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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

Through a Blanchovian reading, this study situates Samuel Beckett’s major novels 

as writings either grappling with problems toward or at the limits of experience.  Beckett 

posits in 1936 the necessity for a “literature of the unword,” a literature that for Maurice 

Blanchot is aligned to the liminal experience of the il y a—i.e., of Being in general, Being 

without beings.  Heidegger points the way toward this “outside” as approachable through 

language, as that which language dissimulates through signification.  However, in 

opposition to the Heideggerian experience of a cornucopiate enownment of beings 

between man and Being, Blanchot privileges the Levinasian experience of the il y a—of 

horror, dread, and exile coupled with witless fascination—which becomes for Blanchot, 

as well as for Beckett, a “human, all-too-human” ontological quest(ion):  What does 

human consciousness (the writer’s) and writing metamorphose into at the threshold of 

this “outside”?  For Beckett, in approaching the undistinguished “there is,” a 

consciousness remains, but barely, the subject-less writer ill seeing a world that is no 

longer a world, ill hearing a voice that cannot be heard, ill saying thoughts that cannot be 

thought.  In terms of “the man who writes [who] is [. . .] no longer Samuel Beckett but 

the necessity which has displaced him” (Blanchot “Where Now? Who Now?”), the writer 

becomes merely the recorder of a streaming, demented, but acutely “analytical” language 

marking the perverse inhuman-human juncture of the eternal repetition of nothing. 



 viii

This study proposes that beginning with Watt, after Murphy’s meditation upon the 

paradox of experiencing nothingness while simultaneously acknowledging it (playfully 

mirrored by the “omniscient” narrator’s access to Murphy’s hermetically enclosed mind),  

Beckett parodies Blanchot’s situation of the writer: in Watt’s cartooning of the schizoid 

nature of the dispossessed writer/witness; in Molloy’s proffering a writerly, inhuman 

ideal and a human history toward that ideal; in Malone Dies’ bringing to an end the 

“author”; and in The Unnamable’s obtaining, although (and necessarily) failingly, the 

primal scene of a subject-less writer/writing, a “scene” of voiceless voices and 

“endgames” that resonates through Beckett’s later novels, Texts for Nothing, How It Is 

and the Nohow On trilogy. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Certainly it is not the Dehumanization of the Arts that concern us now; it is rather the 
denaturalization of the Planet and the End of Man. 
 

 —Ihab Hassan  The Postmodern Turn (39) 
 

Hamm: What dreams!  Those forests! [Pause.]  Enough, it’s time it ended, in the shelter too.  
[Pause.]  And yet I hesitate to . . . to end. 
 
                                                                                                    —Samuel Beckett  Endgame  

 
 

           According to Foucault, the “end of man” begins with Nietzsche’s uncovering of  

the point at which man and God belong to one another, at which the death of the 

second is synonymous with the disappearance of the first, and at which the promise of 

the superman signifies first and foremost the imminence of the death of man.  In this, 

Nietzsche [. . .] marks the threshold beyond which contemporary philosophy can 

begin thinking again.  (The Order of Things 342)  

           Heidegger enters this discourse in his critique of modernity, wherein he traces the Western 

onto-theological tradition’s ongoing desire to unravel, erroneously, the identity of “the Being of 

beings” as a metaphysical totality (as constant presence-ing) that unites every part (Taylor 37).  

Robert Manning, in Interpreting Otherwise than Heidegger, citing Levinas’ “De l’evasion,” 

states that Heidegger criticizes 

      traditional philosophy for basing its conception of being on the “image of being that 

things offer to us” (Levinas 374).  From this we are led to consider as being that 

which exists, and the fact that things are gives birth to the distinction between the 

perfect and the imperfect.  This leads to a “struggle for a better being” (Levinas 374), 

to a preoccupation with an infinite and supreme Being.  For Heidegger, this tendency 

results in philosophy’s continually falling back into metaphysics so that the question 

of the meaning of Being becomes both distorted and actually forgotten.  (29) 

With Descartes, Being is transformed into the unconditional certitude of rational presence-

ing: the ego cogito.  Hegel then crowns the cogito as the seat of a self-representational 



 

 

2

subjectivity that is essentially conscious of itself by re-presenting objects-in-themselves as its 

own self-objectification, its own self-reflection (Taylor 38-40).  In the last two hundred years, in 

alliance with the exponential growth of scientific research and technology, this extreme 

egocentric perspectivism has metamorphosed into a Weltanschauung that now endorses highly 

organized, rationally-directed, and potentially all-powerful bureaucratic-technocratic systems 

whose desired hegemony over the objective world of nature and the interior world of human 

consciousness ordains the possibility of a dystopian future.   

For Heidegger, the malaise of such a Weltanschauung has as its foundation that which 

drives scientific-technological thinking, which Heidegger calls “the essence of technology”: 

“Ge-stell” or “Enframing”—i.e., the objectfication of nature as “standing-reserve,” re-creating 

nature into a calculable identity and an “orderable [. . .] system of information” (The Question 

Concerning Technology 23).  The nature of “Enframing” portends man’s ultimate alienation 

from Being: that is, especially as it inhabits the problematic history of metaphysics, enframing is 

in the process of bringing to apocalyptic closure an ongoing covering over of the mystery of and 

engagement with not only the inherent otherness of objectivity, of beings-in themselves, but also, 

and more importantly, the inherent “otherness” of the intersubjectivity of the “co-belonging” and 

“co-propriety” of man and Being in bringing a world into existence.  Heidegger identifies the 

Being of beings as the nothingness that remains concealed, as “beings” are differentially 

manifested by human consciousness through language—Being as the hidden es gibt (there is) of 

“beings,” as the nothingness of consciousness by which “man” as language bearer derives his 

power to negate and thus create and transform: to erect time, space, and causality; master history; 

apothesize the “I am.”  Blanchot, remarking on the Heideggerian Being, writes:  When I am 

alone, I am not there [. . .]. What approaches me is not my being a little less myself, but rather 

something which there is “behind me,” and which this “me” conceals in order to come into its 

own [. . .]. What makes me me is this decision to be by being separate from being—to be without 

being, to be that which owes nothing to being, whose power comes from the refusal to be [. . .]. 

When I am on the worldly plane, which I share with things and beings, being is profoundly 

hidden.  (It is the thought of this concealment that Heidegger urges us to welcome).  (The Space 

of Literature 251) 
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In “The Ends of Man” Derrida indicates that the “co-propriety of man and of Being, such 

as it is thought in Heidegger’s discourse, is not ontic, does not relate two ‘beings’ one to the 

other but rather, within language, relates the meaning of Being and the meaning of man” 

(Margins 133).  Heidegger says that Being “destines” itself in an ecstatic relation with man as he 

“dwells” in language; Being therefore is nearer to man than are “beings,” the nearness occurring 

“as language itself ” (“Letter on Humanism” 212-13).  Yet, Heidegger ironically observes, “In 

truth [. . .] precisely nowhere does man today any longer encounter himself, i.e., his essence” 

(Question 27)—that is, his ontic-ontological relation with the Being of language.  Hence, Being 

is also farthest from man, for man embraces linguistic “meaning” in terms of the “certitude” of 

logocentrism.  To counter this movement, Heidegger admits that “[. . .] if man is to find his way 

once again into the nearness of Being, he must first learn to exist in the nameless” (“Letter” 199).  

Being, for Heidegger, is to be rethought as simply that which has been negated or concealed by 

language; yet, paradoxically, the concealment of Being can only be brought back into human 

awareness through, strangely enough, what hides it—i.e., language.  Heidegger’s “Being of 

beings,” Derrida indicates, “cannot be said, cannot say itself, except in ontic metaphor” (Margins 

131).  Being is revisited, re-membered, therefore, through poetry: in poetry’s ability to bring to a 

stand a fleeting apparition, a silent voice, the sonority of nothingness in and as the poetic 

unveiling of the thing-in-itself. 

Enframing, however, conceals the question of Being as no other thinking has in Western 

history.  Its grand, ongoing achievement is its voracious appropriation of “beings” as 

“phenomenal,” quantifiable abstractions whose value is regulated by their potential utility for the 

pragmatic concerns of a scientific-technological will to power.  It is the supreme “humanizing” 

agency for thought by occluding from thought the nature of Being as a mysterious, ineffable In-

itself, privileging instead the cannibalization of Being as a potentially calculable, human (For-

itself) project.  There is little wonder that enframing epitomizes for Heidegger modern man’s 

crisis of nihilism.  In his essay “The Word of Nietzsche,” reflecting upon the crisis, Heidegger 

writes:  

The doing away with that which is in itself, i.e., the killing of God [in terms of 

replacing God with enframing, toward an absolute human “omnipotence”], is 

accomplished in the making secure for [man] material, bodily, psychic, and spiritual 
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resources, and this for the sake of his own security, which wills dominion over 

whatever is—as the potentially objective—in order to correspond to the Being of 

whatever is, to the will to power” (Question 107).   

Heidegger posits, consequently, two dangers for our age (Question 26-27).  First, man’s 

perspectivist efforts to “enframe” everything in relation to and for his own “image”—creating a 

false substitute for Being whereby objects lose eventually all their characteristic properties of 

objectivity, existing only as utilitarian possibilities for the benefit of humanity—necessitates 

man’s own enframing: his identity emerging as rigorously concise and calculable, hypostasized 

in the most rational way.  The second danger is the societal complement of the first: enframing 

negates individual freedoms in favor of regulating, ordering, and securing.  Thus we confront a 

relationally, dialectically driven willing of power (qua the scientific interpretation of Being as 

becoming) for dominion over and against beings—wherein the Cartesian-Hegelian “I” prevails: 

as the “I decide to be absolutely ‘denatured,’ the absolutely separated: that is, the absolutely 

absolute” (Blanchot Space 251).  Heidegger’s fear is warranted.  Enframing promises the 

continual denuding of the planet while championing an ever burgeoning technological 

systemization.  But enframing has an even more frightening, fatal caveat.  Mark Taylor, in his 

reading of Heidegger’s The Question Concerning Technology, eerily points out the fragility of 

any attempt toward totalization when all teeters upon the abyss:                                                                               

 The quest for certainty and security, however, yields unexpected results.  By 

attempting to domesticate (heimisch, machen) the uncanny (unheimlich) guest that 

Nietzsche names “nihilism,” modern man falls prey to an even more terrifying 

nihilism.  Midday is also midnight.  “The great noon” of self-consciousness harbors 

unheard-of darkness (QT 107).  The parousia of the absolute subject points toward an  

all-encompassing holocaust—nuclear or otherwise.  (41)  

                                                                      *     *     *      

         To think beyond Western metaphysics in order to recuperate Being’s absence (such as in the 

efforts by Foucault, Derrida, and Deleuze, following Nietzsche and Heidegger) means to engage 

thought beyond all binary opposites, while at the same time realizing that transcendence, a complete 

break with the rationalist-anthropocentric paradigm, is impossible.  Gianni Vattimo, in The End of 

Modernity, deems such thought a working within the historical process of nihilism—which, with the 
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death of God, opens a hermeneutics of atheistic alterity characterized by difference and 

deconstruction—not only to liberate values so that they may display “their true nature, namely as 

possessing the capacity for convertibility and an indefinite transformability or processuality” (21), 

but also, as is Derrida's hope, to attempt by affirming Nietzschean Spiel “to pass beyond man and 

humanism” and thus nihilism—however problematic or horrific such a feat may be (“Structure, 

Sign, and Play” 292).   We must keep in mind however, warns Vattimo, that “any call for an 

‘overcoming’ would involve remaining captive to the logic of [. . .] tradition[al] European thought” 

(2), and thus such activity, as Richard Begam explains, should be gauged 

in terms of what Heidegger calls Verwindung [an overdetermined word that implies, 

as Begam informs us, not only a “curing” or “healing” and thus in a sense an 

“overcoming,” but also a “distorting” as in a “twisting,” as well as imparting a sense 

of “convalescence” or “resignation” (24)], a word that is related to Überwindung 

(overcoming) but that functions as a dislocation or distortion of that word, because 

[and Begam here quotes Vattimo 164] it “has none of the characteristics of a 

dialectical Aufhebung [annulment].”  (Samuel Beckett and the End of Modernity 24) 

         As if anticipating this poststructuralist dilemma toward a method, Beckett, in the “German 

Letter of 1937,” muses over in nascent manifesto fashion a preliminary strategy for upending 

language as the bearer of Being qua signification:  

[. . .] language appears to me like a veil that must be torn apart in order to get at the 

things (or the Nothingness ) behind it. [. . .] As we cannot eliminate language all at 

once, we should at least leave nothing undone that might contribute to its falling into 

disrepute.  To bore one hole after another in it, until what lurks behind it—be it 

something or nothing—begins to seep through. [. . .] At first it can be a matter of 

somehow finding a method by which we can represent this mocking attitude towards 

the word, through words.  In this dissonance between the means and their use it will 

perhaps become possible to feel a whisper of that final music or that silence that 

underlies All.  (Disjecta 171-73)  

Of questionable transcendental intent in the above quote is the problematic possibility “to feel” 

the nothingness “that underlies all”—suggesting a corresponding apperception of that feeling by 

a substantiated, unified subjectivity.  Beckett will wrestle with this problem of a transcendental 
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cognizance of nothing (as he had already done in Murphy, completed in 1936) in regard to 

characters, narration (both third and first person), and author-position, a problem that he will 

parodically resolve through the performance of a subject-less writing, beginning with The 

Unnamable.   

Ruby Cohn notes, in the “Forward” to Disjecta, that in 1938 in the unpublished essay “Les 

Deux besoins” (“The Two Needs”), Beckett “as though suddenly aware of the paradox of a 

‘literature of the unword’ [. . .] groped toward the unword through a density of words. [. . .] 

Despatching science, theology, and Cartesian dualism, Beckett envisages an art riddled with 

questions rather than sealed off in solutions” (12).  Thus, soon after completing Murphy, Beckett 

affirms his intentions to etch out a literature that ruptures closure and elides totalization.  At the 

same time, he realizes the implausibility of such a literature, for he is aware that the writing must 

grapple with the logocentric nature of language while attempting impossibly to inscribe a 

language meaninglessly absent.  

Clearly though, in attempting to write a “literature of the unword,” Beckett does not mean 

to inscribe the void—for example, as a metaphoric or metonymic meta-textual presence-ing of 

the absence of metaphysics.  For in “Three Dialogues,” to the question, “But how can Masson be 

expected to paint the void?” Beckett replies, “He is not. [. . .] The void he speaks of is perhaps 

simply the obliteration of an unbearable presence, unbearable because neither to be wooed or to 

be stormed” (Disjecta 140).  In writing, this “unbearable presence” is the movement of the 

metaphysical violence of language—that mocks, betrays and ultimately causes a “literature of 

the unword” to fail—in both the movement of a reader’s recuperative text and, more 

significantly, in the movement of the material text’s recuperative textuality—this latter 

problematic the focus of Derrida’s essay “White Mythology.”  As Joseph Adamson says in his 

explication of “White Mythology,” this movement  

involves a detour through metaphor: with the expropriation of the primitive meaning 

given to things, we fall into a metaphoric mode of understanding; in the course of 

human history and through the process of usure or wearing away of the figurative, a 

new “proper” meaning is restored; this new one is the old one effaced and carried to a 

higher conceptual power, now interiorized and spiritualized.  ( 652) 
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Perhaps Beckett surmised such a suppression of l’ecriture by metaphysics when he suggested as 

“a necessary stage” toward a “literature of the unword” “some form of Nominalist irony” 

(Disjecta 173)—i.e., perhaps he was suggesting that since words negate essentially the things-in-

themselves that they signify/conceptualize, words ironically cannot therefore, in fact, signify, 

except as artifice, and therefore all concepts are empty.    

Stanley Cavell’s reading of Endgame is pertinent here: “The discovery of Endgame, both in 

topic and technique, is not the failure of meaning (if that means the lack of meaning) but its total, 

even totalitarian success—our inability not to mean what we are given to mean” (117).  

Significantly, it is meaning grounded in what Heidegger terms “the immanence of [human] 

subjectivity,” which transforms all that is into object and “swallows” it whole, “the horizon no 

longer emit[ting] light of itself” (Question 107).    

         It is this nihilistic horizon which frames Beckett’s aesthetic agenda, an agenda whose intent 

(following Heidegger’s call “to exist in the nameless” and anticipating Derrida’s project of 

“deconstructing” metaphysics) is to write nothing.  As this theme of “undoing” repeatedly 

occupies Beckett’s stories, their forms tend to become more economized, fragmented, ecliptic, 

the narratives more stridently, stoically, parodically self-reflexive—suggesting Beckett’s 

“continuing attempts to write the vanishing, self-destructive text” (Gontarski 10), although 

failingly so.  

 Theodor Adorno posits that what emerges from Beckett’s textual effacing is meaning 

destitute of meaning—much like the autonomy of the Mona Lisa’s uncanny smile, an optimal 

ambiguity further radicalized by Duchamp’s moustache, by Dada’s emphasis on the destruction 

of art as an achieved, privileged expression in favor of an anti-art of prosaic, expressionless, 

parodic self-referentiality, opening upon the destabilized, devalued landscape of the absurd.  

Through “the dissociation of the unity of consciousness into disparate elements, into non-

identity” (Adorno Notes to Literature 252), Beckett returns, as Simon Critchley says in his 

reading of Adorno, “the existentialist concept of situation to ‘its actual content’ (Notes 252) by 

refusing to transfigure it into a meaning” (Critchley 149).  Adorno indicates how in the 

Beckettian text “the absurd turns into forlorn particulars that mock the conceptual, a layer 

composed of minimal utensils, refrigerators, lameness, blindness, and the distasteful bodily 

functions.  Everything waits to be carted off to the dump” (Notes 252).  In Adorno’s 
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hermeneutics, this meaning of the absence of meaning in Beckett’s work becomes a dialectical 

marriage between the autonomous, apolitical art work and social criticism—that is, the raising of 

social criticism to the level of form, in direct contrast to the critical content of Sartre’s or 

Brecht’s aesthetic works (Critchley 155).  Adorno writes, “The Greek military junta knew why it 

banned Beckett’s plays, in which there is not one political word.  Asociality becomes the social 

legitimation of art” (Aesthetic Theory 333).  Thus Cavell’s thesis that the question “is not the 

failure of meaning [. . .] but its total, even totalitarian success” is ironically confirmed by 

Adorno’s dialectical reading.  

For Cavell, Endgame hinges upon Hamm’s antithetical rebellion against God’s meaning-

giving commandments/logos as reflected in the Biblical Ham’s rebellion against God in gazing 

upon the forbidden: the naked, drunken Noah.  But Cavell states: “Only a life without hope, 

meaning, justification, waiting, solution as we have been shaped for these things—is free from 

the curse of God” (149).  Hence for Hamm, as well as for a literature that attempts to inscribe 

nullity, eschatological salvation must be necessarily reversed: that is, the logic of salvation no 

longer evokes a teleology of “overcoming” (Überwindung) but now becomes the absence of 

ending, in an unfinished “game of un-doing” (149) (Verwindung).  Yet, as Cavell notes, “hope, 

meaning, justification, waiting, solution” apparently can not be extinguished: for Hamm remarks 

to Clov, “We're not beginning . . .  to . . . mean something?” and a few moments later, “To think 

perhaps it won't all have been for nothing!” (Endgame 1,940)—Alas, the burden of “God’s 

curse,” as is that of the singular recurring “curse” of the Beckettian universe, the affliction that 

has become a signature of Beckett’s oeuvre: the pensum—that is, the damned meaning one must 

make of one’s life, or as Carla Locatelli proclaims, “the ineliminability of representation as 

arché, as the irreducible mechanism of our being in the world” (35).   

It is therefore fanciful to think an achievement of nothing is at all possible, as in John 

Cage’s (as cited by Zurbrugg), “indiffer[ence] to the Beckettian complaint that ‘there are many 

ways in which the thing I am trying in vain to say may be tried in vain to be said.’”  Zurbrugg 

goes on to say that “Whilst Beckett regrets that he can say nothing effectively, despite his 

‘obligation to express,’” Cage jubilantly asserts “‘I have nothing to say, and I am saying it and 

that is poetry as I need it’” (Silence 109, qtd. in Zurbrugg Parameters 44).  Indeed Beckett would 

claim that one can not say it.  As futile as is biting one’s own teeth, one can not escape meaning 
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by eliding meaning; for such negating, to avail itself, ultimately seeks closure and thus unveils 

signification.   

Appropriately, Derrida’s deconstruction of “the destructive discourses” of Nietzsche, 

Freud, and Heidegger, and “all their analogues,” exposes the raw nerve of the problem.  Derrida 

confesses: 

But all of these destructive discourses [. . .] are trapped in a kind of   

circle.  This circle is unique.  It describes the form of the relation  

between the history of metaphysics and the destruction of the history  

of metaphysics.  There is no sense of doing without the concepts of  

metaphysics in order to shake metaphysics.  We have no language— 

no syntax and no lexicon—which is foreign to this history; we can 

pronounce not a single destructive proposition which has not already 

had to slip into the form, the logic, and the implicit population of 

precisely what it seeks to contest.  (“Structure, Sign, and Play” 280-81) 

Beckett necessarily falls (as, unwittingly, does Cage)  into this camp; for in his “undoing” of 

logocentrism, in unveiling its ruse and setting it ablaze, Beckett discovers its inextinguishable 

persistence in, ironically, the fire as well as the ashes. 

         In Twilight of the Idols, Nietzsche states that “Nothing, in fact, has hitherto had a more 

naïve power of persuasion than the error of being [. . .] for every word, every sentence we utter 

speaks in its favor. [. . .] I fear indeed that we shall never rid ourselves of God because we still 

believe in grammar” (qtd. in Blanchot, Infinite Conversation 166).  Blanchot, glossing this 

passage, writes:  

  Language implies a metaphysic, the metaphysic.  Each time we speak, we tie 

ourselves to being, we say being, be this only by implication, and the more brilliant 

our speech the more it shines with the light of being. [. . .] There is, however, this 

“hitherto” [in Nietzsche’s statement].  Are we to conclude from this qualification that 

we are at a turning point—a turning of necessity—where, in place of our language 

and by the play of its difference, up to now folded back into the simplicity of sight 

and equalized in the light of signification, another sort of exteriorization would come 

forward, and such that, in this hiatus opened in it, in the disjunction that is its site, 
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there would cease to live these guests who are unwonted because too habitual, 

unreassuring because too sure [. . .]: divinity in the form of logos, nihilism in the 

guise of reason?  (Infinite Conversation 166) 

     Since Beckett concedes the impossibility of a nonobjective writing, then his works, trapped 

as well in the quagmire of metaphysics, are only tropological scaffoldings toward the 

nonrepresentational.  Necessarily therefore, Beckett embraces a metaphysic, but one whose 

imageless image stands conspicuously in stark contrast to the onto-theological history of Western 

philosophy and the canonical metaphysics of presence logocentrism has contoured.  Beckett’s 

metaphysic can be said only as a metaphor of a metaphor, ad infinitum: as errant marks on a 

page mimicking, echoing a perpetual interruption exterior to origins and ends, identity and 

negation, ethics and the other.  

To repeat Beckett on Masson: “The void [. . .] is perhaps the obliteration of an unbearable 

presence, unbearable because neither to be wooed or to be stormed,” wherein “wooed” may be 

read as Verwindung; “stormed,” Überwindung; and “unbearable presence,” logocentrism.  

Beckett concedes, unlike Cage, that he can not represent the void, achieve the nonconceptual, 

write the unword, for any attempt to do so produces a concept, a word, a void; yet Beckett 

concedes, as well, that he is compelled to continue in this vein, to write what he can not, under 

threat by a felt obligation.  With no hope of attaining anything, as must exigently be the case for 

such a writing, Beckett’s enigmatic script can only erringly call forth the void, or misname the 

unword —but I will prefer to missay its unspeakable (im)possibilities, following Blanchot, as the 

rupturing of language by a relentless outside already and always outside of itself, designating a 

site of subject-less writing at the limen of the il y a.   

                                                                   *     *     * 

 In 1943, six years prior to Beckett’s famous aesthetic pronouncement (“The expression that 

there is nothing to express, nothing with which to express, nothing from which to express, no 

power to express, no desire to express, together with the obligation to express,” Disjecta 139), 

Blanchot writes in his essay “From Dread To Language”: “The writer finds himself in this more 

and more comical position—of having nothing to write, of having no means of writing it, and of 

being forced by an extreme necessity to keep writing it” (5).  The similarity between the two 
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positions is no mere coincidence.  In reading Blanchot’s theoretical pieces, we discover indeed 

the plane of the unfeasible that inhabits the Beckettian universe.  Blanchot states:  

The world, things, knowledge, are for [the writer] only reference points across the 

void.  And he himself is already reduced to nothing.  Nothing is his material. [. . .] He 

wants to grasp it not in an allusion but in its own truth. [. . .] What is more [. . .] it 

stands apart from all investigation; it cannot be taken as an end; one cannot propose 

to the will that it adopt as its end something that takes possession of the will by 

annihilating it [. . .] [and therefore] the writer’s “I have nothing to say,” like that of 

the accused, contains the whole secret of his solitary condition.  (“Dread To 

Language” 5) 

  In “Literature and the Right to Death,” Blanchot posits “two slopes” that divide literature 

and that constantly interweave with one another whether one or the other dominates a particular 

text. The first slope is the prose of the every day, where meaning and language are transparent.  

Standing behind this ease and security of signification is the death of the in-itself’s mystery, the 

in-itself transformed by language’s “axe” of negation to a mere identity, a mere functional 

projection of a mediating consciousness.  Blanchot states: “I say, ‘This woman,’ and she is 

immediately available to me, I push her away, I bring her close, she is everything I want her to 

be. [. . .] We can’t do anything with an object that has no name.”  Blanchot continues: “Death 

alone allows me to grasp what I want to attain; it exists in words as the only way they can have 

meaning [. . .].  Clearly, in me, the power to speak is also linked to my absence from being [. . .].  

I say my name, and it as though I were chanting my own dirge” (Gaze 41, 43).  This is the “slope 

of literature” that expresses the possible, the feasible, brimming with purposefulness, with means 

and ends, the literature of the Hegelian “Life of Spirit,” the Heideggerian “Being-toward-death,” 

the Sartrean “For-itself,” the positing of desire toward the totality of self, the completed work, 

the book.  For Blanchot, this slope (of identity and negation) represents the inauthentic side of 

literature, a literature of bad faith.  

         The second “slope of literature,” on the other hand, annihilates the possible and purposeful, 

extinguishes rationality and intentionality, in favor of recovering the silence of things before the 

act of naming.  Blanchot says that this transgressive, but authentic, literature 



 

 

12

sympathizes with darkness, with aimless passion, with lawless violence, with 

everything in the world that seems to perpetuate the refusal to come into the world.  

In this way, too, it allies itself with the reality of language [. . .] mak[ing] language [. . 

.] a force that is capricious and impersonal and says nothing, reveals nothing, simply 

announces—through its refusal to say anything—that it comes from the night and will 

return to the night.  (Gaze 49) 

This is the literature of exile, of the Blanchovian insomniac with eyes wide who ushers the night 

into day, embracing nonidentity and difference-in-itself.   

 Beginning with Murphy, but especially from Watt forward, a Blanchovian link exists with 

the Beckettian novels, that Beckett’s project to write the unword indeed coincides with writing 

toward what Blanchot calls (after Levinas) the il y a, a term tropologically designating the 

passive, indifferent, irreducible naught of Being.  However, unlike Heidegger’s es gibt as 

Being’s “enownment” with man through language of beings, the Levinasian/Blanchovian “there 

is” is to be thought in-itself, following Nietzsche’s thinking about the eternal recurrence of the 

same, as Being without beings, without man, without language—as non-Being, eclipsed from the 

world of event, causality, and representation. 

         For Nietzsche, this is the thinking of nihilism, what Blanchot calls “a movement of infinite 

negation” (“The Limits of Experience” 121).  Blanchot however points to the utter impotence 

and powerlessness, the “logical vertigo,” that accompanies this movement of thought (or 

willing):  

It is nihilistic thought par excellence: it is how Nihilism surpasses itself absolutely by 

making itself definitively insurpassable. [. . .] Eternal Return is not on the order of 

power.  The experience of the Eternal Return involves a reversal of all [totalizing] 

perspectives.  The will that wills nothingness becomes the will that wills eternity—

and in that process, eternity, with neither will nor end, would turn back on itself [as 

something unachieved, the pure passivity of being as nothing at all].  Personal and 

subjective omnipotence [necessitating the willing of time as a total achievement] is 

transformed into the impersonal necessity of being.  Transvaluation does not give us a 

new scale of values on the basis of negating every absolute value; it makes us attain 
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an order for which the notion of value ceases to apply.  (“Limits of Experience” 125-

26)   

         The aesthetic question for Beckett, then, as well as for Blanchot, becomes an ontological 

question: What does human consciousness metamorphose into at the threshold of this “outside,” 

at the liminal fold of nothingness?  For Beckett, in approaching the undistinguished “there is,” a 

consciousness remains, but barely, almost nothing, nearly inert, so minutely close to nothing, no 

longer an interiority (nor an exteriority).  In terms of “the man who writes [who] is [. . .] no 

longer Samuel Beckett but the necessity which has displaced him” (Blanchot, “Where Now? 

Who Now?” 144), it is a consciousness void of mediation, intentionality, or categorical thought, 

one that finds itself indolently ineffective, just “there,” ill seeing a world that is no longer a 

world, ill hearing a voice that can not be heard, ill saying thoughts that can not be thought.  This 

situation is not an entering into writing presumptuous that the writer’s consciousness becomes 

one of a utopian, ecstatic merging with the unnamable (as is Murphy’s distorted version of the 

event, minus the activity of writing).  Rather, as in Levinas and Blanchot, it presumes a 

consciousness of paralytic horror, of an immobilizing fascination.  In regard to the afflictive 

encounter with the il y a, Levinas writes:  

In horror a subject is stripped of its subjectivity, of its power to have a private 

existence. [. . .] [In effect] horror turns the subjectivity of the subject, its particularity 

qua entity, inside out.  It is a participation in the there is, in the there is which returns 

in the heart of every negation, in the there is that has “no exits.”  It is, if we may say 

so, the impossibility of death, the universality of existence even in its annihilation.  

(Existence and Existents 61) 

For Blanchot, horror, unlike terror (which promotes flight), is the vise-like grip of a dreadful 

“fascination.”  The writer’s gaze is seized by its own absent gaze exteriorized, an image whose 

focus is the dire solitude of writing, and which, says Blanchot, “robs us of our power to give 

sense”; and in its “turn[ing] back upon itself,” the gaze of fascination becomes “solitude’s gaze.”  

Thus, “in it blindness is vision still, vision which is no longer the possibility of seeing, but the 

impossibility of not seeing, the impossibility which becomes visible and perseveres [. . .] in a 

vision that never comes to an end: a dead gaze, a gaze become the ghost of an eternal vision” 

(Space 32), a vision of the irremissibility of a horizonless finitude.  Blanchot continues:  
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Fascination is fundamentally linked to neutral impersonal presence, to the 

indeterminate They, the immense, faceless Someone.  Fascination is the relation the 

gaze entertains—a relation which is itself neutral and impersonal—with sightless, 

shapeless depth, the absence one sees because it is blinding [. . .].  To write is to let 

fascination rule language.  It is to stay in touch, through language, in language, with 

the absolute milieu where the thing becomes image again, where the image, instead of 

alluding to some particular feature, becomes an allusion to the featureless, and instead 

of a form drawn upon absence, becomes the formless presence of this absence, the 

opaque, empty opening onto that which is when there is no more world, when there is 

no world yet.  (Space 33)     

  This limit-experience engages still the everyday world, but the world has become 

metamorphosed into “a refusal of comprehension [. . .] a field of fragmentation [. . .] an alterity 

irreducible to presentation or cognition” (Critchley 34), producing a “reversed intentionality, 

where things—the sea, the night, words and language itself—regard us, where the Subject 

dissolves into its objects” (Critchley 58).  The world becomes an inexorable, ineffable, non-

identity of Being—of Being without Dasein.  The human subject is reduced to a passive, 

anonymous watchfulness of a dying, horizonless time coeval with the immuring experience of a 

never ending, vertiginous finitude.  Replacing the ecstatic experience of the Heideggerian 

(humanist) enownment between Being and man, the Blanchovian limit-experience is one of 

dread, disownment, and the sheer impotence of unknowability.  As Critchley points out, for 

Heidegger, “the generosity and joyfulness of the il y a is an event of donation (Gegebenheit), of 

the gift of Ereignis, or the opening of a world to the poet, and hence misses the fundamental 

Stimmung of the il y a [. . .]: horror” (57), an event beset by acute anomia and pitiless insomnia, 

of fatigue apropos not of a regenerative repose but of fatigue without repose, yet unremittingly 

void of purpose.  For Levinas and Blanchot, the il y a is what must be thought as “Being-in-

general,” after every thing has been annihilated.  In contrast, therefore, to the experience of 

Dasein’s dread as “Being-toward-death,” opening upon the dawn of “potentiality-for-Being-a-

whole” in the “phenomenon of anticipatory resoluteness” (Heidegger Being and Time 351), the 

experience of the disturbed, phantasmal night of the il y a, as Blanchot explains, seizes one with 

an overwhelming dread of death, but not of death as closure so that one may live, but of the 
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impossiblity of death, of an eternal, incessant living death, for the il y a yields only an attenuated 

infinity toward closure.  For Blanchot, the liminal experience of the writer’s encountering the il y 

a thus dictates a literature obligated to expressing impossibly death’s impossibility, the no-thing 

that is the very essence of being and literature:  

It [i.e., a literature of the unword] is not beyond the world, but neither is it the world 

itself: it is the presence of things before the world exists, their perseverance after the 

world has disappeared, the stubbornness of what remains when everything else 

vanishes and the dumbfoundedness of what appears when nothing exists. [. . .] [of] 

my consciousness without me” (“Literature and the Right to Death” 47).  

         The “naught that is more real than nothing” is for Blanchot, as it is for Beckett, the 

nonoriginary “origin” of the work of art that the artist is obligated to “express” in the work.  

Accordingly, the production of art, especially the writing of literature as écriture, necessitates the 

elimination of the possible and purposive.  Given the premise of consciousness situated 

ontologically at the threshold of the il y a, the central problem of the Beckettian aesthetics, 

thereafter, as Beckett acknowledges in “Peintres de l’Empêchement” and “Three Dialogues” 

(Disjecta 133-45), is the artist’s epistemological dilemma of representing the unarticulated 

“object”; that is, so as not to fall into synchronicity with the history of art toward “more 

authentic, more ample, less exclusive relations between representer and representee,” the artist 

must approach representation with the critical awareness of “the acute and increasing anxiety of 

the relation itself, as though shadowed more and more darkly by a sense of invalidity, of 

inadequacy, of existence at the expense of all that it excludes, all that it blinds to” (Disjecta 145).  

The crux of the matter is the conflict between artistic integrity and the naked fact that it is 

impossible to represent, truthfully, anything at all.  In “The Origin of the Art Work,” Heidegger 

writes that das Ding refuses any and all conceptualization (Poetry, Language, Thought 32), an 

observation with which Blanchot and Beckett would easily concur, and Heidegger and Beckett 

would no doubt agree with Blanchot that representation, especially that mediated by everyday 

language, “murders.”   

Critchley observes that in “Blanchot’s reading of Hegel, dialectics [. . .] kills things qua 

things-in-themselves and translates them into things-for-consciousness.  Dialectics is a 

conceptual Sadism, which forces recognition on things through domination.  Furthermore, the 
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murder weapon that dialectical thought employs is language, the very Dasein of Spirit for Hegel” 

(53).  Blanchot elaborates: “For me to be able to say, ‘This woman’ I must somehow take her 

flesh and blood reality away from her, cause her to be absent, annihilate her.  The word gives me 

the being, but it gives it to me deprived of being” (“Literature” 41-42).  Indeed the act of naming, 

through the power of negation, empowers speech with “life” from what “dies” (“Literature” 46); 

it permits the grasping of, the understanding of, the subjecting of.  Indeed, it is an event that 

returns us to the contemporary crisis of nihilism, articulated by Heidegger as the ongoing 

degradation, displacement, and disappearance of the Being of beings (whose inevitable, absolute 

nullification Nietzsche proclaims) manifested today by a prevailing scientific-technocratic 

subjectivity and its consequential impetus toward the totalizing capabilities and proliferation of 

enframing.  

 Blanchot, as well as Beckett, deems that it is poetry’s task, literature’s task, to return to 

Being, “to get at the things (or the Nothingness) behind [language]” (as Beckett informs us), by 

“undoing” the rationalist-empiricist destruction of the object, by refusing the power of language.  

Correspondingly, this situation must of necessity refuse art, history, man, the world.  It is in this 

double refusal that Blanchot’s and Beckett’s poetics alienate themselves from the sense of 

accountability entrusted to the Heideggerian “enownment” of “beings” between man and Being, 

embracing instead silence alone—silence utterly alone: not as an alignment with an existential 

interiority and emphatically not as a silent voice of conscience shaping human existence in 

relation to the certainty of death’s absent call.   

 But how, as artists, must Blanchot and Beckett proceed?  Beckett asks: “Car que reste-t-il 

de représentable si l’essence de l’objet est de se dérober a la representation?” (“For what is it that 

remains representable if the essence of the object is to hide from representation?”)  And he 

replies: “Il reste à représenter les conditions de cette dérobade.” (“It remains to represent the 

conditions of this hiddenness.”) (Disjecta 136).  Beckett articulates these “conditions,” after 

Blanchot, in his seminal aesthetic dictum of 1949, not in terms of an objective analysis of the 

“hiddenness,” but in terms of the ontological situation of the writer, i.e., in terms of the writer’s 

bewildering obligation to write unknowingly, impotently, impossibly nothing.                

         For Blanchot, the writer’s situation is as follows: in approaching the limit-experience of the 

il y a, the writer vanishes—not only as the obtrusive “author-director” of the work, but also as a 
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unified subjectivity.  In the writer’s place, the “essential solitude” of banished subjectivity allows 

for the “worklessness of the work” to manifest itself as language at the limit of an unreachable 

end, both burdened by and deprived of its signifying agency.  Subjected to language’s perverse 

exigency to return to its essence as mute opaqueness, the helpless writer can merely ill record the 

ill heard and ill seen.  This writerly event for Blanchot finds an analogy in Orpheus’s 

transgressive and futile gaze upon Eurydice qua the origin of the work (“The Gaze of Orpheus” 

99-101).  In Blanchot’s version of the myth, Eurydice represents the always receding, hidden 

essence of the object, the faceless face in the darkest of nights, “the limit of what art can attain; 

concealed behind a name and covered by a veil, she is the profoundly dark point towards which 

art, desire, death, and the night all seem to lead” (“Gaze” 99).  The night that Orpheus gazes into 

is not one of pleasant sleep and dreams that calmly anticipates the decisions and tasks of the day 

to follow (the “night” that embraces the literature of conventional subjectivity); rather, Orpheus 

gazes into what Blanchot calls the “other night,” the insomniac’s night without respite, the night 

of death’s haunting, of death’s impossibility: it is this limit-experience of an impatient, vigilant 

watchfulness into the “essential night” of the writer’s dispossession that opens the “disaster” of 

the work, the endgame that never ends, where nothing exists, yet where everything exists.   

  

 For Blanchot, the condition of the writer, on the one hand, is one of affliction, of subject-

less consciousness; but, on the other hand, it is a consciousness of perception.  The writer 

becomes, for Blanchot, schizophrenic, both perplexingly mad and, ironically, adroitly rational, 

“for the solitude of a madman [necessitates] the presence of a lucid witness” (“Dread to 

Language” 6)—and of course madness can exact exceptional ratiocination as can acute 

ratiocination exact madness.  The obligation of writing occurs in a movement of dread, as a 

recording of the “conditions” of confronting “my consciousness without me [. . .] [of] the 

lucidity of the depths of torpor” (“Literature” 47), a lucidity of ludicrousness.  Thus, in dread, in 

both engaging the il y a and unknowingly attempting to write the il y a, the entranced writer in 

effect becomes no one, whose place is taken up by the writing, a senseless yet penetratingly 

rational writing besieged by its own calculatingly preposterous obligation to end, by its incessant 

compulsion to say repeatedly the naught that it constantly dissimulates in its said of the same.  

Similarly, Beckett’s “conditions de cette dérobade” evoke a similar hemiplegic, schizoid 
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experience on the writer’s part, complemented by a farcical, forsaken writing possessed by the 

obsessive-compulsive inanity of an ever present, irreducible repetition of nothingness.    

 Literature, for Blanchot, is to breach, to violate, to err, on its way “ultimately” to the 

“fascinating realm of time’s absence” (Space 30). There is no longer a writer, no longer a work; 

instead, there exists a chronicling driven by an irremissible necessity to write; what remains is a 

strange, fragmented, ambiguous script, that is, literature.  This is the liminal space of writing the  

il y a, of writing the “outside” where there is neither an inside nor an outside, neither life nor 

death, neither God nor man, where words cease, although failingly, to signify, and so return 

impossibly to the opaque,  indifferent shards that they always already are.  Blanchot writes: 

“Literature says: ‘I no longer represent, I am; I do not signify, I present’” (“Literature” 47). 

It is this Blanchovian model of the writer’s situation and the writing’s condition—one that  

has been only marginally acknowledged by critics—that resonates in Beckett’s mature novels.  

Not until he pens The Unnamable, however, will Beckett find a form and content for a writing  

situated at the limit of the il y a.  Beginning with Murphy, he will determinately, although with 

an increasingly indeterminate style, write a series of novels that highlight and work through 

inherent narratological, epistemological, and ontological problems that enter into establishing a  

character’s (leading eventually to the writer’s) liminal experience of naught.  In hindsight, the 

novels leading up to The Unnamable do seem to have their respectful “place in the series,” as if 

confirming an incongruous method afoot toward a subject-less, workless work, a theme that will 

variously permute after The Unnamable to shape Beckett’s later novels as well. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



19

 

 

                                                      

                                                                             CHAPTER ONE 

Murphy, Watt, and the Possibilities of a 

Literature of the Unword 

 

who may tell the tale 
                                                             of the old man? 

       weigh absence in a scale?  
    mete want with a span?  

                                                             the sum assess 
                                                             of the world’s woes? 
                                                             nothingness 
                                                             in words enclose? 
 
                               —Samuel Beckett  Watt “Addenda” 

 

It is to the intelligent witness that the mute animal appears to be victim of solitude.  The person 
who is alone is not the one who experiences the impression of being alone; this monster of 
desolation needs the presence of another if his desolation is to have meaning, another who, with 
his reason intact and his senses preserved, renders momentarily possible the distress that had 
until then been impotent. 
 

                                                                      —Maurice Blanchot “From Dread to Language” (4) 

 

 

The imperative that drives Beckett’s novels is the paradox of writing nothing.  Such writing 

resembles the singular mental activity of obtaining an absolute absence of consciousness coupled 

with the conscious apperception of that unconsciousness, the fusion of complete identity with 

nonidentity, yet maintaining, however impaired, cognizance.  As early as Dream of Fair to 

Middling Women, we find the Beckettian desire to blot out consciousness in Belacqua’s dreamy 

melancholies of a conscious forgetfulness: 

             The mind, dim and hushed like a sick-room, like a chapelle ardente, thronged with 

shades; the mind at last its own asylum, disinterested, indifferent, its miserable 

erethisms and discriminations and futile sallies suppressed; the mind suddenly 

reprieved, ceasing to be an annex of the restless body, the glare of understanding 

switched off.  The lids of the hard aching mind close, there is suddenly gloom in the 
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mind; not sleep, not yet, nor dream, with its sweats and terrors, but a waking ultra-

cerebral obscurity, thronged with grey angels; there is nothing of him left but the 

umbra of grave and womb where it is fitting that the spirits of his dead and his unborn 

should come abroad.  (44) 

         To be a consciousness both dead and not yet born, a “waking ultra-cerebral obscurity”: this 

is Belacqua’s quest.  C. J. Ackerley says that “This, for Belacqua, is the ‘real business’ [44], the 

mind going wombtomb, the prurient heat and glare of living consumed away, the mistral of 

desire withdrawn [45], continent, sustenant [46].  Murphy’s mind has its form parallel here” 

(109).  Belacqua’s fortuitous “fall” into “the dark gulf, when the glare of the will and the 

hammer-strokes of the brain [. . .] were expunged” (Dream 121) prompts him to obtain again the 

bog of “indolence, without identity” where “cities and forests and beings were also without 

identity,” a landscape “without axis or contour, its centre everywhere and periphery nowhere, an 

unsurveyed marsh of sloth” (121).   But in the process of willfully “going wombtomb,” Belacqua 

faces a predicament, the impasse of willing will-lessness.  Ackerley explains:   

Convinced (like a fool) that it must be possible to induce such pleasure, he   

[Belacqua] exhausts his ingenuity experimenting; but in vain, it is impossible to 

switch off the inward glare.  The will and nil cannot be one [. . .] : “He remembers the 

pleasant gracious bountiful tunnel, and cannot get back.”  There, in embryo 

(wombtomb) of Dream, is the larval stage of Murphy’s mind:  “Apollo, Narcissus and 

the anonymous third person” [124].  (111) 

Belacqua’s doomed efforts achieve only an indifferent, somnambulant state of mental repose, an 

inferior, phantasmagorical level of mindlessness that finds its place in Murphy as the second 

zone of Murphy’s mind.  Within that zone, Murphy imagines himself a Dantesque figure in a 

world beyond of torpid fantasia, lying and “dreaming on the shelf beside Belacqua, watching the 

dawn break crooked” (Mur 112). 

