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Waiting for Godot by Samuel Beckett
Alicia Pope
A level – Edexcel Component 3, Section C

Introduction
Waiting for Godot by Samuel Beckett is one of the nine set texts for the new 
Pearson A level specification. These set texts form the basis of section C of 
Component 3: Theatre Makers in Practice. Section C: Interpreting a Performance 
Text requires students to write about a set text in relation to a practitioner and 
the play’s original performance conditions. The most effective way for students to 
understand how they would approach their chosen set text is to have practically 
explored the text in depth. This scheme of work offers a range of ideas for closely 
exploring the text in relation to different practitioners to enable students to write 
in the specific, drama focussed way that is required in the exam.

The Component 3 exam: Theatre Makers in Practice
The written examination is 2 hours and 30 minutes and is out of 80 marks.
The exam is divided in to three sections:
Section A: Live theatre evaluation. Students must answer one extended response 
question on the performance they have seen.
Section B: Page to stage: realisation of a complete performance text. Students 
must answer two questions related to an unseen extract from the performance 
text they have studied.
Section C: Interpreting one complete performance text, in light of one practitioner 
for a contemporary audience. Students answer one question (from a choice of 
two) based on an unseen named section (normally between 90-110 lines long). 
Students must take clean copies of texts into the exam.

Waiting for Godot is a set text for Section C. In this section of the exam students 
are required to:

 f Practically explore a complete performance text in the light of a chosen 
practitioner in order to outline and justify their ideas for a production concept. 
They will need to develop an integral understanding of the text as a whole in 
order to interpret it for a contemporary audience.

 f Students will assume the role of a director and will need to outline and justify 
how different theatre makers and theatrical elements work alongside the 
methodologies of a recognised theatre practitioner. The practitioner chosen for 
this component must be different from the one studied in Component 1.

 f Students must also research the original performance conditions and gain 
knowledge and understanding of the social, historical and cultural factors that 
are central to the context of the original text.

 f Students must have an appreciation of the original aims and intentions of the 
playwright.

When considering how their chosen performance text might be interpreted and 
staged in the light of a practitioner students should consider:

 f Their intended audience and an appropriate theatrical venue/space staging 
and visual impact

 f How the use of design elements such as set, lighting, sound, costume, 
multimedia, masks, props and puppets might help to communicate ideas to an 
audience

 f The acting style of key roles including the use of characterisation, vocal 
expression and movement

 f The original performance conditions and the historical, social and cultural 
context of the text.

(Taken from the Pearson specification)

Text used: Waiting for Godot by Samuel 
Beckett, published by Faber & Faber, 
ISBN: 978-0-571-22911-6.

Alicia Pope did a degree in English and 
Theatre & Media Drama at the University 
of Glamorgan. She then did a PGCE at 
UWE in Bristol and is currently in her 
ninth year of teaching.
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Practitioners
The practitioner chosen from the list below should be different to the one studied 
in Component 1:

 f Antonin Artaud
 f Kneehigh
 f Brecht
 f Joan Littlewood
 f Steven Berkoff
 f Punchdrunk
 f Complicite
 f Stanislavski.

Section 1: Research task
Learning objectives

 f To research Samuel Beckett and absurdist theatre to discover some historical 
facts about the playwright, the text and the original performance conditions

 f To present these findings.

In pairs, ask students to research and answer the following questions adding as 
much information as they can to their answers. Ask each pair to present their 
findings and discuss the details, adding to their own notes as necessary.

Section 2: Brecht
Learning objectives

 f To explore gestus, Spass, speaking stage directions and direct address.

Text: Act 1, from p. 21: ‘Vladimir: Let’s go’ to p. 26: ‘Vladimir: Try and walk. (Estragon 
takes a few limping steps, stops before Lucky and spits on him, then goes and sits down on 
the mound.)’

Summary: In this scene while Pozzo muses that he too would like to meet 
Godot, Estragon is keen to know why Lucky does not put down his bags. Pozzo 
explains that Lucky is trying to demonstrate how useful he is so that Pozzo will 
not get rid of him. Pozzo tells Vladimir and Estragon that he is taking Lucky to the 
fair in the hope of getting a good price for him. When Pozzo comments that the 
best thing would be to kill him, Lucky weeps. Estragon approaches Lucky with a 
handkerchief to wipe his eyes when Lucky kicks him violently. Vladimir comforts 
Estragon before Estragon limps over and spits at Lucky.

How can absurdist theatre be defined?

What are some of the conventions of absurdist theatre?

