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| Hlustrating Samuel Beckett

The Issue of the Supererogatory

Judith Wechsler

In any case [ wish him every success in his courageous
undertaking . And I am ever prepared to collaborate with him
as with Mahood and Co ., and to the best of my ability, being
unable to do otherwise, and knowing my ability.

—Samuel Beckett, The Unnamable!

he prospectus for this Art Journal issue on collabora-
tion suggests addressing or challenging “canonical
assumptions about originality and authorship.” But
what are these assumptions? Current theory asserts that
previously there was the unfortunate myth of originality and
genius but that now we have a better grasp on the myth by
privileging the context and conditions of production and
placing greater importance on the readings of works rather
. But the myth of the

than the intentions of their produce
individual genius did not rule everything in the past—
consider the borrowings and interactions of Shakespeare and
other dramatists, or those of Wordsworth and Coleridge:
writers collaborated well before Pound helped Eliot. Ex-
changes and collaborations between writers and painters
precede modernism, from et in Arcadia inscriptions, o writ-
ing within painting. Beliefs regarding artistic property have
been debated at least since the Renaissance; they came very
much to the fore in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
with the laws of copyright. The issue prevails in our time in
the arguments over the “droit d’autcur” versus “work for
hire.”

The idea that painting or writing is monolithic is lim-
ited and unhistorical, a set-up for an argument without real
substance: postmodernist criticism has isolated the concepl
and used it as a foil. 11 is time again to open up the question
regarding confounding authorship. The work of Samuel
Beckett is particularly apt for calling into question certain
assumptions about collaboration; it disturbs much received
opinion, including the latest.

The prospectus for this issue also suggests exploring
how careers are redirected as a result of collaboration. There
are, however. many examples of dialogues between poets and
artists that do not lead to such redirection, such as collabora-
tions between living artists and dead ones: Maillol’s illustra-
tions of Odes d’Horace, Picasso’s paintings after Velazquez's
Las Meninas, and in the setting of texts to music, as with
Benjamin Britten's Billy Budd. 1f one does not believe in

collaboration with the dead, one cannot believe in art: artis a
kind of prayer and resurrection (laborare est orare). Beckett's
review of MacGreevy’s poems, begins with the line, “All
poetry . . . 1s prayer.”® Collaboration can be like an act of
communal prayer rather than the “apotheosis of solitude,” of
which Beckett writes in his essay on Proust.?

It 1s worth looking at analogies with other arts, con-
trastively and compoundingly. As a man of the theater,
Beckett presents an interesting case for thinking about col-
laboration. He directed most of the productions of his plays
staged in Parts, and some in England and Germany. (It is
thaught that he stayed away {rom American productions be-
cause he didr’t want to make the trip.) Beckett tried to
maintain absolute control of his productions but when it
wasi't possible he ignored them.* To his American publisher
Barney Rossetl he wrote that he wouldn’t imerfere with pro-
ductions of his plays on aesthetic grounds because there
would be no end 1o it.?

For the production of Rockalyy, written at the request of
director Alan Schneider for Billie Whitelaw to perform, on
the occasion of the writer’s seventy-fifth birthday celebration
in Buffalo, Beckett told Whitelaw, “Da it as vou like it.” He
did not want to intrude on the early rchearsals, which ook
place in England. Schneider said to Whitelaw, “You and 1
know what Sam wans.”® Beckett had worked closely with
Whitelaw, an aciress for whom he had already written several
plays.

Beckett was an active collaborator in the translation of
his own work into French, or {rom French into English:
Krapp’s Last Tape with Ludovic Janvier, Malloy with Patrick
Bowles. Beckett was unusual in bringing a text into his own
tongue with the help of others; an Irishman translated from
French into English.

[lustration is unlike the production of a play, which is
the ful{illment of an intention, but rather more like setting a
work to music: the text does not necessarily need it. {An
example is Benjamin Britter’s compositions for the poems of
Wilfred Owen or Tennvson, which have their own verhal
music.) Becketl's texts do not need music or pictures, vet he
has allowed both. But why?

