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Maguy Marin: dancing in Beckett’s footsteps 
Laura Cappelle 

As a fledgling choreographer, Maguy Marin won the writer’s blessing to adapt his work 
for the dance stage  
 

 
Maguy Marin in Montpellier earlier this month     © Xavier Malafosse 

 
It will come as no surprise to anyone who has seen Samuel Beckett’s Quad to learn that he had an affinity with 
πchoreography. In this wordless play, which he wrote and directed for West German TV in 1981, four robed figures walk 
in predetermined patterns around a square on the floor. The result could easily pass for a modern dance experiment, yet the 
dance world has never taken much notice of the Irish writer. 
 
While Beckett was making Quad, however, a budding French choreographer was busy imagining what some of his 
characters might look like on a dance stage. In November 1981 in Angers, Maguy Marin premiered May B, in which 
grunting, hunched figures, covered in chalk, shuffle, writhe and wander around together or alone. It contained next to no 
words, yet the world onstage was profoundly Beckettian. May B was a landmark work for French contemporary dance and 
Marin’s first success; now it is set to have its Irish premiere at the Happy Days Beckett festival in Enniskillen later this 
month. 

For the time being, Marin is in Montpellier with her latest work, BiT, an exploration of the role of rhythm in dance. She 
offers a no-nonsense handshake when I meet her at her hotel. Traces of a singsong accent betray her Toulouse roots, and in 
her sunflower-patterned summer dress and trainers she would look at home among the holidaymakers heading to the 
nearby beaches. 
Her down-to-earth persona belies the radical spot she occupies in French choreography. Born in 1951, Marin trained as a 
ballet dancer in Toulouse, then attended Maurice Béjart’s neoclassical school, Mudra, in Brussels. At 20 she was given a 
copy of Endgame and spent the 1970s reading every Beckett work she could find. 

She danced with Béjart’s Ballet du XXe Siècle for three seasons before acting on her contemporary impulses. “I knew it 
wasn’t the place I would spread my wings, but I didn’t want to regret not dancing more,” she says. “I was already attracted 
to physical theatre: New York’s La MaMa, Bob Wilson, Grotowski. And I had problems with the bodies in dance. They 
were all so unbelievably powerful, beautiful, young  .  .  .  I felt like there was no space for difference, and reading Beckett 
accentuated that.” 

She left Béjart in 1977, at a time when contemporary dance was still in its infancy in France. “You really had to go into 
basements to find some,” she laughs. After a string of small works blending dance and theatre, Marin worked up the 
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courage to write to Beckett’s French publisher in 1981 with a proposal for what would become May B. A month later, a 
letter came: she had an appointment with Beckett himself. Intimidated, Marin arrived at the designated café near 
Montparnasse three hours early. “I wanted to see him first, and I recognised him straight away. He was very elegant, 
discreet but attentive. I had tried to include as much text as I could because I was so afraid he’d say no, but he had noticed 
immediately, and told me to be as free with the words as I wanted to be with the bodies.” 

She took his advice and kept only the opening line of Endgame: “Finished, it’s finished, nearly finished, it must be nearly 
finished.” Mainly set to Schubert and Gavin Bryars, May B features 10 performers, their faces made older and masklike 
with clay. In one scene, they impersonate characters including Lucky, Pozzo, Hamm and Clov; elsewhere, they appear as 
alienated, anonymous figures, like a Beckettian chorus. 

  
May B       ©Herve Deroo 

Beckett’s biographer, James Knowlson, reports that the author was familiar with German experimental dance in the 1930s, 
and was struck by Fokine’s Petrushka. “There is something clownish about his humour, and such a strong rhythm in his 
writing — it’s very musical,” Marin says. 

Beckett never saw May B, and it was anything but an instant success. “Contemporary dance rejected it because it was very 
theatrical, and at the time people were fighting for dance to be truly independent from theatre and music,” Marin says. She 
remembers audience members leaving in droves on a US tour in 1983, but a positive review in the New York Times 
helped change the perception of May B in France, launching a success that then kept growing. 

Marin has since returned to Beckett in Ramdam (1995), Umwelt (2004) and, above all, Cap au Pire (2006), a staging of 
Worstward Ho. When asked why she hasn’t adapted more of his works, she sighs: “It’s so complicated to get the rights. 
Even for Cap au Pire, they’re not necessarily renewed. I’m afraid to do anything now, because once I start working on 
something, it’s hard to give it up.” 

