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Sudbury Theatre Centre

“Celebrating 40 Years of Make-Believe”

Artistic Director David Savoy, in this second play of STC’s 40™ anniversary
season - Samuel Beckett's “Waiting For Godot” - brings to the stage a 20"
century classic which will both challenge and intrigue Sudbury audiences.

This post-war play, written in French in 1948 under its French title, and first
produced in French in Paris in 1953, is sub-titled (in English) “a tragicomedy in
two acts”. In it, Becket asks us to contemplate the very meaning of our lives,
the ‘why’ of our existence. His central protagonists, Vladimir and Estragon,
frame the debate which continues through the play, and is enlarged by their
chance meetings with two apparent strangers named Pozzo and Lucky. The
action is often comic, even vaudevillian, but the dialogue underscores the larger
questions of life which perplex us all. We are, Beckett seems to suggest, trapped
by our very humanity, unequipped to solve the riddle of our own existence,
waiting - always waiting - hoping, likely in vain, for the illumination that will free
us. His protagonists remain at the end — as they were at the beginning — still
‘waiting for Godot’ - whose arrival is always promised but never actually occurs.

The play’s first lines underscore this human struggle between hope and despair.
Estragon: Nothing to be done.

Viadimir: I’'m beginning to come round to that opinion. All my life I've
tried to put it from me, saying, Vladimir, be reasonable, you
haven’t yet tried everything. And | resumed the struggle.

FOR THE TEACHER - a note about this guide

STC, with the support of Vale, our Spotlight on Education sponsor, provides a
study guide for each play attended by our student audiences. The classroom
teacher is encouraged to download the guides from the STC website and to
make use of the background materials, notes on the play and the author, and
suggestions for related research or classroom activities and assignments. The
guides are intended to save the busy teacher time and augment the classroom
activities connected to the class field trip to the theatre

Depending on the individual play, secondary school Drama and English teachers
and also often history teachers will find something useful for their classes in the
guides. And elementary teachers will be pleased to know that guides are also
produced to accompany those productions aimed at young audiences. So tell
your colleagues at both levels about these guides and encourage their use!
Your feedback re the content and set-up of these materials is welcomed by STC!



About the Author — Samuel Beckett

Samuel Beckett was born in Dublin, Ireland, but moved to Paris, France and
wrote mostly in the French language, translating his own work into English. He
has been called “the most remarkable writer to emerge since World War Il...”
and has been ranked with Franz Kafka and James Joyce in terms of his
influence on 20™ Century literature.

Beckett joined the French resistance movement during the war, and at one point,
was betrayed and forced to flee to the south of France. As the story goes, he was
forced to hide in a haystack for days. Could this have been an experience which
contributed to the contradictory sense of despair and hope in ‘Godot’?

Something to Think About:

Beckett himself suggested that his play “Waiting for Godot” may have been
initially inspired by a painting by the 19" century German artist Caspar David
Freidrich, whose allegorical landscape paintings typically show human figures
silhouetted against the sky, or barren trees or ruins. His landscape paintings
characteristically set the human presence in diminished perspective, reducing the
figures to a scale that directed the viewer’s gaze to consider “their metaphysical
dimension” — man diminished in a bleak landscape.

Whatever the inspiration, Beckett’'s “Godot” has been described as “ ...one of
the most noble and moving plays of our generation, a threnody of hope
deceived and deferred but never extinguished; a play suffused with
tenderness for the whole human perplexity; with phrases that come like a
sharp stab of beauty and pain.” [The London Times]

... and as “one of the most fascinating plays of the postwar theatre ...
grotesquely beautiful and utterly absorbing.” [New York Post]



BEFORE THE PLAY
The Post-War Influence:

It is significant that Beckett was writing this play in the shadow cast by the end of
World War Il. Perhaps the greatest evil of the century had been made manifest
by the wholesale slaughter of the Jews in concentration camps like Bergen-
Belsen and Auschwitz. The advent of atomic war had obliterated the Japanese
city of Hiroshima and ushered in the era of ‘mutually-assured destruction’, giving
rise to the cold war between the world’s most powerful nations. Humanity, for the
first time, had the ability to obliterate itself. Writers like W.H. Auden and Samuel
Beckett responded to this frightening new reality in their post-war writing.

