of joy and the determination that their significance should be

comprehended since "the quality no longer appears as a property of the object which

now possesses it, but as a sign of an altogether different object which we must try to

decipher" 65 . Thus these signs seem to indicate the presence of something more

profound, suggesting that "a material meaning is nothing without an ideal essence

which it incarnates" 66. The final sign-world is that of art; these are dematerialised

signs, the meaning of which lies in their ideal and essential nature. Having established

these four levels, Deleuze explores their relationship to four corresponding time

structures - time wasted, time lost, the possibility of time regained, and the attainment

of time regained - examining the means by which each sign-world appropriates its

own form of temporality (but not without interacting with other levels at certain

points).

Moving beyond this, in each case the third category can be seen to apply to

involuntary memory and the fourth to music (and eventually to Marcel's ideal literature

modelled according to his conception of music). The strata of the sign-worlds relate

closely to the four stages of musical perception delineated earlier, and hence to the

stages by which involuntaiy memory is apprehended. Marcel's initial merging of his

reactions to music with his own emotional experiences clearly belongs to the level of

worldly signs, while his extension of this into a means of enriching those experiences

corresponds to the equally inauthentic but more deeply-felt world of the signs of love.

That music then provides the means of extracting emotional patterns from the

experiences allows the move into the world of sense impressions and the intimation of

something beyond those impressions. Finally, the true appreciation of music as a

model for the organisation of abstracted ideas allows the progression to the ultimate

level of signs found in the world of art.

64Gilles Deleuze, op. cit., 6.
65Ibid.,11.
66Ibid., 13.
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There is, therefore, a contiguity between the stratification and the explication of

the sign-worlds, between the depth of the work and its processes of elaboration; the

progression through the levels of the signs corresponds to the linear development of

their function. As a result, A la recherche exists as a coherent volume within which the

fragmentation of experience is contained, unified by the movement of the protagonist

through his quest, through the sign-worlds, and through his perception of their

various manifestations. The depth of the novel is therefore as dependent as its surface

interrelation of events upon the musical model.

The problems of linguistic signification are perhaps most succinctly presented

in the exploration of the difficulties associated with naming. In Cities of the Plain,

Marcel discusses the phenomenon of forgetting somebody's name and remembering

nothing until the name is suddenly recovered, entirely unexpectedly. He considers,

however, that "it is not the name that has come to us. No, I believe rather that, as we

go on living, we move further and further away from the zone in which a name is

distinct"67 . This notion has earlier been suggested when, at dinner with the

Guermantes, he thinks to himself that he has "already seen, in this single Duchesse de

Guermantes, so many different women superimpose themselves, each one vanishing

as soon as the next had acquired sufficient consistency. Words do not change their

meaning as much in centuries as names do for us in the space of a few years"68.

Subsequently, the inadequacy of names comes to reflect both the personality's lack of

cohesion and the resultant difficulty of achieving any object of desire.

This idea is covertly extended into Proust's devious use of the narrator's

proper name. The first-person narrative allows the circumvention of the need for the

author to name his protagonist, and for much of A la recherche the narrator's name

remains unknown. This is of especial importance, given that the narrator's first name

is that of Proust. As a result it is significant, as Angela Moodani has pointed out, that

variations in the manuscript reveal that the passages in The Captive wherein Albertine

uses the name of the narrator were actually late additions. As Moorjani says, "the first

'naming' passage in which the narrator refers to the book's author, is an astonishing

example of textual paradox, since the narrator names the author who names him"69.

Additionally, Serge Gaubert has suggested that Proust, who was certainly fond of

playing anagrammatic games, invented the names of his characters by incorporating

letters from his own name70 : examples of this are the use of the letters of "Marcel" in

the name Charles Morel, and of "Proust" in Robert de Saint-Loup. Gaubert and

Moorjani relate these discoveries to Proust's exploration of

67Marcel Proust, op. cit., II, 675.
68Ibid., II, 552.
69Angela Moorjani, The Aesthetics of Less and Lessness (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1992), 158.
70Ibid., 159.

both the extent to which
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the personality can be considered a coherent entity, and the implications of this

discussion for subjectivity and sexuality.

The names of the two major characters with whom Marcel falls in love -

Gilberte and Albertine - also have many letters in common. This is referred to

explicitly when, after Albertine's death, Marcel receives a telegram and reads the

signature as that of Albertine, throwing him into a state of confusion and exposing his

inability to come to terms with her death. A few days later, he realises that the telegram

was actually from Gilberte and that he has simply mis-read her handwriting. This

again prompts the contemplation of the difficulty of true communication, and he

wonders "how many letters are actually read into a word by a careless person who

knows what to expect, who sets out with the idea that the message is from a certain

person?"71.

