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“Or is there some way of devoting pain and monstrosity and incapacitation to the service of a 
deserving cause?” (Samuel Beckett to Thomas MacGreevy, 10th March 1935): The Aesthetics 

and Ethics of Staging Physical Pain on the Twentieth-Century Stage 
 
In the aftermath of World War II, physical pain became increasingly visible, even visceral, on 
the theatrical stage. In Jean Genet’s, Samuel Beckett’s and butoh theatre, characters are 
strangled, raped, castrated and shot. The performers voluntarily distort and inflict perceivable 
pain upon their bodies. These performances generate a space of confrontation between the 
spectators’ and the performers’ bodies, and between the performer and their own body, in 
which reality and representation are drawn into question and the social dynamic of empathy, 
incomprehension and retreat is played out. My thesis will explore the effect of presenting 
physical pain to an audience as an aesthetic spectacle, at a historical inter- and post-war 
moment when the question of how to engage with the suffering or damaged human body 
became a more pressing one. 
 

My selection of work is informed by both the historical and thematic links between 
Genet, Beckett and butoh. Beckett translated a number of Genet’s texts during the 1940s, and 
offered the young playwright’s work as a replacement for his own when he felt unable to 
offer new material. The two men shared Roger Blin as a director, with Beckett bemoaning 
Blin’s absence from the 1961 rehearsals of Waiting for Godot when Blin returned to London 
to oversee direction of The Blacks. Godot and The Maids were performed on the same 
program at the Théâtre de France in 1961. Tatsuma Hijikata openly proclaimed his 
admiration for Genet’s work, drawing directly on his images and concepts, producing a butoh 
variant of Genet’s Our Lady of the Flowers, and referencing Genet in the titles of a number of 
his works, including Ma Petite Genet and Experiment with Genet. He even took on the name 
‘Hijikata Gent’ during the early 1960s. 
 

I will begin with a section explicating my theory of the phenomenological experience 
and reception of bodily pain in the theatre. My second section will examine Genet’s 
Deathwatch (1947), The Maids (1947), The Blacks (1959) and The Screens (1961). The third 
section will explore Beckett’s Waiting for Godot (1953), Happy Days (1961), Not I (1972), 
Footfalls (1976) and Catastrophe (1982). The fourth section will read the rise of butoh 
theatre, focusing on Hijikata’s Rebellion of the Body (1968), A Story of Small Pox (1972) and 
Summer Storm (1973).Using a methodology derived from disability theory, scholarship on 
pain, and phenomenological approaches to theatrical performance, I will examine in aid of 
what “deserving cause” – if any – these performances present “pain and monstrosity and 
incapacitation”. 
 

Thematically speaking, Beckett’s, Genet’s and butoh theatre all place what butoh calls 
“the weakened body” on display. These works share with disability theory the problematizing 



of the terms ‘capacity’ and ‘disability’, ‘strength’ and ‘weakness’. We see a revaluation and 
reclamation of the so-called ‘defective’ body, the deviant body that refuses to ‘perform’ 
correctly. Steven Connor observes what he calls “the Joycean jubilation in the very 
recalcitrance of the body in Beckett’s work.” Similarly, Genet's work frequently links 
physical suffering and agency, both for the individual who undergoes physical pain and the 
individual who imposes it on another, “a passive victim transforms himself into an active 
subject […] by willfully embracing the source of his pain.” The Blacks stages this often 
triumphant aestheticising of physical pain and deformation: “We're actors, our massacre will 
be lyrical,” 'The One Who Plays The Queen' declares, and Felicity offers the verbal 
equivalent of the grotesque beautifying of the damaged or suffering body in her strangely 
“lyrical” address to the court: “Behold our gestures. Though now they're merely the mutilated 
arms of our ravaged rites […] before long you'll be stretching lopped-off stumps to heaven 
and to us...” 
 