“Waiting for Godot’ examines ideas which emerge from such new uncertainty
» Life is comprised of random events, events beyond our control

* There is an element of chance, of percentages in all that happens:
(the two thieves on either side of the crucified Christ; the four
evangelists, only one of whom tells the story)

* We don’t (perhaps can’t) ever truly know what life is about

*  We are left to ponder: Why do people die? Why live? How do we live,
struggle, maintain hope? How does chance determine individual fate?

NOTES FROM THE DIRECTOR - David Savoy

The STC set adds to Beckett’s own stage direction of “a road, a tree, evening”.
While these minimal directions could lead to the play being done on a nearly bare
stage, the STC stage will instead suggest ‘destruction’ — the set a generic ruin,
an anonymous building clearly destroyed. The intent is to suggest that at one
time, ‘'something’ used to exist there, but it is gone now, destroyed, reduced to
rubble. (The inspiration: the haunting image of the World Trade Centre reduced
to a shard of steel amid the destruction).

This suggests a bleakness — but as bleak as the play suggests life is, Beckett
thought it was funny. And it often is: elements of visual humour and vaudevillian
stage play like the exchange of hats, the quick word play, and other things lighten
the play. Its characters, though seemingly trapped, unable even to successfully
commit suicide — though they discuss it as a viable, perhaps even desirable
option — keep on going, still find things to laugh about, still express affection for
one another, still try to ‘move on’ even as they ‘wait’.

Rather than trying to solve the ultimate ‘meaning’ of the play, this cast’s job is to
see and convey the physicality of the play, to show the audience what happens
in it — rather than defining what it means.



Like “Waiting for Godot’, Beckett’s later work reflected his interest in examining
the central questions of life. His plays became more and more minimalistic; a
play called “Breath” consists solely of 35 seconds of breathing. His play “End
Game’ is a kind of companion to ‘Godot’ in that it depicts a departure that never
occurs rather than an arrival that never happens.

When we are confronted by our own beliefs and must put them to the test, then
what? What happens to our belief?

War — especially terrible and universal war — fractures what we have believed:
people betray one another; people are killed in mass quantities .... What does
that do to people? How does it change us if the beliefs that have sustained us
are called into question?

More abstract questions arise:
*  Why are we here?

* Are we born, only to die? (as one character puts it: “We are born astride
the grave.”)

* What do we do? What does what we do ‘mean’ in the end?

*  Why do we keep going? What can we hope for?

* Do Vladimir and Estragon create Godot to meet their own need?
* What would a believer do, if all that he believed in was shattered?

There is a vague sense of time ... the suggestion that Vladimir and Estragon
have lived this way, existing in their small world, a long time. Though there is
brief reference made to a former life, it seems at a great distance from their
current state, where existence seems a daily struggle, suffering is endured, and
they wait in hope and futility for Godot, whom even they admit they might not
recognize even if he did arrive. It is “evening” when the play begins.

There is a vague sense of time passing ... days repeat themselves, tomorrow
promises Godot’s arrival. Between Act 1 and 2, a few leaves appear on the
barren tree that is the central object on the stage. But little changes. Pozzo
inexplicably is blind when he reappears in Act 2 — no explanation for this change
is given. Godot never appears; and Vladimir and Estragon, though they
repeatedly say “Let’s go”, do not move, even at the play’s end.

There is a vague sense of place — “a country road ... a tree” the only hint that
Beckett gives. This is a “Mad Max” post-apocalyptic world.

“Waiting for Godot” is entertaining, intriguing, even baffling. What does it mean?
No one is absolutely sure. Presumably Beckett knew ... but didn’t fully share.



Fascinating facts:

* Many literary critics have suggested that ‘Godot’ is meant to be God; however,
Beckett claims that he did not intend that interpretation, saying that “If | wanted
him to be God, | would have called him God.”

** The play, set on such a minimalist stage and often phrased in abstraction,
lends itself to many possible interpretations and productions. One New York
production chose to set the play in a subway station; another made the set a
globe, over which the characters clamber. Neither was allowed long. The play
must be performed exactly as Beckett wrote it.

