
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Department of Anglophone Literatures and Cultures 

 
Nám. Jana Palacha 2, 116 38 Praha 1 
Czech Republic 

 
Ph./Fax: (+420) 221 619 341 
 

 
ualk@ff.cuni.cz 
http://ualk.ff.cuni.cz 
wallace@ff.cuni.cz 

   
 

 

 

Internal examiner’s report  
 

Einat Adar MA, “Absurd Consequences: Beckett and Berkeley” PhD 

dissertation 
 

The dissertation is an impressive work of strong academic merit; it makes a valuable, original 

contribution to scholarship and showcases independent critical thinking. Einat Adar 

demonstrates a capacity for both detailed archival research and perceptive analysis that is 

unusually accomplished. Her dissertation maps Samuel Beckett’s lifelong interest in the 

philosophy of George Berkeley, and the ways that interest percolates through Beckett’s 

literary, dramatic, critical and film work. The work opens with a lucid overview of the topic 

and state of research, that makes a convincing case for the project as a whole. Adar is to be 

praised for clarity of purpose and her identification of a distinct and defendable hypothesis. 

She argues that “Beckett’s engagement with Berkeley was more extensive than has been 

previously recognised, and that tracing this influence across the oeuvre can help illuminate 

how Beckett transposes Berkeley’s arguments into a hostile environment that makes them 

take on a dangerous and malevolent aspect.” (p.10) This claim is thoroughly and persuasively 

elaborated in the course of what follows. 

The dissertation comprises 196 pages with a lengthy abstract, and is organised in six core 

chapters framed by an introduction and conclusion. The work is logically structured and 

synthesises an impressive body of primary research with theoretical and philosophical 

materials. In her introduction, Adar provides a comprehensive literature review, tracing the 

evolution of critical work in and around her chosen topic area from early publications from 

the 1960s and 1970s, through to recent scholarship by Jean-Michel Rabaté, Frederik Smith, 

Anthony Uhlmann, Branka Arsić, Steven Matthews, Dan Watt and Matthew Feldman. Her 

survey comes across as both measured and informed; it sets out the discourse in relation to the 

availability of archive materials and Beckett’s letters, and highlights the pertinent gaps in 

scholarship that her project will specifically address. The introductory chapter also presents a 

clear-sighted account of the dissertation’s methodology – a blend of archival and 

philosophical close reading and analysis – and an acknowledgement of some of the limitations 

of archival interpretation.   In addition to an intimate acquaintance with Beckett’s texts, the 

archive and Beckett scholarship, the dissertation devotes considerable energy to 

communicating an understanding of the work of Berkeley, and its legacy, in a detailed and 

nuanced manner. 

Chapter 1 on Beckett’s reading of Berkeley furnishes the empirical foundation of the 

dissertation by paying precise attention to Beckett’s “pattern of partial reading.” On the basis 

of her archival research and reading of Beckett’s letters, Adar corrects Fredrik Smith’s 

assumption that Beckett must have been first exposed to Berkeley’s philosophy by his TCD 
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tutor A.A. Luce (p.18 ff) and strategically amplifies the influence of Joseph Hone and 

Beckett’s acquaintances in 1930s Dublin instead. The highlight of the chapter is the way in 

which Adar draws our Beckett’s responses to the Berkeley he had read communicated in 

letters primarily, summed up in the assertion that “Berkeley denies his eyes” (p.23). Beckett’s 

scepticism concerning Berkeley is judiciously established here, as are the differing 

contemporaneous interpretations of Berkeley vis à vis solipsism – an issue of importance in 

the chapter on Murphy as well. Adar emphasises how, even at this early stage, “Beckett’s 

personal predilections towards ignorance, scepticism and paradox” (p. 36) shape his 

estimation of Berkeley’s premises. The chapter concludes with the delightful anecdote of Dr 

Johnson’s “refutation” of Berkeley by kicking a stone, with which it is presumed Beckett was 

acquainted. Adar contends that “the testing of philosophy through pain was very likely to 

appeal to Beckett’s sensibilities” (p 41). A couple of general questions in this regard: does this 

testing of philosophy through pain mean that for Beckett the body is a kind of sounding 

board? If so what are some to the implications of this? And a more trivial enquiry – is there 

any connection between Johnson’s painful refutation and More Pricks Than Kicks?  

Chapter 2 unfolds detailed exploration of Murphy and idealism, that concurs with 

Feldman in reading the novel through the lens of Berkeley rather than predominantly, as has 

been customary following Hugh Kenner, through Descartes. There is some incisive 

clarification of previous interpretations of Murphy with reference to the archives (p.49-50). 

