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SOME POSSIBIE INF LUENCES ON SAMUEL BECKE’}T AS THE
: : AUTHOR OF M URPH Y

- o Prof Dr. Giilsen Canli
Samuel Beckett, an Ando-lriuhman and a twentxeth cenhxry philosophical poet,

. was never concerried with soeial, political or religious problems but was always interest-
ed in the position of man in the universe, the reason of his existence and the meaning

" of lie. In other words, his interest lay in the metaphysical: Spurred on by this interest,

- Beckett studied the intellectual background to the twentieth century. He believed that
Dante, Descartes and Proust, more than anyone else, were responsible for the way of
kaing of western mhellecmals hlmself meluded ~

Although Samuel Beckett once said at an interview that lﬁ never read phlloso-
phers and that he did not understand them, this does not mean that he was uninfiu.’
‘enced by them. It is true, he can never be classified as. belonging to any one particular
“school of philosophy but it would be far from true to claim that his works show no
trace of inflzence from various western philosophers. The views of several philosophers
have had some besaring on some orotherofhisworks butitistheinﬁmneeofnoscarm ‘
which is most nbheeaﬂe : :

, Amoug other things wan Meply interested-in tho pmblem of the aplit
between spu-it and matter and hence between body and soul. The rigid distinctiog which
_ Descartes draws between body, whnchisddlmda purely mechanical and material, and
" mind, whiehispumly spintml is at th@gon owathtsMhy.JenWhieheheproh-’
gonist tries to. mhieve the M liteﬁi d, Howewet, Beckett snd his much-

.tormsp:teofhudittiwﬁon)batmf“ and.X
explanation for the action of mtind on-the body.. Beckett, for his
mﬁr%dmthqmt&aeﬁonofbodym&mhdanﬁxdmnntuakmmﬁad'
this phenomenon,

’ In this mmacﬁm Beekett maybeconddezeda&ei;ﬂe ofDawo.rtes now- -
. forgotten follower, the Belgian phﬂosopket Geulinex, who went further than his master

and considered spirit and matter, hence body and soul, two pataliel but completely un-

‘connected systom Mm claimed that it would, be abmrd to think that mind eould
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clocks, one representing matter, the other spirit, both wound and set by the master
clock-maker to run perfectly synchronously.! When this is applied to human body it
can be said that when the clock of mind points to the hour, the clock of matter strikes -
and there is a seeming link between the two but this is only an illusion. By analogy the
‘self has no control over the outsxde universe but is only capuble of controllhxg the
tmcrocosm 2 v

Beckett seems to bé in complete agnemnt mth Geulinex in his belief that we
bave no control over the universe, we know: nothing about what goes on outside us or
about the essence of things, except what is in our minds. That is why in Murphy the
protagonist tries to escape the pain of physleal existonce by fleeing into the freedom of
mental -existence, which would enable him to love himself with an intellectual love.
Since physical and mental existence are consideréd totally separate, there should be no
reason why one can not achievé a flawless microcosmic life, but as Murphy proves this is
nothing but an illusionary hope, because in relation to the outside world, the mind is
worth nothing and it is completely impotent and therefore, as R.N. Coe says, "It is
Nothing: a Nothing forever turned inward, enwrapt in contemplation of itself."3

On the other hand, Geulinex believes that mind can have a value within itself if it
stands. in some relation to God and if God is removed it i is then that the mind is nothing.
It is on this point that Beckett and Geulincx' do not seem to be in agreement. Beckett
replaces Geulincx's “divine determinism” by a supernatural or more specifically, by an
astrological determinism, but with his usual irony ho reverses the comspondenee bet- -
ween man and his stars and says in Murphy R

/ "l‘hey were his stars, his was the prior system. He had been projected, larval and
* dark, on the sky of that regrettable hour as.on'a screen, magnified, nnd clarified
into his own meaning. But it was hu meanmg 4 S

Another point that Beckett does not fbllow in the Geulmexmn phlisophy is the
ideas of birth and suicide. As opposed to Beckett's regret for being born, Geulinex
believes in the necessity of birth because it is the beginning of things and therefore he
says that man must not regret his being born. As & natural result of his views on birth
Geulinex never forgives. suicide, whemas Beckett’a Murphy is constantly preoccupied.
with the idea of suiclde : . ;

Beekett's henee Murphyt belief tlut man is bom to suf!er, and tbeir cursing of -
the moment of birth seems to stem from ‘Schopenhauer, who says that "man's con- .
ception is a crime, his birth a penalty, hislife a labout, and death a necessity.”S At this
point it is also worth remembering Heidegger and his concept of "Geworfenheit”, that
is, of man being thrust into the universe to suffer and experience isolation. This is the
undeﬂying theme that keeps coming up in Murphy. Since life is "a task to be done"s,
there is "nothing ih the world to which everymian has a more unassailable %itle than to
his own life and person."7 Therefore, suicide is not a crime but is something commen-
dable because it is similar to putting an end to a nightmare by waking up. Furthermore,
suicide is an attempt to retum to the blissful and happy darkness man leaves behind
when he is "thrust” into the world from the mother's womb. Thu time it is a return to
the womb ot the mother earth, : ‘