  Murphy, however, apparently unfettered by the paradox of willing nullity, is satisfied that 

he has found in the combination of a rocking chair and Brunoian physics
1
 a provisional solution 

for “going wombtomb.”  Murphy believes (like a fool also) that he not only can will the nil, 

through the aid of his rocking-chair, but also can maintain a mind-fulness contemporary with 

mind-lessness (perhaps a minimalized mind-fulness equivalent to a maximalized mind-lessness, 

a Brunoian event that Watt elaborates upon) even if it amounts to, in deterministic, atomistic 
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terms, Murphy’s existing merely as “a mote in the dark of absolute freedom,” achieving the 

“pleasant . . . sensation of being a missile without provenance or target, caught up in a tumult of 

non-Newtonian motion” (Mur 112-13).   

         At first glance, Murphy does appear to attain a darker, dimmer level of unconsciousness 

than Belacqua, but Murphy deludes himself because his third zone is more a trompe d’oeil of his 

imagination, qua “matrix of surds,” than the experience of an actual, objectivized “flux of forms” 

(Mur 112).  The reader is alerted to this “forgery”—what Beckett will later refer to (in a letter to 

Thomas McGreevy dated July 17, 1936) as Murphy’s “mind’s fantasy on itself” (Disjecta 102)—

at the beginning of Murphy’s celebrated chapter six, which promises a depiction of “Amor 

intellectualis quo Murphy se ipsum amat” (Mur 107) (“The intellectual love with which Murphy 

loves himself”).  An omniscient narrator informs us that “we need not concern ourselves with 

this apparatus [Murphy’s mind] as it really was [. . .] but solely with what it felt and pictured 

itself to be,” and that, to begin with (aside from the three distinct zones), “Murphy’s mind 

pictured itself as a large hollow sphere, hermetically closed to the universe without” (Mur 107).  

Nonplused we realize that we are face to face with a classic Beckettian 

epistemological/metaphysical conundrum: the logical impossibility of a mind’s ability to picture 

itself spatially as a hermetically sealed enclosure, unless it is somehow impossibly both itself, in 

totality, and somehow outside of and thus transcendent to itself.  Of course this impenetrable 

sphere is only a picture, a simulacrum, which Murphy’s mind narcissistically entertains.  

Moreover Murphy imagines his self-contained mind (“the little world,” made up of three zones), 

especially the “tumult of the non-Newtonian motion” encountered within the nonrelational space 

of its third zone, as a hermitage of psychic freedom from the “colossal fiasco” of “the big 

world.”  Again, however, his problem is that he can only “picture” himself as an agent within his 

mind, as if from a viewpoint other than himself, whether in imagining himself redirecting a kick 

to a foe (Mur 111) or image-ing himself as “a missile without provenance or target” (Mur 112).
2
  

 Cued by this doubling of perceptual impossibility, we move easily from a critique of the 

falsified viewpoint of Murphy’s mind located outside its own enclosedness, as well as its image 

of Murphy void of Murphy yet perceived by Murphy from a transcendent viewpoint within the 

mind, to the implied Beckettian critique of the omniscient narrator’s spurious perspective—that 

is, the anonymous narrator’s god-like, “classical” error of being able to access at will Murphy’s 

hermetic mind.  This narratological problem consequentially must yield to the aim of a literature 
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of the unword: since Murphy is contemporaneous with an anti-epistemological episteme that 

devalues and fictionalizes all meta-narratives, and thus allows only limited perspectives, then one 

may ask, why does Beckett condone the apparent logocentric perspective of an omniscient 

narrative; and how can a literary work possibly attain to the threshold of a literature of the 

unword when it necessitates an analogous logocentric, perceptual investment from the reader: 

i.e., the reader’s “suspension of belief” in regards to this contradictory perspective?   

 But obviously—and paradoxically—Murphy’s omniscient narrator is unreliable, the 

narrative signaling its own fictionality.  Rubin Rabinovitz uncovers, scattered throughout the 

text, narrative misstatements, misleading statements, and perceptual errors, from the obvious 

“inconsistent enumeration of scarves” that tie Murphy to the rocking-chair in chapter one to 

“other unreliable passages, like those about astronomy and astrology, suggest[ing] that it is 

pointless to argue about which type of knowledge is superior to any other” (“Unreliable 

Narrative in Murphy” 59, 66).  Rabinovitz suggests that the unreliable narrative is “an important 

structural device” (58), one that confirms Murphy’s suspicion of all meta-narratives, illustrating 

that “every system that attempts to give a faithful and comprehensive view of the outer world 

will eventually collapse under a weight of enigma or error” (66).  Clearly, Beckett’s parodying of 

the anonymous, third person narration subverts the legitimacy of omniscience in the 

narratological process.  Furthermore, Beckett imbues this early novel’s narrative with 

unreliability in order to mock the credulity with which a reader tends to accept unquestionably 

the veracity of an omniscient narrator’s spectral presence.  Sylvie Debevec Henning correctly 

indicates that Murphy “does not so much embody a specific philosophy as satirize what is 

perhaps the dominant strain of the Western tradition: a general faith in the reality, or possibility, 

of ultimate identity or totality” (29).  The metaphysics of presence that undergirds this long 

tradition of autonomous, transcendent visages has driven the totalized perceptions of not only 

literature’s omniscient narrations but also religion, philosophy, and science’s access to the 

macrocosm and the microcosm, the world and the mind.  Such has been the unquestioning faith 

in an illusory, perceptive presence residing outside the text that omniscient narration remained 

virtually beyond textual scrutiny until the twentieth century.  

     As early as 1936, in considering the possibilities of a literature of the unword,  Beckett’s 

strategy was to expose, in a “proto-deconstructist” sense, traditional literary (and philosophical) 

conditions of representation (especially as they are drawn epistemologically in terms of a 
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totalizing of character, setting, and narrative) that—with their chiaroscurist mise en scène of 

figure and ground, identity and negation—cover over a shapeless and groundless nonidentity: 

hence Murphy’s assault upon omniscient narration in deploying a subtext that is a paradoxical, 

parodic comedy of a presumed all-knowing narrator whose narrative is ironically and persistently 

in doubt.  However, because of the general reader’s traditional confidence in the presumed 

veracity of the omniscient narrator—although this “trust” may be destabilized momentarily—

even the consistent, ironic self-discrediting of Murphy’s narrative is hopelessly ineffective in 

dislodging the narrator.   

 For example, consider again the narrator’s access to Murphy’s exclusive, solipsistic self-

enclosedness (and Beckett’s satire is crucially keen in this instance): the narrator must represent 

a completely enclosed space—Murphy’s mind—by somehow, magically peering into it 

incongruously from the outside, an event that compromises the integrity of not just the closed 

figure of Murphy’s mind but, moreover, and fundamentally, the narrative.  The problem is 

addressed metaphorically in the description of one of the Magdalen Mental Mercyseat’s padded 

cells: 

 The pads surpassed by far all [Murphy] had ever been able to imagine in the way of 

indoor bowers of bliss [. . .]. The tender luminous oyster-grey of the pneumatic 

upholstery, cushioning every square inch of ceiling, walls, floor and door, lent colour 

to the truth, that one was a prisoner of air [. . .].  No system of ventilation appeared to 

dispel the illusion of respirable vacuum.  The compartment was windowless, like a 

monad, except for the shuttered judas in the door, at which a sane eye appeared, or 

was employed to appear, at frequent and regular intervals throughout the twenty-four 

hours.  (Mur 181)  

Like Murphy’s hermetic mind, the padded, vacuous “monad” cell is vulnerable to 

perceptual intrusion.  As Rupert Wood states in his essay “Murphy, Beckett; Geulincx, God”:  

The narrator stands just outside the text; he acts as the “sane eye” of the text, the 

(potentially unreliable) guarantor that the text does not itself slip into psychosis.  Yet 

just as the “sane eye” intrudes into and therefore disrupts Murphy’s “indoor bower of 

bliss,” the narrator’s appearance disrupts the self-sufficiency of the text and the self-

sufficiency of the metaphor of enclosedness.  (46) 
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         The problem of representation in general manifests itself here.  In essence representation 

amounts to a perceiver linguistically constructing a mental image of an object; the latter, thereby, 

although ultimately incomprehensible (as a thing-in-itself), metamorphoses into, simply, the 

perceiver’s verbal, totalized reduction of it. “The sun shone, having no alternative, on the nothing 

new.  Murphy sat out of it, as though he were free, in a mew in West Brompton” (Mur 1): 

Murphy’s opening two sentences are prophetic, for—although the narrator, like Murphy’s mind, 

is metaphysically “out of it,” and thus in a sense “free” of the text—by Murphy’s conclusion, the 

narrative remains still in a blind alley, having offered nothing new in the way of breaking free 

from the shackles (or “scarves”) of a logocentric, omniscient presence.  Hence Murphy’s own 

demise: for Murphy’s meta-narrative of his so-called “third zone” of will-less, mind-less “bliss” 

is but wish fulfillment, and thus, as he comes to realize, an illusion. 

         The point of departure for Murphy’s delusions of grandeur is Murphy’s gaze into the 

unseeing eyes of Mr. Endon.  Admittedly, although Murphy desires to attain the unqualified state 

of mental naught that Mr. Endon possesses, Murphy is divided between the beckoning, 

indifferent placidity of the “microcosmos” and his pestering, physical desires, “as witness his 

deplorable susceptibility to Celia, ginger, and so on” (Mur 179).  But feeling more at home in the 

“music” of the Magdalen Mental Mercyseat and more estranged from the “colossal fiasco” of 

“the big world,” Murphy decides for “the beatific idols” of “the little world.”  Thus the narrator 

proclaims: “Nothing remained but to see what he wanted to see.  Any fool can turn the blind eye, 

but who knows what the ostrich sees in the sand?” (Mur 176); so Murphy decides to glimpse into 

the abyss of Mr. Endon’s mind through Mr. Endon’s colorless, death-like eyes, but with 

intentionality, with mediation bracketed—with a “blind eye”—in order to “see” Mr. Endon’s 

mind not as the (en)closure or (I)mage of nothingness but as nothing in-itself.  Strikingly similar 

to Murphy’s enthralled gaze is Orpheus’ gaze upon the formless form of Eurydice, the mythic 

equivalent, for Maurice Blanchot, of the impossible and vain gaze of the artist upon what 

constitutes the inapproachability and incomprehensiblity of the naught of the art work.  As 

suggested by the narrator’s description of Murphy’s mesmerized trance, following the hypnotic 

chess game with Mr. Endon and Murphy’s “laying his Shah on his side [. . .] that act of 

submission” (Mur 245), Mr. Endon appears to transform into a figure of prosopopeia; that is, it 

becomes clear that Mr. Endon’s function in Murphy is to represent that which can not be 
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represented: “the Nothing, than which in the guffaw of the Abderite [i.e., the indifferent laugh of 

the pre-Socratic Greek philosopher Democritus] naught is more real” (Mur 246):  

But little by little [Murphy’s] eyes were captured by the brilliant swallow-tail of Mr. 

Endon’s arms and legs [. . .] till they saw nothing else, and that in a short time only as 

a vivid blur, Neary’s big blooming buzzing confusion or ground, mercifully free of 

figure [. . .] .  Mr. Endon’s finery persisted for a little in an after-image scarcely 

inferior to the original.  Then this also faded and Murphy began to see nothing, that 

colourlessness which is such a rare postnatal treat, being the absence (to abuse a nice 

distinction) not of percipere but of percipi.  (Mur 245-46) 

Rhetorically speaking, then, Mr. Endon (“on” punning the Greek word for “being,” thus Mr. 

“End-being” or “End-of-being”) is a presence that represents an irreducible absence.  And it is 

apparent as well that as a prosopopeic figure, like Eurydice, Mr. Endon functions as a death 

mask, as the fugitive, ungraspable specter of death and dying.  Simon Critchley makes the 

following point:  

Death, or, rather, dying [. . .] exceeds intentionality and the noetico-noematic 

correlative structures of phenomenology.  There can thus be no phenomenology of 

dying, because it is a state of affairs about which one could neither have an adequate 

intention nor find intuitive fulfillment.  The ultimate meaning of human finitude is 

that we cannot find meaningful fulfillment for the finite.  In this sense, dying is 

meaningless and, consequently, the work of mourning is infinite.  (73) 

Mr. Endon, we discover, can not perceive at all in any meaningful way.  Yet we read also that 

Murphy, while gazing upon Mr Endon’s apparitional presence fading to nothing, finally “see[s] 

nothing [with his “blind eye”] [. . .] being the absence [. . .] not of percipere but of percipi.  His 

other senses also found themselves at peace.”  However, since Mr. Endon can not perceive 

Murphy while Murphy, seeing nothing, “sucks in, through all the posterns of his withered soul, 

the accidentless One-and-Only, conveniently called Nothing” (Mur 246), “percipere” (“to 

perceive”) must ironically, in this case, as in chapter 6, refer to Murphy’s own narcissistic 

perception of his mind perceiving itself (“what it felt and pictured itself to be”) perceiving the 

absence of perceiving (suggesting Beckett’s later title “Imagination Dead Imagine”); yet 

“percipere” may point as well—in an appropriation of the Berkeleian God’s function—to the 

omniscient narrator’s perceiving Murphy’s “rare postnatal treat” (since, figuratively speaking, 
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only Murphy’s fusion in absence is present, “conveniently called [by the narrator] Nothing”).  

Ackerley comments that Berkeley’s paradoxical doctrine “esse est percipi” (“to be is to be 

perceived,” through self reflection, for instance) “remained central to Beckett’s perception 

hereafter, as witness the tree in Waiting for Godot, or Buster Keaton’s difficulties in Film (which 

arises directly out of Murphy), trying to evade the all-seeing Eye/I” (194).   

  If the eyes are the windows to the soul, Mr. Endon’s open upon only the impenetrable 

invisibility (and hence imperceptibility) of death/dying; therefore to evade being perceived, from 

both within his mind and without, is imperative if Murphy is to abide, at last, in toto in the 

microcosmic bliss Mr. Endon seemingly embraces and which Murphy regards so highly.  This 

ultimate Naught amounts to what Murphy genuinely desires to “see,” and is why he positions his 

eyes literally eyeball to eyeball with Mr. Endon’s.  That an untainted seeing is Murphy’s singular 

intent is supported by the philosophic context that the text suggests: in that Mr. Endon’s eyes are 

possibly “fixed [. . .] on some object immeasurably remote, perhaps the famous ant on the sky of 

an airless world” (Mur 248), a direct reference to Democritus’s theory of vision.  Paraphrasing 

from John I. Beare’s Greek Theories of Elementary Cognition, Ackerley summarizes “the 

famous ant” scenario:  

If there were pure vacuum, and not air, around us, the images from visible objects 

would reach the eye unblurred, and we would report the exact form of an object, no 

matter how great the distance from which its image might come; as it is, however, the 

air takes the first copy of the object and the eye receives it only at second hand (the 

object “molding” the air into visible forms), and hence the likeness of the copy to the 

original becomes more imperfect in proportion to the distance it has to travel.  (197) 

Therefore, “Murphy kneeled beside the bed, which was a low one, took Mr. Endon’s head in his 

hands and brought the eyes to bear on his, or rather his on them, across a narrow gulf of air, the 

merest hand’s-breadth of air” (Mur 248).  At pains to decrease the distance “the likeness of the 

copy to the original” must travel, Murphy’s gaze must still admit “a narrow gulf of air”; and the 

word “gulf,” Ackerley reminds us, “signifies the impassible” (197).  Hence it appears evident 

that—“approaching his eyes still nearer [. . .] [as if] they were all set, Murphy and Mr. Endon, 

for a butterfly kiss [. . .] ” (Mur 249)—Murphy is drawn to gaze point blank into Endon’s eyes in 

the hope that at such a diminutive range he may behold not the invisible made visible (through 

the receptive ocular activity of “molding” an atmospheric copy, as in the way “Mr. Endon’s 
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finery persisted for a little in an after-image scarcely inferior to the original”), but rather, as is 

Orpheus’s desire, to behold the ungraspable invisible in-itself as the ungraspable invisible, which 

Mr. Endon’s “prodigiously dilated” pupils (uncannily dilated “as though [paradoxically] by 

permanent excess of light,” Mur 249) invite liminal visibility of.   

 But also like Orpheus, whose destiny is to sing about Eurydice, not see her, Murphy sees 

nothing but a reflection of “a speck [i.e., himself] in Mr. Endon’s unseen” (Mur 250).  

Dumbstruck, as he gazes upon a copy of his own narcissistic self, Murphy grasps the meaning of 

his entrapment.  Blanchot writes: “Orpheus is guilty of impatience.  His error is that he wants to 

exhaust the infinite, that he puts an end to what is unending, that he does not endlessly sustain 

the very impulse of his error” (“Gaze” 101).  Also a victim of impatience, whose destiny is as 

Orpheus scattered (for Murphy, his ashes), Murphy is condemned to “picture” insanity from a 

sane point of view only, as is also the case with the “sane eye” of the narrator.  Both Murphy and 

Murphy’s narrative may only therefore mediate through language the enclosed naught of 

unthought, be it by imagining the innermost zone of a three-tiered interiority of mind, by 

visiualizing nothingness induced by the disappearance of the afterimage of a prosopopeic figure, 

or by configuring through the fictive magic of metaphor some other metaphysical mishmash of 

naught—and yet thereby in words fail to tabulate or enclose nothingness.   

 This critique of representation courses throughout Murphy, from the constructing of a 

subjectivity to the categorizing of an objective world, as in Neary’s overly simplified world-view 

that “all life is figure and ground” (4).  Rupert Wood suggests that, “At the core of Murphy one 

finds a picture of the world as it would appear to one who believed that the world was 

constructed in a certain way, together with an imaginative description of how a person who held 

these beliefs might behave” (35). Thus we return to the problematic “sane eye” of a so-called 

omniscient narrator and the wishful thinking of Murphy and ask, “Is this any way to ‘construct’ a 

literature of the unword?”  Mr. Endon says it all of course by saying nothing.  Language, 

however, must of necessity represent; and as Wood points out, “representation always implies a 

prior eye, which is prone to disrupt the picture given [. . .] [and hence it is] the central 

epistemological problem in any metaphysics: how to create a totalizing picture without somehow 

usurping the place of God” (47).  This narratological problem presented in Murphy—of the 

“schizophrenic folly of the outside, disembodied perspective [. . .] the perspective of philosophy” 
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(Wood 47)—although tentatively resolved in Watt, will carry the weight of a crisis by the time 

Beckett pens Molloy.   

 Wood reflects correctly upon the direction Beckett will take beginning with the trilogy, 

reaching its definitive expression with The Unnamable:  

Yet were the eye and words of the narrator to move inside the enclosure, the 

enclosedness, as perceived by the [totalizing perspective of the] eye outside, would no 

longer be apparent [. . .] the privileged view from outside turned into half-forgotten 

memory-fragments which periodically torment the narrators. [. . .] Here the narrating 

voice [of The Unnamable] merely suspects that there is some explanation for his 

condition, and that there is another perspective that somehow gives shape to his 

space.  When the pretence of sanity [e.g., the “sane eye”] is given up, the space the 

narrating voices find themselves in is not the blissful realm of Murphy’s imagination, 

but an undifferentiated space with no privileged areas.  (47-8) 

Of particular interest is Wood’s last statement above, which suggests a Blanchovian reading of 

The Unnamable—that is, one situated within the Blanchovian depiction of the liminal economy 

of the il y a, of “existence without being,” of an “impatience endlessly suffered and endured,” 

and of the infinite worklessness of the text (“Gaze” 101).     

                                                                 *     *     * 

 Watt, Beckett’s second major novel, which Beckett said, “has its place in the series as will 

perhaps appear in time” (Bair 364), links, as a transitional work, Murphy with the trilogy of the 

late 1940s.  Murphy was the subject of a short letter from Beckett to Sigle Kennedy in which 

Beckett comments, “If I were in the unenviable position of having to study my work, my points 

of departure would be the ‘Naught is more real . . .’ and the ‘Ubi nihil vales . . .’ both already in 

Murphy and neither very rational” (Disjecta 113).  Watt, unsurprisingly, further elaborates 

Democritus’ and Geulincx’s philosophical positions, and notably in Watt these positions move 

thematically from the periphery to the center.  Having shed much of their philosophical baggage 

in terms of Democritus’ strict atomistic-materialism and Geulincx’s severe bifurcation of mind 

and matter—these positions become a great deal more woven together than in Murphy, rethought 

in their interrelationship.  Perhaps, more so than in Murphy, they are “points of departure” for a 

study of Watt, especially in regard to Watt’s focus upon the writer’s attempt to write nothing.  In 

Watt not only does the “Naught [that] is more real than nothing” become the groundless ground 
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for the mise en scène at Mr Knott’s dwelling, but this irreducible vacuity resonates as well 

throughout the rest of the novel.  Similarly, just as Mr. Endon functions as a prosopoeic figure—

as a signifier bereft of any possible signification—for the ultimate naught in Murphy, in Watt a 

Mr Knott assumes this function; but in contrast to Murphy’s Mr. Endon, Mr Knott casts his 

shadow of naught over the whole of Watt.  As for “Ubi nihil vales, ibi nihil velis” (“Where you 

are worth nothing, there you should want nothing”), we come to realize by Watt’s conclusion 

that Geulincx’s formula is key to maintaining an accomodating, congruous existence in Knott’s 

abode, where paradoxically one’s need is indeed to need or want nothing.   

 This foregrounding in Watt of a paradoxical need to extinguish conation echoes Murphy’s 

need to apprehend consciously the unconscious activity within the third zone of his mind.  In 

Murphy, not only is the transcendent perspective from which Murphy’s mind  “pictured itself” 

paradoxically problematic, but problematic as well is that in his desire to apprehend with greater 

clarity “Amor intellectualis quo Murphy se ipsum amat,” Murphy’s narcissistic drive to attain a 

remote, reified, unconscious mental state—i.e., the third zone of his mind—compromises 

ultimately the indifferent, will-less nonrelationality of the third zone.  If Murphy were bracketed 

from the third zone, then the latter would no doubt be synonymous with the “Naught [that] is 

more real.”  However, there is too much of Murphy as a cogito ego present still in the zone for 

that to be the case—too much of Murphy’s apparent need to be Murphy “pictured” there.   

 Lawrence E. Harvey identifies “the principal theme” of Watt as “the need to know and the 

difficulty and indeed impossibility of knowing” (95).  Initially this need to know appears as a 

purely epistemological dilemma.  However the epistemological crisis eventually becomes an 

ontological one—that is, it changes from a need to know some thing to the need to know no 

thing, complicated by the need not to need to know no thing, so that no thing may avail itself in 

the difficulty and indeed unquestionable impossibility of knowing no thing.  This inside-out, 

topsy-turvy movement of marginalizing conation is demonstrated by Watt’s eventual turning of 

his desire away from the empirical-rational paradigms of comprehension that ground an ego 

cogito (which substantiate a “real” outer world distinct from a “real” inner self) toward the 

irrationality of what Mr Knott seemingly proffers: a waning consciousness at the threshold of 

absolute nullity.    

 To this end, after his epistemological fall from grace during his sojourn on the ground (or 

first) floor, Watt eventually remembers his latter-day purpose for entering Mr Knott’s house: “Of 



30

 

nought.  To the source.  To the teacher.  To the temple.  To him I brought.  This emptied heart.  

These emptied hands.  This mind ignoring.  This body homeless.  To love him my little reviled.  

My little rejected to have him.  My little to learn him forgot.  Abandoned my little to find him” 

(W 166).  Such metaphorical language suggests a reading of Watt as merely an allegory of the 

mind’s road toward spiritual enlightenment, a reading Gottfried Büttner, for example, endorses.  

Büttner states, “Watt is a magnificent attempt to embody [. . .] inner experiences to which a 

higher reality (neither rational nor merely subjective) corresponds.”  Büttner explains that we 

follow 

  Watt, that poor, lonely soul, in misery as he first sets out on his life journey on earth, 

then in qualified, temporary contentment as a neophyte in Mr. Knott’s house and 

garden.  Traveling from an unspecific “here” to an “elsewhere” and back again, Watt 

learns of the tragicomic nature of existence and experiences a “counterworld” with all 

the appearances of the absurd [. . .] in which he is only a shadow among shadows.  

There Watt must serve for a time before he can return to the plane of ordinary reality.  

(157-58)  

         Indeed on the first floor of Knott’s house, Watt’s coming humbly about to an ontological 

awareness that “where you are worth nothing, there you should want nothing” does somewhat 

parallel (keeping for the moment the “spiritual quest” theme in tow) the perplexed situation that 

a Zen neophyte finds herself in when faced with contemplating the “right” answer to a koan.  

The intent of the koan (a riddle unsolvable by rational means) is to dumbfound ratiocination, 

obtaining for the apprentice an intuition of reason’s absurdity.  This epiphany brings to fruition 

reason’s momentary extinction; words and “self” vanish as the experience of satori, a euphoric 

awareness of nothingness, reveals the pantheistic Being of all beings.  Similarly Watt’s habitual 

positing of overtly logical, to the point of being horrendously obtuse, assumptions (from both 

empiricist and rationalist epistemological perspectives)—demonstrated by his need to label and 

categorize (impossibly) things-in-themselves or by his attaching causal relations to seemingly 

independent effects—appears to exhaust and nullify Watt’s enfeebled “intelligence” by the time 

of his “assumption” to the second floor.  As Michael E. Mooney suggests:  

When he [Watt] thinks, “in search of rest,” of the possible relations between 

sequential and causal, temporal or spatial effects [. . .] it is to provide possibilities, 

permutations.  The stylistic function of this enumeration is to admit all possibilities, 
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in true skeptical fashion, so that no one meaning is possible.  And to this play of 

language must be linked the destruction of language itself as a vehicle for 

signification, seen in Watt’s inversion of syntax and of the letters that make up his 

words.  (166)   

Situated on the second floor, as the personal attendant to Mr Knott, proximate now to “the 

teacher” and his affects, Watt appears to obtain a utopian indifference of mind.   

 Sam, the novel’s presumed narrator, identifies Watt’s newly acquired mental outlook as 

ataraxy (W 208).  Watt communicates cryptically the nature of the ataraxy as follows: “Lit yad 

mac, ot og.  Ton taw, ton tonk.  Ton dob, ton trips.  Ton vila, ton deda.  Ton kawa, ton pelsa.  

Ton das, ton yag.  Os devil, rof mit” (So lived, for time.  Not sad, not gay.  Not awake, not 

asleep.  Not alive, not adead.  Not body, not spirit.  Not Watt, not Knott.  Til day came, to go) (W 

167).  As can be surmised, Watt’s dimmed, passive consciousness is immobilized between 

binary opposites, adhering to neither one polarity nor the other; hence he appears no longer 

mindful to perceive or think based on identity and difference.   

 Nonetheless, the inverted syntax suggests an allegiance to a formal dialectical structuring 

of linguistic activity and therefore leaves open the question of whether or not Watt has attained 

the desired ontological goal of a completely nonrelational identification with the “Naught more 

real than nothing.”  Liminal to Knott, he is doubtlessly liminal to Naught.  He has reached the 

limit of the experience only, for to pass knowingly beyond the threshold is impossible.  This 

ontological conundrum reflects the similar dilemma of writing naught, and indeed perhaps Watt, 

rather than an allegory about a man’s spiritual journey, is in fact an allegory about the situation 

of the writer (suggestive of Blanchot’s theory of the same), a tragicomedy about the writer’s 

journey toward a schizoid subjectless-ness in order to find a writing that is able to write itself 

toward writing’s extinction.  

 Watt extends the theme of thinking/writing the unthought that Murphy playfully introduces.  

Moreover, with Watt, Beckett begins seriously his imperative to write nothing, literally.  Our 

investigation must endeavor, therefore, to uncover in Watt how Beckett—while still writing, as 

in Murphy, an apparently feinting, ambiguous omniscient narration (at least, we may with some 

assurance say, in Watt’s first and last chapters)—approaches the paradoxical conditions (in the 

second and third chapters) that are conducive to a thinking/writing of the unword.   
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 Richard Begam suggests that the relation between Sam, Watt, and Knott represents a 

narrative/epistemological structure of self-reflection (Sam as “narrating self”; Watt, “self as 

simulacrum”; Knott, “self as negation,” 94) that deconstructs the Cartesian cogito: “First, the 

figure we have identified with the ‘inquiry’ of the cogito (Watt) does not exist before language 

but is already defined within the field of writing (Sam/Hackett).  Second, the cogito leads not to 

the revelation of a primordial presence but to its negation or absence (Knott).”  Knott therefore 

represents “the terminus at the end of the Cartesian line, the point at which self-reflection 

inevitably becomes self-negation” (94-5).  Begam supports his dialectical structuring of the 

interaction of the main characters as a narrative of the “I” leading inevitably to the “not-I” by 

pointing to Watt’s final inverted statement to Sam: “Dis yb dis, nem owt.  Yad la, tin fo trap.  

Skin, skin, skin.  Od su did ned taw?  On.  Taw ot klat tonk?  On.  Tonk ot klat taw?  On.  Tonk 

ta kool taw?  On.  Taw ta kool tonk?  Nilb, mun, mud.  Tin fotrap, yad la.  Nem owt, dis yb dis” 

(W 168).  (Side by side, two men.  All day, part of night.  Dumb, numb, blind.  Knott look at 

Watt?  No.  Watt look at Knott?  No.  Watt talk to Knott?  No.  Knott talk to Watt?  No.  What 

then did us do?  Niks, niks, niks.  Part of night, all day.  Two men, side by side.)   

  Given the dialectical closure Begam deciphers in this cryptic fragment—that “the cogito 

[Watt] leads [. . .] to its negation or absence [Knott]”—we must ask if the passage indeed 

provides evidence of Watt’s attainment of the object he so desired—i.e., Knott’s naught?  And if 

so, as with Murphy, how would Watt know of it in order to speak of it?  Even though Begam 

admits “the phenomenological question remains that of how the individual can know himself as a 

consciousness that lies beyond subject-object dialectics” (84), he insists that Watt does achieve 

his end.  Begam writes:  

Here Watt and Knott [. . .] come together side by side and enter into a condition 

that—speechless, sightless, senseless—leads to a consciousness of nothing, a 

consciousness that is nothing (niks, niks, niks).  This experience of liminality [is] 

carried to the point of self-nullification [. . .] .  Watt has, in other words, known 

something akin to existence off the ladder, that momentary eruption into the world of 

the not-I.  (84) 

 Begam correctly identifies the relationship of Sam, Watt, and Knott as representing the 

limit-experience of nothingness, “a consciousness of [my emphasis] nothing”—i.e., liminally 

only, “of” suggesting merely an image of nothing—and notes that Sam’s “encounter with Watt 
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mirrors Watt’s encounter with Knott” (84).  However, Begam is incorrect in positing that Watt 

steps beyond the threshold, “erupt[ing] into the world of the not-I,” arriving at “a consciousness 

that is [my emphasis] nothing.”   

 To substantiate my position contra Begam’s, two problems must be explored and resolved: 

how Watt, following Murphy, illustrates the paradox of thinking the unthought and the inherent 

problem of rendering one’s experience of such nothingness; and, also, what we are to make of 

the relational functionality of the tripartite Sam-Watt-Knott.  However, we must establish 

initially that the critically controversial interaction between Sam and Watt be viewed not as a 

meeting of two patients in a mental hospital, but rather as a symbolic representation of the 

specular dispossession of the writer, and thus of writing, at the threshold of writing nothing.   

  First, therefore, let us address the question of whether or not the setting of chapter III is that 

of an actual mental institution where Watt has been admitted as a patient some time in the future 

after he has left Mr Knott’s house.  In fact, the somewhat different setting from that of Knott’s 

grounds, of spacious pavilions, multiple gardens and additional attendants, does suggest that 

Watt is no longer in residence at Mr Knott’s, but is instead a patient in an asylum.  One could 

also argue that although he believes that he is employed at a Mr Knott’s dwelling, Watt is from 

day one a resident in an insane asylum.   

However I would like to suggest that Watt and Sam are not inmates in an institution, as if 

they were characters in a realistic setting, but rather that they are figuratively mirror-imaged 

inmates in the “madhouse of the skull.”
3
  We are reminded of Belacqua’s “mind, dim and hushed 

like a sick room, like a chapelle ardente, thronged with shades; the mind at last its own asylum, 

disinterested, indifferent [. . .]” (Dream of Fair to Middling Women 44).  Indeed Sam evokes a 

singular, schizophrenic image of Watt and himself by suggesting that Watt, who had fallen into a 

nest of thistles, resembles him, although looking alarmingly like Bosch’s painting of Christ 

crucified—and thus disconcerting Sam of his own mien.  Sam exclaims, “And at the same instant 

suddenly I felt as though I were standing before a great mirror, in which my garden was 

reflected, and my fence, and I, and the very birds tossing in the wind, so that I looked at my 

hands, and felt my face, and glossy skull, with an anxiety as real as unfounded” (W 159).  

Besides the specular visages of Sam and Watt, additional mirrored phenomena are suggested by 

the unlikely appearance of identical openings in opposing barbed-wire fences; Watt’s inverted, 

enigmatic utterances; and shadows (or are they shades?) flickering about in the wake of a high 



34

 

wind and bright sun.  Hence it appears that even though chapter III suggests, on the one hand, 

seemingly factual, specific imagery denoting an actual mental asylum, it nonetheless, on the 

other hand, meshes such asylum images with expressionistically stylized symbolist imagery, 

thereby destroying any logic of mimesis, suggesting instead a surrealistic landscape. 

   Additionally, the following passage from the beginning of chapter IV actually takes issue, 

although somewhat confusingly, with a chronology that would place the setting and action of 

chapter III after that of chapter IV: “As Watt told the beginning of his story, not first, but second, 

so not fourth, but third, now he told its end.  Two, one, four, three, that was the order in which 

Watt told his story” (W 215).  However such sequencing of the chapters does not refer to the 

correct chronology of events, for how could chapter I, which concludes with Watt’s entry onto 

Knott’s estate as Arsene is leaving it, chronologically follow chapter II, which finds Watt 

assuming his duties as one of Knott’s attendants? The “two, one, four, three” sequence is thereby 

logically upended and must refer only to the manner in which “Watt told [. . .] his story.”  The 

phrase “now he told its end,” therefore, does not refer to the events of chapter III, but to those of 

chapter IV, the chapter in which the phrase appears and which it introduces.  Watt’s chapters, 

then, queue in the correct order, not as Watt told them.  The parodic limit-experience in chapter 

three, suggesting a subject-less writer/writing, occurs significantly before Watt leaves the house 

and grounds of Mr Knott.
4
  This chronology aligns with Büttner’s, but whereas Büttner perceives 

in chapters II and III a spiritual, inward journey afoot, I suggest that Beckett is comically, 

mockingly, symbolically illustrating the writer’s ontological deliverance over to the exigencies 

of writing outside of writing.          

  But who then is the narrator who authorizes the rearrangement of the way “Watt told his 

story”?  One could argue that it is not Sam, for Sam writes (at the end of chapter III): “But 

[Watt] could not bear that we should part, never to meet again (in this world) [. . .]” (W 212).  

Yet Watt does finally leave, “backwards through the hole went back, to his garden, and left me 

alone, alone with only my poor eyes to follow him, this last of many times to follow him [. . .]” 

(W 213).  Thus Sam could not possibly know what happened thereafter to Watt. Watt of course 

could have told Sam about what had happened prior to their meetings (as told in chapter III), but 

not afterwards, which would include the events that compose the entirety of chapter IV.  Besides, 

are we not informed that Watt told the fourth part of his story before he told the third part; thus, 

to whom would he have told it, and who may this unidentified narrator be?  To confuse matters 
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more, much information given in the narrative of chapters I and IV is obviously outside the 

scope of Watt’s knowledge, much less Sam’s.  For instance, Begam cites the following 

anomalies:  

   Obviously, Watt cannot relate what he does not know.  Yet Sam’s account includes 

the conversation between Hackett and the Nixons, Lady McCann’s story of the 

medical students, a goat (or ass) that saw Watt but was not seen by him, and the 

events that transpire at the railway station after Watt has been knocked unconscious.  

Such narrative impossibilities occur throughout the novel, and the more we encounter 

them, the more we recognize that they are not so much lapses in construction as 

openings through which fiction admits its own unlikely creations.  (93)  

  Begam’s last point, that the profuse anomalies are “openings through which fiction admits 

its own unlikely creations,” is critical to any interpretation of Watt: that is, the self-reflexivity of 

the text as a play upon the fabric of fiction opens the possibility of unlimited indeterminate 

signification through the rupture of any certitude regarding both the text’s veracity and/or 

duplicity.  After all, are we not aware that we are reading not only a narration (the narrator’s) of 

a narration (Watt’s), but that both narratives are extremely unreliable?  For example, we learn in 

regard to Arsene’s “short statement” (which covers fourteen pages) that “he [Watt] wondered 

what Arsene had said [. . .].  For his declaration had entered Watt’s ears only by fits, and his 

understanding, like all that enters the ears only by fits, hardly at all” (W 80), and we surmise that 

the “ill told, ill heard, and more that half forgotten” (non)incident of the Galls (wherein “nothing 

had happened”) will be typical (throughout the novel) of Watt’s own unreliable narrative (W 74, 

76).  And on top of Watt’s suspect retelling of events that possibly did not even happen rests the 

narrator’s also suspect narrative—as the narrator thus states in chapter II:  

Add to this the difficulty of Watt’s communications, the rapidity of his utterance and 

the eccentricities of his syntax [. . .].  Add to this the scant aptitude to receive of him 

to whom they were proposed.  Add to this the scant aptitude to give of him to whom 

they were committed.  And some idea will perhaps be obtained of the difficulties 

experienced in formulating [. . .] the entire body of Watt’s experience, from the 

moment of his entering Mr Knott’s establishment to the moment of his leaving it.  (W 

75) 
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 Who is speaking here?  Let us identify this speaker as “Sam,” who appears to be implying 

that either he had had no problem understanding Watt’s narration about what had happened 

before and after Watt’s entering and leaving Mr Knott’s house (in contrast to Watt’s obscure 

narration about his experiences while within Knott’s domain); or that he is referring to “the 

entire body of Watt’s experience [. . .] [at] Mr Knott’s establishment” that Watt disclosed to him 

while he witnessed it, for Watt and he were mutual residents at Mr Knott’s.  In support of the 

latter contention, we are informed that Sam knows “nothing on these subjects, except what Watt 

told me, For Erskine, Arsene, Walter, Vincent and the others had all vanished, long before my 

time” (W 126).  (Note that Arthur, who replaces Watt on the first floor, is not included in the 

list.)  We may infer therefore that “my time” not only refers to a period of time spent at Mr 

Knott’s but time spent with Watt after Erskine had “vanished.”  Such information places Sam 

with Watt during Watt’s tenure on the second floor, the floor of pavilions and mansions and 

where Watt’s Cartesian ego disintegrates into two disjunctive ill seen, ill heard selves.  Hence in 

Watt’s transference to the second floor he may attend to Knott but he does so narratively via Sam 

in the act of writing naught; thus begins the liminal conjunction of Sam-Watt-Knott, that in turn 

becomes the liminal activity of witnessing and being witnessed in Sam’s poorly wrought attempt 

to record Watt’s vain attempt to relate Watt’s roundabout in the nonrelational realm of Mr Knott 

(a history that comprises the events of chapter II and chapter III).    

  So, if Sam is definitely the author of chapters II and III, who then penned chapters I and 

IV?  Sam is, as well, the likely suspect.  Sam tells us, after accusing Watt of fictionalizing his 

(Watt’s) story through omissions and additions, “And this does not mean either that I may not 

have left out some of the things that Watt told me, or foisted in others that Watt never told me [. . 

.] never never told at all” (W 126).  Hence “ruse a by” (to use Beckett’s term) Watt is able to 

enter Erkine’s locked room (W 128), and “ruse a by” “fiction admits its own unlikely creations.”  

Begam explains that “‘ruse a by’ is nothing less than the blithe admission that fiction provides a 

narrative passe-partout—that the narrator can ultimately say and do what he likes, and the mere 

saying will make it so” (89).  For example, in chapter II, the apparent omniscient narrative (up to 

that point) intimates its own fallibility by divulging that the narrative is a retelling of Watt’s 

narrative.  Another example of “ruse a by” occurs in chapter III: after Sam’s intrusion into the 

narrative as both a character and the unforeseen, abruptly acknowledged narrator, we read, “But 

whereas for Watt the important thing was the wind, the sun was the important thing for Sam,” 
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and again, “For when on Sam the sun shone bright, then in a vacuum panted Watt, and when 

Watt like a leaf was tossed, then stumbled Sam in deepest night” (W 153).  Both of these 

sentences are followed by Sam’s implementing the pronouns “we” and “I,” yet the ambiguity of 

Sam, as the author, referencing himself as “Sam,” the character, distancing his own identity, for 

the moment is enough to give the reader pause.  Additionally, at one point in the narrative, after 

Watt and Sam have been conversing, we read “To these conversations we are indebted for the 

following information,” followed by Arthur’s telling of the Louit-Nackybal tale (whereby Arthur 

deploys the expedient of an omniscient voice) (W 169).  This sudden, formal pronouncement 

sounds most unlike Sam, and more like the omniscient narrator the reader had grown accustomed 

to through the first chapter and (breaches of credibility aside; for instance, we learn that the 

narrator credits at times Watt’s version of the tale) most of the second (until Sam surfaces in the 

third).   

 Significantly, however, the problem of the hypostatic presence of an omniscient narrator in 

Murphy, together with the complementary problem of a totalized perspective, is addressed in 

Watt by the narrator’s playful, self-reflexive undoing of his own omniscience: that is, Watt 

destroys the metaphysics of presence of an apparent and initially presumed meta-narrative 

distinguished by its omniscience by deploying—in a coup de théâtre—the disruptive strategy of 

introducing into the narrative the narrator as a fictional character—i.e., Sam, the novel’s 

supposed but also questionable narrator—one hundred and fifty-three pages into the novel.  In 

one bold stroke of authorial doubling, the narrator, in chapter III, moves from a presence outside 

the text to the page.  Yet, in chapter IV—in tone, style and content—the omniscient voice 

returns, parrying Sam’s voice in an attempt to reestablish its spectral presence over the text.  But 

the hook has been set.  The character “Sam” vanishes as Watt leaves Knott’s premises, but could 

it be that Sam is merely assuming a renewed omniscient perspective?  Like a god incarnate not 

completely apothesized, not properly reborn, the once impersonal omniscient voice finds itself 

decentered, fragmented, now Sam’s voice, now Watt’s, now its own, one refracting the other in a 

specular play of creation and dispossesion, suggesting even a possible manipulating authorial 

presence outside these “narrators,” and another beyond that one, ad infinitum; for no one 

hypostatic, authoritative, authorial “sane eye” can be recuperated in or outside Watt, a text in 

which nothing appears to be quite what it is.  By the novel’s conclusion, the question of who is 
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narrating what in Watt remains at best, like a Zen koan, an irresoluble riddle—a knotty enigma 

with neither aim nor result.   

 We turn our attention now to another uncertainty.  Begam proposes that Watt’s 

“consciousness that is nothing [. . .] that momentary eruption into the world of the not-I” elicits 

the question as to “how [it is possible] the individual can know himself as a consciousness that 

lies beyond subject-object dialectics” (84); but Begam begs the question off by appealing to 

authorial “ruse a by”: 

[. . .] that Sam and Hackett, taken together, function as a parodic version of the author 

himself, of “Beckett the Hack.”  By providing a narrative frame for Watt’s 

confrontation with Knott, for the subject’s confrontation with itself as not-I, 

Sam/Hackett has made what was an epistemological quest in Murthy into a narrative 

quest in Watt.  As a result, the exploration of the self has become the exploration of 

two related genres: the novel and the autobiography.  (86)  

Begam decides to reroute the inquiry by dropping the epistemological problem in favor of 

understanding Watt’s “exploration of the self” as a genre-dictated narrative. Our study privileges 

the narrative as well, but rather than reject the apparent epistemological conundrum, we must 

emphatically embrace it as an opening to what in fact drives the narrative: the ontological-

epistemological dilemma of the writer at the precipice of naught attempting to draw writing into 

that very irreducible unknown.  To begin, we petition Arsene.    

