
x  ABBREVIATIONS

works by gilles deleuze

B Bergsonism, trans. Hugh Tomlinson & Barbara Habberjam, New York: 
Zone Books, 1990.

BS ‘The Brain Is the Screen’, in The Brain Is the Screen: Deleuze and the 
Philosophy of Cinema, ed. Gregory Flaxman, Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, pp. 365–73, 2000.

C1 Cinema 1: The Movement Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson & Barbara 
Habberjam, London: Continuum, 2005.

C2 Cinema 2: The Time Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson & Robert Galeta, 
London: Continuum, 2005.

DR Difference and Repetition, trans. Paul Patton, London: Continuum, 
2004.

ECC Essays Critical and Clinical, trans. Daniel W. Smith & Michael 
A. Greco, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997.

FB Francis Bacon: The Logic of Sensation, trans. Daniel W. Smith, London: 
Continuum, 2005.

LS The Logic of Sense, trans. Mark Lester & Charles Stivale, ed. Constantin 
V. Boundas, London: Continuum, 2004.

N Negotiations: 1972–1990, trans. Martin Joughin, New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1995.

OLM ‘One Less Manifesto’, trans. Elaine DalMolin & Timothy Murray, in 
Mimesis Masochism & Mime: The Politics of Theatricality in 
Contemporary French Thought, ed. Timothy Murray, Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, pp. 239–58, 2000.

SPP Spinoza: Practical Philosophy, trans. Robert Hurley, San Francisco: City 
Lights Books, 1988.

works by gilles deleuze And Felix guAttAri

AO Anti-Oedipus, trans. Robert Hurley, Mark Seem & Helen R. Lane, 
London: Continuum, 2004.

KTML Kafka: Towards a Minor Literature, trans. Dana Polan, Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1986.

TP A Thousand Plateaus, trans. Brian Massumi, London: Continuum, 
2004.

WP What is Philosophy?, trans. Graham Burchell & Hugh Tomlinson, 
London: Verso, 1994.

works by gilles deleuze And clAire PArnet

D Dialogues, trans. Hugh Tomlinson & Barbara Habberjam, New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1987.



1© The Author(s) 2018
D. Koczy, Beckett, Deleuze and Performance, Performance 
Philosophy, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-95618-3_1

CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Theatrical Encounters

… we are watching a rehearsal. Well dressed, imperious and impatient, a 
director questions his assistant. ‘Why the plinth?’ ‘Why the hat?’ ‘Why the 
gown?’ ‘To let the stalls see the feet.’ ‘To help hide the face.’ ‘To have him 
all black.’ Their exchange concerns the body of a man standing midstage 
on a raised plinth. The man is silent. We are told there is no chance he will 
speak. But we hear the director give precise instructions to his assistant 
regarding how this body must appear. She is told to remove his gown, to 
whiten hands and cranium. The man shivers. The director leaves to check 
the view from the stalls. ‘Could do with more nudity … Bare the neck … 
The legs. The shins … Higher. The knees.’ The assistant reveals more of 
the man’s flesh to our gaze. Though the hat is removed, the head remains 
bowed. No face to be seen. The director orders the lights to fade. A spot-
light falls on the skull.

Timidly, the assistant asks whether the man might raise his head. ‘For 
God’s sake!’, the director replies. ‘Raise his head? Where do you think we 
are? In Patagonia? Raise his head? For God’s sake!’ There is a pause and 
time enough for us to contemplate the figure. The director breaks the 
silence. ‘Good. There’s our catastrophe. In the bag. Once more and I’m 
off.’ The spotlight brightens to show the man’s body, before fading and 
leaving only the skull once more. The director is pleased. We hear a distant 
roar of pre-recorded applause.

But then, with this applause faltering and dying away, the man raises his 
head and fixes us with his gaze. For the first time, we see the face. For the 
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first time, we see the eyes. And they stare back at us, captured in the 
 spotlight’s glare, resisting, twitching, pained and defiant, anonymous, 
hopeful and hopeless, speaking their solitude, with us, against us and 
gone, after a good pause, as darkness falls to be followed by our actual 
applause…

I want to begin with this theatrical encounter and with this image from 
Samuel Beckett’s Catastrophe (1982). I want to begin here because I can-
not, precisely, say what this image means. Nor can I express, with any great 
clarity, what this image has meant to me. But the memory of this image 
remains far from meaningless. Having read Catastrophe’s script a good 
many times before seeing the work performed, I thought I knew what I 
had coming. Certainly, I knew that Beckett’s Protagonist, as he is named 
in Beckett’s text despite remaining nameless upon the stage, would raise 
his head. But the very fulfilment of this expectation defied my expecta-
tions. And it did so in ways I would have great difficulty expressing to 
myself or my companions once the performance was done, in ways that 
continue to resist their expression many years after the event. I was moved 
by this encounter. And I continue to be moved by the memory of an 
image that provoked an unnerving combination of sensations I can only 
inadequately describe by gesturing towards a language of breathlessness 
and joy, disquietude and elevation, anxiety, confusion and an overwhelm-
ing urge to both prolong and communicate this profoundly perplexing 
theatrical encounter.

Performance and theatre-going thrive on such encounters, even if they 
do not happen quite so often as we might wish.1 Though impossible to 
describe precisely, I am confident that the reader will have some sense of 
what this account of Catastrophe is trying—and failing—to express. As 
Xerxes Mehta writes with Beckett’s theatre in mind, we might consider 
those times we left a performance ‘profoundly disturbed, yet in the grip of 
a paradoxical exultation’ (Mehta 2001: 129). Alternatively, Jill Dolan 
describes such theatrical experiences as evoking a ‘hopeful feeling of what 
the world would be like if every moment was as emotionally voluminous, 
generous, aesthetically striking’ (Dolan 2005: 5). As Dolan suggests, these 
moments make their audiences ‘ache with a desire to capture, somehow, 
the stunning, nearly prearticulate insights they convey’ (8). And yet each 
will insist upon the ‘impossibility of doing it justice in any subsequent 
moment’ (14).

Here, Dolan vividly evokes a line of questioning that has inspired this 
study.2 How can we begin to understand or articulate such theatrical 
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moments? How can we do justice to the fascinating obscurity of the sensa-
tions, afterimages and impressions they leave behind? And by what means 
does performance generate such encounters to begin with?

The first contention of this book is that Beckett’s theatre offers particu-
larly fertile terrain for pursuing these questions. In diverse ways, Beckett 
constructs theatrical situations, bodies and images which stir our passions 
and our sympathies and yet stubbornly resist interpretative security. As 
Anthony Uhlmann suggests, ‘failing to comprehend, and how this might 
affect an audience, is perhaps as important to our descriptions of Beckett’s 
works as our attempts to comprehend’ (Uhlmann 2009: 47). What’s 
more, as the following chapter of this study hopes to demonstrate, such 
failures of comprehension may well be considered integral not only to an 
audience’s encounters with Beckett’s stage but to Beckett’s own concep-
tion of his artistic practice.

Beckett found himself compelled to give voice and form to what he saw 
as the chaos of being. But Beckett was also acutely sensitive to the ways in 
which artistic means cannot simply express this chaos without transform-
ing it into something it is not. Chaos, for Beckett, is an unspeakable and 
senseless ‘movement of the unmeaningful’ (qtd. in Knowlson and 
Knowlson 2007: 112). Art, on the other hand, is woefully overburdened 
with meaning, at constant risk of symbolism and allegory, constitutively 
concerned with the fabrication of forms which merely ‘shit on being in the 
most unbearable manner’ (136).

Artistic expression and the chaos of being appear irreconcilable, for 
Beckett. And so, across different media and a lifetime of artistic activ-
ity, Beckett understood himself to be struggling with the seemingly 
impossible task of fabricating forms adequate to this chaos, pursuing an 
art of ‘la malfaçon créatrice voulue’ (DJ: 122) or ‘willed creative mis-
making’.3 Failing, inevitably, to express this chaos directly, we will see 
how Beckett nevertheless encourages his audiences to sense something 
of it through their own failures to comprehend his mismade work. 
Indeed, we will suggest that Beckett’s theatre is, at least in part, 
designed to both provoke and frustrate his audience’s desires to make 
sense of what happens on his stage. ‘Dear incomprehension’, as Beckett 
writes in The Unnamable, ‘it’s thanks to you that I’ll be myself, in the 
end’ (T: 327).

The second contention of this book is that the philosophy of Gilles 
Deleuze provides resources for approaching these theatrical encounters. 
During his career, Deleuze published numerous essays and twenty-five 
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books, both alone and in collaboration with Felix Guattari. His writings 
include idiosyncratic analysis of philosophical figures, developments in his 
own metaphysics, interventions in psychoanalysis, a monumental two- 
volume study of the cinema, and wide-ranging discussions of the arts and 
sciences, literature and society. Deleuze’s work is remarkable for its con-
stant invention of new concepts and vocabularies. Over the last twenty 
years, Deleuze’s thought and the conceptual innovations that animate his 
thinking have been taken up by scholars working across a range of disci-
plines, including performance theory and recent research in Beckett stud-
ies, which we will consider below. For now, it is enough to emphasise 
Deleuze’s own disciplinary promiscuity, his conceptual creativity and his 
abiding insistence that, despite these constant forays into the non- 
philosophical, he was always doing philosophy and ‘nothing but philoso-
phy’ (TP: ix).

