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LIFEVIEW  A N D  PE R C E P T IO N  O F M ESSAGE  
IN  DRAM A*

O ne would have thought that after nearly nineteen centuries Christianity 
should have arrived at a generally acceptable point of view regarding the 
true status of the arts in a Christian community. If one looks, however, at the 
often vicious quarreling in our own day not only between Christian and 
non-Christian but often also between Christian and Christian, on matters 
pertaining to the religious nature, aim and methods of the arts, then it would 
seem as if the age-old controversy between church and the arts has not been 
resolved by a long shot.

W ithin the ranks of church and art in the modern Western Christian society 
there are roughly two groups: on the one hand we find those who are 
strenuously  opposed to  any artistic  expression o f naked reality w hatsoever, and  
who would even denigrate this as “septic a rt” . These individuals then 
over-react by almost naïvely striving to achieve “pure a rt” by idealistic 
means; on the other hand one finds those who find the idea of “ pure” or 
“clean” art irresistibly funny and who then in turn over-react by an almost 
tauntingly direct expression in artistic terms of what is vicious and 
unprepossessing in life.

This situation — especially as it pertains to the South African society — has 
prom pted me increasingly in the_recent past to ask the following question: 
Why should these two parties opfX)sc each other so resolutely and so 
directly? W ould this be the result of a pathetic misapprehension of each 
other? It has often been suggested of the Christian that he is more naturally 
inclined towards schism than submission. Are we not then in the stubborn 
holding to our own ideas often inclined to follow our own head without 
leaving open the possibility that others might just also have received God’s 
revelation on any particular point?

T he struggle between these two groups is strongly characterized by a 
denigration of the fact that both the good and the bad have a right to 
existence in the arts as long as cetain esthetic and ethical norms are adhered 
to.

* r h i s  CMay was orif;iiially published by the Institute for the Advancem ent of Calvinism, PU  for 
C H E , Potchrfstroom .
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E specially  as regards the  e th ical norm s, a  w ork o f a r t  w ould, as fa r as I am  concerned, 
be  u n a cc ep ta b le  from  a  C h ris tian  p o in t o f  view  should  th e  e th ically  rep e llen t in  it be 
p resen ted  as laudab le .

It is also tru e  th a t  th e  e th ica lly  repellen t in m o d ern  a r t  is defin itely  over-em phasized  
a t  the  cost o f  th e  e th ically  accep tab le . T h e  fighters for “ p u re ”  o r “ c lean ”  a r t do  have 
r ig h t on  th e ir  side if  they  feel th a t th ere  is a  need  for th e  p o rtray a l o f the  e th ically  
good in co n tem p o ra ry  a rt. B ut it is essential th a t in th e ir  struggle  against the  | 
ad v o ca tes o f  th e  e th ically  repellen t in a r t  th ey  should  com e to som e a ccep tab le  s tan d  | 
as reg ard s  th e  a im , n a tu re  a n d  m eth o d  o f a r t  as a n  esthetic  p o rtray a l o f th e  e th ical 
q u a lit ie l  o f life. Before a  m u tu a l u n d e rs tan d in g  of each  o th e r  has been  reach ed  an d  
before know ledge ab o u t th e  essential n a tu re  o f the  a rts  by b o th  parties has been 
a p p reh e n d ed , the  w ay to  a  tru ly  C h ris tian  ap p reh en sio n  o f cu ltu re  will rem ain  
closed.

T h e  ig n o ran ce  o f m em bers o f  the  pub lic  re g ard in g  the  a im  a n d  th e  n a tu re  o f a rt 
em erges m ost c learly  w hen  one  has to  do  w ith  the  field o f th e  perfo rm ing  arts. M ost of 
us, for exam ple, know how  to h an d le  th e  constructive  d id ac tic  messages o f  the  T V  i 

series. The Little House on the Prairie. B ut w hen  we com e to  a  p lay  in w hich th e  m essage 
is no t so c lear, o r w here th e  message is obscured  u n d e r  a n  u n com prom ising  po rtry a l 
o f  th e  m ain ly  ro u g h  side o f  life, such  as in F u g a rd ’s Hello and Goodbye \\xcn we lan d  in 
very unn av ig ab le  w aters.

A q u estio n  w hich  troub les m an y  C h ris tian  p laygoers is the  one a b o u t w h a t one s 
C h ris tian  response should  be to a  p lay  w ith  a  n o n -C h ristian  lifeview, one in  w hich 
th e  ch arac te rs  use c ru d e  language  a n d  in w hich  v u lg ar actions a re  enac ted . An 
in d iv id u a l’s p e rcep tio n  o f a  p lay , o f the  m essage of the  p lay , o f necessity involves his 
p ersonal lifeview. A nd this is w here the  p ro b lem  rears its head.

E xperien ce  in th e  th e a tre  has tau g h t th a t  th e  a verage  p laygoer is usually  d efic ien t in 
k now ledge re g a rd in g  th e  nature a n d  th e  method o f  m essage p e rcep tio n  in d ra m a  as 
in llu en ced  by  lifeview. Ig n o ran ce  in this field has a  lim itin g  infiuence no t only on  the  
p lay g o er’s p e rcep tio n  o f a play  b u t also on  th e  genera l fu n c tio n in g  a n d  developm en t 
o f d ra m a .

D ra m a  is esthetic  co m m u n ica tio n  o f  various in trin sic  a n d  extrinsic  values. W ith o u t a 
p ro p e r p e rcep tio n  o f w h a t is b e in g  co m m u n ica ted , th ere  is o f necessity m al- 
co m m u n ica tio n , m isapprehension  a n d  even a  c lash  betw een  th e  co m m u n ica tin g  
parties. M ostly  th e  cause o f unjustified  d ra m a  censorsh ip  m ay  be found  exactly  in 
m alp e rcep tio n , w hich  is based on th e  w rong  a tt i tu d e  in cu lca ted  by lifeview in the 
receiver o f the  co m m u n ica ted  message.

It is thus im p o rta n t for all the  in te rested  p a rties  in the  d ra m a  to  com e to some 
reso lu tion  a b o u t th e  m a tte r  o f  w h a t m essage percep tio n  for th e  p laygoer m eans an d  
w h a t p a r t  is p layed  in  this process by his personal lifeview a n d  his p riv a te  horizons.
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T his p a p e r  is a  m odest a tte m p t to  illu m in a te  som e aspects o f the  issue a n d  to  com e to 
som e sort o l'conclusion  w hich  m ight stim u la te  fu rth e r th ough t on the  issue a t stake.

Before th e  m ain  a rg u m e n t can  be com m enced , certa in  term s w hich will be used 
th ro u g h o u t should  pe rh ap s be e lucidated . T hese term s m ight be confusing. T hey  
are: Play, scrip t, d ra m a , th ea tre , d ra m a tic  a r t ensem ble, herm eneutics o f d ra m a  and  
the  message o f the  play.

By play I m ean  the  perfo rm ed  d ra m a tic  piece. T h e  scrifit (the lite rary  text) is seen in 
this con tex t as th e  scenario  o f the  com ple te  w ork o f d ra m a tic  a rt (the play). In this 
ligh t th e  p lay w rig h t rep resen ts on ly  one o f th e  m em bers o f th e  ensem ble o f d ra m a tic  
a rt.

Drama m eans th e  fleeting, tran s ien t a rtistic  activ ity , th e  process d u rin g  w hich the 
ensem ble  a n d  th e  playgoers to g e th e r enjoy a p lay  crea tive ly  as a  g ro u p  of 
individuals.