 “Existence off the ladder” is Arsene’s metaphor for his ephetic/epiphanic experience of the 

“presence of what did not exist, that presence without, that presence within, that presence 

between” (W 45).  Arsene explains: “I was in the sun, and the wall was in the sun.  I was the sun, 

need I add, and the wall, and the step, and the yard, and the time of year, and the time of day, to 

mention only these” (W 42).  As in Murphy we meet with a Beckettian meditation upon the 

paradox of a conscious awareness in situ of an unconscious (non)event.  Arsene’s depiction is, of 

course, a (re)telling a posteriori to the purported actuality, so we may be at first somewhat 

suspicious of its content and truthfulness.  Arsene even claims that at the juncture when 

conscious awareness (based on subject-object dialectics, on wants and terrors, on “the forgotten 

horrors of joy,” W 42) returned—at the juncture “when suddenly somewhere some little thing 

slipped [. . .].  Gliss  —  iss  —  iss  —  STOP!” (W 43), and “the reversed metamorphosis.  The 

Laurel into Daphne.  The old thing where it always was, [was] back again” (W 44)—all that he 
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was able initially to muster in making sense of the event was the acknowledgement of the 

appearance of a mere “sentiment [my italics] that a change, other than the change of degree, had 

taken place”—which seems plausible—and that “what was changed was existence off the 

ladder” (W 44).  However, when we learn that Arsene vividly remembers “existence off the 

ladder,” we are at best skeptical, unless we are to infer that Arsene’s “existence off the ladder” is 

a purely liminal experience.  But when Arsene confesses, “my personal system was so distended 

[. . .] that the distinction between what was inside it and what was outside it was not at all easy to 

draw” (W 43), we must conclude that “existence off the ladder” is synonymous with a timeless, 

spaceless existence without any conscious awareness, where atoms disperse homogeneously 

throughout.  For Arsene to be not just immersed in nothingness but seemingly, anatomically 

diffused hither to thither in such an opaque, nonrelational landscape, and yet still be able to 

perceive of such an existence, recalls Murphy’s paradoxical situation of existing in the void of 

the third zone and knowing it, but now the impasse is more fully presented and problematized.   

 Arsene insists that “it was not an illusion” (W 45), and—because of the setting (Mr Knott’s 

domain) where Arsene experiences this alterity beyond words, world and self—we are willing to 

suspend our doubts, tentatively at least, that his experience is pure fable.  To support this 

perceptual paradox, Arsene states, “I did not, need I add, see the thing happen, nor hear it, but I 

perceived it with a perception so sensuous that in comparison the impressions of a man buried 

alive in Lisbon on Lisbon’s great day [the infamous Lisbon earthquake] seem a frigid and 

artificial construction of the understanding” (W 43).  Note that Arsene’s focus here concerns the 

uniqueness and intensity of a particularly peculiar self-consciousness, of an acutely sane, lucidly 

livid observance of an absurdly insane situation, a self-consciousness hyperconsciously sane and 

insane at the same instant.   

 Since self-consciousness requires a mental splitting of subjectivity into a perceiver and a 

perceived, Arsene opens the possibility that there was a “witness,” or two.  That is, Arsene’s act 

of radical self-reflection allows for at least two perspectives: one liminally (K)not(t) and 

bordering on madness, and one exactingly rational, a cognizance beyond perception’s norm of 

local stimuli—the former the liminal site of effects without causes, the latter a consciousness 

acutely minimalized, one that can not “see the thing happen,” can not “hear it,” but with the 

extraordinarily sharpened awareness of one deaf and blind can perceive “it with a perception so 
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sensuous that in comparison the impressions of a man buried alive [. . .] seem a frigid and 

artificial construction of the understanding [my emphasis].”   

 The “comparison” between Arsene’s experience and that of a man buried alive is pertinent.  

Both are a plural, yet mirrored consciousness at the threshold of nothingness.  However, the 

latter is a consciousness of terror (presumably Catholic), of extremes, of life versus death, of the 

Spinozian conatus—effort toward the preservation of existence—of an exigency to flee the 

threshold; whereas the former, although a consciousness of conatus as well, valorizes the effort 

toward the extinction of existence—whose need is its “loss of species”—of an exigency to step 

beyond the threshold.   This latter liminal consciousness strives to hear the soundless, “mirthless” 

“laugh laughing at the laugh, the beholding, the saluting of the highest joke, in a word the laugh 

that laughs—silence please—at that which is unhappy” (W 48).  It is a silent laugh, for it echoes 

from the grave, laughing at the “highest joke” and “that which is unhappy,” metaphors which are 

for Beckett depictions of human existence.  Of the thirty-seven addenda to Watt, one lyrically 

offers the following: 

   Bid us sigh on from day to day, 

   And wish and wish the soul away, 

   Till youth and genial years are flown.  

   And all the life of life is gone.  (W 248)  

Sardonic, yet hopeful, this simplistic poem promises nothing, for in the Beckettian universe there 

is no end to wishing or to getting.  “But what is attainment?” Beckett asks in Proust, which he 

answers: “The identification of the subject with the object of his desire.  The subject has died—

and perhaps many times—on the way” (3).  Yet “on the way” is always already “on the way,” 

not ever stopping, not even for death.  Commenting that “it is useless not to seek, not to want,” 

Arsene concludes: “The glutton castaway, the drunkard in the desert, the lecher in prison, they 

are the happy ones.  To hunger, thirst, lust, every day afresh and every day in vain, after the old 

prog, the old booze, the old whores, that’s the nearest we’ll ever get to felicity, the new porch 

and the very latest garden” (W 44).  

 Therefore, this death wishing yet death defying (“Gliss  —  iss  —   iss  —  STOP!”) 

consciousness, whose desire is the return to wombtomb, must settle instead for a witnessing of a 

nonrelational beholding.  In effect, Arsene confesses the same when he is attempting to explain 

the day in the life of one, himself actually, under the spell of “existence off the ladder”: “His 
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indignation undergoes a similar reduction [as “his regrets” have], and calm and glad at last he 

goes about his work, calm and glad he peels the potato and empties the nightstool, calm and glad 

he witnesses and is witnessed.  For a time.  For the day comes [i.e., the day of the “change”] 

when he says, Am I not a little out of sorts, to-day?” (W 41-2).  But while “off the ladder,” is it 

Mr Knott, the presence of nothing, whom “he witnesses”?  And by whom is he “witnessed”?  We 

learn in fact, later, how Mr Knott needs witnessing, but as we read the passage, the focus of 

needing to be witnessed transfers from Mr Knott to Watt, by Watt’s need to be witnessed by 

himself: 

           And Mr Knott, needing nothing if not, one, not to need, and, two, a witness to his not 

needing, of himself knew nothing.  And so he needed to be witnessed.  Not that he 

might know, no, but that he might not cease [. . .] .  But what kind of witness was 

Watt, weak now of eye, hard of hearing, and with even more intimate senses greatly 

below par?  A needy witness, an imperfect witness.  The better to witness, the worse 

to witness.  That with his need he might witness its [i.e., his need’s] absence.  That 

imperfect he might witness it [again, his need] ill.  That Mr Knott might never cease, 

but ever almost cease.  (W 202-03) 

 The problem that surfaces here is the antecedent that “its” and “it” refers to.  It must be Watt’s 

“need,” for the only other possibility would be the last sentence quoted above; but if that were 

the case, the result does not match the former intent—that is, the need to witness the absence 

“That Mr Knott might never cease, but ever almost cease” contradicts Mr Knott’s need to be 

witnessed.  What we learn here is not that Watt needs Knott (for needing Knott means needing 

some “thing”) but rather that he needs to witness the absence of his need to witness the absence 

of his need and so on, a goal he can obviously never quite fully attain, but only partially gain, in 

a lessening way, with his impaired senses “witness[ing] it ill.”  In so doing Knott or Naught as a 

something, as a presence of nothing, never shall cease, “but [only] ever almost cease.”  Therefore 

nothing in-itself purely outside the image—outside the world, language, subjectivity—must 

always elude the grasp and so inevitably can never be obtained except as some thing; hence the 

futility of the event, and yet not so totally futile as to negate the need to negate.  

 What Begam proposes, “the experience of liminality carried to the point of self-

nullification,” is unquestionably depicted in Watt as not possible.  Not only does Arsene’s story 

sound in the telling more and more like what Sam identifies Watt’s narrative as: a “yarn”; but 
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Arsene essentially and ironically admits, through a somewhat veiled allusion, the futility of 

achieving the totalized experience of “self-nullity”:  

And it is useless not to seek, not to want, for when you cease to seek you start to find 

[and thus you start to seek again], and when you cease to want, then life begins to ram 

her fish and chips down your gullet until you puke, and then the puke down your 

gullet until you puke the puke, and then the puked puke until you begin to like it.  (W 

44)  

 The key phrase here is “until you begin to like it,” for then you need it, you want it, you seek 

it—and so the vicious circle continues.   

 What indeed, then, we read above, in Watt’s statement about the need to witness the 

absence of need, describes undeniably the activity of an extremely perverse level of self-

consciousness, of an inchoately doubled, darkly mirrored, failing “eye/I” as a witnessing toward 

its own lack in anticipation of its own final absence, the witnessing of an ever diminishing need 

to witness an ever diminishing need to witness, and so on.  The activity of the continual 

withdrawal of witnessing corresponds to an ever receding (dis)appearance of Mr Knott, a 

movement that interestingly looms closer and closer to the inhuman “Naught [that] is more real” 

while distancing itself from the apparitional, anthropocentric Knott.  We may conclude therefore 

that Arsene’s comment that “he witnesses and is witnessed” refers to the doubling effect of self-

reflection, to himself as his own doppelgänger, a movement characterized by an anarchic 

dispossession of any sense of a unified consciousness and thus the impossibility of attaining 

either a totalized, hypostatic rational consciousness (the fallacious Cartesian basis of Watt’s 

ultra-ratiocinations during his sojourn on the ground floor) or of attaining an absolutely totalized 

unconsciousness (the aporia challenging our understanding of both Arsene’s and Watt’s 

articulations of their experience of naught).  Similarly, we must conclude that in chapter III Sam 

and Watt function as a dissimulated doppelgänger to each other. 

  Sam in fact alludes to Watt as possibly Sam’s own self-reflective doppelgänger (literally, 

“double-walker”) when speaking about how he wished “they” could leave their separate 

mansions for a stroll outdoors, but could not or would not until “a call” beckoned the two of 

them simultaneously forth from their “windowlessness”:   

   So it is not to be wondered at if, through sheer ignorance of what was going on 

without, we spent indoors, now Watt, now I, now Watt and I, many fleeting hours that 
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might have fled, just as well, if not better, certainly not worse, from us with us as we 

walked, Watt, or I, or Watt and I [. . .] in the little garden.  No, but what is to be 

wondered at is this, that to us both, disposed to yield, each in his separate soundless 

unlit warmth, the call should come, and coax us out, as it so often did, as sometimes it 

did, into the little garden.  (W 152)  

 This theme of a ghostly doppelgänger is echoingly framed at the novel’s beginning and 

end: first, by the appearance of Arsene’s double image as Arsene leaves Mr Knott’s house (“the 

man standing sideways in the kitchen doorway looking at [Watt] became two men standing 

sideways in two kitchen doorways looking at him,” W 63) and, second, by Watt’s sighting of his 

own double after he too has left Mr Knott’s house and has walked some distance down the road 

leading to the train station (W 225-26).   

 But there are additional passages that link Sam psychically to Watt.  Look again, for 

example, at Arsene’s “short statement.”  Remember, Arsene says that he could neither see nor 

hear the “thing happen” but instead he perceived “it with a perception so sensuous [. . .]” which 

recalls as well Belacqua’s “waking ultra-cerebral obscurity” (Dream 44).   Upon Sam’s passing 

through the hole in his garden’s barbed-wire fence and entering a kind of no-man’s-land before 

spying a strikingly similar hole in the fence to Watt’s garden (or is it the same hole),
5
 he says, 

“My senses now being sharpened to ten or fifteen times their normal acuity [. . .]” (W 160).  

Some minutes later, as Watt mutters nonsensically to him, Sam again recalls a heightened sense 

of awareness, in contradistinction to seeing and hearing:  

          Thus I missed I suppose much [. . .].  But soon I grew used to these [Watt’s] 

sounds, and then I understood as well as ever, that is to say fully one half of what won 

its way past my tympan. [. . .]  

                        For my own hearing now began to fail, though my myopia remained stationary.  

My purely mental faculties on the other hand, the faculties so called of 

                                                                                               ?                                                                                  

                                     ?                                                        ? 

                                     ?                                                        ?  

                were if possible more vigorous than ever.  (W 169) 

The question marks indicate of course the impossibility of finding a word or words that can name 

the irreducibility of the source of Sam’s elevated sense of apparently acute, rationally intuitive 



44

 

perception (his “purely mental faculties [. . .] more vigorous than ever,” although no doubt “the 

source” is the creative, writerly conjunction of Sam, Watt, and Knott).  It is no mere coincidence 

that when gaining proximity to Watt (producing in Sam psychophysical effects comparable in 

electromagnetic physics to the Doppler effect) after Watt’s transfer to “another pavilion” (or to 

the second floor, so winning greater proximity to Knott, as Arsene had when existing “off the 

ladder”), Sam experiences a similar heightening of perceptual capabilities as Arsene did while 

Arsene was immersed in “existence off the ladder.” Sam describes the hyperconscious, yet 

nonsensical, perverse conditions of the event: a surrealistic encounter (as though reflected in 

mirrors), between barbed-wire fences, amidst shadows flickering wantonly about from the 

admixture of a brisk wind and refracting beams of sunlight, with a backward walking, backward 

talking “Christ figure”—Watt.      

 Moreover, Arsene, in his briefing to Watt of the apparent difference between the first and 

second floors, appears to allude to the situation Watt will encounter in chapter III, alluding not to 

conditions Watt would find in a mental asylum, but those peculiar to Mr Knott’s premises:    

And now for a little along the way that lies between you and me Erskine will go by 

your side, to be your guide, and then for the rest you will travel alone, or with only 

shades to keep you company, and that I think you will find, if your experience at all 

resembles mine, the best part of the outing or at least the least dull, even though the 

light falls fast, and far below the stumbling feet.  (W 63) 

Two references in this passage appear to resonate with the action in chapter III: one, we discover 

a foreshadowing of Watt’s “stumbling feet” (in Sam’s depiction of Watt’s backward walk), and 

two, “only shades to keep you company” has an echo of possibly why Sam and Watt preferred “a 

high wind and a bright sun mixed”: “Watt liked the sun at this time, or at least supported it [. . .] .  

He seemed pleased that all the shadows should move, not only himself” (W 153).   

 Additionally, and most significantly, in a direct reference to writing and thus to Sam,  and 

especially to a writing of the unword, Arsene ruminates upon his inability to conceive a thought 

of and so articulate nothingness, “what has so happily been called the unutterable or ineffable, so 

that any attempt to utter or eff it is doomed to fail, doomed, doomed to fail.  Why even I myself, 

strolling all alone [. . .] in this charming garden, have tried and tried to formulate this delicious 

haw!” (W 62)  The last sentence humorously teases with the “I” and the “myself,” suggesting a 

supplementation and splitting of the “I”;  moreover, “strolling all alone” suggests not only one 



45

 

subject strolling alone, but a spectral “all” strolling alone, a reference perhaps to the “shades 

[that] keep you company.”  What I am proposing here is a foreshadowing in Arsene’s 

description, however dissimulated, of Watt’s dilemma of articulating his second floor 

experience, his “existence off the ladder,” while strolling in an extremely stylized mirror-imaged 

fashion with Sam (who is attempting to record what is not), “pleased that all the shadows should 

move, not only himself.”   

 Arsene describes also his meditative wanderings through a garden setting suggestive of the 

one in which Sam and Watt singularly amble.  Arsene would meander Watt-like with unstable 

gait, complaining that his attempts to think the unthought continually fail, “notwithstanding the 

beauties of the scene, bower and sward, glade and arbour, sunshine and shadow, and the pleasant 

dawdling motion carrying me about in the midst of them, hither and thither, with unparalleled 

sagacity” (W 63).  Together with Arsene’s involuntary and faltering footfalls, the setting, 

wherein we may imagine “a high wind and a bright sun mixed” carrying about shadows, has 

obvious affinities with the garden scenes in chapter III. 

 Arsene goes on to say, still perplexed by his inability to articulate “the unutterable,” that 

because of his encounter with naught “I neither eat nor drink nor breathe in and out nor do my 

doodles but more sagaciously than before, like Theseus kissing Ariadne, or Ariadne Theseus [. . 

.]” (W 62-3).  “Doodles”—especially Beckettian doodles (as the handwritten manuscripts of Watt 

testify to)—are writing.  The quotation appears to imply that writing is a sagacious activity when 

it attempts, although in vain, to write nothing, while the literary reference to the embrace of 

Theseus and Ariadne foreshadows the specular, writerly embrace of another fictional progenitor 

and creation: Sam, the writer (liminally Watt), and Watt, the writing (liminally naught) (W 155).  

Eric P. Levy suggests that “the narrator [Sam] is dancing with his reflection” (36).  Levy then 

adds his understanding of “the mirror motif” represented by Watt and Sam’s detailed embrace, 

worth quoting at length as it echoes the scene of writing our investigation will elaborate upon:   

   Through Watt, the narrator is trying to reflect an image of himself or, more 

accurately, his difficulty in conjuring such an image.  Watt’s plight in constituting the 

objective pole of his experience is, in turn, a reflection of the narrator’s attempt to 

constitute his own subjective pole.  To understand this relation, consider what 

happens when any subject looks into a mirror: he beholds himself as a reflected 

object.  That is, the act of reflection turns the subject into an image, an object.  The 
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same law obtains in Watt: to reflect the effect of the experience of Nothing on his 

subjectivity, the narrator must project an image of the effect of that experience on 

objectivity.  Hence, he gives us Watt floundering at Mr Knott’s.  Not before The 

Unnamable will the Beckettian narrator find a means of expressing directly the loss 

of individual subjectivity in the experience of Nothing.  (36)     

  In the tripartite phenomenon of Sam-Watt-Knott, the destabilized “I” splits into two 

functions: one, Watt as the insane “eye/I” liminally naught, the naught represented by the 

anthropomorphized, prosopopeic figure of Mr Knott; and, two, Sam as the sane “eye/I” who 

witnesses and records (writes in his notebook) Watt’s witnessing (although Sam can barely 

understand what Watt vis-à-vis Sam cryptically says).  A mirror image, yes, but a distorted one: 

Watt, with bloodied face and hands, his head pierced with thorns, resembles Bosch’s crucified 

Christ; and although Sam suspects that he is gazing into a mirror, he assures himself that he is 

not this flagellated, cadaverous “Christ,” who with (as Arsene would say) a “watchful vacancy” 

wastes away before him (“if anyone, at that time, could be truly said not to resemble the Christ 

supposed by Bosch [. . .] I flatter myself it was I,” W 159).  Like the dying and deathly “Son of 

Man,” Watt represents the limit of humanity transgressively impending the threshold of 

nothingness: exiled, filled with dread, forsaken.  But Sam’s limitations, the writer’s, are also 

apparent.  Even with his keenly amplified clarity of thought he suffers from sensory 

deprivation—of sight and hearing—and so transcribes inaccurately what he witnesses.  But more 

importantly, as Leslie Hill suggests, Watt’s “loss of species” reflects, as in a mirror darkly, the 

margins and limits of Sam’s own sense of identity (31).  Thus Sam—at the threshold of his 

object, Watt, who in essence functions as writing’s insane pursuit of naught, “knotted” by the 

limitations and dissimulation of linguistic representation—is likewise exiled, fragmented and 

forsaken; for Sam also is “knotted” by the limitations and dissimulation of linguistic 

representation, but conversely to Watt.  That is, ironically, in contrast to Watt, who in his 

narration to Sam cannot conceptualize Knott (“Of the nature of Mr Knott himself Watt remained 

in particular ignorance,” W 199), Sam, in his narration of Watt, cannot unconceptualize Knott.   

  In essence such a tripartite union of Sam-Watt-Naught resembles Blanchot’s theory of the 

primal scene of the writer bound to the necessity of writing nothing. Such writing requires, 

according to Blanchot, the solitude of the writer whose fascination with the abyss invokes such 

dread that the writing ceases as an occupation in becoming the writer’s misguided, demented 
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existential condition (“Dread” 5).   Indifferent to meaning, the writing “express[es] the 

[incessant] need to express nothing” (“Dread” 9).  Beckett’s aesthetics of failure comes to mind, 

of “nothing to express [. . .] together with the obligation to express.”  The defining element of 

this “need” or “obligation” Arsene announces succinctly and paradoxically: 

           And what is this coming that was not our coming and this being that is not our being 

and this going that will not be our going but the coming and being and going in 

purposelessness?  And though in purposelessness I may seem now to go, yet I do not, 

any more than in purposelessness then I came, for I go now with my purpose as with 

it then I came, the only difference being this, that then it was living and now it is 

dead.  (W 58) 

Arsene’s latter-day, stillborn purposefulness, driven by his apparent need to utter the unutterable, 

bespeaks dread and paralysis wherein desire and its object have lost, and must lose, all 

significance; for such a forsaken purposefulness is what, in turn, drives the obsessive-compulsive 

“need to express nothing.”  For the writer—engaged existentially with pen to paper in the 

attempt to write nothing—this moribund purposefulness is the dreadful obligation, which must 

constantly negate itself, to speak, however dementedly, silence. 

 Applying Blanchot’s primal scene of writing, let us rethink Watt’s final inverted 

communication to Sam.  Again in its reconverted form the passage reads: “Side by side, two 

men.  All day, part of night.  Dumb, numb, blind.  Knott look at Watt?  No.  Watt look at Knott?  

No.  Watt talk to Knott?  No.  Knott talk to Watt?  No.  What then did us do?  Niks, niks, niks.  

Part of night, all day.  Two men, side by side.”   

 As I have previously indicated, Begam suggests that this passage represents “a 

consciousness that is nothing,” a consciousness that momentarily breaches the threshold of 

nothingness and obtains an absolute identity with naught, or the “not-I” (an interpretation that I 

have shown to be highly unlikely).  Begam corroborates his position by rebuking Beckett’s claim 

(documented in a note Beckett had written to Büttner) that the “two men, side by side” refers to 

Sam and Watt (Büttner 98-99).  Begam counters that the passage “explicitly speaks of the two 

men [. . .] as Knott and Watt,” that, for instance, Sam and Watt were not together “part of the 

night, all day.”  Begam concludes that “it seems that Beckett did not look up the passage but was 

relying on what proved, in this case, to be a lapse of memory” (fn 26, 206).  Again I must 
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disagree with Begam.  If we adopt Blanchot’s perspective on the condition of the writer, we must 

necessarily adjudge that Beckett did in fact not have “a lapse of memory.”  Let us consider why.   

 In moving toward a theory of writing literature, Blanchot begins with the concept of dread, 

that in its “indifference to what creates it” dread makes all objects appear as signifying nothing 

because they are in essence nothing:  

   One dies at the thought that any object to which one is attached is lost, and in this 

mortal fear one also feels that this object is nothing, an interchangeable sign, an 

empty occasion.  There is nothing that cannot feed dread, and dread is, more that 

anything else, this indifference to what creates it, although at the same time it seems 

to rivet the man to the cause it has chosen.  (“Dread” 6).   

In such a state of duress, one is invaded by pervasively abyssal sensations of anxiety, yet 

uncannily, at the same time, possessed by acute sentiment for ratiocination, obsessed with both 

emotional turmoil and rational calculations, in concert.  Blanchot states: “Dread challenges all 

the realities of reason, its methods, its possibilities, its very capacity to exist, its ends, and yet 

dread forces reason to be there; it summons it to be reason as perfectly as it can; dread itself is 

only possible because there continues to exist in all its power the faculty that dread renders 

impossible, that it annihilates” (“Dread” 6).      

 At the beginning of his stay at Knott’s residence, Watt follows in the habit of his 

predecessors in doubting and denying “that a thing that was nothing had happened [. . .] that 

nothing had happened, with all the clarity and solidity of something” (W 76).  Sarcastically, the 

narrator confesses confusion: “One wonders sometimes where Watt thought he was.  In a 

culture-park?” (W 77).  However, having exhausted his need to know through rational means—

through the (il)logic of causality and of premises and conclusions indiscernible and insufficient 

(the “old error,” W 227)—Watt, enveloped by the serene indifference of ataraxy, finally accepts 

the state of affairs in Knott’s house.  Yet this ataraxy, which pervades all things in Watt’s 

surroundings (W 208), betrays in Watt not only a problematized mentality of automatous 

acceptance, but also an uncanny coincidence of indifference and longing, an indifferent longing 

for longing—i.e., dread.  Watt, with “emptied heart [. . .] emptied hands [. . .] mind ignoring [. . 

.] body homeless” needs yet, with a newly directed, defunct purposefulness, to “love,” to “have,” 

to “learn,” to “find” “the source” “of nought” (166).  But we soon learn: “Deen did taw?  Tonk.  

Tog da taw? Tonk.  Luf puk saw?  Hap!  Deen did tub?  Ton Sparp.  Tog da tub?  Ton wonk” (W 
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166) (“Watt did need?  Knott.  Watt had got?  Knott.  Was cup full?  Pah!  But did need?  

Perhaps not.  But had got?  Know not.”).  Unmistakingly, the tone of this passage is one of 

Blanchovian dread—and it is with a sense of Watt’s dread that we must read (in chapter III) 

Watt’s seven cryptic statements—distinguished by, ironically, an unfinished mourning for 

nothing rather than for something, and thus of necessity a mourning of indifference.  Totalization 

of something or nothing is impossible; to achieve closure, to reach an end, is Watt’s “old error” 

of dialectical thought.  There is only constant possibility.  Nothing is (n)ever finished.  Blanchot 

comments: “The unknown masterpiece always allows one to see in the corner the tip of a 

charming foot, and this foot prevents the work from being finished, but also prevents the painter 

from facing the emptiness of his canvas and saying, with the greatest feeling of repose: ‘Nothing, 

nothing!  At last, there is nothing’” (“Dread” 20).     

  Accordingly, we may conclude that Mr Knott does not in fact exist except as an 

anthropomorphized, prosopopeic figure of the “Naught [. . .] more real than nothing” constructed 

and “witnessed” by Watt; the narrative confirms our suspicions: “For the only way to speak of 

nothing is to speak of it as though it were something [. . .]” (W 77).  In the seventh, cryptic 

communication, Mr Knott, representative of the capricious play of surface and silhouette, can 

neither “look at” nor “talk to” Watt, for Mr Knott is in essence not; hence Watt, on his part, can 

neither “look at” nor “talk to” nothing; nor can Watt’s consciousness—as so conveyed in the 

seventh communication—be thereby representative of a consciousness that is nothing.   

 Rather, what this puzzling passage actually depicts is a consciousness split 

schizophrenically (as I have previously argued) into two writerly, personified functions, thus two 

individuals, Sam and Watt, as needed to impart the writer’s liminal experience of nothingness: 

“Two men, side by side.  All day, part of night [for the rest of the night is relegated to sleep, in 

which the task of putting pen to paper is a mute point: recall Belacqua’s “not sleep, not yet, nor 

dream, with its sweats and terrors, but a waking ultra-cerebral obscurity, thronged with grey 

angels”].  Dumb, numb, blind [indeed an explicit reference not to Knott’s, but to Sam’s and 

Watt’s demented conditions].”  But crucially and decidedly, what indeed the rest of the passage 

alludes to with its sense of indifference and longing (“Knott look at Watt?  No.  Watt look at 

Knott?  No.  Knott talk to Watt?  No.  Watt talk to Knott?  No.  What then did us do?  Niks, niks, 

niks.”), when taken together with the “two men, side by side” and the “dumb, numb, blind” 

references, is unsurprisingly contemporaneous with the indifference and longing ascribed to 
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dread and its integral schizophrenic activity that Blanchot applies to the scene of writing, “that in 

order to manifest itself, dread, which opens and closes the sky, needs the activity of a man sitting 

at his table and forming letters on a piece of paper.”  Blanchot explains:  

   This may well be shocking, but in the same way that the necessary condition for the 

solitude of a madman is the presence of a lucid witness.  The existence of the writer is 

proof that within one individual there exist side by side [my italics] both a man full of 

dread and one who is cool and calculating, both a madman and a reasonable being, a 

mute who has lost all words [which essentially Watt has] firmly wedded to an orator, 

master of discourse [which essentially Sam is].  (“Dread” 6)   

Thus by applying a Blanchovian reading
6
—of the writer attempting to write nothing—to Watt’s 

final inverted statement to Sam, may we not conclude that the passage does indeed refer not to 

Watt and Knott but to Watt and Sam (as the “two men, side by side”), as Beckett, in his note to 

Büttner, had professed it did?  Indeed we may.       

  A Blanchovian reading, furthermore, supports the conclusion that the configuration of 

Sam-Watt-Knott represents the limit-experience of writing. This is not writing understood as the 

solipsistic chimera of the unutterable utterance; rather, it is a writing whose economy of 

transgression can never transgress its own marginality, and thus it is also a writing that can never 

be written, always alien, dispossessed, exiled, fragmentary.  Blanchot states that if the writer  

   has nothing to say, it is not for lack of means, but because everything he can say is 

controlled by the nothingness that dread makes appear to him as his own object 

among the temporary objects that dread gives itself.  It is toward this nothingness that 

all literary powers flow back, as toward the spring that must exhaust them, and this 

nothingness absorbs them not in an effort to be expressed by them, but rather to 

consume them with neither aim nor result. (“Dread” 7) 

 Hence, we should consider Watt not as an artistic expression of naught, but rather as 

Beckett’s first major attempt to construct a text that exhibits “neither aim nor result,” a novel of 

effects only.  Knowing this, we more readily accept that it is with much tongue in cheek that 

Watt informs Sam as to what Mr Knott looks like, or how he dresses or rearranges his bedroom 

(W 200-13).  Ironically, and unsurprisingly, the novel’s references to the myriad ways Mr Knott 

looks and behaves obtain no clear idea of Mr Knott’s appearance or his various eccentricities.  

Indeed, in the wake of Watt’s subversion of any subject-claim (for Watt, Knott, or Sam), 
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supplemented by the excess of and excesses in the various catalogue of descriptions —which 

includes the accounts of the Gauls, the Lynches, Knott’s dog, Ernest Louit’s doctorate committee 

members, and so on—we are, indeed, at best, most uncertain if Watt conveys anything of 

substance.  Even in the formal circularity of the first and last chapters—which with its 

“bookends” motif suggests, in the echo of personage and event, the possibility of resolution and 

signification—we find only irresolution and dissimulation.   

 

   Both Murphy and Watt establish a narratological discourse characterized by the scrutinizing 

of language and the desiring of language’s demise, themes that will be magnified in Molloy, 

Malone Dies, and The Unnamable.  Moreover, the Blanchovian, writerly focus we have accorded 

to Watt certainly aligns Watt more proximately to the trilogy’s writerly focus.  As we turn now to 

the trilogy, especially as we move closer to an application of Blanchot’s appropriation of 

Levinas’ conception of the il y a (uncontaminated by Levinas’ ethical position of the other), 

Blanchot’s theoretical writings will continue to guide our inquiry.             
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                                                                              CHAPTER TWO 

The Trilogy’s Agenda and Molloy’s Role: 

Establishing an Ideal and a Human History 

 

The thinking of the end of man is always already prescribed in metaphysics, in the thinking of the 

truth of man.  What is difficult to think today is an end of man which would not be organized by a 

dialectics of truth and negativity, an end of man which would not be a teleology in the first 

person plural. 

 

                                                                                   —Jacques Derrida  “The Ends of Man” (121) 

 

What I liked in anthropology was its inexhaustible faculty of negation, its relentless definition of 

man, as though he were no better than God, in terms of what he is not. 

 

                                                                                                         —Samuel Beckett  Molloy (39) 

 

 

 The movement of Beckett’s first “so-called” trilogy—Molloy, Malone Dies, and The 

Unnamable—revolves around the quest(ion), through the (de)composing of narrator-narrated 

narratives, of a writer writing toward the end of language, a site of resistance whose singularity 

necessitates not only the writing’s but as well the writer’s very extinction.  Indeed a telic 

necessity to unseat subjectivity from an apparently ungrounded but seemingly “unified” cogito 

toward a non-originary “not-I” drives the trilogy’s writerly agenda.  For both narrator and 

narrated, the cogito recognizably inhabits, yet ironically and failingly so, the Moran narrative 

and, although more deconstructively nuanced, the Molloy and Malone narratives, whereas 

subjectivity’s absence characterizes The Unnamable’s narrative.  Subsequently, although the 

constant interplay of logocentric narration and disgregative narration characterizes the trilogy’s 

novels, the dominance of disgregative narration appears to be the trilogy’s goal—the former 

narrative style undergirded by a seemingly willful, substantial self/narrator as the “doer” behind 

the saying or writing; the latter suggestive not only of the irreducible naught behind the doer and 

the doing but that which ultimately informs the elision of the narrator-narrated’s presence in The 

Unnamable.  This subtextual quest for a literature of dispossession provides the compass of the 

trilogy with a quasi-teleological structure, one that ranges from the social to the solitary, from the 
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theological to the theocidal, from an art of remembrance and revenge to an art of forgetfulness, 

from dialogue to monologue, from human to inhuman, from language to silence.  

 Chapter One of this study demonstrated as a model for interpreting Watt the plausibility of 

the Blanchovian situation of the writer, and this chapter continues to develop this model in 

examining Beckett’s first trilogy.  Beckett’s conversion of his narrative strategy in the trilogy to 

first person narration allows us to consider in more detail Blanchot’s interpretation of liminal 

subject-less non-intentionality correspondingly linked to writing (impossibly) a literature of the 

unword.  And since writing for Blanchot, rather than being a matter of style and technique, is 

unquestionably coupled ontologically with the alterity of the writer’s consciousness, we shall 

continue to align our investigation with Nietzschean and post-Nietzschean perspectives of 

subjectivity. 

 To begin, we must presume as valid the decentered groundless-ness of intersubjectivity in 

the human subject.  In his seminal work on Beckett’s first trilogy, Into The Breach, Thomas 

Trezise substantiates his thesis of a destabilized intersubjectivity—which Trezise then reads as 

the trilogy’s sustained movement—by referencing Derrida’s critique of Husserl’s theory of 

language (from Husserl’s Logical Investigations).  Derrida demonstrates as illusory the intuitive 

certitude of the presence of self-consciousness equiprimordial with utterance.  That is, the 

intuition of an object of thought contemporaneous with that thought’s expression and meaning is 

not possible; therefore a unified intersubjectivity is not possible.  Derrida explains the 

intersubjective event that takes place in the act of “expressing” (presumably) one’s self:  

Ex-pression is exteriorization.  It imparts to a certain outside a sense which is first 

found in a certain inside.  We [have] suggested [. . .] that this outside and this inside 

were absolutely primordial: the outside is neither nature, nor the world, nor a real 

exteriority relative to consciousness [. . .] .  The bedeuten [meaning] intends an 

outside which is that of an ideal ob-ject.  This outside is then ex-pressed, goes out of 

itself into another outside which is still “in” consciousness: expressive discourse [. . .] 

as such and in essence, does not need to be effectively uttered in the world.  

Expressions as meaningful signs are thus a twofold going-forth out of itself of sense 

(Sinn) in itself, existing in consciousness, in the with-oneself or next-to-oneself that 

Husserl first determined as “solitary mental life.”   (Speech and Phenomena 32-33)   
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However, Derrida points out the apparent aporea: “By a strange paradox, meaning [vouloir-dire] 

would isolate the concentrated purity of its ex-pressiveness [as language] only at the moment 

when the relation to a certain outside is suspended” (Speech and Phenomena 22), an aporia that 

Thomas Trezise corroborates: “Expression as power remains problematic to the extent [. . .] that 

power itself means separation, and hence can be said to characterize a relation to exteriority such 

as that which expression presumably denotes only if the latter is foreclosed or suspended” (11).  

In other words, the power of expression grounds itself through the synchronal act of indicating, 

achieving meaning of an intuited object, and does so, seemingly, as the term “power” denotes, by 

the exteriorization of the intended object; however, paradoxically, expression as power, by 

denoting not only a relation to “a certain outside,” but also to a contemporaneousness with 

indication, in establishing the ideality of meaning, suspends not only the relation to an outside 

but also, as a consequence, the presumed power of expression.  Even in Husserl’s 

phenomenological reduction of indication and intuition whereby consciousness may gain access 

to “the purity of expression,” the perception of the ideality of expression remains contingent 

upon first its intuition and then its indicative meaning, leaving expression impotently without its 

identity as a relation to an outside (Trezise 26).  Therefore, all expression is indicative and non-

coincidental with intuition, the latter “that very component which alone distinguishes expression 

from indication” (26).  The statement “I am,” for example, can never coincide intuitively, as 

immediate knowledge, with what the utterance points to.  Because of this impossibility, “the 

absence of intuition constitutive of the ideality or sameness of meaning bespeaks the written 

character of speech itself, the indicative nature of all expression” (26).    

 What we staunchly call “consciousness,” the “for-itself,” and the intuitive, intending 

presence thereof, is nothing but a simulacrum constructed through the supplementary play of 

language, through an endless chain of signifiers, as Derrida indicates:  

What we would ultimately like to suggest is that the for-itself of self-presence (für-

sich) [. . .] arises within the movement of supplementarity as originary substitution, in 

the form of the “in the place of” (für etwas), that is, as we have seen, in the very 

operation of signification in general.  The for-itself would be an in-the-place-of-itself: 

put for itself, instead of itself.  The strange structure of the supplement appears here: a 

possibility belatedly produces that to which it is said to be added on.  (Speech 88-89)  
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The cogito—as an a priori foundational site of language—does not therefore express itself 

through language; rather language through the movement of signification brings into being the 

cogito.  One of Molloy’s comments on the stultifying effect of language as the dissimulating 

producer of the ego as reality is apropos:  

All I know is what the words know, and the dead things [i.e., “dead” in the sense that 

words abrogate the “thing-in-itself” by substituting determined, lifeless concepts for 

it], and that makes a handsome little sum, with a beginning, a middle and an end as in 

the well-built phrase and the long sonata of the dead.  And truly it little matters what I 

say, this, this or that or any other thing.  Saying is inventing.  Wrong, very rightly 

wrong.  You invent nothing, you think you are inventing, you think you are escaping, 

and all you do is stammer out your lesson, the remnants of a pensum one day got by 

heart and long forgotten, life without tears, as it is wept.  (M 32)   

But Molloy (as narrator) remembers a time when he lived “so far from words so long,” that 

“even my sense of identity was wrapped in a namelessness often hard to penetrate,” a time when 

“there could be no things but nameless things, no names but thingless names,” but “now [. . .] the 

icy words hail down on me, the icy meanings, and the world dies too, foully named” (M 31).   

 Molloy’s former cogito-less, nameless identity suggests a nonoriginary, nonrelational 

intersubjectivity as the primordial self.  Trezise indicates that this activity of an ongoing, 

nonrelational separativeness, anterior to any beginning, characterized as a breach, a between-

ness, or rift,  

belatedly produces distinction or separation [i.e., dialectical, conceptual separation] 

and hence suggests that subjectivity (“solitary mental life”) is always already 

intersubjective or, which here amounts to the same, that expression is always already 

inhabited, as it were, by indication.  In this case, indication would no longer denote 

the other of expression, but the non-self-identity of expression itself.  Similarly, 

intersubjectivity would not denote a relation, grounded in separation, between two or 

more subjects, but the non-self-coincidence of the subject itself and its involvement 

with an Other that is not another subject.  (24)  

  In his metaphorical development of intersubjectivity as dispossession, as the overall 

architecture of the trilogy, Trezise plays much upon the irreducibility of supplementation and the 

paradoxical interplay of endings that are beginnings and beginnings that are endings that become 
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reversals of reversals.  For example, Molloy as “telos of Moran’s mission” is unattainable, for 

Molloy as a figure of the general economy is Moran’s immemorial non-self-identity and hence 

precedes the restricted economy of “Moran’s mission” (48-54).  In addition, the inability to 

begin—as Molloy croons, “I began at the beginning, like an old ballocks [. . .]” (M 8)—or to 

end—“What was I looking for exactly?  It is hard to say” (M 136)—informs much of Trezise’s 

working through the “intersubjective” figures and events of the trilogy.  Hence we are little 

surprised when Trezise suggests that Moran’s concluding reversal of the introductory lines, “It is 

midnight. The rain is beating on the windows,” indicate “that the story of Moran’s dispossession 

is essentially an allegory of the dispossession of Moran’s story” (56).   

 Trezise’s prioritizing of the general economy
1
 over the restricted economy in the trilogy 

effectively removes Beckett from the humanist camp.  Steven Connor in his review of Into the 

Breach argues against Trezise’s anti-humanist interpretation:   

If one can accept the notion of intersubjectivity does not necessarily imply any simple 

convergence or community of self-determining subjects, and that Beckett’s 

intersubjectivity therefore has analogies to the versions of impersonal “general 

economy” elaborated by Freud, Bataille, and Blanchot, it does nevertheless seem 

arbitrary and forced to reduce what in Beckett’s writing is so affectively dense, so 

agitatingly agonistic, so much, in other words a question of the ethical proximity of 

the self to the other [“so starved of the Levinasian pathos of this proximity of the 

other”], to a question of the purely ontological unsettlings or alienations of the self 

from itself. [. . .] to become a kind of egological abstraction.  (Journal of Beckett 

Studies 2, 1: 123) 

 I must both agree and disagree with Connor’s conclusion regarding Trezise’s rather  

restricted treatment of the trilogy.  True, Trezise in valorizing his theme of intersubjectivity 

omits much of the humor, agony, and intelligence of the voices of the trilogy; but, on the other 

hand, as Connor admits, Trezise’s text is a “sustained critique of existential humanism and the 

totalizing claims of phenomenology as they have manifested themselves in criticism of Beckett” 

(Journal 121).  Hence Trezise’s meditation adds to, not detracts from, Beckettian criticism.   

 However, Conner is correct in suspecting that there is more to Beckett’s trilogy, which 

Trezise leaves open for speculation, than merely “ontological unsettlings or alienations of the 

self from itself.”  Indeed, this is so—for the trilogy implores its reader to imagine one writer’s 
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dreadful quest, through the writing, toward the liminal experience with an impersonal other, 

toward existence without being, toward the “essence” and “origin” of literature: the il y a.  To be 

sure, instead of “a kind of egological abstraction,” the trilogy discloses a topically oriented, 

incremental movement toward a writing of dispossession that calls for the dispossession of the 

writer’s subjectivity, the fictional characters functioning as points along the way, exhibiting 

varying degrees of subject-less liminality, reflecting and reflected in the nature and predicament 

of the writing process at hand.    

 Therefore we opportunely appropriate Trezise’s conclusion to his study of Derrida’s 

Speech and Phenomena:  

Meaning or vouloir-dire as act or intention is fundamentally neither the one nor the 

other: the involvement of subjectivity with an outside prior to separation describes its 

passivity with respect to a movement that exceeds the speaker’s initiative.  

Subjectivity indeed expresses itself, but not on the basis of the freedom and power 

that are born of separation.  Subjectivity expresses itself to the extent, and only to the 

extent, that it has always already been forced outside of itself, that it is always already 

intersubjective.  Expression is therefore to be understood as both a compulsion, a 

necessity or an obligation and, paradoxically, an im-possibility, the involvement of 

subjectivity in a universe without power.  Intersubjectivity denotes a relation not 

subsequent but rather prior to separation.  It may refer to the intrication or 

involvement of two or more subjects, but as this involvement precedes subjectivity 

itself in its traditional understanding, intersubjectivity designates what Blanchot calls 

“Quelqu’un” [someone], an Other that is not another subject.  (27)  

 Heidegger shows the way for Blanchot’s “Quelqu’un.”  In Being and Time, Heidegger 

writes that in Dasein’s “everydayness,” as “Being-in-the-world” and thus as “Being-with,” a 

distantiality [Abständigkeit] characterizes ontologically Dasein’s “Being-with-one-another” in 

terms of a “constant care as to the ways one [Dasein] differs from them [Others]” (163).  

Primordially speaking, this distantiality is possible “in-the-world” because, to repeat our 

argument in Trezise’s words above, subjectivity in its everydayness “has always already been 

forced outside of itself, that it is always already intersubjective” prior to separation.  Hence, we 

may now understand Heidegger better when he writes, “The ‘who’ [of Dasein in its 

everydayness] is not this one, not that one, not oneself [. . .] not some people [. . .] and not the 
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sum of them all.  The ‘who’ is the neuter, the ‘they’ [das Man] [. . .].  Everyone is the other, and 

no one is himself” (164-65).  Primordially, the ground-less distantiality of intersubjectivity is the 

non-originary basis of the Other—the nonevent of the “they,” if you will—that we always 

already are: the Other that, to quote Trezise, “is not another subject.”   