In What is Philosophy?, Deleuze and Guattari define their discipline as 
‘the art of forming, inventing, and fabricating concepts’ (WIP: 2). 
Philosophy is, for Deleuze, a fundamentally creative practice. It has but 
one ambition and this is the creation of concepts (5). Importantly for this 
book’s concerns, however, Deleuze argues that philosophical invention 
depends on encounters with that which cannot be readily conceptualised, 
recognised or understood. Indeed, a theatrical encounter like Catastrophe’s 
final image could be seen as an example of what Deleuze calls a ‘funda-
mental encounter’ (DR: 176). Here, we begin to sense the emergence of 
an incomprehensible something that cannot be thought and which there-
fore calls for the creation of new concepts and ways of thinking. For 
Deleuze, such an encounter poses itself as a ‘problem’ to thought (176). 
And it is precisely under the duress of such problems that the philosopher 
finds themselves compelled to invent new concepts (WIP: 16). Failing to 
think, failing to grasp, struggling and failing to even speak an encounter, 
theatrical or otherwise, is, for Deleuze, the precondition of philosophy 
itself.

Both Beckett and Deleuze, then, place failure at the heart of their 
respective projects. Beckett, struggling and failing to express the inex-
pressible, wants to make theatre in which his audiences similarly struggle 
and fail to comprehend their encounters with his stage. For Deleuze, 
meanwhile, it is only by being confronted with that which cannot be 
thought, through failing to think, that philosophical creation begins. But 
this still begs the question of quite how such thinking gets going at all. 
How can philosophical thought approach a performance of Beckett’s 
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work if its vigour depends, in great measure perhaps, on its very refusal to 
be thought? And what becomes of the performance once the philoso-
pher’s work is done? Can philosophical enquiry articulate, analyse of oth-
erwise investigate the theatrical encounter without doing violence to the 
very alterity which inspires the struggle?

These are questions about how we might come to imagine the relation-
ship between philosophy and performance. And the third contention of 
this book is that, by approaching the theatrical encounter with Beckett 
and Deleuze’s assistance, it will be possible to propose a new method for 
research undertaken at the borders of these disciplines and in the emerg-
ing field of Performance Philosophy.

Performance and PhilosoPhy: Neither with you Nor 
without you

As we begin to outline this method, we can consider the role Beckett has 
played in a question which has energised debate in Performance Philosophy 
since its inception. In 2013, during the field’s inaugural conference, 
Martin Puchner issued a warning that scholars should remain mindful of a 
gap that divides philosophy and performance. Noting the historical and 
institutional differences that separate theatre and philosophy, Puchner 
argues that it is precisely this difference that makes their side-by-side study 
such intellectually fertile ground (Puchner 2013: 543). By way of exam-
ple, Puchner considers how theatrical concepts may be used to reinvigo-
rate our understanding of intellectual traditions (543) and how 
philosophers have drawn on the theatre in order to solve what are, after all, 
strictly philosophical problems arising within their own discipline (545).

Puchner’s point is that it is the very distance that separates the theatrical 
and the philosophical that allows the one to renew our understanding of 
the other. Further, for Puchner, Beckett’s own trenchant refusal to phi-
losophise within or about his own theatrical output ‘has turned Beckett 
and his philosophical admirers into the most successful case study in the-
atre and philosophy’ (551). If Beckett has attracted admiring attention 
and galvanised activity from a remarkably diverse range of philosophical 
quarters, in Puchner’s view, then this is precisely because there is nothing, 
or very little, that smacks of philosophical thinking on his stage.

The following  chapter of  this book will argue that Beckett’s artistic 
practice is defined by relations of non-relation. If Beckett is going to pro-
voke some intuition of the chaos that inspires his theatrical activity, then 
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he needs his audiences to try to make some kind of sense of his stage. 
Otherwise, as we will see, it would be all too easy for his audiences to hap-
pily, and comfortably, dismiss his theatre as being simply meaningless. But 
in the same movement, Beckett must do what he can to refuse this desire 
to make sense of his work. In this regard, the wilfully crafted indetermi-
nacy that characterises Beckett’s theatres can inspire what we will call 
“dynamics of failure and invention”. Here, Beckett’s theatre provides a 
spur towards new forms of analysis and understanding which will, irre-
spective of their subtlety or their brilliance, remain haunted by a sense that 
they have nevertheless failed to finally master or exhaust the object of their 
study.

In this sense, then, Beckett’s theatrical practice would strive to 
maintain a gap between philosophy and performance. Neither with you 
nor without you, to borrow a phrase of Beckett’s which will reverberate 
across the pages of this book, Beckett’s theatre invites all manner of 
theoretical and philosophical speculation but still insists upon its own 
alterity. Further, while this study will ask how Beckett’s theatres are 
constructed in order to achieve this effect, it must be emphasised that 
our investigations cannot pretend to have anything like the last word 
on how Beckett’s stage is to be understood. Indeed, as with Catastrophe’s 
final image, insofar as a performance of Beckett’s work does succeed in 
weaving some kind of an encounter with the chaos of being, a spectator 
will sense that there is something radically unspeakable, something rig-
orously unthinkable, still beating in the heart of their recollections of 
Beckett’s stage.

 In the third chapter of this book, we will see how Deleuze’s under-
standing of philosophical practice involves its own relations of non- relation 
and that it does so in ways that may complicate our understanding of this 
gap. For Deleuze, the conceptual creativity which defines philosophy 
requires encounters with what cannot be thought. But the struggle to 
think an encounter is not, in Deleuze’s view, to be understood as an 
attempt to generate some more or less accurate or truthful description of 
an external object or event. Rather, it is a matter of trying to let what is 
other and what cannot be thought into our thinking so that new ways of 
feeling, understanding and living can emerge. Here, a theatrical encounter 
like Catastrophe’s final image would function as a kind of ulterior motive 
to philosophical thought, a problem posed from outside the philosopher’s 
discipline and yet one which has the capacity to disrupt philosophical 
thinking from within.
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But this is no simple task, for Deleuze. In a refrain which recurs across 
his work, Deleuze describes a ‘powerlessness’ at the heart of thought (DR: 
185), an ‘impower’ or impossibility which haunts thought and its opera-
tion (C2: 161). He writes: ‘If it is true that thought depends on a shock 
which gives birth to it […] it can only think one thing, the fact that we are 
not yet thinking’ (162; original emphasis). Thought needs to be shaken 
out of its complacency, thrust into invention, through an encounter with 
what cannot be thought, for Deleuze. But what complicates matters is 
that the encounter which forces us to think is precisely that which thought 
cannot think. In the first instance, then, we find ourselves confronting 
only the very impossibility of thinking those encounters which must, 
somehow, force thought to begin. And as soon as thought does get going 
again, something of the unthinkable will flee from our grasp. Because 
thought must, to some degree, approach and welcome the unknown in 
terms of what is knowable, of what is thinkable, and from within its own 
conditions of possibility, thought grasps the impossible only by a gesture 
that forfeits elements of the alterity which made the game worth playing 
in the first place. Yes, the encounter forces us to think. But what thought 
creates through the shock of the new is, for Deleuze, another thing 
entirely.

In this sense, Deleuze too asks us to remain mindful of a gap between 
philosophy and performance. When a performance forces us to think, it is 
the alterity of the encounter that incites philosophical activity and this 
alterity remains, unrestrained and uncontained, beyond whatever philoso-
phy it helps generate. But this failure is an engine of invention, for Deleuze. 
As we will see, Deleuze insists that the concept is its own independent 
creation. Neither with you nor without you, to borrow Beckett’s phrase 
again, Deleuze argues that philosophical practice depends on confronta-
tions with what cannot be thought. But the concepts the philosopher cre-
ates will declare their own autonomy, their own alterity and their own 
irreducibility to the encounters which inspired them. Approaching a the-
atrical encounter, then, Deleuze’s philosopher would not so much ask 
how the non-philosophical might prove useful for solving a particular 
puzzle arising in their own discipline. Rather, it is a question of wanting to 
know how grappling with the problems posed by the encounter itself 
might see new concepts emerging. Indeed, for Deleuze, the success or 
failure of this enterprise is to be measured only by the extent to which 
thought does invent new ways of thinking, with the shock of the theatrical 
encounter forcing philosophical thought to become, to a greater or lesser 
degree, other to itself.
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And it is to this task, of trying to nurture conceptual variation and 
invention, that the method proposed by this book sets itself. This 
method, deployed in chapters four to seven of this study, can be briefly 
summarised here. In the first instance, each chapter will focus on an 
aspect of Beckett’s theatrical practice likely to provoke the kinds of 
encounters we are discussing. Further, each chapter examines their emer-
gence by asking how Beckett’s theatres are constructed in order to stim-
ulate such encounters. Since thought must start somewhere and from 
something, this enquiry will begin by drawing on concepts taken from 
Deleuze’s work. However, we will also indicate how these concepts fail 
to speak Beckett’s theatres and encourage their variation by placing them 
in new fields of  connections. Indeed, each chapter will see Deleuze’s 
thought brought into contact with a range of ideas, images and dis-
courses found in Beckett’s own literary and critical writing, the field of 
Beckett studies, performance theory and beyond. Throughout, this 
method proceeds in an aleatory and experimental spirit, forging connec-
tions between diverse elements in the hope of sustaining the possibility 
of conceptual renewal. Finally, through the force of these encounters, a 
range of new concepts will emerge.

