Existence is Absurd

Waiting for Godot

Read the opening of the play and explain in what way it is typical of the Theater of the Absurd. 

What is Samuel Beckett's message in the play? Can you already see any hints in the opening passage? 

ACT I 
A country road. A tree.


Evening. 
Estragon, sitting on a low mound, is trying to take off his boot. He pulls at it with both hands, panting. He gives up, exhausted, rests, tries again. 

As before. 

Enter Vladimir. 
ESTRAGON: (giving up again). Nothing to be done. 
VLADIMIR: (advancing with short, stiff strides, legs wide apart). I'm beginning to come round to that opinion. All my life I've tried to put it from me, saying Vladimir, be reasonable, you haven't yet tried everything. And I resumed the struggle. (He broods, musing on the struggle. Turning to Estragon.) So there you are again. 
ESTRAGON: Am I? 
VLADIMIR: I'm glad to see you back. I thought you were gone forever. 
ESTRAGON: Me too. 
VLADIMIR: Together again at last! We'll have to celebrate this. But how? (He reflects.) Get up till I embrace you. 
ESTRAGON: (irritably). Not now, not now. 
VLADIMIR: (hurt, coldly). May one inquire where His Highness spent the night? 
ESTRAGON: In a ditch. 
VLADIMIR: (admiringly). A ditch! Where? 
ESTRAGON: (without gesture). Over there. 
VLADIMIR: And they didn't beat you? 
ESTRAGON: Beat me? Certainly they beat me. 
VLADIMIR: The same lot as usual? 
ESTRAGON: The same? I don't know. 
VLADIMIR: When I think of it . . . all these years . . . but for me . . . where would you be . . . (Decisively.) You'd be nothing more than a little heap of bones at the present minute, no doubt about it. 
ESTRAGON: And what of it? 
VLADIMIR: (gloomily). It's too much for one man. (Pause. Cheerfully.) On the other hand what's the good of losing heart now, that's what I say. We should have thought of it a million years ago, in the nineties. 
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Read the following scene from the play and answer Estragon's question (see underlined phrases). Are Estragon and Vladimir free to decide their own fate or are they "tied" in any way? 

Compare the two men to other characters from absurd plays that you have read or seen. What are the typical patterns of behavior in these plays? Give examples.

ESTRAGON: (chewing). I asked you a question. 
VLADIMIR: Ah. 
ESTRAGON: Did you reply? 
VLADIMIR: How's the carrot? 
ESTRAGON: It's a carrot. 
VLADIMIR: So much the better, so much the better. (Pause.) What was it you wanted to know? 
ESTRAGON: I've forgotten. (Chews.) That's what annoys me. (He looks at the carrot appreciatively, dangles it between finger and thumb.) I'll never forget this carrot. (He sucks the end of it meditatively.) Ah yes, now I remember. 
VLADIMIR: Well? 
ESTRAGON: (his mouth full, vacuously). We're not tied? 
VLADIMIR: I don't hear a word you're saying. 
ESTRAGON: (chews, swallows). I'm asking you if we're tied. 
VLADIMIR: Tied? 
ESTRAGON: Ti-ed. 
VLADIMIR: How do you mean tied? 
ESTRAGON: Down. 
VLADIMIR: But to whom? By whom? 
ESTRAGON: To your man. 
VLADIMIR: To Godot? Tied to Godot! What an idea! No question of it. (Pause.) For the moment. 
ESTRAGON: His name is Godot? 
VLADIMIR: I think so. 
ESTRAGON: Fancy that. (He raises what remains of the carrot by the stub of leaf, twirls it before his eyes.) Funny, the more you eat the worse it gets. 
VLADIMIR: With me it's just the opposite. 
ESTRAGON: In other words? 
VLADIMIR: I get used to the muck as I go along. 
ESTRAGON: (after prolonged reflection). Is that the opposite? 
VLADIMIR: Question of temperament. 
ESTRAGON: Of character. 
VLADIMIR: Nothing you can do about it. 
ESTRAGON: No use struggling. 
VLADIMIR: One is what one is. 
ESTRAGON: No use wriggling. 
VLADIMIR: The essential doesn't change. 
ESTRAGON: Nothing to be done. (He proffers the remains of the carrot to Vladimir.) Like to finish it? 