T h e  te rm  theatre refers to  the p lace o r the  b u ild in g  w here d ra m a  o r o th e r perform iing 
a rts  take place.

I prefer to  talk  o f the  d ra m a tic  a rt ensem ble ra th e r th an  o f d ram a tic  artists, because 
d ra m a  is a  com plex  a r t an d  no  single m em ber o f the  ensem ble is in reality  a n  art ist in 
his ow n righ t. All o f  them  to g eth e r fulfil th e  role o f  an a rtis t a n d  for th a t  reason the 
stress is on  th e  term  dramatic art ensemble.

Hermeneutics o f  drama to  m e im plies the  p e rcep tion  of th e  message o f th e  play. 
Percep tion , in th e  sense in w hich I use the  term , m eans to perceive w ith  one’s whole 
b e ing  (th a t is, in te llect, w ill a n d  em otion), to  u n d e rs tan d  an d  to in te rp re t. It is at 
once  cogn itive  a n d  no rm ative . T h e  te rm  hermeneutics was derived  from  th e  p ro p er 
nam e o f H erm es, the  a n tiq u e  G reek  m ythological m essenger an d  in te rp re te r  o f 
d iv ine messages.

D ra m a  is fo rm ative  in the  sense th a t it is co m m u n ica tiv e  in p rincip le . E ach  p lay  has 
an  u ltim a te  o v e ra rch in g  form ative message w hich is co m m unica ted  to  th e  playgoer. 
T h is m essage m ay  be d id ac tic  a n d /o r  investigative in essence. T h e  message o f a 
m o ra lity  p lay , for exam ple, is usually  d id ac tic -fo rm ativ e  in n a tu re . A p lay  w hich 
looks a t th e  sense o f life by asking questions in tu rn  carries an  investigative-form ative 
m essage. T h e  fact th a t  th e  la tte r  m ay p ro m p t th e  p laygoer to  fo rm ative self­
in v estiga tion  m ig h t re n d e r  its m essage m ore strongly  fo rm ative  th an  is the  case w ith 
the  o u trig h t m orality .

Because it is th e  play w hich  d irectly  addresses the p laygoer an d  w hich then  co m m u n i­
cates itself, I p re fe r to re fer to  message o f  the play an d  no t to  message o f  the dramatic art 
ensemble. T h e  ju d ic io u s p laygoer does not, in the  course o f the  p roduction , ask ab o u t 
th e  m ean in g  bl th e  ensem ble bu t ab o u t the  m ean in g  ol the play. H e also does not 
q uestion  th e  lifeview o f the,ensem ble bu t ra th e r  th e  lifeview as expressed in the  p lay. I 
stress in p a r tic u la r  th e  fact th a t th e  lifeview o f th e  p lay  is given shape  th ro u g h  its
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m essage as p o rtray e d  in its to ta lity  o f  form  a n d  con ten t. I t  is a  dangerous 
m isconcep tion  to assum e th a t th e  expression of the  lifeview of a  play is o f  necessity 
co n ta in ed  in for instance th e  view  an d  the  actions o f one o r m ore o f the  ch arac te rs  in a  
play. M o re  will be said on  this la te r. F o r th e  m o m en t it is enough  to  no te  th a t the 
m essage-perceiv ing  p laygoer should  be aw are  o f the  com plete  co n ten t as well as the 
form  o f a  play.

B eckett’s En Attendant Godot (1952) a n d  D iir re n m a tt’s Flay Strindberg (1971) are  
p e rh ap s  th e  c learest exam ples o f plays w here  the  message o f the  play  is co n ta in ed  also ‘ 
in th e  s tru c tu re  o f the  play. T h e  nearly  id en tica l s tru c tu re  o f the  tw o acts o f  the 
fo rm er p lay  w ould seem  to  suggest w ith  the  co n ten t o f the  play  th a t life is a n  absu rd  
cycle o f u n ch an g eab le  conditions a n d  events for those w ho b lind ly  a n d  therefore 
fruitlessly  w ait for happiness. T h e  h igh ly  eflleclivc d ra m a tic  s tru c tu re  o f Play 
Strindberg is an  even c lea re r exam ple. H ere  th e  co n ten t o f the  p lay  gains the 
m ean ingfu l a n d  s tim u la tin g  shape  o f  a  box ing  contest com plete  w ith  strokes o f the 
gong a n d  the  an n o u n cem en t o f the  rounds. T h e  them e o f  the  play  is m arriage.

1. In  o rd e r  th en  to investigate  th e  n a tu re  a n d  th e  m eth o d  o f th e  p lay g o er’s message 
p e rce p tio n  as co lo u red  by his lifeview, a  discussion o f th e  general hermeneutic nature and . 
method o f  drama is essential.

/ .  I  The general hermeneutic nature o f drama

D ra m a  is a  tran s ien t form  o f a r t  w hich  d em an d s d irec t percep tio n . In  a  c e rta in  sense 
this m ay be co m p ared  w ith a  gam e a n d  a  conversation .

i . 1.1 E ach  p e rfo rm an ce  o f  a  p lay  is a n  independent and transient work o f  art, w h ich  takes 
p lace  u n d e r  id iosyncratic  cond itions an d  w hich is the  result o f fresh c rea tive  im pulses 
a n d  percep tio n s even th o u g h  th e  p ro d u c tio n  is fu n d am en ta lly  based on a  fixed tex t 
a n d  mises-en-scine. A p ro d u c tio n  c an n o t be sto red  as a  w ork o f a r t  in any real way. It is 
a s in g u lar event. T h is  m eans th a t the  p laygoer will have n o  tru e  reco rd  on the  basis o f 
w hich  he can  la te r  base a n  intensive re trospec tive  analysis an d  e v a lu a tio n  o f th e  play. '

N o t even the  tex t o f  th e  p lay  o r th e  d irec to r’s no tebook  is a  com plete  record  o f the 
p e rfo rm an ce  — these cou ld  only be reco rds o f  c e r ta in  im p o rta n t constit u en t p a rts  o f 

the  to ta l w ork o f a rt. F o r this reason eliective m essage percep tio n  for the  p laygoer is 
based on a  d ircc t percep tio n  o f the  p lay  as it unfolds in fron t o f him .

T h e  p lay g o er also c an n o t, as th e  re ad e r  o f a  tex t c ou ld , pause  for a n  unspecified tim e 
an d  re read  a  sjjecific p a r t w ith  the  in ten tio n  o f  sub jecting  th a t p a r t to in tensive study. 
T h e  p lay  ru n s in  acts a n d  it is only d u rin g  the  in te rv a l betw een  acts th a t  the  p laygoer 
has th e  o p p o rtu n ity  to  th in k  re trospec tive ly  in  an y  w ay o f th e  co n ten ts  o f the  play.

It is also tru e  th a t a d irec t p e rcep tio n  o f  th e  m essage is p re fe rab le  to a  m erely 
re tro sp ec tiv e  one, especially  in view  o f th e  fact th a t  th e  la tte r  leaves m ore  room  for , 
d e lib e ra te  p e rcep tio n . In  rea lity  it is p re fe rab le  for th e  p laygoer to  be exposed to  the  
clues o f m ean in g  as th ey  unfold  on  th e  stage a n d  Ibr h im  g ra d u a lly  to  co n stru c t an
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in take on the basis o f these perceivcd impressions. A t the end he will th en  have a fixed 
imaf^e on w hich to base his specific in te rp re ta tio n  o f the message cognitively and  
norm atively .