In this regard, the philosophy contained in this book would ask to 
be treated as performance, in the sense of being an activity, a creative 
showing and a doing which celebrates its own processual character. As 
Laura Cull Ó Maoilearca suggests in response to Puchner’s advice that 
we mind the gap between performance and philosophy, ‘the “as” (in 
exchange for the “and”) signals an opening to reciprocal (in)determi-
nation or mutual transformation, as well as questioning the attribution 
of differences based on conventional disciplinary lines alone’ (Cull Ó 
Maoilearca 2014: 22). On the one hand, as we have seen, Beckett and 
Deleuze both invite attention to a difference which divides philosophy 
and performance, the theatrical and its theorisation. Nevertheless, 
within the method we have started to outline, this is a difference which 
makes a difference, which sees ‘the encounter between differences as a 
process of becoming’ (22). This method is driven by the alterity of 
Beckett’s stage and contends that the concepts it invents are not reduc-
ible to it. But it is precisely this difference that encourages mutual 
transformation across disciplinary borders, allowing for the creative 
variation of Deleuze’s thought and for the invention of new concepts 
for thinking Beckett and performance. In this regard, this book would 
also ask to be treated as a work of Performance Philosophy, offering a 
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method—and certainly not the method—for staging research in the 
field.

This book aims, then, to make a difference by staging a series of differen-
tial encounters between Beckett and Deleuze, philosophy and performance. 
From the perspective this study generates through its readings of Beckett 
and Deleuze, performance and philosophy can be said to enjoy a thoroughly 
creative relation of non-relation. Neither with you nor without you, the gap 
between the philosophical and the theatrical persists, not least in the sense 
that the philosophy on offer here has no pretensions to have mastered or 
exhausted those theatrical encounters that have urged it on towards new 
inventions. But this philosophical activity would have been quite impossible, 
truly unthinkable, without the problems posed by Beckett’s stage. Perhaps 
it will be objected that this study, treating  performance as a spur to philo-
sophical thinking, risks reproducing a hierarchy between the disciplines that 
tends to privilege philosophy at the theatre’s expense. Responding to this, 
we can note that the method elaborated here is intended to resist a tendency 
to merely apply readymade philosophical ideas to performance practice, an 
approach that would tend to position philosophy as a kind of master dis-
course.4 Moreover, while this method is clearly indebted to Deleuze’s think-
ing, this study will demonstrate how Deleuze’s account of philosophical 
practice asks us to acknowledge that such philosophical mastery is impossi-
ble, contending that neither the theatrical nor life beyond the stage can ever 
be tamed by thought, philosophical or otherwise.

Albeit for quite different reasons, Beckett and Deleuze can be said to 
converge on this point. For the artist and for the philosopher, human 
ignorance and an inability to arrive at anything like a complete under-
standing of individual experience or reality as a whole become the driving 
force of their adventures. For Beckett, sensing that nothing but chaos 
lurks at the heart of being, every attempt to fix upon some rational descrip-
tion of reality shirks our responsibilities to it. As Leland de la Durantaye 
writes: ‘Beckett rejects realism not because it aspires to reflect the world 
around it, but because it so abjectly fails at the task’ (Durantaye 2016: 25). 
Deleuze, meanwhile, conceives of philosophy as a continually renewed 
and never-to-be-completed struggle to think with immanence, a labour in 
which this book would participate. And here, any effort to fully  comprehend 
reality ‘gives way to an open world full of divergent processes yielding 
unexpected entities, the kind of world which would not sit still long 
enough for us to take a snapshot of it and present it as the final truth’ 
(DeLanda 2005: xvi).
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In order to understand this, and orientate ourselves in Deleuze’s 
thought more clearly, this introduction will offer a preliminary sketch of 
Deleuze’s philosophy of difference and return, with this in hand, to 
Catastrophe’s final image. Before doing so, however, it is necessary to posi-
tion this work within the field of Beckett studies. Since rising to interna-
tional prominence following the success of Waiting for Godot (1953), 
Beckett’s prose and theatre have elicited an endless stream of commentary. 
Here, it would be impossible to provide anything like a complete survey 
of this ever-expanding field. But we can offer a brief history of Beckett 
studies, asking how this book relates to the field and noting how its 
method is inspired by, and differs from, work which has already explored 
Beckett and Deleuze in tandem.

Three Phases of BeckeTT sTudies

As S. E. Gontarski writes, Beckett’s theatrical innovations constitute an 
‘assault’ on theatrical convention, a concerted effort to ‘sustain as much 
epistemological and phenomenological ambiguity as the sign systems of 
theatre would allow’ (Gontarski 2001: 170). As we will detail throughout 
this study, Beckett’s theatres work towards a sense of ambiguity and inde-
terminacy that spurns an audience’s interpretative efforts. While there is 
little contemporary consensus as to how Beckett’s work should best be 
understood, his commentators have tended to agree that his are ‘excep-
tionally taxing works, and exceptionally taxing in a new way’ (Durantaye 
2016: 7). It is then hardly surprising that Beckett scholars have frequently 
found themselves asking how one might confront this very resistance to 
interpretation. At the risk of oversimplification, we can then follow Daniela 
Caselli in identifying three phases of Beckett studies in terms of their dif-
ferent approaches to Beckettian indeterminacy: an absurdist and humanist 
phase, largely inclusive of writers publishing during Beckett’s lifetime; a 
theoretical turn which began around the time of Beckett’s death in 1989; 
and a contemporary phase marked, in part, by renewed interest in Beckett’s 
own literary and philosophical debts and legacies, characterised by atten-
tion to archival research methods and sensitivity to historical and social 
contexts (Caselli 2010: 6–8).

P.  J. Murphy writes: ‘In the first period of serious Beckett criticism, 
there was a consensus of sorts, with Martin Esslin expressing a condensed 
version of these views’ (Murphy 1994: 222). Following the publication of 
Esslin’s 1961 study The Theatre of the Absurd (1985), this period can be 
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characterised as the absurdist and humanist phase of Beckett studies. 
Broadly speaking, in this tradition the indeterminacy of Beckett’s work is 
understood to express the absurdity of human existence, with its resistance 
to interpretation taken to reflect aspects of the human condition (Caselli 
2010: 6–7). As Ruby Cohn writes, in a study typical of its time: ‘Seeking 
sense and sensibility in an indifferent cosmos […] the Beckett hero cries 
out in the frustration of his humanity, which is our own’ (Cohn 1962: 
290).

Here, Beckettian indeterminacy is understood to express both the 
meaninglessness of existence and the subject’s search for meaning. In this 
regard, Beckett’s early critics found themselves drawn into a somewhat 
contradictory relationship with the object of their study. As Andrew 
Gibson suggests, this tradition has ‘contemplated Beckett as its own oppo-
site, as the negative to the unrelenting positivity of its own discourse’ 
(Gibson 2006: 117). Despite emphasising the importance of Beckettian 
indeterminacy, early critical approaches tended to transform this resistance 
to meaning into the expression of what are taken to be universal truths 
regarding humanity’s abandonment. In response to this problem, in part, 
the second phase of Beckett criticism saw a move away from questions 
regarding what Beckettian indeterminacy might be said to mean in favour 
of exploring ‘the activity of sense-making itself ’ (120).

During the 1990s a number of critics began to approach Beckett from 
a broadly post-structuralist perspective (Connor 2007: xii). Here, Beckett 
is seen as anticipating and participating in an intellectual current which 
perhaps found its greatest expressions in Deleuze, Michel Foucault and 
Jacques Derrida (Uhlmann 1999: 3). Further, following publications by 
critics like Thomas Trezise (1990), Leslie Hill (1990) and Steven Connor 
(2007), the first phase of Beckett criticism arguably came to appear wholly 
‘inadequate’ in its approach to the indeterminacy of Beckett’s work (Smith 
2008: 5). Whereas earlier criticism had sought to explain, and perhaps 
explain away, Beckett’s resistance to determinate meaning by investing it 
with definite philosophical content, critics would now explore how 
Beckett’s work seeks to undermine the very possibility of such interpreta-
tive frameworks.

Principally, this signalled a move away from asking how Beckett’s fig-
ures express existential dilemmas in favour of exploring Beckett’s ‘investi-
gations of their status as bestowed by language’ (Murphy 1994: 222). 
From this perspective, Beckettian indeterminacy is seen to arise from the 
ways in which Beckett’s art foregrounds its own dependence on econo-
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mies of signification which exceed the subject. As Hill suggests, Beckett’s 
work may be seen as performing an ‘activity of language in which, para-
doxically, the foundations of meaning are attacked by the uncontrollable, 
self-inverting character of meaning itself ’ (Hill 1990: 6). Instead of 
expressing a search for meaning and existential security, Beckett’s work is 
here seen as pushing language towards a liminal point in which its own 
inherent instability comes to be revealed. Indeed, throughout this period, 
both Beckett and his critics could be said to be performing a kind of ‘end-
game of aesthetic theorizing’ in which questions of what a work might 
mean, historically or philosophically, are largely suspended in favour of 
demonstrating how Beckettian indetermination undermines the founda-
tions of those critical discourses in which such questions could be raised 
(Wood 1994: 12).

The theoretical turn did much to highlight how Beckett’s work resists 
readings that would recruit Beckett as a kind of existential poet. Further, 
foregrounding Beckett’s investigations into the nature of language, the 
theoretical turn helps us grasp how the difficulty of Beckett’s work per-
haps lies less in setting difficult philosophical puzzles for critics to decipher 
and more in how it serves to undermine the very possibility of reading 
meaning into it. Indeed, it is meaningfulness itself which seems to be 
under assault in Beckett’s art. As Connor writes, Beckett ‘seems to under-
mine not only the particular claims of individual critics, but the more gen-
eral cultural claims upon which they often rest and from which they derive 
their credibility’ (Connor 2007: 132). Nevertheless, it is arguable that the 
theoretical turn may itself be criticised for having obscured Beckett’s own 
philosophical interests and historical situation (Weller 2006: vii).

