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Dr. Bree's Introducticon

"I consider it indeed an honor that the Lindenwood College Chapter of tue
ARUP invited me to deliver the menorial lacture given in tribute to Alice Parker—-—
a woman who achievec distinction in her chosen ficlu of English literature. sy
the support she gave tne Linwenwood College Chapter, she showew her oelief in
the value of the profession to wnich she devotea her life. Literature was her
field as it is mine and it is of literature taat, to honor her memory, I snall
speak to you today."



Literature Today

Scme time ago, the students at the University of Wiscansin organizea a week
of lectures on the state of our enviromsent. kach one of tae experts they calleu
upon to speak had his very real concemn: the population explosion; water, air,
soil, food, DOT, nuclear pollution, vaste. The lectures started with an objective
appraisal of the situation, then leaped to the prophetic: as a species we were on
the way out. They gave us ten or perhaps twenty years--unless.... The prescrip=-
tions were diverse, urgent and contradictory and it was clear tnat they coulu haruly
be implemented within the span of time allotted. Toward the enu cof tone week a
group of students engaged in the ritual orgy of "trashing." True it was probably
mere coincicence; but it is true too that when people feel impoteat in the face
of disaster they tend to react by perpetrating viclence. At tie end of the week
three professors representing the dunanities—--pnilosophy, alstory anu literature--
were called upon to conclude the debate and pronounce on the ciances ana moues of
man's survival. Ule were baffleu. For we hau no answers as liumanists; we could
speak only in terms of our subjective beliefs ana comaon sense. oeing closer than
the students to our own private apocalvpse, we could only say that yes, inueed, we
thought humanity would survive. usut I, for example, in the name of literature,
could not truthfully say that it would help ratters if literature were nore vividly
taught in schools and cclleges and if more people read anu wrote literary works.

If I recall this episode typical of many such today with the same attencant
frustrations, it is because it illustrates the kind of misunderstanuing whicn
haunts the attempts of writers, readers and teachers to define with some uegree

of pertinency the function in our conterporary society of that particular numan



activity--the creation of literature. I shall use the word here in the nore
special sense as referring to those works that belong to the sphere of "belles-
lettres" and shall not atterpt further to define it, for that would involve me
in unlimited debate. Vle are dealing with an acadenic discipline whose realm is not
strictly defined, for what makes a text "literary" is open to question, ana which
nonetheless is central to our educational edifice. .hat, some of ocur stuuents
are now asking, is the use of Shakespeare for ezample when we confront tie derelic-
tion of tne ghetto? In practical terms the answer is ™none." It is a fact that
literature does not deal in immediate practical solutions. Then the guestion
arises: in a time of urgent social problems why fiddle while Detroit bums’ or
while millions of human beings suffer hunger?
From time immemorial, the poet--taking the word in its broacest sense--
and the nature of his activity have been topics of speculation: The poet has
always been with us. Pericdically--as has been tlie case in France, for instance,
in the last half-century--the guestion arises "/hat is literature?" ".hy write?"
"For whom does one write®" It was Sartre, who raised these questions with great
rhetorical urgency immediately after World iJar II. These questions have became
one of our preoccupations today. Writers, philosophers, critics, educators jein
in the debate. And it seems they never fully agree as to the answer. iow as
in the past no answer seems definitive. In learnec journals and popular maga-
zines time-honored definitions are proposed and writers tihenselves come forth
with conflicting claims. ile are living in a time when the literary experience is
being newly scrutinizew, from every angle--the writer's, the reader's, the
critic's, the educator's, the psychologist's, the sociclogist's, the pnilosopner's,

But then so is our entire outlook on what the existentialist philosopners lixe to



call our "human reality." The connection is not accidental.

I do not intend to discuss the question of the present dissatisfacticn with
our culture; the revolt of the environmental scientists against what we are uoing
to our earth and concomitantly to curselves i cne of its aspects. Our stucentcs
will challenge nost of the time-honored justifications of literature: chat it is
a central part of our cultural heritage; that it is a source of inner enricnment
and wisdom, expanding cur avareness, refining our sensikilities, that it is in
essence a celebration of life, of man's presence in and to the world; and cne of
the noblest repositories of men's dreams, insights and understanding, anu that,
consequently, it must be passed on from gensration to generation giving the
succeading generations a sense of the values inherent in the human enterprise.
They also challenge our assurption that, like all the other arts, literature is
most indispensable to our post-ilietzschean age in which for many pecple "God is
dead" and there is no reality beyond this earth, a recurrent theme in conter—
porary thought.

