Drama
Fourth year- the first semester
The 6th + 7th lecture:                                                                                                                        د.مها
The doctor commented on the presentations of students:
-You compared between Nora and a Christmas tree. This is an interesting point. If you compare a human to an object, it means that she is not regarded by her husband as being human; she is objectified. 
-You say that if the stage directions are telling the actors move and go towards the stove, why you are saying so, then she is like becoming nearer to the traditional type as a wife and if she is away from the stove, then she is the new Nora or the independent Nora. 
-You said some new ideas that we did not mention before and they emphasized something that we mentioned before, like the thing about the anxiety; the mood of anxiety and fear. We mentioned this when we were saying that Nora could not be just quiet; she was moving from one place to another. And you added many new points. You talked about the stove as part of the setting and as something symbolic of warm and comfort and even the relation between Nora and the stove; if she moves towards it, this has one meaning and if she is moving away, this has another meaning. And you mentioned the Christmas tree. We mentioned it as a symbol of time; this is the time of Christmas and family reunion, but you added something about the similarity between Nora and the Christmas tree. All the movements that you talked about can tell us a lot, like they can tell us about the character. They said that Torvalds’ character/ his way of repressing reality/ his way of being in a state of denial. He does not want to think. If he thinks a bit deeply, maybe he would have discovered what his wife did, but he does not want to think as if this is a secret that he is putting it in the back of his mind. Torvald is not a stupid man. He is intelligent and he is successful. If he wanted to, he could have thought about the whole situation. he was convincing himself that his wife is a traditional one and that there is nothing at all and he was in a state of denial. So, the stage directions can tell you many things about all the aspects of the play; about the atmosphere, about the characters, about the themes, about the plot. And as for the performance, I liked it very much when you told this; the history of the first performance. It is not just like you are reading an important play; it is one of the most plays in modern drama. Remember that this is the 19th century. Aristocratic people during the winter season would have many parties, dinners and social occasions. They would send formal invitations. Imagine that many of the invitations on this winter of 1879 had the sentence that we do not want Ibsen’s play to be mentioned during our gathering because it was very controversial/ it was shocking and people sometimes would quarrel with each other. Some people were with and some were against. If I am having guests invited to my home, I do not want them to be quarrelling and I do not want to spoil my occasion whether it is a party or dinner or whatever. So, it was not allowed to mention Ibsen. This in itself shows that great effect of this play on the Scandinavian society and later on, on the whole European society. It was very effective as if you have a still pond and you are throwing a stone in the middle of the pond and waves keep coming and keep getting more and broader. 
-The second presentation is about the second play ‘Waiting for Godot’. The play is very short. It is about 150 words as all the critics are telling us. Did anybody write a research about the theater of the absurd, the life of Samuel Beckett, or about ‘Waiting for Godot’?
This theater of the absurd is a dramatic movement. This movement was in the late 1940th, 1950th, and 1960th. This means it is after the World War II. This advent/ this trauma/ shock of the World War II cause a great disturbance for the whole world, especially western writers; Europeans and Americans. We thought ourselves civilized and living in a luxurious life and there were inventions like televisions and modern cars. People were starting to think that we are on the age on new way of living and then suddenly we have a very traumatic war (you all know about the nuclear bomb that was destroying two whole cities; Hiroshima and Nagasaki in Japan). People had this shock that anything can happen, nothing has a meaning and why should we engage in a conflict or in struggle if this is just the end. We have this trauma of the World War II in addition to the weakness of the religious instincts at that time in the western hemisphere; religion was getting less and less important. Every day, it was playing a less important part in the lives of people. These two factors; the decline of religion and the World War II, are the main motivations/ the main factors for the rise of the new theatrical movement. And you mentioned the philosophical bases of the theater of the absurd. You mentioned Albert Camus and existential philosophy. It comes from the word existence; how our existence on earth became purposeless and became meaningless. The dramatists are influenced by people who are not related to literature or not to drama, but they are influencing the way drama is written or performed. 
The language of the play of Samuel Beckett: we are having a lot of pauses; we are having a dialogue and suddenly I will stop in the middle of the dialogue. There are pauses or silences or lack of language. The language is very different from anything that you have read before. We do not need to compare Beckett to Shakespeare. The whole play of Beckett is not more than one or two pages out of Ibsen.  
You feel that there is some repetition of words to the extent that you feel that is nonsensical. 