This book may perhaps appear somewhat untimely in an academic field 
which has, in part, turned away from readings guided by specific philo-
sophical thinkers (Ben-Zvi 2008: 7). In 1996, the publication of James 
Knowlson’s Damned to Fame: The Life of Samuel Beckett (1997) signalled 
the beginnings of an archival turn in Beckett studies (Feldman 2013: 
303). Further, as archival material has become more readily available to 
scholars, there has been renewed interest in Beckett’s compositional 
 process and in examining the historical and cultural contexts in which his 
work is situated (Fifield 2013: 8).

In particular, the availability of Beckett’s philosophical notebooks has 
contributed to a certain ‘scepticism’ regarding philosophical investigations 
into Beckett’s work that fail to take this evidence into account (Wilmer 
2012: 586). From this perspective, a work like Matthew Feldman’s 
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Beckett’s Books may appear an exemplary tonic in offering painstaking anal-
ysis of Beckett’s engagement with philosophical texts and in being guided 
by the assumption that it is ‘inherently preferable to theorize from a posi-
tion of empirical accuracy’ (Feldman 2006: 3).5 The archival turn in 
Beckett studies marks neither an end to theorising with Beckett nor a 
denial of the lasting importance of indeterminacy within his art.6 But there 
has been a growing insistence that Beckett criticism will best progress by 
being founded on evidence gained through archival methods, intertextual 
analysis or closer attention to Beckett’s involvement in broader historical 
and artistic traditions (Boxall 2010: 35).

As S. E. Wilmer suggests, however, there is a danger that this insistence 
may foreclose other critical possibilities in turn. In particular, Wilmer 
draws our attention to a recent upsurge in Beckett research staged from a 
Deleuzian perspective (Wilmer 2012: 588).7 Before considering this, 
however, we should note that this book makes no pretence of being ame-
nable to the forms of evaluation appropriate to archival research and pro-
vide some explanation for this.

inTerlude: a noTe on meThod

The method proposed by this book draws on a range of material outside 
of Beckett’s dramatic texts. We will make use of evidence relating to 
Beckett’s involvement in productions of his work, his prose and critical 
essays, his letters and a range of comments recorded in interviews and 
conversations. But our intention is not to arrive at any empirically 
grounded claim as to how this material should be understood or to pro-
vide anything like a comprehensive survey of it. Rather, in creating a series 
of encounters between Beckett and Deleuze, our method treats elements 
associated with both figures as material for its own processes of conceptual 
variation and renewal. This will suggest that certain ‘parallel discourses’ 
are discernible in Beckett and Deleuze (586). But our method is not con-
cerned with demonstrating that Beckett would necessarily recognise either 
himself or his work in the concepts created or the processes that lead to 
their invention.

This book will also include relatively little in the way of descriptions of 
particular performances of Beckett’s work. Throughout, Beckett’s theatri-
cal texts will be treated as providing instruction for the fabrication of the-
atrical bodies, images and encounters which resist comprehension. We 
will, then, say a great deal about how performances of Beckett’s work may 
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elicit certain kinds of responses from their audiences. It will, however, be 
necessary to emphasise that such responses are far from guaranteed and 
that our approach is not grounded in considerations of the wider historical 
and social contexts in which performances of Beckett’s plays have taken 
place.

Doubtless, the Parisian audience for Godot’s 1953 première took their 
seats in the Théâtre de Babylone with radically different expectations 
from, say, those who watched Patrick Stewart and Ian McKellen taking the 
roles of Vladimir and Estragon in London’s West End more than half a 
century later. And it would be absurd to deny that the field of Beckett 
studies benefits from research which takes these changing contexts into 
account. In discussing the demands made by Beckett’s theatrical texts 
without close examination of particular performances of his work, this 
book also lacks the specificity characteristic of research in performance 
theory. But the concepts it invents, and the method behind their produc-
tion, may still offer new approaches to questions in the field and for con-
sidering the relationship between performance and its theorisation more 
broadly. And it is to be hoped that this study provides new ways of  thinking 
Beckett and his theatres which will be of interest to those working in the 
field of Beckett studies.

Chapters four to seven will put this method to work. In turn, we will 
approach the Beckettian body; ask how relations of non-relation perme-
ate Beckett’s theatre; consider Beckett’s desire to control and automate 
his audience’s perceptions of his stage; and  examine Beckett’s experi-
ments with the structure of theatricality itself. As we proceed, we will 
consider Beckett’s Act Without Words I (1957), Come and Go (1965), 
What Where (1983), Footfalls (1975), Play (1963) and Not I (1972) in 
some depth. Principally, these approaches will draw on Deleuze’s con-
ception of affect; the concept of the secret that Deleuze and Guattari 
develop in A Thousand Plateaus; concepts taken from Deleuze’s cine-
matic studies, including the pure optical and sound situation and the 
crystal image; and Deleuze’s concept of continuous variation. It would 
be impossible, and perhaps contrary to our method’s processual charac-
ter, to thoroughly detail the arguments and the concepts each chapter 
generates within this introduction. From the perspective of performance 
theory, however, we can note that this book provides new ways of think-
ing affect and the body in performance; the possibility of theatrical auto-
mation; the structure of theatricality; and the importance of failure in 
performance encounters.
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Although other work will be considered in a range of contexts, we will 
be focusing on Beckett’s later and shorter theatrical pieces, what are 
sometimes called Beckett’s “dramaticules”. Indeed, with the exception 
of Act Without Words I, we will concentrate on work written after Beckett 
abandoned the longer theatrical form of plays like Godot and Endgame, 
following the completion of Happy Days (1961). It is perhaps impossible 
to provide a strict categorisation of Beckett’s theatrical development 
(Davies 2009: 77). However, it is worth noting that the post-Happy 
Days plays seem to amplify certain tendencies and practices which, while 
present from Godot onwards, Beckett radicalises in order to foster the 
kinds of theatrical encounters this study explores. It is, for example, in 
the so-called dramaticules that Beckett’s texts are seen to exert an ever-
greater control over his stage, that Beckett seems to more explicitly 
include his audience within the performance space (83) and that Beckett’s 
theatre becomes a more sustained and self-conscious exploration of the 
medium itself.

Seeking to justify this book’s selection of plays, concepts and other 
material, however, it is worth reiterating that the method it elaborates has 
been undertaken in an experimental and aleatory spirit. While it is this 
particular range of encounters—encounters between these particular 
selections from Beckett’s theatrical work and these particular elements of 
Deleuze’s philosophy—that have made their way into this book, its devel-
opment entailed many other attempts to make a difference with Deleuze 
and Beckett which proved less fruitful than those shown here. And it is to 
be happily admitted that a quite different range of plays, concepts and 
theatrical problems could have become grist to the mill of this method and 
that this would have achieved quite different, yet equally valid, results. A 
more thorough justification of this approach will have to wait until our 
method has been properly argued for. But it is to be hoped that the con-
cepts invented through this method will prove thought provoking and 
interesting enough to provide their own justification of the material it 
employs to generate them.

Indeed, from the perspective we will develop, the great difficulty of 
Beckett’s work and the indeterminate nature of his stage are seen to pres-
ent opportunities for conceptual renewal, over and above questions of 
whether one discovers a “correct” or comprehensive understanding of 
Beckett’s theatrical practices. And, turning to the relevant literature, we 
can see that Deleuzian approaches to Beckett’s work offer some precedent 
for this approach.
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BeckeTT sTudies and deleuze

Though Beckett’s friend André Bernold discussed Deleuze with Beckett 
in the 1980s, there is scant evidence that Beckett either read Deleuze or 
had any great interest in him (Schoell et al. 1994: 69). Deleuze’s interest 
in Beckett, by contrast, is manifest throughout his oeuvre. In his work with 
Guattari, borrowings from Beckett’s prose recur throughout Anti- 
Oedipus, with Beckett appearing as the ‘principal literary referent’ within 
its opening pages (Dowd 2007: 120).8 Deleuze and Guattari also present 
Beckett as an exponent of a minor literature as they develop this concept 
in their study of Kafka (KTML: 19) and A Thousand Plateaus (TP: 108). 
Meanwhile, in Deleuze’s sole-authored publications, a brief exploration of 
Beckett’s only work for cinema—Film (1965)—plays an important role in 
his cinema studies (C1: 68–70),9 and Deleuze’s essay The Exhausted was 
written as an introduction to Beckett’s television plays (EEC: 152–74).10

But Deleuze makes only passing references to Beckett’s theatre.11 To a 
degree, this relative disinterest in the theatrical is reflected in work that 
considers Beckett from a Deleuzian perspective. While scholars do tend to 
touch on Beckett’s stage, relatively little attention has been paid to ques-
tions of how a Deleuzian approach to Beckett’s theatre might engage with 
issues specific to performance.12 As such, this book will offer the first sus-
tained approach to Beckett’s theatre to be staged from a Deleuzian per-
spective. Nevertheless, this study remains indebted to previous work on 
Deleuze and Beckett and it is worth noting how it is inspired by and how 
it differs from a selection of existing research in the field.

The first monograph in English dedicated to Deleuze and Beckett, 
Mary Bryden’s Women in Samuel Beckett’s Prose and Drama, does empha-
sise the importance of the theatrical in Beckett’s artistic development. 
Here, Bryden traces a path through Beckett’s work by focusing on presen-
tations of gender difference. Bryden argues that the theatre allowed 
Beckett to break free of the misogyny evident in his earlier fiction by 
 dislodging the perspective of the male narrator and sustaining a dissolu-
tion of self-identity in which ‘the stigma attached to womanhood is dis-
solved’ (Bryden 1993: 58). Charting this progress, Bryden draws upon 
the decentred subject which Deleuze and Guattari’s Anti-Oedipus devel-
ops through close reference to Beckett’s figures (60). Further, in Bryden’s 
view, Beckett’s Not I marks a decisive break in Beckett’s development that 
might be understood in Deleuzoguattarian terms. In Not I and beyond, 
Bryden suggests, Beckett’s stage exhibits a ‘gender molecularity’ (118)  
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in which fragmented figures appear through passages of becoming irre-
ducible to any pre-existing notions of identity.