‘e also know, from experience that a high level of literary culture has not
proved incompatible in cur time--or in any time--with a fine capacity for organizeu
brutality. The Nazi exawple, though the most aramatic, is unfortunately not the
only example we might consider. Iarx, besides, has suggested to us that writers
are socially "conditicned" and may unknowingly wear the same blinders &s their
contemporaries, exhibit tne same mental bounds. 30 that we may wonder to what
extent and in what sense literature in fact informs us. In the 2ast as sometimes
still in the present, large claims have been put forward with messianic fervor and
have not seemed entirely convincing. There was the surrealist claim that if

literature were what it should be, it could "transform" life; tne Marxist claim



that its function is tc collaborate with History in the necessary anu inevitaole

movement of human society through time; tne liberal belief tnat it is the highest
manifestation of a culture, carefully to be nurtured, ana the flat assertian of a
French poet--ilalherbe-—in the 17th century that a writer is of no more use to tne
state than a bowler--a point of view which we seen uneasily and unconvincingly to
be struggling to disprove.

e feel, none the less, constemation, and sometimes a sense of suffocation
as books proliferate, and we confront, in paperback, the acres of "bad, good,
indifferent, eccentric and stuffy works" of literature that iave come down to us
through the centuries and from all across the earth. As they rush tarough aca-
demic reading lists, students acauire the feeling that they are caugnt in a
treadmill of words and want to get out of it and live. Literature then may appear
to them in a simple way as antitnetical to life: and that toc is a literary theme
in itself. bBut, until the last quarter of a century we had assumeu that if we as
individual subjects are not here to stay, others would necessarily come after us
to pursue the human venture where we left off, that there would be a continuity
in the development of our civilization. Ve may no longer we too sure of what
that "I" represented. Freud had split it ab least in thiree, tne Ego, the Iu and
the Super-ego; Marx had suggested that we were merely the prouucts of econonic
forces; philosophers like Sartre taught us that we are nothing but the sum of cur
acts; others like Nietzsche and 'littgenstein had tured tne spotlight on our
language. e are living in the age of structural linguistics which proves to us
that language, independently from our conscious will, controls our manner of weing
anc. creates our way of locking at tlie worla. osiological structures, social

structures, linguistic structures, literary structures. licn-experts are wary



today of making any statements descrioing human beings anu thelr activities. Tae
Frenca novelist liathalie Sarraute claims wnat today's writer lives in tue "age of
suspicion" in regard to his craft. ‘le ndgiht prefer to call ic the aye of
guestioning.

In the meantime Professor 'icluian has proclaineu in a widely ditrfuseu wook
that "the book" is on the out, at least in the fom we know, displaceu by the
electronic audio-visual media and ephemeral psychecelic environweacal fonus of art.
'"e have realized of course that we were living in a perica of unusually fast-
change and witnessing the destruction, gradual or abrupt, of many social anu
esthetic assumptions and traditions. Rightly sometimes, coougn rasily at otuer
times the voung men and woren arounc us were intimating that they diu not intenu
to let us continue with staic placidity producing well-worn answers to tuieir
guestions. "how can you put on yesterday's cloties,” the Surrealists alreauy haa
queried rather more forciicly than avant-garde groups before them.

Now, in discussicns such as tae one I alludeu to, envircnmental expercs, in
their anxiety over the predicaments they had udlagnoscu nad createu an anpreceuventec
situation for us: they were cutting us off from tue continuum of tine. Unprece-
cdented is not quite the right term; human beings, pericdically, have been naunted
by the specter of the end of the world. But this "sense of an ending" was cevelop-
ing in the context of scientific study of phenanena not religious, or visicnary
prediction, and thereby was unprececented in its impact. In his articles Professor
Rene Dubos has spoken of what may happen to human beings when changes in their
outer and inner environment are too abrupt. 7nd the two are not unrelateu. .hat
we tend to forget in our debates is the inner envircnment, the inner ambiance to

which the debates are related and tie inner disturbances they engender. osince
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Hiroshima that "sense of an ending" has been with us and a latent unease bom of
the indivicdual's impatience with a society that spells out the danger anu yet
apparently will not change, anc so must be radically rejected and smashed.