By the end of the chapter Adar shows how sensitivity to Berkeleyan concerns can, among 

other things, illuminate Murphy’s longing for companionship. Chapter 3 considers Beckett’s 

post-War aesthetics, providing, via his articles on art and, in particular, “Three Dialogues 

between Samuel Beckett and George Duthuit” some keen insights into the development of 

Beckett’s ideas about representation. This is purposefully aligned with the enduring concern 

of eighteenth century philosophy of “how a subject can access an object” (p.60). Adar 

illuminates how the dialogues with Duthuit are formally indebted to Berkeley’s “Dialogues 

between Hylas and Philonous,” but also how they revolve around the persistent failure to 

communicate and the “failure of communication between subject and object” (p.66) By 

exploring Beckett’s “farewell to aesthetics” in this way, and by tracing the intricate 

conceptual connections with Berkeley’s thinking on representation, Adar adds a new 

dimension to our apprehension of how Beckett starts to formulate an antirepresentational 

position bound to the art of failure. 

Having established this set of foundational aesthetic principles, chapter 4 turns to the 

trilogy: Malloy, Malone Dies and The Unnamable, all of which were the outcomes of a period 

of intense artistic productivity from 1947-49, during which Beckett attempts through 

intertextuality and self-cancelling narratives to destabilise representation. In this chapter Adar 

uses the work of narratologist Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, on the undoing of narrative, and that 

of Wolfgang Iser to good effect. She contrasts Berkeley’s “negative metaphysics” in aid of a 

higher truth with Beckett’s unmaking of representation in aid of doubt and uncertainty. 

(p.105) A paradox that emerges, especially with reference to Iser, is that the self-abolishing 
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narrative invites even more intense readerly interpretative endeavour to endow it with a 

meaning, perhaps at a universal level. Iser suggests that “the negativeness of Beckett’s texts, 

then, consists in the technique he uses in order to involve us in the complex process of 

manufacturing fictions and to open our eyes to the nature of fiction itself.” (p.107) At the 

defence I would like to hear more on Adar’s opinion of Iser’s perspective and what to do with 

this paradox. Also, worth further discussion is the contention that Beckett’s goal in the 

Trilogy was not the predicament of the artist (p.106) and yet, given, the impossible desire to 

craft a (completely?) self-abolishing narrative seems to be the driving force here – is this not a 

foundational artistic predicament? As the dissertation observes, Beckett basically writes 

himself into a corner with the trilogy; Chapter 5 under the rubric of paranoid perception 

begins to explore what follows nonrepresentational art through analysis of Film, Waiting for 

Godot, Act Without Words 1, Rockaby and Ill Seen, Ill said. The chapter unravels Beckett’s 

turn to the visual and the image again with reference to the conceptual and philosophical 

legacies of Berkeley. Here Anthony Uhlmann’s resonant description of the image as inducing 

thought (p.110-11) is productively extended. In this chapter at points there is a strong sense of 

Adar’s critical engagement with existing work on perception in order to contend some of the 

views presented – this is especially clear in the discussion of Arsić’s discussion of “divine 

optics” and self-perception in Film (p.118-9). Later, her voice is more obscured by densely 

packed citations. Overall this chapter covers the most ground, some of it in meticulous detail 

(Film, Act Without Words) some (Waiting for Godot, for instance) in a slightly more 

perfunctory manner.  Although the issue is covered further in chapter 6, I felt that there might 

be more said about theatricality as such – watching/spectating/being with a performance as 

well as interpreting a play text – (as was done with narrative previously) and the implications 

of the turn to the stage on notions of perception and image. It would be interesting to hear 

more about this too, if time permits, during the defence. Chapter 6 provides a lucid and highly 

readable synthesis of Enlightenment and post Enlightenment theories of 

blindness/insight/sight and the modalities of blindness as a trope. Adar convincingly shows 

how Berkeley’s influence can be traced in Endgame and Rough for Theatre 1. She also 

pursues contrasts with Yeats’s The Cat and the Moon and, more pertinently Synge’s Well of 

the Saints both of which share the motif of blindness but use it for very different ends. Her 

exploration of Rough for Theatre as a dramatization of the Molyneux problem is neatly 

rendered and stands as another highlight in the interpretive texture of Adar’s work. That said, 

I still wonder to what extent blindness in the play is simply “impairment” and their failure a 

mere failure to co-ordinate, as the chapter seems to conclude? 

To conclude, the form and style of the dissertation display a fine attention to detail. Adar 

writes with confidence and nuance, with a mature sense of critical debate. Sources have been 

handled ethically and elegantly throughout. There is a tiny number of typographical errors 

that would be good to comb out, because I expect that this work will very soon be published.  

I recommend the thesis for defence. / Práci doporučuji k obhajobě. Předloženou disertační 

práci předběžně klasifikuji jako prospěla. 
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