Bryden’s work helps us grasp how parallel discourses can indeed be 
seen in Deleuze and Beckett. As Uhlmann suggests, from a certain per-
spective, Beckett and Deleuze may seem ‘irreconcilable’ (Uhlmann 1999: 
9). While Beckett appears, in caricature at least, as the great poet of failure, 
paralysis and negation, Deleuze is frequently understood as the thinker of 
joy, creativity and affirmation (9). As Bryden demonstrates, however, a 
Deleuzian approach to Beckettian indetermination helps us see how both 
figures are, perhaps uniquely, concerned with presenting movement and 
becoming as creative processes which defy our attempts to pin reality 
down to what is knowable or known.

Uhlmann traces similar parallels in his Beckett and Poststructuralism, a 
study of Beckett’s trilogy of Molloy, Malone Dies and The Unnamable 
undertaken from a predominantly Deleuzoguattarian perspective. In 
Uhlmann’s account, Beckett’s work is seen to perform and deepen our 
appreciation of the continual passages of variation and becoming which 
Deleuze’s philosophy explores (146). What’s more, with Bryden, 
Uhlmann emphasises that Beckett’s fiction invites us to conceive of life 
itself as a chaotic process of change and mutation which refuses precise 
definition or understanding (115).

From our perspective, Uhlmann’s Samuel Beckett and the Philosophical 
Image deserves particular attention. Here, given a common conception of 
life as an ongoing process which escapes precise identification, Uhlmann 
argues that Deleuze and Beckett also share a profound ‘dissatisfaction’ 
with representation and conceive of art as a means by which non- 
representational images may be created (Uhlmann 2009: 49; 26–7). In 
this regard, Uhlmann distinguishes between the representation of material 
or ideas which are readily understood and the presentation of images that 
provide an imperative to thought without ‘offering a definitive indication 
of what we should think’ (67; original emphasis). Uhlmann also draws our 
attention to the arrival of these images on Beckett’s stage, writing ‘in the 
theatre, we become physically aware of the nature of such images, which 
[…] are impressed upon us as we watch’ (62). As Uhlmann suggests, and 
as we have seen in Catastrophe’s closing moments, such images would 
appear ‘disconnected’ from the context of an audience’s ordinary lives and 
experiences (63). Rather than representing anything recognisable, the 
image presents itself as somehow autonomous and extraordinarily difficult 
to understand.
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This book tries to examine the emergence of such images on Beckett’s 
stage and asks how they force failures of the understanding on their audi-
ences. As Uhlmann suggests, the importance of such failure has perhaps 
not been ‘adequately recognised’ or sufficiently examined in Beckett 
scholarship (47). Having noted how Beckett’s stage may foster such 
incomprehension, however, Uhlmann’s own work is largely concerned 
with exploring Beckett’s use of philosophical sources. Uhlmann is right to 
suggest that it is ‘impossible’ to guarantee or precisely circumscribe the 
ways in which a spectator may fail to comprehend their encounters with 
Beckett’s stage (47). But this book will demonstrate that it is indeed pos-
sible to undertake research which thrives on a greater attentiveness to this 
aspect of Beckett’s art and that Deleuze’s conception of philosophical 
practice can help sustain such an approach.

In part, this method is informed by Garin Dowd’s Abstract Machines: 
Samuel Beckett and Philosophy After Deleuze and Guattari. Dowd presents 
his study as an ‘inventory’ of philosophy in Beckett’s prose, with particu-
lar attention paid to philosophical problems comparable to those Deleuze 
discusses (Dowd 2007: 18–19). In contrast to Uhlmann, however, Dowd 
is not concerned with demonstrating that Beckett was influenced by any 
particular philosophical work (20). Rather, Dowd suggests that many of 
the philosophical parallels he draws between Deleuze and Beckett are 
founded on ‘coincidence’ and ‘juxtaposition’ (20). What’s more, Dowd 
argues that this approach is justified by how Deleuze conceives of the rela-
tionship between philosophy and the non-philosophical.

Dowd notes that Deleuze understands philosophy and literature as 
being concerned with processes of ‘formal renewal’, over and above the 
representation of existing forms or content (22). While philosophy 
requires encounters with the non-philosophical in order to renew itself, 
for Deleuze, Dowd notes that literature can provide this by presenting 
problems which demand the invention of new concepts and modes of 
thought (35). In the opposite direction, philosophical speculation enables 
us to think the literary in new ways, with Beckett’s fiction becoming ame-
nable to new readings in the wake of Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy. 
(18). As such, Dowd presents his own research as a series of experimental 
attempts to keep these processes of mutual renewal in motion, neither 
aiming towards a “correct” interpretation of Beckett’s fiction nor produc-
ing any totalising account of Deleuze’s philosophy (75). Dowd does not 
approach Beckett’s theatrical work from this perspective. Nor does his 
method emphasise the importance of failure and incomprehension in 
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Beckett’s audiences. Nevertheless, the present study aims at the creation 
of comparable encounters between elements of Deleuze’s thought and 
Beckett’s theatrical practice, hoping to encourage movements of formal 
renewal across performance and philosophy.

We should note how Deleuzian approaches to Beckett differ from stud-
ies produced during the theoretical turn. Whereas the theoretical turn 
tended to focus on how indetermination arises through Beckett’s explora-
tions of language and signification, Deleuzian responses to Beckett have 
tended to place greater emphasis on the inherent creativity of Beckett’s 
project. Over and above an appreciation of how Beckett wants to under-
mine the very possibility of reading meaning into his theatre and his prose, 
the indeterminacy of Beckett’s work is seen as resulting from the artist’s 
sense of life as chaotic and meaningless movement. Indeed, as Elizabeth 
Barry suggests, from these perspectives, the indeterminacy characteristic 
of Beckett’s stage may be seen as testament to a kind of ‘inhuman tenacity’ 
by which life continually escapes the thinker, turning thought itself into an 
‘inexhaustible appetite that can never be satisfied’ (Barry 2006: 26).

This brief survey has allowed us to foreground important parallels 
between Beckett and Deleuze, particularly in terms of their shared sense 
of life as a process whose movements slip away from thought and the 
thinker. If this intuition leads Beckett to fabricate images, bodies and hap-
penings that defy understanding, then we can suggest that the field of 
Beckett studies may benefit from an approach that pays closer attention to 
this aspect of Beckett’s stage while still trying to honour the alterity of our 
encounters with it. By necessity, such an approach will be more creative 
than it is interpretative, must look to invent new ways of thinking with 
Beckett rather than hoping to finally master or exhaust his work. Living 
through the emergence of Catastrophe’s final image, for instance, we may 
find ourselves moved, bothered and bewildered, by the force of an encoun-
ter which both resists the understanding and stirs a dire need to under-
stand. From a Deleuzian perspective, however, such a theatrical encounter 
does not so much ask to be interpreted or understood, in and of itself, as 
present the possibility of inventing new modes of thought, feeling and 
comprehension.

In order to grasp this more fully, we must say something about 
Deleuze’s philosophy of difference and his struggle to think with imma-
nence. And we can begin by suggesting that a performance experience like 
Catastrophe’s final image might be seen as an example of what Deleuze 
calls a fundamental encounter.
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recogniTion and The image of ThoughT

Deleuze writes:

Something in the world forces us to think. This something is an object not of 
recognition but of a fundamental encounter. What is encountered may be 
Socrates, a temple or a demon. It may be grasped in a range of affective tones: 
wonder, love, hatred, suffering. In whichever tone, its primary characteristic is 
that it can only be sensed. In this sense it is opposed to recognition […] It is 
therefore in a certain sense the imperceptible. It is imperceptible precisely 
from the point of view of recognition. (DR: 176; original emphasis)

Here, we can consider the distinction Deleuze draws between sense and 
recognition. In Deleuze’s description of the fundamental encounter, we 
do seem to encounter something recognisable. We see Socrates, a temple. 
And yet, Deleuze contends that the fundamental encounter is opposed to 
recognition and that this is its primary characteristic. For Deleuze, recog-
nition involves identifying an object by comparing it with something pre-
viously experienced and understood. When Catastrophe’s final image arises 
under the glare of Beckett’s spotlight, for instance, we will doubtless rec-
ognise the contours of a human face. And yet, in the same moment, we 
may also sense the emergence of something “imperceptible”, in Deleuze’s 
terms. We may come to sense that something is happening which we can-
not identify, something we have never felt or experienced before.

In Deleuze’s terms, Catastrophe forces us to think. As Audrey Wasser 
notes, while the term has received relatively little attention in the field of 
Deleuze studies, the fundamental encounter brings us to the heart of 
Deleuze’s philosophy in that ‘it is characteristic of what thought is, for 
Deleuze’ (Wasser 2012: 124; original emphasis). Before asking what 
thought is, however, we should ask what thought is not, in Deleuze’s 
account.

Deleuze argues that thinking has been poorly defined and woefully 
constrained by what he calls the dominant ‘image of thought’ in which 
recognition operates (167). In recognition, thought is conceived as that 
which produces agreement between various faculties of perception and 
reflection (170). Ordinarily, an object will be grasped via a variety of 
means. Presented with an apple, visual information will be related to mem-
ories of similar objects, combining to form an understanding of what is 
before us. Presented with a painting of an apple, to take a more complex 
example, sense data may be related to memories of artistic practices and 
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traditions, involving more or less laboured, imaginative or immediate 
forms of understanding. Whatever the case, recognition functions through 
the ‘harmonious exercise of all the faculties’ and succeeds when each is 
related in the production of a coherent identity (169). We recognise that 
the apple is an apple, the painting merely a crude imitation of Cézanne.