Which playwrights are commonly considered absurdist?

Where and when was Samuel Beckett born?

Where did he study?

As well as writing, what else was Beckett gifted in?

What did Beckett do during World War II?

Who were Beckett’s literary influences?

What titles are considered to be Beckett’s most influential texts?

What prestigious prize did Beckett receive?

When and where was Waiting for Godot first performed?

What language was Waiting for Godot originally written in?

How might you link existentialism to Waiting for Godot?

What was happening in the world around the time that Waiting for Godot was 
first performed?

What questions did Waiting for Godot raise for audiences? How are these 
questions relevant for a twenty-first-century audience?
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Practical activities
One
Speaking the stage directions
Brecht used this technique in rehearsal to encourage actors not to connect too 
much with their characters.

Discussion: How does this technique differ from Stanislavski’s ideas?
In groups of four, use this technique to rehearse the text on p. 23, with three 

people taking on the roles of Vladimir, Estragon and Pozzo and one person reading 
the stage directions aloud.

Discussion: How do you feel about this rehearsal technique? Does it distance 
you from your character and help to create a focus on the work?

Although this is a rehearsal technique it would be interesting for groups to 
perform their work with the stage directions being read out.

Two
Gestus
This Brechtian device is a gesture or movement performed by an actor to show 
the essence of a character.

Discussion: List the main characteristics that apply to Vladimir, Estragon, 
Pozzo and Lucky. How could you physically demonstrate these characteristics? 
E.g. Pozzo is arrogant; this could be shown by an upturn of the head, looking down 
the nose at the person being addressed, a withdrawal of eye contact. In this scene 
Vladimir shows tenderness towards Estragon, this could be shown by tilting the 
head and reaching out with one or both hands, palm facing upwards.

In groups of four, ask students to take on the roles of Vladimir, Estragon, 
Pozzo and Lucky and create three gestures or movements that represent them 
labelling each choice 1, 2 and 3. Ask students to walk briskly in neutral around the 
performance space. On your call of 1, 2, or 3 they should stop and should perform 
their chosen movement or gesture before returning to neutral and continuing to 
walk around the space. Repeat.

Discussion: Ask students to discuss their choices and justifications.

Three
Spass
Spass or Spaß means fun, and Brecht wanted audiences to feel the fun in what 
they were watching whilst always observing their awareness of the performance.

Discussion: Where is the potential for fun in this scene?
One of the most obvious answers to the question is the moment where 

Estragon means to comfort Lucky and is rewarded with a violent kick to the shin.
In pairs taking on the roles of Estragon and Lucky, rehearse the scene from 

p. 25:
(Estragon approaches Lucky and makes to wipe his eyes. Lucky kicks him violently in 
the shins. Estragon drops the handkerchief, recoils, staggers about the stage howling 
with pain). Lucky puts down bag and basket, picks up handkerchief, gives it to Pozzo, 
goes back to his place, picks up bag and basket.)
‘Estragon: Oh the swine! (He pulls up the leg of his trousers.) He’s crippled me!’

Ask students to experiment with the scene carefully considering the following:
 f The delivery of Estragon’s dialogue
 f The timing of the kick
 f Physical skills: Movement, gesture including the gestus work from the previous 
work, posture, gait, energy, facial expressions including eye contact or its 
withdrawal, interaction

 f Vocal skills: Pitch, pace, pause, tone of voice, volume, emphasis, accent, use of 
choral voice.

Rehearse and perform.

Four
Placards and direct address to break the fourth wall
In groups of four, ask students to combine their ideas and rehearse the scene 
again, adding the conventions of direct address, breaking the fourth wall and the 
use of placards to introduce the scene. E.g. one person holds a placard that says: 
‘The bit where Estragon tries to help Lucky but Lucky kicks him violently in the 
shin’, while someone else reads the text to the audience, making eye contact and 
directly addressing particular people.
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Section 3: Steven Berkoff
Learning objectives

 f To explore Berkoff’s ideas on mime and movement
 f To explore a total theatre performance of a short scene.

Text
Act 2, p. 58, from ‘Vladimir: Show your leg’ to p. 61, ‘Estragon: (Violently.) Enough! 
(Silence.) I suppose I might as well sit down. (He looks for a place to sit down, then goes to 
sit down on the mound.)’