: Another, importnnt figure whose ideas mm to lme pemmd Bockott s Murphy
is Proust, Beckett wu very much. mtemtod in md mmnd by. the Proustian copcept
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of “that doublc-huded monstor of dnmmtion and sdvaﬂon- Time."8 Beckett also
appears to agree with Proust that "there is no escaping from the hours and the days"?
and habit and memory are two unbreakable ties that bind man to life which alternates
between pain and boredom. The impgrtance audeﬁecbot'l‘imo on human life and the .
self are among tho dominating themes of Murphy. :

For Beckett, life in the temporal world "except when one's awareness of it is
deaderied by Habit, is largely painful."® So life in time is "the perpetual exfoliation of
personality."!! In other words, one set of habits must die in order that a new set may
 replace it. Therefore life alternates between the boredom of habit and the pain of im-
mediacy.? Quite likely the source of this idea is Arthur Schopenhauer and both Proust
and Beckett were indebted to him just as many ‘other Parisian intellectuals were at the
time. It is a moot point whether Beckett was ever influenced by Schopentiauer directly
or only indirectly through Proust. However, a close study of Proust, Beckett and Schopen-
hauer have more in common than do Beckett and Proust. Therefore it would not be too
presumptious to claim that Beckett was familiar with Schopenhauer directly and found
an affinity between Proust and Schopenhauer as he proved in his my on Proust,

. Another theme that Beckett and Proust have in. common is the "mutabihty of
_self” but Beckett's treatment of this theme is different from that of Proust's. Beckett
tries to show that “we are imprisoned in this self, while, on the other hand, the prison

itself is so fleating and intangible that we can never lay hands on it."™> Therefore it is

" very difficult to know oneself completely, ifitisatall posnble itcan be achieved only

at a particular moment and even then very bneﬁy . : S

The themes of the tutllity of love and triendslup, the failure of communication,

“the belief that suffering is the one force powerful enough to establish even in the teeth -

of time, the identity of the self"!4 appear both in Proust and Beckett, proving a mutual
agreement on’ these points. In Murphy, Beckett like Proust is in search of a solution to
the question

"How am I, an a -temporal being impnsoned in time and space, to escape from -
my imprisonment, when I know that outside space and time lies Nothing and that
I, in'the ultimate depths of my reality, am Nothing also?"’ ’

That is why Beckett writes in revolt in Proust "The moﬂal inicrocosm cannot
forgive the relative immortality of the macrocosm”!¢ and drives his ldea home with a
mehphor "The Whisky bears a gmdse against the deeanter ay :

Dante is another important thinker who dmrves menﬁon in connectxon with -

. 'Beckett 's Murphy. Beckett had become familiar with Dante’s Divine‘Comedy while still
at Trinity College in Dublin, and his early works, including Murphy contain several com- -
ments on and references to this work.® x£ not to the whole of it, at lenst to the Purgo-
torio. k o

Dante had presented a world in his Divine Comedy, which was the reflection of
the medieval world view. To the medieval mind the world was orderly and comprehen-
sible, a reflection of the order to be found in both the natural and supernatural elements
of the universe. Of course, in this view Dante was not alone, He was following Thomas
Aquinas, to whom every-thing in the universe had a hierarchic pd fixed order, not tobe
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_ disturbed by any outside toeee, beeause 'w'eudednod by God; who was an all-merci-

ful, all-seeing and all:comprehénsive God. This order was not only applicable to man's
daily life but also to his political life. So.the concept of erder and its ever-presence was
to be found both in nature and in society, wtieh ‘was the expression of the eoncept of

" harmony, and hence of unity. Since man wa ‘s part of this orderly universe and oe-
cupied the middle position, he had to foliow the law of universal order. This meant that
there- was harmony, therefore a unitﬂv between his body and soul and his existence
depended upon the unity of the two. In Dante's universe the soul is in harmony with
the body and the man is in‘harmonty with-the \mivene

- Beckett's world on the oﬁra‘ hand, is just the oppodte There is no univeuel
order no God. There is no harmony bﬁween, man and the universe, between man and
society or between man and his soul. Beckett's men are lost in an unintelligible univeme,
forever seeking a meaning to life, to their existence and trying to answer such questions

as "Who am 17" “Where am I?" "Why"" “How?". So.the Beckettian hero, a:typical 20th-
century man, has a strong ‘desire and need to.find a meaning to his existence and to see
the order that existed in Dante's world. Another reason for this deeply feli idea of
“Existence” may be found in Beckett's-own origin. Being: and Anglo-Inshman he realiz-
ed that he belonged to neither world and he himself had to answer the important
' question, "Who am 1?". ‘After the first early shortstonennd prose pneees, Murphy is thé