However, these performances are rarely a simple celebration of the pained or 
deformed body. Anna McMullan notes that the “poetics of impotence” produced by the faulty 
bodies in Beckett's theatre undercuts itself via the revelation that “the process of producing it 
is physically painful” for the performer. Beyond awe or pity, moreover, is the menace of 
these bodies, distorted into seemingly inhuman shapes and able to bear such unthinkable 
pain. Pain and deformation can also catalyse the loss rather than the strengthening of a 
physically agential self in these performances. Beckettian actors have spoken of learning to 
“deny oneself as an embodied subject”, to “make [one]self a void”, or to let skin, flesh, 
muscles and bones “fall off” before performances. The butoh dancer shudders and contorts as 
if possessed, and Hijikata holds the feeling “that your arm is not really your arm” as the root 
of the dance mode. Both May in Footfalls and Ashikawa's ghostlike body in Hijikata's final 
choreography fade from the stage before our eyes. Hijikata recalls the disappearance of his 
older brothers' bodies as they went to war and later returned as “sand in funerary urns”; the 
disappearance of the self and the body evokes both wartime trauma and a querying of the 
agential self.  
 

Building on McMullan and Connor's work on the significance of the subjectivity's 
embodiment in Beckett's work, my methodology is grounded in the phenomenological 
approach to theatre that recognises the analytical value of acknowledging our embodied 
existence as a crucial dimension of our reception of an artwork. The spectator faced with the 
performer's pain or distortion frequently exhibits micro-bodily responses, physically 
responding to and even mimicking the performer's movements. The boundary between 
performer and spectator is blurred, and a certain intimacy develops, a sense of the self as 
what Rosalyn Diprose calls “inter- or even trans-subjective” born of a shared physical 
response. Thus we might extend Alfred Cismaru's suggestion that The Blacks is constructed 
to make the audience feel “that we participate in the action on the stage,” in both the 
causation and suffering of physical pain. This consideration of the crucial significance of the 
spectator's embodied experience of the performance also opens up space to consider how 



differing national, cultural and historical practices of spectatorship, what Martin Welton calls 
“the notion of spectating as a practice which must shape or attune itself according to its 
circumstances” might affect the audience's interpretation of and response to the physical pain 
presented on stage. 
 

However, I will also explore the implications of the audience's retreat from the pain 
on the stage. The Sontagian flinch away from the unsettling image, and the squirm that 
recalls the discomfited spectator to their own physical body as distinct from the one suffering 
onstage, break the spectator's somatic connection with the performers. The 'She' of Not I who 
recurrently claims to be “not suffering... imagine!” is held in tension with the intense physical 
suffering of the actor performing 'She.' That the actor is “meant to be suffering”, must be 
suffering in order to perform Not I according to the script's demands, positions the spectator 
worryingly close to the unnamed force that exercises “the same wish to... torment” 'She'. I 
bring together Kate McLoughlin's consideration of the ethics and practicalities of writing in 
response to war – particularly concerning “squeamishness” and potential sadism – and 
Nicholas Ridout's probing of “the ethical, aesthetic and political problems” of the 
“face-to-face encounter” that the theatre stages between audience and actor. Communion with 
and rejection of the other's suffering are played out in Genet's, Beckett's and butoh theatre. 
 

The exploration of these performances, then, allows us to relate the implications of 
individuals willingly suffering and willingly witnessing physical pain to competing concepts 
of pain’s social effect. Elain Scarry and David B. Morris assert that pain’s incommunicable 
nature divides individuals, “implicitly discrediting or questioning our usual pieties about 
brotherhood.” By contrast, Lennard J. Davis’s concept of dismoderism asserts that now, “all 
human bodies are seen as wounded,” a sentiment reflected in Sondra Fraleigh’s idea that 
butoh highlights “the vulnerable body we all share.” I align myself closer to Bennet and 
LaCapra’s suggestion that, rather than a binary of empathy-retreat, such staging of pain offers 
an empathic experience of feeling for another, while distinguishing between our embodied 
experiences. Rather than a crude empathy that would have us imagine that we can suffer with 
the other and thus attain a fundamentally selfish catharsis through this imagined and 
half-performed identification with their suffering, Genet’s, Beckett’s and butoh theatre is 
united by offering a visceral presentation of bodily pain that promotes critical inquiry rather 
than a purely affective response. These performances promote empathy while simultaneously 
reminding us that we are not the suffering being; our understanding of and response to 
another’s physical pain must go beyond simple empathy to be of any significant “service”. 
My project will break new ground not only by comparing these three parallel but 
rarely-compared bodies of theatrical work, but also by extending this idea of empathic 
unsettlement into a new social and historical context in this inter- and post-war moment. 
 
 
 
 