The answer is in part linked to biographical and socio-
logical considerations. Artists were among Beckett’s closest

friends. Some illustrations may have been admitted out of
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affection and allegiance, such as those to the text Beckett
gave to Jean Deyrolle, Le Séjour, in 1967, or to the text given
to Stanley William Hayter for Szilf in 1974 (Hayvter was one of
Beckett’s oldest friends in the art world). Beckett was “happy
to help” in having drawings by Louis Le Brocquy accompany
the text of Stirring Still in 1989.

Some illustrations resulted from an artist’s or pub-
lisher’s idea; others may have come about in response to the
artist’s financial need or as an act of the generosity for which
Beckett was famous. 7 In many cases Beckett did not choose
the illustrator, but was approached by the artist or the pub-
lisher. He did not necessarily know the artist’s work before-
hand, nor did he always see and approve the drawings before
publication.

Perhaps illustration is the kind of interpretation—
without criticism or verbal commentary—that Beckett could
countenance, Though in his art criticism he is concerned
with the problem of representing the object, Beckett does not
state a preference for representational or abstract illustrations
of his own work, and there are distinctive examples of both:
Giacometti, Gorey, Klabunde, Quadflieg, Steadman, among
those with representational imagery: Devrolle, Hayter, Ry-
man among the abstract. Beckett does not scem to have
attempted to control or influence the illustrations.®

To know the circumstances of the different occasions
for illustration would take the help of an authorized biography
and access 10 letters. We would need to know more about the
context, the readership, and the relative roles of writers and
painters in Paris and London. Nor do we have enough evi-
dence to try to deduce psychological intentions. But is knowl-
edge of the external factors, the biographical and sociological
background, the most revealing or significant matter? Beck-
ett wrote: “All that should concern us is the acute and
increasing anxicty of the relation itself, as though shadowed
more and more darkly by a sense of invalidity, of inadequacy,
of existence at the expense of all that it excludes, all that it
blinds to.”

In studying the interaction of text and image the ques-
tion arises, especially with Beckett, of how an artist/
illustrator approaches a text when no illustration is necessary
or perhaps even possible. (One can argue that no text should
need illustration, though some lexts may invite them.) Are
illustrations supererogatory?'® Did Beckett see illustrations
as a rogation or supplication? He is said to have called
illustrative interpretations “adumbrations.”

Do the illustrators think they are supplying something
to Beckett’s text, and if so, how do they do it without imputing
a deficiency? Do they iry to raise to a higher power what one
already has? Do they “use” the text like an epigraph, a
misquotation, “from an idea by” which is ancillary to the
original? Or do illustrations function like lines that “so truly
parallel, though infinite can never meet”?'* Do those that
illustrate Jeast illustrate best? On the whole, it is assumed
that Beckett’s text is supreme. lt is not necessary to i}lustrate,
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but it is not unnecessary. Beckett writes: “This submission,
this admission, this fidelity to failure, a new occasion, a new
term of relation. and of the act which, unable to act, obliged
to act. he makes, an expressive act, even if only of itself, of its
impossibility, of its obligation.”?

The question of need is central in Beckett: the neces-
sity to produce even when there is nothing to produce, the
effort to say something about the human condition, even
though the condition is unspeakable.!® He writes: “The ex-
pression that there is nothing to express, nothing with which
to express, nothing from which to express, no power to
express, na desire to express, together with the obligation to
express.”1* Writer and illustrator are engaged in an imagina-
tive relationship and need, though the need may not be
reasoned. “The need to have need and the need which one
needs . . . the product of which is art.”!®

Contemporary art, Beckett writes, deals with the limits
of representation: “The object of representation always resists
representation, either because of its accidents or because of
its substance.”™® Beckett's writings on art are considered to
be the clearest indication of his own aesthetic—one in which
paradox is the most fitting expression.1?

The importance of words rather than narrative line in
Beckett's work makes illustrating his texts particularly prob-
lematic. How does one illustrate words and the endurance of
which the words are a symbol? Illustrations could be said to
attempt 1o represent what cannot be represented; the best
illustrations function as visual metaphor. Beckett remarked
on the rapport between literature and the visual ants: “Like
fire and water they are separated by a zone of evaporation.™ 8

Much book illustration in the twentieth century is
abstract: the spirit of the text is in the image, but without
depiction of literal actions or figures. Such illustrations and
collaborations are like “readings,” if one thinks of it in a
postmodern sense. No modern writer has been “illustrated”
more than Beckett, and no writer has so clearly posed the
problem for illustration which is not representational. The
llustrations to Beckett do not seem intended to visualize his
work for a broad audience—they dont serve to make the work
more accessible.

