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SHORTNESS OF BREATH: BECKETT’S BREATH IN CONTEXT

even when the body is absent, as it is in the “recorded vagitus” of Beckett’s
Breath’.3® We might have expected from Beckett the last syllable of recorded
time, but what appears in the vagitus is more like the last minimal mediation
of the birth cry of ancient drama. As Blau notes,

With dim light and synchronized breath, there is nothing to this play but
the brief repetition of a faint, brief cry, but it is sufficient to remind us
that what can never be represented (or can only be represented) is no less
moving in thought: that the body in performance is dying in front of our
eyes. Unceasing process is out there in the flesh. Or hangs, perceptually,
on the audience’s breath. No one sees the motion but the motion, but it is
thus that performance remains - through the appearance of the invisible
or the ghost of a rigor mortis ontological model of an encounter with the
unforeseen.?”

The playlet evades human and corporeal representation; the body is missing
both as an object and as an image, and human agency is made present through
its absence while, as Blau concludes, the privilege of the dramatic stage is ‘its
very corporeality being the basis of its most powerful illusion, that something
is substantially there, the thing itself, even as it vanishes’.3?

ProbpucTiON HisTORY. THE LEGACY OF BREATH’S STAGINGS:
S. E. GONTARSKI, BARBARA KNEZEVIC, FERNANDO AND ADRIANO

GUIMARAES, DAMIEN HIRST

The legacies of Breath’s ‘stagings’ by prominent and emerging visual artists,
performance practitioners and theatre directors from different cultural and
national backgrounds illustrate the controversial reception of the text. In par-
ticular, Kenneth Tynan’s production reveals the tension regarding the inter-
pretation and the ‘readings’ of the playlet. In 1969, Breath made its debut in
Kenneth Tynan’s bawdy revue Oh! Calcutta! Infuriated by this staging, which
ignored a typically specific set of stage instructions, Beckett removed the work
and the play became a shadowy chapter in his back catalogue. This incident
with Tynan’s addition forms the crux of Barbara Knezevic’s exhibition at the
Joinery, ‘Breath and Other Shorts’, in which a framed programme of Oh!
Calcutta! is set beside an old library copy of Breath and a red-bound book,
entitled Beckett: An Exercise in Omission. This last piece contains Knezevic’s
account of Breath’s ill-fated debut. Inside, the text is repeated hundreds of
times, each page a copy of the one before, until its image fades and becomes
skewed. A metaphor for the changes that occur when a work is restaged, ‘this
piece establishes a thread for the rest of an exhibition which abounds with
duplicates’.?’

Theorists draw attention to the necessity of periodic reinvention of Beckett’s
oeuvre, in particular the theorist and director Stanley Gontarski points out the
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significance of the play’s avant-garde potential and its unconventional context,
and attempts to direct and present Breath in a framework that he considers is
more appropriate to the writer’s initial objectives. The director tries to nego-
tiate the complexity of the interface between a theatrical performance and a
purely visual representation by directing and ‘presenting’ the work in a visual
art context, and attempts to resolve the problems involved in the staging of
Breath that are essentially related to its ‘anti-theatrical structure’.

Gontarski argues that it was the clamour over Tynan’s excesses that kept
him thinking about how a director could solve the problems of staging Breath,
thus he decided to resolve the problem by not ‘staging’ the playlet. The direc-
tor aspired to present a performance closer to Beckett’s rather than Tynan’s; as
an autonomous entity and not as part of an evening’s theatrical sequence. He
attempted to foreground what he considers as the play’s avant-garde potential,
the play of memory, its power to subvert or defy conventions and expectations
and to shock its audience into thinking, at very least, about performance itself;
thus he realised that the sort of performance he envisioned*° did not require a
theatrical venue.

In 1992 Gontarski was invited to participate in an evening of visual art and
performance at Florida State University Gallery and Museum. It was in such
a “fragile” and “ephemeral” artistic environment that he decided to present
Breath. The project’s curatorial approach was to use the gallery as a de-centred
theatre space with events performed in several spaces of the gallery and the
audience would wander or drift from one to the other with only the slightest
prompting. Instead of adopting the structure of an outdoor fair, where simul-
taneous performances are offered to a roaming audience, the gallery evening
features sequential performances without overlap. The evening as Gontarski
describes, would comprise readings and other theatrical performances and
environments among the gallery’s various nooks and rooms and ‘his offering
was, then, in keeping with the hypertext theme, or rather to present versions
of digital or telereality’.*!