The character of Albertine is itself presented as so fragmented an object that

nothing more than temporary attainment can really be possible. Not long after making

her acquaintance, Marcel notes "Albertine had not seemed to me that day to be the

same as on previous days, and ... each time I saw her she was to appear different"72.

This perception extends throughout their relationship, his inability to pin down

Albertine's true nature suggesting her unreliability as a lover and providing an

intimation of her involvement in a hidden lesbian world. By the time of The Captive,

Marcel's jealousy has reached extreme proportions as a result of his inability to satisfy

his desire by conquering Albertine's elusiveness. Her being seems quite formless, and

it is only when she sleeps that Marcel's insecurity subsides: "only her breathing was

altered by each touch of my fingers, as though she were an instrument on which I was

playing and from which I extracted modulations by drawing different notes from one

after another of its strings. My jealousy subsided, for I felt that Albertine had become

a creature that breathes and is nothing else besides"73.

Marcel's jealousy disappears only when he feels himself to be in control of

Albertine's existence, and this example again associates musical imagery with the

concept of divergence, relating by means of musical terminology Marcel's wish to be

in full possession of Albertine and, further, his desire to control the formation of a

world in writing. Similarly, the imagery which associates Albertine with the sea (as a

result of their first meeting at Balbec) corresponds to that of Marcel's first experience

of the Septet: "it was upon the flat, unbroken surfaces like those of the sea on a

morning that threatens storm, in the midst of an eerie silence, in an infinite void, that

this new work began"74 . Thus the presentation of characters, relationships, and the

71 Marcel Proust, op. cit., III, 671.
72/bid., I, 916.
73/bid., III, 109.
74/bid., III, 251.
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imagery with which they are described all lead back to the musical template which

offers Marcel a model for his work. Individuals and images are presented as unstable,

in a perpetual state of becoming and without locatable origin, such that the conception

of music as similarly de-territorialised clarifies their explanation at the same time as it

is held in the background as an intimation of the possibility of salvation. Again, then,

the directly narrated level and the deeper implications are equally reliant upon music.

The model therefore offers the alternative stability of the acceptance of perpetual

instability; for Proust, music achieves this openness towards alterity, and Marcel

must, similarly, begin to admit multiplicity before he can realise the true nature of his

vocation.

Given that the fragmentation of selfhood and its effect on the attainment of

desire is reflected at the narrative level in the treatment of names and characters, by

tracing back through the thematic layers it is therefore possible to identify a line of

dependence upon the model of music from the presentation of Vinteuil's works

through to the very workings of the narrative. This follows Beckett's identification of

the catalytic function of music in Proust, and Nattiez's conclusion that music provides

the inspiration for Proust's literary ideals can therefore be verified, but in terms of

aesthetic approach rather than with regard to specific musical techniques. Proust is

concerned with comparing the nature of the art-forms and with exploring their

relationship to experience; it is only once his conception of music has been understood

that its relevance to specific themes and their function can be fully comprehended. The

contradictory images of the self and of time, and the question of their literary

representation, are all offered a potential solution through the aspiration towards the

Proustian notion of music. This re-surfaces in the form of associations between

musical and non-musical intuitive perception, musical and non-musical imagery, and

in the manifestation of existence as in a permanent state of becoming. Thus the hidden

presence of Vinteuil could almost be viewed as transcending that of Proust himself;

this is suggested by Marcel's sharing of Proust's name, which implicates Proust in the

actual quest and therefore puts into question the degree of authorial omniscience. On a

final level, then, this subjugation of Proust's position corresponds to the

acknowledgement that the literary work can never actually achieve the condition of

music and can only aspire towards it through the appropriation of certain

characteristics.

Having established the nature of Proust's presentation of music and the degree

to which it underpins the themes and their development, it is possible to examine

Beckett's treatment of these themes in his critical study. Nicholas Zurbrugg has

explored the bias of "Proust", showing that while apparently acknowledging that
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Proust "respects the dual significance of every condition and circumstance of life"75,

Beckett actually reduces Proust's vision to a narrow, pessimistic world. Proust

presents three levels of existence, all of which comprise the interaction of voluntary

and involuntary memory with the habitual world and the suffering or joy that results:

Zurbrugg describes these three levels as setting up oppositions between "poisoned"

and "unpoisoned" inhabitual existence, between habitual and poisoned inhabitual

existence, and between habitual and unpoisoned inhabitual existence. Despite the

fragmented nature of Marcel's perceptions, his experiences never result in the final

renunciation of desire; Proust must allow for the achievement of a certain degree of

understanding, even of deliverance, if his project is to reach a successful state of

completion. As Zurbrugg says, Beckett's characters, on the other hand, "fluctuate

between the boredom of the deadeningly habitual and the intolerable anguish of the

almost invariably poisoned inhabitual perceptions"76.