 The Unnamable—a text beset by an involuntary, but apparently obligatory, expressing of 

its non-self identity with itself, with its own incapabilities of expressing—suggests such a 

decentered intersubjectivity.  Additionally, this admission of saying’s non-identity with what is 

said suggests an endless surface activity of simulacra, both perpetually manifesting and denying 

itself.  In turn, such a paradoxical and ultimately meaningless verbal event suggests itself as a 

wandering and aimless metaphor for an image-less image, intersubjectivity’s voiceless voice, the 

boundless, irreducible, unnamable, ghostly Other—as imperfectly recorded by the witless writer, 

the writer dispossessed of subjectivity, reduced to merely a defective transmitter or impaired 

conduit:  

The dirty pack of fake maniacs, they know I don’t know, they know I forget all they 

say as fast as they say it.  These little pauses are a poor trick too.  When they go 

silent, so do I.  A second later, I’m a second behind them, I remember a second, for 

the space of a second, that is to say long enough to blurt it out, as received, while 

receiving the next, which is none of my business either.  Not an instant I can call my 

own and they want me to know where next to turn [. . .]. This tone, these words, to 

make me think they come from me [. . .] I hear everything, every word they say, it’s 

the only sound, as if I were speaking, to myself, out loud, in the end you don’t know 

any more, a voice that never stops, you don’t know where it’s coming from [. . .] 

They say they, speaking of them, to make me think it is I who am speaking.  Or I say 

they, speaking of God knows what, to make me think it is not I who am speaking [. . 

.] Ah if only this voice could stop, this meaningless voice which prevents you from 

being nothing, just barely prevents you from being nothing and nowhere [. . .].   

(U 368-70)   

 Whereas Heidegger contrasts Dasein’s inauthentic everydayness of the they-self—its 

invasion and subjection of Dasein qua bad conscience—with Dasein’s projection of possibilities 

toward an authentic self “toward-death,” Blanchot valorizes the everydayness of the impersonal 

they-self, of the “quelqu’un,” of intersubjectivity.  Even though anarchic, without hows and 
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whys and wherefores, “this anonymous and impersonal flow of being that precedes all being” 

(Gaze 51), this “existence at the limit of the human” (Bruns 52), is Everyman’s.  Nevertheless, it 

is covered over, hidden, dissimulated by the human cognitive facility of separating by negating, 

of identifying by differing, which in turn, of course, establishes the ends and means of founding 

and building a world.   

 In aphorism 281 of Beyond Good and Evil, assuming the voice of mediocrity, of the last 

man, Nietzsche illustrates how Everyman fashionably and determinately dissimulates the event 

of self as its own dispersion:   

           “Will people believe me?  But I demand that they do believe me: I have always 

thought little and badly of myself, only on very rare occasions, only when I had to, 

always without any desire for ‘this subject,’ more than ready to digress from ‘myself’; 

always without faith in the result, owing to an unconquerable mistrust of the 

possibility of self-knowledge which went so far that even in the concept of 

‘immediate knowledge,’ which theoreticians permit themselves, I sensed a 

contradicto in adjecto: this whole fact is almost the most certain thing I do know 

about myself.  There must be a kind of aversion in me to believing anything definite 

about myself.   

            “Does this perhaps point to a riddle?  Probably; but fortunately none for my 

own teeth.   

             “Perhaps it betrays the species to which I belong?   

    “But not to me—and of that I am glad.”  (224)  

 Hamacher—explaining that Nietzsche conceives the self as no longer “either the 

representation of a prior or transcendentally guaranteed presence or the forerunner of a 

universality in which it could realize its determination,” and “which is consumed in no type, no 

form, no figure, and no codifiable reference”—elucidates what Nietzsche’s “riddle” (of the 

“aversion in me” that prevents my “believing anything definite about myself”) insinuates: “Only 

the individual’s nonidentity with itself can constitute its individuality [. . .] .  Individuality is 

always still to come” (165-67).  Nietzsche’s “riddle” corresponds obviously to our own theme of 

intersubjectivity.  Accordingly, an “immediate knowledge” or conceptualization of one’s self-

identity as the primordial existentiality of non-self-coincidence must inevitably and always be 
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postponed, except as the impossibility of knowing, as a riddle—and that impossibility of 

knowing is what enigmatically constitutes individuality.   

 Levinas calls the Nietzschean “riddle” a “secret.”  In his essay “Bad Conscience and the 

Inexorable,” Levinas indicates that traditional theories of subjectivity inevitably evade a 

thorough-going analysis of self-reflection, one that includes what the cogito excludes, what the 

“I” is always forgetful of, “forgetful of the indirectly lived and the nonintentional and its 

horizons, forgetful of what accompanies it [i.e., accompanies the ‘I’].”  Levinas continues: “The 

critique traditionally applied to introspection has always suspected a modification that the 

consciousness called ‘spontaneous’ would undergo under the scrutinizing, thematizing, 

objectivizing, and indiscreet eye of reflection, as a violation and misappreciation 

[méconnaissance] of some secret.  This critique is always refuted, but it is always reborn” (36).  

Bruns, glossing this passage, writes: “The secret, if there is a secret, is that the ‘I’ of 

intentionality is always accompanied by another, call it a discreet, nonintentional 

consciousness—consciousness which is neither active nor capable of rest but is outside the ego’s 

modality of cognition and action in the condition of pure passivity” (263).  This “outside” is 

what Trezise identifies as the breach of intersubjectivity, Blanchot’s “quelqu’un,” an Other 

endlessly other.  Levinas calls this purely passive yet restive absence “a bad conscience: without 

intentions, without aims, without the protective mask of the character [personnage] beholding 

himself in the mirror of the world, reassured and posing.  Without name, without situation, 

without titles” (“Bad Conscience” 37).      

 To be sure, Levinas sides ultimately with philosophy, recuperating the “I” in the mode of 

an ethical, reasoning conscience (as “first philosophy”) opposed dialectically to the non-

representative, nonrelational other—the “I” of intentionality horrified by its own nothingness, 

horrified not from the threat of extinction, its own death, but from the threat of its own death’s 

absence.  (We are not far here from the Platonic argument of philosophy contra art, for as if in 

response to Levinas’ affirmation of philosophy, Blanchot apothesizes art.)  Levinas posits that 

because of the constant proximity of the “I” to the pitiless abyss of this “outside,” the very 

facticity of this il y a, whose naught is uncannily re-presented in my always uncertain relation 

with others, “put[s] into question my presence and my responsibility” (38), and thereby holds 

me—as an “I,” as a constituted “subject in responsibility”—ethically obligated in regard to my 

relation to others.  Levinas states: “The subject in responsibility is alienated in the depths of its 
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identity with an alienation that does not empty the same of its identity, but constrains it to it, with 

an unimpeachable assignation [. . .]” (Otherwise than Being 142). 

         While Levinas claims, however, that “bad conscience” “is a seed of folly, already a 

psychosis. [. . .] not an ego, but me under assignation” (Otherwise 142), Blanchot, in contrast, 

embraces “bad conscience” as the necessary “folly” of the writer and of writing.  Blanchot 

inverts the role of “assignation,” thereby, as not a constraint to the identity of the “I,” but a 

constraint to the nonidentity of the il y a, to the utter dispossession of subjectivity, bound by an 

exigency that “leaves no space for anything else” (Bruns 62) but the indifferent yet excruciating 

activity of writing—the very same exigency Beckett references, after Blanchot (see 

“Introduction”), in his “nothing to express, nothing with which to express, nothing from which to 

express, no power to express, no desire to express, together with the obligation to express.”  

Bruns explains this Blanchovian (and, as we are arguing, Beckettian) theory of writing as “a way 

of relocating the origin of writing outside the writer.  The writer remains of course responsible 

for the text, but not as an agent is responsible for an action or decision [. . .] not as if one were 

provoked by a sudden desire, compulsion, or inspiration.  Exigency soaks up desire, including 

the desire to write.”  Bruns adds, “Responsibility [. . .] now means something like being under 

obligation or, better, an imposition.  Responsibility imposes itself: it invades the space that 

surrounds and protects the subject.”  As if describing the situation of the itinerant voices of The 

Unnamable, Bruns characterizes this Blanchovian, burdensome “space of literature” as “the 

invasion of the writer” by “an impossible task”:  

The event resembles the prophetic invasion of an alien divinity that breaks one off 

from the world.  No one asks to be a prophet, words stuffed in one’s mouth, raving in 

the desert.  Responsibility takes the form of exposure, being exposed—not, however, 

to others or to other people or another’s gaze, as in Levinas, but to something like an 

empty, abandoned space.  In this space one is no longer a cognitive subject that can 

take the measure of its surroundings.  Rather the subject has been turned out of its 

house, deprived of any refuge; it is now a restless, itinerant ego, if “ego” is still the 

word.  (62-63) 

 This experience of the self turned inside out by “an invasion” of Other-ness sounds much 

like the existential experience of Heidegger’s “they-self,” the neuter, the no one, whose 

nonoriginary basis is the distantiality of intersubjectivity, of subjectivity already forced outside 
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itself prior to separation.  Heidegger writes: “But this distantiality which belongs to Being-with, 

is such that Dasein, as everyday Being-with-one-another, stands in subjection [Botmässigkeit] to 

Others.  It [Dasein] itself is not; its Being has been taken away by the Others.  Dasein’s everyday 

possibilities of Being are for the Others to dispose of as they please” (Being and Time 164).  We 

must keep in mind that Heidegger’s analysis at this stage excludes an intersubjectivity with 

definite others; as he says: “These Others, moreover, are not definite Others.  On the contrary, 

any Other can represent them” (164).  For The Unnamable’s voice(s), any comforting illusion of 

a unified, transcendental subject or ego is already always condemned and dispatched by the 

interminable violation of the “they”: 

[. . .] well well, so they judge me from time to time, they neglect nothing.  Perhaps 

one day I’ll know, say, what I’m guilty of.  How many of us all together, finally?  

And who is holding forth at the moment?  And to whom?  And about what?  These 

are futile teasers.  Let them put into my mouth at last the words that will save me, 

damn me, and no more talk about it, no more talk about anything.  But this is my 

punishment, my crime is my punishment, that’s what they judge me for, I expiate 

vilely, like a pig, dumb, uncomprehending, possessed of no utterance but theirs.  

They’ll clap me in a dungeon, I’m in a dungeon, I’ve always been in a dungeon [. . .].  

(U 368-69)    

Dasein in its everydayness is no one, a “neuter,” an already always “they” [das Man] which is 

no-thing but a circuit of distantiality, of indefinite possibilities, difference-in-itself.  However, 

Dasein modifies its primordial being-in-the-world-with-others by designating, by the cognitive 

act of reduction, definite Others in order to contrast, although erroneously, its own seemingly 

unique, autonomous identity.  Thus Heidegger states: “‘The Others’ whom one thus designates in 

order to cover up the fact of one’s belonging to them essentially oneself, are those who 

proximately and for the most part ‘are there’ in everyday Being-with-one-another” (164).  The 

anonymous “they-self,” therefore, as the primordial distantiality of intersubjectivity in Dasein’s 

everydayness, is the ontological basis for any possible conception of definite others, of 

separation.   

 Along with “distantiality,” however, Heidegger assigns also “averageness” and “leveling 

down” (of possibilities) to the characteristics of the “they-self” dominating Dasein.  Thereby 

Heidegger moves his phenomenological analysis to the level of “publicness” [die Offentlichkeit], 
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which “proximately controls every way in which the world and Dasein get interpreted [. . .]” 

(165).  “Dasein is for the sake of the ‘they’ in an everyday manner, and the ‘they’ itself 

Articulates the referential context of signification” (167).  In this way, “publicness” obscures, 

dissimulates the world and Dasein, “and what has thus been covered up gets passed off as 

something familiar and accessible to everyone” (165).  This reduction from the nonrelational 

“they” of distantiality (with “averageness” and “leveling down” bracketed out) to a relational 

“they” of publicness (which along with “distantiality” includes “averageness” and “leveling 

down” as “ways of Being for the ‘they’”) allows Heidegger then to differentiate the existential 

mode of the “they-self” from the existential mode of the “authentic Self.”  The “authentic Self” 

in contrast “has been taken hold of in its own way [eigens ergriffenen],” even though the 

“Authentic Being-one’s-Self [. . .] has [not] been detached from the ‘they’” but “is rather an 

existentiell modification of the “they” (167-68).   

 For Blanchot, however, “publicness” is alien to the everyday.   In opposition to 

Heidegger’s everydayness of Dasein’s “being-in-the-world-with-others,” Blanchot’s “everyday” 

draws the line at the enigmatic “who” of the “they” of primordial intersubjective distantiality, the 

irreducible neuter, wherein without a subject, “everyone is the other, and no one is himself.”  

Blanchot writes:  

The everyday escapes.  Why does it escape?  Because it is without a subject.  When I 

live the everyday, it is any man, anyone at all who does so; and this anyone, properly 

speaking, is neither me nor, properly, the other; he is neither the one nor the other 

and, in their interchangeable presence, their annulled irreciprocity, both the one and 

the other—yet without there being an “I” or an “alter ego” able to give rise to a 

dialectical recognition.  (Infinite Conversation 244).  

 Similar to Heidegger, however, Blanchot acknowledges the presence of an obscuring and 

covering over.  But for Blanchot, what is hidden is not some “authentic Being-one’s-Self” that 

discloses itself “as a clearing-away of concealments and obscurities, as a breaking up of the 

disguises with which Dasein bars its own way” in its guise as the “‘they’ in an everyday manner” 

(Being and Time 167).  Rather for Blanchot, what is obscured and covered over and “gets passed 

off as something familiar and accessible to everyone” —by the very public facility of “dialectical 

recognition,” of totalization and negation—is the indifferent everyday world of human 

nonrelational intersubjectivty: difference-in-itself without intentions or aims.  Blanchot states 
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that “we no more have access to the everyday than we touch this moment of history that could 

represent, historically, the end of history”; yet “the everyday is the inaccessible to which we have 

always already had access”; that is, “the everyday is inaccessible, but only insofar as every mode 

of acceding is foreign to it.”  As with Nietzsche’s becoming-individual (as non-identity) that is 

always yet to come, the everyday always evades one’s conceptual grasp.  Blanchot explains: “To 

live in the way of the quotidian is to hold oneself at a level of life that excludes the possibility of 

a beginning, the very possibility of access.  Everyday experience radically questions the 

exigency of the initial” (Infinite Conversation 245).  In other words, Blanchot continues,  

everyday existence never had to be created.  This is exactly what the expression there 

is the everyday [il y a du quotidien] means.  Even if the affirmation of a creating God 

were to impose itself, the there is (what there is already when there is not yet being, 

what there is still when there is nothing) would remain irreducible to the principle of 

creation: the there is is the human everyday [. . .].  (245) 

 Blanchot indicates that as a way of being-in-the-world, “everyday man” must be 

necessarily “the most atheistic of men.  He is such that no God whatsoever could stand in 

relation to him.  And thus one understands how the man in the street escapes all authority, be it 

political, moral, or religious.  For in the everyday we are neither born nor do we die [. . .]” (245) . 

This privileging of the everyday as the between-ness of time, without event, turns Heidegger’s 

Dasein in Being and Time inside-out.  Therein, Heidegger privileges Dasein’s “authentic Being-

one’s-Self” in “anticipatory resoluteness” (as “the call of conscience” out from the irresponsible 

“they”) “toward death as one’s ownmost possibility” (“tak[ing] over authentically in its 

[Dasein’s] existence the fact that it is the null basis of its own nullity”) as the opening for 

“Dasein’s primordial Being towards its ownmost potentiality-for-Being” (349-55).  In stark 

contrast, the Blanchovian limit-experience of the il y a privileges the anxious irresoluteness of 

Dasein’s “taking hold of in its own way” (in the mode of bad conscience and horrific 

“fascination”) the ungraspable, irreducible, interminable “everyday”—“taking hold of” not what 

is possible for Dasein, toward-death, but irresolutely “taking hold of” what is impossible, toward 

“the infinite time of dying.”  Indeed, the everyday is the “null basis of [Dasein’s] own nullity” 

and therefore it excludes Dasein; it situates Dasein neither here nor there, without possibilities, 

without a future and without a death, in whose world nothing eternally recurs, an unending 

interruption of temporality.       
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 Accordingly, then, the primordial “self” is the everyday, and the everyday is synonymous 

with an outside, the Other that is not another subject, the groundless Naught that is neither a 

temporal nor a spatial “event,” that in essence is the baseless-ness of intersubjectivity.  In turn, 

the “origin” of subjectivity—toward language—is an already always unbounded babble, an 

indifferent murmur signifying nothing but a myriad of refractal, and thus elusive, perceptions of 

perceptions (that Nietzsche calls “egoisms”), what Molloy (as writer) remembers sometimes 

witnessing during his writer-less wanderings as a forgetful awareness of “nameless things” and 

“thingless names.”   

[. . .] the indestructible chaos of timeless things [. . .] I listen and the voice is of a 

world collapsing endlessly, a frozen world, under a faint untroubled sky, enough to 

see by, yes, and frozen too.  And I hear it murmur that all wilts and yields, as if 

loaded down, but here there are no loads, and the ground too, unfit for loads, and the 

light too, down towards an end it seems can never come.  For what possible end to 

these wastes where true light never was, nor any upright thing, nor any true 

foundation, but only these leaning things, forever lapsing and crumbling away, 

beneath a sky without memory of morning or hope of night.  These things, what 

things, come from where, made of what?  And it says that nothing here stirs, has 

never stirred, will never stir, except myself, who do not stir either, when I am there, 

but see and am seen.  Yes, a world at an end, in spite of appearances, its end brought 

it forth, ending it began, is it clear enough?  (M 40)   

 From the perspective of the limit-experience of the everyday, as is Molloy’s oftentimes 

ideal perception, any dialectical movement is always already unrealized, forever postponed, 

abandoning the dialectically-driven “I” of the cogito as merely an effect among other “egoisms” 

of intersubjectivity’s general economy.  As Nietzsche writes in On the Genealogy of Morals: 

There is “no such agent [or substratum, as a cogito—i.e., a substantial, unified subjectivity]; 

there is no ‘being’ behind the doing, acting [effecting], becoming; ‘the doer’ [merely a fiction] 

has simply been added to the deed by the imagination—the doing is everything” (178-79).  This 

observation Nietzsche will later, however, refine and amend: “The ‘spirit,’ something that thinks: 

where possible even ‘absolute, pure spirit’—this conception is a second derivation of that false 

introspection which believes in ‘thinking’: first an act is imagined which simply does not occur, 

‘thinking,’ and secondly a subject-substratum in which every act of thinking, and nothing else, 
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has its origin: that is to say, both the deed and the doer are fictions” (Will to Power, aphroism 

477; 264).   This general economy of “self,” as Nietzsche imagined, is even void of the will.  

Alexander Nehamas, in his Nietzsche: Life as Literature, emphasizes that  

Nietzsche’s [. . .] view [is] that the “mental acts” of thinking and desiring (to take 

these as representative of the rest) are indissolubly connected with their contents, 

which are in turn indissolubly connected with the contents of other thoughts, desires, 

and, of course, actions (cf. Will to Power, 584, 672).  He holds, first, that we are not 

justified in separating such an act from its content; [thereby] to remove the “aim” [as 

a singular activity/project] from willing is  

[. . .] to eliminate willing altogether, since there can only be a “willing something” 

(Will to Power 668).  (Nehamas 178)   

Such a paradox invites Nietzsche to conclude that “there is no such thing as ‘willing’ 

[. . .]” (Will 668). 

 Yet, however illusory “willing” and “thinking” may be (as with the five senses, we in truth 

only see, feel, taste, hear, and smell our own seeing, feeling, tasting, hearing, and smelling), we 

simplify the convoluting circumstances of our nonrelational, chaotic situation by embracing 

hypostatic forms and concepts of things that language—through the dialectical play of words, 

however erroneously—affords us in terms of a subject-object relation, allowing a rarified 

accessibility to what otherwise is essentially inaccessible.  In “On Truth and Lies in an Nonmoral 

Sense,” Nietzsche explains how language morphologizes what is into a world, what would 

otherwise be sheer difference-in-itself, a formless field of infinitely differentiated effects:  

We obtain the concept, as we do the form, by overlooking what is individual and 

actual; whereas nature knows neither forms nor concepts, and therefore no species, 

but only an X as inaccessible to us as it is indefinable by us.  For even our opposition 

of individual and species is anthropomorphic and does not arise from the essence of 

things.  Although we also do not dare say that it does not correspond to this essence, 

for that would be a dogmatic proposition and quite as insusceptible of proof as its 

contrary.  (3)  

 What eventuates in language to determine signification—as an anthropomorphic utility—

generates from, in the absence of transcendental signifieds, the simple, repetitive looping, 

copying, and transforming of a particular people’s or society’s contemporaneously accepted 
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syntactical ordering of words.  Meaning, therefore, is the product of artifice—that is, the 

signifying function of language is always indeterminately grounded.  In this light, determination 

is not only always relative to anthropocentric needs and whims, but also it is inevitably 

vulnerable to its own indeterminate foundation, to its own ironic deconstruction of its own 

meaning-giving universe.   

 For Blanchot and Beckett, language offers neither certainty nor redemption.  Truth is 

always a dying proposition.  What one perspective deems just, beautiful, or good, another 

perspective deems unjust, base, or evil.  However, poetic language avails itself as potentially, 

liminally opening upon—by disrupting traditional uses of language—this very uncertainty and 

irredeemability.  In doing so, poetic language metaphorically suggests the departure of language 

from signification; thereby poetry intimates the voiceless, indeterminate, commonality of the 

everyday in nature, self and world.  Hamacher offers the Nietzschean perspective of language 

toward such a “poetic” (mis)use of language:  

By concealing yet always presenting the mask of the indeterminate within it, 

language—as language—announces that it breaks down before the indeterminate, that 

it changes the indeterminate, through the form of its reference, into one of the 

departed [a departed-ness], and that it itself is departure.  Language is departure—

from every deep or hidden sense, from the subject that means to express itself in such 

a sense but takes the fiction of its substantiality only from the linguistic play of 

masks, and from the addressee toward whose comprehension language turns only in 

turning away from him as from a possible site of its determination.  (185) 

 The poet, who—in opposition to the species—celebrates “the linguistic play of masks,” 

must of necessity oppose or “outlive” him or herself.  Nietzsche says that the individual 

“outlives” itself as it “outlives” the values of the species; the individual “lives beyond the old 

morality,” “whether as deviation (to something higher, subtler, rarer) or as a degeneration and 

monstrosity” (Beyond Good and Evil, aphorism 262;  211).  “Outlived”—a key, overdetermined 

term for Nietzsche—means  

in “to be outlived,” to be wasted, insubstantial, without force; it means also, in “to 

become outlived,” that something not used up, something not exhausted, endures 

beyond the outlived; and it means [. . .] to live too excessively, to overlive an 

oversized, outsized life.  In the sentence “The individual outlives,” to which 
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Nietzsche’s aphroism [Beyond Good and Evil, aphroism 262] can be condensed, all of 

these threads of meaning knot themselves together; the extinct type—of life, of 

being—has in the [. . .] [“outlived” and “outliving”] individual, lived out beyond 

itself in such a manner that now it merely decays there.  The individual is nothing 

other than [. . .] the ongoing passing away of an excessive being no longer susceptible 

of being seized in the unity of a historical, social, or logical form.  Individuality “is” 

outliving.  Living without living.  “Living.”  (Hamacher 175)   

Nietzsche writes in Ecce Homo that the singularity of his existence  

lies in its fatality: I am, to express it in the form of a riddle, already dead as my father, 

while as my mother I am still living and becoming old.  This dual descent [. . .] at the 

same time a decadent and a beginning [. . .] explains that neutrality, that freedom 

from all partiality in relation to the total problem of life, that perhaps distinguishes me 

[. . .] I am a Doppelgänger, I have a ‘second’ face in addition to the first.  And 

perhaps also a third.  (222-25)  

 Nietzsche’s construction of his unique, “outlived” sense of  “self”—especially in regard to 

becoming-(m)other, to “that neutrality, that freedom from all partiality in relation to the total 

problem of life”—finds echoes in Molloy’s reflective, yet indifferent narrative: “I longed to go 

back into the forest.  Oh not a real longing.  Molloy could stay, where he happened to be” (M 

91).  Or consider the following: 

I don’t work [write] for money.  For what then?  I don’t know.  The truth is I don’t 

know much.  For example my mother’s death.  Was she already dead when I came?  

Or did she only die later?  I mean enough to bury.  I don’t know.  Perhaps they 

haven’t buried her yet.  In any case I have her room.  I sleep in her bed.  I piss and 

shit in her pot.  I have taken her place.  I must resemble her more and more.  All I 

need now is a son.  Perhaps I have one somewhere.  But I think not.  (M 7)  

 Molloy, in fact, represents the excess and decay “of life, of being” that has “outlived” what 

remained of the Moran who had in his turn “outlived” his habit-ridden, decadent, bourgeois, 

paternal self—the Moran who prefers to be a man no more, who is “done with people and talk,” 

who “shall not try any more,” who is “clearing out” (M 175), on his way to his Doppelgänger, 

his (m)other: that is, “Molloy”(’s).  Without a doubt, Moran’s narrative reflects a Levinasian 

struggle with, followed by an eventual Blanchovian submission to, the “bad conscience” of the 
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“not-I.”  Note his aside: “How little one is at one with oneself” (M 113); his four Molloys who 

are “just the opposite of myself” (M 113); his “I tried to pull myself together.  In vain.  I might 

have known.  My life was running out, I knew not through what breach” (M 102); or his 

transference of his “business” with Molloy to an “atmosphere, how shall I say, of finality without 

end [. . .].  For where Molloy could not be, nor Moran either for that matter, there Moran could 

bend over Molloy” (M 111).  The first novel of the trilogy makes clear that the project of the 

trilogy is indeed one toward a writing of dispossession, a writing that impossibly desires—for 

there is no one or nothing to desire—the exhaustion of the “outlived” and “outliving” singularity 

(as plurality) of self, a writing that is mired in the inexhaustive, entropic divisibility of 

individuality and whose content is characterized by a ceaseless minimalizing toward the self’s 

(the writer’s) and the writing’s very departure.  

 Arguably, however, such a writerly agenda—privileging the utter aloneness and general 

economy of the writer’s consciousness, a state of mind typically thought to border upon 

madness—would undoubtedly bode ill for the survival and enhancement of the respective 

biological entity—i.e., the writer—in an otherwise hostile world.  The need to survive demands, 

as Nietzsche surmised, a rigorous perspectivism, of a restrictive economy formed for territorial 

appropriation, certitude of laws (physical, spiritual, social), and the reassuring sense of a unified 

subjectivity, produced by the memory’s repetition of the same as separation—i.e., in terms of 

identity and negation—however illusory these perspectives may be.   

 Why, therefore, does the trilogy’s writer/narrator-narrated/protagonist prefer to be, in 

opposition to being a conscientious member of the species, a conscious oblivion that imperils its 

very survival?  Perhaps the answer to this question lies in the puzzling charge issued by 

Zarathustra from his nihilistic solitude: “Become what [who] you are!” (Nietzsche Zarathustra 4, 

1: 252).  But what or who might that be?  In an era marked by the death of God and therefore the 

unfeasibility of metaphysics, including the concept of “man” as it has been thought since Plato, 

Zarathustra’s imperative not only inverts the Being of Parmenides into the Becoming of 

Heraclitus but metamorphoses the “who you are” of Aristotlean ethics into the nothingness of 

Democritus.  Nehamas glosses the apparent paradox of Zarathustra’s imperative:  

The phrase “Become who you are” is problematic, and not only because Nietzsche 

denies the distinction between becoming and being. [. . .] [But also, Nietzsche] is 

convinced that the very idea of the self as a subject in its own right, from which he 
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claims this distinction is derived, is itself an unjustified invention [. . .].  But if there is 

no such thing as the self, there seems to be nothing that one can in any way become.  

(172)   

“Become what you are!”—Blanchot and Beckett revel in Nietzsche’s silent laughter. 

 Existence without being: Nietzsche proposes, indeed, a conundrum—one that Beckett takes 

to task.  In his post-World War II/post-Holocaust trilogy, in a nihilistic display of aporetic 

indifference, as a movement of inverted values toward absolute nihilism (wherein nothing is 

more real than nothing)—such as promoting worthlessness and nonbeing over the “advantages” 

of a “normal,” comfortable bourgeois life—Beckett subsequently aligns his writing with 

Nietzsche’s politicized privileging of the disgregated individual.  Cavell confirms Beckett’s 

appropriation of Nietzschean inverted values: “Solitude, emptiness, nothingness, 

meaninglessness, silence—these are not the givens of Beckett’s characters, but their goal, their 

new heroic undertaking” (Must We Mean What We Say 156).  Glossing this statement, Simon 

Critchley states:  

On Cavell’s reading, Beckett is not telling us that the universe is meaningless, rather 

meaninglessness is a task, an achievement, the achievement of the ordinary or the 

everyday.  If meaninglessness were a fact, then the theological solution to this 

situation would make sense, it would be the very making of sense, the redemption of 

meaning in a meaningless world [. . .] However, the situation would seem to be 

precisely the opposite: the world is overfull with meaning and we suffocate under the 

combined weight of the various narratives of redemption—whether they are religious, 

socio-economic, political, aesthetic or philosophical.  What Beckett’s work offers us, 

then, is a radical de-creation of these salvific narratives [. . .] an approach to 

meaninglessness as an achievement of the ordinary without the rose-tinted glasses of 

redemption.  (179) 

 Beckett’s affinity with Nietzsche conjoins an affinity with Blanchot, whose advocacy of the 

writer’s self-forgetting, -exile and -dispossession politicizes (following Nietzsche) the vagrant, 

aporetic writing of disgregated subjectivity over the anthropo-logo-centric writing of Cartesian-

Hegelian subjectivity.  Blanchot calls for a writing not of confrontation, one confirming a 

dialectical hypostasis, but of nonrelational passivity, a writing without aim or result, a writing of 
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bad conscience at the threshold of nothingness, akin to the condemned prisoner’s “I have nothing 

to say.” 

                                                                *     *     *  

 Molloy’s “wandering” narrative of velleity and indifference, while at the same time 

locating its protagonist’s activities and thoughts within a quasi-traditional spatio-temporal 

setting, celebrates Beckett’s attempt to represent in a fictional character the liminal experience of 

the nomadic, nonrelational, inhuman (all-too-human) everyday.  Principles and values, for 

instance, Molloy regards as bothersome, mute concepts.  As if giving a primer in adjusting one’s 

attitude toward an approach to the everyday (suggestive of Nietzsche’s exhortation that there are 

no moral phenomena), Molloy writes:   

And then how can you know whether you are observing it [a principle] or not?  And 

how can you want to know?  No, all that is not worth while, not worth while 

bothering about, and yet you do bother about it, your sense of values gone.  And the 

things that are worth while you do not bother about, you let them be, for the same 

reason, or wisely, knowing that all these questions of worth and value have nothing to 

do with you, who don’t know what you’re doing, nor why, and must go on not 

knowing it, on pain of, I wonder what, yes, I wonder.  For anything worse than what I 

do, without knowing what, or why, I have never been able to conceive, and that 

doesn’t surprise me, for I never tried [. . .] And what I have, what I am, is enough, 

was always enough for me, and as far as my dear little sweet future is concerned I 

have no qualms, I have a good time coming.  (M 46)  

 His seeming indifference to phenomena, both physical and mental, Molloy characterizes 

metaphorically as a “mist [. . .] which rises in me every day and veils the world from me and me 

from myself” (M 29).  But certainly his physical infirmities aid his peculiar situation.  His senses 

of taste and smell are virtually extinct, and his sight through his one operative eye is poor at best 

(M 50); and although he claims that his hearing is “still very good,” he raises our doubts, while 

simultaneously suggesting a possible occasion to his proximity with the everyday, when he says, 

“ [. . .] if sometimes I hear nothing for hours on end it is for reasons of which I know nothing, or 

because about me all goes really silent, from time to time, whereas for the righteous the tumult of 

the world never stops” (M 29).  Most often, Molloy experiences words as “pure sounds, free of 

all meaning [. . .] the buzzing of an insect”; and if by chance, when forced to converse with some 
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other person, Molloy assumes that “we made ourselves understood,” yet he is quick to 

immediately and sardonically add, “but understood with regard to what [. . .] and to what 

purpose?” (M 50).  Molloy’s indifference, enhanced rather than perturbed by biological vagaries, 

is often coupled with the emotionless, tranquil, psycho-physical state of ataraxia—“my old 

ataraxy, for what it was worth” (M 42)—recalling Watt’s eventual and inevitable condition while 

Watt was in the service of Mr Knott.  In truth, the conjuncture of such demented physical and 

mental conditions, propitiously sustaining his forgetfulness and will-lessness, compose a 

composite of fortuitous faults that regularly resign Molloy to the prosaic agency of dumb 

deathlessness:  

Yes it sometimes happens and will sometimes happen again that I forget who I am 

and strut before my eyes, like a stranger.  Then I see the sky different from what it is 

and the earth too takes on false colours.  It looks like rest, it is not, I vanish happy in 

that alien light, which must have once been mine, I am willing to believe it, then the 

anguish of return, I won’t say where, I can’t, to absence perhaps, you must return, 

that’s all I know, it’s misery to stay, misery to go.  (M 42) 

As well, Molloy (as narrator) hints that the task of writing occasions recurring rounds of amnesia 

accompanied by wayless waywardness, that writing too is a desultory pseudo-Diaspora: “But 

now I do not wander any more, anywhere any more, and indeed I scarcely stir at all, and yet 

nothing is changed.  And the confines of my room, of my bed, of my body, are as remote from 

me as were those of my region, in the days of my splendour.  And the cycle continues, joltingly, 

of flight and bivouac, in an Egypt without bounds, without infant, without mother” (M 66). 

 “You must return”: for Molloy, this imperative points to “my interminable existence” (M 

16), manifested as a derelict, enigmatic pilgrimage skirting the horizonless borders of existence 

without being—i.e., the everyday.  Molloy’s artful uncanniness is his perverse, dim-witted 

sagacity wrought by a circuitous, will-less liminality of the unknowable everyday, a sagacity 

characterized by an ill-remembered absent-mindedness of a world not yet born yet irreducibly 

present, relegating being to a static becoming wherein existence may be metaphorically reduced 

to the fatuous murmur: “it’s misery to stay, misery to go.”  From a Nietzschean standpoint, 

Molloy’s affected and apparently complicated state of ataraxy may be better deemed an 

irredeemable, nihilistic intelligence, whose modus operandi is indifference and velleity, 

tempered by a pedestrian regard for the contingent only in rare perspectivist moments.  Yet, a 
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formidable aimlessness and insensateness, void of any ethical or moral charge, mark even those 

moments of a mocking yet conspicuous intentionality.  Let us consider three such instances, all 

little more than nonevents for our protagonist. 

 First, Molloy’s merciless beating of the “charcoal-burner” appears, at first, senseless and 

immoral, reminiscent of Meursault’s meaningless murder of the Arab in Camus’ The Stranger.  

But Molloy’s flawed reasoning appears, for once, vindicated: “People imagine, because you are 

old, poor, crippled, terrified, that you can’t stand up for yourself, and generally speaking that is 

so.  But given favorable conditions, a feeble and awkward assailant, in your own class what, and 

a lonely place, and you have a good chance of showing what stuff you are made of.”  Yet Molloy 

adds, “And it is doubtless in order to revive interest in this possibility, too often forgotten, that I 

have delayed over an incident of no interest in itself, like all that has a moral” (M 85).  Clearly, 

Molloy considers his action in terms only of an availing expediency, a mere opportunity, dictated 

by neither self-preservation nor moral imperatives.  His observation that the “incident [is] of no 

interest in itself, like all that has a moral,” confirms a Nietzschean bias—a bias undifferentiated 

to the Blanchovian, amoral everyday—for Molloy’s concluding judgment of the affair resonates 

with Nietzsche’s “There are no moral phenomena at all, but only a moral interpretation of 

phenomena” (Beyond Good and Evil, aphorism 108; 85).  Such a purely ontological 

happenstance may be applied as well to Molloy’s picking up the urchin’s marble: “I don’t know 

why, I didn’t have to, and I suppose he would have preferred to pick it up himself.  Or perhaps it 

wasn’t to be picked up” as the urchin’s wry “Thanks I suppose” suggests (M 49).  

 Second, let us consider Molloy’s intentionality counterposed by a coterminous want of 

intentionality, his “innate velleity,” illustrated by his intention to gain his mother’s room and 

“settle the matter,” to make amends of sorts, to establish with his mother “relations on a less 

precarious footing” (M 87).  He speaks of this velleity toward this specific other as “a habit” and 

“an imperative” that at once compels him to, yet repels him from, his seemingly perceptible, 

lifelong “purpose” (M 86-87).  In turn, we are compelled to ask: Is there possibly—contrary to 

Molloy’s presumed amoral everydayness—a moral conscience at play here?  

 We may easily settle the matter of “mother” and Molloy’s ambiguity toward her by 

appealing to Freud’s de-universalizing of Kant’s “common moral consciousness” as the 

atemporal locus of the self.  Freud unmasks morality as undistinguished and contingent, making 

it instead as idiosyncratic and indeterminate as human consciousness.  In his essay on da Vinci, 
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Freud reminds us: “If one considers chance to be unworthy of determining our fate, that is 

simply a relapse into the pious view of the universe [. . .]. We are all too ready to forget that in 

fact everything to do with our lives is chance, from our origin out of the meeting of 

spermatozoon and ovum onwards [. . .]” (qtd. in Rorty, 200).  Richard Rorty indicates that Freud 

is not revolutionary in saying that “the voice of conscience is the internalised voice of parents 

and society,” for such a concept  

is suggested by Thrasymachus in Plato’s Republic, and developed by reductionist 

writers like Hobbes.  What is new in Freud are the details which he gives us about the 

sort of thing which goes into the formation of conscience, his explanations of why 

certain very concrete situations and persons excite unbearable guilt, intense anxiety or 

smouldering rage.  (200-01)   

Freud negates any reductionist “common human core which we share with all other members of 

our species [. . .] .”  Instead, Rorty explains, Freud says that our behavior is contingent upon the 

concrete, “channeled in very specific ways toward very specific sorts of people and very 

particular vicissitudes. [. . .] He thus helps us take seriously the possibility that there is no central 

faculty, no central self, called ‘reason’—and thus to take Nietzschean pragmatism and 

perspectivism seriously” (201-02). 

 Molloy’s memory of his relation with his mother appears to be just such an irrational, 

decentered perspectivism.  He recalls that when his mother and he were together, communication 

was virtually nonexistent.  Indeed Molloy seemed drawn to her for one reason: money.  His 

knocks on her skull, “with my index-knuckle,” which became “thumps of the fist,” comprised a 

code of coercion, and adhered to the aforementioned need: “One knock meant yes, two no, three 

I don’t know, four money, five goodbye.  That she should confuse yes, no, I don’t know and 

goodbye, was all the same to me, I confused them myself.  But that she should associate the four 

knocks with anything but money was something to be avoided at all costs.”  He replaced the 

knuckle knocking with the fist thumps as “a more effective means of putting the idea of money 

into her head” (M 18).  One wonders that if his mother had not been a source of pecuniary 

interest to Molloy, would he even have bothered with her?    

 On the other hand, contradicting himself, he insists that he “didn’t come for the money,” 

and then suggests a reason most profound: “And if ever I’m reduced to looking for a meaning to 

my life, you can never tell, it’s in that old mess I’ll stick my nose to begin with, the mess of that 
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poor old uniparous whore and myself the last of my foul brood, neither man nor beast” (M 19).  

Molloy then alludes to “that distant summer afternoon, that with this deaf blind impotent mad old 

woman, who called me Dan and whom I called Mag, and with her alone, I—no, I can’t say it.  

That is to say I could say it but I won’t say it, yes, I could say it easily, because it wouldn’t be 

true” (M 19).  Whether Molloy is remembering an actual incident or is fantasizing, or whether 

we read the passage as merely another Oedipal red herring in a text swarming with them,
2
 it is 

clear that Molloy’s mother—who we are to presume is currently quite dead—is now but a 

familial narrative transformed into a personal, internalized, intersubjective drama of significant 

Other-ness, “neither man nor beast,” from which Molloy, “the last of [his] foul brood,” cannot 

seemingly escape.  Rorty indicates that Freud  

taught us to interpret what we are doing, or thinking of doing, in terms of, for 

example, our past reaction to particular authority figures, or in terms of constellations 

of behavior which were forced upon us in infancy.  He suggested that we praise 

ourselves by weaving idiosyncratic narratives—case histories, as it were—of our 

success in self-creation, our ability to break free from an idiosyncratic past.  He 

suggests we condemn ourselves for failure to break free of that past rather than for 

failure to live up to universal standards.  (203)   

 No, Molloy exhibits no moral conscience; rather Molloy’s ill-(re)membered reflections of 

his mother—“who brought me into the world, through the hole in her arse” (M 16)—are a blind 

impress, a series of haunting, idiosyncratic images that draw Molloy’s otherwise meaningless, 

relinquished existence to seek on its own terms its own meaningless validation—in the beholding 

of his ancient, absent (m)other.  Strangely enough, it is this futile exigency that drives Molloy 

from both Lousse’s mollifying home and garden—“I would have plenty to eat and drink, to 

smoke too if I smoked, for nothing, and my remaining days would glide away without a care” (M 

47)—and the anesthetizing subterfuge of his seaside subterrane:   

And in the morning, in my cave, and even sometimes at night, when the storm raged, 

I felt reasonably secure from the elements and mankind.  But there too there is a price 

to pay.  In your box, in your caves, there too there is a price to pay.  And which you 

pay willingly, for a time, but which you cannot go on paying forever.  For you cannot 

go on buying the same thing forever, with your little pittance.  And unfortunately 

there are other needs than that of rotting in peace, it’s not the word, I mean of course 
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my mother whose image, blunted for some time past, was beginning now to harrow 

me again.  (M 75-76)   

 Molloy’s abated yet unabated plight is interestingly similar to Arsene’s “And it is useless 

not to seek, not to want, for when you cease to seek you start to find, and when you cease to 

want, then life begins to ram her fish and chips down your gullet until you puke” and so on (W 

44).  Arsene’s main concern centers around the psychic orbit skirting existence without being, 

his nameless, incorporeal exile, and the subsequent, futile pondering of such unutterable self-

dispossession.   

 Molloy’s idiosyncratic motivation to see his mother may be read in the same light.  “And if 

ever I’m reduced to looking for a meaning to my life [. . .] it’s in that old mess I stick my nose to 

begin with, the mess of that poor old uniparous whore and myself [. . .] neither man nor beast” 

(M 19): Molloy’s dead, and therefore absent, imaginary mother represents his own internalized 

impersonal exteriority, the Other of intersubjectivity that is nothing at all.  This Beckettian idea 

of a wombtomb outside subjectivity—timeless, placeless, and selfless—yet within subjectivity is 

of course what we are identifying, following Blanchot, as the everyday, the il y a, the 

incomprehensible and impenetrable spaceless space of dispossessed self.  Angela Moorjani, in 

The Aesthetics of Loss and Lessness,  underscores the sustained importance of such an imageless 

image in Beckett’s works: “Readers of Beckett are familiar with the reiterated Beckettian theme 

of the tomblike womb and the womblike tomb in the darkness of the mind in which the living are 

unborn and the dead do not die” (176).  Molloy’s subjectivity however is already, when we meet 

him, liminally disgregated, is already sounding the depths of his mind toward his nonexistent, 

ineffable (m)other.  But Molloy’s dilemma—a thematic knot with which readers of Beckett are 

also familiar—like that of Watt, is to see, to understand this nothingness; hence Molloy’s desire 

to establish “relations on a less precarious footing” with his (m)other suggests his need to “utter” 

“the unutterable,” to “eff” “the ineffable.”  Significantly, Molloy has “taken her place” (M 7) at 

the same time he takes pencil in hand and entertains concepts again in his mind, in order that he 

may marry “thingless names” to “nameless things” but in a way that they may remain as they 

are: no-thing.  To find meaning in meaninglessness one can only proceed meaninglessly, by an 

aimless resolve to renew words and things—to signify—coupled with a like resolve to elide 

signification, to blacken in the words and return things to namelessness.         
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 Molloy’s surrender to the everyday, utterly dispossessed of subjectivity, is therefore 

problematized, as is the Blanchovian-Beckettian writer’s, by his circuitous need to conceptualize 

his living death, his experience at the threshold of existence-without-being (“my life without 

end,” M 14).  This necessity to reflect upon or perceive what cannot be conceived is what drives 

Molloy’s wavering and erring determination to re-member his endlessly departed (m)other—

suggestive of Orpheus’s impossible desire to gaze upon the faceless face of Eurydice.  Thus 

Molloy is unable to find peace at the limen of no-thing, for he prefers, paradoxically, both to be 

naught, outside language, and to be cognizant of that unthinkable “outside.”  However, in 

depicting the impossible obtainment of death, as represented by his imaginary, prosopopeic 

(m)other—an end that for the character Molloy, chronically prone to forgetfulness, is but a 

desultory and momentary concern at best—Molloy the writer/narrator, like Orpheus, can only 

“sing” about his infinitely Other, for words, irremeable, cannot enclose death’s absolute silence.  