Summary
Vladimir inspects the wound on Estragon’s leg and notes that it is beginning 
to fester. Vladimir enquires where Estragon’s boots are and Estragon surmises 
that he must have thrown them away because they were hurting him. They spot 
a pair of boots but Estragon insists that they are not his. Estragon requests a 
radish, Vladimir only has black ones which Estragon rejects. They wait. Vladimir 
convinces Estragon to try the boots although Estragon vehemently refuses 
Vladimir’s offer to lace them. Estragon violently tells Vladimir that he has had 
enough of talking about the boots.

Practical activities
One
Mime and movement
Discussion: In what ways are mime and movement significant in Berkoff’s work?

Ask students to get into pairs and divide the scene into sections of about 
fifteen lines. If you have a large class you might be able to cover the whole focus 
scene. Ask each pair to rehearse their section with a specific focus on their use 
of mime and movement. Each pair should experiment rehearsing the scene with 
and without the dialogue to encourage further focus on the use of physical skills. 
During this non-verbal rehearsal ask students to push their use of movement and 
mime further and to exaggerate their gestures and moment. This can be linked to 
the previous work on gestus.

Rehearse and perform.
Group students into fours with a pair that have rehearsed the scene before 

or after their own. Ask students to share their ideas again and use each other’s 
work to produce a longer scene with a focus on how they are using mime and 
movement.

Rehearse and perform.
Extension idea: Berkoff’s ideas for mime and movement can also be linked 

to Artaud’s ideas of the grotesque. Students could push their non-verbal 
work further into the grotesque by considering the use of non-verbal sounds 
– breathing, grunting, sighing and so on and the effect this might have. Ask 
students to consider how they might stage their performance to immerse the 
audience in a grotesque interpretation of their scene.

Two
Total Theatre
Berkoff often draws on Artaudian concepts to create a style of theatre that 
demands complete commitment from actors in both rehearsal and performance. 
Total theatre requires every element of the work to have a purpose where each 
movement, gesture, turn, breath has a reason. Total theatre uses limited theatrical 
elements in order to enhance the audience experience and keep them detached 
from what they see allowing them to access the message of the work.

Things to consider:
 f Vocal skills – Consider the use of each word carefully. How will you use pitch, 
pace, tone, volume, accent, emphasis? Also consider the use of non-verbal 
sounds.

 f Physical skills – How will you focus each of your movements for maximum 
effect? What will each move of your head, shoulders, hands, eyes 
communicate?

 f Proxemics – Your proximity to the audience and other characters can have a 
huge effect. Consider the effect your use of vocal and physical skills might have 
if you are in close physical proximity to the audience.

Using the same sections of text as in Activity 1, ask students to work in pairs to 
create a detailed annotation of their chosen section with ideas of how each word, 
action, movement might be performed and why.
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Ask students to rehearse their annotated script, making changes and 

adjustments for ideas that don’t work before performing.
Discussion: After each performance, ask students to highlight some of the 

decisions they made in their work. Ask the audience to feedback on how effective 
these decisions were and why, as well as offering constructive ideas for pushing 
the work forward.

Section 4: Kneehigh
Learning objectives

 f To explore Kneehigh’s use of design skills and consider methods of staging
 f To explore the use of costume
 f To create your own text to explore the creation of character
 f To recreate a scene using music and dance.

Text
Act 2, from p. 72, ‘Pozzo: Help!’to p. 75 ‘Vladimir & Estragon: Pozzo! Pozzo!’

Summary
Pozzo, now blind, has returned. He and Lucky have fallen over and have been lying 
on the ground among their baggage for some time while Vladimir and Estragon 
talk, ignoring Pozzo’s cries. Estragon becomes interested when Pozzo offers to pay 
for their help. Vladimir tries to pull Pozzo up but falls himself and cannot get up. 
Vladimir calls for Estragon to help and in exchange Vladimir promises that they 
can leave. Estragon tries to pull Vladimir up but falls over. Pozzo questions the 
pair and in anger Vladimir strikes him, Pozzo crawls away and collapses. Vladimir 
and Estragon call to Pozzo.

Practical activities
One
Design and staging
Design is hugely important in Kneehigh productions. Sets are often used to 
represent locations rather than to recreate them, and lighting is integral to the 
effect. Waiting for Godot is set incredibly simplistically – Act 1. A country road. 
A tree. Evening. Act two. Next day. Same time. Same place. We also know there is 
a mound that can be sat on. This gives students a huge blank canvas on which 
to project their ideas. In a Kneehigh production it would be as expected to see a 
real tree as it would be to see a tree represented by scaffolding. The audience is 
an integral part of Kneehigh and so it would be important to consider how the 
staging will impact the audience; e.g. in the round can make work more intimate, 
a thrust stage can make an audience feel part of the action, a traverse stage might 
emphasise the repetitive nature of Vladimir and Estragon’s waiting.