A n o th e r im p o rta n t essential ch arac te ris tic  o f d ra m a  w hich results from  the  alx>ve 
an d  w hich m igh t be linked w ith  its transien t n a tu re  is its co n tinual presentness. In 
d ra m a  im ag inary  an d  artistica lly  convincing h u m an  action  is represen ted  as an 
im m edia te ly  a u d ib le  a n d /o r  visible co n tin u a l presentness in ten d ed  for d irec t sense 
perception .

T h e  resu lt o f this im p o rta n t d istingu ish ing  ch arac te ris tic  o f d ra m a  is th a t the 
p laygoer has a  co n tin u a l sense o f expecta tion  a n d  in terest in fu ture  im plications o f 
p resen t actions. Because he feels, as it were, involved n  th e  presentness o f th e  action  
he waits in suspense for w ha t is to  h ap p en  next.

T h e re  is in th e  course o f  a  pe rfo rm an ce  also a  sense o f ex p ec ta tio n  as reg ard s the  
co m p le tio n  o f th e  form  o ft he play  because th e  form  o fa  play  consists o fa  con tinua lly  
develop ing  presentness o f tim e an d  space. F o r th a t reason the  s tru c tu re  o f th e  p lay  as 
such  is no t im p o rta n t for the p laygoer; only th e  ex p ec ta tio n  o f the  com ple tion  o f this 
s tru c tu re  has real im p o rtan ce . As long  as th e  p e rfo rm an ce  is u n d e r way th ere  is no 
such th in g  in d ra m a  as a  co m ple ted  form . T h e  sense o f co m ple tion  can  only be 
ex p erienced  re trospec tive ly  an d  in th e  m em ory. T h e  influence o f th e  s tru c tu re  o f a 
p lay  does no t lie in its com pleteness, however, bu t in  its suspended incom pleteness 
d u rin g  the perform ance.

T h e  p laygoer w hile experienc ing  th e  plo t p red ic ts an d  expects ce rta in  actions. In 
co n ju n c tio n  w ith  th e  ch arac te rs  in th e  p lay  he is a t the  en d  o f the  p erfo rm ance  e ith e r 
d isap p o in ted  o r  satisfied by th e  o u tcom e o f his ex pec ta tions a n d  the  p a r ticu la r  
co m ple tion  o f th e  form . H e shares in th e  resu lting  jo y  o r h ea rtb reak  o f th e  ch arac te rs  
a n d  so g ra d u a lly  discovers th e  o v e ra rch in g  m essage of the  play. In this w ay the 
p laygoer w aits w ith  V lad im ir and  Esfragon (in En Attendant Godot) for th e  com ing o f 
G odo t a n d  thus also for th e  u ltim a te  com pletion  o f th e  form . A t the  end  o f each  act 
the p laygoer is d isappo in ted  anew  by th e  d evelopm ent o f w hat happens in tim e and  
space. E very  tim e th e  p laygoer realizes th a t his" a n tic ip a tio n s have been  erroneous, 
an d  g radually  th e  p laygoer detects in the  course o f the  play  a  wild cyclical s truc tu re  
o f seem ingly id en tica l events roo ted  in  tim e a n d  space, rep ea tin g  them selves 
endlessly. T h e  fruitless a n tic ip a tio n  o f G o d o t’s com ing  an d  th e  resu ltan t absu rd  
co m ple tion  o f the  form  (the cyclical form ) have a n  u p se ttin g  influence on the 
playgoer. H e  is bo th ered  by G o d o t’s ostensible tard iness. H e  is s tim u la ted  to decide 
for h im self w h e th er life is really  so m eaningless. H e  has to  decide w ho G odot is, and  
w hy this fruitless w a itin g  is necessary. T h e  play  has th u s succeeded in co m m u n i­
ca tin g  its investigative-form ative message.

In elTect it w ould  seem  as if th ere  is a sort o f conversa tion  in d ra m a  betw een  p lay  an d  
p laygoer a b o u t th e  expected  reso lu tion  o f the  co n tin u a lly  p resen t ac tio n  in tim e and  
space as well as th e  u ltim a te  m ean in g  an d  v a lue  o f th is action . O n e  could  pe rh ap s say 
th a t drama is like a game and a conversation in w hich tw o parties a re  involved —
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the  p laygoer o n  th e  one han d  an d  th e  play  on th e  o th e r  hand .

1.1.2 S hould  we liken d ra m a  to a  game, th en  we cou ld  say th a t th e  p laygoer a n d  the 
p lay  rep resen t tw o p layers w ith in  w hom  th e  g am e (d ram a) should  fulfil itself. W ith  
g am e I do  no t m ean  gam e, set o r m atch , b u t playing as such; d ra m a , no t the  play.

A ny gam e is associated w ith th e  m ovem ent to and  Irooi the  p a rtic ip a tin g  players. T his 
lasts for as long  as th e  m o vem en t lasts, a n d  it re ta in s  life for as long  as th e  m ovem en t 
rem ain s v ita l a n d  dynam ic . T h e  p e rp e tu a l lasting  o f  the  gam e rests on  th e  fact th a t 
th ere  is no  final a im  w hich  th e  p layers can  a tta in . W hen  v icto ry  in to u rn am en t is not 
in  itself a n  a im , th en  the  p layers will tackle each  o th e r  again . In  co m p etin g  w ith  each  
o th e r  th en  they try  in rea lity  to a tta in  v icto ry  over the  game itself B ut the  fact th a t  the 
gam e alw ays strives to  m as te r  th e  p layers sees to  it th a t th e  final a im  rem ains in  the 
b ack g ro u n d  a n d  th a t the  gam e re ta ins life. T h e  re su ltan t endless s tru c tu re  o f the 
gam e involves th e  p layers to  such a n  e x ten t th a t  they  have a  sp on taneous inclination  
to  a  co n tin u a l re p e titio n  o f  th e  gam e a n d  th e  p a tte rn s  o f m ovem en t w hich  develop  
w ith in  the  gam e.

F o r this reason G a d am e r (1975, p. 96) has said th a t “ all p lay ing  is a  b e in g -p layed” . It 
is precisely  th is ch ara c te ris tic  th a t d ra m a  has in com m on  w ith  a  gam e w hich 
co n trib u tes  to th e  fact th a t d ra m a  alw ays leaves room  for co n tin u a lly  develop ing  
p e rcep tions a n d  in te rp re ta tio n s  o f  life.

In  d ra m a  the  play  a n d  the  p laygoer b o th  p lay  w ith  a  p a r tic u la r  idea or issue an d  each 
com es to  a  p a r tic u la r  conclusion  — a conclusion  w hich  is no t a n  en d  in itself b u t 
oilers new  challenges for th e  co n tin u a tio n  o f the  gam e. Even in the  case w here the 
co n clu sio n  a rriv e d  a t by th e  p lay  co n stitu tes a  d id ac tic  reply  to  a  c e r ta in  issue, there  
m igh t still be eno u g h  o f a  ch allenge  left to co n tin u e  the  gam e, on co nd ition  th a t the 
p lay g o er does no t accep t the  conclusion  a rriv ed  a t  by the  play  as the  A lpha  an d  the  
O m ega.