It would be unfair to suggest that Beckett fabricates either the problematics of

Marcel's search or the negativity which seems increasingly to pervade the text as one

trail after another is revealed as false. At no point, however, does Proust allow these

experiences to develop into a pervasive pessimism; Marcel's character has a quality of

self-propulsion that rarely tolerates negative reflection (except at instances of

involuntary memory or crises of personality), and it is left to the reader to recognise

his mistakes as he makes them, rather than at a safe distance. Nevertheless, Beckett

emphasises the negative aspects at the expense of the positive relationships and even

of the novel's elucidatory conclusion.

For Beckett, the Proustian message is straightforward: "we are alone. We

cannot know and we cannot be known" 77 . This is seen as a result of the instability of

the subject and the difficulty of attaining the object in the face of the operations of

time. Beckett fails, however, to recognise the different levels of communication that

are, at times, achieved; the narrator's friendship with Robert de Saint-Loup, for

example, is based upon a degree of mutual understanding (emphasised, perhaps, by

Saint-Loup's marriage to Marcel's former lover, Gilberte Swann). Similarly, the

affection between Marcel and his grandmother is so presented as to suggest its

transcendence of the futility of ordinary relationships. For example, at Doncieres

Marcel receives a telephone call from his grandmother and, in the absence of her

physical presence, is able to focus on the quality of her voice with its delicate

combination of sweetness and sadness 78 . The call intensifies Marcel's sense of

separation from his grandmother, thereby highlighting their closeness and the genuine

75Samuel Beckett, "Proust," op. cit., 69.
76Nicholas Zurbrugg, "Beckett, Proust, Burroughs, and the Perils of 'Image Warfare'," op. cit., 181.
77Samuel Beckett, "Proust," op. cit., 66.
78Marcel Proust, op. cit., II, 136.
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nature of their feelings. Additionally, it is significant that it is the sound of the voice

that causes this reaction, rather than the content of the conversation: effective

communication is here dependent upon non-linguistic factors, circumventing the

problems of signification that hamper other relationships.

As Zurbrugg suggests, Beckett similarly ignores the fact that a kind of "non-

artistic selflessness" is displayed by the grandmother and Robert de Saint-Loup. Both

reach a level of self-knowledge comparable with that achieved by the artist, and this

manifests itself in their modes of "ideal gestural communication". A good example of

this is the knocking on the partition wall by means of which the young Marcel and his

grandmother communicate. The telephone call is a similar case, as is Marcel's

description of his grandmother's breathing as she lies on her death-bed: "accompanied

by an incessant low murmur, my grandmother seemed to be singing us a long joyous

song"79 . With Robert de Saint-Loup, on the other hand, Marcel abstracts his

appreciation of Robert's physical agility into a sign of his benevolent character,

finding that "Robert's movements were the image and the symbol ... in which perfect

friendship is enshrined"80.

Beckett ignores these instances of authentic behaviour by paying little attention

to characters other than the protagonist. The only detailed references to other

characters concern the negative influence of the elusive Albertine, and thus Beckett is

able to claim that Proust dismisses friendship outright as "the centrifugal force of self-

fear, self-negation" 81 . His focus upon Albertine exaggerates the fragmentary nature of

her existence to extremes; as far as Beckett is concerned, "the person of Albertine

counts for nothing. She is not a motive, but a notion, as far removed from reality as

the portrait of Odette by Elstir" 82 . The characterisation of Albertine is indeterminate

and plural, and this to an extent explains Beckett's fascinated emphasis upon any such

splintering. His comment that "the symbolism of Baudelaire has become the

autosymbolism of Proust"83 suggests a similar interpretative position; the claim that

Proust's symbolism, though temporally delineated, is essentially that of itself, of the

concrete Idea, asserts (despite its Schopenhauerian implication of wholeness and

identity) a certain open-endedness, since that Idea is ultimately ineffable and

inaccessible to language. As Marjorie Perloff has suggested, the symbolism of a

Baudelaire poem would, in comparison, tend too much towards closure84.