To speak of literature in this perspective seems inappropriate: a poem, a
novel, all "irrelevant" barring some magic formula, can hardly compete against the
fascination, the power over imagination cf such an anticipation. If tuie Apocalygse
is near, speech of any kind would appear as nothing but senseless chatter, a noisy
form cf silence.

Senseless chatter and silence ingeec have fumisheda the content, if not the
substance of some recent literature: of the early Ionesco plays, anu increasingly,
the work of Deckett. Yet, paradoxically, in tie literary transmutation, the
senselessness acquires meaning anu tae silence Lecamnes cammnication. wWitn nis
sardonic sense of humor Seckett has recentlv pushed his experiments with minimal
expressiaon to its limits: the vague glirpse of a mecley of bodies, and a wail.
Recently a French scholar and psychiatrist, lichel Foucault, has suggestad that
madness occurs when a person is placed in conditions such that, paralyzeu by the
sense of his finitude, he is no longer able to grasp any image of himself as
engaged in the "signifying" (meaningful) human activities. language, work and
living; overvhelmed by the "non-sense" of his being he then "throws in tne towel."
As the activities of Ionesco anc beckett suggest, the writer is tie man wino as
long as he writes cannot "throw in the towel," iecause by the very fact tnat he

is giving some shape or form to the words ne gathers, he is engayeu in a

Fh

"signifying" activity. To write is to wager against the Ajocalypse. This o
course could provably be argued as holuing true of all art. I shall now try to

approach the topic of literature proper from another point of view.



In an issue of the Wew York Review of Zooks (Avril 92, 1S70) Kenneti foch of

Columbia University tells of his experimental class in .ew York City the purpose
of vhich was to teach fourth and fifth graders to write poetry. The article is

entitled lishes, lies and dreams, a Freudian title. Koch wescrives niis methoa as

follows: "I asked the class to write a poem together, everyiody contriouting one
line... Everyone was to write the line on a sheet of paper and tum it in... I
suggested we make some rules about what snould ke in every line...it would nelp
to give the final poem wnity... I gave an examole putting a colon in every line.”
The poem was to be an "I wish" poem. "ie endeu up with the regulation that every
line should contain a color, a comic-strip character, and a city or country." The
method, as you see, recalls certain surrealistic experiments. Tne lines were
shuffleq; the title chosen by the children was "Feelings atc P.S. 61." This is
what care out:

I wish I was Dick [racy in a plack suit in England

I wish I were a Supergirl with a red cape; the city of lexico is

where I live
I wish that I were Veronica in South 2merica. I wish that I could
see the blue sky..." and so on.

The children, Mr. Koch tells us, were enormously excited first by writing the lines,
then even more by hearing them read as a poem. They were, ne says "talking,
waving, blushing, laughing and bouncing up and down." 1. Kocn then haG eaca
child write his own "wish poem."

I wish I could leap high into tne air and land softly on my toes

I wish I could dance in every country in the world...

End he read the best of these to the primary grades. "vithin a few moments,"



he writes "first a few students then the wivle class was shouting 'Yezah!' at the
top of their lungs after every wish, that is after every line of every _oeud."
They too wanted to write and they dia.

The environment was drab, but the children were completely uninnibitea by it,
tremendously happy and totally absorbed in tneir asctivity. what they hau dis-
covereu, ane surmises, was their power over and freedom in language, thelr acility
to take the words and sensaticns and feelings of everyuay living anu give then a
new kind of presence, new yet specific and recognizable. 2nu eaca wisii of eacn
separate child was recognized and hailed by them all.