A ny gam e poses a  specific k ind o f challenge  to the  players. T h e  en joym en t (or the 
e n te r ta in m e n t)  o f the  gam e lies in the  fact th a t the  p layers play  them selves ou t in the 
accep tan ce  o f  the  challenge an d  in its execu tion . D ra m a  faces the  play  a n d  the 
p lay g o er w ith  th e  cha llen g e  o f try in g  to u n d e rs tan d  life, o r to  be m ore explic it, to 
a tte m p t to  p lu m b  h u m an  em otion  an d  to  try  to find solu tions for issues su rro u n d in g  
this. As in  an y  gam e, th e  en joym en t o r the  e n te rta in m e n t, the  satisfaction, is to be 
fo u n d  in  the  ex ten t to w hich th e  d ra m a  ofl'ers the  p a r tic ip a tin g  parties  the 
o p p o rtu n ity  to  p lay  them selves o u t in th e  o rd e r a n d  th e  shape  o f the  “ gam e” . It is no t 
to  be fo und  in  the  realization o f the  ideal to  w hich  everyone has been  ch allen g ed , th a t 
is, no t in find ing  co rrec t, valid-for-all-tim es answ ers to p a r ticu la r  issues, bu t in the 
o rd e re d  a n d  sh ap in g  p lay in g  w ith  various possibilities a n d  in the  com ing  to each  
in d iv id u a l a n d  m ost p ro b ab le  conclusion to  each  p ro b lem  in this respect. T h is 
conclusion  w ould  u ltim ate ly  b e a n  em b o d im en t o f the lifeview o f each  p a r tic ip a n t — 
a p lay in g  ou t o f the  se lf A p lay er in any  gam e plays him self, represen ts himself, 
exh ib its  his know ledge, abilities, a tt i tu d e  a n d  n a tu re . In  the  sam e way th e  p laygoer 
a n d  the  p lay  reveal th e ir  id iosyncra tic  sep a ra te  a ttitu d e s  as given shape  by th e ir
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lifevicws — an d  these a re  weighed against cach  o th er as in an  argum ent.

1.1.3 O n e  could  therefo re  co m p are  d ra m a  in a  ce rta in  sense w ith a  conversation 
betw een tw o parties  in w hich  b o th  p a rtic ip an ts  try  to ev alu ate  the  m an n e r of 
expression of the  o th e r th ro u g h  co n tinual question ing  a n d  testing.

In  any  logical an d  p e n e tra tin g  conversation  o r a rg u m e n t the  p a rtic ip an ts  co n ­
tin u a lly  question  each  o th e r  ab o u t the  subject w ith  w hich they a re  dealing  
cognitively  a n d  norm atively  in the  course o f the  conversation. A facet o f an  aspect 
th a t one p a rty  m ight concede to know little  ab o u t is b ro u g h t ou t in to  the open by 
se ttin g  a q u estion  ab o u t it to the  o th e r p a rty . T h is w ould be a  question  for w hich 
th e re  is as yet no answ er, so th a t th o u g h t will be s tim u la ted  th ro u g h  it. T h e  o th er 
p a rty  responds to  the  question  by asking a fu rth e r question  in the  sam e direction .

I  In  this w ay, for exam ple, the  p laygoer p lum bs the  message o f the  play  an d  the 
fo u n d a tio n a l u n d e rlay  o f th e  p lay  by de lim itin g  th e  open question  o f w hich  th e  p lay  
seeks to  be th e  open  answ er. In his effort to  delim it this, th e  p laygoer him self sets an 
open  question  a b o u t life as the play  presents it to him . T h e  process o f in q u irin g  ab o u t 
the  n a tu re  o f th e  question  posed by th e  play  is, how ever, p a r t o f  th e  process o f being  
asked oneself — “ p lay ing  is a  being  p lay ed ” .

T h is question ing , o f course takes p lace w ith in  the  th o u g h t processes o f the  playgoer. 
In  classical G reek  d ra m a  th e  trad itio n a l chorus, how ever, in a  sense represen ted  the  
playgoer, o r gu ided  the  p laygoer by con tinually  se tting  questions to th e  p lay  ou t loud
— these questions w ere th en  responded  to  by th e  action  o f the  play  itself

A last rem ark  reg ard in g  the  h erm eneu tic  n a tu re  o f d ra m a  in com parison  w ith  a 
conversation:

In  o rd e r to com e to  som e sort o f  conversational c o n trac t w ith som ebody o r ra th e r to 
de te rm in e  his f>oint o f  view, im plies the  inclusion o f his m en ta l horizon w ith in  the 
scope o f  m y own: th e  inclusion  of his w ay of co n cep tio n  w ith in  my ow n field o f 
co m prehension . T o ta l self-expression a n d  successful m a in ten an ce  of one’s ow n po in t 
o f  view is th e  d eath -b low  o f any  form  of herm eneutics.

O n e  c an n o t, how ever, com pare  a  play in all respects to a  conversation  as it occurs 
be tw een  tw o people. T h e  p lay  itself does no t ta lk  — the p laygoer induces it to  talk  
th ro u g h  question ing . A nd  now  one is faced w ith  th e  d a n g e r  th a t the  p laygoer m ight 
well force th e  p lay  to  ta lk  as he him self does, to induce it to represen t his ow n horizons 
a n d  his ow n view points. But the fact th a t the  question  posed by the  p laygoer w hich 
sets the  p lay  ta lk in g  has to derive d irec tly  from  the  answ er locked up  in th e  play  m ore 
o r less reduces this danger.

/ .2  The general hermeneutic method o f  drama

O n e  cou ld  typify  th e  h e rm en eu tic  m eth o d  by m eans of w hich  th e  p laygoer perceives 
th e  m essage of a  p lay  as a dialectical process dependent on receptive perception.
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Dialectics im plies th e  a r t  o f  seeking th e  t ru th  in concepts a n d  to test these by m eans of 
discussion a n d  logical debate.

T h e  d ialectics o f d ra m a tic  herm eneutics w ere a lread y  touched  upo n  in the  previous 
p a ra g ra p h  w here  it w as m a in ta in ed  th a t  th e  p lay g o er a n d  th e  p lay  a re  involved in a  
rec ip ro ca l d e b a te  o r  discussion th ro u g h  m u tu a l qu estio n in g  — w ith the  a im  of 
u ltim ate ly  a rriv in g  a t each  o th e r’s open  conclusion.

O n  th e  one  h a n d , th e  receptiveness o f  th e  p laygoer to w ards the  m eaningfu l con ten t 
a n d  the  form  o f  a p lay , a n d  on  the o th er, his lifeview a n d  fou n d a tio n al p re jud ices in 
this reg ard  are  o f ca rd in a l im p o rtan ce  in this m eth o d  o f d ia lectica l questioning. For 
this reason  it is essential th a t one should  look a t recep tive  p e rcep tion  a n d  the  role o f 
bias o r  p re ju d ice  m ore closely.

