Waiting for Godot by Samuel Beckett: Act 1 Notes/Study Guide
[image: image1.jpg]Estragon: What is it?

Vladimir: I don't know. A willow.
Estragon: Where are the leayes?
Vladimir: It must be dead.
Estragon: No more weeping.

-- Samuel Beckett, Waiting for Godot




1. A) Setting can add an important dimension of meaning, reflecting character and embodying theme. List three words to describe the setting of the play:

(Deserted, desolate, barren, bleak, empty, expansive, minimal, etc.) 
B) How might the setting of the drama reflect the content, feelings, or ideas in the play? 
2. Estragon: “I’m going. [He does not move.]” (Beckett 4) Why are the brackets containing stage directions important to the play? How does action contradict dialogue? 
3. “It must be dead. No more weeping” (6). What is noteworthy about their conversation regarding the tree? What double meaning could be inferred about a “Weeping” Willow tree? 
4. What is noteworthy about the characters’ memory? (6-7).
5. Why do they suggest hanging themselves? How does their final choice “Don’t let’s do anything. It’s safer. Let’s wait and see what he says” (10) contribute to an emerging idea in the play?
6. To what extent are elements in the play repetitive? What do they say or do that repeats?
7. What do we know about the title of the play so far? Who is Godot? What are they waiting for? (1-10)
8. Estragon says, “Nothing happens, nobody comes, nobody goes, it’s awful!” (32). In what ways is this similar or different to the play itself? 
9. What is interesting/noteworthy/significant about Lucky and Pozzo or the boy? Explain. 
10. Based on Act I, pages 1-45, choose one other detail in the text (not yet included on this study guide) and record it below with an in-text citation. Explain Beckett’s choice and how it develops a central idea in the text, emphasizes an aspect of existentialism, or in other ways conveys aspects of human existence. 
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Waiting for Godot by Samuel Beckett: Act II Notes/Study Guide
1. The tree is bare in the first part of the play. On the second day, Beckett instructs in his stage direction that “the tree has four or five leaves” (Beckett 47). Why is this significant or important?
2. Vladimir instructs Estragon to say “I am happy” (50) and so Estragon says it. Then they both say, “We are happy” followed by “(Silence.) What do we do now, now that we are happy?” What does this reveal or convey? 
3. What is one choice the writer, Samuel Beckett, makes in Act II? Record a detail or observation about Act II that you think is important or noteworthy for discussion. (For example: “We always find something, eh Didi, to give us the impression we exist?” (59) ).
4. Formulate a thoughtful conceptual or debatable question about the text that could be asked in the discussion. Consider combining a particular choice Beckett makes in Act II with a question stem: To what extent… Why… How… In what ways... What…
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5. What or who does Godot represent? Or, perhaps, more importantly: Does it matter? (Keep in mind that Beckett himself could not answer this, so it really is a rhetorical question. Beckett said, “I don’t know who Godot is. I don’t even know if he exists. And I don’t know if they believe in him or not — those two who are waiting for him.) Consider why we find a need to explore those questions or have a desire to want to know the answer. What are your thoughts? 
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WHEN GOOGLE-ING WAITING FOR GODOT, one
will come up with approximately 885,000
entries. Many of these entries are attempting
» to find hidden meaning in the play. Indeed
there is many a doctoral thesis on the subject
of meaning in Waiting for Godot gathering
dust on the shelves of libraries worldwide.

First of all, is it worth it to delve into the play
to find hidden meaning? Beckett certainly did
not intend that and was very clear that he had
put into the play all that he knew about the
characters and their situation.