If we are talking about language in drama in general, the first thing that comes to mind is dialogue/ is that we are having characters talking together.  We even say that this is the difference between drama and novel; that in the novel we have description and narration but in a play, it is dialogue. They are having communication by words and we are reading or listening to the dialogue and we get to know everything about the play just through the dialogue. So, the great shift or change that happened in the absurd theater that is so different from the other types of plays is that the language is being minimized. They are using the fewest possible words. As I was telling you that all the number of the words of the play of Samuel Beckett would not make more than one or two pages out of the play of Ibsen. Sometimes the characters would be together on stage but they are not talking; they are silent. And you read the word ‘silence’, ‘nothing’ or ‘pause’. They are pausing in the middle of any speech or dialogue. So, this is very important because it is part of the philosophy of the absurd drama. They are saying if nothing at all has meaning, why should we say anything?!! If words have no meaning, why should we be having communication together through words?!! They have no meaning. So, we need to minimize them/ to keep them to the fewest possible number of words. But if you think about it, this is very strange because why I am a dramatist, if I am not going to use words. I am writing a play and I say that words are not important or meaningless, so how am I going to communicate anything to my audience or my readers?!! If you think about this point, you will discover other features. For example, maybe I will use symbols. Maybe I will use some stage directions to communicate certain ideas. Maybe I will use body language. I want you to think logically. If language is not useful or is not able to make us communicate according to the absurd dramatist, then how do they communicate their plays? And then you will think of other things. All these other things are part of the features of the theater of the absurd and in our play in particular. This is about the language. We have many other things to say characters, plot, themes and how the absurd character is different from other characters. The absurd themes are different. All the elements of drama actually are different to the extent that sometimes they say that the theater of the absurd is not a theater at all; it is an anti-theater. 
 -At one of the performances, the two actors Vladimir and Estragon were quite old people. One of them was 70 or something. It is not a play about a certain age. Beckett does not specify the age of the characters. He does not specify the jobs of the characters. He does not even specify the gender of the characters. The play allows you to give it the meaning or to referring to the situation that you are interested in. if you are interested in politics, you can put Arabs and Israelis together on stage and you can show that they are not communicating. The first character is talking in Arabic and the other is talking in Hebrew, then this is a lack of communication which what Samuel Beckett was all the time emphasizing. Or we can put people who are real prisoners behind bars and they can be the characters of your play. They are waiting for Godot. The word ‘Godot’: this is the French pronunciation. And this reminds me of something since we were talking about the language. If you wrote about the life of Samuel Beckett, you will know that nationality he was and what language he was using in writing the play. You will know that originally he is Irish so his mother tongue is the English language. He went to England and then he went to Paris and he lived most of his adult life in Paris. If he died at the age of 68, he lived more than 50 years out of these 68 years in Paris/ in France. He learned French language at school and university, but it was his second language. If I am a writer and I am going to use a language which is my own, my language choice always has a meaning. If I am an English writer or an Irish writer and I choose to write in French, then audience and critics and students need to ask themselves why this man is writing in French, especially that English is much more popular and much more widely read. Some Arab writers or some African writers say we have our language but we will write in English because writing in English gives us a chance to be read all over the world. Beckett’s language is English which is the lingua franca of all the world. So, why is not he using it?!! He wrote ‘Waiting for Godot’ first in French and then he himself translated it into English later after one year or two years. And he followed this in all his other plays and novels because he wrote novels as well. Do you the reason?
If you are writing in Arabic and this is your mother tongue, can you say more words or if you are writing in English? He wanted to minimize the number of the words. For him, language was supposed to be used in a minimal way. He wanted the number of words to be as few as possible. If I am writing in my mother tongue, maybe I will forget myself/ maybe I will say many words, but if I am writing in a foreign tongue ( a language which I learned when I grew up), then I will not forget myself/ I will be limited. His language choice has to relate to this issue of the minimal language which is part of the theater of the absurd. This is why his life is important. 
There is something else interesting about his life in addition to writing in French and then translating into English. This man did not have the French nationality at the time of the World War II. He was in Dublin, in Ireland. He was not in France. If you know the history of the World War II, the Germany of Hitler occupied France for about 3 years. The war extended for 5 or 6 years, three out of them, France was not an independent country. It was occupied by the Germans. Because it was occupied, there was resistance. There is resistance against the occupation all the time. 
