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Samuel Beckett's fiction, on occasion, reflects some of the rough beauty
of his native Irish countryside. Rather surprisingly, his bleak fiction
sometimes reflects as well the landscape of the pastoral poem. In borrowing
from the idealized pastoral conventions, he sets up an incongruity of styles,
a counter to his unrelentingly rationalistic. meticulously detailed prose (see
Smith). But in the short. nostalgic fiction of his late period, most
particularly in the brilliant IIISeen III Said (published in 1981,when he was
seventy-five), the pastoral has assumed an even more dominant role. Here
Beckett's chosen genre is the pastoral elegy. His prose poem is written in
the same key as Milton's Lycidas, Pope's Elegy to the Memory of an
Unfortunate Lady, Grays Elegy Written in a Country Church-Yard, and
ShelleysAdonais. He borrows from the conventions utilized in these poems
and also (I believe) from the second of Nicolas Poussin's famous
seventeenth-century paintings titled TheArcadian Shepherds.

The story of III Seen /II Said concerns an ancient widow who lives alone
in a small stone house, surrounded by a -zone of stones- which is gradually
pushing outward. encroaching on the sheep and pastures beyond.l The only
real action of the minimalist plot is the woman's occasional visit to a distant
tomb. However, as usual in Beckett. the purported story is less important
than the struggle to tell the story. Here the text is fragmented into
numerous discrete sections, and sentences (if that is even the correct word)
are short. fragmentary, telegraphic. Beckett depicts himself as having
difficultydescribing the woman, his struggle to capture her evanescent world
in language turns out to be virtually impossible, and he repeatedly discovers
that his imagination crowds out any attempt at depicting things as they are.

Technically, the elegiac status of III Seen III Said is based on the old
woman's loss of her beloved husband--there ~e references to her "widowed
eye- (22) and to the ring on the third finger of her left hand, -the kind called
keeper- (32). But Beckett maintains a powerful ambiguity throughout the
story. His prose poem is also an anticipatory elegy for the woman herself,
who is on several occasions described as analogous to the distant grave and
the white stones piling up around her house. On the first page we are told
that -she sits as though turned to stone- (7); and this connection continues
throughout. as when next to the tomb she is described as standing ~y the
other stone- (30). The old woman's journeys out to her husband's grave

31