A Synopsis of the Play

The play covers two days in the life of a pair of old men named Vladimir and
Estragon, friends for at least 50 years, who were once, perhaps long ago, more
successful than they seem now. In these two days, a repeat of innumerable days
before, they wait in apparently futile hope for the appearance of someone called
Godot, a man whom they claim as an acquaintance, but later admit they might
not recognize if indeed he came. While they wait, they eat, sleep, argue,
converse, debate Biblical references, sing, play games, swap hats, visit with
passers by, and at least twice contemplate suicide — even as they acknowledge
that, having struggled thus far, “what’s the good of losing heart now?”

Repeatedly, they acknowledge that “there’s nothing to be done”. They are, as we
all are, trapped in the quagmire of life, hoping for something better, despairing of
something worse, and in the meantime, carrying on with their lives, passing the
time, hanging on to the belief that perhaps “Tomorrow, everything will be better.”
As Estragon concludes late in the play, “We always find something ... to give us
the impression we exist.”(This line a direct echo of existentialist thought). Thus is
raised the play’s central question: Why do we exist? How should we live?




AT THE PLAY - The Acting Company

William Vickers — familiar to Sudbury audiences from STC’s former production
of “Leading Ladies”, William returns to the STC stage as Estragon.

Norm Foster — previously seen in last year’s production of “Skin Flicks“, Norm
returns as Vladimir in this play.

David Gingerich — last seen on the STC stage in “| Had a Job | Liked. Once”,
David is Lucky this season.

Brian Paul - another actor in last season’s “| Had a Job | Liked. Once”, Brian
returns as Pozzo.

Noah Carniello and Christopher McCormick alternate the role of The Boy.

The Production Crew

David Court - Set Designer

The set: Beckett's minimalist set of “a country road, a tree” at “evening” is
augmented by the ruin of a building which has been destroyed and rises from a
sea of rubble. Amid the rubble, memories ... a doll’'s head, other recognizable
objects suggesting a time before the destruction. A bare tree dominates the
stage. A ramp emerges from the side of the acting area and curves forward.

Travis Hatt — Lighting Designer

Lighting: The set makes it a challenge to focus lights — have students take note
of how the lighting designer creatively solves this challenge!

Charlotte Robertson — Costume Designer

The Costumes: costumes in the play help suggest character. Nothing is newer
than the 1940’s. Both Vladimir and Estragon are clothed in outfits that might be
described as ‘shabby-genteel’ with bowler hats and suits that suggest that they
were once more successful, but have fallen on harder times, as evidenced by the
fact that they are now sleeping in “ditches”.

Pozzo is more stylish, dressed in sporting/hunting clothing (with a deliberate
echo of German military uniforms), the suggestion being that of power seeking,
the desire to be perceived as a man having some form of power.




Lucky wears a subtly striped shirt under his jacket, reminiscent of the iconic
striped clothing of concentration camp inmates, suggesting he may be a survivor
of such brutality. He is a man used to being controlled and accepts that — as he
remains in his subservient role even after Pozzo appears blind and less powerful
in the second act of the play.

The Boy - the boy, alternately played by two young actors, is dressed in simple
clothing. He works for Godot, exists in a kind of vacuum, and so is not
distinctively dressed.

Charlene Saroyan — Stage Manager

The props that support the various bits of stage business are crucial to the play:
The hats exchanged; the boot(s) that Estragon struggles to remove, and later to
put back on; the belt and rope by which the two consider hanging themselves;
the rope which binds Lucky to Pozzo; the turnip, carrot, and radishes that
Vladimir offers to Estragon; the heavy bags that Lucky carries, the overcoat, the
stool, the picnic basket; the chicken and the bottle of wine that emerge from the
picnic basket, the bones that Estragon tries to claim, etc. All are put to dramatic
use to reveal character and/or accelerate plot.

The Use of Language:

Like many of his Irish peers, Beckett’s language approaches poetry in many
places in the play. This is a play that comes most fully alive when heard.
Traditionally, when played in English, the actors speak with Irish accents.

In the brevity and efficiency of the play’s lines, in the musicality of some of the
‘riffs’ of dialogue, in the repetition of certain motifs, the play approaches poetry.