Research
Ask students to spend some time looking at images of Kneehigh sets and making 
a note of ideas that they find exciting. Ask students to design their own set and 
present their ideas to the class. Alternatively, you could give students a set time to 
gather what is available to them in their surroundings to create their own set in 
your Drama space. The addition of lighting ideas should be encouraged.

As a whole group, ask students to design a set that everyone will use. Once the 
set has been created ask students to read the extract and in groups of 4 perform a 
devised version of the scene carefully considering how they will make use of their 
chosen design elements.

Rehearse and perform.
Discussion and feedback: In what ways did the set that you designed enhance 

the performance? How was the set used to best effect? How could it have been 
better utilised? How would you change the set in order for it to be more effective?

Two
Costumes
The use of costume in Kneehigh’s work is always visually stimulating. Ask 
students to create an image board, showing their costume designs ideally using 
fabrics to bring the ideas to life. Ask students to present these ideas justifying 
why they have opted for this design concept. Using Kneehigh as a practitioner 
here would allow students a great deal of freedom. They might model Vladimir 
and Estragon quite traditionally in shabby suits with black bowler hats or create 
an entirely different idea perhaps with a very twenty-first-century take on the 
costumes
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Three
Character
Kneehigh characters are often audacious and eccentric but also demonstrative of 
the human condition. This concept fits in very well with Waiting for Godot and its 
existentialist ideologies.

Discussion: What elements of Vladimir, Estragon, Lucky and Pozzo’s characters 
reflect human nature? How can we relate to them? How are we like them?

In the same groups of 4, ask students to allocate one character to each 
member of the group. Each person should choose a set of lines from the extract 
to rehearse. They don’t need to be in the text together but they do need to make 
sense when put together.

Ask students to rehearse their section paying close attention to how they will 
create a bold character using vocal and physical skills as well as considering the 
use of proxemics.

Perform and feedback.

Music and dance
Music, especially live music, is a key part of a Kneehigh performance with 
musicians often being on stage and actors often picking up instruments and 
playing at any moment. Dance and movement is also prominent in Kneehigh 
performances with choreography used to enhance and develop the action.

In groups of 4, ask students to focus on pp. 73 and 74 where Vladimir, Estragon, 
Lucky and Pozzo are all on the ground.

Discussion: How might music enhance your performance of this scene? Who 
might play the music and what music or instruments would they play? Beckett 
said of this scene that it ‘cannot be handled naturalistically. That has got to be 
done artificially, balletically.’ How might a carefully choreographed depiction of 
this scene enhance your performance and create a Kneehigh-styled piece?

Rehearse and perform.

Section 5: Linking practical 
work to exam questions
Learning objectives

 f To link practical activities to exam style questions.

Below are two examples of the type of question students will be asked in the exam.

E.g. Vladimir: Well I suppose in the end I’ll get up myself. In the fullness of time. 
Don’t worry about me. Did you hear him? He wants to know what happened! 
(Striking Pozzo.) Will you stop it! Crablouse!

Section C: Interpreting a performance text sample questions
Answer ONE of the questions in this section with reference to the performance text 
you have studied.

You are the director of a new production concept of the performance text you have 
studied.

EITHER
As a director, discuss how you would apply the methodologies of your chosen theatre 
practitioner to create mood and atmosphere in your production concept.

Your answer must make reference to:
 f The overall aims of your production concept in response to the play as a whole
 f How your practical ideas will work in performance
 f The original performance conditions of your chosen performance text.

OR
As a director, discuss how you would apply the methodologies of your chosen theatre 
practitioner to the interpretation of one key role in your production concept.

Your answer must make reference to:
 f The overall aims of your production concept in response to the play as a whole
 f How your practical ideas will work in performance
 f The original performance conditions of your chosen performance text.
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After each practical activity, ask students to refer to these questions and 
make notes on how the ideas they have explored might help them answer the 
questions. It is important to remind them that their production concept is not 
limited in the same ways that they might be in the classroom. For example 
students may have rehearsed work with music on a smartphone but in their 
own production concept they would use live musicians. They must also always 
be mindful of the original performance conditions of the text and how this has 
influenced their ideas. Students will be asked to write about a short extract in 
Section 3 of the exam, but they must show that they know the whole play so 
referencing how their work links to other areas of the text after each practical 
activity would be useful.
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