Now this man is not a French man. He was outside France at the time. He took a decision to return to France which was dangerous; it was a war zone. He made an intentional/ a deliberate choice to return to the war zone and he took part in the French resistance against the Germans. It was dangerous work but he took part in it because he had certain principles. What I want to tell you is that when we are reading the play and we will notice it again to be strange, I do not want to misunderstand the point and to say is this man silly or what? Why is he writing like this? He is a man of many strong principles and of beliefs and he is a man who acts according to his beliefs. Sometimes I am saying very good things but in time of action, I just escape and do nothing. It is easy to say words, but it is not easy to act on your words. This Samuel Beckett was a man of certain principles. He believed in freedom and democracy and he did not want France to be occupied by the oppressive Nazi regime. His life was in danger in order to put his principles into action. Sometimes the life of a dramatist or the life of an author is important for us when we are reading his work. 
 We are living our life day after day without thinking. This is the mechanical rhythm of our everyday life. But absurdity arises when you suddenly become aware of how this situation is meaningless/ how I am just moving like this from one day to the other and I am not controlling anything and anything can happen to me at any time and there is no way that I can be in full control of what will come next. Then you start thinking like it is absurd. Maybe this is the point or the moment when ‘Waiting for Godot’ begins. In a traditional drama, we have a past, a present and a future. I want you to think about ‘A Doll’s House’. All the time, we have Nora, we can think about her childhood/ about how the way she was brought up by her father and how she was pampered by him and she was doll child to him and how this formed her character in a certain way. Then we can think about the first she met her husband and there were circumstances and Torvald himself how at that time was so seduced by the beauty of this young woman that he decided to make something which is not very moral like saying that her father did not commit any crime whereas in fact her father had committed some corruption. So, there is a past for all the characters in a traditional play. And the past is helping us to form opinions about the characters. We say that the character is doing this now because in the past he or she had something. And there is a future. We can all the time ask ourselves what will happen after the end of the play/ after Nora just slams the door and goes away leaving her husband and making this taboo of society and even her children which is more painful than leaving her husband? So, there is past, present and future in any traditional play. In the theater of the absurd, there is only the present moment; the moment of the play. We are having the characters. They are waiting for Godot. Who is Godot? We do not know. Samuel Beckett himself said I do not know. He does not know what this Godot is or what he looks like or is he good or bad and what will happen if he comes and will he be of benefit to these people waiting for him or not. We do not know anything. They are just waiting. We never know about did they have a happy childhood or a bad childhood. We do not even know are they necessarily men or maybe I can have the play played by women characters or by two men or two women. And of course there is no future. The play is two acts. The play is quite short. 
The play is two acts and at the end of act I, a boy comes and he tells the characters that Godot is not coming today. Then we have a second act and again they are waiting and at the end of the second act, the boy comes. In some performances it is the same boy and in other performances it is a different boy. It does not matter.
So, the boy comes and he says Godot is not coming. They are still waiting. This waiting can go on forever. So, there is not future. We can never know does e come and what happens if he comes. There is only the present moment when the characters are awake/ when they know this life has no meaning/ this life has no purpose. This moment of awareness is important in understanding absurd drama or in understanding ‘Waiting for Godot’ in particular. 
-And he was very lucky in his choice of title. The title ‘Waiting’ which linguistically is a gerund gives the meaning of extension or continuity. He is choosing an action that everybody is familiar with. Even if you are from any nationality or you belong to any part of the world, you can never say what waiting means. We all have waited for things. We are all waiting whether it is minutes or hours or days or years, it is a universal action. And again this applies to the universal situation that all humanity according to absurd drama or according to existential philosophy is just waiting in a universe in which they are locked or imprisoned. We study their philosophy but it does not mean that we agree to their philosophy. There is an important gap between knowing the culture of the other and accepting it or believing it. In our department if you are studying English literature and anguish culture so that you can know the culture of other people and why they are thinking the way they are or why they act this way. But you have your own culture/ you have your own beliefs. You are not supposed to adopt the culture or the beliefs of anybody else. In literature, we are never using words good or bad; we are not saying this is a good play or a good writer or this is a bad one because we are not making evaluations. We are not making value statements about anything. We do not read two lines of the play and say, these are good or these are bad or this theme is good or this theme is bad. We never use the words good or bad or other synonymous that have the same meaning because this is not about making value statements. It is about understanding part of the culture of the other because western culture is not one culture; it has so many schools and so many ways of thinking. Do not make the mistake that all Europeans believe that life is meaningless or has no purpose or that we are waiting for something that never happens. This is one way of thinking. The existential philosophy thinks this. Theater of the absurd thinks this. It seems that the situation applies to many crises all over the world.
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