79Ibid., II, 352.
80Ibid., II, 431.
81 Samue1 Beckett, "Proust," op. cit., 66.
82Ibid., 53.
83Ibid., 80.
84mdij—zorie Perloff, The Poetics of Indeterminacy: Rimbaud to Cage. (Princeton, New Jersey:
Princeton University Press, 1981), 214.
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Beckett's stance is decidedly anti-intellectual - "the conclusions of the

intelligence are merely of arbitrary value, potentially valid" 85 - and this extends

beyond Proust's own preference for intuitive perception, disavowing the concessions

made by Proust towards the creative intelligence. As a consequence, however, Beckett

does seem to recognise the importance of involuntary memory, accepting that it

facilitates a break with habit. Even here, though, Beckett's attitude is strangely

ambivalent, and he appears reluctant to concede the full significance attributed to

involuntary memory by Marcel. The recurrence of involuntary perception is described

by Beckett as "a neuralgia rather than a theme, persistent and monotonous"86.

Additionally, emphasising its accidental nature, Beckett completely dissociates the

effects of involuntary memory from life, claiming that "the images it chooses are as

arbitrary as those chosen by the imagination, and are equally remote from reality"87.

While it may be the case that the workings of involuntary memory are in some senses

arbitrary, he conveniently neglects to acknowledge that it is Marcel's progressive

understanding of the relationship between involuntary memory and experience which

paves the way for the final revelatory stages of A la recherche.

Beckett was probably the first critic to perceive the indebtedness of A /a

recherche to Schopenhauer's notion of music and aesthetic appreciation as the

contemplation of the world independent of reason. However, as James Acheson

points out, Beckett "neglects to mention the importance to Schopenhauer of being able

to transcend will-motivated perception" 88 , and hence the bias of Beckett's presentation

of both Proustian involuntary memory and Schopenhauerian thought corresponds at

this level. Through his selective treatment of themes, Beckett is able to conclude not

only that Proust reveals life to be a trial, futile and unrewarding, but that it is the

comparison with music that uncovers this truth: for Beckett, the beauty of Vinteuil's

music effects an intimation of an "invisible reality' that damns the life of the body on

earth as a pensum and reveals the meaning of the word: `defunctus'" 89 . Again,

Beckett here exaggerates Proust's conclusions, refusing to accept that Proust values

experience as part of the route to self-perception.

Beckett does not properly discuss the influence of music in A la recherche; he

rarely mentions Vinteuil in the main body of his text but suddenly, at the conclusion,

claims this catalytic role for music and links it directly to the conclusions of his

argument. It is typically obtuse of Beckett to refer to a prime factor in the narrative's

motivation only at the end of the line of investigation, and it is perhaps this reluctance

85Samuel Beckett, "Proust," op. cit., 84.
86Ibid., 35.
87 Ibid., 32.
88James Acheson, O. cit., 170.
89Samuel Beckett, "Proust," op. cit., 93.
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to elaborate that has encouraged other critics to develop questionable analogies with

musical forms. In fact, Beckett's arguments follow the path of the Proustian

employment of music as a model, but he comments on music only at the end; it is as if

the correspondences should have been evoked throughout, but one half of the analogy

was forgotten until the conclusion was reached.

To substantiate this claim, it is necessary to demonstrate that the bias of

"Proust" is directly correspondent to the role of music in Proust's presentation and

treatment of themes. This becomes possible with the realisation that Beckett focuses

upon those themes which, for Proust, are dependent upon music, and that this is the

cause of his negative emphasis upon the problems of communication and

understanding. Following, then, the development of Proust's musical model from the

comparisons with involuntary memory (juxtaposed with the dulling effects of habit

and voluntary memory), through the resultant conception of the self and its

problematic progression through time, to the difficulties of attainment in the face of

subject-object fragmentation and the questions of meaning which subsequently arise,

the themes that are involved are precisely those upon which Beckett focuses. They are,

of course, major themes of A la recherche as a whole, but in each case it is possible to

suggest that Beckett's pessimism highlights the comparative insufficiency of linguistic

signs and hence the dependence upon the musical model.

At each stage, Beckett casts doubt on the Proustian solution of an ideal literary

work based upon the relationship between temporal experience and an atemporal

world of essential reality. Albutine is used as an example of the impossibility of

communication and of attainment, and hence as proof of the futility of friendship.

There is no attempt to counterbalance this pessimism with examples of positive

friendships. The pain that is sometimes caused by the insights of involuntary memory

is emphasised by Beckett above and beyond the inspiration or understanding that can

result; this is the case with Marcel's sudden memory of his dead grandmother9°

which, by recovering the sense of her presence, forces him to face the pain of her

permanent absence. Beckett shows no sign of recognising the value of this experience

in terms of Marcel's development, instead commenting that "this contradiction

between presence and irremediable obliteration is intolerable"91.