1.2.J Receptive perception

T h e  p laygoer should  have  a  ba lan ced  receptiveness to th e  form  an d  co n ten t o f the 
play. I say balanced a n d  m ean  by th a t th a t his receptiveness should  not be over-active 
b u t by no m eans u n d e r-ac tiv e  e ith e r. T h e  p lay g o er w ith  th e  o v er-ac tive  recep tiv e ­
ness is th e  one w ho  com pulsively  seeks to  collect im pressions w ith o u t savouring  the 
d e lig h t o f  d w elling  on  th e  m ean in g  a n d  th e  va lue  o f these sam e im pressions. U sually  
his p e rcep tio n  o f th e  m essage is lim ited . U n d e r-ac tiv e  recep tive  p e rcep tio n  is a 
c h ara c te ris tic  o f  th e  com pulsive  social p laygoer as well as o f the  u n ila te ra lly  
e v a lu a tin g  playgoer. T h e  form er regards d ra m a  usually  as a  p u re ly  social occasion. 
H is p e rcep tio n  o f th e  d ra m a  is n o rm ally  lim ited . H e  is un d er-recep tiv e  for all 
p ro b lem s a n d  issues in th e  p lay  w hich  m ig h t force him  to  th in k  a n d  tends to  ignore 
th em  because they  m igh t in h ib it his social in tercourse. T h e  com pulsive u n ila tera lly  
ev a lu a tin g  p laygoer on  the  o th e r h a n d  is th e  one w ho is no t percep tively  sensitive to 
th e  p lay  as a  w hole b u t on ly  fo r iso lated  aspects o f  th e  p lay . H e  is the  one w ho w ould  
se p a ra te  th e  e th ica l aspects o f the  actions o f  the  ch a ra c te rs  from  the  in trin sic  a n d  
o th e r  ex trin sic  values, try  to  perceive these ou tside  th e  to ta l co n tex t ol the  p lay  a n d  
th en  express an  op in ion  on th e  play  based on these frag m en ta ry  evaluations. 
K eep in g  to a  lixed preconceived  op in io n  ab o u t a  play  is usually  a  ch arac te ris tic  of 
his d ia lec tica l dealings w ith  th e  play. In stead  o f re g ard in g  differences o f o p in io n  as 
ch allenges to his a b ility  for d ia lec tica l reflection  he  usually  sees th em  as obstacles 
w hich  have to  be rem oved.

D ia lectica l recep tiv e  p e rcep tio n  in d ra m a  is fu r th e r  c h a ra c te riz ed  by its recip roca l 
n a tu re . D ra m a  involves a  com plex  in te rac tio n  be tw een  p lay  a n d  p laygoer in w hich 
b o th  as it w ere exchange  ideas as regards th e  nucleus o f  t ru th  u n d e rly in g  th e ir  
discussion. D ra m a  is to ta lly  d ifferen t from  a one-w ay  transm ission  o r  a  one-w ay 
p e rcep tio n  o f  in d u b ita b le  facts o f life. T h ere fo re  th e  p lay g o er’s percep tio n  o f the 
m essage shou ld  no t be reg ard ed  as a n  o b jective  a n d  in te llec tu a l p lu m b in g  o f c e rta in  
a lre ad y  d e te rm in ed  a n d  can o n ica l layers o f  m ean in g  in  a  p lay  o r o f the o rig ina l 
in ten tio n  o f the  ensem ble  w ith  the  play. W e have  a lread y  po in ted  ou t th a t the 
p laygoer ough t to ask w h a t th e  p lay  has to  say to him lure a n d  now, an d  w hich  horizons 
a re  o p en ed  up  to h im  in his p resen t association  w ith  th e  p lay . In  th e  process o f
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reccp tive  p e rcep tion  the  p laygoer en ters in to  a  reciprocal conversational situation  
w ith  th e  p lay  an d  he questions th e  m essage o f the  p lay  an d  the  tru th s  beh in d  th e ir  
conversation  by ap p ly in g  the percep tib le  m eanings th ereo f to his ow n present life.

It is m islead ing  in d ra m a  to d istinguish  betw een th e  subjectiv ity  o f the  in te rp re te r 
and  the objectiv ity  o f the in te rpreted  m aterial, o r to regard  the  p laygoer as subject and 
the  p lay  as ob ject, because in th e  process o f recep tive  percep tion  the  process of 
know ing  is in rea lity  also th e  process o f be ing  know n. F or th a t reason  it is essential 
th a t  in th is d ia lectica l gam e th e  p laygoer should  open  u p  to th e  d em an d s and  
challenges o f th e  p lay , should  be w illing to play  a long, shou ld  p lay  h im self ou t an d  
u ltim ate ly  to  be p layed  himself.

In  fact, th e  sa tisfaction  a p lay g o er gets from  d ra m a  is based on his unco n d itio n a l 
invo lvem ent by m eans o f recep tive  p e rcep tion  as well as response. T h is is 
invo lvem ent in  th e  sense th a t  he is g rip jjed  as a com plete  m an  (in tellect, will and  
em otion) an d  d ra w n  in to  th e  p lay , stim u la ted  to response by the  illusionistic events 
on  th e  stage. In  th is process o f invo lvem ent he is as it w ere “ p lay ed ”  by th e  p lay . He 
forgets h im self in  th e  process an d  also forgets his presentness, his everyday  life and  
rea l c ircum stances. But because he can  never escape his idiosyncratic being th e  process 
ev en tually  cu lm in ates in the  fact th a t he discovers him self w ith in  the  w ider con tex t of 
h u m an  existence. G a d am e r (1975, p. 113) states it in th e  follow ing term s: “ ... to the 
ecsta tic  self-forgetfulness o f the  sp ec ta to r th ere  corresponds his co n tin u ity  w ith 
himself. Precisely th a t in w hich  he loses h im self as a  spec ta to r requires his own 
co n tin u ity . It is th e  t ru th  o f his ow n w orld , the  religious an d  m oral w orld in w hich he 
lives w hich  presen ts itself to  him  an d  in w hich he recognises himself... T h e  abso lu te  
m om ent in w hich a  sp ec ta to r stands is a t  once self-forgetfulness a n d  reconciliation  
w ith  se lf T h a t  w hich  de taches him  from  ev ery th iung  also gives him  back  the  w hole 
o f his being” .

T h is aspect o f self-discovery in d ra n ia  is closely linked w ith  th e  fact th a t the  p laygoer 
recognises him self a n d  his ow n finiteness in  the  fa te  o f th e  ch arac te rs  on  the stage. His 
reco g n itio n  o f life as it is o r  a t least as th e  p lay  says th a t  it is m ust o f necessity be 
founded  on  his m easure  o f self-knowledge. “ T h e  sp ec ta to r does not hold h im self aloof 
a t  a  d istan ce  o f aesthetic  consciousness enjoying the  a r t  o f rep resen ta tion , bu t in the  
co m m u n io n  o f be ing  p re sen t” , G a d am e r (1975, p. 117)” states. W ith  reference to 
trag ed y  he notes th a t  “ the  real em phasis o f  the  trag ic  phenom enon  lies u ltim ate ly  on 
w h a t is rep resen ted  a n d  recognised an d  to share  in it is no t a  question  o f choice. 
H ow ever m u ch  th e  trag ic  p lay  th a t  is perfo rm ed  solem nly in the  th ea tre  represents 
an  excep tional s ituation  in th e  life o f everyone, it is not a n  experience of an  ad v en tu re  
p ro d u c in g  a  tem p o ra ry  in tox ication  from  w hich  one re-aw akens to  o n e ’s tru e  being, 
bu t the  em otion  th a t seizes the  sp ec ta to r deepens in fact his c o n tin u ity  w ith h im self 
T h e  trag ic  em otion  flows from  the  self-know ledge th a t th e  sp ec ta to r acquires. He 
finds h im self in the trag ic  action , because it is his ow n w orld, fam ilia r to h im  from  
religious or historical tradition that he encounters...” (my italics).