Death evades language, for language’s determinancy (although illusory) can only dissimulate 

death’s impossibility.  Even when language casts the pale of indeterminancy, as does Molloy’s 

narrative, it necessarily does so determinately.  Molloy’s (m)other remains therefore forever 

irretrievable except as a counterfeit imago of absence.  Beyond good and evil, death’s irreducible 

presence can be only a haunting, to which the (m)other’s ghostly exteriority testifies.    

 Molloy’s drubbing by the police illustrates a third way we may perceive Molloy’s 

nonevent-ful intentionality.  Molloy, in effect, succumbs to the brutality, but not in the sense of a 

fallen hero, with an air of dishonored dignity mixed with resolute contempt toward his assailant; 

rather, Molloy’s comportment is one of moral indifference; indeed, his idle, unmindful 

perspectivism links Molloy indisputedly to the incomprehensible, indestructible everyday.  

While insults and blows rain down on him, Molloy, although physically violated, reflects upon 

his inverted, perverse sense of honor and his need to re-inter himself within the oblivion of the 

everyday:  

While still putting my best foot foremost I gave myself up to that golden moment, as 

if I had been someone else [. . .] Was there one among them [the local populace] to 

put himself in my place, to feel how removed I was then from him I seemed to be, 

and in that remove what strain, as of hawsers about to snap?  It’s possible.  Yes, I was 

straining towards those spurious depths, their lying promise of gravity and peace, 

from all my old poisons I struggled towards them, safely bound.  Under the blue sky, 
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under the watchful gaze.  Forgetful of my mother, set free from the act, merged in this 

alien hour, saying, Respite, respite.  (M 21)  

 In his essay, “Molloy’s Silence,” Georges Bataille reads this excerpt as “the key passage in 

the book.”  For Bataille, the passage offers the absolute absence of hope.  Bataille cites, in his 

reading of Molloy’s narrative, the general, appalling nature of Molloy’s indulgences in inhuman, 

monstrous “incongruity, obscenity, and moral indifference that all mankind, in anguish, and ill 

by very virtue of its scruples, rejects”; but Molloy’s greatest affront to the species, for Bataille, 

occurs while he is “molested and brutalized by the police,” wherein Molloy exhibits a perfect, 

silent indifference (135-36).  Bataille writes:  

All hope, certainly, all rational designs, are here mired in indifference.  But it almost 

goes without saying that, at this moment, within the confines of the present, there was 

nothing that would have served, nothing that could have served.  Nothing, not even a 

feeling of tolerable inferiority, not even a limb linking Molloy to the expiation of his 

crimes—nothing, in short, that would not have demeaned him and humiliated him to 

some degree.  (136)  

However, “the violence of Beckett’s irony” is not lost on Bataille, for Bataille appropriately 

infers that Molloy’s overriding theme of hopelessness is “designed to bolster up the intrinsic 

debility of literature, which can only conquer those forces that threaten to defeat it by actions of 

brutal simplicity, and then only with difficulty” (135-36).   

 Plainly, Molloy’s base(less) existence serves the everyday.  Bataille informs us of “the 

futility of even trying to speak of this ghost [i.e., Molloy] who haunts the streets in broad 

daylight”:  

This man—or rather, this being to whom, in employing such a word, we attribute 

being (a word he at once epitomizes and, as it were, exhausts)—and hence language 

itself, suffers from an irremediable deficiency.  No speech we could have with him 

could be other than ghostly, a specter of speech.  Speech would estrange us, restoring 

us to some semblance of humanity, or to something other than what holds us 

spellbound, this wreckage in the street: the absence of a human dimension.  (132)  

 Indeed Molly’s moral indifference to humankind’s virtuous scruples as well as his 

indifferent silence reminds one of Melville’s Bartleby.  Bartleby’s “I would prefer not to,” 

contrary to “I will not do it,” announces the possibility of an unqualified passivity.  As 
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understood by Blanchot, Bartleby’s “I would prefer not to” indicates a position prior to not just 

ethics, but dialectical thought.  In The Writing of the Disaster, Blanchot states that Bartleby’s 

apparent resistance must be read as  

an abstention which has never had to be decided upon, which precedes all decisions 

and which is not so much a denial as, more than that, an abdication.  Bartleby gives 

up (not that he ever pronounces, or clarifies this renunciation) ever saying anything; 

he gives up the authority to speak.  This is abnegation understood as the abandonment 

of the self, a relinquishment of identity, refusal which does not cleave to refusal, but 

opens to failure, to the loss of being, to thought.  “I will not do it” would still have 

signified an energetic determination, calling forth an equally energetic contradiction.  

(17) 

 Bartleby’s unyielding passivity in regard to others, which we may apply to Molloy’s 

passive resistance, points to a relation with the other that necessarily entails for the exposed 

subject a nonrelation, “a friendship unshared, without reciprocity, friendship for that which has 

passed leaving no trace.  This is passivity’s response to the un-presence of the unknown” 

(Disaster 27).  Such a relation is impossibly, fantastically strange; inordinately, unconditionally 

baseless.  Otherwise, as in the police interrogation and subsequent assault of Molloy, the subject 

admittedly delivers over himself to the perils of the dialectical:  

What are you doing there? he said [. . .] Resting, I said.  Will you answer my 

question? he cried.  So it always is when I’m reduced to confabulation [. . .] But there 

are not two laws, that was the next thing I thought I understood, not two laws, one for 

the healthy, another for the sick, but one only to which all must bow, rich and poor, 

young and old, happy and sad.  He was eloquent.  I pointed out that I was not sad.  

That was a mistake [. . .] Your papers! he cried.  (M 20)    

Blanchot tells us that “in the relation of the Other to me, everything seems to reverse itself” 

(Disaster 19).  Bruns glosses this statement as, “I become the other to the other’s Same” (211).  

Blanchot is emphatic: “When the other crushes me into radical alienation, is my relation still a 

relation to the other?  Is it not rather a relation to the ‘I’ of the master, to absolute egotistical 

force, to the dominator who predominates and ultimately wields the force of inquisitorial 

persecution?” (Disaster 20).  Entrapped in an oppressive relation, one may react in a mode of 

dialectical opposition (in its varied manifestations), or one may likewise refuse and resist, as do 
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Bartleby and Molloy, but not by reacting against, rather by simply doing and saying nothing, 

absolutely.  Such an (in)action, as Blanchot explains, “does not cleave to refusal, but opens to 

failure, to the loss of being, to thought” (“Writing of the Disaster” 17).  Ultimately, since 

relations with others are based invariably on the dialectic, and therefore on pretense, we should 

heed Molloy’s advice: “you either lie or hold your peace” (M 88).     

 Molloy’s proximity to the everyday threatens humankind: “They wake up, hale and hearty, 

their tongues hanging out for order, beauty, and justice, baying for their due” (M 67).  For 

Bataille,  

this grotesque figure balanced miserably on his crutches represents the truth of our 

malady, a malady that follows us no less faithfully than our shadow; it is our very 

dread of such a figure that conditions our human gestures, our well-groomed 

attitudes, and our crystal-clear phrases.  By the same token this figure is in some 

sense the horizon into which the human show must ultimately fade, if only to shroud 

itself: oblivion, powerlessness [. . . ].  It is not so much a matter of misfortune 

yielding feebly to wretchedness; Beckett is concerned with that indifference in which 

man forgets his own name, forgets he is a man even, being perfectly indifferent to his 

most repugnant misery.  (138) 

Preferring to abjure others, Molloy “hug[s] the walls, bowed down like a good boy, oozing with 

obsequiousness, having nothing to hide, hiding from mere terror [. . .] less rat than toad,” until 

night, “who himself is night, day and night” (M 67).  And it is in that night of exiled solitude that 

Molloy seemingly recuperates the everyday, announcing its absence through the dissimulation of 

metaphor (“What I need now is stories”) that celebrates its meaninglessness, its valuelessness:    

And once again I am I will not say alone, no, that’s not like me, but, how shall I say, I 

don’t know, restored to myself, no, I never left myself, free, yes, I don’t know what 

that means but it’s the word I mean to use, free to do what, to do nothing, to know, 

but what, the laws of the mind perhaps, of my mind, that for example water rises in 

proportion as it drowns you and that you would do better, at least no worse, to 

obliterate texts than to blacken margins, to fill in the holes of words till all is blank 

and flat and the whole ghastly business looks like what is, senseless, speechless, 

issueless misery.  (M 13) 

                                                    *     *     * 
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 To write nothing requires—but also is synonymous with—what Blanchot calls “the 

essential solitude.”  As distinguished from “solitude in the world,” defined by “the absoluteness 

of an ‘I am’ that wants to affirm itself without reference to others,” “essential solitude” 

“discloses the nothingness that founds the ‘I am’” (Space 252).  Following Hegel and Heidegger, 

Blanchot recognizes the Being of beings as a manifest nothingness that language covers over and 

negates; humans, in turn, through language separate themselves from being in order to transform 

being: in themselves and nature, and in the process, create and master a human world, its past, 

present, and future.  For Blanchot, therefore, all is dissimulation qua being “profoundly hidden”:  

“men affirm themselves by means of the power not to be [. . .] When death becomes power,” 

when dissimulation becomes a tool for “real action, negation,” “then man begins”; paradoxically, 

“in order for there to be a world, in order for there to be beings, being must lack” (Space 252).  

However, in this concealment of being, being still resides.  Blanchot writes:  

When I am alone I am not there [. . .] What approaches me is not my being a little less 

myself, but rather something which there is ‘behind me,’ and which this ‘me’ 

conceals in order to come into its own [. . .] He who approaches this lack [. . .] is 

approached by the being which the absence of being makes present.  This is no longer 

concealed being, but the being of this concealment: dissimulation itself.  Here it 

certainly seems we have taken one more step toward what we seek.  In the tranquility 

of ordinary life, dissimulation is hidden [. . .] concealment tends to become negation 

[. . .].  But in what we call the essential solitude, concealment tends to appear [. . .] 

‘Everything has disappeared’ appears. [. . .] [as] an apparition.  (Space 251-53)  

 The “essential solitude” becomes for the writer the dispossessed, exiled consciousness of a 

non-deictic “I,” characterized by a nomadic-torpidity and impersonal-nonrelationality, whose 

nonintending function (if such a demented, worthless consciousness can even be said to function) 

is the transmitting of a speech(lessness) from no one and no where, an uttered absence whose 

(dis)appearance is the writing, the text itself, as dissimulation unmasked.  The revealed façade of 

concealment suggests the presence of a “ghostly” absence, a seemingly metaphysical yet 

immanent, capricious and indifferent temporal interruption that, in turn, mocks any meaningful 

linguistic undertaking.  Blanchot states: “The central point of the work is the work as origin [i.e., 

the il y a—the Naught more real than Nothing], the point which cannot be reached, yet the only 

one which is worth reaching.”  To approach the work’s “origin,” Blanchot informs us, sounding 
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as if he is describing the overall movement of Molloy, Malone Dies, and The Unnamable, 

“requires of the writer that he lose everything he might construe as his own ‘nature,’ that he lose 

all character and that, ceasing to be linked to others and to himself by the decision which makes 

him an ‘I,’ he becomes the empty place where the impersonal affirmation [the essential solitude] 

emerges” (Space 54-55).  Once the writer has slipped, if you will, into “existence off the ladder,” 

existence encrypted in an irreducible hesitation of time, “a temporality of the impossible,” 

wherein time metamorphoses into an inhuman, placeless space of infinite waiting—the milieu of 

the il y a—the “everything has disappeared” appears as “apparition”; and the “apparition,” as 

Blanchot tells us, “says precisely that when everything has disappeared, there still is something: 

when everything lacks, lack makes the essence of being appear, and the essence of being is to be 

there still where it lacks, to be inasmuch as it is hidden [. . .]” (Space 253)—that is, the being of 

concealment appears paradoxically by its own concealing appearing, transforming the writer’s 

ill-seeing, ill-hearing consciousness into a play of depthless, meaningless, ghostly surfaces.  

 Beckett’s “wombtomb” finds its method here.  Moorjani writes:  

In what terms [. . .] is one to speak of the unspeakable lifelessness, deathlessness, 

timelessness of the crypt [“of Beckett’s depiction of cryptic exile within the self”]?  

For the enclosure within the self is surely the most non-deictic of places, 

paradoxically containing a speaker outside an inner self, a not I outside an inner 

history.  This is a topos outside the signifying practice of language, to which neither 

symbolic naming, indexical or deictic pointing, or iconic likenesses can properly 

refer.  To refer to it the writer must unsay all that is said, fade out all that is shown.  

(Aesthetics 176)   

 As with Watt, the trilogy’s movement is directed by and toward the Blanchovian limit-

experience of the writer.  For the writer of the trilogy, however, this situation is not fully realized 

until the “dying,” last lines of Malone Dies, in anticipation of The Unnamable’s uncanny staging 

of the “everything has disappeared.”  It is one thing to read about the limit-experience of 

characters, of a Molloy or a Thomas the obscure, but quite another thing to witness a text whose 

very writer has lost himself to the inhuman, whose text is a record of an unabated absence 

(mis)represented by spectral voices that cannot stop speaking, yet speak not.  But in order for the 

writer to attain finally such an ontological impasse of consciousness, he must painfully separate 

himself from the world of human activity, of ends and means, and from language as identity and 
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negation.  The importance of Moran’s narrative becomes in this regard evident, for it chronicles 

the emergence and extraction of the writer from the “proper” and “normal,” from the submissive, 

conformist consciousness of the public “they”—the Dostoevskian “anthill,” the Nietzschean 

“herd”—on his way not only to the abandonment of self, but to literature. 

 In our reading of the trilogy, the writer’s quest toward nothingness begins with Moran: a 

character who turns his back on society and his bourgeois “normality,” on church and God and 

God’s representative—be it called life, the will, the self, or Youdi—in preference for solitude 

and exile, constrained toward the impersonal, toward the breach of intersubjectivity, toward the 

activity of writing the singularity—and therefore toward the extinction—of self.  Such a 

movement necessarily entails Moran’s narrative becoming Molloy’s narrative becoming 

Malone’s narrative becoming The Unnamable’s.  Our argument accords, however, with 

Beckett’s placement of Molloy’s narrative before Moran’s.  Molloy’s formal structuring of dual 

narratives may be read as a play upon two distinct perspectives of the “everyday.”  Molloy 

represents the disgregated everyday self, one decreed by God’s death, and thus dispossessed and 

exiled, whereas Moran represents the institutionalized, God adjudging, social everyday self.  

Since the nonoriginary, disgregated self is ontologically prior to the substantial, strictured self, so 

Molloy’s narrative rightly precedes Moran’s.  Beckett’s purpose is clear: by presenting Molloy’s 

narrative first, the reader can more readily and empathetically glean as Moran becomes 

increasingly like Molloy the apparent anarchic significance of Molloy’s narrative as Moran’s 

quest-objective.  At the same time, although Moran’s narrative, through a patterning of doubling 

and repetition, resonates suspiciously with Molloy’s narrative, pointing and circling back to 

Molloy’s narrative (for, after all, Moran is in search of Molloy), Molloy’s narrative does not 

enjoin Moran’s circuitous bias (by similarly pointing toward Moran’s narrative), but points 

beyond Moran’s to Malone’s narrative.  That is to say, in pointing toward Malone’s writerly 

situation, the inceptive, edifying example of Molloy’s reflected-upon limit-experience through a 

fictional, autobiographical characterization is a litmus test for the writer’s in situ limit-

experience.  It is an event that increasingly overtakes Malone, whose narrative finale suggests 

that Malone—the dying, disintegrating author—fortuitously disappears at the Blanchovian “step 

not beyond” of unnamability.  As representative of the nonrelational everyday that is already 

always anterior to the dialectical everyday and as the narrative that appears the more 

chronologically proximate to Malone’s failing words, Molloy’s narrative, although necessarily 
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preceding Moran’s narrative topically, must be read as necessarily following Moran’s 

chronologically. 

 When we first meet the character Moran, we discover a protagonist already fast 

approaching his own “outliving” of an “outlived” perspective based on identity and negation, an 

ontological embrace of marginality that eventually directs him toward the essential solitude, 

toward impotence, inertia, and dispossession.  Indeed Moran’s raison d’être, although he appears 

quite ignorant of his fate, is to metamorphose from a smug, self-centered bourgeois into a writer.  

When we read the concluding, decisive lines of Moran’s narrative—“It is midnight.  The rain is 

beating on the windows.  It was not midnight.  It was not raining” (M 176)—we know that 

Moran has uncovered, as if by chance, the breach in the dialectical “bluff” of language, which 

proclaims simultaneously the originary nonidentity of both language and self.  We know also 

that Moran has discovered a self-proclaimed manifesto, one that officially disowns his own 

subjectivity as “Moran” in deference to an estranged solitude, one on the way to being no more a 

“man,” one of becoming preferably no one or no thing at all. 

 To write is agonizing for both Moran and Molloy.  Molloy complains how “it gave me a lot 

of trouble” (M 8), while Moran exclaims, “All is tedious, in this relation that is forced upon me [. 

. .] I have not enough imagination to imagine it [. . .]” (M 131).  If we reduce, without further 

analysis, this writerly angst to merely one of the many similarities between the two narrators, 

however, we slight a most important thematic element for our understanding of the writing’s 

progressively afflictive, ill-wrought movement as it weaves its way through the trilogy: that is, 

the writing—under the apparent direction of some enigmatic, impersonal, unconscious voice—

becomes imperative, as ontologically necessary as breathing.  Let us pursue therefore in Molloy 

the development of particularly this voice whose dread-in-writing consumes Moran, and which 

he bequeaths to Molloy, Malone, and the narrative of The Unnamable.  

 Youdi demands from Moran an obligatory report about Molloy.  Molloy—Moran’s 

predecessor, albeit Moran’s unbridled, immoral (un)self, transgressor of Youdi’s laws—must be 

sought, found, disciplined, eliminated.  Moran, however, snugly ensconced in the epicurean 

surroundings of his garden and displaying an attitude obviously contemporaneous with his 

emergent dementia, is piqued by his professional, bureaucratic relationship with the imperious, 

exacting Youdi: “[. . .] I came even to doubt the existence of Gaber himself.  And if I had not 

hastily sunk back into my darkness I might have gone to the extreme of conjuring away the chief 
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too and regarding myself as solely responsible for my wretched existence [. . .] And having made 

away with Gaber and the chief (one Youdi), could I have denied myself the pleasure of—you 

know.  But I was not made for the great light that devours [. . .]” (M 107-08).  In fact, by the time 

he finishes his “report,” Moran—having succumbed to his dementia—has dissolved all ties, 

except for the report, with Youdi and his organization and all other law-enforcing, patriarchal 

systems or concerns, including his own, banishing himself from his properties and his son.   

 When traveling home, after Gaber brings news that Youdi has terminated his mission to 

hunt down Molloy, Moran first hears a unique voice that gives him “orders, or rather advice” 

(169-70), that “needs no Gaber to make it heard” (M 132).  Moran says, “It [this new voice sans 

Gaber] told me to write the report,” but note: “It did not use the words that Moran had been 

taught when he was little and he in his turn had taught to his little one” (M 176).  The subtle 

implication is that this voice represents a nondialectical other, a nonrelational outside, anterior 

and resistant to the dogmatic Thou shalt Nots of socially sanctioned law-giving, further 

suggesting that Gaber represents no more than Moran’s historically conditioned moral 

consciousness, the survival of a rigorous, formal indoctrination promulgated and acquired in 

childhood.  

 Early in his narrative, Moran states that this new voice, which he admits he is “only just 

beginning to know,” “is within me and exhorts me to continue to the end the faithful servant I 

have always been, of a cause that is not mine, and patiently fulfil in all its bitterness my 

calamitous part [of writing the report], as it was my will, when I had a will, that others should.  

And this with hatred in my heart, and scorn, of my master and his designs” (M 132).  This 

statement is crucial: it tells us that Moran, who would have had to write the report grudgingly 

and irresponsibly—i.e., ontologically disengaged while forced to be rationally or ontically 

engaged—for another, a “master,” wishing others would write it instead, is obligated now to play 

the bitter and painful part not of bureaucrat but of writer, to be conversely ontically disengaged 

while constrained to be ontologically engaged.   

 Writing, in this sense, is to be understood not in terms of vocation, nor in terms of 

Heideggerian existentiality—of projections upon possibilities—but in terms of the Blanchovian 

absence of existentiality, the impossibility of possibilities, in terms of the in-itself without its 

obverse, of the nonrelational there is, of existence driven by the irreducible Naught.  A 

misunderstood responsibleness prevails as an ambivalent obsession to and an unrelieved dread in 
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the writing.  As a writer, Moran must become will-less and write without cause, to “submit to 

this paltry scrivening which is not of my province,” a “tedious” “relation that is forced upon me” 

(M 131), “with a firm hand weaving inexorably back and forth and devouring my page with the 

indifference of a shuttle” (M 132-33).  As would a narrator of fiction, even though he obstinately 

maintains that he intends not “to give way to literature” (M 151), he is to draft the report as if he 

knows nothing of the fate of the moment described, yet he may “occasionally break this rule” (M 

133).  And as a writer, Moran can honestly say, “in the silence of my room [. . .] I know scarcely 

any better where I am going and what awaits me than the night I clung to the wicket, beside my 

idiot of a son, in the lane” (M 133).   

 Moran vows to follow this seeming voice of authorial autonomy “from this day forth,” and 

if it happens to cease, he would wait for it to return, “and do nothing, even though the whole 

world, through the channel of its innumerable authorities speaking with one accord, should 

enjoin upon me this and that, under pain of unspeakable punishments” (M 132).  He imagines his 

future as a romantic solitary, the lone artist pitted against “them,” the commodifying world of 

answer-givers and coercionists.  He now realizes that the patriarchal, socially responsible, 

substantial self of home and garden is no longer, in light of his newly imposed purposelessness, 

an option.  He writes: “And what I saw was more like a crumbling, a frenzied collapsing of all 

that had always protected me from all I was condemned to be.  Or it was like a kind of clawing 

towards a light and countenance I could not name, that I had once known and long denied,” 

indicative of “the great changes I had suffered and of my growing resignation to being 

dispossessed of self” (M 148-49).  Yet, before his final catastrophic devolution (at novel’s end), 

he still mourns, fearing his personal loss: “I am still obeying orders, if you like [i.e., from the 

exiled voice], but no longer out of fear.  No, I am still afraid, but simply from force of habit” (M 

131).  That is, he fears no longer either the God of his bourgeois complacency or the all-knowing 

bureaucracies of regulatory social agencies (with which Moran formerly complied, such as with 

his “beloved church” or with the one whose member he slays, perhaps a police official); but he 

does fear, at that time, “from force of habit,” losing “the comforts of my home [. . .] without 

which I could not bear being a man, where my enemies cannot reach me, which it was my life’s 

work to build, to adorn, to perfect, to keep” (M 132).  These “comforts” include his benevolent 

dictatorship over his bees, his hens, his housekeeper, and particularly his son.  We may 

understand therefore why earlier in the text he should fearfully exclaim: “I am too old to lose all 
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this, and begin again, I am too old!”  Followed by: “Quiet, Moran, quiet.  No emotion, please” 

(M 132).   

 The voice instructs Moran “that the memory of this work [the report] brought scrupulously 

to a close will help me [Moran] to endure the long anguish of vagrancy and freedom” (M 132).  

This new comfort (a mere memory of the report’s completion?) seems a most unlikely candidate 

to replace Moran’s former creature comforts; on the other hand, Moran must presume the 

relevance of the cryptic statement.  What, then, is the import of “the memory of this work 

brought scrupulously to a close” in its helping Moran to “endure the long anguish [in the near 

future] of vagrancy and freedom”?  The answer avails at the very end of Moran’s narrative: that 

is, Moran validates such a memory in the actual writing of “this work.”  In the scripting itself, 

especially witnessed in the final pages of the report, Moran articulates an implicit understanding 

of the explicit disintegrating physical and mental changes he has painfully recorded his having 

gone through, and subsequently he realizes that his fate henceforth will be credited not only to 

the mysterious voice but also to his commitment toward the writing of his continuously evolving 

disgregated self.  In particular, he brings his newly found dedication to extinguish himself to bear 

upon the burden of writing itself, as articulated unequivocally, “scrupulously” in the report’s 

ambiguous, paradoxical, and dispersed closing image.  Wondering if perhaps he is “freer now 

than I was,” Moran concludes his report with “It is midnight.  The rain is beating on the 

windows. It was not midnight.  It was not raining” (M 176).  Moran is through with making 

sense; instead he celebrates, in a valediction to his previous certitude, language’s 

indeterminability, its groundlessness, and therefore its artfulness to invoke erroneous 

perspectives, carefree of signification, marginalizing itself within an always vanishing field of 

nonrelational singularity: the disgregated self.   

 Interestingly, in Molloy’s narrative, demands for the writing become more clearly 

articulated: “Not to want to say, not to know what you want to say, not to be able to say what 

you think you want to say, and never to stop saying, or hardly ever, that is the thing to keep in 

mind, even in the heat of composition” (M 28); or consider: “[. . .] to be beyond knowing 

anything, to know you are beyond knowing anything [. . .] then the true division begins, of 

twenty-two by seven for example, and the pages fill with the true ciphers at last” (M 64).  The 

epistemological paradox “to know you are beyond knowing anything” repeats the liminal 

experience of writing that Beckett’s Watt explores.  Molloy, in a particularly revealing passage, 
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insures us that the limit-experience has not waned in importance for the Beckettian agenda and 

will unquestionably be the writerly direction that the trilogy will take:  

This time, then once more I think, then perhaps a last time, then I think it’ll be over, 

with that world too.  Premonitions of the last but one but one.  All grows dim.  A little 

more and you’ll go blind.  It’s in the head.  It doesn’t work any more, it says, I don’t 

work any more.  You go dumb as well and sounds fade.  The threshold scarcely 

crossed that’s how it is.  It’s the head.  It must have had enough.  So that you say, I’ll 

manage this time, then perhaps once more, then perhaps a last time, then nothing 

more.  You are hard set to formulate this thought [that is, of “nothing,” of “nothing 

more”], for it is one [although impossibly], in a sense.  Then you try to pay attention, 

to consider with attention all those dim things, saying to yourself, laboriously, It’s my 

fault.  Fault?  That was the word.  But what fault?” (M 8).   

What “fault,” indeed, if not a playful pun upon the irreducible breach of intersubjectivity.  

 Moran begins to realize that his ambiguous understanding of the alien voice is 

proportionately related to his dereliction toward his patriarchal language.  He writes, “So that at 

first I did not know what it wanted.  But in the end I understood this language.  I understood it, I 

understood it, all wrong perhaps.  That is not what matters” (M 176).  Indeed, from Beckett’s—

as well as Blanchot’s—viewpoint, what matters is not what matters, as Moran’s final, 

contradictory statements establish, even if such a perspective (and method) is for naught.   

 In “Mourning, Schopenhauer, and Beckett’s Art of Shadows,” Angela Moorjani 

acknowledges the similarities between Beckett’s and Blanchot’s perceptions of situation and 

strategy for the writer: “Accordingly, Beckett and Blanchot not only conceive of an anonymous 

or ‘neuter’ subject speaking from an inner exile, but by means of aporias and self-contradictions 

dramatize the impossibility of representing the phantom state in fiction or theater” (87).  

Strangely enough, in Molloy and Malone Dies, this spectral nothingness appears to be writing its 

way into consciousness as the Beckettian narrators attempt to write their way out of 

consciousness (toward this unnamable absence).  This tension between writer and writing, the 

saying and the said, reaches a seemingly inextricable, labyrinthine, inenarrable limit in The 

Unnamable, a text that seemingly enters an “ideal” literary space that allows the irreducible no 

one or no thing of consciousness to speak finally, unmediated, yet unheard, as the site of 

unremitting solitude, where “everything has disappeared” appears, but dissimulated, as 
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caricature, transforming the “aporias and self-contradictions” into a farcical nonrelational field of 

simulacra wherein sounds a feigned muteness, suggesting the excessive semblance of an infinite, 

mocking silence. 

 By the end of his narrative Moran has begun his career in exile as a writer toward the 

Blanchovian night of “essential solitude.”  In the novel’s final twenty pages, Beckett in fact is at 

pains to emphasize solitude as the basic condition of Moran’s new situation, a condition that 

undergirds thematically the “situation of the writer” suggested by all of the trilogy’s narratives.  

After having been alone for several days while his son hunts in Hole for a bicycle, Moran 

exclaims upon his son’s return, “Happily the weather was fine and I no longer alone” (M 157).  

At this juncture in the narrative, with his physical state rapidly deteriorating and mental acuity 

declining, Moran has become a solitary, but he finds solitude a dreary event, no longer a special 

time to relish in its “advantage of being alone at last, with no other witness than God, to 

masturbate” (M 145).   Traveling again with his son, Moran approaches a shepherd and his flock.  

Wishing he were a member of the herd, he says, “And I did not like the feeling of being alone, 

with my son perhaps, no, alone, spellbound” (M 159).  The next morning, upon awakening and 

discovering that his son has abandoned him, Moran says, “I found myself alone [. . .].  And what 

is more my instinct told me I had been alone for some considerable time [. . .].”  And again, “I 

was therefore alone, with my bag, my umbrella [. . .] powerless to act, or perhaps strong enough 

at last to act no more” (M 160-61).  That evening, Gaber appears with the order for Moran to 

return home.  Before departing, Gaber tells Moran what Youdi had said, that “life is a thing of 

beauty” and “a joy forever,” whereupon Moran replies, “Do you think he meant human life?” 

and then Moran writes, “I opened my eyes.  I was alone” (M 164-65).  Soon thereafter, Moran 

dismisses his obsessive, dictatorial concerns toward his son, mocks his religious beliefs, and, in 

accepting his exiled existence, begins to prefer his solitude.  From this new, detached perspective 

the world seems to him an increasingly finite, human-made hell, seething with vanity: “There are 

men and there are things, to hell with animals.  And with God” (M 165).  No longer convinced 

nor caring about his place within the herd, and “before I launch,” he says, “my body properly so-

called across these [. . .] solitudes [. . .]” he mockingly gloats, remembering his very personal, 

diligent exploration and inconclusive findings of his bees’ innumerable and incomprehensible 

dances: “I alone [my italics] of all mankind knew this, to the best of my belief” (M 168).   
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 Such a concentrated repetition of the word “alone,” and the milieu it suggests, indicating 

both physical isolation and mental loneness, should not be taken lightly, especially since 

Malone’s narrative follows.  By Molloy’s end—in opposition to his former bourgeois preference 

for a snug pseudo-reclusion among his possessions and his God—Moran has arrived at a 

radically new preference for being-in-the-world: desolation.  From now on, he will accept the 

onus of his disinterested solitude, promising, “And I would never do my bees the wrong I had 

done my God, to whom I had been taught to ascribe my angers, fears, desires, and even my 

body” (M 169).  Proclaiming that he is “done with people and talk,” Moran declares, “I have 

been a man long enough, I shall not put up with it any more.  I shall not try any more” (M 175).   

 Moran asserts that even though “I was now becoming rapidly unrecognizable [. . .] I had a 

sharper and clearer sense of my identity than ever before, in spite of its deep lesions and the 

wounds with which it was covered” (M 170).  This reversal of what would constitute, under 

“normal” circumstances, a more than reasonable identity crisis is analogous to Watt’s mock 

Christ-like, wasted countenance.  Similarly, Moran’s uncompromising recognition of his now 

unrecognizable, demented, and decrepit (un)self mocks Christ’s eleventh hour identity crisis, yet 

retains the primal facticity of the crucifixion, of existence without being, of a becoming that can 

no more become, of one nailed to existence, to a liminality with death without respite, to a 

disfigured dying without end.  That is to say, Moran’s inhuman cross, his theocidal (non)identity 

that he must bear, his existence without being, likewise promises no exit, no respite, no joy: 

“And from this view I was less fortunate than my other acquaintances.  I am sorry if this last 

phrase is not so happy as it might be.  It deserved, who knows, to be without ambiguity” (M 

170).  At issue here however is the very nature of ambiguity, for we are speaking of the 

abandonment of subjectivity.  Even though by the conclusion of his narrative Moran does not as 

yet appear to have attained an unbounded impersonal affirmation, we sense that he feels more 

himself as no longer being himself; more his ownmost being-in-the-world by his lack of 

engagement with the world; more an individual without his name, property, situation, titles; more 

his own creature in his recruitment of a “bad conscience,” in his approach toward what Blanchot 

recognizes as the “everyday” of the there is, which demands of him nothing by its containing 

nothing, forsaking him to the monologue of his solitude.   

 Clearly, however, such a mode of being is no comfort, as Hamacher elucidates in 

explaining the Nietzschean perspective of “individuality”:  
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Because it is still to come, individuality is always [like Godot] only promised.  It is 

not, but comes.  Since it remains, however, without determination or addressee, hence 

also without goal or direction, it never comes as that which is destined for me, as my 

due, my own; rather it remains still to come, comes without end—it is the open 

distance out of which a substantial self never results.  (192)   

Alone, to seek but never to find, banished to a self-imposed, purgatorial indifference, Moran, as 

the promise of a future foundationless self—i.e., Molloy, who like Moran “could stay, where he 

happened to be” (M 91, 164)—points ultimately toward Malone and the promise of writing 

impossibly the Nietzschean event of individuality through the death of the writer.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Malone’s Dying Words and  

The Unnamble’s Writing the il y a 

 

A writer who writes, “I am alone” or, like Rimbaud, “I am really from beyond the grave,” can 
be considered quite comical.  It is comical for a man to recognize his solitude by addressing a 
reader and by using methods that prevent the individual from being alone. [. . .] Even if he has 
reached the point where everything touching the act of writing has become vanity, he is still tied 
to the arrangement of words; in fact, it is in the use of expression that he coincides most 
completely with the nothingness without expression that he has become. 
 

                                                                    —Maurice Blanchot  “From Dread to Language” (3-4) 

 
 
Faint calls at long intervals.  Hear me!  Be yourself again! [. . .] Frankly, between ourselves, 
what the hell could it matter to pupil Mahood, that man was this rather than that? 
 
                                                                                    —Samuel Beckett  The Unnamable (336-37) 

 

 

 The trilogy’s narrative strategy is basically a rethinking, since Watt, of the Blanchovian 

“situation of the writer,” marked by an aimless exigency to write the end of language.  

Necessitating the writer’s dispossessed subjectivity by way of the writing scripting the self into 

extinction (which, I have suggested, Beckett depicts in Watt through the cartoonish, singular, 

disgregated consciousness of Sam-Watt-Knott), such a “situation” entails the movement of dread 

and dementia conditioned by an infinitely dying milieu, an event that transforms the role of 

author into that of merely a recorder, impossibly recording nothing.   

 Similarly, for Nietzsche, the appearance of “individuality” necessitates not only the self’s 

desertion from the “species,” the “herd,” but from the self’s own “herd consciousness” through a 

transformation of language to one of departure, a language determinately indeterminate 

(Hamacher 185-90).  Such a writing neither affirms nor denies anything, and it plays itself out in 

Beckett’s novels as a language enclosed by, as Critchley describes, “an endlessly proliferating 

series of non sequiturs, of planned inconsistencies and contradictory sayings and unsayings, a 
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syntax of weakness [. . .] sentences [that become] a series of weak intensities, sequences of 

antithetical inabilities: unable to go on, unable not to go on” (23): 

I shall have to speak of things of which I cannot speak, but also, which  

is even more interesting, but also that I, which is if possible even more interesting, 

that I shall have to, I forget, no matter.  At the same time I am obliged to speak.  I 

shall never be silent.  Never.  (U 291) 

I can only speak of me, no, I can’t speak of anything, and yet I speak [. . .] I don’t 

know who it’s all about, that’s all I know, no, I must know something else [. . .] it’s 

about him who knows nothing, wants nothing, can do nothing, if it’s possible you can 

do nothing when you want nothing, who cannot hear, who cannot speak, who is I, 

who cannot be I, of whom I can’t speak, of whom I must speak, that’s all hypotheses, 

I said nothing, someone said nothing [. . .].  (U 404) 

 Bruns writes that “in Blanchot’s [as in Beckett’s] poetics poetry is anarchic rather than 

linguistic: it is a condition rather than a kind of work, namely, the presence of things before the 

world exists.”  Literary language is to be understood as no longer acting as a conduit of 

mediation but instead as “anterior to the system of discourse and labor that constructs a world” 

(54).  Blanchot’s anti-Platonic, anti-epistemological stance (following Nietzsche) privileges the 

unreality of the simulacrum over the supposed reality of an original form or idea and its 

accompanying hierarchical ordering of good versus bad copies.  In Maurice Blanchot and the 

Literature of Transgression, John Gregg writes that Blanchot “contests the idea that the 

imaginary world of the artist flows from the source of the real” (27), citing Francoise Collin’s 

explanation, from Collin’s Maurice Blanchot et la question de l’écriture, that “La réalité n’est 

pas antérieure à l’‘iréel’, n’est pas plus riche que sa ‘copie’; il faudrait dire qu’au contraire, c’est 

l’irréalité qui est première et que sur elle, le ‘réel’ se compose” (“Reality is not anterior to the 

‘unreal’ and is not richer than its copy; one should say that on the contrary, the unreal is first and 

that reality is formed upon it”) (174).  Hence, the “general economy” of the il y a—whose absent 

image the changing surfaces of simulacra both bear and are borne upon (in terms of 

dissimulation) and yet obtains no relation to absence or image or simulacra at all—is the 

nonoriginary, nonrelational basis of the “regional economy,” of eidetic, logocentric “reality.”  

“The general economy has ontological priority over the regional economy, which is a restricted 
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instance of the former” (Gregg 15).  Gregg informs us that how we experience and conceive 

existence invokes these two modes or “economies” of “being,”  

one which is regional, the metaphysics of presence, and the other which is general, 

the ontology of the il y a, ‘the formless weight of being, presence in absence.’  These 

two modes of being are accompanied by corresponding conceptions of death.  

Hegel’s humanizing reduction of death to the power of the negative belongs to the 

regional economy, whereas Blanchot’s mourir [to die], death as the inactual, 

impersonal excess of negativity, is part of the general economy of being.  (27) 

 The restricted economy designates the common usage of language.  By my saying (to use 

Blanchot’s example) “This woman,” I annihilate by conceptualizing (the activity of a 

metaphysics of presence), eidetically image-ing the other I perceive as an object present-at-hand, 

as perhaps a solitary, identifiable ego; a cultural commodity; or some functional component of a 

community—yet, through language, at the cost of mummifying her existence, I bring this other 

into being, into language as a meaningful entity, as part of the restricted economy of 

signification.  Blanchot however prefers that which exceeds language, a “language” without 

language (Space 26).  Bruns asks: “What is it to belong to this language that is no longer a 

language, no longer an instrument of expression or a system for framing representations, no 

longer a movement of negation in which the world is constructed as a totality of self-identical 

objects?  A language not for use: a language that can only be described by a kind of topology, 

not by grammar and rules.  To belong to this language, this space or region of language, means 

losing all subjectivity” (62).  In “The Two Versions of the Imaginary,” Blanchot writes:   

the image can certainly help us to grasp the thing ideally, and in this perspective it is 

the life-giving negation of the thing; but at the level to which its particular weight 

drags us, it also threatens constantly to relegate us, not to the absent thing, but to its 

absence as presence, to the neutral double of the object in which all belonging to the 

world is dissipated [. . .] Here [at the limit of this second image, which opens onto the 

general economy] meaning does not escape into another meaning, but into the other 

of all meaning [. . .] nothing has meaning, but everything seems infinitely meaningful.  

Meaning is no longer anything but semblance [. . .] which is also to say incapable of 

being developed, only immediately void.  (Space 262-63)   
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 Let us consider the “image” of death.  Within the restricted economy, death is understood 

in terms of identity and negation, as our utmost possibility and life’s definable limit.  Blanchot, 

however, subordinates the restricted economy’s version of death to its indefinable obverse—that 

is, death as the utter absence of image.  He speaks of our experience of death’s two images: 

“there is one death which circulates in the language of possibility, of liberty, which has for its 

furthest horizon the freedom to die and the capacity to take mortal risks; and there is its double, 

which is ungraspable. [. . .] what is not linked to me by any relation of any sort.  It is that which 

never comes and toward which I do not direct myself” (Space 104).   

 Critchley, commenting on Blanchot’s descriptions of death’s two images, explains the 

dilemma for the writer: 

the writer’s (and philosopher’s) relation with death is necessarily self-deceptive: it is 

a relation with what is believed to be a possibility, containing the possibility of 

meaningful fulfillment, but which is revealed to be an impossibility.  The infinite time 

of dying evades the writer’s grasp and he or she mistakes le mourir for la mort, dying 

for death. [. . .] To conceive of death as possibility is to conceive of it as my 

possibility; that is, the relation of death is always a relation with my death. [. . .] In 

this [Heideggerian] sense, death is a self-relation or even self-reflection that permits 

the totality of Dasein to be grasped. [. . .] the event in relation to which I am 

constituted as a Subject.  Being-toward-death permits the achievement of authentic 

selfhood [. . .] allowing the self to assume its fate and the community to assume its 

destiny.[. . .] [as] a community of death, where commonality is found in a sharing of 

finitude, where individual fates are taken up into a common destiny, where death is 

the Work of the community.  (74) 

However, as Critchley further indicates, death in essence is meta-phenomenological; it can never 

be the meaning-giving object of intentionality, and therefore what remains, after bracketing any 

meaningful conveyance of death, is an infinitude of dying.  Furthermore, since “dying 

transgresses the boundary of the self’s jurisdiction [. . .] suicide is impossible for Blanchot: I 

cannot want to die, death is not an object of the will” (74).  Blanchot writes in Thomas the 

Obscure:  

Just as the man who is hanging himself, after kicking away the stool on which he 

stood, the final shore, rather than feeling the leap which he is making into the void 
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feels only the rope which holds him, held to the end, held more than ever, bound as he 

had never been before to the existence he would like to leave, even so Thomas felt 

himself, at the moment he knew himself to be dead, absent, completely absent from 

his death.  (36)   

 Malone, romantically contemplating the finality suicide seemingly offers, also comes to 

realize death’s futility: “What tedium.  And I thought I had it all thought out.  If I had the use of 

my body I would throw it out of the window.  But perhaps it is the knowledge of impotence that 

emboldens me to that thought.  All hangs together, I am in chains” (MD 218).  At first, Malone’s 

“knowledge of impotence” appears to refer to his “knowledge” of bodily impotence (that he 

cannot carry his body to the window’s ledge), but a second reading reveals that the epistemology 

of death itself—in terms of its two images—is Malone’s theme.  Accordingly, Malone’s 

“knowledge of impotence” suggests death’s impossibility, an image of incapacity that supersedes 

the heroic, suicidal image—thus “all hangs together”: that is, death can only be “thought” 

thoughtlessly.  As the protagonist similarly learns in Beckett’s Act Without Words I, death slips 

through the suicide’s (conceptual) embrace, as surely as it recoils from the writer’s.   

 We can only die living, and without the conception of death as a horizon of closure, as a 

cognizant possibility, dying becomes, as Critchley informs us, “the impossibility of possibility 

and thus undermines the residual heroism, virility and potency of Being-towards-death.  In the 

infinite time of dying, all possibility becomes impossible, and I am left passive and impotent. 

Dying is the sensible passivity of senescence, the wrinkling of the skin—crispation: the 

helplessly ageing face looking back at you in the mirror” (75).  Although things must age and 

seasons pass (as the barely, but still, blooming tree reminds us in Waiting for Godot), the infinite 

time of dying destroys the conception of time as being either linear or progressive, transforming 

temporality into a limbo of empty repetition, of desultory hesitation, annulling any possibility of 

possibilities brimming over with purposefulness.  And without the latter, there can be no shared 

destiny of community.  As Critchley correctly perceives, the Heideggerian conception of “the 

future as the basic phenomenon of time”—as “always my future and my possibility, a future 

ultimately grasped from within the solitary fate of the Subject or the shared destiny of the 

community”—“is never future enough for the time of dying, which is a temporality of infinite 

delay, patience, senescence or différence.  Dying thus opens a relation with the future which is 
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always ungraspable, impossible and enigmatic; that is to say, it opens the possibility of a future 

without me, an infinite future, a future which is not my future” (75).   

 In the trilogy’s thematic handling of death, “the two versions of the imaginary” are 

significantly recognizable.  That is, death is certainly represented as the possibility of meaningful 

fulfillment, as an intentional object, to enable the agency of a willful, purposeful striving in a 

world toward-death; and, on the other hand, it is most certainly represented as an impossibility, 

void of any conceptualization of closure, imperceptible and nonintuitive, transmuting “life” into 

the lived imageless image of a depraved horizonless-ness. 