Beckett follows Proust in relating involuntary memory to music: music

"synthesises the moments of privilege and runs parallel to them"92 . Yet his description

of the suffering that is caused by involuntary memory separates the two forms of

intuition. Proust does draw a distinction between the two, and elevates music to the

superior position through his belief in its ability not just to recapture essential reality,

90Marcel Proust, op. cit., II, 783.
91 Samuel Beckett, "Proust," op. cit., 42.
92/bid., 92-3.
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but to do so within a temporal framework. This differentiation, however, does not

disavow the importance of involuntary memory. Indeed, Proust could not take such a

position since his authorial involvement in the quest establishes the impossibility of

divorcing life experiences from artistic inspiration. Beckett's attitude exaggerates that

of Proust beyond recognition; as a result of the initial rejection of the value of

involuntary memory, its subsequent association with music necessarily involves the

assertion of music's superiority, over-emphasising the difference established by

Proust.

The fact of the thematic dependency upon involuntary memory for the link to

the all-enveloping musical model, therefore, reveals Beckett's implication of the

transcendence of music, and this can be traced from the polarisation of intuition and

intelligence, through to the difficulties with naming. Proust's own acknowledgement

of the superiority of music is thereby extended into an assertion of absolute difference;

each time Beckett emphasises the negative side of the equation and dismisses the

positive elements included by Proust, he ignores the fact that the Proustian quest

cannot but take place in language and therefore implies its futility in the face of the

example of music. The Proustian problem is that of linguistic referentiality, and the

solution offered is that of expression by means of non-referential signification.

Nevertheless, for Proust this resolution must be in some sense conciliatory,

amalgamating the insight acquired through music with a fundamentally literary

approach, rather than asserting the absolute difference of the two.

Beckett's bias results from the elevation of music to a position of otherness;

his doubts as to the validity of a literary art which uses worldly experience as its

material but aspires towards a state of music are the cause of his pessimistic

presentation of themes. Thus his choice of themes for discussion is, ironically,

conditioned by the tension between his perception of music's difference and his

simultaneous acknowledgement of the thorough interdependence of those themes and

their ultimate reliance upon the example of Vinteuil's music. Proust seems to follow

the modernist tendency towards the encompassing of alteiity within the whole,

refusing to pay full attention to the difference of the other. While the Schopenhauerian

basis of Proust's conception of music seems to acknowledge the difference of the art-

form, its elevation to a transcendent position acts as a double bind: it is capable of

saying evelything and yet nothing. As both the other to language and yet assimilable

into the all-encompassing vision, music is recognised as significant, but the detailed

exploration of localised meaning is effectively rejected in favour of maintaining the

sanctity of the mystified, ideal symbol: music is configured as the true reflection of the

thing-in-itself, but this implies its inability to develop meaningful structures in a more

concrete sense.
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Despite the problems of the fragmentary sense of self induced by involuntary

memory, Proust still leads Marcel towards a final position of revelation, implying the

achievement of self-knowledge and a mastery of that other which was revealed in

moments of intuition. The danger to the self has been heeded, but seems to have been

overcome such that Marcel can begin his artistic life from a position of truly

comprehensive certainty: in Proust, as in other literature, "modernist 'hearing' is a

mode of silencing the Other by ignoring anything in the Other's discourse which

disturbs the principle of identity or which disturbs one's own identity or territorial

rootedness"93 . This is, of course, necessary for the very existence of this particular

book, since its teleological structure means that it is only the end of the book which

makes its existence viable and its beginning possible94 ; the story cannot be written

without Marcel having passed his apprenticeship as a writer, and Proust thereby

follows Gide's dictum: "in art there are no problems - that are not sufficiently solved

by the work of art itselr95.

Through his pessimistic bias, Beckett, on the other hand, reveals his own

fascination with otherness in terms both of his recognition of meaningful modes of

expression other than language and his understanding of the self-fragmentation that

results from the impurity of linguistic signification. Beckett's refusal to acknowledge

in full Marcel's progress towards understanding prevents him from recognising the

Proustian solution: the concept of a wholly successful literary work is alien to him.

Despite Beckett's antipathy towards Proust's solution, "Proust" clearly

privileges music as presented in A la recherche by foregrounding those themes which

rely upon the model of music. If it is true, as Carla Locatelli suggests, that Beckett's

"presentation of Proust's work shows the potential development of his own" 96 , then

this would suggest that the discreet promotion of the musical in his attitude towards

Proust might manifest itself in his own work. This is the case, but the presentation of

music - or rather the manifestation of the idea of music - in Beckett's output does not

follow the course that might be inferred from his approach to A la recherche.