Like Beckett, Marin has moved towards minimalism, achieving the stillness that always fascinated the author: works such 
as Cap au Pire and 2012’s Nocturnes eliminate dance altogether. “He was taking out words, and I’m taking out 
movements,” she says. “It wasn’t deliberate, but I ended up focusing on other things: text, lighting. Everything seemed 
false when we started moving.” 

Reactions to these works have been mixed. I admit to Marin that I have found them occasionally inscrutable, a confession 
she greets with placid indulgence. “It affects me when the audience doesn’t understand, but what pains me most is when a 
piece doesn’t tour, when it doesn’t have a life,” she says. 

At 64, Marin is now based near Lyon at Ramdam, a former joiner’s workshop she bought and converted into an arts centre 
in the 1990s. There she works alongside residents from all artistic fields, including visual arts and music; nine of them, 
including Marin, are collaborating on a large-scale project inspired by St Matthew’s Passion, to be shown at next year at 
the Montpellier Danse festival. 

In that café 34 years ago, Beckett had given Marin his address “in case she ran into any trouble”; if she has any regrets, it 
is that she never dared to contact him before his death in 1989. “He had been so kind, and I was nobody,” she says. But 
their virtual dialogue continues uninterrupted. “I re-read Beckett all the time. It brings me back to fundamentals, makes me 
feel incredibly alert.” 

‘May B’, July 24-26, Happy Days, Enniskillen, happy-days-enniskillen.com  



 
 
Festival international de Hammamet.. « May B » de Maguy Marin  

Au tréfonds de la vie  
Jeudi 21 Juillet 2016 

 

Le spectacle « May B » de danse contemporaine et de danse-théâtre, présenté avant-hier par la Compagnie 
française de Maguy Marin au 52 è festival international d’Hammamet, a épaté et conquis un public 
nombreux. Ce dernier a applaudi longuement ce travail à son issue. Ce spectacle se joue d’ailleurs et jusqu’à 
aujourd’hui depuis 1981, date de sa création au Théâtre municipal d’Angers 

Une performance d’une heure et demie qui raconte et étale la vie sous tous ses angles et ses absurdités sur des 
tons à la fois tragiques et comiques. Cette chorégraphie se base sur le travail des  corps des dix comédiens qui 
viennent exprimer, par mouvements interposés, ce qu’ils ne disent pas sur scène. La parole se résume parfois par 
des mots, par une réplique extraite d’une pièce de Samuel Beckett « C’est fini, ça va finir, ça va peut-être finir », 
ou par des onomatopées qui surgissent pour dire au mieux et en fait l’état des choses et les situations vécues. La 
metteure en scène Maguy Marin s’est inspirée de textes de Samuel Beckett qu’elle a rencontré peu avant sa mort 
et qui avait accepté une telle adaptation. Sur une scène nue et noire, dans un silence de mort et sous une lumière 
tamisée, pour ne pas dire dans la pénombre, les comédiens avancent lentement les visages grimés d’argile en 
ayant tous un aspect sale horrible. A la fois pitoyables et loufoques, ils viennent exprimer la vie heureuse et 
malheureuse, un quotidien morose, mais surtout une autre manière de penser l’existence. La musique de Franz 
Schubert, de Gilles de Binche et de Gavin Bryars accompagne chacun des tableaux. Et parfois même, la musique 
cacophonique à souhait et  s’il le faut, prend le dessus, si bien que l’on se sent emporté par les sons qui semblent, 
eux aussi, bouger dans l’air. 

L’éternel recommencement 

L’aspect répétitif, qui a caractérisé cette chorégraphie symbolisait-il l’éternel recommencement de la vie de tous 
les jours. Une sorte d’exercice de style pour dire que la vie reprend chaque jour son cours avec ses bonheurs et 
ses malheurs, ses ennuis et ses impasses. « May B », semble nous répondre le titre du spectacle qui explique et 
s’étend sur des sujets divers et sur des vécus parfois insupportables, mais que l’Homme y tient et vit tout de 
même. Un spectacle d’un autre genre qui questionne notre quotidien et notre intellect. 

Lotfi BEN KHELIFA   
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