 Critchley writes, “In the Trilogy, there is a relentless pursuit, across and by means of 

narrative, of that which narration cannot capture, namely the radical unrepresentability of death.  

Yet, and this is the paradox upon which, arguably, the entirety of Beckett’s fiction turns, to 

convey this radical unrepresentability, the Trilogy must represent the unrepresentable” (160).  

What drives Beckett’s trilogy, what acts as the “spine” of the narratives, is the interplay between 

the regional and general economies of death, the former economy stymied by the latter’s “future 

which is not my future,” while the latter economy is constantly dissimulated by the former’s 

“language” barrier—a condition analogous to the Nietzschean, disgregated subject’s “to become 

outlived, to be outlived, and to be outliving.”  The novels since Murphy are, in nature, a series of 

works transcribing impossible futures.  Hence the enigmatic Molloy functions as Moran’s 

impossible future, Molloy’s dead mother as Molloy’s, death as Malone’s, a nameless name as the 

unnamable’s.  For Beckett, and for the trilogy’s narratives, the quest(ion) becomes a matter of 

representing the image of death as the image alone, which means rendering impossibly the 

absence of image—a task synonymous with Beckett’s latter-day phrase “imagination dead 

imagine.”    

 Molloy introduces the trilogy’s principal project toward a writer, dreadfully alone, half 

mad, half sane, scribbling words on paper, attempting to write nothing by his becoming nothing 

(a situation taken up at length—although parodistically, ironically—in Malone Dies).  Through 

the clouded lens of autobiography, the writer of Molloy tells how he ever got to be so alone and 

therewith found his way to his mother’s room (his tomb) in order to write his ill-conceived 

memoirs of the catastrophe: his self-abrogation.  Molloy represents a marginal, nomadic being-

in-the-world afflicted by the radical, irrational exigency of reclaiming a Dasein-less “bad 

conscience,” manifested as the amoral, derelict alterity of imposed bourgeois values, and 
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exemplified by a distinct, yet not entirely unambiguous, nondialectical bearing; in addition, 

Molloy’s contradictory, degenerative script complements his apathetic, perverse perceptions.  In 

terms of its movement toward Molloy’s limit-experience, Molloy begins with Moran, a pseudo-

apostate nurturing a faltering Oedipal-Cartesian subjectivity, whose narrative, although 

vacillating between certitude and incertitude, idly confirms, through its bulk, a logocentric, onto-

theological substratum of world and self.  However, the contradictory, aporetic conclusion of his 

narrative testifies to Moran’s radical turning away from—his “outliving” of—his former 

substantial self and points toward his metamorphosis into Molloy.  

 Interestingly, however, Molloy’s comings and goings to and from his limit-experience—

wherein he witnesses “wordless things” and “thingless words”—the narrator Molloy can only 

represent nostalgically, as nonlinguistic occasions Molloy has evidently abandoned in taking 

once again pencil in hand (since the time of Moran’s narrative) and finding himself compelled to 

write: “I speak in the present tense, it is so easy to speak in the present tense, when speaking of 

the past.  It is the mythological present, don’t mind it” (M 26).  Denied, as the author of the story, 

the absence of language, narrator Molloy can achieve only the story-teller’s “mythological” 

presence of absence.  What is disclosed here is the fact that although Molloy may have found “a 

room of his own”—and even though he tells a markedly nontraditional story about the futile, 

never-ending search for his dead still dying (m)other—he is yet merely the author of a story in 

the traditional sense of authorship.  His narrative may be about his dispossessed self (in the past), 

but as writer he has yet to sink into the disquieting oblivion—beyond the mythological—of non-

self in situ requisite of Blanchot’s thoroughly disintegrated “situation of the writer.”    

 Malone Dies turns the corner somewhat, for it focuses our attention directly upon the 

activity of extinguishing authorship itself.  But here Beckett’s wry sense of humor comes into 

play, for Malone Dies is ultimately about the author writing once and for all the death of writing 

literally as the literal death of the author.  We cannot help but relish Beckett’s macabre parody of 

the Blanchovian “situation of the writer”: the consummate authoritarian dispossession of 

subjectivity.   

 Although at times still recognizable as the narrator of Molloy, Malone is a somewhat 

different “autobiographer.”  Whereas Molloy, for the most part, prefers the ideality of the 

disgregated self, Malone, on the other hand—even though he acknowledges that he is immersed 

in an irreducible temporality of dying and waiting without end—tends toward, on his deathbed, 
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and perhaps due to that “reality,” the ideality of a totalized selfhood.  That is to say, in contrast to 

Molloy’s seemingly emphatic investment in the liminal nonrelational self, Malone appears more 

reluctant to embrace his disgregated self.  Although Malone is, like Molloy, obsessed with self’s 

extirpation, his desired recuperation of a substantial subjectivity represents a reactionary and 

regressive direction from Molloy’s appreciable appropriation of the Blanchovian “everyday.”  

With desultory urgency to construct at least the rudiments of a formal identity, Malone ponders 

compiling a list of his possessions.  (With little concern for the ensuing moment, Molloy speaks, 

in passing, of “when the time comes to draw up the inventory of my goods and possessions,” a 

time—Malone’s—that is now oppressively manifest, M 14).  To be sure, Malone’s want for such 

a list is not driven by a moribund nostalgia brought on by his decrepitude but from a desire to 

leap, at the fanfare of his death rattle, from something (an identity) into nothing.  

 To make sure we discern the travesty afoot here, Malone’s concluding utterance, with its 

cadenced repetition of words and phrases and exaggerated spacing, scrawled by a writer 

presumedly in the final throes of death, betrays a most suspect Beckettian red herring: a highly 

self-conscious, farcical conclusion, too staged, too overtly clichéd.  So, the question becomes, 

does Malone in fact shed “this mortal coil”?  In Beckett’s Dying Words, Christopher Ricks 

reminds us that after completing Malone Dies, the reader is left with at best ambiguity: “Malone 

Dies: does he?  In a first person narrative, you can never know for sure” (115).  Yet, to be sure, 

The Unnamable does follow.  So, does Malone die?  Let us pursue this question further.    

 Of the two images of death, Molloy’s paternalistic Moran prefers the one that is the totality 

of an end, concretely symbolized by his “plot in pertuity,” about which he says, “As long as the 

earth endures that spot is mine, in theory” (M 135); whereas Molloy struggles to conceptualize 

death: “death is a condition I have never been able to conceive to my satisfaction and which 

therefore cannot go down in the ledger of weal and woe” (M 68).  But for Malone, death’s two 

images become the nexus of his narrative:  

I shall never get born and therefore never get dead [. . .].  And yet it sometimes seems 

to me I did get born and had a long life [. . .] [as] when men wake and say, Come on, 

we’ll soon be dead, let’s make the most of it.  But what matter whether I was born or 

not, have lived or not, am dead or merely dying, I shall go on doing as I have always 

done, not knowing what it is I do, nor who I am, nor where I am, nor if I am.  (MD 

225-26)   
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This intense focus upon the doubling of death courses through Malone Dies.  On the one hand, 

Malone writes from the perspective of Being-toward-death, of wishing to tidy up his affairs, to 

put his “possessions in order” (MD 237), for “I have just time, if I have calculated right, and if I 

have calculated wrong so much the better, I ask nothing better [. . .]” (MD 236-37); on the other 

hand, he writes from the perspective of an infinite time of dying: “And there comes the hour 

when nothing more can happen and nobody can come and all is ended but the waiting that knows 

itself in vain. [. . .] And when (for example) you die, it is too late, you have been waiting too 

long, you are no longer sufficiently alive to be able to stop” (MD 241).  From this latter 

viewpoint, Malone may occasionally slip into a more proximate consciousness void of 

subjectivity, sounding quite like Blanchot’s wide-eyed insomniac of the “other night”—of that 

fateful, liminal encounter with the il y a—whose only departure from absence is the closing of 

eyelids for a few moments of utopian reverie: 

And perhaps there is none, no morrow any more, for one who has waited so long for 

it in vain.  And perhaps he has come to that stage of his instant without bounds, where 

the light never changes and the wrecks look all alike.  Bluer scarcely than white of 

egg the eyes stare into the space before them, namely the fulness of the great deep 

and its unchanging calm.  But at long intervals they close [. . .].  And perhaps it is 

then he sees the heaven of the old dream, the heaven of the sea and of the earth too, 

and the spasms of the waves from shore to shore all stirring to their tiniest stir, and 

the so different motion of men for example, who are not tied together, but free to 

come and go as they please. [. . .] And when one dies the others go on, as if nothing 

had happened.  (MD 233) 

Note that Malone’s reverie returns not to a dialectically-driven world, but to a nostalgic image 

(“the old dream”), an ill-remembered affirmation of the “everyday,” of a Molloy-esque utopia 

that finds its dwelling place conditioned by the passive forsakenness of a careless fascination.  

One can picture such a marginal community—with its Murphys, Watts, Molloys, and 

Bartlebys—in perhaps only the biggest cities, whose myriad streets offer sanctuary of 

insomnolent indifference, a community whose futureless future negates any affirmation of power 

or any temporal sense of possibility. 

 Yet—now—at the end game of his existence, Malone can no longer console himself with 

long lost memories, or with stories, even though he writes, “I shall never do anything any more 
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from now on but play”; and even if “abandoned, in the dark, without anything to play with,” he 

insists, “Then I shall play with myself” (MD 180).  Malone’s imaginative diversions and ill-

wrought stories are in essence unimportant, for Malone Dies’ real interest is Malone’s plight: his 

inescapable immersion in existence at death’s threshold.  In his essay “Who Now?  Where 

Now?” Blanchot was first to recognize the play of circumstance between the “narrative time” of 

Malone’s failing stories and the overwhelming “infinite time of death” Malone cannot evade.  

Blanchot explains that the purpose of Malone’s insufficient narratives is “to fill the void into 

which Malone feels he is falling; to silence that empty time (which will become the infinite time 

of death [dying]), and the only way to silence it is to say something at any cost, to tell a story” 

(143).  Reflecting on the verbal fraud he is committing in order to avoid confronting the artifice 

of subjectivity adrift upon an aimless, boundless, impersonal sea of living death, Malone writes:   

What tedium.  And I call that playing.  I wonder if I am not talking yet again about 

myself.  Shall I be incapable, to the end, of lying on any other subject? [. . .] Already I 

forget what I have said.  That is not how to play [. . .] Perhaps I had better abandon 

this story and go on to the second, or even the third, the one about the stone.  No, it 

would be the same thing.  I must simply be on my guard, reflecting on what I have 

said before I go on and stopping, each time disaster threatens, to look at myself as I 

am.  That is just what I wanted to avoid.  But there seems to be no other solution.  

After that mud-bath I shall be better able to endure a world unsullied by my presence.  

What a way to reason.  (MD 189)   

 “What tedium” becomes the refrain that signals Malone’s futility of narrative, the return to 

the disastrous time of dying.  Critchley, commenting on this thematic structuring, points out that  

the reader is continually referred back from the time of narrative to the time of 

mortality, the ‘mortal tedium,’ the time of dying.  The time of narrative and 

possibility, where the voice is able to lay hold of time and invent, continually breaks 

down into an unnarratable impossibility, a pattern typified by Beckett’s entire syntax 

of weakness that can be found in a whole series of self-undoing phrases in the 

Trilogy.  (164)   

 Indeed, Beckett’s “syntax of weakness,” in its increasing importance to the movement of 

Malone Dies reveals the novel’s pivotal importance for the overall movement of the trilogy.  

Generally speaking, Beckett’s aporetically driven “syntax of weakness” functions as the 
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determinate form of indeterminate indifference for representing the unrepresentable, for 

representing, however impotently, the milieu of the il y a.  But, specifically, in Malone Dies, it 

becomes the appropriate and necessary form to define a “human, all too human” ontology of 

entropic torpidity, at play in the relentless interruption of the conceptual “time of narrative” by 

the nonconceptual “time of death”: “I could die to-day, if I wished, merely by making a little 

effort, if I could wish, if I could make an effort” (MD 179).  Malone’s seemingly apparent need 

to conceptualize death as something achievable betrays undoubtedly a tell-tale compulsion to 

think of himself as a unified ego (unified by his possessions and his desire for his ultimate 

demise).  Ironically however, as Malone resolves to maintain authorial control over both his 

script and his anticipated death, meanwhile his body, his room, his world, are undeniably coming 

unhinged.  Malone discovers that his moribund desire for purposive temporality is elided by a 

world perennially in collapse, relegating existence to a hopeless hoping and an infinite waiting—

Vladimir and Estragon’s measureless ordeal, in Waiting for Godot, of feebly negotiating their 

way about an indifferent, godless world-at-an-end.  Malone tirelessly reminds himself of his 

purgatorial predicament: “Live and invent.  I have tried.  I must have tried.  Invent.  It is not the 

word.  Neither is live.  No matter.  I have tried” (MD 194).    

 Such a use of language as wasteful expenditure, emphasizing its absence of any 

determinate signification, thereby thematizing its continual departure from itself, suggests 

Nietzsche’s  concept of a monological art: 

All thought, poetry, painting, compositions, even buildings and sculptures, belong 

either to monological art or to art before witnesses.  In the second class we must 

include even the apparently monological art that involves faith in God, the whole 

lyricism of prayer.  For the pious there is as yet no solitude—this invention was made 

only by us, the godless.  I do not know of any more profound difference in the whole 

orientation of an artist than this, whether he looks at his work in progress ([as] at 

“himself”) from the point of view of the witness, or whether he “has forgotten the 

world,” which is the essential feature of all monological art; it is based on forgetting, 

it is the music of forgetting.  (The Gay Science, aphorism 367; 324)  

 The monologue in this case is not to be thought, for instance, as the meditation of the 

solitary thinker; for the monologue, as Nietzsche ideally means it, is neither said, heard, nor 

thought by anyone.  Rather, it is analogous to the admonition by Nietzsche’s displaced madman, 
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proclaiming God’s death, in that it points toward and is synonymous with a monstrous “‘event [. 

. .] still on its way, still wandering; it has not yet reached the ears of men’” (Gay Science, 

aphorism 125; 181-82).  Hamacher explains this particular aphorism’s monological nature: 

“Since it [the death of God] is merely still on the way and wandering, since it has not yet forced 

its way to people’s ears, the speech of the madman changes nothing.  It remains 

uncomprehended.  But in his speech, this monstrous event is on the way and wandering and 

rendering this speech, however dialogically it may have been intended, monological—without 

referent and without addressee, withdrawn from constative knowledge.”  Hamacher concludes:  

 

The monologue, always still on the way and coming on, never already wholly there 

and present, is nothing other than the progressive indetermination within the 

dialectical structures of both language and determination.  In this progression God 

dies.  In the monologue, the monstrous enters into the secure space of the conventions 

of language and thought to turn that space gradually into the unenclosable space of 

solitude.  (184)   

 Nietzsche tells us that the monologue comes into being by the nihilistic activity of 

forgetting.  In this sense, forgetting is not to be thought as a mediating function, a force of 

effacement that promises a return of what was forgotten; rather, as Blanchot (following 

Nietzsche) tells us, forgetting, in order to be  

realized in its poetic dignity—in order that it cease being a function and become an 

event—[. . .] must escape our mastery, ruin our power to dispose of it, ruin even 

forgetting as depth [that is, as “the unconscious” or “the collective unconscious”], and 

all of memory’s comfortable practice.  What was mediation is now experienced as 

separation; what was a bond now neither binds nor unbinds; what used to go from the 

present to a presence recalled—a productive becoming that brought all things back to 

us as image—is now the sterile movement, the unceasing coming and going through 

which, having descended into forgetting, we do not even forget: suspended between 

any memory and any absence of memory, we forget without the possibility of 

forgetting.  (Infinite Conversation 316)  

 Accordingly, Nietzsche’s “us [we], the godless,” the inventors of the art of forgetting, is a 

community only in the sense of a nonrelational, forgotten intersubjectivity.  Such a forgotten and 
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forgetting community appears to lie at the heart of Beckett’s trilogy.  In fact, the trilogy may be 

read as a movement toward the Nietzschean monologue, one that obtains the limen of the 

monologue with The Unnamable.  The Unnamable’s non-deictic “Where now?  Who now?  

When now?” (U 291), suggesting an interminable interruption of identity and spatio-temporality, 

indicates that what follows, even though a grand illusion, shall be a monologue without referent 

or addressee, a disastrous forgetting, “always still on the way and coming on,” and that only the 

incursion of inhuman voices outside of language, outside of witnessing, shall be witness to a 

saying and a said from no one to no one about no one.  Similarly, what the monologue suggests 

for a reading of The Unnamable, The Unnamable suggests for a reading of Molloy and Malone 

Dies: of a forgetfulness already always on the way to more forgetting—i.e., on the way to the 

monologue.  

 Moran’s narrative describes Moran’s turning away, a self-imposed exiling, from his pre-

Nietzschean faith in universal conditions of human existence and their ahistorical context for 

human life, whereas Molloy’s narrative portrays what is left among the ruins of this turning: the 

blind impress of contingency, subjectivity as idiosyncratic animality, the individual as merely a 

dying animal.  Yet both narratives appear to be consciously written for an audience: Moran’s for 

Youdi, Molloy’s for some other authoritative figure, either an imaginative figure (like Moran’s) 

or an asylum’s physician.  At one point in his narrative, injecting a sarcastic tone reminiscent of 

Dostoevsky’s Notes From Underground narrator, Molloy addresses his audience directly: “Mad 

words, no matter.  For I no longer know what I am doing, nor why, those are things I understand 

less and less, I don’t deny it, for why deny it, and to whom, to you, to whom nothing is denied?” 

(M 45).  The movement toward the monologue, nonetheless, is on the way and coming.   

 Malone’s narrative, however, having no audience except for Malone (and he is his worst 

critic), appears initially in terms of the loss of subjectivity to be a step back from Molloy’s 

narrative, for Malone’s narrative is overly resonant with Malone’s witnessing of himself and his 

art.  He hates his stories, and he constantly chastises himself for his vain attempts to remove his 

own self-reflection from them; in this regard, he appears narcissistically distraught with a 

psychological malaise that Nietzsche calls “romantic pessimism, the last great event in the fate 

of our culture.”  Romantic pessimism is characterized by “the tyrannic will of one who suffers 

deeply, who struggles, is tormented, and would like to turn what is most personal, singular, and 

narrow, the real idiosyncrasy of his suffering, into a binding law and compulsion—one who, as it 
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were, revenges himself on all things by forcing his own image, the image of his torture, on them, 

branding them with it” (Gay Science, aphorism 370; 330).   

 Like Lemuel, Malone is “flayed alive by memory” (MD 167).  That is, Malone—whose 

immersion in the infinite time of dying becomes increasingly more pronounced as the novel 

moves toward its conclusion—can not help but vainly impose his own image upon his ensuing 

death: “All I ask to know, before I abandon him whose life has so well begun, that my death and 

mine alone prevents him from living on, from winning, losing, joying, suffering, rotting and 

dying, and that even had I lived he would have waited, before he died, for his body to be dead” 

(MD 198).  Yet Malone knows that he cannot conceive of his own absence without his falsely 

witnessing it: “I wonder what my last words will be, written, the others do not endure, but 

vanish, into thin air.  I shall never know. [. . .] For only those things are mine the whereabouts of 

which I know well enough to be able to lay hold of them, if necessary, that is the definition I 

have adopted, to define my possessions.  For otherwise there would be no end to it.  But in any 

case there will be no end to it” (MD 249).  Having come to this conclusion, Malone decides to 

take revenge upon his death’s inconceivability.   

 He does so first by attempting to write himself into the grave, by conjuring a “visitor” who 

beats him nearly to death (MD 269-74).  Yet he lives.  He returns to his story of Macmann and 

Lemuel.  Then the story is interrupted by Malone’s dying once again, and he writes the following 

concerning his “birth to into death”: “The feet are clear already, of the great cunt of existence.  

Favorable presentation I trust.  My head will be the last to die.  Haul in your hands.  I can’t.  The 

render rent.  My story ended I’ll be living yet.  Promising lag.  That is the end of me.  I shall say 

no more” (MD 283).  Then Malone returns to “storytelling.”  What is interesting about the above 

quotation is Malone’s vision of his moment of death coinciding with the finishing of his story: 

conscious of having ended his writing (“Promising lag”), he dies.  His revenge is complete, 

having masterfully drawn to a close his text at the limen of death.  Therein lies Malone’s 

vengeance upon death’s inconceivability.  He shall make the writing both the executioner and 

object of his vengeance.  

 Writing for Malone functions as an extension of a presumed substantial subject—that is, of 

Malone himself, as the controlling author who will, he hopes, die.  After the intruder who 

bludgeons Malone leaves him without any of his possessions, except for his pages and his pencil, 

writing is all Malone has left of himself: “For of all I ever had in this world all has been taken 
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from me, except the exercise-book, so I cherish it, it’s human.  The lead too, I was forgetting the 

lead, but what is lead, without paper?” (MD 270).   

 Malone’s vindictive plan is to write to the end his dying words, but not just until he can 

write no more, but rather with the intent to consciously bring to a close his writing just as he 

steps beyond the threshold of “birth to into death.”  In this way he is able not only to record his 

failing, dying apperceptions at the threshold of nothingness but also to orchestrate the event of 

his death—that is, the writing is to function as a witnessing, the witnessing of his leap unto death 

inscribed ironically by the abrupt cessation of writing upon his finishing his “story” at the very 

instant (with allowance for the “promising lag”) of death.  What at first appears to be a typically 

clichéd ending of the tortured protagonist penning his final words before he succumbs to the 

reaper, a second look uncovers Malone’s maddeningly ingenious scheme to brand his own 

absence upon death as an achievement, a conceived moment—his “knowing” that “my death and 

mine alone prevents him from living on” (MD 198).  He thereby is able to grasp death as a 

something in the same instant he becomes (corporeally and then mentally) a nothing, the writing 

(as an extension of his substantial self) capturing the imageless image of the author’s leap unto 

death, impossibly conceptualized, by the trail of dying words  

   never there he will never 

   never anything 

   there  

   any more  (MD 288) 

followed forthwith by the absence of any further writing.   

 Yet, does Malone die?  Or is there some chicanery, some sleight of hand at work here?  Do 

not, in fact, the final strokes of the pencil, which appear to signal Malone’s death, rather than 

betray the imposition of Malone’s willful revenge upon the script and death, suggest that Malone 

dies in authorship only?  Just as earlier in the text, speaking as its authorial executive, Malone 

says, “Moll.  I’m going to kill her” (MD 264), so on the final page he writes, “Lemuel is in 

charge” (MD 288), as he is himself.  When Lemuel “raises his hatchet,” but “not to hit anyone” 

any more, nor “with his pencil or with his stick,” Malone still inhabits the narrative, poised to 

end.  As the narrative draws to a close, however, so does Malone as the manipulating author; for 

although the last lines of the narrative appear to indicate that Malone has indeed grasped 

definitively the final moments of his death, they also poetically suggests that even though a 
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subject called “Malone” dies, something other remains: that is, the living corpse of a writer 

fortuitously separated from his subjectivity (as prelude to The Unnamable).  Indeed the 

conclusion of Malone Dies ironically suggests, in contradistinction to the traditional view of the 

author abandoning the writing (as Malone would have it), the writing itself playfully abandoning 

its author.  Malone Dies final words 

never there he will never  

never anything  

there  

any more   

dramatizes already a new voice emerging, speaking of Malone’s fate: his abandonment at last to 

the infinite time of dying.  The passage at once suggests not only a monological forgetting, an 

interruption of time, but also existence without being, “outlived” and “outliving” with neither a 

means nor an end.  Since “he” has never been nor can be there, and yet “he will never, never” do 

or be or play “anything there any more,” suggesting his already having been there, we discover 

ourselves in a house of mirrors without a subject: the non-deictic “he” has forever disappeared 

and is forever disappearing, yet unfailingly a nonrelational “there” remains.  Additionally, the 

“never there he” and the “never anything there any more” suggest that the everything has 

disappeared appears “there,” where there is nothing but the there is—the il y a—wherein 

Malone, as we are to remember him, vanishes.  

  With the death of the author, the writer nonetheless perseveres, although now subject-less.  

Rudimentarily speaking, the writer becomes “no one,” whose double function is the liminal 

experiencing of the il y a coupled with writing the il y a, acting as a transmitter, a recorder—

deaf, dumb, and blind—for an inaudible “monologue,” a voiceless voice(s) “still on its way, still 

wandering.”  We are cued by the final, failing series of words of Malone Dies that the 

Blanchovian “situation of the writer” is now to play—with the way of forgetting found and the 

passage to existence without being, the “unenclosable space of solitude,” traversed. 

                    *     *     * 

  Malone dies—but only as the “author” must who has fallen into such a pitiless, 

unconscionable solitude as the extreme limit of dying alone requires, the “essential solitude” that 

is outside of and “outlives” subjectivity.  Subsequently, The Unnamable is what remains of 

writing when it is bereaved of its “author,” its intending overseer.  The Unnamable exists, 
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therefore, as a writing of Blanchovian import, a writing filtered through a demented, 

nonintending consciousness writing itself, as nothing at all, unintentionally, fortuitously 

recording the tumultuous passivity within the boundless interstice of intersubjectivity, as a verbal 

daguerreotype of the “everything has disappeared,” however dissimulated. 

In the essay “Where Now?  Who Now?” Blanchot states that Samuel Beckett’s  

The Unnamable is precisely [. . .] an experience lived under the threat of the 

impersonal, the approach of a neutral voice that is raised of its own accord, that 

penetrates the man that hears it, that is without intimacy, that excludes all intimacy, 

that cannot be made to stop, that is the incessant, the interminable. [. . .] the man who 

writes is already no longer Samuel Beckett but the necessity which has displaced him, 

which has surrendered him to whatever is outside himself, which has made him a 

nameless being, the Unnamable, a being without being, who can neither live nor die, 

neither begin nor leave off, the empty site in which an empty voice is raised without 

effect, masked for better or worse by a porous and agonizing I.  (144) 

The “fault of the pronouns”; “I say I, knowing it’s not I”; “it’s he who speaks, he says  

it’s I, then he says it’s not”; “since there isn’t anyone, it can’t be anyone’s fault”; “I never spoke 

[. . .] do you hear him”: thus, in an eternal return of changeless difference, does the Unnamable, a 

multitude of voices, yet none at all, drone tenaciously on.  But who or what is this “s/he/it,” this 

costive, yet diarrhetic verbosity issuing forth from seemingly some inert, ineffable “body without 

organs”; this apparent consciousness without identity, disengaged from the world of event, 

causality, and representation; this voiceless voice of an erring language in perpetual flux without 

end(s)? 

 Moorjani confirms our immediate suspicions:  

If then, as Benveniste holds in his famous article ‘De la subjectivité dans le langage’ 

(Subjectivity in language), it is through language, by referring to ourselves as I that 

we accede simultaneously to our status as subjects and to the intersubjective 

dimension of human discourse, the I implying a you and the you an I, each I 

becoming a you for self and other, and each you becoming an I in turn, then this 

[Beckettian] paradoxical and fragmented voice without a self cannot say I, only 

perhaps a pseudo-I without a you, or a pseudo-you without a corresponding I, 

pointing to a discourse without a subject and without an interlocutor.  (176) 
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To be sure, the narrative of The Unnamable is not what may be deemed an impersonal, 

silent voice emitting from the consciousness of the writer in the form of an interior meditation, 

be it philosophical, theological, or imaginary; nor is it a quantum of interior, unconscious voices, 

among which may be a Muse or three; nor that of the Hegelian “supreme shifter that allows us to 

grasp the taking place of language, appear[ing] thus as the negative ground on which all ontology 

rests, the originary negativity sustaining every negation” (Agamben 36); nor that of the 

Heideggerian silent voice of conscience calling (not as utterance, but as pure meaning that says 

nothing, as a pure “giving-to-understand,” Being and Time 316), summoning Dasein to assume 

responsibility toward its very own inescapable possibility: death—as “an impassioned freedom 

[of Being] towards death” (310-11), opening the possibility of “authentic” purposive activity.   

Rather, what finds voice in The Unnamable is the “impersonal neutrality of language” 

(Critchley 174), dissimulated as a fictional “world” determinately undetermined, what Blanchot 

calls “the narrative voice.”  The narrative voice “marks the intrusion of the other,” the other that 

speaks when “no one is speaking,” and that is “never precisely simply the other,” but “neither 

one thing nor the other [. . .] withdraw[n] from both, as from unity, always establishing it outside 

the term, the act, or the subject where it claims to exist [. . .] a neuter voice that speaks the work 

from that place-less place in which the work is silent” (Gaze 141).   

The narrative voice is confluent with the voice of the later Heideggerian “Being of beings,” 

which is to be thought not as infinite presence, but as the finite trace of nothingness that remains 

concealed—as the es gibt—in the cornucopiate enownment of Being and man through language’s 

ability to bring into being “beings” (Hofstadter 25-27).  Thus for Heidegger, as he writes in 

Identity and Difference, to think Being always involves thinking the relation of Ereignis, of 

enownment, a belonging, owning, dwelling together with man in language (35-37).   

This way to language, for Heidegger, “which turns from the alleged anthropologism of the 

Dasein-analytic to the thinking of the truth of Being as that event of self-occultation disclosed in 

and as language, and which emerges when worldly solitude [e.g., of the romantic, alienated 

artist] slips away” (Critchley 41), finds a tributary stream in Blanchot’s thinking the narrative 

voice.  However what is not evident in Blanchot’s conception of the narrative voice, the spectral 

voice of the il y a, is the Heideggerian emphasis upon an apparent symmetry between man and 

Being.  As elucidated in the “Introduction” to this study, Blanchot’s experience of the il y a 

accords with that of Levinas.  That is, once “beings” are vanquished from the field of Being in 
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general, we confront, with overwhelming dread, the horror of the il y a (Existence and Existents 

57), a horror characterized as a failing lucidity of consciousness bounded by “the depths of 

torpor” (Gaze 47), and continuing thereafter with what Blanchot characterizes as a deathly 

“fascination” (Gaze 75), “my consciousness without me” (Gaze 47): the Nietzschean “outlived,” 

“outliving” forgetfulness; the relentless, infinite time of dying —“if only I knew if I’ve lived, if I 

live, if I’ll live [. . .]” (U 412).  

         “Where now?  Who now?  When now?  Unquestioning.  I, say I.  Unbelieving” (U 291).  

From the start of The Unnamable, the plane of composition, the universe in which the 

unworkableness of the ephectic narrative revolves, is laid bare: we confront the il y a.  Indeed, 

what at first appears to be the inception of a Neo-Heideggerian hermeneutical enquiry into the 

question of Being, of the thrownness (“Where now?”), the fallenness (“Who now?”), and the 

within-time-ness (“When now?”) of Dasein, anticipating perhaps a new perspective on Dasein’s 

disclosedness, the narrative that follows derails any notion of a phenomenological enquiry.  The 

narrative’s abrupt “Unquestioning” of the “where,” “who,” and “when” not only swiftly disposes 

of the Heideggerian circular, questioning “as-structure” (Dasein’s fore-structure of fore-having, 

fore-sight, and fore-conception) of a phenomenological ontic-ontological understanding/ 

interpretation, but also forecloses any notion that Dasein could even possibly exist in the 

“Unbelieving” of the “I, say I.”
1
   What follows in The Unnamamble’s next one hundred and 

twenty-four pages is an unrelenting assault on words and their suggested images, crafted 

meticulously, deftly, in a movement of desultory purposelessness, of l’ecriture, toward 

language’s silent opaqueness, indeed toward death. 

         Blanchot recognizes Beckett’s intent: 

for the man producing it the work is not a site where he resides, peaceful and 

protected, sheltered from life’s difficulties; perhaps he thinks himself [. . .] protected 

from the world, but this is only in order to be exposed to a much greater, much more 

ominous danger, since it finds him without arms against it: the very danger that 

comes to him from outside, from the fact that he stays outside himself; on the 

contrary he must surrender to it, give himself up to it.  The work demands that the 

man producing it sacrifice himself for the work, become other, not another, not 

merely “the writer” with his duties, his satisfactions, and his interests, but no one, the 

empty, actuated site where the summons of the work reverberates.  It is here that the 
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experience of the work is also, for the man who writes it, an ordeal in which his 

integrity is at stake, in which he enters a world of metamorphoses that has never yet 

been directly approached.  (“Where Now?” 146-47) 

 This self-annihilation of the writer effected by the work, by “the fundamental exaction of 

the work” (“Where Now” 147), the work’s worklessness (see Gaze 102-04), is what Blanchot 

recognizes in the trilogy as Beckett’s “experiment,”
2
 fully realized in The Unnamable.  

Interestingly enough, at one point in The Unnamable the narrative voice comically alludes to an 

actual in situ of the Blanchovian (and now, we may say, Beckettian) situation of the writer, the 

writer as “a deaf half-wit, hearing nothing of what he says and understanding even less”:  “Set 

aside once and for all, at the same time as the analogy with orthodox damnation, all idea of 

beginning and end.  Overcome, that goes without saying, the fatal leaning towards 

expressiveness.  Equate me, without pity or scruple, with him who exists, somehow [. . .] with 

him whose story this story had the brief ambition to be” (U 390).  And when in so many words 

the narrative constructs a fictive body, mind, and soul for this “deaf half-wit” writer, we read:  

When I think, that is to say, no, let it stand, when I think of the time I’ve wasted with 

these bran-dips, beginning with Murphy, who wasn’t even the first, when I had me, 

on the premises, within easy reach, tottering under my own skin and bones, real ones, 

rotting with solitude and neglect, till I doubted my own existence, and even still, 

today, I have no faith in it, none, so that I have to say, when I speak, Who speaks, and 

seek, and so on [. . .] let us be lucid for once, nothing else but what happens to me, 

such as speaking, and such as seeking, and which cannot happen to me, which prowl 

around me round me, like bodies in torment, the torment of no abode, no repose [. . .].   

(U 390-91) 

 This turn toward interiority, suggesting a conscious human perspective within a human 

body—engaged in mulling over the topical orientation of the limit-experience—is purely 

dissimulation, a play of surface upon and masking the narrative voice.  Blanchot comments: 

“The narrative voice that is inside only insofar as it is outside, at a distance without any distance, 

cannot be embodied: even though it can borrow the voice of a judiciously chosen character or 

even create the hybrid position of mediator (this voice which destroys all mediation), it is always 

different from what utters it, it is the indifferent-difference that alters the personal voice” (Gaze 

142).  Accordingly, then, the narrative suggests that the subject-less writer is one Samuel 
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Beckett, speaking, on the one hand, from the impersonal point of view of witlessness, from the 

perspective of the narrative voice—of “what happens to me, such as speaking and seeking”—

noting the writer’s fate—“the torment of no abode, no repose”—but, on the other hand, the 

narrative draws a pseudo-autobiographical sketch suggesting that Beckett, now through with 

creating characters, avows that his material from here on shall be the liminal experience of the 

impersonal neutrality of narration (language) itself, which opens ontologically upon the infinite 

time of dying: a brief, ecstatic moment (that waxes metaphorically) is captured by the writer’s 

wayward script—“What a joy it is, to turn and look astern, between two visits to the depths, scan 

in vain the horizon for a sail, it’s a real pleasure, upon my word it is, to be unable to drown, 

under such circumstances” (U 391).   

 However, the writer’s situation, if we may call it a face to face with the il y a, is irreducibly 

without prospects or hope of recuperating phenomenologically a subject-object or interior-

exterior relation with the il y a’s narrative voice.  Rather, as Blanchot unequivocally states, 

“There is nothing admirable in inescapable torment when you are its victim, nothing admirable 

in being condemned to a treadmill [of incessant, interminable speaking] that not even death can 

free you from, for in order to get on that treadmill in the first place, you must already have 

abandoned life” (“Where Now?” 144).  Indeed we would be grossly wrong to suggest that The 

Unnamable is merely the rantings from the interior extremities of a romantic “self-annihilation,” 

or merely the protracted complaint of a half-witted writer, almost but not quite bereft of 

consciousness, whose script is but a description of a prolix journeying localized at the borders of 

the surd space of the imagination.  Blanchot, interestingly enough, admits that “in fact The 

Unnamable evokes something of this malaise of a man fallen out of the world, eternally hovering 

between being and nothingness, henceforth as incapable of dying as of being born, haunted by 

his creatures, meaningless ghosts he no longer believes in” (“Where Now?” 147).  The above 

quotation from The Unnamble suggests that Beckett’s presence on the page (“the time I’ve 

wasted with these bran-dips, beginning with Murphy [. . .] when I had me, on the premises”) 

encourages such an anthropomorphic interpretation—that is, until we realize that the 

manifestation of a creature we too easily associate with Beckett’s name is not just another 

imaginary whim devised by the dementia of human origin, but is rather merely the construction 

of a desultory string of useless signifiers (that we have isolated and hypostatized from an 

ongoing ebb and flow of useless signifiers) issued from an inhuman, unimaginable, yet 
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imaginary origin (in deference to the inescapable limit of language in alluding to presence) of a 

nonorginary site which Blanchot designates as the voice that in speaking speaks not: i.e., the 

narrative voice—“The poor bastards.  They could clap an artificial anus in the hollow of my 

hand and still I wouldn’t be there, alive with their life, not far short of a man, just barely a man, 

sufficiently a man to have hopes one day of being one, my avatars behind me” (U 315).  What 

we must keep in mind is that what we want to believe is meaningful in The Unnamable never is.   

 Rather, as Blanchot tells us, the demand of the neuter upon the narrative voice “tends to 

suspend the attributive structure of the language, that relationship to being, implicit or explicit, 

that is immediately posed in our languages as soon as something is said” (Gaze 143).  Indeed for 

Blanchot the “exaction” of such a demand is illustrated by The Unnamable’s  

movement which, as the work tries to reach its conclusion, bears it toward that point 

where it is at grips with impossibility, where the flux and reflux of the eternal 

recommencement draws it on: excess of impotence, sterile prolixity, a spring, a 

source that somehow must be dried up in order to become a resource.  Here the voice 

does not speak, it is; in itself nothing begins, nothing is said, but it is always new and 

always beginning again.  The writer is the man who has heard this voice, who desires 

to make himself its mediator, to impose silence upon it by pronouncing it.  He is the 

man who has surrendered himself to the incessant, who has heard it as a voice, who 

has entered into an understanding with it, has fulfilled its requirements, has lost 

himself in it and, nevertheless, for having properly sustained it, has brought it within 

his grasp, has uttered it by firmly referring it to this limit [. . .] where the self 

surrenders in order to speak, henceforth subject to words, fallen into the absence of 

time where it must die an endless death.  (“Where Now” 147-48)                

 As if possessed by his own shadow, the writer becomes merely the neutralized vehicle 

through which the other that is nothing (yet not even nothing) speaks: “with closed eyes I see the 

same as with them open [. . .] nothing, I see nothing, well that is a disappointment I was hoping 

for something better than that, is that what it is to be unable to lose yourself [. . .]” (U 392).  

“Self” as used here—or any other self-referential pronoun—is not to be confused with a 

substantial self of Cartesian certainty or with an unsubstantial self of romantic uncertainty.  

Rather the confusion lies with our inability to conceive of “the one outside of life we always 

were in the end, all our long vain life long” (U 346), the unnamable outside “who” speaks, yet 
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does not speak, through the subject-less subject, the vanquished author—who says, “I’ll speak of 

me when I speak no more” (U 392).  The “I” and the “me” and the “he” (when the unnamable 

“I” and “me” switch to third person to approximate more graphically the distantiality within the 

fault of intersubjectivity) are always, throughout the text, no thing at all, are always, that is, 

inconsequential signifiers of the other who is not an other.  As Blanchot tells us, the narrative 

voice 

is not heard, first of all, and everything that gives it a distinct reality begins to betray 

it.  Then again, being without its own existence, speaking from nowhere, suspended 

in the tale as a whole, it is not dissipated there either, as light is, which, though 

invisible itself, makes things visible: it is radically exterior, it comes from exteriority 

itself, the outside that is the special enigma of language in writing.  (Gaze 142)   

 The movement of the novel toward a totalized realization of the Unnamable bespeaks the 

futility of this infinite treadmill of words: words that build upon one another, constructing image 

after image that, after exhausting all their possibilities to inscribe the unword, are finally rejected 

(“outlived”) by even more words, admitted as being but another hoax, another lie, another 

impossible attempt to recover nothing at all.  But this round of error is the exigency for any and 

all images brought into play.  Hence, after conjuring various images of light and shadow, people 

and things, sights and sounds, vice-existers and surrogates, the narrative voice invalidates them 

all simply by saying such (but only to begin again):   

And the sounds?  No, all is silent.  And the lights, on which I had set such store, must 

they too go out?  Yes, out with them, there is no light here. [. . .] Nothing then but me, 

of which I know nothing, except that I have never uttered [. . .] .  And Basil and his 

gang?  Inexistent, invented to explain I forget what.  Ah yes, all lies, God and man, 

nature and the light of day, the heart’s outpourings and the means of understanding, 

all invented, basely, by me alone, with the help of no one, since there is no one, to put 

off the hour when I must speak of me.  (U 304) 

 Once we understand that there is no “me” to speak of, except as “no one,” two words that 

still imply a presence, a new conceptualization of the “me” that can never be “me,” we can 

understand why the unnamable voice can also say, “I alone am man and all the rest divine” (U 

300); for “man” is no-thing, in truth a de-centered intersubjectivity, already always outside 

himself, always compromised by the neuter that he essentially is.  However, utterance—
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constituted by an involuntary urgency—populates, covers over the neuter with “things,” “beings” 

(the fateful “fall” of “man” from the il y a):  

Having nothing to say, no words but the words of others, I have to speak.  No one 

compels me to, there is no one, it’s an accident, a fact.  Nothing can ever exempt me 

from it, there is nothing, nothing to discover, nothing to recover, nothing that can 

lessen what remains to say [. . .].  (U 314)   

True, “things” uttered into existence may likewise be rendered nonexistent by subsequent 

utterance.  But unfortunately any utterance, even that which revokes, always engages further 

utterance, leads again to “things,” spawning new “beings” or revivifying old ones (“all things 

here recur sooner or later,” U 299).  Therefore “all the rest [is] divine”—that is, all is but fictions 

of fictions of fictions of fictions.  Hence the perplexity of utterance:  

The search for the means to put an end to things, an end to speech, is what enables the 

discourse to continue.  No, I must not try to think, simply utter.  Method or no method 

I shall have to banish them in the end, the beings, things, shapes, sounds and lights 

with which my haste to speak has encumbered this place.  In the frenzy of utterance 

the concern with truth [as if conceptual “truth” could dispel fiction while 

simultaneously opening upon the nonconceptual].  Hence the interest of a possible 

deliverance by means of encounter.  But not so fast.  First dirty, then make clean.”  (U 

300).  

 Yet just as the reader is about to accept the “truth” of this explanation of the narration’s de 

facto cyclical nature toward the impossible possibility of overcoming narration, the narrative 

denies any iota of truth to it, dispelling the reader’s efforts to make sense of what she reads, 

while confirming the all too fictive nature of language: 

All this business of a labour to accomplish, before I can end, of words to say, a truth 

to recover, in order to say it, before I can end, of an imposed task, once known, long 

neglected, finally forgotten, to perform, before I can be done with speaking, done 

with listening, I invented it all, in the hope it would console me, help me to go on, 

allow me to think of myself somewhere on a road, moving, between a beginning and 

an end, gaining ground, losing ground, getting lost, but somehow in the long run 

making headway.  All lies.  (U 314) 
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At the same time, to confess the deceit of what has been said confirms ironically the apparent 

method and cyclical nature of the overall movement of the narrative: “First dirty, then make 

clean.”  In the end (that never ends) there remains only duplicitous, equivocating words, like 

those of the lying Cretan, some that offer meaningful possibilities and those that discredit those 

possibilities: “This story is no good, I’m beginning almost to believe it” (U 330).   

         It would be enough to say the right word that says what “I” am, that says “me” as 

(paradoxically) a totality, the word that grasps the unword in its essence.  Mahood, whose task of 

returning is always a leaving, suggest the eternally recurring “coordinates” of such a hopelessly 

hoped for narrative space, a task that Blanchot would equate with “the infinite void of desire” 

and “the imminent certainty that what has happened once will always begin again, will always 

betray itself and reject itself,” whose circularity may be described metaphorically, as can 

Mahood’s circling, as a verbal Möbius strip in that “as we enter it, we incessantly enter the 

outside” (fn, Gaze 143).  It is no wonder that Mahood is soon rejected in favor of the anti-

Mahood: Worm.   