As Nicholas Zurbrugg shows, the narrator of Beckett's early Dream of Fair to

Middling Women "derides the modernist writer's characteristic reverence for

music"97 . In fact, as will be discussed in detail in the following chapter, in one sense

music becomes a positive torment for Belacqua, as does any kind of intense

perception. He would rather avoid Proustian introspection and the impulse towards

93Thomas Docherty, After Theory: Postmodernism/Postmarxism (London: Routledge, 1990), 102.
94See Jacques Derrida, "Force and Signification" in Writing and Difference, op. cit., 22.
95Andre Gide, preface to The Immoralist, trans. Dorothy Bussy (London: Penguin, 1960), 8.
96Carla Locatelli, Unwording the World (Philadelphia: University of Philadelphia Press, 1990), 7.
97Nicholas Zurbrugg, Beckett and Proust, op. cit., 204.
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enlightenment, preferring to attempt to empty his mind of significant content 98. Dream

of Fair to Middling Women thereby rewrites in fiction Beckett's sceptical approach to

the Proustian solution. Instead of being acknowledged as providing access to a world

of transcendental essences, music as conceived by Proust is here identified with the

agents of self-immersion which are part of Marcel's path to revelation, but which

Beckett rejects as worthless. Nevertheless, as will become apparent, this process of

rejection itself engenders the development of an altogether different (and non-

Proustian) model of music. Thus the narrator of Dream employs the musical metaphor

of a regulatory tuning-fork in order to express the need for a mediatory narrator-

figure, for a go-between (such as is typically found in modernist fiction) by means of

which (often painful) inspired perception can be experienced at a certain distance.

Belaqua's avoidance, through indolence, of the anguish of memory develops,

in Beckett's next prose works, into a fascination with the structure of experience.

From Murphy's Cartesian isolation of mind from body, through Watt's endless

cataloguing of the permutations of events, to Molloy's systematic rotation of his

sucking stonesm , we are presented with countless examinations and re-examinations

of the surface structure of events. Each case in some sense displays a reluctance to

face the anguish of self-immersion; even Murphy's Cartesianism disavows the

Proustian solution - only by appeasing his body can Murphy experience the pleasure

of life in his mind, whereas the Proustian preference for intuitive experience

apprehended through sensual impression favours Schopenhauer's conception of one's

body as the immediate object, as "that representation which forms the starting-point of

the subject's knowledge" 1° 1 . Murphy's appreciation of the intellect acts, in this sense

at least, as an attempt to fend off immediate perception as discussed by Beckett in

"Proust". Early in Muiphy, Neaiy remarks, 'Murphy, all life is figure and ground.'

'But a wandering to find home' said Murphy. 'The face,' said Neary, 'or system of

faces, against the big blooming buzzing confusion'" 102 ; the implication is that it is

intellectual exploration, contemplation through reason, and the exploration of surface

that can possibly lead "home", but via a path that rambles undirected.

In many of the works that follow, symmetrical formations of variable scale and

the acute observation of everyday objects become the norm. Murphy's proud

statement of the exact amount of tea that he manages to receive from the waitress (1.83

98"He lay in a beatitude of indolence that was smoother than oil and softer than a pumpkin, dead to
the dark pangs of the sons of Adam, asking nothing of the insubordinate mind." Samuel Beckett,
Dream of Fair to Middling Women, ed. Eoin O'Brien and Edith Fournier (Dublin: Black Cat Press,
1992), 44.
99/1'id., 125.
100Samuel Beckett, "Molloy" in The Beckett Trilogy (London: Picador, 1979), 64-5.
101 Arthur Schopenhauer, op. cit., I, 19.
102Samuel Beckett, Murphy (London: Pan, 1973), 6.
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cups for the price of one) 103 and his calculation of the number of ways in which his
biscuits can be eaten 104 make way for Watt's developing obsession with examining

every situation from all possible angles. Watt works through every permutation,

behaving much like a student of early Wittgenstein, attempting to reach a concise

statement of affairs by means of the reduction of ideas to the most fundamental logical

propositions.