To date, I have found twenty-eight illustrated editions,
beginning in the 1950s when Beckett’s work began to be more
widely recognized.'® The majority of illustrations were done
after Beckett’s Nobel Prize: fifteen editions in the 1970s, five
in the 1980s, one in 1990. There is a wide range in the quali-
ty and style of illustration and in the type of publication—
limited editions, trade books, and literary magazines. Most
of the illustrations are for short stories and fragments—
compressed texts: there are only a few illustrations for the
novels and plays.20

The livre d’artiste, a shared enterprise between writer
and artist, is the most important and prevalent form in which
Beckett illustrations appear. The readership for Beckett was

relatively small, especially in his early years; perhaps he was




making a virtue out of a necessity, or turning disadvantage to
advantage.? A limited edition with illustrations is also a way
of publishing a short story as a book. The audience for
expensive editions is restricted and elite, in this case either
dedicated Beckett readers who would read the texts without
the illustrations or admirers and collectors of the artist’s
work. 22 There 1s a paradox in the contrast of the grim and
austere content of the texts, the black humor, and the exqui-
site special edition.

[ustrating Beckett may have the greatest impact on
the illustrator—as affirmation and elevation: such is the case
with Avigdor Arikha. the most prolific illustrator of Beckett.
Arikha, born in Bukovina (Romania) in 1929, was deported
to several forced-labor camps during World War l, when he
lost both parents. At fifteen Arikha immigrated to Palestine;
during the War of Independence in 1948 he was badly
wounded. A year later he went to Paris to study at the Ecole
des Beaux-Arts. In 1956 Arikha met Beckett, who was also
an outsider, a foreigner in his chosen country. Beckelt visited
Arikha and his family regularly and Arikha drew portraits of
him over the course of two decades; they were friends until
the end. Arikha recounts that they shared the belief that
there 1s a “deep connection between ethics and aesthetics. "3
Beckett wrote “For Avigdor Arikha” in 1967:

Siege laid again to the impregnable without. Eye and hand
Sfevering after the unself. By the hand it unceasingly changes
the eye unceasingly changed. Back and forth the gaze beating
against unseeable and unmakeable. Truce for a space and the
marks of what it is to be and be in face of. Those deep marks to

show 2%

Arikha’s conversion from abstraction to painting the visible
world was influenced by Beckett: he “inspired me for my
entire life in all respects.”® Arikha’s developinent can be
traced through his illustrations for Beckett's texts. Mordechai
Omer notes that many of Beckett's published and un-
published texts, accompanied by Arikha’s drawings and
prints, were done “at the instigation of the writer.”2¢

For Nouvelles et textes pour rien (Stories and Texts for
Nothing) of 1958, there are six pen drawings in the tradition
of the German Expressionists. The illustrations for “The
Calmative” and “The End” relate 1o stories in the volume. the
others to earlier texts (1947-52), The Unnamable, Estragon
and Vladimir from Waiting for Godot, Molloy, and Malone
Dies.

For L'lssue, excerpted from La Dépeupleur, Arikha
made six abstract color etchings, printed in 1968 in a limited
edition of 154 copies (fig. 1).®" These are among the last of
Arikha’s abstractions and his only abstract illustrations for
Beckett.

In 1970, when Beckett received the Nobel Prize,
Arikha was commissioned by the committee to make four
ink-and-brush drawings of Winnie for Happy Days (Oh les

beaux jours) and four for Malone meurt .28 Posing his wife as

H

FiG. 1 Avigdor Arikha, illustration for L'/ssue (Paris: Editions Georges Visat,
1968), color etching, 8 x 6Vs inches.

Winnie, Arikha drew “Winnie and her bag,” “Winnie with

»

mirror,” “Winnie ‘filth’” (Winnie holding her nose), and
“Fnd of Second Act” (Winnie buried up to her neck: “Fear no
more the heat of the sun”). Arikha posed himself as the living
corpse of Malone, in white ink on black paper {fig. 2). He
evokes the despair and desolation of Malone and of Winnie.