         “Worm” is merely the designated name for the next hopeful yet erroneous concept 

impossibly synonymous with the unword.  But to Worm’s credit, Worm is the closest the 

narrative has come, up to this point, to finding a model that defines—but of course, as 

representational, ill-defines—the Blanchovian unnamable, narrative “space of literature.”  As the 

some thing that is to designate the il y a, Worm is necessarily the image of liminality, the plight 

of writing at the limit of experience:   

Worm, to say he does not know what he is, where he is, what is happening is to 

underestimate him.  What he does not know is that there is anything to know.  His 

senses tell him nothing, nothing about himself, nothing about the rest, and this 

distinction is beyond him.  Feeling nothing, knowing nothing, he exists nevertheless, 

but not for himself, for others, others conceive him and say, Worm is, since we 

conceive him, as if there could be no being but being conceived, if only by the beer.  

Others.  One alone, then others.  One alone turned towards the all-impotent, all-

nescient, that haunts him, then others. Toward him whom he would nourish, he the 

famished one, and who, having nothing human, has nothing else, has nothing, is 

nothing.  Come in the world unborn, abiding there unliving, with no hope of death [. . 

.].  The one outside of life we always were in the end, all our long vain life long.  
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Who is not spared by the mad need to speak, to think, to know where one is, where 

one was, during the wild dream, up above, under the skies, venturing forth at night.  

The one ignorant of himself and silent, ignorant of his silence and silent, who could 

not be and gave up trying.  Who crouches in their midst who see themselves in him 

and in their eyes stares his unchanging stare.  (U 346-47)  

Yet there is no respite; for thinking the unword that is Worm as Worm engages the paradox of 

representing the unrepresentable—“Worm, be Worm, you’ll see, it’s impossible” (U 347)—and 

we find ourselves recalling Arsene’s complaint concerning the nature of the “unutterable or 

ineffable, so that any attempt to utter or eff it is doomed to fail, doomed, doomed to fail” (Watt 

62): “I’m Worm, no, if I were Worm I wouldn’t know it, I wouldn’t say it, I wouldn’t say 

anything, I’d be Worm.  But I don’t say anything” (U 347).  So we are reminded, “But it is solely 

a question of voices, no other image is appropriate” (U 347); and the voices are purely a matter 

of dissimulation: “I don’t know anything, these voices are not mine, nor these thoughts, but the 

voices and thoughts of the devils who beset me” (U 347)—just words, just language, and 

nothing: the primal scene of the narrative voice, of impossibility.  But who then tells the story?  

Blanchot helps us understand this catastrophic event of the outside: 

Not the reporter, the one who formally—and also a little shamefacedly—does the 

speaking, and actually takes over, so much so that he seems to us to be an intruder, 

but rather that which cannot tell a story because it bears—this is its wisdom, this is its 

madness—the torment of impossible narration, knowing (with a closed knowledge 

anterior to the reason-unreason split) that it is the measure of this outside, where, as 

we reach it, we are in danger of falling under the attraction of a completely exterior 

speech: pure extravagance.  (Gaze 143, fn) 

         Indeed, if there is any “center” at all to The Unnamable, it is in its unremitting obsession to 

expose “the torment of impossible narration.”  Therefore, the voices do continue, and Worm, 

“the inexpugnable,” is delegated finally—as inevitably as was “Mahood and Co”—to, again, 

merely a word, replaced by yet another word, a “tympanum”: “I’ve two surfaces and no 

thickness, perhaps that is what I feel, myself vibrating, I’m the tympanum, on the one hand the 

mind, on the other the world, I don’t belong to either, it’s not to me they’re talking, it’s not of me 

they’re talking, no, that’s not it, I feel nothing of all that, try something else, herd of shites [. . .]” 

(U 383); or there is always the ease of resurrecting “that unthinkable ancestor, of whom nothing 
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can be said.  But perhaps I shall speak of him some day, and of the impenetrable age when I was 

he” (U 353), suggesting a fleeting desire to return to an onto-theological moment, perhaps to that 

of “the master,” whom “in any case, we don’t intend…to make the mistake of inquiring into [. . 

.] he’d turn out to be a mere high official, we’d end up by needing God, we have lost all sense of 

decency admittedly, but there are still certain depths we prefer not to sink to” (U 374-75); and 

then there is the one incontrovertible, unerring, and thus veritable and trustworthy word—that is, 

the word “shit, there we have it at last, there it is at last, the right word, one has only to seek, 

seek in vain, to be sure of finding in the end, it’s a question of elimination” (U 365).  And there 

is no end to this seeking, “for here comes another, to see what has happened to his pal [. . .]” (U 

378): always another, another image, another voice, another word, another simulacrum, in a 

progression of infinite regression, the evident error of saying, “I’ll forbid myself everything,” 

and the subsequent realization, “then go on as if I hadn’t” (U 312).  In a nutshell, the dilemma: 

negating everything means even negating the act of negating, a negation that in turn must be 

negated, a negation that in turn must be negated, ad infinitum: 

it’s like the old jingle, A dog crawled into the kitchen and stole a crust of bread, then 

cook up with I’ve forgotten what and walloped him till he was dead, second verse, 

Then all the dogs came crawling and dug the dog a tomb and wrote upon the tomb for 

dogs and bitches to come, third verse as the first, fourth, as the second, fifth, as the 

third, give us time, give us time and we’ll be a multitude [. . .].  (U 379) 

         The hermeneut’s task becomes virtually a dilemma between what to believe and what not 

to believe, knowing that whatever she says about the unnamable voice can never quite pin it 

down:  

Not to be able to open my mouth without proclaiming them, and our fellowship, 

that’s what they imagine they’ll have me reduced to.  It’s a poor trick that consists in 

ramming a set of words down your gullet on the principle that you can’t bring them 

up without being branded as belonging to their breed.  But I’ll fix their gibberish for 

them. [. . .] My inability to absorb, my genius for forgetting, are more than they 

reckoned with.  Dear incomprehension, it’s thanks to you I’ll be myself, in the end.  

Nothing will remain of all the lies they have glutted me with.  And I’ll be myself at 

last, as a starveling belches his odourless wind, before the bliss of coma.  (U 324-25) 
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Of the trilogy, The Unnamable most conspicuously lays bare the (non)event of the 

narrative voice, the site of writing at the threshold of the il y a.  Blanchot describes this “space of 

literature” as the  

the indeterminate milieu of fascination.  This milieu is, so to speak, absolute.  

[. . .] Distance here is the limitless depth behind the image, a lifeless profundity, 

unmanipulable, absolutely present although not given, where objects sink away when 

they depart from their sense, when they collapse into their image. [. . .] where the 

gaze coagulates into light, where light is the absolute gleam of an eye one doesn’t see 

but which one doesn’t cease to see since it is the mirror image of one’s own look  

[. . .].  Fascination is fundamentally linked to neutral, impersonal presence, to the 

indeterminate They, the immense, faceless Someone. [. . .] To write is to enter the 

affirmation of the solitude in which fascination threatens.  It is to surrender to the risk 

of time’s absence, where eternal starting over reigns.  It is to pass from the first to the 

third person, so that what happens to me happens to no one, is anonymous [. . .] 

repeat[ing] itself in an infinite dispersal.  To write is to let fascination rule language. 

[. . .] where the thing becomes image again, where the image, instead of alluding to 

some particular feature, becomes an allusion to the featureless, and instead of a form 

drawn upon absence, becomes the formless presence of this absence, the opaque, 

empty opening onto that which is when there is no more world, when there is no 

world yet.  (Space 32-33)  

Blanchot does not mean that we should view The Unnamable as an attempted inscription of 

the void—as, for example, either a mystical or metaphoric or metonymic meta-textual presence-

ing of absence.  In her essay “Entering Beckett’s Postmodern Space,” Elizabeth Klaver perceives 

the “Beckettian void” as neither “a transcendental silence that lies outside language” nor “a 

nothingness viewed as a sort of numinous presence, an existential being-nothing that is 

nevertheless there,” but rather, as she goes on to say, it inscribes    

  a space in which semiosis, rather than being submitted to the transcendence of the 

void, fully inhabits the void.  That is to say, Beckett’s voids are not really voids at all: 

they are the result of critically playing out the logic of semiosis; they are a graphic 

manifestation of the lack in language being said, a lack that permutes the act of saying 

(the functioning of semiosis) into more saying [. . .].  (Beckett On and On . . . 121)  
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  Linguistically speaking, Klaver is correct: Beckettian language by permuting internally, 

voids itself, “giv[ing] the feeling of an ‘emptiness’ that is absolutely packed” (121).  

Nonetheless, packed or not packed (as Beckett’s later works demonstrate) the language of 

Beckett is indeterminately determined by a literary space that is always already engaged by 

language and always dissimulated by language, and which resides neither within language nor 

outside language, but is rather, as Klaver suggests, “the lack in language being said.”   

  The importance of The Unnamable is that it thematizes this “lack in language being said” 

as the anguished recording of a writer who has relinquished the role of author, who—

dispossessed of self—has become merely a conduit, a ghostly voice for the voiceless and 

inaccessible other that is not an other; an other that is neither transcendent to nor present in 

language, yet which we always already have access to, unknowingly, as language bearers; for 

this placeless space that haunts The Unnamable is the irreducible abyss which is the (m)other of 

language, wherein nothing happens, designated liminally by an infinite time of dying, and thus 

an incessant waiting, wherein “the there is is the human everyday” (Infinite 245). 

 “What am I to do, what shall I do, what should I do, in my situation, how proceed?  By 

aporia pure and simply?” (U 291).  Thus a strategy of weakness, the aporia—“affirmations and 

negations invalidated as uttered, or sooner or later?”—shall be the solution to the aporia of where 

to begin or what to do or say: “Can one be ephectic otherwise than unawares?” (U 291).  It is the 

Blanchovian “situation” of writing that necessitates the proposed methodology.  After rejecting 

any possible simultaneity between voice and thought (“But how can you think and speak at the 

same time,” U 374), thus fissuring the cogito (“without a special gift, your thoughts wander, your 

words too, far apart, no, that’s an exaggeration, apart [. . .],” U 374), the narrative articulates its 

objective: “between them would be the place to be, where you suffer, rejoice, at being bereft of 

speech, bereft of thought, and feel nothing, hear nothing, know nothing, say nothing, are nothing, 

that would be a blessed place to be, where you are” (U 374)—thus the need to destroy the 

relation between words and thoughts, between signifiers and signifieds; thus the need for the 

aporias, the contradictions, “the yesses and the noes” which will be “shit on [. . .] without 

exception” (U 291); thus the need for untold repetitiveness, “as if endless repetition were the 

nearest to nothingness we were allowed” (Cerrato 26); and thus the need for a hesitating, 

vacillating, stuttering speech and its aphasic forgetfulness and indifference.   
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But there is another stuttering that applies to the overall movement of The Unnamable.  It is 

the rolling, folding, tossing, disjunctive flow of non-dialectical, non-relational language.  Gilles 

Deleuze locates this “stuttering” in the Beckettian text where Beckett  

places himself in the middle of the sentence, he makes the sentence grow from the 

middle, adding one particle to another in order to direct the course of a block of a 

single, expiring gasp.  Creative stuttering is what makes language grow from the 

middle, like grass; it is what makes language a rhizome instead of a tree, what puts 

language in a state of perpetual disequilibrium.  (27)    

                     Baroque yet mannered, The Unnamable possesses a kind of hemiplegic, yet rhizomatic, 

rifting movement of language, demandingly complex yet passive, powerless, paralytic; from 

being almost overtly, acutely rational to becoming stultified to being senseless; as well as 

displaying an obsessive, rigorous logic of failing by disrupting the dialectic, negating every 

negation, until opposites lose their viability as separate identities.  Thomas J. Cousineau, 

speaking of The Unnamable, states:  

  We are in the presence of a text that would convince us ultimately that there is little 

difference between yes and no, and that the dialectical tension that we assume to 

operate between affirmations and negations is itself merely a mystification.  In this 

way, it hints at the existence of a world from which such tensions have been 

banished.  (120)    

 This is the space of writing liminal to the il y a, of a language outside of language, where 

there is neither earth nor sky, God nor man, life nor death, where words diminish in their ability 

to signify, and so return (although never to arrive, for there is no escape from meaning, and 

nothing can never not be something) to the opaque, indifferent shards that they always already 

are: “Nilb, mun, mud” (Watt 184), where “there is no more world” and where “there is no world 

yet.” 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

How It Is: The Epical Call to Voice 

at the Limits of Experience 

 

                                     O rose, thou art sick! 
                                       The invisible worm 
                                     That flies in the night, 
                                      In the howling storm, 

 
                                     Has found out thy bed 
                                          Of crimson joy, 
                                     And his dark secret love 
                                     Does thy life destroy 
                                                               

                                                            —William Blake  The Sick Rose 
 

                                    all imagination and all the rest this voice its 
                                    promises and solaces all imagination dear bud dear worm  
                         

                                                            —Samuel Beckett  How It Is  (79)  
 

 

  Imagine the origin of literature as the opening derived not from the foundational positivism 

of epistemological verities, but from the foundationless vagaries of ontological liminality.  

Imagine, therefore, human consciousness, the author’s, say, in the throes of an unrelieved, 

tedious, and torturous solitude void of subjectivity, a consciousness deprived of signifying 

powers, having thought without thinking, having heard without hearing, having said without 

saying.  In such imaginings we find ourselves at the limits of experience, toward which Blanchot 

beckons the writer, at the threshold of an ever receding absence anterior to language, yet without 

which the playful, ambiguous, protean nature of language could not exist.  In a fragment from 

The Step Not Beyond, Blanchot invokes his muse, “Oh void in me, into which, in a time more 

ancient than all ancient times, I threw this self and which, during this time without duration, falls 

into itself” (129).  Such self-imposed, ontological exile, opening upon an oppressive, schizoid 

wandering—as Beckett depicts in neither, “from impenetrable self to impenetrable unself by way 
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of neither” (129)—forces the writer to submit to the neutral worklessness of language, to what 

Blanchot’s calls “the space of literature”: that is, to absolutely nothing at all—the il y a.  These 

are Blanchot’s inhuman, yet exigent, demands for writing—and only with an apprehension, 

although tellingly less than cogent, of these aesthetic ambiguities may the writer impossibly 

write (and the reader hopelessly read) the fictional ruins that Beckett calls a “literature of the 

unword.”  

 As I have argued previously, the 1940s’ novels, Watt through The Unnamable, strongly 

suggest that Beckett’s affinity with the Blanchovian “situation of the writer” is more than mere 

coincidence; rather, Blanchot’s writerly agenda appears, as well, to be Beckett’s.  Watt, 

constructed by one or more ambiguous, unreliable narrators, offers the cartoonish, tropological 

composition of Sam-Watt-Knott to introduce, parodically, Blanchot’s theme: the writer, beset by 

dementia, beyond assurance of identity or cognition, yet acutely, although disfunctionally, 

rational; blatantly mad, yet horrifically sane; proximate to nothing, liminal witness to naught, yet 

witness also to the fulsome, failing desire for always less than the something that desiring 

nothing cannot help but be.  After Watt, Beckett presses further his so-called “aesthetics of 

failure” by adopting a “narrator-narrated” strategy, drafting in first person a trilogy of novels—

Molloy, Malone Dies, and The Unnamable.  The trilogy’s predominate project, as I have argued 

in Chapters Two and Three, is the writer’s in situ, ontic (and thus paradoxical) apprehension of 

the Blanchovian-inspired ontological fall of the writer into a uniquely Beckettian “unnamability” 

liminal to naught.  In this regard, Molloy and Malone Dies may be read as a movement toward 

the inevitable “death” of the author, accomplished ultimately in Malone’s—sans Malone—very 

last, poetically drawn, dying words.  Consequently, in The Unnamable, the subject-less writer’s 

burdensome limit-experience mendaciously “appears”: as écriture, by way of aporia, which 

determines for the most part the text’s indeterminate, vacillating flow of language, a writing of 

error, suggesting the unresolved play of simulacra—on the one hand, a writing desirous to end 

desire, desirous to devour itself, yet on the other hand, a writing lacking results, resolving 

nothing.  The writer—in “death” gone deaf, dumb, and blind—whose figments of imagination 

and memory dream on without the dreamer, witnesses indifferently no one while ill-recording 

words ill-heard from an absent, mute voice(s)—located neither outside nor inside the text’s 

cadence of words—an imagined trace of nothing, ever so faint, although unrealized, 
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dissimulated.  The Unnamable becomes Beckett’s litmus test for the essential subtext of his 

future prose: a spectral, fractured script authored by no one, recorded rather by an afflicted 

ghost(ly) writer (once one Samuel Beckett, perhaps) transmitting agonizingly, entropically, the 

indifferent wisdom of errancy announced by an eternal, utter-less voice: the pure being and pure 

becoming (“I am motionless in vain,” U 300) of the there is.  

 In his essay “Words Must Travel Far,” which reviews Beckett’s How It Is, Blanchot writes 

that Beckett’s works (beginning with The Unnamable, the text that Blanchot privileges in his 

essay “Where Now?  Who Now?”)  

come closer than is customary to the movement of writing and to the movement of 

reading, seeking to combine them in an experience that if not common to both, is at 

least scarcely differentiated—and here [in How It Is] we meet up again with the idea 

of indifference, of a neutral affirmation, equal-unequal, eluding all that would give it 

value or even affirm it.  (329)   

To carry his point further, Blanchot proposes that Beckett’s post-trilogy prose would be best 

“read outside reading”: in How It Is “the force of seeing is no longer what is required; one must 

renounce the domain of the visible and of the invisible, renounce what is represented, albeit in a 

negative fashion.  Hear, simply hear” (329).  And what is one to forgetfully “hear” in Beckett’s 

How It Is?  Blanchot replies:  

Behind the words that are read, as before the words written, there is a voice already 

inscribed, not heard, not speaking; and the author, close to this voice, is on an equal 

footing with the reader—each nearly merged with the other, seeking to recognize it  

[. . .] With what clarity and in what a simple manner the voice offers itself to the one 

who holds himself or herself within the space of such a book, ready to hear; how 

distinct the rumor is in the indistinct.  (329) 

 Similar to The Unnamable’s linguistic liminality, its characteristic rupturing of form and 

content, the fragmentary disruption and discontinuation of syntactic, lexical, logocentric 

possibilities in How It Is complement, as well, the theme of an ill-heard, ill-reported voice 

without voice echoing outside and prior to, yet subsisting within the text’s spasmodic, verbal 

jerks and spatial absences, both interrupting and concocting the novel’s refuse of words.  And as 

in The Unnamable, the “voice” of How It Is supplements the disjunctive displacement of the 
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perversely human haunted script by its strange coincidence of never being, yet at the same 

instance already always being everything.  In The Space of Literature Blanchot states: 

“Wordless, it speaks already; when it ceases, it persists.  It is not silence, because in this 

language [‘literature’s space’] silence speaks [. . .] It speaks, but without any beginning [. . .] and 

yet what is to be heard is this neutral word, which has always been said already, cannot stop its 

saying, and to which no hearing can be given” (51).  This voice of naught designates, for 

Blanchot, “the attraction of [. . .] indifference,” the “pure movement of writing,” and it is indeed 

the very voice How It Is invokes through its ill-murmured tale of “being” and “Bem” and “balls” 

in “mud” without end.  A detached, torpid skullduggery of words that once demanded the 

author’s—as it now demands the reader’s—self-abandonment and merciless obligation to a 

forsaken language so that speechlessness may speak, How It Is is “our epic,” Blanchot writes, 

our “tacit song,” a return “at the limit of effacement” to “the source of the novel” (“Words” 329). 

 Although the French title, Comment c’est, may phonetically suggest “to start anew,” How It 

Is is not, for Beckett, an entirely new “beginning.”
1
  Conceiving his prose as a fragmentary 

series, Beckett deliberately ties How It Is to The Unnamable by linking How It Is directly to 

Texts For Nothing, the immediate post-trilogy work whose aporetic incertitude and nondeictic 

“narrative voice” continues The Unnamable’s nonrelational, “wombtomb” milieu of the 

dispossessed writer.  As if The Unnamable never ended, we read from Texts for Nothing: “here 

are my tomb and mother [. . .] I’m dead and getting born, without having ended, helpless to 

begin, that’s my life” (TfN 137-38); and  

It’s not true, yes, it’s true, it’s true and it’s not true, there is silence and there is not 

silence, there is no one and there is someone, nothing prevents anything.  And were 

the voice to cease quite at last, the old ceasing voice, it would not be true, as it is not 

true that it speaks, it can’t speak, it can’t cease.  (TfN 154) 

Easily found, as well, are textual resonances from these two earlier works in How It Is: 

        one doesn’t die here [. . .] 

 

nothing left but words [. . .] 

  

so many words so many lost [. . .] in a word my voice otherwise nothing therefore 
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nothing otherwise my voice therefore my voice so many words strung together to the 

effect [. . .]  (HII 93, 95) 

 H. Porter Abbott points out how the first line of How It Is—“How it was I quote  

before Pim with Pim after Pim how it is three parts I say it as I hear it” (HII 7)—not only 

includes a direct quote from Text 5 of Texts for Nothing—“I say it as I hear it” (TfN 119)—but 

also echoes and thus recommences the end of the last line of the Texts: “all said, it says, it 

murmurs” (TfN 154).  Abbott indicates that Beckett takes “the last word of the Texts, ‘murmurs,’ 

and make[s] it a seed-word quoted everywhere in How It Is.”  But Abbott also insightfully 

writes:  

by “quoting”—that is, by implying that the voice that transmits the text is somehow 

separate from the voice that originates it—these opening lines connect directly with a 

central theme of the trilogy and Texts for Nothing: the bewildering multiplicity of the 

speaking subject [“Where would I go, if I could go, who would I be, if I could be, 

what would I say, if I had a voice, who says this, saying it’s me?” (TfN 114)].  This is 

a riddle that moves like a ghost through almost everything Beckett wrote in the forties 

and is an integral feature of a larger mystery: where, finally, do the words come 

from?  How do they get put together in the way they do?  (112) 

  Conspicuously present as well in Texts for Nothing, sounding altogether too familiar, is the 

notion that the dispossessed writer, irremissibly foredoomed to a claustrophobic spatial 

temporality of endless dying beyond the pale of meaning, has become reduced to a benumbed, 

schizoid scrivener of the ill seen, ill heard, and ill said:  

   I’m the clerk, I’m the scribe, at the hearings of what cause I know not [. . .] To be 

judge and party, witness and advocate, and he, attentive, indifferent, who sits and 

notes.  It’s an image, in my helpless head, where all sleeps, all is dead, not yet born, I 

don’t know, or before my eyes, they see the scene, the lids flicker and it’s in.  An 

instant and they close again, to look inside the head, to try and see inside, to look for 

me there [. . .] . That is why nothing appears, all is silent, one is frightened to be born, 

no, one wishes one were, so as to begin to die.  One, meaning me, it’s not the same 

thing, in the dark where I will in vain to see there can’t be any willing.  (TfN 117) 

Some ten years later, establishing the writing once again at the limen of nothingness (“without 
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food or thought of ever finding any or memory of ever having had any or notion of ever needing 

any [. . .] vast stretch of time [. . .] we journey infinitely and what infinite loss without profit [. . 

.] no sun no earth nothing turning the same instant always everywhere,” HII 112), How It Is 

establishes the writer again as disjoined schizophrenically between one who failingly listens and 

impossibly perceives and one who hopelessly transcribes, miscalculatingly chronicles: 

     recorded none the less it’s preferable somehow somewhere as it stands as it comes my 

life my moments not the millionth part all lost nearly all someone listening another 

noting or the same  (HII 7) 

 

  of an ancient voice ill-spoken ill-heard murmur ill some ancient scraps for Kram who 

listens Krim who notes or Kram alone is enough Kram alone witness and scribe his 

lamps their light upon me Kram with me bending over me till the age-limit then his 

son his son’s son so on  (HII 133) 

 Imagine nothingness ever-receding, an eternal return of empty, changeless difference.  

Imagine, now, liminal to this irreducible threshold, the writer, condemned to an interminable 

exile, haunted by time void of temporality, by space void of spatiality, compelled to write 

without repose, void of purpose, whose mental functions are lost to an unimaginable silence 

dictating nothing to nobody.  For the schizoid writer of the unword, disastrously poised at the 

precipice of mind-less-ness, such a deranged, pitiless event ensures her anonymous sojourn 

toward a passive, yet restive, ill-imagined becoming-other, that is, toward a writing both 

inexhaustible and ineffectual, ineffable yet ineffaceable.  This uniquely dispossessed writing of 

subjectivity dispossessed engages a world, as Critchley reminds us, metamorphosed into “a 

refusal of comprehension [. . .] a field of fragmentation [. . .] an alterity irreducible to 

presentation or cognition” (34).  Blanchot adds, “Everything must efface itself, everything will 

efface itself.  This is in accordance with the infinite demand of effacement that writing take place 

and take its place” (Step Not 53).  Writing becomes, henceforth, undeterminately determined by 

an immuring, vertiginous, soundless Other dissimulated by the very words that give it “life.”   

         A passage from The Unnamable illustrates this convergence of naught and image as 

follows: “I’m in words, made of words [. . .] this dust of words, with no ground for their settling, 

no sky for their dispersing, coming together to say, fleeing one another to say, that I am they, all 
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of them, those that merge, those that part, those that never meet, and nothing else [. . .]” (U 136). 

 Who, though, is speaking here?  The demented writer?  An impossible voice?  Both?—in 

succession, intermittently, simultaneously?  Abbott’s perplexing questions are worth repeating: 

“Where, finally, do the words come from?  How do they get put together in the way that they 

do?”  The above quote from The Unnamable goes on to concede that there is something more, 

however, besides “dust of words, with no ground for their settling”—“dust” that will become the 

opaque, ad nauseam privation, yet consoling and nourishing mendacity, of the inescapable 

“primeval mud” in How It Is—something more (for there is always something more) that signs 

the human limits of experience at the inhuman margin of the unword:   

[. . .] yes, something else, that I’m something quite different, a quite different thing, a 

wordless thing in an empty place, a hard shut dry cold black place, where nothing 

stirs, nothing speaks, and that I listen, and that I seek, like a caged beast born of caged 

beasts born of caged beasts born of caged beasts born in a cage and dead in a cage, 

born and then dead, born in a cage and then dead in a cage, in a word like a beast [. . 

.] like such a beast, and that I seek, like such a beast [. . .].  (U 386-87) 

 The passage of course confronts the reader with a conundrum. Yet its secret may be 

approached by what it seemingly belies.  First, by its charade of mirrored images, it concedes the 

impossibility of the imagination imagining nothing, an activity that can never reach its end, for 

nothing imagined is always something.  Second, it admits the paradox of the impossibility to 

know while at the same time knowing that impossibility.  These two paradoxical movements 

drive Beckett’s “aesthetics of failure.” They designate a writerly exigency that can only reach an 

always receding limit of meaningless repetition, a limit that compels and constrains the writing 

to impossibly overcome “in the end” the futility of its necessity.  Furthermore, in terms of the 

human subject, Beckett’s aesthetics would posit the following: with subjectivity intact, the 

decentered play of absences at the level of intersubjectivity
2
 is already always ongoing, but the 

logocentric plenitude crafted by the cogito covers over this existential facticity; on the other 

hand, with subjectivity dispersed, there is ideally only the itinerant play of intersubjectivity, the 

human subject reduced to nothing and no one; yet, there survives the spectral remnants of 

imagination, memories, and old dreams, once belonging to “that of a deaf half-wit, hearing 

nothing of what he says and understanding even less,” U 390).  This is the “situation of the 
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writer”—consumed by subject-less indifference, both ill-witnessing the limit of nothing, and ill-

recording the witnessing—the writer, mentally flush with her own absence, dead and dying still, 

is purposelessly compelled toward the soundless “voice” of her own emptied identity, and 

“hearing” it, she is consigned to utter in vain its irreducible silence, to know impossibly its 

unknowability, to write unfeasibly its inenarrable sign.  What does therefore get uttered, known, 

and written at the breach of the inhuman in Beckett’s “literature of the unword” is always 

imagined, although involuntarily and effaced.  Reflexively at times, drawn perhaps by figments 

of its forsaken species’ conatus to survive, the disengaged imagination, tempered by traces of 

memory, may both console and confound the reader with abject ratiocinations; these detours into 

rationality—which may include chronological progressions, mathematical equations, and logical 

hypotheses—speciously confirm the veracity of endings, nixed inevitably by the abiding, horrific 

presence of the monstrously shrouded il y a.  Otherwise the obligatory movement of imagination 

coils toward its maximum limit of less-ness, toward extinction—the movement illustrated, for 

example, by The Unnamable’s passage above—“dictated” by the “bad conscience” of 

intersubjectivity, as and toward a voiceless voice, always dissimulated, imaging “this dust of 

words” yet “wordless thing” ill-wrought for the task of inscribing the afflicted inhuman yet 

altogether human—and hence beastial—irreducible identity of the other that is always already 

other.  Such a linguistic labyrinth, whose Minotaur of desired death eludes inscription, promises 

the writer’s displaced imaginings, ill seen and ill said, an endless birth into death only, a 

continuous stream of resurrected death rattles at the receding boundaries of the end(s) of 

language and man. 

 The writing’s dilemma, then: the eternal, conative repetition of a futile conation—that is, 

the “search for the means to put an end to things, an end to speech [. . .]” that instead inevitably 

“enables the discourse to continue,” and in turn necessitates the required response, “No, I must 

not try to think, simply utter” (U 299).  Unsurprisingly, this signature Beckettian verbal snake 

biting its tale-tell tail (tale) winds its way, as well, through the wordless wordmongering of 

beastial, chimerical report in How It Is:  

of him who God knows who could blame him must sometimes wonder if to these 

perpetual revictuallings narrations and auditions he might not put an end without 

ceasing to maintain us in some kind of being without end [. . .]  (HII 139) 
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to have done then at last with all that last scraps very last when the panting stops and 

this voice to have done with this voice namely this life 

 

a formulation that would eliminate him completely and so admit him to that peace at 

least while rendering me in the same breath sole responsible for this unqualifiable 

murmur [. . .]  (HII 144)   

 An eternal, voiceless voice and a subject-less, yet still barely human, barely discerning 

scribe: these two Blanchovian literary figures—part and parcel of the “situation of the writer”—

supply the material for Beckett’s prose and become its subtextual mise en scène in the novels 

from The Unnamable on.  Indeed, similar to Jackson Pollack’s aesthetic breakthrough in the late 

1940s, Beckett’s “aesthetics of failure,” by its interfacing of absences—one absolute, the other 

all-too-humanly extinct—occasions a kind of abstract-expressionistic, linguistic surface: “did he 

think did we think just enough to speak enough to hear not even comma a mouth an ear sly old 

pair glued together take away the rest put them in a jar there to end if it has as end the 

monologue” (HII 79).  To quote The Unnamable’s nondeictic “I”:  

It is I who think, just enough to write, whose head is far [. . .] I who am here, who 

cannot speak, cannot think, and who must speak, and therefore perhaps think a little, 

cannot in relation only to me who am here, to here where I am, but can a little, 

sufficiently, I don’t know how, unimportant, in relation to me who was elsewhere, 

who shall be elsewhere, and to those places where I was, where I shall be.  But I have 

never been elsewhere, however uncertain the future.  And the simplest therefore is to 

say that what I say, what I shall say, if I can, relates to the place where I am, to me 

who am there, in spite of my inability to think of these, or to speak of them, because 

of the compulsion I am under to speak of them, and therefore perhaps think of them a 

little.  (U 301-02) 

 In a passage ebbing from sense to nonsense toward both presence and absence denied, as a 

porous density in drip traces of underdetermined words whisking across and down the writer’s 

page, an unremitting convergence of nothingness embodied/humanity disembodied announces 

itself.  Abstract yet strangely, mortally expressive of a dementia perversely akin to thinking 
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however little to nothing thought can possibly think, Beckett’s script playfully counterpoises a 

cogito-less field of mental activity that can only helplessly listen to and hopelessly repeat, or 

“quote,” an ever returning litany of words entombed in a displaced unthinkable-ness, the 

nameless milieu of an irremissible, deathless dying into death, synonymous with the imaginary at 

the inhuman breach of human intersubjectivity. 

escape hiss it’s air of the little that’s left of the little whereby man continues  

                  [. . .] a fart fraught with meaning issuing through the mouth no sound in the mud 

  

it comes the word [. . .] signifying mamma or some other thing some other sound 

barely audible signifying some other thing no matter [. . .] 

 

[. . .] loss of species one word no sound it’s the beginning of my life present 

formulation I can go pursue my life it will still be a man  (HII 26-27)   

  With How It Is the interplay between the Blanchovian “narrative voice,” the silence which 

speaks, and the exiled humanity of the witless writer discovers both its appropriate epic form and 

its apposite epic material.  Alluding to the text’s subtextual preoccupation with the activity of 

writing, Leslie Hill states: “The theme of the journey [. . .] which sustains the novel’s overall 

narrative structure, is quite clearly exploited as a metaphor for the act of writing.”  Hill points out 

that the West to East movement of “bodies crawling through the mud” suggest “the words 

themselves crossing the page”; that the movement of “ten yards fifteen yards” at the novel’s 

beginning shifts to “ten words fifteen words” by its conclusion; and that “the major event in the 

epic is an act of inscription: the writing of a text on the body of another (by the name of Pim, just 

as one’s own name is Pim) [. . .]” (137).  Inert yet flowing, the ever present “mud”—tempting 

the mouth to open, so the tongue may come out and loll in it, thereby abating thirst while 

restoring humanity (HII 27)—assumes both the familiar nature of human waste and the alien 

nature of linguistic waste.  Hill recognizes the theme of writerly violence behind Beckett’s 

metaphor: writing as auto-affection as self-voidance.  

Written and murmured across the excrement [. . .] the words of Comment c’est exist 

as so many marks, traces, stains, smudges and inscriptions spelt out over the page, 

letter by letter.  In this they resemble Pim’s words to the protagonist, extorted from 
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Pim in an act of sadistic anal violence in which the positions of subject and object, 

speaker and listener are confused and inverted.  And it is, of course, in the same way 

that, when the protagonist listens to the voice of the text and claims only to be 

quoting from it, it is no longer certain what the source of the words is, inside or 

outside, self or other.  (139-40) 

 Susan D. Brienza notes a similar play upon fecal effusion and inverted bipolarity, 

converting subject-object confusion into a subjectless-objectless voidness.  Citing the line “world 

for me from the murmurs of my mother shat into the incredible tohu-bohu” (HII 42), Brienza 

indicates that the apparent Beckettian punning of the Hebrew word “tohu-bohu” has more to it 

than the toilet humor it suggests; for “tohu-bohu” translates as “‘emptiness and desolation’ [. . .] 

rendered in the King James version as ‘without form, and void,’” and in the “Oxford English 

Dictionary [. . .] as ‘that which is empty and formless; chaos; utter confusion’” (99).  Brienza 

further indicates that “the latter phrase [i.e., “utter confusion”] surfaces in Beckett’s question and 

answer session between the narrator and Pim: ‘YOUR LIFE HERE BEFORE ME utter 

confusion’ [HII 73-74]” (Brienza 99)—a phrase that we are no doubt to equate with YOUR LIFE 

HERE BEFORE ME tohu-bohu, that is, as just so much “utter”-ed “shit,” “without form, and 

void,” as an “emptiness and desolation,” in a word “impenetrable,” “dark,” “primeval,” “mud.”  

We may as well apply another word here, the word “unnamable,” even though it says nothing, 

for How It Is essentially turns upon “YOUR LIFE HERE in a word my voice otherwise nothing 

therefore nothing [. . .]” (HII 95).   

 What remains on Beckett’s page, punctuated only by gaps that separate the verbal 

fragments, are shards of a possibly infinite series of enigmatic voices, although singularly 

monotone, speaking without hearing, re-membering without knowing, always beginning again: 

“vast stretch of time this voice these voices as if borne on all the winds but not a breath [. . .]” 

(HII 106).  Although stutteringly sustained, storytelling is achieved for the most part, and the 

narrative allows for enough poetic license to etch in fairly recognizably our two central 

Blanchovian figures: the condemned writer, bereft of cognizance, and the unthought, unheard 

voice. 

 The latter, interestingly, assumes at times a distinguishable form.  That is, The 

Unnamable’s allusion to the “one outside of life we always were in the end,” the one “come in 
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the world unborn, abiding there unliving, with no hope of death” (U 347) is deployed again in 

How It Is, but this time staged as the more vividly drawn “outside” which The Unnamable’s 

narrative had teasingly promised—“But perhaps I shall speak of him some day, and of the 

impenetrable age when I was he”—as “that unthinkable ancestor, of whom nothing can be said” 

(U 357).  How It Is proffers, as we may expect, not a deity but rather the irreducible naught of 

human intersubjectivity itself.  The text alludes, seemingly and playfully, to the Hindu “atman,” 

the impersonal non-“self” immanent infinitely within and without all individual things, the 

primal, myriad scene of unabated absence upon which an illusory world and the tragicomic 

procession of the individual/mankind are born and extinguished: 

  I have all the suffering of all the ages I don’t give a curse for it and howls of laughter 

in every cell [. . .] the mud goes guggle-guggle I fart and piss in the same breath  (HII 

38) 

  

  from it all that of that so little what little remains I’ve named myself the panting stops 

and I am an instant that old ever dwindling little that I think I hear of an ancient voice 

quaqua on all sides the voice of us all as many as we are as many as we’ll end if we 

ever end by having been something wrong there (HII 108) 

 

all I hear [. . .] leave out all hear no more lie there in my arms the ancient without end 

me we’re talking of me without end that buries all mankind to the last cunt they’d be 

good moments in the dark the mud hearing nothing saying nothing capable of nothing 

nothing  (HII 61) 

This indestructible, impersonal absence lies at the decentered core of all selves; therefore, as we 

may expect, there follows after the passage cited above a movement from the general economy 

of the “ancient without end” toward the restricted economy of the human and his fictions: 

then of a sudden like all that starts starts again no knowing set forth forth again [. . .] 

push pull a few images patches of blue a few words no sound cling to species a few 

sardines yawn of mud burst the sack drivel on drone on in a word the old road 

 

from the next mortal to the next leading nowhere [. . .] cleave to him give him a name 
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train him up bloody him all over with Roman capitals gorge on his fables unite for 

life [. . .] 

 

till the fine day when flip he vanishes leaving me his effects [. . .]  (HII 62) 

 Although the last line above suggests, ironically enough, the dispossession of the writer, 

the passage as a whole seemingly alludes to the round of human existence, and the last two 

fragment units in particular suggest the coupling of “the couple” in Part Two of How It Is.  In the 

latter regard, if we were simply to assign the inscribed words to the “voice” of the tacit 

“ancient,” the passage would insinuate that the novel’s depraved, hybrid creature crawling in the 

eternal return of human waste is no more than a mock “persona” of the fabled infinitely other, 

who “when the panting stops scraps” hears words from itself as other.  In addition, this mythic 

protagonist assumes the roles of all the various (millions of) others, as is suggested by the text’s 

alluding to the “ancient” both as a participant in the couplings and as the only participant: 

  that he was necessarily that ancient other whom it said I had suffered then forsaken to 

go toward Pim as Pim me suffered then forsaken to go towards his other 

   

                  to no unwitting all here unwitting our justice go never from never towards 

 

                  unwitting that each always leaves the same always goes towards the same [. . .] 

 

                so in me I quote on when the panting stops scraps of that ancient voice on itself its  

errors and exactitudes on us millions on us three our couples journeys and abandons 

on me alone I quote on my imaginary journeys imaginary brothers in me [. . .]   

 

  the same voice the same things nothing changing [. . .]  (HII 114) 

But of course we are overly simplifying matters, for the situation of the narrative is a great deal 

more complex.   

 To begin, Beckett’s post-Malone Dies prose is, quite simply, to be understood as no longer 

“authored” and therefore subject to the exigent conditions of the writer’s self-annihilation.  We 

must approach How It Is, then, as having no center, neither inside nor outside the text, from 
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which the narration originates.  An indictment of the seminal “Word” in God’s judgmental 

“beginning”—“had I only the little finger to raise to be wafted straight to Abraham’s bosom I’d 

tell him to stick it up” (HII 38)—How It Is mocks itself as a narrative of citation, the opening 

“invocation” invoking no one, the dispossessed writer hearing, quoting, recording nothing from 

no one, except imaginatively, involuntarily imagined, imagined as if the imagination were dead, 

and thus poorly, sickly, desperately—desiring its death—leaving the text’s afflicted “midget 

grammar” in nomadic flight toward a relentless, wordless dispersion.   

 The entire text unsettlingly rests upon the specular hinge of the origin of the saying and the 

said.  The problem: “I say it as I hear it”—is not this quoted line to be thought inclusive with the 

rest of the text’s words claimed to be heard and then quoted in turn?  If so, the “I say it as I hear 

it” is necessarily heard from a voice that in turn is saying or quoting “it” as heard from yet 

another voice saying “it” as heard, ad infinitum, reminiscent of not only the revolving “dog’s 

gravestone” story found in Watt and recalled in The Unnamable (and in Godot), but also the The 

Unnamable’s “caged beast seeking itself” round quoted above.  Next, to further complicate 

matters, we read: “in me that were without when the panting stops scraps of an ancient voice in 

me not mine.”  If the “ancient [unvoiced] voice” is assumed to be that which is quoted, then who 

or what is the “me” of the fragment quoted—other than merely a word—who is presumedly ill-

hearing the following: “scraps of an ancient voice in me not me”?  Since we are to understand 

that the “ancient voice” is both nondeictic and nonrelational, then the “me” uttered by the 

“voice” must likewise be understood as such.  The “me” therefore—by referring to itself as if it 

were a presence, a referring that can only recoil onto absence—mirrors (as in a house of mirrors) 

the “voice” as always being without itself, outside its own (non)existence, colonizing a time 

without duration from which presumedly the quote impossibly originates.  The “family” of 

words quoted, therefore, connected by their seemingly logocentric grounding, are in fact 

sundered from any sense of logocentric grounding, finding their equivocal bearings by their 

empty echoing, and suggesting necessarily a quotational infinity.  Nothing is resolved by the 

information that soon follows: “how I got here no question not known not said and the sack 

whence the sack and me if it’s me no question impossible too weak no importance” (HII 7).  

Again these so-called quoted lines festering with destabilized pronouns attest to the paradoxical, 

labyrinthine limitations of the narrator-narrated dilemma (and How It Is, in respect to The 
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Unnamable, is an ingenious variation upon this theme): an infinite regression of erroneously 

imagined, ever so faintly heard voiceless voices.  An impasse, to be sure, the conundrum of voice 

in How It Is refuses any conclusive statements about persona or point of view.   

 Perhaps our way through the conundrum lies in Blanchot’s suggestion, to draw upon—to 

listen for—the distinction of “the rumor [. . .] in the indistinct.”  Is “the rumor” distinct here?  As 

cited in our previous chapter (and which is worth repeating), Blanchot writes that  

the narrative voice that is inside only insofar as it is outside, at a distance without any 

distance, cannot be embodied: even though it can borrow the voice of a judiciously 

chosen character or even create the hybrid position of mediator (this voice which 

destroys all mediation), it is always different from what utters it, it is the indifferent-

difference that alters the personal voice.  (“Narrative Voice” 142)  

Accordingly, we may conclude that Beckett’s atman-like caricature is judiciously chosen to 

personify, intermittently, the “voice,” maintaining by allusion the overall movement of the text’s 

general economy. 

 Let us continue to follow Blanchot’s advice of listening for “the rumor” in “the indistinct.”  

We return therefore to Beckett’s disastrous writing without aim or intention (“whence this dumb 

show better nothing,” HII 32), and in doing so note that Beckett seemingly codes his unique play 

upon the “situation of the writer.”  To argue this position, we must first return to Texts for 

Nothing and The Unnamable. 

 Texts for Nothing alludes to the writerly “situation” as follows: “And were there one day to 

be here, where there are no days, which is no place, born of the impossible voice the unmakable 

being, and a gleam of light, still all would be silent and empty and dark, as now, when all will be 

ended, all said, it says, it murmurs” (TfN 154).  Resonating with imagery from The Unnamable, 

this passage points toward the importance that the supplementary figure “light” will pivotally 

play in How It Is.  To be sure, The Unnamable introduces the associative role that light performs 

in both the Texts and How It Is: “Perhaps I shall be obliged, in order not to peter out, to invent 

another fairy-tale, yet another, with heads, trunks, arms, legs and all that follows, let loose in the 

changeless round of imperfect shadow and dubious light” (U 307).  Note in the images how the 

idea of invention is associated with distinctly drawn, similar dualities: The Unnamable’s “to 

invent another fairy-tale [. . .] let loose in the changeless round of imperfect shadow and dubious 
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light” and the Text’s “born of the impossible voice the unmakable being, and a gleam of light.”   

 The Texts’s passage indicates that “as [is the case] now” as when after “all [shall be] said,” 

“all would be silent and empty and dark” if not for the apparent generative capabilities of the 

composite phenomenon of “a gleam of light” and “the impossible voice the unmakable being.”  