For Watt, however, these processes seem almost devoid of the sense of a

search; they are increasingly ritualised into games in which it is the process that is

important, rather than any real personal involvement. Watt peers at ordinary objects -

the pot, for example, or the event of the visit of the piano-tuner and his son - but his

concern is with their external appearance, the form in which they present themselves to

him. This is contemplation through, rather than independent of, reason, and yet the

reasoning is mainly restricted to superficial mental wandering. The process is without

depth, however concentrated the consideration of surface details and their

relationships, progressing as if meaning could emerge through the simple

accumulation of facts in their presentational form. It seems to be the habitualisation of

the process itself which Watt thinks could uncover meaning, rather than the revelations

which might result from its suspension: it is the form of things, not their essence, with

which Watt is concerned, as is shown by Beckett's incorporation of the highly-

structured frog-song lo5 and the meaningless song of the mixed-voice choir heard by

Watt on the way to Knott's house106.

In Watt it is the protagonist himself who attempts the ordering of surface

events into a meaningful structure, this then being conveyed by Sam to the reader.

However, Sam's role is deliberately restricted by two factors: firstly, his story is

supposedly entirely indebted to Watt's description of events, and, secondly, Watt's

narrative was such that Sam missed much that he imagines would have been of great

interest concerning Watt's stay at Knott's house lo . Mercier and Gamier, on the other

hand, incorporates a more conscious external influence. In the description of their

attempt to meet at the outset of their strange journey, Mercier and Camier repeatedly

miss each other's return to the appointed meeting-place by alternately arriving,

realising that the other is absent, and wandering off for a while. This is presented in

tabular form, showing the various arrival and departure times for each character,

followed by the comment "what stink of artifice" 108 . Again, the event is highly

structured through the very agency of extreme bad luck, and this ironical combination

103,Ibid., 51.
1041bid., 57.
105Samuel Beckett, Watt, op. cit., 135-7.
106ibid., 32-3.
101See ibid., 162-7.
108Samuel Beckett, Mercier and Canner (London: Pan, 1988), 9.
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of contrivance and chance is acknowledged in this authorial comment. Similarly, the

reader of Mercier and Camier is periodically furnished with summaries of the

important events of the preceding chapters, as if this might establish a coherent frame

for the characters' apparently arbitrary experiences. In both cases, we are presented

with the self-conscious imposition of the possibility of apprehending meaning through

form, revealing a fascination with design and proportion and an association of the

content with the organisational processes, rather than an immersive consideration of

the nature of that content. It is almost as if the author is presenting both himself and

his audience with the question of whether or not the work has any meaning (just as

Hamm in Endgame tentatively ventures to ask "we're not beginning to ... to ... mean

something?" 109 , a suggestion that Clo y dismisses as ridiculous).

There seems, therefore, to be an anti-Proustian dimension to these works: as

Melvin J. Friedman has written, in Proust "everything is expressed through complex

interrelationships which result in what Beckett labelled 'the chain figure of the

metaphor' in his monograph on Proust. Beckett's characters, on the other hand,

although they grope in this poetic direction, depend finally on what they can

immediately perceive" 110 . This must be qualified, however, by the acknowledgement

that perception, in this case, is reliant upon the imtellectual assimilation of the

untrustworthy impressions received by the senses.

The characters' problems with substance and identity are extended into Molloy

and Malone Dies. Molloy recounts his mother's difficulties with his name, the pun on

the word "borne" doubly emphasising the ironical nature of this problem: "she never

called me son, fortunately, I could not have borne it, but Dan. I don't know why, my

name is not Dan. Dan was my father's name, perhaps" 111 . As far as Malone is

concerned, his obsession is with making an inventory of his possessions, as if this

will in some way clarify his perception of the world and his position therein.

Throughout these works, the exploration of events is confined to that which

can be easily stated in the form of words: the superficial examination of events

corresponds to their explication in the simplest linguistic terms in a deliberate refusal to

seek anything beyond. Watt's progressively reductive permutations lead, finally, to

the examination of the actual constituent parts of the words; he is compelled to re-

organise those elements into anagrams, the combinations of the words having been

exhausted. Molloy claims that "all I know is what the words know, and the dead

things, and that makes a handsome little sum, with a beginning, a middle, and an end

as in the well-built phrase and the long sonata of the dead" I12 ; he relates both words

109	 Endgame (London: Faber and Faber, 1964), 27.
110Melvin J. Friedman, "The Novels of Samuel Beckett: An Amalgam of Joyce and Proust,"
Comparative Literature XII/1 (Winter 1960), 54.
111 Samuel Beckett, "Molloy," op. cit., 18.
112/bid., 31.
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and their neat organisation to images of lifelessness, yet claims to know nothing else,

nothing beyond, instead emphasising the repetitive examination of the surface, the

formulation and re-formulation of the wanderings that could, but which are unlikely

to, find a home.