Breath, similarly to the majority of Beckett’s later plays, requires a different
frame, beyond the traditional proscenium arch, that was unavailable in the
theatre, and Gontarski realised this fact, acknowledging that the playlet raises
issues concerning the space of its production, reception, presentation, venue
(gallery or theatre), but also of viewing and audience response. Consequently
he decided to present it in an ambiguous context by highlighting its hybrid
and technological implications. Gontarski calls the performance ‘A Simulated
Television Production’ and rather than constructing a proscenium, he built
an oversized prop television, through the absent screen of which Breath was
performed ‘live’, thus this version was framed by an almost clownish simulated
television screen. This was the continued development of the hybrid art that he
considered to be Beckett’s late theatre and as he describes it, it was ‘an art of

112
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icons, images and afterimages, ghosts of memories — as closely related to sculp-
ture as to what we have traditionally called theatre’.*> The pile of ‘miscellane-
ous rubbish’ was physically present with the other installations in the gallery
and he intended to show that Beckett’s ‘play’ should be indistinguishable from
the other art objects on display or from the gallery’s refuse outside the service
entrance.*

The director intended to stress the different features of Breath, namely its
‘hybridity’ and theatricality, in contrast to the other exhibits. Gontarski’s
production focuses on the primary articulation of the mise en scéne that is
based on the lighting design as well as on the presence of the rubbish, so as
to differentiate the subtext of Breath in relation to the other gallery artworks.
The ‘performance’ of Breath, as opposed to the gallery’s other sculptures, is
‘announced’ by the light’s fading up on the set, that is, on the heap of rubbish
some ten feet behind the television screen, as the gallery lights simultaneously
(but only slightly) dimmed. The brief cry (vagitus) and amplified inspiration
would sound for some ten seconds and after the prescribed five-second pause,
the expiration and identical cry for some ten seconds. Fade down the stage;
fade up the gallery. The playlet was repeated several times during the evening,
interspersed amid other performances, and the director hoped that such repeti-
tion might suggest the regenerative element he saw as implicit in the play.

As he mentions, he couldn’t foresee the audience’s response. The context
of the gallery and the fact that the viewers were not manipulated into seeing
Breath as an ordinary theatrical piece, with the rise and fall of the curtain, led
to an ‘open response’ that blurred the distinction among artistic forms. This
reception pleased Gontarski, who felt that the production was like an invisible
theatre that took place in a gallery; he deliberately chose to associate Beckett’s
‘play’ with the visual arts, and that was the reason that he ‘staged’ this perfor-
mance in an art gallery context.

He was not surprised that the viewers never seemed to understand that they
were watching what he considered live theatre, since the performance lacks
what had heretofore been deemed an essential ingredient of theatre, namely,
actors. The audience, deprived of its standard ambience and cultural cues,
failed to applaud at the fade down, but neither did they applaud the viewing of
other sculptures as they departed, even when the gallery lights dimmed as they
did to announce another Breath.

Counter to Beckett’s stage directions, the production includes no curtain
and no curtain call. Gontarski considers that the lack of audience response is
a measure of the success of this production, since the project blurs the distinc-
tion among artistic forms and becomes, almost, invisible theatre. But, ‘while
I may have saved the play from being lost amid a sequence of other plays as
planned, I may also have lost it to a neo-Dadaist revival of found sculpture’.*
This statement reveals that the director intended to reinvent and experiment

13
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with Breath, only to the extent that the piece would not approximate a ready-
made structure that shares structural affinities with anti-artistic approaches.
Therefore, the piece’s complex relationship between a visual art piece (found
sculpture, readymade piece) and the theatre challenged the director.

Fernando and Adriano Guimardes’ staging of Respiracio + (2002-7)
involves the staging of Beckett’s playlet along with the installation entitled
Breathd. The artists are interested in the different representations of respira-
tion and often work with the notion of respiration and on Beckett’s plays.
Adriano Guimaries sees in Breath a ‘life in 35 seconds, and what you have
is rubbish, organic material, what the human being is made of’.*> The artists,
however, consider as vital the presence of the human figure in this work (like
Tynan). Breath is the centrepiece of the exhibition, one version of which fea-
tures a live, naked actor in an embryonic sac. The performance takes place in
two transparent tanks filled with water, where the fully-clothed performers
dive, as they hold their breath. The installation consists of living people, who
are forced to stay under the water, where they are unable to breathe. Their
work focuses on the human body and according to the art critic, Vitoria
Daniela Bousso, they engage directly ‘the cultural games of regulation and
control that are played upon it. The body is less ancillary in the artists’ work,
as Bousso argues, than it might generally be in Beckett and instead becomes the
seat of the struggle of power relationships — if not overtly expressed, certainly
a subtext of Beckett’s work as well’.#¢

The Guimardes’ brothers reinvent the context in which Breath is pre-
sented by offering a new poetic interpretation of the Beckettian oeuvre, on
the threshold between the visual and the theatrical. According to Gontarski,
who reviewed the piece, the artists create something like their own Beckett
archive: ‘Beckett in or as a cabinet of curiosities, a Beckett made up of cultural
shards. Their antiphonal use of Beckett’s works and words is a case in point.”*’
According to the director and theorist, their performances are less critiques of
Beckett’s work, than reinventions of it:

these works are Beckett’s afterimages and hence in no need of serious
revision or renovation, since they are already preceded and followed, as
they are, by images of the Guimardes brothers’ re-imagining of Beckett
afterimages, of Beckett’s texts.*$

This version of the playlet disregards Breath’s anti-theatrical features as well
as its minimal context and the writer’s intention to expose the components
of the medium in skeletal form. According to Gontarski, the rubbish is seen
as a metaphor for the human body, which is finite and disposable, a similar
approach to Damien Hirst’s allusion to medicine as a reflection of the human
organism. However, the decision to present the human body in these works
disregards the writer’s central premise that eradicates the body/subject from

114
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the stage. Consequently, the installation fails to convey the existential and
ontological importance of Beckett’s decision to present the ‘absence’ of the
human subject.