In a recent hook entitled The Seamless .leb (Braziller, uew York 1970), the

poet and critic Stanley Bumshaw exanines the artist's—rore specifically tue
poet's—activity, in thie light both of the psychophysiology of whica Profsssor
Dubos is an expanent and of linguistics. Poetry, he claims begins ana ends with
the body. Ie describes the creative procass in temms of the Liological processes
described by conterporary biology whereby the "human creature" responus to the
world as a total organism in order to maintain the eguilibriun that allows it to
survive in its environment. The "human creature" is the talking creature anu
still--pace IicLuhan--in some reaches of our society tne writing creature. Litera-
ture in its broadest sense !fr. burnshaw sees as linked to the neeus of twie total
organism anc as such hz defines it as'the joint creation of man and is universe,"
t is one of the means we have of creating the ecuilibrium between and tie merging
of man and world that can come into being througn language. In our complex society,
he sugges’S, as others also have suggested, this equilibrium is reached by tue
controlled expression—-through pattern, rhythm, tepo, and all forms of scylisa-

tion--of those organic impulses driven into obscurity by the abstract coamuter-like
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thiought processes predaninant in the crganization of a high civilization., Literacy
creation in those terms is a necessary activity, a "life-sustaining" activity, a
verbal "unburcening" that establiznes a truce in our complicated cenflict-ridcen
lives. For Surnshaw then writing and reawing in the deepest sense are "natural"
activities through which we re-establisn our often fragile scanse of eaisting as a
vart of what he calls "the seamiess web of the world." Though I am not arjuiiy
that the lines written at P.S. 16 constitute "nign" literature, they do i many
ways corroborate ir, Sumshav's description of ais nucn more conscious activity:
the "unburdening," the link established between the I and the outer world, tne joy
in the pattem which is a sign of control.

«+nat I am suggesting then is tliat what we questici ana argue about wien we
taik of literature is not so mach the fact of the literary experience as tne wanner
in wnicnh we snould look at it ana talk about it. ‘The writer nimself wnen ne wants
to camunicate his experionce often reaches out tc the ideas and knowleuge tnat are
current in his society. ihere some will settle for "genius," tc explain what taey
dc, cthers will speak of the unconscious self, anw | r. sumshaw hotes that "language
speaks through me." 3ut all are speaking of the literary venture as the uiscovery
of samething "cther" than the everyday rodes of speecin. It is easy to see how
aptly i'r. Koch worked savewhat as many modem artists work, by proposing to ais
class an arbitrary but single structure. One element was tne sudjective "I wisa"
that liberatec the chilaren from tuie restrictive context of the iamediace reality
around them and let them loose in a whole inner world of woras, inages anu memOry,
free and excited by the discovery. :ie tuen directed tneir attention to ranuoa
groupings of things--color, »lace, names of imaginary but famiiiar figures. Anu sc

ne had made heterogeneous fragmented things hang together, snow tuauszlves in
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unexpected ways, never the same things, never in the same way for two cniluren.

The principle of unification proposed was not extemally formal out it allowew
ne children to create forms while giving tnem an escape out of leamed, expecteu
associations. Part of the children's pleasure (what pcoet was it who said tnat we
neeG to "redeem" pleasure?) certainly was cue to their recognition of tue recurrent
gesiin and of the inexhaustible uiversity of the mutations that thev could create
within it. In an unsophisticated way they were at the heart of the literary ex-
rerience. In a wholly unconscious manner they were experiencing wnat in tueir
different thecretic approaches some of cur "structuralists" are sugyesting--whecher
in anthropology, psycholocjy, art or linguistics—~that a language is a symoolic
system that "makes sense" because beneati: the surface of tae words Lunere is an
underlying structure that makes it possible to commmicace variants waich introauce
rmodes of individual feeling and experience-—the rmoces of feeling of a particular
concrete physical being, in a particular setting, a particular sociecy anu tive.

"Ouy man-made envirorment," writes an envircvnmentalist, "is tie most signifi-
cant creatian of all #he time in that it has the most irmediate effect on men's
lives and souls." 2And yet, he continues, "the traditional aumanistic ewucation
provides little guidance for anvone" wio wants to "evaluate the complex cnanging
envircnment." lie has, I fear, forgotten the whole vast euifice of the arts and
singularly of literature which is a privilegec domain of speech. For to some extent
there is no literature, wnen we become familiar with its pattems of language, tnat
ultimately remains foreign to us. It is itself an environment, built in time, a
collective enterprise in that sense, something abiding and taat can be present to
us if not actually in its entirety at least virtually so. A&na it transnics our

multiple and camplex relations with the world outside us--our "wishes, lies and
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dreams" as well as being observations anu experiences and what vwe e of theld.