T h e  ita lic ized  p a r t  po in ts to G a d am e r p resupposing  in the  p laygoer a  certa in  
know ledge o f life, a  know ledge on  th e  basis o f  w hich he can  recognise the  tru th
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in th e  p lay  a n d  on  th e  basis o f w hich  he can  recognise h im self in th e  course o f the 
process d u rin g  w hich  he is be ing  know n. T h is  know ledge is inex tricab ly  linked to his 
p a r tic u la r  lifeview  on the  basis o f w hich he can  in te rp re t, ap p ly  a n d  ev a lu a te  the  
message of the p lay  as it concerns him .

T h is know ledge usually  consists o f c e rta in  un tested  as well as tested prejudices. W hen  
a  p lay g o er ap p ro ach es  a  p lay  w ith  know ledge o f life based m ostly  on  un tested  
pre jud ices, it is im p ro b ab le  th a t  his percep tio n , especially  as regards self-discovery, 
w ould  be receptive.

1.2.2 L et us, how ever, look m ore closely a t the  role o f  prejudice in the  process o f 
d ra m a tic  d ia lectica l questioning.

All p e rcep tio n  inev itab ly  involves p re jud ice  o r  bias — pre ju d ice  concern ing  the 
co n ten t and  the  stru c tu re  o fth e  perceivable. T his is also true  o f th e  p laygoer as regards 
percep tio n  o f the  message. T hese p rejud ices can  be justified  o r unjustified.

H is recep tiv ity  to the  given clues o f m ean in g  in the  play  a n d  his w illingness to strive 
a fte r  new  horizons will h e lp  h im  to d iscover the  deg ree  o f correc tness o r ju stifica tio n  
o f his prejudices.

T h e  percep tiv e  p laygoer usually  ap p ro ach es th e  p lay  from  the  fo u n d a tio n al 
u n d erlay  o f his ow n lifeview, bu t g rad u ally  he is transferred  to th e  p o in t o f view  o f the 
p lay . In  this w ay his h o rizo n  is ex ten d ed . In  th e  process o f his v iew po in t sh ifting  to 
in clu d e  th a t o f th e  p lay  his ow n horizon  is ex ten d ed . U ltim a te ly  th e  p laygoer has a 
w ider vision th a n  he w ould  o rd in arily  have had . H e  th en  sees th a t w hich  was in itially  
know n to h im  w ith in  a  la rg e r fram ew ork  o r in m ore ju s t p ro portion . H e  has tested his 
[jrejudices.

O n e  cou ld  co m p are  this w ith  tw o in d iv iduals (X  a n d  Y) w ho look a t th e ir  horizons 
(constructed , say, o f m o u n ta in  peaks) from  differing po in ts o f view:
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F or X  the  horizon is c re a trd  by AC, a n d  because he can n o t, from  poin t X , de term ine  
th e  d istan ce  betw een  A a n d  G, if seems to him  as if his horizon consists o f tw o peaks 
belonging  to  the  sam e m o un ta in . H e  does not even see th e  peak  w hich constitu tes the 
horizon  (B) perceived by Y. Y, on  the  o th e r h an d , does no t from  his v iew point see the 
peak  w hich for X  constitu tes the  C -p a rt o f his horizon. Should  X  m ove to Y, his 
horizon will change  not only from  A C  to B, an d  he will not only discover th a t AC is 
co n stitu ted  o f tw o peaks belonging to  tw o different m ountains, bu t from  the 
know ledge g leaned  from  his old perspective  (X ) he will also know w h a t Y does not 
know, an d  th a t is th a t beh ind  B, C , is still to  be found.

By his m ove aw ay  from  X  to Y he d id  find  th a t  his o rig ina l bias o r p re ju d ice  tow ards 
A C  was ju stified  on the  one h an d , while unjustified on the  o ther. In this way his 
ho rizon  was ex ten d ed  an d  his bias exposed to  testing. O n  th e  basis o f  his justified  
prejudices (but, note well, not on the basis o f  his un tried  p rejudices from  v iew point X ) 
he cou ld  th en  conclude  th a t the  horizon  as seen from  Y w ould well be B, bu t th a t B, if 
seen in m ore ju s t p ro p o rtio n  a n d  w ith in  the  fram ew ork  o f th e  larg e r w hole, is 
b u t a  p a r t  o f a  ch a in  o f m o u n ta in  peaks a n d  as such p a r t o f a  m uch  w ider horizon 
even th o u g h  it w ould no t seem so from  poin t Y. But this conclusion th en  again  rests 
necessarily  on  ce rta in  new  u n trie d  prejudices. F rom  v iew poin t Y he could  on  the 
basis o f u n tried  prejudices as well as th rough  his tried  know ledge conclude th a t B and  
C  could  possibly consist o f tw o m o u n ta in  peaks. O n ly  w hen B an d  C  becom e his new 
v iew poin ts w ill he be ab le  to ap p ro ach  the  tru th  m ore closely, w hich is th a t horizons 
B a n d  C  consist o f  p la teau x  a n d  no t o f peaks. F rom  v iew po in t B he does no t yet know 
o f horizon D o r  w h a t lies beh ind  it. It is only w hen, shifting g radually  from  Y to B to C  
a n d  to  D  th a t  he will g rad u a lly  u ncover a  fu ller tru th . T h en  only can  he look back 
a n d  see his p revious horizons a m a lg am ated  a n d  necessarily experience an d  ev alu ate  
ev ery th ing  w ith in  a  larg e r whole.

A ccord ing  to the  C alv in ist re form atory  trad itio n  the  C h ristian  also moves in his daily  
life from  view f)oint to v iew point an d  he b roadens his horizon  th ro u g h  a  co n tinua l 
try in g  o f his p re jud ices against th e  ru le o f tru th fu l know ledge as discovered in the 
ligh t o f  the  revelation  o f the  Scrip tures an d  in his co n tac t w ith life.

T h e  C h ris tian  w ho rem ains stuck a t p o in t X , w ho lim its his lifeview to horizon  AC 
a n d  regards his u n trie d  prejud ices as final unm oveab le  opin ions an d  c rite ria  on the 
basis o f w hich he derogates all o th er views oflifeasfal.se and  dangerous, runs a  risk not 
on ly  o f fa lling  in to  p ietism , b u t he also c rea tes the  im pression th a t  C h ris tian ity  is 
gu ilty  o f an  ill-judged an d  b lind  lifeview.

S h o u ld  a  p a r tic u la r  p lay  carry  an  agnostic  m essage (viz. rep resen t life as seen from  
p o in t Y w ith in  th e  n a rro w  horizon  p rov ided  by B an d  therefore  p o rtray  h u m an  
sulTering as th e  p ro d u c t o f c ircum stances w hich can  only be a lte red  by m an  him self 
because G o d  docs not involve H im self w ith  m an  a n d  his sufl'ering — as one cou ld  say 
A tho l F u g a rd ’s Hello and Goodbye does — ) th en  the  receiv ing  p laygoer o f  C h ris tian  

conviction  will allow  him self to  be c arried  along from , say, po in t X  to  po in t Y an d  will 
g ra d u a lly  a n d  u ltim ate ly  re trospectively  test the  p re ju d ice  o r  bias co n ta in ed  in the  
play  against th e  know ledge w ith in  him self w hich has been proved  true . T his will
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en ab le  h im  to  conclude  th a t th e  horizon  does ex ten d  beyond B. G d  does involve 
H im self w ith  m an  his sulTering. T h e  w hole issue o f sufTering is no t accu ra te ly  
p o rtra y e d  w hen  view ed from  p o in t Y. M a n  does no t ag g rav a te  his sufTering because 
he suffers from  a  “ G od com plex” as Y w ould  seem  to conclude, b u t because he has an  
e rro n eo u s co n cep t o f  G od, because  he th inks o f  G od  as a  jea lo u s a n d  p un ish ing  
destroyer o f  freedom .