Deleuze characterises this as the ‘everyday banality’ of recognition 
(171). But his argument is that modes of thought and philosophical 
enquiry we may assume far more profound have frequently laboured 
beneath the banner of recognition. For Deleuze, we have elevated our 
capacity to recognise to such a degree that mere recognition has become 
our image of what thought is and of what thinking can do. Like recogni-
tion itself, this image depends on principles of consensus and agreement. 
It is guided by the supposition that ‘everybody knows’ what it is to think; 
that right thinking needs only the ‘good will’ of the thinker; and that 
thought has an essential relationship with the true (166). While the domi-
nance of this image does not require any actual agreement between think-
ers, it is grounded on the assumption that such agreement is, in principle, 
possible and desirable and that it is the task of thought to establish such 
accord.

Insofar as it does operate with this image of thought, philosophy tends 
to conceive of itself as the means by which an accurate representation of 
reality can be constructed and communicated. The philosopher’s task will 
be to organise reality into clear and distinct forms and identities, related to 
one another through a unified system of signification and through laws 
which determine what might possibly appear in the future. Here, knowl-
edge will tend to be understood as a more or less perfect copy of what is 
known, with thought conceived as the means by which an increasingly 
comprehensive representation of reality will be achieved.

This image of thought is not, however, simply an historical construct 
erected by particular thinkers or philosophies, for Deleuze. Rather, repre-
sentational thinking can be seen as a tendency that ‘haunts’ thought and 
its operations (Bryant 2008: 82). As we negotiate our daily lives, we need 
to be able to recognise our surroundings, grasp our encounters and com-
municate with clarity. And representational thinking enables us to recog-
nise, comprehend and communicate clearly, in Deleuze’s view. But this 
power to organise and make sense of the world tends to operate alongside 
an implicit assumption that a given structure of representation must also 
be capable of ordering all possible future experience. Regardless of what 
happens to arrive on the scenes of thought, the particularity of our 
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 encounters will tend to be subsumed under the ‘requirements of represen-
tation’ and our worlds will tend to appear as a ‘series of resemblances’ 
(DR: 44; 43). Every encounter will be grasped in accordance with how 
thought does succeed in relating it to existing representational forms or, 
should this effort fail, be disregarded as something false, monstrous or 
meaningless. Either way, in Deleuze’s account, the trouble with represen-
tational habits of thought is that they will tend to insist that everything 
which emerges must be made to conform to the representational structure 
of thought itself. And, from this perspective, thought will indeed tend to 
believe that it is operating at its greatest possible degrees of power, sub-
tlety and intelligence only insofar as it does continue to successfully recog-
nise the world without.

Deleuze asks: ‘But who can believe that the destiny of thought is at 
stake in these acts, and that when we recognise, we are thinking?’ (171). 
For Deleuze, recognition can offer only a profoundly impoverished con-
ception of what thought is capable of. At its worst, the dominant image of 
thought deadens our thinking by raising a given doxa to the level of uni-
versal truth, unimpeachable and eternal, agreed upon by anyone capable 
of rational thought and disputed only by those whose dissent proves them 
to be incompetent thinkers (170). While these tendencies continually 
haunt thought, for Deleuze, the fundamental encounter reveals the limita-
tions of representation by forcing us to sense the arrival of something we 
cannot recognise and which will demand a different conception of 
thought, in turn. He writes: ‘For the new—in other words, difference—
calls forth forces in thought which are not the powers of recognition […] 
but the powers of a completely other model, from an unrecognised and 
unrecognisable terra incognito’ (172). In order to follow Deleuze’s 
 argument here, however, we must enquire as to the nature of this nameless 
ground in the face of which recognition fails.

There is, of course, something contradictory in trying to name a terra 
incognita. And this paradox arises from what is the driving force of 
Deleuze’s project, the task of affirming difference-in-itself and of thinking 
with immanence.

difference and immanence

Deleuze argues that the dominant image of thought cannot approach 
difference-in-itself. In representational thinking, difference becomes sub-
ordinate to relations of resemblance, analogy and opposition (38). Here, 
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difference will be ‘related to the identical’ (38), in the sense of being 
thought only as the difference between two given identities. If we are, for 
example, asked what makes a particular apple different, we are likely to 
respond “different from what?”. Immediately, we want to posit another 
identity and discover a relationship between it and the apple. We want to 
think of difference as involving comparison, or as a means of measuring 
resemblances, between the apple and some other external identity.

Perhaps we could instead ask what makes this apple singular, particular 
or unique. Again, however, the temptation will be to think of the apple’s 
difference as derived from its relationship with other, external, identities. 
We might characterise the apple’s uniqueness by enumerating all the ways 
in which it differs from all the other things which it is not. Alternatively, 
we might say that the apple is what it is precisely because it is not anything 
else. Here again, however, difference comes to be derived from identity. 
The apple’s particularity is defined through relations of opposition or 
negation with other identities which are external to it. We are, from 
Deleuze’s perspective, still caught in the representational trap of trying to 
grasp the apple’s particularity by relating difference to the identical. We 
are still thinking about the differences between x and y, the apple and what 
it is not.

What is Deleuze’s solution? Firstly, if difference tends to be thought of 
as being a question of comparison or resemblance, Deleuze wants to think 
difference as having nothing to do with resemblance. Secondly, if differ-
ence tends to be thought of as involving external relationships, as the dif-
ferences between this apple and something else, then Deleuze wants to 
think a difference that would be ‘internal’ to the thing itself (36). Finally, 
if difference tends to be thought of as being derived from prior identities 
and as being secondary to them, then Deleuze wants to think a difference 
that comes before identity, a difference which ‘makes itself ’ and from 
which identity would itself be derived (36). He writes: ‘Every object, 
every thing, must see its own identity swallowed up in difference, each 
being no more than a difference between differences. Difference must be 
shown differing’ (68; original emphasis).

Difference, in Deleuze’s account, must be thought of as a process 
rather than a quality or category that could be ascribed to certain things. 
What’s more, difference must be thought of as a process created through 
differential encounters between different processes. One of Deleuze’s 
examples of this is the flash of lightning (36). Lightning strikes when the 
difference between the electrical charges of a cloud and the ground crosses 
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a certain threshold. Here, there are two differential processes, changes in 
the electrical charge of the cloud and of the earth, encountering one 
another and creating a third differential process, the flash of lightning. But 
the lightning flash does not resemble either of the processes that are 
required in order for it to appear. A flash of lightning is not more or less 
similar to changes in the electrical charge of the cloud or the earth. 
Lightning cannot strike without these two differences encountering one 
another at a particular differential threshold. But the lightning flash is 
itself a third thing, a third process or a differing, created through their 
encounter.

Deleuze writes: ‘Difference is the state in which determination takes 
the form of unilateral distinction’ (36). The flash of lightning is difference, 
for Deleuze. But this difference is not reducible to the differences we 
might measure between two external identities. The flash of lightning is 
not merely the difference between one electrical charge and another, a dif-
ference we could measure, but a third thing or process whose difference is 
internal to it. What makes the flash of lightning different is not simply the 
fact that it is not something else, that it is not the ground or the sky, an 
apple or a philosopher, but that it is itself a differential process which 
expresses an encounter between other differential processes and makes a 
difference with them. Its identity, the fact that it is a flash of lightning, is 
itself derived from difference. In Deleuze’s terms, then, a flash of lightning 
is the expression of a differential encounter that it neither resembles nor 
negates but through which a new difference has made itself.

Deleuze writes: ‘Being is said in a single and same sense of everything 
which is said, but that of which it is said differs: it is said of difference 
itself ’ (45). In Deleuze’s account, being is difference in the sense that 
being is continually differing through a ceaseless proliferation of encoun-
ters between innumerable different processes. For Deleuze, to be is already 
to be difference, without reference to any prior ground of identity against 
which this difference could be measured. This is not to suggest that 
Deleuze denies the existence of those relatively fixed and stable forms and 
identities which compose the world of representation. Instead, Deleuze’s 
argument is that representational forms and the objects of recognition are 
themselves derived from difference and that this difference is not reducible 
to the relations of identity, analogy, resemblance and negation that struc-
ture representational thinking (143). Indeed, while difference is not a 
relation between two more or less different things, for Deleuze, it is a 
process which inheres and moves within all of life, at all times and in all 
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places, and which perpetually generates new differences, processes, identi-
ties and things.

Cull Ó Maoilearca writes: ‘We might characterise Deleuze as a philoso-
pher of life, variously conceived as ceaseless creativity and change, as the 
production of difference and novelty, as the proliferation of encounters 
between different forces […] in a word, as immanence’ (Cull 2012a: 3; 
original emphasis). As we proceed, we will have more to say regarding 
Deleuze’s philosophy of life as a differential process. For now, however, it 
is enough to consider how Deleuze’s understanding of being as difference 
entails a commitment to immanence. As Cull suggests, an immanent 
ontology can be usefully contrasted with notions of transcendence (6). In 
transcendent ontologies, thought posits the existence of something that is 
at once external to the world and yet appears to organise reality. In imma-
nence, by contrast, there is nothing outside of reality that guides its organ-
isation. And, if Deleuze’s account of being as difference entails an 
obligation to immanence, then this is because it refuses the possibility of 
there being anything beyond the differential movements of life itself. 
Everything that exists, for Deleuze, comes into being and becomes what 
it is through different series of differential encounters. Difference, in 
Deleuze’s view, makes itself in the sense that nothing conditions its emer-
gence except for further differential processes. Life, for Deleuze, is deter-
mined only by the immanent movements of life.