Arikha chose a fragment from Le Dépeupleur, first
published in Becketts translation as the next-to-last para-
graph from The Lost Ones, 10 make three etchings for a
limited edition of 137 copies titled The North and published
in London in 1972. There is a crouching nude woman, arms
clasped around her knees, head lowered, her body covered
by a cascade of hair, placed against a black background with
evident and expressive marks of hatching (fig. 3). His draw-
ings follow the text closely but it is in the treatment of the
surface of objects, the near invisibility of certain tones that
they approach Beckett. Writing about the relationship of the
artist and his occasion, between the subject and the object,
Beckett observes that the first stage is “technical mastery in
the representation of surfaces.”®® Arikha achieves deep
blacks to grays in one state: the mode of etching conveys
pressure and tension.

Five aquatints were made for Au loin un oiseaw in 1973:
the text appeared for the first time in this edition of ninety
exemplars, with an additional thirty hors commerce 39 Arikha
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F1G. 2 Avigdor Arikha, illustration for Malone meurt (Paris: Collection des
Prix Nobel, Edition Rombaldi, 1970), reproductions of ink drawings, 6%« x 4%
inches.

took “several concrete motifs which surround the character”
coat, ruin, cane, stones, and grass. Beckett described to
Artkha his father’s stiff great coat, worn for open-car driving.
Arikha had one like it and on seeing this Beckett said *Voila,
cest ¢a” (“There, thats it”), though he didn’t care for the first
etching Arikha made of it: “It was not like that. It was
standing up like felt.” Of the final print (fig. 4), Arikha
recalls Beckett sald “exactly it” and that he was “happy” with
the illustrations. Arikha observed about the making of these
prints: “In fact, nothing can really be illustrated. To make
the emotion of a poet visible is a process parallel to the
illustrator moved by the poet. . . . [ consider these engravings
more accompaniment than illustration. 1 followed the exam-
ple of the isolated representation of the instruments of the
Passion.”3!

The focus on objects plays a central role in Beckett's
early art criticism. In “Peintres de 'empéchement” Beckett

writes:

The history of painting is the history of its relationship with its
object. This relationship is first explored in terms of breadth,
then in depth. . . . As painting becomes more conscious of its
limitations, it explores the outer confines of those limitations
and then turns towards “the thing hidden beneath the
thing 3%
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Arikha illustrated the content of Beckett’'s work, its charac-
ters and objects, its anxiety, and “the vision at the void.™?

Jasper Johns is concerned with fragmentation and the
denial of self: the same issues appear in Beckett’s writings;
we witness them in their collaboration for Foirades/Fizzles.
Johns has written: “An object that tells of the loss, destruc-
tion, disappearance of objects. Does not speak of itself. Tells
of others. Will it include them? Deluge.”3*

Beckett's description of the third stage of the artist’s
relationship between subject and object is one critical of its
means, and doubtful of the existence of that relationship.*>
Jasper Johnss works parallel Becketls texts in the more
formal sense of language, signs, and metaphors.

One of the difficulties in illustrating Beckett is how one
creates visual equivalents of texts which are beyond familiar
time and space.?® As Beckett wrote, “and a centre not its
centre in search of a centre and its circle respectively, in
boundless space, in endless time.”37 Space and time, the
parameters of narration. are evoked in the visual arts by
fixing moments spatially. In Johns’s illustrations, we witness

shifts of the sense of space. Johns has written:

My experience of life is that if's very fragmented . In one place,
certain kinds of things occur, and in another place, a different
kind of thing occurs. I would like my work to have some vivid

indication of those differences. I guess, in painting, it would
1 38

amount to different kinds of space being represented in 1

F1G. 3 Avigdor Arikha, illustration for The North (London: Enitharmon Press,
1972), etching, 7 x 10%4 inches.




FIc. 4 Avigdor Arikha, illustration for Au loin un oiseau (New York: Double
Elephant Press, 1973), aquatint, 10% x 9¥: inches.

