




















Rhythms in Rockaby : Ways of Approaching the Unknowable. 

another living soul/one other living soul / at her window/gone in like 

herself/ gone back in/in the end/ close of a long day / saying to herself/ 

whom else/time she stopped" (ibid ). 
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This occurs in the middle of Section Two and represents a very coherent (much 

fuller) account of that 'other', "like herself", who not only shares her physical 

characteristics but goes through stages of experience identical with her own. The 

search having been so narrowed - its vantage point restricted to what can be seen, 

through a window, of other windows - it comes as no surprise that the force of 

the feeling which fuels the search is intensified and quickened: a thematic reflection, 

again, of the structural singularity of Beckett's world, where confinement breeds a 

quite disproportionate (though logical) pressure of inner activity and emotion. 

This stage also marks the beginning of that process of displacement (the move 

from person, or 'character' to object or 'mechanism') which culminates in the ascen­

dancy of the rocker. The 'other' so sought for throughout Sections One and Two 

in personal terms ("a creature like herself", a "living soul" ) is, in Section Three, 

replaced by sign or symbol. The shift is prefigured by a subtle change in the 

formula through which the search has so far been expressed. Where, hitherto, the 

phrase denoting the search ("all eyes/ all sides/ high and low") is invariably followed 

by "for another", here it limits itself to (in a way satisfies itself with) "for a blind 

up" : the mere sign which might indicate (one could not, in justice, phrase it more 

positively than that) the possible presence of "another". The 'other' herself (a 

'person', however vague) is thus displaced by a sign or symbol which, in the absence 

of any more personal or direct manifestation, would be acceptable ; would do. The 

diminishing of the object of the search from personal ("creature", "living soul") to 

impersonal ("blind") thus has the effect of further diminishing the Woman's own 

expectations. A narrowing, even further, of hope. 

This more profound example of contraction is expressed in other ways. For 

instance, Section Two shows us the Woman (having "let up the blind") sitting at 

her "only window/ facing other windows/ other only windows" (ibid). This, while 

fairly blank as a prospect, isn't (at least in Beckett's terms) hopeless ; is still, 

emotionally speaking, fairly neutral. By Section Three, however, it has become the 

much bleaker 
"facing other windows / other only w indows /all blinds down/never one II P/ 

hers alone ZIP" ( p. 438) . 

This also, incidentally, provides an instructive example of the way in which Beckett's 

rhythms work on us. Apparently unvarying they in fact progress, since embedded 

in the rhythmic repetitions which are each section's main substance is, generally, 

an added detail: a point of development or progress in the situation which charts 

the Woman's gradually growing recognition that the "other like herself" will have 

to be sought within, not outside herself at all. The apparently dispiriting fact that 
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hers is the only blind "up" does not, however, prevent the search from continuing. 

Doggedly, she is still "all eyes". So much so, indeed, that now - in a development 

of the image and the idea - they are "famished eyes" (p. 439): a phrase which 

suggests, simultaneously, a nearing of the end of the search and an almost 

ravenous increase in its intensity. The formula representing this "unblinking gaze" 

(the "all eyes/ all sides/ high and low" formula) while apparently rhythmically 

stable, is in fact undergoing subtle modification through the successive sections of 

both search and play. In the First (and shortest) Section, for instance, the formula 

occurs four times: the most frequent occurrence and (given the relative brevity of 

the section) the most rhythmic, most insistent and most inordinate in its emphasis. 

In the Second (slightly longer) Section it occurs only twice, so the emphasis (both 

less frequent and less intense) already establishes (along with Beckett's production 

notes for the "increasingly closed" eyes and the "gradually softer" Voice, pp.433-4) 

the pattern of a more erratic, gradually failing search. In the again slightly 

longer Section Three (the emotional bridgehead of the play's 'events') while the 

formula as such occurs only twice, it is rhythmically and emotionally extended 

by the added detail of the "famished eyes" which not only the seeker but 

(changing in unvarying accordance with her own change) the sought for 'other' 

exhibits: 

"famished eyes/like hers /to see / be seen" (p. 439). 

The pattern established - of a search which waxes in intensity as it wanes in 

hope - here achieves its fullest possible expression before being, in Section Four, 

abandoned in favour of an almost obsessively emphasised downward movement (in­

cluding, incidentally, the letting "down" of the previously "let up" blind): the descent 

into the waiting arms of the rocker. It is perfectly in keeping, therefore, that the 

"all eyes/ all sides/ high and low" formula which we have seen obsessively clung to 

throughout Section One, diminish in force during Section Two and achieve - in its 

extended form - a final flourish in Section Three, should in the longest Section of 

all (the closing Section Four) occur only once, and in a fragmented form which 

could suggest either disintegration or (as I would argue) a fluid merging of all ap­

parently discrete bodies in one. The expression "all eyes" being no longer applicable 

to the changing situation - belonging rather to that past approach to death called 

'living' than to this present and witnessed descent into dying - is significantly 

changed: 
"right down / into the old rocker / those arms at last/and rocked / rocked/ 

with closed eyes/closing eyes/she so long all eyeslfamished eyes /all sides/ 

high and low/to and fro/at her window /to see/be seen" (p . 441). 

If this appears to envisage death as disintegration, a more thoughtful second glance 

will show it to be nothing of the kind. Linked with, rather than dissevered from 

life, it is more in the nature of a climactic merging: a consummation which (whe-



Rhythms in Rockaby : Ways of Approaching the Unknowable. 95 

ther "devoutly" or not) is certainly seen as "wished". The obliteration of distinc­

tions - the merging into each other of the separate stages undergone on the ap­

proach to this final descent, which is seen, now, as willed destination - is entirely 

logical; all as it should be. The passage quoted - where the human rhythms of the 

play (its spoken words) are dissolved in the overriding "rock" - is the nearest 

purely verbal approximation to the expressing of death that the play can offer. And 

it finally seems fitting that language - that 'living' but humanly limited rhythm 

which has, all along, existed merely in counterpoint to the more elemental "rock" 

- should finally succumb to it. Seeing death as positive is ultimately both a braver 

and a more plausible (because less partial) view of life. 

Beckett's distinction, as always, is a paradoxical one. It lies both in the im­

possible objectives he sets himself and the surprising closeness to them that he 

achieves. He lives and writes, and the unnameable and the unknowable are nearer 

because of him. 

Notes: 
1) Samuel Beckett, Rockaby ( The Complete Dramatic Works , Faber and Faber, London, 

1986), p. 442. 

Subsequent page references are incorporated in the text of the present article. Except in 

the case of stage-directions , the italics throughout are my own. 