In Deleuze’s account, however, the representational tendencies that 
haunt thought and the thinker lead to illusions of transcendence that 
tend to steal this immanence away. Indeed, from the perspective of repre-
sentation, its own structure will appear to precede the real in the sense 
that whatever emerges must be rendered amenable to its own pre-existing 
modes of organisation. As we have seen, Deleuze acknowledges that rec-
ognition and representation are necessary elements of our daily lives. And 
we cannot, for Deleuze, merely dismiss acts of recognition as being sim-
ply mistaken or illusory in and of themselves. As Cull Ó Maoilearca writes, 
from Deleuze’s perspective, ‘to represent some “thing” […] is a real cre-
ation, not a second-order mode of being’ (5). Generating a representa-
tion is itself, for Deleuze, an inherently creative act. Perceiving, recognising 
and understanding entail the making of a difference with differential pro-
cesses and cannot be reduced to questions of whether a more or less 
accurate reflection of some external object is achieved. But we will, in 
Deleuze’s account, always grasp a great deal less than the proliferation of 
processes from which life composes and recomposes itself. And it is here 
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that a given structure of representation comes to occupy a position of 
transcendence which is illusory or mistaken.

Representational thinking, in Deleuze’s view, tends to impose merely 
contingent limitations on our capacities to think, feel and live within a 
world of which we are a part. To the degree that the dominant image of 
thought haunts our thinking, we will at once appear alienated from and 
sovereign over a reality seemingly organised only in accordance with the 
requirements of representation. The creativity and the complexity of life 
will, then, tend to be subsumed under the return of the similar, the readily 
recognisable and the same. Indeed, for Deleuze, the importance of a fun-
damental encounter lies in revealing how life does escape the structures of 
representation and confronts us with movements that dispute our illusions 
of transcendence.

ThoughT and The unThinkaBle, failure 
and invenTion

Levi R.  Bryant writes: ‘If thought must emerge out of an involuntary 
encounter, then this is because thought must not be opposed to being, 
but unfolds within being […] where consciousness discovers itself as one 
more element within a field of immanence’ (Bryant 2008: 78). 
Representational thinking allows us to identify the object of an encounter 
by understanding what is sensed through its resemblances to what we have 
encountered before, for Deleuze. But when we are confronted with some-
thing like Catastrophe’s final image, we begin to sense the emergence of 
something strangely unspeakable and find ourselves haunted by 
 recollections we can neither ignore nor comprehend. Here, thought loses 
confidence in its apparent power to transcend and organise reality. Perhaps 
only implicitly, we become aware of life unfolding through processes over 
which we have but scant control, discovering ourselves, our sensations and 
our thinking to be elements within a field of immanence which refuses to 
conform to the representation’s requirements. And what we encounter, 
what fascinates and perplexes, for Deleuze, is difference-in-itself.

Deleuze writes: ‘With the identical, we think with all our force, but 
without producing the least thought: with the different, by contrast, do 
we not have the highest thought, but also that which cannot be thought’ 
(285). It is not that sensing difference is an end in itself, for Deleuze. But 
the very fact of such encounters should make us attentive to the possibility 
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of creating modes of thought that strive to escape the limits of representa-
tional thinking. And thought does so, in part, by acknowledging the limi-
tations inherent to thought itself. If difference cannot be thought, for 
Deleuze, then this is because it is necessarily non-conceptual and non- 
identical. It is neither a thing nor a property which certain things might be 
said to have. It cannot be tamed or foreclosed by establishing ever-finer 
distinctions within representational structures or by enlarging the range of 
identities we are capable of recognising. Although this may be desirable, 
such a task could never be completed. How could it, when every identity 
is composed of further differences and when new differences are cease-
lessly emerging into being? And how could we ever think difference-in- 
itself when the act of thinking is itself a creative one which makes a further 
difference? For Deleuze, then, difference-in-itself is not so much some-
thing which we can think as the perpetually creative force of a terra incog-
nita that thought can only labour towards thinking with.

He writes: ‘The problem is not to methodically apply a thought which 
pre-exists in principle and in nature, but to bring about that which does 
not yet exist’ (185). As we have seen, whereas the dominant image of 
thought is founded on the supposition that ‘everybody knows’ what it is 
to think (165), Deleuze argues that what we frequently take to be think-
ing belongs only to the lowliest operations of thought. Further, while the 
dominant image assumes thought to depend only on the ‘good will’ of the 
thinker (166), Deleuze suggests that thought worthy of the name can be 
born only through the force of serendipitous encounters that will force us 
to confront and go beyond the limitations of our current ways of thinking. 
Finally, where the dominant image conceives of thought as the means by 
which a truthful representation of reality will be produced, Deleuze insists 
that no representational structure would ever be capable of containing or 
predicting the infinitely inventive movements of life. And so, for Deleuze, 
thought must try to conceive of itself as one more creative process among 
others, as a power to invent new means of thinking with immanence 
through its very failures to think.

The method proposed by this book aims to participate in Deleuze’s 
struggle to think with immanence. As John Mullarkey notes, in Deleuze’s 
own project, this struggle results in ‘the constant creation of new con-
cepts, new vocabularies […] not because thought re-presents the new as 
content (which is impossible) but because it performs it as philosophical 
creation’ (Mullarkey 2006: 17; original emphasis). Confronting Beckett’s 
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theatrical encounters, our method watches how Deleuze’s thought fails to 
think Beckett’s stage and sees how this failure leads to the invention of 
new concepts and new ways of thinking. But the goal here is not to re- 
present whatever it is that guarantees the alterity, the startling and aston-
ishing difference, which may be sensed in a performance of Beckett’s 
work. Nor do we hope to know what the perplexing indeterminacy of 
Beckett’s theatre really “means”, what his stage would be heard to say if 
only we had ears to listen. Instead, and with a certain gratitude for the 
depths to which our ignorance can sink, the only goal is to think with the 
very impossibility of thinking Beckett’s theatres; to perform the creation 
of new thoughts alongside the unthinkable as it is encountered in perfor-
mances of Beckett’s work.

This struggle to think with immanence also involves an attempt to work 
against the representational tendencies that haunt thought and the thinker. 
As we have begun to see, however, it is impossible to forego these tenden-
cies absolutely. If the shock of difference cannot be thought, for Deleuze, 
then this is not least because thought cannot begin from nothing and can-
not function without some manner of conceptual ground. But as soon as 
the labour of thought gets underway, we risk smothering the flames of 
difference beneath a blanket of representation, risk transforming the 
encounter into something which can be reorganised through modes of 
comprehension we are already quite capable of thinking. As such, from 
Deleuze’s perspective, it is more a question of nurturing an attentiveness 
to difference, of resisting the urge to arrive too quickly at an understand-
ing of the events which befall us and of trying to let the unthinkable dis-
rupt our thinking than of wanting to escape representation once and for 
all.

In the final pages of this introduction, we will approach Catastrophe 
with these considerations in mind. Perhaps inevitably, this will involve an 
element of merely applying Deleuze’s thought to Beckett’s stage and 
doubtless risks recognising the work in Deleuzian terms. Nevertheless, we 
will also suggest that a refusal to identify Catastrophe’s final image moves 
us towards an unknown and creative future, a movement that Catastrophe 
itself performs in its closing moments and which the following chapters of 
this study will pursue.

Before returning to Catastrophe, however, it is worth pausing to note 
that Guattari’s name may seem notable by its relative absence throughout 
this book. On the one hand, there will be frequent references to work that 
Deleuze and Guattari actively wrote together, A Thousand Plateaus in 
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 particular. Guattari was, it seems, far less directly involved in the produc-
tion of What is Philosophy? (Dosse 2010: 456). Nevertheless, the work 
which has done most to inspire the method proposed here doubtless 
deserves to carry Guattari’s signature, not least because What is Philosophy? 
elaborates upon concepts which could only have emerged through 
Deleuze and Guattari’s earlier collaborations. As this suggests, it is impos-
sible to precisely distinguish between Deleuze and Guattari’s contribu-
tions to their collaborative writing or, indeed, to one another’s later 
sole-authored projects. There is, however, a danger that work which draws 
upon Deleuze will tend to overlook or diminish the importance of 
Guattari’s thought, a danger Deleuze himself cautioned against (503). 
While this book follows established academic convention in treating 
Deleuze’s independent and co-authored writing as belonging to the same 
body of work, it does so only with the following caveats. Firstly, this should 
not be read as implying that Guattari played only a secondary role in the 
evolution of Deleuze’s thought or that the genius of their collaborations 
could have sprung forth without Guattari’s own. Secondly, it is to be 
emphasised that the encounter between Guattari and Deleuze was itself 
one of mutual becoming and (in)determination that denies any fixed 
authorial identity, their thought running together ‘like two streams, two 
rivers’ (N: 141). Indeed, like the processes of conceptual invention that 
this study will perform through Beckett and Deleuze, Deleuzoguattarian 
thought belongs to neither Deleuze nor Guattari but only to the creative 
force of the differential encounters which made differences with them.

Where’s our caTasTroPhe?
Remembering her own experiences of Catastrophe in performance, Rosette 
Lamont writes:

Those of us who had the good fortune of seeing David Warrilow, directed 
by Alan Schneider, in the role of Protagonist of Catastrophe shall never for-
get that moment of supreme purity and moral elegance. We were looking at 
the quiet triumph of courage. (Lamont 2001: 137–8)

Striving to articulate a theatrical encounter, it is tempting to look towards 
a work’s genesis and reception. Dedicated to Václav Havel, Beckett was 
prompted to write Catastrophe after being asked to contribute to a theatri-
cal programme designed to show support for the imprisoned writer 
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(Knowlson 1997: 667–8). And, as Lamont’s testimony implies, it is cer-
tainly possible for us to interpret Catastrophe as a relatively straightforward 
allegory for the dehumanising effects of political oppression, seeing 
Protagonist’s final gesture as disclosing a ‘moment of supreme purity and 
moral elegance’ (Lamont 2001: 138).