The collaboration of Samuel Beckett and Jasper Johns took
place in 1972-73 and resulted in Foirades/Fizzles, a lunited
edition of 250 copies published by Petersburg Press in 1976.
The book consists of five French texts by Beckett written and
translated between 1960 and 1975, some of which were
published in 1972;39 English texts were written in 1974 for
this project, and thirty-three original etchings by Johns were
printed at the Atelier Crommelynk in Paris in 1975 and 1976.
Tt was Vera Lindsay, an active figure in the British art
world, who approached Johns suggesting a collaboration with
Beckett. Johns was receptive to the idea and in 1972 she
arranged a meeting between the two in Paris. Johns had read
“quite a bit” of Beckelt; Beckett said he knew of Jasper
Johns’s work (though he probably did not know Johns’s paint-
ings of the late 1960s and early 1970s). As Johns recalls:

I had assumed that she had spoken to him, but she had not! So
I had to tell Beckett that I didn’t want to do something which

had already been published and had thought of fragments of

writings he might have. I had imagined—uwell, one has no
right to “imagine” what other people would do but I had! that
he would have a sentence or part of a sentence, some really
Jragmentary structure that he would have saved. I had envis-
aged using these things as part of the imagery so they wouldnt
have to present themselves as literature. Beckett said he had
things like that in French. . . . He started sending me these
pieces. Of course they were not fragments in the way I had
thought about them, they were very polished. Nevertheless, 1

continued to plan using the text in a painting until I went back

to Paris to start actual work, and only then did I realize that a
better solution was to have his work and my work side by side,

Jor his was so finished, probably much more than mine.*°

Johns had been working on a set of etchings based on
Uniitled, 1972, a six-by-sixteen-foot, four-paneled painting.
He thought those images were the best he could produce and
would be the most suitable for the collaboration with Beckett,
no matter what the text. Coincidentally the imagery of the
painting, especially the anatomical fragments, corresponded
to aspects of the texts for Foirades/Fizzles: body parts and
disassociation from the surrounding environment.

Beckett and Johns met three or four times while Johns
worked on the etchings in Paris, though Johns says that he
and Beckett did not discuss the images. Johns requested
the use of the French as well as the English texts in order to
have more material for the design of the book and Beckett
agreed. They discussed the layout and when he first began
the etchings, Johns might have shown a photograph to Beck-
ett of Untitled, 1972. Beckett allowed Johns to determine the
order in which the five Fizzles would appear, design how the
words and etching would be integrated, and use the imagery
initiated in Untitled of 1972.%? Beckett did not see the
etchings until the book was almost completed: As Johns

recalls showing the finished prints to Beckett:

My memory is that Beckett looked at an image that was half
crosshatching and half flagstone and he said to me that he
would tell me what he thought of when he looked at it and 1
said please do and he said these crosshatched marks . . . how
did he say it? . . . Here you move in all directions but no matter
where you turn you come up against this wall. Something to
that effect. It fitted in with images that fut in with his writing
but I had never thought of it exactly in that way.*3

Johns arranged the images in such a way that they sometimes
coincide closely with the imagery of the essays, but there is
not the sense that the etchings illustrate the text as such.**
Richard Field points out that the order was mostly predeter-
mined without reference 1o the texts.*> Still, Johns managed
to relate the body parts with some aspects of Beckett’s words,
while maintaining the sequence of panels and casts as they
appear in Untitled, 1972. Roberta Bernstein suggests that
some of Johns’s etchings were deliberately chosen to accom-
pany Becketl’s texis. 46 '

The book is divided into five parts, alternating French
and English text. Johns separated the French and English
texts of each Fizzle with a double-page etching that would
show two adjacent panels of Untitled, 1972 {(fig. 5). Field has
articulated the problem of reconciling five texts and the four
panels of Johns’s painting: four combinations, AB, BC, CD,
and DA. In the fifth spread, he uses the French and English
equivalents for names of the seven casts. Field’s essay is
comprehensive and insightful, and the reader should consult

it for a detailed analysis of the relationship of text and image
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FiG. 5 Jasper Johns, illustration for Foirades/Fizzles by Samuel Beckett and Jasper Johns (London: Petersburg Press, 1976), etching, 14 x 10V2 inches.

on literal and metaphorical levels. What follows here is a brief
description of the sequence of Fotrades/Fizzles.