T h e  C h ris tia n  p laygoer a n d  th e  agnostic  p lay  therefore  p lay  d ialectically  w ith  a 
p a r tic u la r  as(>ect o f suffering  a n d  the  possible answ ers to it. U ltim a te ly  the  C h ris tian  
p lay g o er com es to  a  p lu m b in g  o f the  m essage o r  th e  conclusion  o f the play. H e also 
com es to a  personal co n v ic tion  reg ard in g  th e  t ru th  a n d  th e  va lue  o f this m essage as 
well as re g ard in g  th e  m eaningfulness a n d  th e  va lue  o f  th e ir  “ g am e/d iscussion  as 
such. T h e  sh ap in g  jo y  th a t he has experienced  does no t m ean  th a t he has com e to any 
final conclusion  b u t th a t  in his co n tac t w ith  th e  p lay  (even th o u g h  he does n o t fully 
ag ree  w ith  th e  lifeview expressed in it) his personal horizon  has been  ex tended  an d  
he has lea rn ed  enough  from  this to  be ab le  now  to  see h u m an  suffering in m ore ju st 
p ro p o rtio n  th an  before.

T h e  fact th a t  he  was led  to  ev en tu a l self-discovery as well as to  a  discovery  o f his 
p e rh ap s u n fo u n d ed  pre jud ices reg ard in g  th e  m ean in g  o f h u m an  suffering co n ­
tr ib u te s  to  his hav in g  been  ab le  to receive no t only a p u re ly  C h ris tian  percep tio n  o f 
th e  m essage of Hello and Goodbye b u t also th a t  he was ab le  to gain  an  id iosyncratic  
m ean in g  a n d  value from  the  re levan t “ gam e/d iscu ssio n ” as such.

W hen  th e  m essage o f a  play, for exam ple, has a  stro n g  d o g m a tic /d id ac tic  u n d erlay , 
th en  th e  id iosyncratic  c h a ra c te r  o f  the  p laygoer’s percep tio n  th e reo f em a n a tin g  from  
his lifeview is m ore  c learly  visible. A C a th o lic , for exam ple, will gain  o th e r tru th s an d  
va lues from  the  M edieval M iracle  P lay M ariken  van N ijm egen th an  a  P ro testan t, 
because a P ro te s tan t’s view  of pen an ce  is d ifferent from  th a t o f  a  C atho lic . T hey  
w ould  m ost p ro b a b ly  agree  as to the  them e of the  p lay , b u t they  will differ as to the 
t ru th  a n d  value  o f th e  lifeview expressed in the  play.

W hen  one  com es to  a  fairly  un iversal m essage in a  p lay  such as ^e.cV.tXl'i En Aliendanl 
Godot it cou ld  easily  h a p p en  th a t th e  C h ris tia n  w ill find  eno u g h  C h ris tia n  tru th s  in 
th e  p lay  to typify it as h av in g  a C h ris tian  m essage, while th e  ex isten tia list will in tu rn  
find en o u g h  existen tia lis t tru th s  a n d  values in it to c la im  its m ean in g  for h im self w ith 
eq u a l justice.

In  this p lay  by B eckett tw o p a th e tic  souls w ait for th e  co m in g  of a  c e rta in  G o d o t w ho 
has p ro m ised  to m eet th em  th ere  o n  th a t  d ay . It is c lea r  th a t  they  have been  w a itin g  
for q u ite  som e tim e. W hile they  are  w aiting , p a ralysed  w ith  bo redom  (at tim es 
im p a tie n t, a t  tim es bereft o f all hope) they  p lay  gam es to w hile aw ay  th e  tim e. 
S u d d en ly  a pom pous type, Pozzo, ap p ea rs  w ith  his slave Lucky. Lucky is bow ed 
u n d e r  th e  w eigh t o f his m aste r’s possessions an d  is d riv en  on  by a  long w h ip  carried  
by th e  m aster. V la d im ir a n d  E stragon , the  tw o hobos, find  L ucky an  in teresting  
curiosity  a n d  enjoy liis presence. W hen  L ucky u ltim ate ly  begins to ta lk  a lte r  his 
m as te r’s p ro d d in g , he sounds like a  defective c o m p u te r. H is th o u g h ts  m ake no sense.
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T h ey  do  not u n d e rs tan d  him  b u t they still find him  interesting . L a te r  they  begin to 
pro test against it an d  they  v iolently  silence him . A fter Pozzo has left again  w ith  his 
slave, the  boredom  re tu rns . A t the  end  o f the  ac t a  sm all boy arrives an d  tells them  
th a t  G odot has prom ised to com e the  follow ing day.

T h e  second ac t p lays the  follow ing day. T h e  events a re  alm ost iden tical to  the  first 
day. Pozzo a n d  L ucky a p p ea r  again . A nd a t the  end  o f th e  act G odo t sends an o th er 
m essage th a t  he will r e tu rn  the  n ex t day. O n e  irresistibly gets the  im pression th a t the 
follow ing day  will inevitably  follow the  p a tte rn  o f the  p reced ing  ones.

T h e  p lay  necessarily has an  u p se ttin g  influence on  th e  audience. T h e  p laygoer feels 
w ith  th e  ch a ra c te rs  th e  te rr ib le  boredom  an d  the  im p a tien ce  a tte n d a n t on  the 
fruitless w a ilin g  for th e  a p p a re n tly  ta rd y  G odot. T h e  in te llectua l an d  the  em otional 
responses o f th e  au d ien ce , how ever, will differ. E veryone will o f necessity respond  to 
th e  stim u la tin g  an d  m ysterious issues su rro u n d in g  G odot from  his ow n v iew point as 
shaped  by his lifeview.

T h e  ex isten tia lis t w ould , on the  basis o f his d ia lectica l co n tac t w ith the  play  com e to 
th e  conclusion  th a t  life is a n  a b su rd  process o f w a itin g  for a  d ream  im age — th a t the 
m ean in g  o f existence is s itu a ted  in th e  fact th a t  one has to  use u p  tim e w ith 
m eaningless little  gam es w ith o u t expecting  too m uch  from  the next m om ent.

T h e  C h ris tia n  on th e  o th e r  h an d  w ould  be ab le  to say a t the  en d  o f the  p lay  th a t Ife is 
ab su rd  a n d  m eaningless for those w ho w ait blindly. G odo t keeps to his w ord. H e 
com es every  d ay , ju s t  as has p rom ised. T h e  fact, how ever, th a t he com es in the  
m a r ty r ’s guise as L ucky a n d  speaks a language  th a t  they  do not u n d e rstan d , m akes 
th em  miss th e  m ean in g  o f his com ing. T h is inev itab ly  inculcates in th e  C hristian  
p lay g o er a n  aw areness anew  o f the  d en ig ra ted  com ing  o f th e  M essiah in the  shape  of 
an  unim pressive servant.