These themes - the deadliness of words and their typical structural organisation

into the attempted reflection of the everyday world, the resultant problems of identity

and naming, and the nullifying effects of habit - all reiterate those of Beckett's study of

A la recherche in consciously pessimistic terms. While in "Proust" Beckett states his

negative conclusions, denying Proustian affirmation, these early prose works

juxtapose futility with necessity, acknowledging no real alternative to the continued

search for effective expression. Puns and misunderstandings between characters

(often, paradoxically, extremely funny), stress the fragmentation of the self, the gap

between subject and object, and the problems of connotation. Similarly, the rejection

of causality denies existence any continuity: Molloy begins, "I am in my mother's

room. It is I who live there now. I don't know how I got here"113.

Any respect that Beckett had paid to the positive intuitions of involuntary

memory is dispelled by memories of the pain which often results, and thus the

restriction to the surface level is maintained. The association of these perceptions with

music is extended beyond Dream; just as Belacqua finds music annoying, Murphy

identifies it with Celia - whom he decides to leave - and her sexual favours: "Celia said

that if he did not find work at once she would have to go back to hers. Murphy knew

what that meant. No more music" 114. The narrator of "First Love" is similarly

annoyed, "it being apparently impossible, physically impossible short of being deaf,

to get through this world, even my way, without hearing singing" 115 , and Molloy, in

an untypical moment of certitude, tells us "if there is one thing that gets on my nerves

it is music"116.

The reliance upon words in the face of their acknowledged inadequacy,

therefore, precludes the appreciation of music. In Watt, some semblance of relief from

the difficulties of linguistic signification seems to be provided when he rests, lying in a

ditch, and suddenly and inexplicably hears music 117 . The accidental and acausal

quality of these rare events and the temporary calm that results appear to suggest a

sense of liberation from the problems of meaning and reference. The fact that Watt's

ability to hear this music dissipates in proportion to his increasing entanglement with

words and their permutations indicates that he gradually loses the facility to perceive

113ibid., 9.
114Sarnuel Beckett, Murphy, op.cit., 47.
115, "First Love" in Four Novellas (London: John Calder, 1977), 21.
116, "Molloy," op. cit., 96-7.
111	 Watt, op. cit., 32-3.
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anything beneath the surface or to be transformed by the temporary suspension of

habit. Thus the Addenda includes reference to a "descant heard by Watt on the way to

the station" 118 , an event not mentioned in the actual narrated text.

The perception of this music fails to affect Watt in any true sense or to distract

him for more than a few moments from his ordinary mode of being. The instances are

not described in truly musical terms (even if the first song is rhythmically notated),

and in a sense such occasions correspond to the epiphanic examples of involuntary

memory in Proust. Both seem to appear as the result of the relaxation of habit,

occurring suddenly and unsought, and without any designated meaning. Both involve

unexpected sensory impressions, freezing the moment before the continuation of

"ordinary" behaviour. Similarly, neither actually demonstrates any alternative mode of

existence; they cannot, being situated outside the temporal, and it is this which

distinguishes Watt's "music" and Proustian involuntary memory from Proustian

music's temporal encompassing of atemporality. Additionally, this distinction is

precisely that which, in Proust, defines music as a more effective model than

involuntary memory; it provides an example for Marcel as well as arresting his

attention with the suggestion of something beyond his experience of reality.

Involuntary memory can perform the latter function only, as can the music heard by

Watt in his ditch.

Through the inclusion of these experiences, Watt seems to stand out from its

surrounding works. In several of the subsequent prose texts there are references -

though less and less frequent - to singing, choirs, humming, and to distant

whisperings, but none of these seem to instil the serenity of Watt's unexpected

experiences of music. Molloy describes hearing a far-off whisper that "is not a sound

like the other sounds, that you listen to, when you choose, and can sometimes silence,

by going away or stopping your ears" 119 ; his impression is of a sourceless sound

which is dissociated from linguistic signification but which he seems to regard as

meaningful. Here, however, there is a quality of insistence which is absent from

Watt's experiences. Molloy mentions other hummings and murmurings, often

associated with nature (bird-song or the buzzing of bees), all of which in a way imply

the momentary transcendence of the compulsion to define. After Molloy, however,

such references become increasingly infrequent and are no longer accompanied by the

suggestion of significance. In Malone Dies, the noises merge into "one continuous
120 (although a mixed choir is still detected, the sound appearing if frombuzzing"	 as

nowhere), and by The Unnamable a fully-fledged fear of sound has developed121.

118/bid., 254.
11 9Samuel Beckett, "Molloy," op. cit., 39.
120	 , "Malone Dies" in The Beckett Trilogy, op. cit., 190.
121	 "The Unmunable" in ibid., 356.
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