While Beckett himself recalled at least one review that described 
Catastrophe’s ending as ambiguous, this interpretation is perhaps rescued 
by Beckett’s reply: ‘There’s no ambiguity there at all […] He’s saying: you 
bastards, you haven’t finished me yet’ (qtd. in Knowlson 1997: 680). 
Nevertheless, with Beckett writing aspects of his own directorial demean-
our into Catastrophe’s director, the play could, ironically and appropriately 
enough, be read as hinting towards Beckett’s own awareness that it is 
quite impossible for a theatrician to fully control either the production or 
the reception of their work (Cohn 2005: 373). Indeed, in performance, 
Catastrophe retains an indeterminacy which resists an audience’s interpre-
tative efforts. This is not to say that Lamont’s confident assessment of the 
work is simply mistaken in any straightforward sense. But it is to say that 
this identification of Catastrophe as triumphant political allegory succeeds 
only by obscuring other aspects of the work, not least the manner in which 
Protagonist, in Beckett’s account, ‘is meant to cow onlookers into submis-
sion through the intensity of his gaze’ (qtd. in Barry 2006: 206).

Perhaps we might focus on Beckett’s suggestion that his Protagonist is 
not yet finished. Doubtless, the work invites us to interpret Beckett’s 
director as representing a dictatorial figure; the assistant as his uneasy yet 
all-too-willing accomplice; and Protagonist as a victim who eventually 
refuses to obey. From this perspective, Protagonist’s final gesture would 
certainly conclude the work on a ‘triumphant turning point’ and remain 
readily recognisable in the terms Lamont suggests (Cohn 2005: 273). But 
there is a sense in which Beckett’s Catastrophe ends only with the birth of 
his protagonist through a movement which escapes both the director’s 
control and the representational structure which has hitherto guided our 
understanding of his stage.

Herbert Blau writes: ‘With D., the director, as chief sadist, the torture 
is a performance, or the performance torturous’ (Blau 2008: 41). 
Catastrophe’s politics is woven into an exploration of its own theatricality. 
Staging a conspicuously theatrical process, a rehearsal complete with 
instructions for costume, lighting and pose, there is a sense that Beckett is 
stripping his theatre of its artifice. But this only serves to heighten the 
sense of representational ambiguity and indeterminacy that haunts an 
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audience’s perceptions of the work. Set within a theatre, Catastrophe both 
is and is not taking place on the stage before us. The spotlight belongs to 
both the director’s fictional theatre and to whichever theatre happens to 
be hosting a production of the work. As members of Catastrophe’s audi-
ence, we are at once complicit in Protagonist’s humiliating exhibition and 
placed outside of the fictive space-time of the rehearsal. Perhaps 
Catastrophe’s torture is merely performed, perhaps the performance is 
itself tortuous. Whatever the case, our sympathy towards Protagonist can 
flourish only within a theatrical spectacle that both explicitly includes our 
gaze within its representational structure and distances us from it. We can-
not help this man. We are not part of his world. But none of this would be 
happening without our being there as witnesses to his suffering. And so, 
as soon as we begin to recognise Catastrophe as offering a relatively simple 
political allegory, we find that our own position within its theatrical struc-
ture is highly ambiguous, asking us to question the roles that we are play-
ing within the political metaphor.

Frequently, Catastrophe’s audience will find themselves clapping along 
with the pre-recorded burst of applause that sounds once the director is 
satisfied with his creation (Cohn 2005: 374). Deepening the uncertainty 
that surrounds the boundaries between the real and the fictive within 
Catastrophe’s metatheatrical world, this is also significant because it signals 
our sense that the drama we have been watching has finished before the 
figure raises his head in defiance of the director’s intentions. Moreover, 
there is a certain automatism to this response which reveals a profound 
lack of thought on the spectator’s behalf. With Protagonist’s body, we too 
have been inscribed into the structure of the director’s stage. Realising our 
error, we appreciate how our applause can be summoned as a more or less 
thoughtless and reflexive response to theatrical stimuli. By refusing the 
director’s intended ending, however, the body before us will breach the 
laws which have hitherto governed this stage and our perceptions of it. In 
a single movement, he flees his status as a prop and becomes the protago-
nist proper within a newly arriving drama, another play for which we have 
seen no rehearsal whatsoever.

Throughout, we have watched Beckett’s director and his assistant 
mould a body in preparation for its theatrical display. More parcelled meat 
than living flesh, this body has offered no resistance to the audience’s gaze 
or its inscription into the director’s theatre. In his shivering, we sense 
something of the pain and discomfort this entails. We are told that his 
hands are crippled and that his head is moulting (CDW: 458). Beyond 
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this, however, we have learnt nothing of Beckett’s faceless figure. He has 
not been the play’s protagonist but a prop rearranged in accordance with 
the director’s demands. And so, when Protagonist’s gaze rises to meet our 
own, we face a figure of whom we know nothing. Or rather, next to noth-
ing, since we do at least feel confident that he is effecting some kind of 
escape. But with the stage fading almost immediately to black, in a gesture 
redolent of our own great ignorance of the figure before us, we cannot 
know where this escape will lead nor quite what this instant of resistance 
has forged. Even if we are familiar with Beckett’s text and have waited 
patiently for this moment to arrive, we are nevertheless compelled to gaze 
upon a figure almost wholly divested of identity. All we have is a sense of 
resistance and of flight towards some unknown and unknowable future, 
arriving only in the very moment that the performance itself comes to an 
end. And here, Beckett’s actual ending transforms into another, quite dif-
ferent, beginning, becoming suffused with the ‘perplexing momentum’ 
and ‘continued energy’ of a movement which flees our interpretative grasp 
(Barry 2006: 207).

Cohn writes: ‘Like the director, Beckett has staged a catastrophe, which 
forges a link between tyranny and theatre’ (Cohn 2005: 374). In perfor-
mance, however, Catastrophe’s staging of this link troubles any simple alle-
gorical correspondence between political tyranny and theatrical control. 
We may well interpret the director’s theatre as a metaphor for political 
oppression. What’s more, Catastrophe encourages us to feel something of 
the guilt and complicity which our awareness of the many forms of politi-
cally motivated cruelty, which none of us have yet done enough to curtail, 
entails. Beyond allegory, however, Protagonist’s final movement liberates 
itself from this representational structure. Bringing us face-to-face with an 
image of which next-to-nothing is known, this gesture becomes an 
encounter with difference. We sense only passage and escape, without 
identity or termination, sense movement towards a wholly open and 
uncertain future.

Of course, we might argue that Protagonist’s anonymity merely repre-
sents the namelessness of countless unknown victims of political violence. 
But this is a face like no other. Seized in the glare of Beckett’s spotlight, 
burnt onto the retina and impressed into the memory, it is this particular 
face that haunts and perplexes us. And it is here that such platitudes as 
“moral elegance” and the “quiet triumph of courage” appear quite inad-
equate. It is not that these interpretations are simply wrong but rather that 
they seem too general and too confident in their identification of this 
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gesture and its meaning. Perhaps, if nothing else, Catastrophe should 
encourage us to be wary of whether our sympathy for victims, of whatever 
kind, has not hardened into a belief that we already know and understand 
the lives lived by those whom we so identify. Indeed, Catastrophe might 
make us question whether our applause, prompted only by the automa-
tism of those structures of representation which tend to obscure alterity, 
novelty and difference from us, might not have come too soon.

Here, Catastrophe’s final image encourages us to sense and remain 
attentive to the emergence of a difference that thought cannot think. Of 
course, it is still quite possible to disarm this difference through the kinds 
of interpretation Lamont suggests. And our own account of Catastrophe is 
also guilty, in a sense, of interpreting Catastrophe in Deleuzian terms. But 
the indeterminacy of Catastrophe’s final image still trembles with a force 
that refuses to be recognised from either direction. In Deleuze’s account, 
if Catastrophe does generate a fundamental encounter, then this may nur-
ture new modes of thought that will open the thinker towards a field of 
immanence. But this is not to imply that Catastrophe is somehow about 
immanence or takes immanence as its theme. Doubtless, Catastrophe 
poses and explores political and theatrical questions. For as long as we 
refuse or find ourselves incapable of identifying its final image, however, it 
retains the power to force us to think these questions differently, opening 
the thinker, with Beckett’s Protagonist, towards a more uncertain and 
potentially creative future.

This book is intended to pursue these futures. In the following chapter, 
we will approach Beckett’s non-relational aesthetics. By way of Beckett’s 
abiding interest in notions of nothing and his intuition of being as a cha-
otic movement of the unmeaningful, we will ask why Beckett wanted to 
nurture the kinds of theatrical encounters we have started to discuss. 
Seeing that Beckett’s thinking around artistic practice and reception has 
implications for how we might imagine the relationship between perfor-
mance and philosophy more broadly, we will argue that Beckett’s audi-
ences and critics are drawn into dynamics of failure and invention. Here, 
we will suggest that the impossibility of ever quite mastering or exhausting 
our encounters with Beckett’s stage involves the constant invention of 
new ways of thinking his theatres and encourages a certain attentiveness to 
the ways in which performance may present impossibilities which disturb 
our current modes of thought. In chapter three, we will ask how Deleuze’s 
conception of philosophical practice as a ceaselessly creative struggle to 
think with immanence might help us pursue the impossible and the 
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