On first glance it is easy to assume that the
character of Godot* who never appears, is
“God”. The names are similar—in English
that is. But the play was written in French
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and in that language the word for God is
“Dieu”. Beckett later regretted calling the
absent character “Godot” because it opened a E
Pandora’s box of theories. When Roger Blin, I
director of the first production of the play,
asked Beckett who or what Godot stood for,
Beckett replied that it suggested itself ’to him
by the slang word for boot in French, which
was godillot or godasse, because feet play
such an important part in the play.
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When the play was being cast for London,
Beckett wanted the great actor Ralph
Richardson to play Pozzo. The play was sent
to Richardson who read it and sent a letter
back to Beckett saying how much he liked the
play, but “who is Godot?” Beckett immediately
rescinded the offer.
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"Human beings are naturally inquisitive and we,
as the audience want to speculate on Godot's
identity. We want answers. Beckett suggests
that the identity of Godot Is a rhetorical
question and perhaps It Is wiser to stress the
*for"in the title of the play and see the purpose
of the action In the two men who are waiting.
We want to know how Gogo and Didi got there
and why, and we have to content ourselves as
the audience with accepting that that is not
the Important issue in this play. This Is a hard
concept to deal with as we are used to, in
drama, getting the answers.

‘The identity of Godot Is irrelevant. “Why",
“how” and “who are Irrelevant. The important
element in the play is the act of waiting for
someone or something that never arrives.

Waiting in the play induces boredom as a
theme. The existentialist writer Albert Camus,
believed that through boredom or waiting,
people think seriously about thelr identity. This
s similar to the Idea that meditation allows
indiviguals to think clearly. Through repetition
of action and dialogue, Beckett illustrates this.
‘The two tramps are always asking questions:
Who s Godot? Where are Gogo and Didi? Who
beats Gogo? These are questions which will
never be answered. The tramps repeatedly
inspect the Inside of their bowler hats.

Why? What are they searching for? Perhaps
this action symbolizes mankind's search for
answers within the vacuum of the universe.

Camus and other existentialists suggested
that trying to answer questions about one's
own identity could drive one to the brink of
insanity. In Waiting for Godot, the tramps are
continuously trying to prove thelr existence in
order to retain their sanity.

‘The play s filled with Christian stories and
imagery. Some critics are convinced that the
play s Beckett's commentary on faith: that
the tree symbolizes the Tree of Knowledge
and the Cross. Didi and Gogo are Everyman
and his conscience. The relationship between
them symbolizes marriage. Some have even
said that the two tramps symbolize the two
thieves crucified with Christ. Beckett himself
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repudiated these and all such theories. He was
not a particularly religious man so, would he
really write a play with sacred undertones?

Other interpretations abound.

‘Those looking for political connotations see the
play as a commentary on the cold war or the
French resistance o Ireland's view of Britain.
Graham Hassall writes “where saclety has ever
been bighted by a greedy ruling elite kesping
the working classes passive and ignorant by
‘Whatever means.”

Psychological Interpretations of the Freudian
Kind include Bernard Dukore's theory that
Did, Gogo and Godot represent Freud's
description of the psyche in The Ego and the
10 written 1923. And the Jungian view Is
that the four personalities are reminiscent of
the four aspects of the soul grouped in pairs:
the ego (Pozzo) and the shadow (Lucky), the
masculine persona (Viadimir) and the soul's
feminine image (Estragon).

‘Some see Waiting for Godot as a biographical
sketch documenting a jourey into Roussillon
that Beckett and his wie took during the war
‘when they slept In haystacks during the day
and traveled by night.

‘Some say that play's casting of only males and
few references to women could be symbolic
of a homosexual relationship. Beckeft's play
‘was staged with all-female casts In several
productions the 1980's. Beckett was unhappy
with this and even took a Dutch theatrical
‘company to court over the issue. He lost

the case, but he felt 50 strongly about male
casting for this play that it a clause Is now
included in the license that every theatre
‘company has to sign stating that only males
will be cast in the roles.

We as the audience are wiser after seeing
 performance of this play. Not necessarily
secure, but wiser. We all are waiting for a
‘Godot somewhere in our lives. It is how we
wait and what we do with that time that
makes the difference.
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Apart from names, pronouns, and articles, many of the most frequently recurring words in WFG indicate stasis and delay. Silence (118); pause (84); Nothing (45)


Furthermore, the dialogue is riddled with questions, many of them unanswered interrogatives: What? (179); Who? (56); Why? (50); How? (39); When? (32)