For example, the following piece of dialogue exchanged between Viadimir and
Estragon, as they observe a wound on Lucky’s neck:

Estragon: Oh, | say.
Vladimir: A running sore.
Estragon: It’s the rope.
Vladimir: It’s the rubbing.
Estragon: It’s inevitable.
Vladimir: It’s the knot.
Estragon: It’s the chafing.

And later in the play, a similar echo of rhythm in the following exchange:

Estragon: What do we do now?
Viadimir: While waiting.



Estragon: While waiting.

Vladimir: We could do our exercises.
Estragon: Our movements.

Vladimir: Our elevations.

Estragon: Our relaxations.

Vladimir: Our elongations.

Estragon: Our relaxations.

VlIadimir: To warm us up.

Estragon: To calm us down.

In other places, the dialogue underlines the absurdity of the human condition; for
example near the end of the play, when for the second time, Godot having failed
to appear, Vladimir and Estragon decide that they should just hang themselves:

Estragon: Why don’t we hang ourselves?
Vladimir: With what?
Estragon: You haven’t got a bit of rope?
Vladimir: No.
Estragon: Then we can't.

[Silence]
Vladimir: Let’s go.
Estragon: Wait, there’s my belt.
Vladimir: It’s too short.
Estragon: You could hang on to my legs.
Vladimir: And who would hang on to mine?
Estragon: True.

Asked by Vladimir to “show all the same”, Estragon takes off his cord belt, only to
have his pants fall down. Frustrated in their efforts, they agree that, since they
have to return the next day to once again wait for the elusive Godot, they will
bring a better bit of rope and “hang themselves tomorrow” — unless Godot
appears and they are “saved” - these two human beings trapped in living, unable
to kill themselves, both foolish and tragic, yet perversely hopeful as they wait ...
but for what?




Questions for the Classroom — Intermediate Students

To get intermediate students thinking about some of the ideas that the play
will inspire, classroom teachers might promote discussion or journal
writing before and after the play around the following:

| - The Idea of ‘Waiting’:

We have all found ourselves in situations were we are left in a kind of ‘limbo’ of
waiting ... waiting for an appointment; for the end of the day; for a holiday to
arrive; for the end of a boring class, for the end of a long line-up ...

Think of a time that you have been left just waiting for a period of time, waiting for
something that you have been anticipating to actually happen, and write a journal
entry in which you try to re-construct the thoughts that went through your mind as
you waited alone, or the conversation you might have if waiting with someone.

OR - in class, with a partner, act out a three-minute impromptu scene in which
you and your partner converse as you ‘wait’ for something.

* See if your classmates can determine from your scene where you are — and/or
what it is that you are waiting for!

Il - Who is “Godot” in Beckett’s play?

The character of Godot is left deliberately ambiguous by the play’s author.
Some critics have suggested he is God — but the playwright has denied this.

Q - Who (or what) do you think that Godot might represent? What do you think
that Vladimir and Estragon are really waiting for/looking for in their lives?

Ill - The Other Characters in the Play:

Q - Vladimir and Estragon are similarly dressed and sometimes almost seem to
talk alike; however Beckett does make them distinct characters. What are some
of the ways that they are shown to be different in the play? Which of them seems
to be the more dominant personality? Try to give some specific examples to
illustrate the distinctions between the two men.

Q - In some play productions or movie versions of well known literary works,
directors choose to alter the gender or the nationality of the central characters.
Such changes have not been allowed with this play; but, if they were, do you
think that Beckett’s two main characters could be two women instead of two
men? Would the play be as effective with such a change? Why, or why not?

Q - What dramatic purpose do the characters of Lucky and Pozzo serve?
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Pre- Show Questions for the Classroom — Senior Students

To get senior students thinking about the play and its themes, review the
following movements which influence the play, and

| - The Existentialist Movement:

Led by French philosopher and writer Jean-Paul Sartre, existentialism was a
movement in 20™ century philosophy and literature that centres on man as
individual in his relationship with the universe (or God). It posits that the essence
of humanity is gleaned in what we make it for ourselves. Human beings are free
to do as they choose — and must accept the responsibility of the consequences
of those choices. Such weight of responsibility can bring a profound anguish or
dread to the individual.

