
Waiting for Puntila 65 ~ 
Beckett's characters have been described as "stoic" comedians by Hugh 

·.il Kenner. The phrase suggests they share the fatalism of Greek philosophers 
~~.~. although Kenner iiliti~y defines the phrase without reference to the Gree~ 
,Yf,; For him, the stoic is "one who considers, with neither panic nor indifference, 

that the field of possibilities available to him is ... closed."4 For Brecht's 
clowns, the field remains open, even if they have t.o keep it open themselves. 
Matti is never far from walking out on Puntila, and for this reason, among 
others, he cannot be called stoic. Still, he conceals his feelings from Puntila 
(and from the master's daughter, too), and for this he might be called a stolid 
comedian if not a stoic. 

While Matti conceals emotions and thoughts in conversations with his 
employer, the tramps in Waiting for Godot have no need to feign ignorance. 
They really don't know much about their situation, and cannot foresee any 
change with certainty; their ignorance and impotence become SOUrce.c; of self­
deprecating humor. 

The two types of clowns here represent more'than different forms of 11 
comedy; they reflect distinct contemporary attitudes toward historical con­

sciousness and social change a$ well.
 

Nothing Immoral or Blasphemous 

In her book The Fool: His Social and Literary History, Enid Welsford argues
 
for an ahistorical function on the part of fools and clowns:
 

There is nothing essentially' immoral or' blasphemous or rebellious about 
clawnage. On the contrary, it may easily act as a social preservative by providing 
a corrective to the pretentious vanity of officialdom, a safety-valve for unruliness, 
a wholesome nourishment to the sense of secret spiritual independence of that ~ 
which would otherwise be the intolerable tyranny of circumstance. In the Mid­
dle Ages professional and amateur fools frequently served all these purposes. . . . 
Clowns serve some of the same purposes today. It cannot, of course, be denied 
that fools and clowns have at times been made to serve political ends, but that 
in no way affects the essential nature of clawnage.5 

On the contrary, the essential nature of clownage is affected in a major way
 
by writers who consciously alter its purpose and make it serve "political" ends,
 
as have Brecht, Mayakovsky, Weiss, Boal, Fa, Griffiths and others.
 

Welsford's history of clowning ends with references to Chaplin. Brecht
 
and Beckett's d1fferent responses to Chaplin's comedy is one place to begin
 
a revised history of the subject. As evinced by the short, stiff strides and bowler
 
hats of the tramps in Godot, Beckett borrows primarily from Chaplin's
 
physical, slapstick style of behavior.- Brecht, in the scenes he wrote for Matti
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and Puntila, elaborates the social relationship that Chaplin developed be­
tween the tramp and a wealthy drunkard in his film City Lights. Both the 
film and Brecht's play satirize a man of wealth who has within him a generous 
social conscience inhibited by sobriety and property. 

: While Beckett derives aspects of ahistorical, biological humor from 
Chaplin's comedy, Brecht explores the historical and class-related aspects of11 
one Chaplin plot. The clowns in Waiting for Godot, who agree that they 
are "incapable of keeping silent;' speak, as French playwright Jacques 
Audiberti noted in 1953, "like Charlie Chaplin would have spoken, not as 
the Count of Limelight [a "talky" film], but when he had nothing to say.''6 
Their inexhaustible banter is a verbal equivalent of the Little '!ramp's 
resilience, his ability to bounce back after a pratfall. But if this is so, the speech 
of the tramps in Godot serves primarily to affirm its own possibility. The 
tramps have, to paraphrase their creator's own Three Dialogues, nothing to 
expreSs, only the obligation to express it. ' 

Matti offers a counter-example to the verbosity of Beckett's clowns; while 
they know nothing for certain and say a great deal, Matti knows more about 
his situation than he is free to say, if he wants to keep his job. The boss's 
daughter Eva suspects as much when she tells Matti, "I never know when 
you're making fun of me and laughing behind my back. With you I can never 
be sure.''7 Matti's temperament is the most unpredictable one at Puntila 
Farms, also the one freest from the ties Qf property and fealty. His sudden 
departure, like Godot's arrival, is the event pending throughout the play. The 
chauffeur is a clown who has nothing to lose but his reference letter, and 
-this freedom makes him potentially more subversive than Puntila ever dreams, 
more of a stolid comedian than Eva ever realizes. 

The Idle Class 

In the first scene of Brecht's play, Matti informs his master, "I've been sitting 
in the car for two days, waiting for you." The chauffeur knows exactly whom 
he awaits, unlike Vladimir and Estragon; and yet Matti, too, must bide his 
time, or waste it, conversing with Puntila and his daughter, unable to leave 
them until given permission~or until he is fired or quits his job. While he 
seems prepared to quit in the opening scene, like many of Beckett's characters, 
it takes him a long time (eleven more scenes) to do so. (Beckett's Pozzo could 
be speaking for the chauffeur when he says,. "I don't seem to be able to 
depart.") 

Before he finally departs, Matti agrees to help Puntila destroy the fur­
niture in the family library. This disregard for private property is as close 
as Matti comes to vandalism, and then it is only at his master's request. Yet 
the master's repeated references to Matti as a subversive are not without foun­