- ﬁrst exploret:on of this @estion

Besides the possible influence Beckett reeeind from Dunh on the concept of
~ "Existence", certain Danteian characters have found their way into Beckett's works. For
example, in the novel Murphy, there is reference to Belacqua.® The name "Belacqua”
appeared in the fourth canto of Dante's Purgatorio. In this canto, when Virgil and Dante
“arrived at a terrace, after a difficult climb, they found a group of listless spirits behind a
" rock. One of them was Belacqua, who had bees condemned to stay in Purgatory and
spend there the: same amount of time he had wasted on eayth without repentance.
Belacqua was in a spiritually indolent condition and this condition of inertia is the kind
Murphy would like to achieve do that he can come alive in his mjnd to have absolute
freedom. Beckett calls this state|"Belacqua bliss". However, it is impossible to remain in
this condition long. One has either to go down to Hell, which to Beckett is society and
the outside world, or else, ascend to Paradise, which, again according to Beckett, is the
mind. So, to him, this Purgatorial state is the expression of life. As it is revealed in
Murphy, both Purgatory and Paradise are illusory concepts and the only reality from
which.man cannot get away, is Hell, that is the macrocosm. Therefore, it can be said
" without hesitation that the coniﬁon of Beckett's man in Purgatory and his concept of

Paradise and Hell are altogether different from those of Dante's man. '

-Furthermore, Beckett's pi upation with the zediac, with times and numbers in
Murphy is explained by J. Fletcher as a “learned imitation of Dante".? This preoccupa-
tion may alse be explained in yms of the medieval werld view which had its influence
on Beckett through Dante. Aceording to the medieval concept, stars obeyed the divine
law of Providence and by this obedi e lives of men: This may be the
reason for Beckett 5 interest in r the conatant reference to the -

John Fletcher sees anom& influence of Dente on Beeke 'gmpﬁy and that is in
connection. with the number of chapters the novel’ has. Eeﬁeﬂet believes that the: thir-
teen-chapter division of the | n 1 is an echo of the thirteen centuries that “elapsed bet-
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ween the Nativity and the year of Dante's joumey outre-tomb" 2! However, the number

of chapters In Murphy and Beckett's preoccupation, in most of his works, with the

- letter M, which is the thirteenth letter in the alphabet, may have its explanation in the -

Jewish calender, which is a lunar calender, Every three years there is a thirteenth month,
consisting of the left over days from the previous years, and it is added between Adar
(February-March) and Nisan (March- April). Moreover, according to the Greek calender,
‘because of an interworking of lunar and solar movements, the sun was considered to be
* going through thirteen monthly stages, ""beginning at the winter solstice when the days

lengthen again after their long autumnal decli "2 and then mowving to Spring and k
Summer and then back to Autumn. The calender, like life itself, follows a circular pat- -

tern and comes back to where it has-started. This may be the reason why the book is
divided into thirteen chapters. What is more, according to Greek Mythology, the extra
day gained from the solar year by the earth's revolution around the sun was put bet-
ween the first and the thirteenth months and this day was considered to be the most
important day because on this day "the tribal Nymph chose the sacred king, usually the
winner of a race, a wrestling match, or an archery contest.”?> This fact may be consi-
dered as a further interpretation for the existence of the thirteenth chapter, especially
when itis remembered that this last chapter is devoted to Celia, Murphy's mistress.

Doubtless, the list of influences on Beckett can be extended infinitely and he can
be linked with Spinoza, Leibniz, William James, Freud, Joyce, Dostoevsky, Kafka, Na-
bakov, Conrad, to name but a few, because he is a learned man and that is why George

. Devine? said, after he spent half an hour in Beckett's apartment in Paris: =

In that half hpﬁr I'fel.t I was in touch with all the great streams of ’European ‘

thought and literature from Dante onwards. I just knew about all that by contact
with this extraordinary mind and poetic vision; at the same time so rich and so
simple.2s ‘ ' T

And this may be mreason why Beckett's novéls, Murphy being the first one, are
-not only amalgams of different concepts of thinking and psychology but also biblical
and mythological allusions. Therefore no encyclopedia, no collection. of ‘books, can
provide enough information to interpret the riddie his works present, Evefything he has
read merged with his own experiences and got synthesized in the mind of this sensitive
intellectual and found expression in the form of ideas at once familiar and unfamiliar.
The following, an‘interview with Gabriel d' Avbared, #lustrates this point neatly:

— ... one sometimes wonders if the preoccupation with the pfdblein of Being

posed by the existentialists might not be a key to your works... .
— There is no key, there is no probiem. If the subject of my novels could be
" expressed in philosophic terms, I'd have had 'no reason.to write them.
— And what was your reasonfor writing them? ' : ,
— 1 dm'ztsknow anyting about it. I am not an intellectual. I am only a sensi-

Bbékett says nothing definitely; his favourite word is "perhaps” and therefore his

e

works are open to various interpretations. Therefore as one critic?’” said once, each -

critic attempting to write about Beckett's works is writing about himself, revealing his

own mind, not Beckett's.” :
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