Existentialism tries to describe the conundrum of wanting to make rational
decisions in an irrational universe. It concludes that life might be without inherent
meaning at all — or — it might be without a meaning that we can understand.
Either way, we are left to exist, forced to find our own meaning for life, a daunting
prospect.

Il - Theatre of the Absurd:

Theatre of the Absurd is a style of theatre developed in the post-war decades of
the 1950’s and 60’s. In discarding traditional plot, characters and action, and
leaving time, place, and identity vague and fluid, the playwrights of the absurd
illuminate for the audience what it is like to live in a world that does not make
sense. Samuel Beckett and other absurdist writers felt that this ‘disoriented
feeling’ was the most honest response to the chaos of the post-war world — more
‘reasonable’ than the traditional belief in a rationally ordered universe.

Beckett denied the label, but “Waiting for Godof’ remains the most famous
example of this form of drama. It demonstrates in its physicality and language,
the nonsense and humour, but always present is the undertow of despair.
Thus, the subtitle designating the play a ‘fragicomedy’ — both elements present.

lll - The ideas/Motifs in “Waiting For Godot” — What to watch for!

Recurring themes and motifs:
* Time ... stopped, slowed, altered
* Permanent uncertainty — most often heard phrase “/ don’t know ...”
* Confusion and contradiction — the intention to ‘go’ followed by inaction
*  “Waiting” — what one critic called “hope deceived ... hope deferred”
* The element of chance and randomness in life — who dies; who is ‘saved’
* The element of genuine ‘misery’ — physical and emotional
* The element of vaudevillian humour that opposes that ‘misery.
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AFTER THE PLAY - Ideas for discussion, writing and research

Note: the teacher may pick and choose from the following as appropriate
for individual classes or programs.

Topic:
The Acting Challenges of the Play

Comment: Any successful play production demands skilled acting to make the
play work as the writer intends and to maintain the interest of the audience. The
actors playing both Vladimir and Estragon must portray older characters more
complex than they at first appear. Each must reveal the descent they have
suffered while still suggesting that they were not always this way. Often comic,
they must also make the audience recognize the tragic aspect of their situation
as well. This is necessary in order that the audience feel for both of them even as
we laugh at the absurdity of the situation in which they are held.

Q. How successful were the two actors portraying Vladimir and Estragon in
achieving this balancing act, showing their foolishness and the less admirable
aspects of their characters, but still allowing us to feel empathy for them?
Defend your viewpoint with as many specific references to the play as possible.

Topic:
The Dilemma of the Play

Comment: The play does not provide any easy answers to the questions that it
raises. At the end, it is still not clear who Godot is, if indeed he exists, or what he
might represent. Nor does Beckett answer the debate raised about the purpose
of human life.

Activity: Have your class meet in small group discussion/ debate to consolidate
their ideas on the play’s ‘meaning’ - and present their conclusions to the class.

Topic:
Sets and properties

Q. Debate the effectiveness of the minimalist approach to the set that Beckett
suggests in his stage directions vs. the more detailed set that STC presents on
its stage. What has been added? How- and how effectively - are those additions
used in the production? Give specific examples.

Q - Would scenes be stronger/weaker dramatically with even more detailed
props and sets? Why do you think that the tree symbolizes, and what might the
addition of the few leaves added to the tree in Act 2 suggest?

Q - What aspect of the set did you consider most clever in its use? Explain.

12



Topic:
Noting the Passage of Time in the Play

Comment: There are many references to time in the play: to “passing the time”,
to “making time go faster’, to the evolution of day into night and back into day
again, to the sometimes apparently mindless repetition of events of days, and
inconsistent weeks, through “all these years”. Vladimir and Estragon are never
sure just what day it is that elusive Godot is to meet them.

Q. Review what you have learned about Theatre of the Absurd. How does
this vagueness of ‘time’ — and its consequences in the play - fit in to the
absurdist style?

Topic:
The Personal Impact of the Play

Q. Given the tragic and comic sides of the play, do you think it presents an
optimistic picture of man and his possibilities — or a pessimistic one?

In considering your response, evaluate the words and actions of each of
the four major characters, and their relationships with each other.
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