Ir. Roch's experiment with the fourth znd fiftn graders in dew York City
suggests that the immulse to create our own pattems of language from within the
cormon language we speak is, just as Stanley oumishaw says, basic, anc, as burnshaw
also advances, that it is poseibly the only way we nave of fully livinj one of our
potentialities. 2All of us will not realize that particular one; Sut all of us can
recognize it in its realization. !ir. Koch gave a siiple pattern to the cniludrea to
work on. The serious writer rust of course find his own patters, that oridge as
best they may the gap between his own personal relation to the wiorla @i, tne general
more abstract views given him oy his culture and latent in nis language. The gap
between the two in our contemporary world has seened wiue. Ve lack an over-all ainu
explicit general view of our own being even when we are able to grasp the representa-
tions of biology, vhysics, astranany anu so on. e are people of many worius, new
worlds with new perspectives. dence the restiessness in ail tae arts, what a cricic
has called "decreation," the artist's refusal of familiar, traditional forms. 2And
in many people this break with past pattems engenuers a sense of panic and aostili-
ty. 7ith increasing rapidity artists establish and tear cown one new pattern after
another. The arts of our time--literature among them--are gescribea in such terms
as randomness, multiplicity of patteming, afocality, fragmentation, anu often seeun
to the layman to he animated by what l'orse Peckham has calied "a rage for caaos."
Avant-garde experiments are picked up, avidly discusseu, theorized anc buried under
the following cnes. It is not that ths process is new. The dialectic of uestruc-
tion and creation is familiar to us. oSut its cisconcerting pace is new anu the
sense that in the arts it is often instigatec from cutside, by the neeus of tue

reviews and journals whicn must have something "newsvworthy" to report. .any young
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Americans now look upcn our traditicnal respect for art and literature as nothing
more than a clever "put-on," a way to sell on the narket another "tourgeois™
corrodity.

It is never easy clearly to see viat is actually taking vlace in literature
arounG us. (e know haw casily we can persuade ourselves that e can wistinguisn
the orcer we want to sce.) And a great deal of insignificant writing Jdoes gec
published. Moreover no one can speak adequately of literature in general.

Literary works have to be present to us sach in its particularity, pefore we can
say anvtning pertinent about taan.

It is true of course that a predorinant trena in contemporary literature
surfaced when the Dacaists proclaimed that it was their purpose to uestroy litera-
ture along with all the manifestations of our culture. uuch of our literature does
have a disturbing aura of "cruelty" in the sense in which Antonin Artaud used the
word, in the thirties when he called for a "theater of cruelty." It deliberately
aims at shocking our sensibility. But when we look more clesely at our recent
literature-—-(and since ny own interest is nore specifically centereu on Frenca
literature, it is to French writers I refer) we also see otner trenas. nere is for
instance a detemined effort to move our language out of abstract verpal pattems
into a confrontation with the concrete world of bodies and objects. Yais is no
doubt a perilous statement to make in the era of abstract art. sut writers are
struggling, if I may borrow the expression from an as yet unpublisieu work by
Sanford Fres, to "mut our minds back in our bodies and our wouies back in the world.”
The surrealist revolt in ane of its aspects proclaimea the inmeuiate presence of
the human being as a whole person to the world and vroposew thac we renew the way

in which we inhabit our world.
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sothing can upset the order of lignt

Yihere I am only myself

And what I love

And on the table

Thiz jug full of water an¢ the bread of rest.t
This insistance on tne immediate anc the specific is at the heart of Camus's work
which is modem in its sensibility while its forms evolve within the mainstream of
French literary tradition; and that is most certainly a factor in its appeal. That
insistence on the immediate anc specific is the facet of the Surrealists' veature
vhich is still very much with us. & quite differently inspireu wricer like the poet
Ponge whose work seems at the opposite pole fram the Durrealists' has the same
fascination with regard to cbjects. Le makes a careful and slow cescriptive
approach to the most familiar cbjects--like a glass of water or a cake of 50ap=--11
his effort to ewoke every aspect cf tnem in the verbal web of his poem. ne thinks
of his poems as & kinG of game: he is the man of the "objeu" a game he is playing
with the world. And he explains his activity: "Yes we are working on a nes way of
thought but no, it is not cne prescribed to us bv arx or degel. Yes we are working
on a renewal of minds, hut not in wnat cancems their social relationsnips (ves,
that too) rather in what concems their relationships with the wte worla."? hLis
function as he sees it is to reach via speech the specificity of each ouject as it
truly impinges on his sensitivity, and it gives him iateanse enjoyimenc. e has done

