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 This paper contends that medieval philosophy has a profound, if critically 

neglected, influence on the modernist aesthetic. The legacy of medieval thought can 

be detected in a great swathe of canonical modernist texts: Aquinas structures Joyce’s 

epiphany; the macrocosm haunts Lowry; the Kabbala fascinates Borges; and the ‘dark 

night of the soul’ underlies Eliot’s ‘Four Quartets.’ However, the self-conscious 

‘newness’ of modernism has acted to consistently obscure this rich source of 

influence.  

 

 Specifically, this paper analyses  Samuel Beckett in terms of his interest in 

classical and medieval philosophy (conceived broadly as Pre-Socratic, Scholastic, and 

Post-Cartesian), with a specific focus on the Medieval debate between Nominalism 

and Realism. Central to this paper is Wilhelm Windelband's History of Western 

Philosophy (1901), which Beckett took extensive notes from in his decade of 

autodidacticism in the 1930s and which structured his philosophical awareness.  

 

 This paper traces an alternate route of influence for Beckett’s mid-century, 

late-modernist aporia which his dramatic works like ‘Waiting for Godot’ (1953) and 

‘Endgame’(1957) made him famous for. The Beckettian impasse derives not from 

twentieth-century discourses of existentialism, post-structuralism, or  post-war 

nihilism, but finds its roots in much other philosophical traditions. With a specific 

emphasis on the debate between Nominalism and Realism, and with close attention to 

Beckett’s philosophical notebooks, this paper explores how Beckett uses philosophy 

centuries-old to meet the expressive challenges of the twentieth century and, above 

all, to trouble  positivist conceptions of narrative, character and language.  
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