.Both the existentialist and  the  C hristian  then on the basis o f their idiosyncratic lifeviews 
com e to an  id iosyncratic  conclusion reg ard in g  th e  investigative-shaping question  of 
th e  p lay: W ho is G o d o t a n d  w hy a re  they  w a itin g  for h im  so fruitlessly? Beckett 
h im self felt th a t  each  a n d  everyone h a d  to  find an  answ er to  this for himself. It is said 
th a t w hen  som eone on occasion asked Beckett w ho G odo t was, his reply  h ad  been 
th a t  if he h ad  know n he h ad  by th en  fo rgo tten  anyw ay. T herefo re  the  specific answ er 
o f each  in d iv idua l p laygoer w ould  de te rm in e  the  p a rticu la r  message he w ould 
perceive  from  his d ra m a tic  d ia lectica l d ealin g  w ith  th e  p lay  a lth o u g h  the  
fu n d am en ta l s ta tem en t o f the play stays the  sam e for everyone, viz. life is absurd . T h e  
reason for this ab su rd ity  is left to  the p laygoer to  be sought. In  this way th e  p laygoer is 
s tim u la ted  to  seek th e  m ean in g  o r answ er b e h in d  the  issue w hich is d ia lectica lly  a t 
stake.

2. S hou ld  I now  have  to  com e to som e so rt o ( conclusion regarding the role o f lifeview in 
drama on  th e  basis o f the  herm eneu tic  n a tu re  an d  m ethod  of message percep tion , I 
w ould  say the  following:
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T h e  personal lifeview o f th e  p laygoer plays a  conclusive role. W hen  th e  p laygoer’s 
ap p ro ac h  to a  p lay  (based on  his lifeview) apietislic, dogmatic or reductionist in n a tu re , 
this role o f lifeview is a lm ost exclusively negatively  de term in ist — therefore  it does 
n o t only p rev en t tru e  p e rcep tio n  o f the  m ean in g  a n d  th e  o v e rarch in g  m essage o f the 
p lay , b u t it also co n trib u tes  to the  fact th a t th e  p laygoer develops a  sense of an tip a th y  
tow ards the  play. H e therefore  becom es less suscep tib le  to  th e  tru th s  b eh in d  the 
“ co n v ersa tio n ” as well as to the  shap ing  values o f the  “ conversa tion” as such.

A pietistic ap p ro ach  is one w here the p laygoer hesitates to lan d  in a  s ituation  w here his 
personal convictions based on his lifeview a re  questioned  a n d  w here  he is challenged  
to  a n  a rg u m e n t o r a  reassessm ent o f his views. As soon as there  is a  d ifierence o f 
o p in io n  be tw een  h im self a n d  th e  p lay , he leaves th e  th ea tre  w ithou t g iv ing the  play 
a n  o p p o rtu n ity  to  s ta te  its en tire  message. T h is , o f course, is only if  he has no t in the 
first p lace a llow ed  hearsay  sensationalism  to p rev en t him  from  going to  the  th ea tre  in 
th e  first p lace to  save his ten d e r susceptibilities from  assault. T h is sort o f p u rita n  
p ietism  is respnsib le for the  d ea th  o f tru e  C alvinism . C a lv in  Seerveld (1968, p. 15) has 
obsei'ved th a t “ P ietism ’s b u ilt-in  hesitancy, d istru st o f  c u ltu ra l ac tiv ity  will never 
m ake a m ilieu  co ngen ial to the  p ro d u c tio n  o f a r t” . T h e  p ietistic  p laygoer is usually  
sceptical no t only as regards the  av an t-g a rd e  in th e  extrinsic  b u t also in the  in trinsic 
q u a litie s  o fd ra m a tic  a rt. A n y th ing  th a t  is stran g e  o r uncon v en tio n a l seems to  h im  to 
be a  th rea t. Such  an  a tt i tu d e  to life, to  m y m in d , c an n o t be reconciled  w ith  the 
c o m m an d  C h ris t gave, viz. th a t his follow ers should  be th e  salt o f th e  e a r th  — no t an  
acid  w hich  co rrodes ev ery th in g  th a t is new  w ith o u t d iscrim ination .

W h en  a p lay g o er ap p ro ach es  th e  m essage a n d  th e  va lue  o f  th e  p lay  in a  reductionist 
sense as reg ard  lifeview, th en  he reduces the  aspect o f lifeview to th e  lifeview o f  the  
ch ara c te rs  o r even o f the  ensem ble. T h u s it could  h a p p en  th a t he reg ard s the  lifeview 
o f th e  p lay  as dangerous, m ain ly  on the  basis o f th e  actions a n d  th e  w ords o f  the 
c h a ra c te rs  w hich  m ig h t strike  h im  as v u lgar. Hello and Goodbye, a cco rd in g  to him , 
w ould  th en  no t be su itab le  to be p layed  in a  C h ris tia n  co m m u n ity , because H ester 
has a n  a th e is tic  view  o f life a n d  she takes th e  n am e o f G o d  in  vain . H is reduction ist 
a p p ro a c h  w ould  th en  b lin d  h im  to th e  m essage o f th e  p lay  in its e n tire ty , viz. th a t an  
e rroneous concep t o f G o d  lim its m a n ’s full rea liza tio n  o f  his to ta l po ten tia l.

T h e  dogmatic approach is c h a ra c te riz ed  by a ten d en cy  to  m a in ta in  u n d e r all 
c ircu m stan ces o n e’s personal bias, w h e th er tried  o r u n tried , as dog m atic  p rincip le  o r 
op in io n . O n e  finds this a p p ro ac h  especially  in the  p laygoer w ho m akes it his purpose 
to a rg u e  his d ia lec tica l conv ersa tio n a l co m p an io n , the  p lay  itself, to  d ea th . H e  also 
ten d s to re g ard  his ow n conclusion  re g ard in g  th e  m essage o f the  p lay  as final a n d  
u n sh ak eab le , even th o u g h  it m ig h t be un tested . T h is  type o f a p p ro ac h  com prom ises 
th e  d ia lec tica l n a tu re  o f d ra m a . D ialectics does no t consist in try in g  to  po u n ce  on  the 
w eakness o f  w h a t y o u r c o n v ersa tio n a l co m p an io n  m ig h t be saying, b u t in try in g  to 
discover th e  tru e  s tren g th  o f w h a t he is saying th ro u g h  testing  a n d  th en  to fo reground 
this (G ad am er, 1975, p. 331). T h e  tru th  w hich  em erges in this w ay is th e  logos 
u n d e rly in g  the  co n v ersa tio n , a n d  w hich , in th e  case o f d ra m a , transcends the 
sub jective  concep tions o f the  play  a n d  the  p laygoer so fa r th a t it places th em  w ith in  
th e  infin ite  ho rizo n  o f life itse lf T h e  p lay g o er th en  u ltim ate ly  ends not only w ith  a
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p e rcep tio n  o f th e  m essage of th e  play, b u t in reality  he touches how ever tenuously on 
th e  m ysteries o f life itself. M essage p ercep tion  in d ra m a , then  is m ore th an  percep tion  
o f the  m essage o f th e  a c tu a l play in question  — it is also a  percep tion  o f the  message of 
life th ro u g h  th e  m ed ium  of d ra m a  (as discovered in the  course o f  the  conversation).

I w ould  like to leave it a t  th a t  for th e  m om ent. I tru s t th a t  these few guidelines ab o u t 
th e  subject th a t I could  touch  upon  will stim ulate  fu rth er th ink ing  in this direction .
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