For Fizzle 1, pressed up against the paper is a face with
an X on it (fig. 6). The text and image are about the negation
of self. It has been said that the face was Johns’s, but Johns
denies this. In Beckett’s text we read: “there will be no more
I, he’ll never say 1 any more.” (Earlier Johns had written: “My
work became a constant negation of impulses.”)*’

Fizzle 2, which has the longest text and the most

illustrations, describes a man walking through a passageway

with abrupt dead ends. Johns’s flagstones come up short
against the crosshatchings. There are also body fragments:
torsos, a leg, foot, and hand.

Fizzle 3 is about the life cycle of the cockchafer. The
stenciled word TORSE is placed beneath a large fragment of a
torso, faintly etched; the ink drips and splatters like a bleed-
ing wound. The torso appears twice, with the French and then
with the English text, with the word ToRs0 (fig. 7). A line of
the text opposite the torsos reads: “Ah to love at your last and

FIG. 6 Jasper Johns, Fizzle 1, illustration for Foirades/Fizzles by Samuel
Beckett and Jasper Johns (London: Petersburg Press, 1976), etching, 77 x
10% inches.
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see them at theirs.” Between the two torsos is a plate with
crosshatching and flagstones.

Fizzle 4: “Place consisting of an arena and a ditch.
Between the two skirting the latter a track. Closed place.
Beyond the ditch there is nothing.” Schematic etchings of the
casts, one on a vertical strip, precede and follow a double
page of the darkened flagstones.

Fizzle 5: Flagstones and schematized, darkened ana-
tomical parts appear on facing pages; then, a foot and hand-
print with an X close by (fig. 8). Field notes that “Beckett’s
words and Johns’s images flicker between light and dark,
between individuaton and non-recognition.”4%

In the imagery of Beckett and Jasper Johns there are no

full human presences: bodies are shown fragmented, re-

peated, and deformed; they are metonymic. In the work of

both men there are juxtapositions, repetitions, and irony and
k]

ultimately, the concern with issues of life and death, pre-

sented with stark formal beauty. Richard Field observes of

FIG. 7 Jasper Johns, Fizzle 3, illustration for Foirades/Fizzles by
Samuel Beckett and Jasper Johns (London: Petersburg Press, 1976),
etching, 6% x 9 inches.

Johns: “If his view s pessimistic, it is not one that arises {rom
the rack of personal encounters, disappoinuments and suffer-
ings, but from a brilliant encoding of the human condition
into the terms of the making of art.”#?

In conclusion: illustrations to Beckett are not neces-
sary to elucidate or amplify the text. Hence they are
supererogatory—unnecessary, beyond what is required, and
yet a store of merit. Illustrations are a form of hermeneutic:
concerned with inlerpretation, their view is partial and un-
critical, unlike exegesis or practical exposition.

For many illustrators the starting point is the object,
the seeming subject of representation, but with Beckett, it
can never be lefl there. The imagery need not be the same as
that of the text but should have the qualities of {ragmentation,
paradox, and irony. Beckett and Johns turned the issue
upside down, creating complete entities {from fragments,
ironically titting works Untitled and Fizzles.

Arikha and Johns represent two divergent approaches

Fic. 8 lasper Johns, Fizzle 5, illustration for Foirades/Fizzles (London:
Petersburg Press, 1976), etching, 7V& x 9Vs inches.
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to illustrating Beckett’s texts, two kinds of collaboration.
Arikba, embedded in Beckett, addressed himself specifi-
callv to the texis, representing figures, objecls, and events
with the sense of desolation and despair that the content
suggests. Johns, holding himself at more of a distance, began
with a painting conceived independently from Becketts texts
but curiously parallel in its imagery and concerns. Starting
with the object, Beckett, Johns, and Arikha ply meaning out

of meaninglessness.

Jasper Johns: “I think that one wants from a painting a sense
of life. The final suggestion, the final statement, has to be not

a deliberate statement but a helpless statement. It has to be

what you cant avoid saying.”0

Samuel Beckett: “The situation is that of him who is helpless,
cannot act, in the event cannot paint, since he is obliged to
paint. The act is of him who, helpless, unable to act, acts, in

the event paints, since he s obliged to paint.” -
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This essay is dedicated to the memory of Charles Fames and Hans Namuth, with
whom [ collaborated in making Hlms. 1 wish 1o thank Christopher Ricks for his eritical
reading of drafts of the essay and for his many thoughts and suggestions. Thanks too to
Crystal Gromer and Karen Mayers.
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