RESPIRATION AS VANITAS: DAMIEN HIrRST, MARC QUINN, TRACEY EMIN,

Mat COLLISHAW
Damien Hirst,* the director of Breath for the Beckett on Film project, men-
tions that when he was asked to direct the film, he read the text and thought it
was incredibly precise and strict. As he was preparing to shoot, he read the text
over and over, and what really impressed him was Beckett’s direction ‘hold for
about five seconds’. That was when he realised that the writer had ‘this massive
sense of humour’.>

Hirst attempted to direct his version of the playlet based on this enormous
and idiosyncratic sense of humour, alongside Beckett’s meticulous and rigor-
ous artistic practice and the visual artist’s own saturated aesthetics. In his
attempt to negotiate the complex interface between the theatre and the visual
arts, Hirst designs a ‘controversial’ scenery that consists of an installation of
medical waste. This additional component does not necessarily contribute to
a critical conceptual framework or enhance and develop the playlet’s meaning
and humour. Hirst’s staging is a version of the playlet seen as a “Vanitas’, that
doesn’t discover new aspects or place the playlet in a new context; one that
relates to the original and current context. The visual artist reproduces his
own preoccupations with the saturation of culture with commercial imagery.>!
As Claire Lozier argues, there is in Beckett a desire to write a “Vanitas’ and
she attempts to explore Beckett’s debt to the genre of painting known as the
‘Vanitas’, and more specifically to its reworking in Breath. Lozier argues that
‘the pictorial tradition of the baroque genre debt (the seventeenth-century
Dutch genre of painting known as the “Vanitas”) informs the play’s aesthetic,
to the point where Breath can be described as a transcription of the older
genre’. The play inflicts a postmodern ironical twist upon the moral of the con-
temptus mundi and memento mori expressed by the ‘Vanitas’ tradition, and
Lozier examines this contradictory use of the ‘Vanitas’ in the stylistic features
of the writing, while she draws her argument from a comment made by Beckett
in a 1973 interview with Charles Juliet. The writer mentions that he would
like to be able to say death and life in an extremely reduced space, and Juliet
reports that Beckett ‘refers to the seventeenth-century Dutch paintings which
serve as memento mori and that, like those painters, il aimerait pouvoir dire la
vie et la mort en un espace extrémement réduit’.>?

By and large, the YBA interest in respiration lies in their involvement with
the themes of life and death, “Vanitas’ and the brevity of life. Marc Quinn’s
You Take My Breath Away (1992) is a thin skin bearing the imprint of his
body that is exhibited hanging like a discarded condom, while Tracey Emin’s

15
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You Left Me Breathing (1992)%3 includes a series of early drawings and mono-
prints, from diminutive stitched texts to monumental and hand-embroidered
textile assemblages. You Left Me Breathing has diverse undertones, as the
artist argues ‘the obvious is half-dead, but also, when someone leaves you
standing — crying — as you sob and inhale the air you realise how important
breath is. The same as when making love with uncontrollable passion, when
there are no thoughts but just breath and the sound of a beating heart’.5*

The ideological guise of the YBAs is revealed when compared to Beckett’s
oeuvre , since these works are immersed in the culture they criticise. On the
contrary, Beckett’s Breath resists recuperation and can be seen as a critique of
the conditions of art making, display, marketing and interpretation, in con-
trast to the YBA movement that became dependent on these processes. The
analysis of Breath’s stagings by visual artists such as Damien Hirst, Nikos
Navridis, Adriano and Fernando Guimaraes and by theatre directors including
Stanley E. Gontarski, Kenneth Tynan and Amanda Coogan shows the impact
of Beckett’s work on contemporary art practice and the ways in which the
interface between staging performance and displaying art can create a new
intermedial ‘genre’ that can suit the purposes and approaches of both Beckett’s
Breath and contemporary art. The artists decide to transform and reinvent
the context in which Breath was written by opening the work in a spatially
expanded situation. Chapter 6 examines, in particular, Navridis’ version of
the piece that offers an experiential and intermedial context by projecting an
image of waste above ground, so that the spectators can walk on the surface
and become immersed in this environment.

The artist challenges the solid and fixed context and ascribes interme-
dial qualities to the work, thus activating the viewers in a bodily manner.
Nevertheless, the majority of the above-mentioned versions disregard Beckett’s
intention to reveal the fundamental ontological emptiness on Breath’s dis-
embodied stage. The following chapter examines in detail the existential, as
well as the aesthetic ramifications of Beckett’s ultimate decision to present the
‘empty figure’ on this shattered scenery.

NOTES
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