A terrible cry, close at hand. Estragon drops the carrot. They remain motionless, then together make a sudden rush towards the wings. Estragon stops halfway, runs back, picks up the carrot, stuffs it in his pocket, runs to rejoin Vladimir who is waiting for him, stops again, runs back, picks up his boot, runs to rejoin Vladimir. Huddled together, shoulders hunched, cringing away from the menace, they wait. 
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Read the passage below and explain the importance of religious symbols in Beckett's play.

What role does chance play here?  Give other examples where chance or the law of probability plays a role in absurd plays. What other typical absurdist features can you find in this passage?

VLADIMIR: Did you ever read the Bible? 
ESTRAGON: The Bible . . . (He reflects.) I must have taken a look at it. 
VLADIMIR: Do you remember the Gospels? 
ESTRAGON: I remember the maps of the Holy Land. Coloured they were. Very pretty. The Dead Sea was pale blue. The very look of it made me thirsty. That's where we'll go, I used to say, that's where we'll go for our honeymoon. We'll swim. We'll be happy. 
VLADIMIR: You should have been a poet. 
ESTRAGON: I was. (Gesture towards his rags.) Isn't that obvious? 

Silence. 

VLADIMIR: Where was I . . . How's your foot? 
ESTRAGON: Swelling visibly. 
VLADIMIR: Ah yes, the two thieves. Do you remember the story? 
ESTRAGON: No. 
VLADIMIR: Shall I tell it to you? 
ESTRAGON: No. 
VLADIMIR: It'll pass the time. (Pause.) Two thieves, crucified at the same time as our Saviour. One– 
ESTRAGON: Our what? 
VLADIMIR: Our Saviour. Two thieves. One is supposed to have been saved and the other . . . (he searches for the contrary of saved) . . . damned. 
ESTRAGON: Saved from what? 
VLADIMIR: Hell. 
ESTRAGON: I'm going. 

He does not move. 
VLADIMIR: And yet . . . (pause) . . . how is it —this is not boring you I hope— how is it that of the four Evangelists only one speaks of a thief being saved. The four of them were there —or thereabouts— and only one speaks of a thief being saved. (Pause.) Come on, Didi, return the ball, can't you, once in a while? 
ESTRAGON: (with exaggerated enthusiasm). I find this really most extraordinarily interesting. 
VLADIMIR: One out of four. Of the other three two don't mention any thieves at all and the third says that both of them abused him. 
ESTRAGON: Who? 
VLADIMIR: What? 
ESTRAGON: What's all this about? Abused who? 
VLADIMIR: The Saviour. 
ESTRAGON: Why? 
VLADIMIR: Because he wouldn't save them. 
ESTRAGON: From hell? 
VLADIMIR: Imbecile! From death. 
ESTRAGON: I thought you said hell. 
VLADIMIR: From death, from death. 
ESTRAGON: Well what of it? 
VLADIMIR: Then the two of them must have been damned. 
ESTRAGON: And why not? 
VLADIMIR: But one of the four says that one of the two was saved. 
ESTRAGON: Well? They don't agree and that's all there is to it. 
(...)
VLADIMIR: Pah! 

He spits. Estragon moves to center, halts with his back to auditorium. 
ESTRAGON: Charming spot. (He turns, advances to front, halts facing auditorium.) Inspiring prospects. (He turns to Vladimir.) Let's go. 
VLADIMIR: We can't. 
ESTRAGON: Why not? 
VLADIMIR: We're waiting for Godot. 
ESTRAGON: (despairingly). Ah! (Pause.) You're sure it was here? 
VLADIMIR: What? 
ESTRAGON: That we were to wait. 
VLADIMIR: He said by the tree. (They look at the tree.) Do you see any others? 
ESTRAGON: What is it? 
VLADIMIR: I don't know. A willow. 
ESTRAGON: Where are the leaves? 
VLADIMIR: It must be dead. 
ESTRAGON: No more weeping. 
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The Zoo Story

by Edward Albee

"Now I'll let you in on what happened at the zoo; but first, I should tell you why I went to the zoo. I went to the zoo to find out more about the way people exist with animals, and the way animals exist with each other, and with people too. It probably wasn't a fair test, what with everyone separated by bars from everyone else, the animals for the most part from each other, and always the people from the animals. But, if it's a zoo, that's the way it is."

In many absurd plays the  theme of communication plays an important role. Explain the meaning of the above passage from the Zoo Story and give examples from other absurd plays where the same theme is treated.

What are the other typical themes and characteristics of absurd plays?