with the existential there of anguish and calls i us to play our rols con-
F

1. Paul Eluard qucted by MMary Ann Caws in The Poetry of Dada and Surrealism,
Princeton University Press, 1570, p. 24.

2. "Ponge and the poetry of self-knowleuge," Saran . Lawall in Contanporary
Literature, University of wWisconsin Press, Spring 1970, P-
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fidentally as "creators and users of language." One mav not like what he uoes with
language but though he is unioue in the way he writes he is not unigue in his
orientation. "lhat a number of contemporary French writers are seeking is to
increase our attentiveness to the world around us ana thereby, our acuity of
verception and our sensitivity to that world; perhaps, as a quite uifferent poet
Alain Bosquet suggests, it is because since Hiroshina the poet, at least, feels a
new responsibility toward cur earth, a new tendemess almost when faced by its
vulnerability at our hands. 2nd when Ponge rejects the dictates of abstract
constructs, he is also indirectly re-iterating a theme which is funcamental in our
present literature, that is the uncorpromising assertion of the writers' necd for
fresdom. 2s Robbe-Grillet says of the activity of the writer "the sligitest
external directive paralyzes him." This acute sensitivity to tiae menace of outer
control is different in kind from the great Fomantic rebellion. Jriters wio, of
necessity, use language have proved our best allies in cur strugjle against toe
assault made upon our freedom through the use of language. and their revolit is
often connected with their discomfort in that spnere. TIhese are merely Ifraguentary
examples of the positive trends in our literature. They do inuicate that con-
terporary literature cannot, despite its many disturbing facets, be dismisseu as
basically insignificant and destructive. Slowly, as we read it, write about it,
discuss it out of the overwhelming mass of publicacions, and despite the shock of
such catastrophes as war and the confusicn of crises, events, precictions and
publicity that crowd in upen us, the quiet configuratians of our literature bLegin
to appear and they furnish a deeper, steadier more sustained accampaniment to our
lives.

I should like to end by considering for a brief moment the case of Beckett.
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Far from asserting or celebrating the presence of tie world, dechett reauces it
until it has virtually disappeared in .arkenss and silence. Ane he proposes

ne purpese eitiier for his own activity as writer nor in the vorld. Yet ne is read
by a nuber of pecple with passicuate interest, and a host of studies
Ccollected around his writing,

In one cf his rare press interviews, Leckstt qace a surprising statenent. He
never, he declared, reads pailosconers ana coes not urderstana tnem. The rey to
his writing, he saiu, rust be sought in ais sensinility for it is thnere ana thers
alone that his strange characters and their stran Jje environment are, somahow, worn.
Yet Iescartes is the narrator of one of ais poeus: he alluues to Democritus and
Schopenhauer; andi the Pythagoreans and Guelincx have never ceaseu to naunt nis
orld. His novels--especially Yatt—ocontain a quasi-Rabelaisian varcur of all tie
logical ana rhetorical cevices that have Sermitted destem man, like his own
strange Ubuesque creation, the "man-pot" Mahoou, to hold over his skull for pPYo=-
tection a "partially watcrproof tarpaulin.® ost of us I think know «allace

“tevens' poeri:

I placed a jar in Tennessce

2nd round it was unon a hill

It made the slovenly wilderness

Surround that nill
Beckett's "man~jar" is a rather different creztion, tnough it does oblige us to
look again at that strange human being to which we are 30 accustoned. A4As the critic
Howard Remerov remarkec of Wallace itevens' jar, the spell cas$ over tine chaos oy
the poet's act is temporary, the formless "wilderness" is stiil there. NNo systems

of order in which we find shelter are entirely waterproof in Beckett's view. It
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was not he, he remarked in the interview, w0 had creatcu tne confusion. I
there, so he had to let it in.

Describing, reasoning, discussing, examining--sSeckett's characters never tirs
of these activities, thcugh no two of the ever proceed in the same wvay. Tney
share our "Ceploralle mania® not cnly to want "when something Lappens tc kaow wnat®
but furthemore to know wny. 3eckett is something of a contemporary Faust wno
throuch the agency of his characters mimes with ferocicus humor anc s uncermines
our past and present attempts to "think out" our situation, to give it an intelli-
gible structure. lot without reason cid le invent Maamann, the character .ialone
talks to by himself who, while believing that "he had wone as any uan of good will
woulu have cone in his place ana with very rucn the same results", nonetieless
admits that, in gardening, he is "incapable of veeding a bed of pansies cr marigolds
anc of leaving cne standing." The sentence in French tums on a pun, "penséas" as
Ioth flower and thought. amann, like seckect, is a gently campuisive iconoclasc.
Jeckett's verbal clowning produces tue same wevastation in our own flowver-beds uy
indirection and mime. His curious inventicn-——such as his invention of the "man-—
pot"--allow him to recuce his characters' relaticns with the puysical world to tae
most schematic: two pots for nourishrent and evacuation; a bag of canned foous;

a pebble or, in prosperous times, sixteen pebbles to suck. :iith a particular bLrana
of huror he extemalizes in his novels and places a ™aental country"”, in wnich
everything unfelds in the "imperfect shade" and "coubtful lignt" wnich cne of
Peckstt's characters, 'alone, calls "my light". They are strangely intent on
travel, if only in spirit, anc wnen bedridden or "in jars", they insist on telling
the story of their travels. Thev are all related, each energing out of anotoer,

and they all wear the geckett uniform or what remains thereof and there alwvays
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remains the long white hair, dirty and matted by the accumulatec filth of centuries.

le soon realize that it is the same aaventurer tuat goes his way from ook to
book. we realize that, as writer, pBeckett is following nis own aaventure on tae
trail "of that little creature in numerous disguises who haunts him." e oo, like
nis characters, nust set out again after eacn book. Grim, pathetic, funny, nis own
adventure rejoins the long monotonous human voice and memory inscribed in our
written language; and so Beckett nas obliged us to take ancther lock at that small
mythic figure, man. "Crey face, two pale blue eyes, small body, beating aeart,
alone upright." ‘hen all is tom away the small human figure still stanus erect,
a haunting presence with a kind of courage confronting the world. In this inage
there is a power of amotion, a truth we recognize and, cn Beckett's parc, an un-—
spoken respect. All valid literature, even the most satiric, reacnes out, it seems
to me, for such forms of respect, for people, for things; forms of truth.

It is not easy to define the literary experience. Wallace Fowlie, in a

3 states what he sees as the wle of art turouga the centuries.

brilliant essay,
In the Hddle Ages, the artist tried to reconcile nan with CGod; in the neo-classical
age, the artist tried to reconcile man with reason, in the nineteenti century
with science. In the twentieth century, ne suggests tine artists, tne yreat
writers have tried to reconcile man with himseif. I should prefer to say that

they have tried to confront man, imaginacive Vv, witn himself; and the confroiutatic
has been cruel particularly when writers have felit that language itself was being

debased. It seems fairly true to say, as one of the younger writers of some

stature, !lichel Butor has saiq, tnat contemporary literature works at obliging us

3. "A Stock-taking French literature i:. the 1960's," Contemporary Literature,
Spring 1970, pp. 137-54.
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to "become conterporary." But not through its ideological conternt primarily.
ceckett, for example, may or may not be, as a comentator has claied, the "nost
qualified spokesman for the atheistic nihilisa® of his age, but that is in itself
rather uninportant. What counts is the euccional power of his plays anu novels.
His greatness aoes not lie perhaps in tie fact that he may have dramatizec tne
theme of the legelian "unhawpy consciousness," for exarmple. but as Neal
Ozennandler states it:,4 he was able to make profounaly tradicional use of the novel
as an erptional matrix where a conplex exchange between rcader anu novelisc takes
place." 7nd this, 'eal Oxenhandler concluGes, "as seckett himself woula say, is an
argurent for wiich there is no proof.”

"Don't you see that the whole aim of Jdewspeak is to narrow tae range of
thought?...Every year fewer ana fewer words and the range of thougat a little
smaller." This is the formula for perfect thought control. The writers in our
time have risen in insurrection against that control. If e then maks of literature
the "residence of forms without force," we may miss its essential value which is
perhaps not so rucii tc tell us how to live as tc "allow us ©o breatne” more freely

while we live,

4. "Toward the New pesthetic," Contemporary Literature, Soring, 1370,
rp. 169-91.
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