Aside from the Genesis creation myth echoes, the concept of a single day is made possible only 

by the (imaginatively divine) incursion of the “light” and the apparitional, unheard “voice.”  At 

the same time, the appearance of “light” and “voice,” confined to the primordial “all,” is possible 

in turn because of the apparent conjuncture “light” and “voice” have with that which is said until 

“all said,” murmured by an ambiguous “it” in some impossible now.  Interestingly, the “one day” 

appears to be “born” not only by the “voice” and the “light,” but as well by the “word(s)” of  the 

“it says.”  May we conclude then that the componential imagery of an “impossible voice” and a 

“gleam of light” may be as well the obscure source of the saying what is said?  If so, having 

suspended our reductive interpretations of the “voice,” how do we decode “light” here?  

Similarly The Unnamable’s sardonic passage suggests that “in order not to peter out,” and so 

(preferably) end, the word-haunted, nondeictic “I”—at bay to an unforgiving repetition of 

changeless difference-in-itself—is constrained “to invent” narratives: an activity associated with, 

again, a composite phenomenon, an “imperfect shadow,” suggestive of an indistinguishable 

shade cast by an “unmakable being,” and a “dubious [because merely a ‘gleam’ of] light.”   

 We may infer here that “light” is readily associated with memories and fantasies of the 

regional economy of the “they” and human life “above” in our three respective texts.  From The 

Unnamable: 

They could pronounce me dead with every appearance of veracity.  And without ever 

having had to move I would have gained my rest and heard them say [. . .] He’ll never 

move again.  No, that would be too simple.  We must have the heavens and God 

knows what besides, lights, luminaries, the three-monthly ray of hope, and the gleam 

of consolation. [. . .] But these lights that go out hissing?  Is it not more likely a great 

crackle of laughter, at the sight of his terror and distress?  To see him flooded with 

light, then suddenly plunged back in darkness, must strike them as irresistibly funny. 

[. . .] And these lights are perhaps those they shine upon him, from time to time, in 

order to observe the progress he is making.  (U 354, 355) 
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From Texts for Nothing: 

And beauty, strength, intelligence, the latest, daily, action, poetry, all one price for 

one and all.  If only it could be wiped from knowledge.  To have suffered under that 

miserable light, what a blunder.  (TfN 106) 

And from How It Is, because of at least an equivocable conciliation with the “humanities,” 

involuntary memories and fantasies reflect a gentler, kinder view of “light”: 

  [. . .] ah these sudden blazes in the head as empty and dark as the heart can desire then 

suddenly like a handful of shavings aflame the spectacle then  (HII 35) 

  

  [. . .] a few more little scenes life above in the light as it comes as I hear it word for 

word last little scenes  (HII 84) 

Certainly, then, we may extend our analogy of the correspondence that memories, fantasies, and 

“light” present to our previous  passages—“a gleam of light”; a “dubious light”—and suggest 

that in these passages “light” alludes in effect to the involuntary, yet compulsory, mnemonic and 

imaginative faculties of the deranged human subject partaking in the ambivalent, writerly 

“situation” at hand,
3
 witnessing  and impossibly recording (for “to be is to be perceived,” as 

irony would have it here)
4
 an imperceptible, unrealizable speech uttered by no one.  Traditionally 

speaking, light suggests life, and life suggests “voice” and “being” and “shadow,” human 

attributes; whereas in Blanchovian terms the il y a suggests the “imperfect,” the “unmakable,” 

the “impossible.”  Accordingly, Blanchot’s “situation of the writer” necessitates a limit-

experience of nothingness that reverses the “human attributes” above, wherewith, ideally 

speaking, a species-less human subject—dispossessed of voice, being, and shadow—imperfectly 

and impossibly fabricates the unmakable.  The liminal situation of the writer’s dimmed human 

consciousness is suggested as well, in the paucity of light drawn: a mere “gleam” on the one 

hand, and a “dubious” aura on the other.  The following passages from How It Is illustrate the 

liminality implied between the “nothing” and the glow of the human element:  

let us take their temperature [. . .] Krim rosy are you mad Kram they are warm and 

rosy there it is we are nothing and we are rosy good moments not a doubt [. . .] 

 

nothing too to be sure often nothing in spite of everything dead as mutton warm and 
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rosy always inclined that way ever since the womb if I may judge by what I know 

less and less that’s true of myself since the womb [. . .]  (HII 93-94)   

 At one point The Unnamble’s narrative sketches out in fairly explicit, chiaroscuro strokes 

the quandary that drives the “Where now?  Who now?  When now?” indeterminate, language-

accursed, ontology—of scandalous forgetfulness: the uttered wisdom of outright duplicity—that 

the strange bedfellows human consciousness, “at the limit of effacement,” and the inscrutable 

Other make (“a human voice there within an inch or two my dream perhaps even a human mind 

[. . .],” HII 56).  In the nonrelational breach between the writer and naught—neither here nor 

there, yet everywhere—an inhuman voice haunted by the “light” of human effects murmurs:  

Why did I have myself represented in the midst of men, the light of day?  It seems to 

me it was none of my doing [. . .] The things they have told me!  About men, the light 

of day [. . .] But when, through what channels, did I communicate with these 

gentlemen? [. . .] Can it be innate knowledge? [. . .] Innate knowledge of my mother, 

for example, is that conceivable?  Not for me.  She was one of their favorite subjects, 

of conversation.  They also gave me the low-down on God [. . .] the inestimable gift 

of life rammed down my gullet.  But what they were most determined for me to 

swallow was my fellow-creatures. [. . .] I remember little or nothing of these lectures. 

[. . .] But I seem to have retained certain descriptions, in spite of myself [. . .] Some of 

this rubbish has come in handy on occasions [. . .] on occasions which would never 

have arisen if they had left me in peace.  I use it still, to scratch [or, as in How It Is, to 

inscribe] my arse with. [. . .] Perhaps all this instruction was by correspondence.  (U 

298)  

In How It Is, as well, “light,” falling however faintly upon the “surface” of the “voice,” suggests 

in turn the human limit-experience indicative of the “situation of the writer”:   

that’s the speech I’ve been given [. . .] do I use it freely it’s not said or I don’t hear 

it’s one or the other all I hear is that a witness I’d need a witness 

 

he lives bent over me that’s the life he has been given all my visible surface bathing 

in the light of his lamps when I go he follows me bent in two 
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his aid sits a little aloof he announces brief movements of the lower face the aid 

enters it in his ledger  (HII 18) 

 Indeed “light” in How It Is maintains its facilitating role as metaphorical image-illuminator 

of “ill-recaptured,” human disposed memories, fantasies, and “old dreams.”  Hill holds that 

“what is at issue here [in How It Is] is the capture of the protagonist’s image in a series of 

fictional representations of birth, childhood, adolescence and sexual maturity (some of which 

recall images from other Beckett texts or even memories from the author’s life)” (139):    

you are there somewhere alive somewhere vast stretch of time then it’s over you are 

there no more alive no more then again you are there again alive again it wasn’t over 

an error [. . .] another image above in the light [. . .]  (HII 22) 

Among the “images” described are a woman knitting, frightened by a male figure, a boy perhaps, 

sitting at a table, in seemingly a paralytic trance, “hand trembling” (HII 10-11) (suggestive of a 

subject-less writer?); a boy reluctantly rehearsing “the so-called Apostles’ Creed” at the knee of 

his mother (HII 15-16); a romantically engaged couple’s afternoon outing (HII 29-32); the wife, 

Pam Prim, falling from a window and slowly dying in a hospital ward (HII 76-77); the father 

expiring after falling from a collapsing scaffold, the mother reciting psalms at the funeral (HII 

78).  But, in particular, one additional “image” beckons our attention: “asleep I see me asleep on 

my side or on my face [. . .] Belacqua fallen over on his side tired of waiting [. . .]” (HII 22-24).  

Belacqua, of course, suggests one Samuel Beckett as our witless, anonymous writer, and any 

additional referencing of Beckettian affinities can only further support the integral role that the 

writer plays in our analysis. 

         “Light,” in addition, significantly expands in its role in How It Is, becoming at times 

suggestive of a theatre spotlight illuminating concrete, vibrant, although short, cinéma vérité 

scenes (“earth sky a few creatures in the light,” HII 8) confluent with the writer’s involuntary, 

impaired traces of remembrances as a substantial human being-in-the-world-with-others (“the 

humanities I had,” HII 42), a “cut scene” device—“rags of life in the light” (HII 21)—that will 

be both extended and more detailed in the novel Company.  

another image the last there in the mud I say it as I hear it I see me 

 

I look to me about sixteen [. . .] egg-blue sky and scamper of little clouds I have my 
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back turned to me and the girl too whom I hold who holds me by the hand the arse I 

have 

 

brief black then there we are again [. . .]  (HII 28-30) 

 

it is dusk we are going tired home [. . .] slow we toil up toward me and vanish 

 

the arms in the middle go through me and part of the bodies shades through a shade 

the scene is empty in the mud the sky goes out the ashes darken no world left for me 

now but mine very pretty only not like that it doesn’t happen like that  (HII 32) 

 “life above in the light,” with its colorful landscapes and detail, contrast dramatically to the 

staging, in the darkness below, of the squalor and the desolate “procession [of human-like 

automatons] advancing in jerks or spasms like shit in the guts,” a procession “in a straight line 

with neither head nor tail [. . .] with all the various infinitudes,” whose multitudes dream of 

ending by “being shat into the open air the light of day the regimen of grace” (HII 124).  The 

Unnamable, of course, had already anticipated this dichotomous, metaphorical use of light and 

dark: “up there in their world [. . .] from season to season” starkly contrasts with “here I am in 

safety, amusing myself wondering who can have dealt me these insignificant wounds” (U 298).  

In How It Is, though, “life above in the light” not only plays the foil to the “impenetrable dark” 

(HII 11), but functions as a survival of a quasi-transparent regional economy, “humanity 

regained” (HII 27).  Nonetheless the surrealistic, yet realistically rendered, “images” of 

seemingly autobiographical content disrupting the text’s otherwise desire for an unaccomplished 

general economy, in effect reinforces our notion of a textual haunting by the inadvertent yet 

conative imagination of the writer/recorder’s all-too-almost-human, vanishing presence. 

 Amidst the “billions of us crawling and shitting in their shit” (HII 52), a scene gorged with 

no one (and nothing but words) performing either of these functions, we return to Beckett’s 

coupling of the ancient, empty voice and the tormented, dispelled writer; and we detect a theme 

consistent with that of The Unnamable and Texts for Nothing: an unknowable other unceasingly 

on its way to an unknowable other unceasingly on its way to an unknowable other, ad absurdum. 

   the same voice the same things nothing changing but the names and hardly                
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they two are enough nameless each awaits his Bom nameless goes toward his Pim 

    

   Bom to the abandoned not me Bom you Bom we Bom but me Bom you Pim I to the 

abandoned not me Pim you Pim we Pim but me Bom you Pim something very wrong 

there  (HII 114-15) 

    

to play at him who exists or at least existed then I know I know so much the worst 

there’s no harm in mentioning it [. . .] what does it matter it does no harm to anyone 

there isn’t anyone  (HII 57) 

 And because “there isn’t anyone,” the conclusion of How It Is continues The Unnamable’s 

signature Beckettian formula: “no more I’ll hear no more see no more yes I must make an end” 

(HII 106).   All dissolves, except the words, with the admission of bizarre lies and the desire to 

“die no answer DIE screams I MAY DIE screams I SHALL DIE screams good” (HII 147); yet 

there is no consolation, for words reinstate a “life,” and death inevitably remains an always 

receding carrot on a stick, no more than a Doppelgänger pipe dream.  Ah, to end absolutely and 

in the same moment to know one has ended—yea, there is the rub.  Reminiscent of Murphy’s 

and Malone’s plight, “a creature if not still standing still capable of standing always the same 

imagination spent looking for a hole that he may be seen no more in the middle of this faery who 

drinks that drop of piss of being and who with his last gasp pisses it to drink the moment [. . .]” is 

ultimately denied that conative luxury, that totalized possibility; for as the passage explains, “it’s 

someone each in his turn as our justice wills and never any end it wills that too all dead or none” 

(HII 132).  We are reminded of the time of dying (“never any end”) juxtaposed to the time of 

death (“it’s someone each in his turn”).  In the “everyday” we can only continue to die, 

exhausting life, fading away, yet never reaching an end; but as the fanciful “someone each in his 

turn” we die indeed, but are cursed to never know we have.  Death’s ungraspability denies our 

cognitive assurance—hence “all dead or none.” 

 Exhibiting a similar dilemma, writing at the limits of language is exigent upon the eternal 

return to silence that precedes, follows, and sustains utterance, returning to the silence which 

language dissimulates by coming into existence.  Writing however can only attain this silence 

failingly, for it cannot undo language’s dissimulating activity.  The writerly dilemma entails the 
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death of signifying speech while simultaneously, and thus paradoxically, articulating it, marking 

the impossibility of signifying speech fusing with its brethren speech of nonsignification, its 

material being of pure, opaque sound.   

 The liminal desire to die and acknowledge it, like speech articulating its own end, can only 

lead to a paralytic dementia and the silent, forgetful fabling of an uneventful   

journey in the dark the mud the traveller right leg right arm push pull coming so 

utterly from nowhere and no one and so utterly on his way there that he has never 

ceased from travelling will never cease from travelling [. . .]  (HII 132)   

There is only the motionless, nonsignifying eternal flow of the “everyday,” for everyday is 

today, timelessly always already now. Yet, the language bearing species resides as well in a time 

toward death, wherein “today is the first day of the rest of your life,” a time of organizing one’s 

life toward ends and the end (“in the deeper silence [. . .] vast stretch of time a distant ticking I 

listen a good moment they are good moments [. . .] a watch wristlet [. . .] it will have its part to 

play [. . .]” HII 58); so the human being reduces both spatiality and temporality to personal-

societal commodities constricted by artificially imposed boundaries—of ownership and loss, 

origins and finales (“better a big ordinary watch complete with heavy chain [. . .] I drink deep of 

the seconds delicious moments and vistas” HII 58).  Most certainly, we dare not transgress 

certain regulatory conditions—as Nietzsche observes, we may embrace a world of pure 

becoming, disbelieving in any metaphysical worlds, but we cannot endure our disbelief—and so 

“before Pim with Pim after Pim how it is three parts” (HII 7).  Of course, by the conclusion of 

How It Is, the façade of these imposed conditions collapses, and the once impregnable “epic” 

artifice of traditional narrative forms—of beginnings, middles, and ends—is exposed for what 

and how it is: the deceit of necessary fictions that parallel—although at times destabilized by 

sufferings and fears—the comforting, “personalized” structures by which we narrate our 

existence and simplify our lives and world (“the distant ticking I derive no more profit from it 

none whatever no more pleasure count no more the unforgiving seconds [. . .] it keeps me 

company that’s all its ticking now and then but break it throw it away let it run down and stop no 

something stops me it stops I shake my arm it starts no more about this watch” HII 59).    

 The contesting issues of temporality, language, and subjectivity apparent in How It Is 

suggest similarities with Deleuze and Guattari’s striated “body without organs.”
5  

Analogous 
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metaphorically to the atman (whose formless figure of subjectivized naught inhabits How It Is), 

the “body without organs”
 
is an unindividuated plane of univocity—analogous to the Hindu 

subjectivized naught, the atman—existing within and without the human subject’s field of being.  

Correspondingly, by the virtual creation of an “individual”—name, occupation, residence, 

beliefs, etc.—and hence a unified “organism,” the “BwO” becomes striated with emotive-

cognitive commands, fantasies, memories, in short, language, oriented toward the “survival” of 

the “individual” in a world-with-others: “I pissed and shat another image in my crib never so 

clean since” (HII 9); “it’s not said where on earth I can have received my education acquired my 

notions of mathematics astronomy and even physics they have marked me that’s the thing” (HII 

41).  As Deleuze writes, “You will be organized, you will be an organism, you will articulate 

your body—otherwise you’re just depraved.  You will be signifier and signified, interpreter and 

interpreted—otherwise you're just a deviant.  You will be a subject, nailed down as one, a subject 

of the enunciation recoiled into a subject of the statement—otherwise you’re just a tramp” (159).  

How It Is puts it this way: 

 problem of training and concurrently little by little solution and application of the 

same and concurrently moral plane bud and bloom of relations proper [. . .]  

 

         no more than I by his own account or my imagination he had no name any more than 

I so I gave him one the name Pim for more commodity more convenience [. . .]  (HII 

57, 59) 

 

with the nail then of the right index I carve and when it breaks or falls until it grows 

again with another on Pim’s back intact at the outset from left to right and top to 

bottom as in our civilization I carve my Roman capitals  (HII 70)   

 

that life then said to have been his invented remembered a little of each no knowing 

that thing above he gave it to me I made it mine what I fancied skies especially and 

the paths he crept along [. . .] 

 

the curtains parted the mud parted the light went on he saw for me that too may be 
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said there is nothing against it [whereby the “nothing against it” suggests the 

liminality of the “nothing”—i.e., the nonstriated “BwO” as the anterior, nonoriginary 

plane of consistency
6
 —proximate to its altered mirror image, the myriad planes of 

the particular human subject’s straiated, organized “BwO”]  (HII 72-73) 

 Yet the text self-reflexively—in a subsequent, ironic movement of violence unchanged 

from the previous, graphic branding episode—reverses itself in a movement to re-inscribe upon 

Pim an unviolated “body without organs,” to escape striation, inscription
7
—by applying, 

paradoxically, strangely and perversely enough, more of the same—and return Pim wholely to a 

plane of consistency, so that Pim may forget his “LIFE ABOVE” and re-member and utter his 

unvoiced self in the mud (“from hell to home hell to home [. . .] divine forgetting enough,” HII 

79).  

we at a loss more and more he for answers I for questions sick of life in the light [. . .] 

YOUR LIFE HERE BEFORE ME utter confusion 

 

God on God desperation utter confusion did he believe he believed then not couldn’t 

any more his reasons both cases my God 

 

I pricked him how I pricked him in the end [. . .] in the mud vile tears of 

unbutcherable brother 

 

if he heard a voice if only that if he had ever heard a voice voices if only I had asked 

him that I couldn’t I hadn’t heard it yet the voice the voices no knowing surely not  

(HII 73-74) 

Then appears an aporea, nearly chiastic in structure, echoing Watt’s mirrored proximity to Mr 

Knott’s elusive passageway to nothing: “love a little without being loved be loved a little without 

loving” (HII 74).  Of course the nonrelational event of forgetfulness, which this passage 

implies—“leave it vague leave it dark” (HII 74)—leaves and leads only to more writing at the 

margin where inhuman lies with human:   

YOUR LIFE ABOVE no more need of light two lines only and Pim to speak he turns 

his head tears in the eyes my tears my eyes if I had any it was then I needed them not 
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now 

 

his right cheek to the mud his mouth to my ear our narrow shoulders overlapping his 

hairs in mine human breath shrill murmur if too loud finger in arse I’ll stir no more 

from this place I’m still there  (HII 75) 

 

very little these last tracts they are the last extremely little hardly at all [. . .] enough 

to mark a life several lives crosses everywhere indelible traces  (HII 103-04)   

 Inevitably, when seeming on the brink of bodies (or body) merged in elision (“glued 

together like a single body [. . .] how at each instant each ceased and was there no more either for 

himself or for the other vast tracts of time,” HII 122), “indelible traces” “enough to mark a life 

several lives” prevail, both the “indelible traces” that score the “BwO” as an “organism” 

endowed with “humanities,” and also the “indelible traces” that fail to sign the void, whether 

they say, “the [silent] voices no knowing surely not,” or “so no voice only his only Pim’s not his 

either,” or “no more Pim never any Pim never any voice” (HII 74).  Similarly, dispatching of the 

writer at the (in)human limit of the il y a consigns the writing to an always vanishing verbal 

labryrinth of departures and returns ultimately aborted, of an ill-hearing the nothing said to ill-

scripting “it,” to ill-hearing what was occulted in the attempted scripting to ill-scripting “that,” to 

ill-hearing further what was not said in the scripting to ill- . . . ad quem, ad absurdum: “in the 

end I won’t hear it any more never heard it it said so I murmur [. . .] hard to believe in the dark 

the mud no voice no image in the end long before.”  The writerly activity as a limit, therefore, 

amounts “in the end” to only “samples whatever comes remembered imagined no knowing life 

above life here God in heaven yes or no [. . .]” (HII 74).   

 Departures and returns but never an arriving condemn both the writing and the writer to the 

futility of an endless overcoming that never comes; ultimately, no change is possible, except for 

a mocking intensity of the dilemma, but not as before, by the indirection of aporea and the 

paradox of nonrelationality—rather, by means of a direct, totalized, dialectical overcoming, by 

inscriptions marred with resentment: “soon unbearable thump on skull long silence vast stretch 

of time soon unbearable opener arse or capitals if he has lost the thread YOUR LIFE CUNT 

ABOVE CUNT HERE CUNT [. . .] and to conclude happy end cut thrust [in anticipation of 
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penetrating beyond the threshold, but all is in vain] DO YOU LOVE ME [. . .]” (HII 75).  These 

inscriptions of resentment do not abate but distend vilely in both method and intent:  

   YOUR LIFE unfinished for murmur light of day light of night little scene HERE to 

the quick and someone kneeling or huddled in a corner in the gloom [. . .] HERE 

HERE to the bone the nail breaks quick another in the furrows HERE HERE howls 

thump the whole face in the mud mouth nose no more breath and howls still never 

saw that before his life here howls in the black air and the mud like an old infant’s 

never to be stifled good try again HERE HERE to the marrow howls to drink solar 

years no figures until at last good he wins life here this life he can’t  (HII 96) 

 As is always the case in Beckett’s oeuvre, causality, totalization, and the end are just so 

many fictions among fictions.  To be sure, throughout Beckett’s canon, to end properly and 

finally, as much as can be hoped, is always the “last present formulation” (HII 133):   

now the first second and third now the fourth first and second  

 

now the third fourth and first now the second third and fourth 

 

something wrong there  (HII 130-31) 

         And, as we may expect, although superceded by “vast stretch of time,” on (and at) the heels 

of Pim’s abandonment—Pim who “never was only me me Pim” (HII 105)— “the [impossible] 

day Bom comes YOU BOM me Bom ME BOM you Bom we Bom” will continue to insure the 

nomadic, errant theatre of life above and life below, as well as another “coupling” that promises 

to repeat the former (non)event, reversing inconsequentially the torturer-tortured roles, and that 

will again, at last, amount to little more than “almost nothing left almost nothing” (HII 104): 

“cowering quiet as a mouse in my hole or night come at last less light a little less hastening 

towards the next [i.e., the next lessness] [. . .]” (HII 76). 

    How It Is suggests that the human being has forgotten how irreducibly alone s/he is, and 

that existence demands re-membering one’s impersonal, yet very personal, existence-without-

being, as if s/he could (as Nietzsche insists) only forget without forgetting; or as Blanchot urges: 

“Lie that no truth upholds, forgetting that supposes nothing forgotten and that is detached from 

every memory: with no certainties ever.  Desire turned back into desire.  Like a collision of 
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lights” (Step Not 52).
8
  If our silent chattering, which amounts to little more than the involuntary 

networking of neurotransmitters over synapses and brain tissue, ceased its narratives, if only for 

a conscious minute, then where, when, and what would we be?  Could we recognize ourselves as 

our own enigma, our own “secret,” that cannot be thought?
9
 

I talk like him Bom will talk like me only one kind of talk here one after another the 

voice said so it talks like us the voice of us all quaqua on all sides then in us when the 

panting stops bits and scraps that’s where we get it our old talk each his own way 

each his needs the best he can it stops ours starts starts again no knowing  (HII 76)    

 Similarly, any meaningfulness contrived from a reading of How It Is billows toward “no 

knowing,” toward nothing and no one, dispelling any singularly defining meta-text.  The reader 

must resign herself to falling into the failing cadence of Beckett’s self-imposed abandonment of 

language by language and attend to the text as if ill-perceiving “from afar through [. . .] spy-glass 

sidelong in mirrors through windows at night [. . .]” (HII 9).  Thereby, the outcome of the 

reader’s predicament remains, as it should, unresolved.  Nothing is always something, for 

language tenaciously represents; therefore, no matter how close the language distills itself toward 

its own absence, it remains indispensably image.  That caveat coupled with the routinely 

ambiguous slippage of the words and phrases in How It Is allow for an indeterminate number of 

interpretations of Beckett’s text.  Blanchot comments:  

The vain struggle for the anonymous.  Impersonality is not enough to guarantee the 

anonymous.  The work, even if it is without author and always becoming in relation 

to itself, delimits a space that attracts names, a possibility of reading that is 

determined every time, a system of references, a theory that appropriates it, a 

meaning that clarifies it.  (Step Not 36)      

Nothing final or definitive can be said here, for How It Is—shattered into bits of gnawed words 

and broken phrases that travesty the trompe l’oeil works and histories of its epical lineage—

desires ultimately what cannot be painted or written: the workless, nonoriginary origin of the 

work.  At length, Beckett’s text fails to complete this task; Beckett knows it must.  As Orpheus 

cannot fully realize his aesthetic imperative—straining to glimpse in vain the ever-receding 

faceless face of Eurydice—so Beckett falters as well, hopelessly hoping to ill-record, by his ever 

so faint and forever fading images, the imageless image of naught. 
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all that almost blank nothing to get out of it almost nothing nothing to put in that’s the 

saddest that would be the saddest imagination on the decline having attained the 

bottom what one calls sinking one is tempted  (HII 104)   

 Beckett’s muse, his “tacit song,” is unquestionably the unnamable literary space of the 

neuter residing neither within nor without language, which already always language engages and 

dissimulates.  This indifferent neutrality of language undeterminately determines the Beckettian 

text, committing it irremissibly to a purgatorial movement that circles from the irremeable trace 

of the “very little” to the “indelible trace” of the “almost nothing”—a dance of death eternally 

postponed, proffering the vestigial un-timely end of language and man.  Naming this “space” 

alludes to both the lack and excess of language as simulacra (un)said in the saying.  Its 

apparitional “appearance” can only be suggested by its consummate hiddenness, as a relation to 

that which is not available, only counterfeited, akin to the unintelligibility of appropriating as 

method the eternally recurring dénouement of the aporia.  As Derrida notes: “The ultimate aporia 

is the impossibility of the aporia as such.  The reservoir of this statement seems to me 

incalculable.  This statement is made with and reckons with the incalculable itself” (78).                                   

 How It Is ultimately resists being read, for any reading must always somehow get it wrong, 

must under- or overshoot the text, as does the very writing (which admits its shortcomings by the 

numerous interjections of “something missing here” or “something wrong there”).  Undoubtedly, 

Beckett’s self-denigrating work desires its disrepute, longs to be misunderstood, to be not only 

workless, but worthless.  Blanchot explains that How It Is belongs to 

a category of works that go unrecognized more through praise than through 

disparagement: to deprecate them is to come into contact with the force of refusal that 

has rendered them present and also with the remoteness that gives them their 

measure. [. . .] It would be better not to speak of such works, even to read them, as 

happens in any case.  Reading is often a too-wise completion that risks betraying the 

still unaccomplished movement to which one should respond.  (“Words” 328)  

 Interestingly, inept attempts to complete unaccomplished movements have a familiar 

ring—suggesting, ironically enough, the paradoxical, “tale”-biting movements of Beckett’s 

works.  Just as The Unnamable’s narrative voice, for example, elides in vain the unequivocal 

all—“Ah yes, all lies, God and man, nature and the light of day, the heart’s outpourings and the 
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means of understanding, all invented [. . .] with the help of no one, since there is no one [. . .]” (U 

304)—so does How It Is’s narrative voice: “yes the whole story from beginning to end yes 

completely false yes [. . .] all balls [. . .]” (HII 144); “all balls,” that is, except for “the 

[inexhaustible, excrementous] mud” (of impotent, exhaustive words); “the dark” (of the ill-seen 

and ill-heard, unknowing); “the panting” (from the insomniac, anorexic, barely human inscriber); 

and the anonymous, unvoiced “voice” (which designates in Beckett’s text the unnamable “space 

of literature,” the il y a).   

 The “voice”: “yes mine yes when the panting stops yes” (145).  The panting, of what little 

remains of a “human” life, ceases momentarily and in the opening the breath-less life, which we 

already always are, breathes.  Blanchot comments:  

Between this being—just barely living and also not living, no more than its own 

panting at the level of the mud—and the anonymous voice, there are established 

relations that in their laughable insignificance are more important than the various 

peripeteia of the story.  To begin with, this panting keeps the voice from being heard; 

thus this breath token of life must die down so that life can be heard, so this being can 

say I hear my life.  And it is always with a certain happiness that he says it, as though 

hearing remained the ultimate passion even if, or because, it interrupts life.  (“Words” 

329-30) 

 Blanchot’s emphasis upon the “impotance” of the “established relations” in their 

“laughable insignificance” between the “being” and the “voice” suggests our own suspicions of 

“established relations” between the “voice” and the writer.  Indeed it suggests textual self-

parody, and in fact burlesquing an eternally silent voice and a deaf, dumb, and blind writer 

functions as Beckett’s lynchpin since The Unnamable to prick open the equivocating speech of 

the “voice” and to allegorize in (sham)efully “meaningful” shaggy-dog stories the tragi-comic 

conditions of the writer—“there is more nourishment in a cry nay a sigh torn from one whose 

only good is silence or in speech extorted from one at last delivered from its use than sardines 

can ever offer” (HII 143).  Tropologically speaking, the “voiceless voice” does speak, but always 

dissimulated, a speech at times hauntingly confounded by, at times unwittingly uttered from, and 

at times obtusely in collusion with the parasitic, mind-less, language-bearing 

witness/writer/recorder.  But such parodic maneuverings in no way diminish but rather 
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corroborate and intensify the import of the overall form-content design and desire of Beckett’s 

post-Malone Dies works: to record failingly the unword by bearing witness ultimately and hence 

impossibly to nothing, inscribed as a vain and idle yet unrelinquishing, exigent fancy.  

 But what is this voice that may be heard when “the panting stops”?  Who is the speaker of 

“this voice which knows not what it says or I hear wrong which if I had a voice” (HII 127).  

From where and whence does it issue, “this voice yes the sad truth is there are moments when I 

fancy I can hear it” (HII 83).  And what may be definitively said about Beckett’s epic, except “all 

discontinuous save the dark the mud” (HII 126)?  What “in the end” may we inconclusively 

conclude, then, about “how it is”?   

how it is words for that too how it will be words for that in a word my life vast tracts 

of time 

 

I hear me again murmur me in the mud and am again 

 

never quite fallen from my species and I made that journey 

 

then something else and I didn’t make it then again and I made it again  (HII 126-27) 

 How It Is inscribes an ontology of writing at the limits of experience, characterized by an 

inert, nomadic script of inenarrable errancy.  Such a writing announces as its main theme the 

limit-experience of the eternal return of difference-in-itself, wherein Zeno’s spatial paradoxes of 

infinitely closed spaces become realities, and words splattered repetitively, auto-affectively, 

dimly, across and down the page become so much “vomit and shit”—in which, however, is 

embedded “humanities” enough (gleaned from the playful, unpunctuated slippage of words or 

from even a single overdetermined word) to humor hermeneutical inquiry for centuries to come.  

A writing void of individual enunciation or even a subject of enunciation (which we find as well 

in The Unnamble and Texts for Nothing), How It Is evokes the absence of God’s judgment 

(“Belacqua fallen over on his side tired of waiting,” HII 24), uncovering in its place the “eternal 

recurrence” of the “there is”: the primordial effaced truth qua untruth of all things (in-

themselves, in “the [pitiless] dark the mud”), an “unqualifiable murmur” relegating human 

consciousness to the casuistic trash bin of purgatorial exhaustion (“what the fuck I quote does it 
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matter who suffers faint waver here faint tremor/ the fuck who suffers who makes to suffer who 

cries who to be left in peace,” HII 131-32), where for the condemned—exemplified by our 

dispossessed writer—there gapes the soundless apperception of an indifferent alone-ness, of 

existence without being, of an eternal dying and therefore of waiting—an undistinguished legacy 

marked solely by a writing outside of writing that can only begin, and then begin and then, yet 

again, begin. 

                                                                   *       *       * 

 How It Is represents obviously a significant linguistic shift from The Unnamable’s endless 

and meaningless loquaciousness and Texts for Nothing’s thirteen nonlinear, mockingly 

meditative, fragmentary blocks of narrative.  Present in How It Is, in contrast, is an incessant 

series of patently repetitive and truncated, yet deft, poetic shards of disrupted, discontinuous epic 

spectacle.  The writerly shift in both form and content, however, does not impair this later 

novel’s obtaining the integrity of the Blanchovian-Beckettian writer’s limit-experience that 

courses through The Unnamable and Texts for Nothing; for, clearly, the reader engages again an 

aporetic movement of rupture, irresolution, and dissolution; again an inability to find any 

credible linguistic ground for making meaning; again a suspicion of the equivocal, fugitive 

nature of words—wrought in sparse, unaccomplished details of mirrored pluralities, 

displacement, dissimulation, simulacra.  As Beckett says rather generally and vaguely in “Three 

Dialogues”: “There are many ways in which the thing I am trying in vain to say may be tried in 

vain to be said.  I have experimented, as you know, both in public and in private, under duress, 

through faintness of heart, through weakness of mind, with two or three hundred” (Disjecta 144).   

And as Beckett once enigmatically relayed to S. E. Gontarski, “It’s all the same, Stan, always the 

same thing” (Intent vii); or as How It Is cryptically says: “same old scraps millions of times each 

time the first” (HII 133).   

 And yet what is Beckett trying repeatedly in vain to say in his works?  Blanchot, as if 

articulating the nascent event in Beckett’s “aesthetics of failure,” speaks of the poetic function at 

the boundary of the “space of literature” whereat language withdraws from itself: “The poet is he 

who hears a language which makes nothing heard” (Space 51).  Simply said, no?  How It Is says 

the same thing, poetically, like this: 

my life a voice without quaqua on all sides words scraps then nothing then again 
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more words more scraps the same ill-spoken ill-heard then nothing vast stretch of 

time then in me in the vault bone-white if there were a light bits and scraps [. . .] ill-

heard ill-murmured ill-heard ill-recorded my whole life a gibberish garbled six-fold 

 

to the sole end that there may be white on white trace of so many and so many words 

[. . .]  

 

those words of old [. . .] at the end before the silence the panting without pause the 

animal in want of air the mouth murmuring them to the mud 

 

a murmur scarce a breath then from mouth to mud brief kiss brush of lips faint kiss  

(HII 134-36)  

 But just what is this “language that makes nothing heard”?  Is it “a little less of no matter 

what no matter how no matter when a little less of to be present past future and conditional of to 

be and not to be [. . .]” (HII 38); or is it “rumor transmissible ad infinitum in either direction” 

(HII 120); or is it just “all balls from start to finish” (HII 144)—inaudibly whispered by “the 

voice of us all [. . .] without on all sides then in us when the panting stops bits and scraps barely 

audible certainly distorted [. . .] who before listening to us murmur what we are tells us what we 

are as best [it] can” (HII 139), that is, “my life here a life somewhere said to have been mine still 

mine and still in store bits and scraps strung together vast stretch of time an old tale [. . .]” (HII 

133)?   

   For Blanchot, “the voice is already present in one’s hearing of the question one asks about 

it.”  “Hear, simply hear,” Blanchot implores, with “the desire to give oneself over to this speech 

of the outside that speaks everywhere” (Infinite Conversation 329), a desire which, Blanchot 

would add, Beckett’s texts enfold and unfurl.    
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CHAPTER FIVE 

The Nohow On Novels: 

Imagination Dead Without Imagining 

 

It may be that, as one likes to declare, “man is passing.”  He is.  He has even already passed 
away, inasmuch as he has always been adapted to and appropriated by his own 
disappearance. 
 
                                                                      —Maurice Blanchot  The Infinite Conversation (262) 

 

 

         Beckett’s Nohow On novels, the second and last “so-called” trilogy—Company, Ill Seen Ill 

Said, and Worstward Ho—map as well (following The Unnamable, Texts For Nothing, and How 

It Is) the milieu of the Blanchovian, subject-less writer in situ.  Having relinquished her hold 

upon authority, the writer exists essentially, horrifically alone, not as an alienated, paranoid, lone 

ego, but rather as a decentered, but acutely rational, schizophrenic.  The writer abides at the brink 

of an anonymous absence where (although nowhere) the incessant murmur of a voiceless other-

ness speaks.  Struck dumb in dreadful “fascination,” the writer, powerless to express, 

compellingly records the “ill seen ill said” limit-experience toward nothing—toward the 

nonrepresentative exteriority of language by a writing that cannot escape the mode of a 

traditionally “interiorized,” representational language.  The demise not only of the author 

position but also of the human allows language to ghost its own non-signifying “reality,” to 

parody its own opaque, nondialectical being (as becoming); and so the writing goes on, although 

it cannot go on, driven toward and stymied by its own becoming-void, “expressing” in vain its 

nameless, nonrelational “outside” that has its impossible un-“say” in the meaning-laden “said” of 

the resultant script.  In their unique way, the Nohow On novels continue this Blanchovian, 

writerly paradigm which distinguishes the post-Malone Dies prose.   

 By their persistent paring away of signification and unyielding eclipse of words, these last 

Beckettian novels beguile and tempt the reader to look for a quasi-teleological, interiorized 

movement “worstward” from one novel to the next.  A telic reading may point to the more 

realistically drawn autobiographical references in Company as memories at the limit of 
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perception-consciousness; then to the purely fanciful dream-world of Ill Seen Ill Said; and finally 

to the severely minimalized, psychotic narrative of Worstward Ho, whose sole intent is to 

“gnaw” away at words toward language’s and the mind’s absolute extinction.  To so outline the 

novels’ contents suggests that the novels display a decidedly inner journey toward the soundless 

depths of the human psyche.  However, unlike the apparent quasi-teleological movement of the 

first trilogy—Molloy, Malone Dies, and The Unnamable—whose veiled intent is to arrive finally 

at a cogito-less, author-less writing in The Unnamable, the second trilogy is merely three more 

uniquely drawn, parodic offerings from the uncompromising series of works that shape Beckett’s 

post-Malone Dies prose, works that reflect one another, in a reflecting back (especially from 

Murphy onward) and forward in a self-mirroring pastiche toward a literature of the unword.   

 As if penned by the hand of a nearly identifiable author (whose exiled identity we suspect 

is Samuel Beckett’s), the writing demarcates the boundaries of a “contourless” imagination “in 

immeasurable dark,” a land of severe dementia, yet “so reason-ridden,” a paradoxical “kind of its 

own” (C 24).  And through the writer’s effacement—so that in this silence what speaks without 

beginning or end might take on form, coherence, and sense” (Space 27)—another kind of speech 

prevails.  Blanchot explains:  

The writer [of the limit-experience] belongs to a language which no one speaks, 

which is addressed to no one, which has no center, and which reveals nothing. [. . .] 

To the extent that [the writer] does justice to what requires writing, he can never 

again express himself, any more than he can appeal to you, or even introduce 

another’s speech.  Where he is, only being speaks—which means that language 

doesn’t speak any more, but is.  It devotes itself to the pure passivity of being.  (Space 

27)   

 The “being” Blanchot alludes to here, we should recall, is always already nondialectical, 

nonsignfying, nonrelational.  To speak about “being,” therefore, is impossible.   To name 

“being” conceptualizes “it,” ties “it” to the metaphysics of grammar; to say, for example, that 

“being” is what remains after everything has disappeared suggests still a lingering presence.  

“Being” (for Blanchot) may be better understood as not-being, and then we must elide even that 

conceptual notion.   

 The later Heidegger, in his text The Question of Being, becomes similarly disconcerted 

with the word “Being” (i.e., “Being” with a capital “B” to distinguish it from the individual 
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being of things and humans), a signifier, encumbered traditionally with onto-theological, 

metaphysical baggage, that has always opposed “nothing.”  The word “Being” therefore 

misrepresents the de facto nothingness that Being in general designates.  For Heidegger, then, 

Being should be thought of as written “under erasure,” reinforced in script by graphically “X”-

ing out the word.  Designed to wrench metaphysics from writing, this type of coding presumes 

(and can only appeal to) philosophical discourse, the attempt to think the nonconceptual naught 

by the philosophical cogito, a perspective that maintains its purview from the perspective of a 

phenomenologically substantiated subjectivity.  Significantly though, Heidegger binds Being’s 

infinite absence to the very being of language and therefore its absolute neutrality to the human 

being’s relation to language, opening the discourse of Being to poetic language as a way to 

reconcile the human being’s distance-ing to Being’s near-ness, toward a shared literary space of 

enownment and joy.     

 For Blanchot, however, such reconciliation is a nostalgic impossibility.  Poetry reflects, 

rather, an ontology more nihilistically inhuman than human, the poet in Nietzschean fashion 

sacrificing her identity to the nonidentity of the “there is,” to an undying dreadfulness, of a 

general amnesia wedded to a horrific anamnesis of existence without being, the limit-experience 

insinuated in Nietzsche’s most horrific thought: that of the unfinished finitude of the eternal 

recurrence of nothingness.  The poet’s undertaking is overtaken by an incapability to express, by 

a hopeless, infinite mourning for an end that can only begin again, by a compulsory, fragmented 

writing reflecting the ill-reasoning of an otherwise acutely rational dementia, of an inert listening 

to an impotent, yet inexhaustible, silent speech dissimulated by a spectral, dispersed, human 

subject-less-ness “who” transcribes that which is not.    

 In his essay titled “Maurice Blanchot: The Thought from Outside,” Foucault celebrates 

Blanchot’s insight into the problem of being and language.  Lauding “the breakthrough to a 

language from which the subject is excluded, the bringing to light of a perhaps irremediable 

incompatibility between the appearing of language in its being and consciousness of the self in 

its identity [. . .]” (15), Foucault counterposes the interior certitude of the “I think” with the 

exterior ephemerality of the “I speak.”  In the “I think,” thought captures, confirms itself in its 

existence: “Thought about thought, an entire tradition wider than philosophy, has taught us that 

thought leads us to the deepest interiority” (13).  In contrast, the fragile sovereignty of the “I 

speak,” Foucault indicates, “disappears the instant I fall silent.  Any possibility of language dries 
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up in the transitivity of its execution.  The desert surrounds it” (11).  Indicative of and underlying 

Foucault’s position is the post-structuralist argument that the cogito is illusory, that there is no 

creative center of subjectivity: as Richard Kearney informs us, “[. . .] it is not the subject who 

speaks language, but language which speaks the subject” (181).
1
  The “I speak” then is already 

always present in any speaking, but it is always veiled in the noetic and emotional meaning 

conveyed by words—reinforcing the interiorized “truth” of the “I think” and the exteriorized 

meaning-giving significance of language in general.  How then may language approach the 

meaning-less being of the “I speak”?  Can speech about speech (that cannot speak), the task and 

test of contemporary literature (as Foucault maintains), unveil the bare-boned “essence,” or 

better, “absence” of naked utterance?  Foucault writes: 

It is extremely difficult to find a language faithful to this thought.  Any purely 

reflexive discourse runs the risk of leading the experience of the outside back to the 

dimension of interiority; reflection tends irresistibly to repatriate it to the side of 

consciousness and develop it into a description of living that depicts the “outside” as 

the experience of the body, space, the limits of the will, and the ineffaceable presence 

of the other.  The vocabulary of fiction is equally perilous: due to the thickness of its 

images [and as with even the most neutral of figures] [. . .], it risks setting down 

ready-made meanings that stitch the old fabric of interiority back together in the form 

of an imagined outside.  (“Maurice Blanchot” 21) 

  Unlike the self-referencing of interiorized thought which even at its limit re(in)states itself 

as its true representation and thus as a representative truth, the “I speak” reduced to a purely 

exteriorized self-referentiality leads neither to truth nor to representation.  To rethink language 

(through language) as not only “outside” truth and representation but also “outside” itself is to 

engage language as purely effect, listening to its soundless flight as it erases itself.  Writing must 

therefore convert reflexive language, as Foucault instructs, away from “any inner confirmation [. 

. .] [and] toward [instead] an outer bound where it must continually contest itself [not as a 

dialectical contradicting, but as a self-effacing]. [. . .] in the immediate negation of what it says, 

in a silence that is not the intimacy of a secret but a pure outside where words endlessly unravel” 

(21-22).  Speech, in this way, droning on continuously, reducing language to streaming surfaces 

marked by forgetfulness rather than reflection, waiting to begin yet already begun, does not 

signify but rather parodically mimics, mocking sense, nor can it stop its murmuring in order to 
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think its discourse, for its being lies not in thought, but in language in its raw, minimal state, 

outside the concept and subjectivity: “language endlessly spreads forth, while the subject—the 

‘I’ who speaks—fragments, disperses, scatters, disappearing in that naked space” (Foucault 

“Maurice Blanchot” 11).  Language becomes a rhizomatous-desiring/desired absence, no longer 

a signifying speech but speech nonetheless, located in a neutral space where stripped of authority 

it already always is.  No wonder then that we read in The Unnamable:  “I’m in words, made of 

words, others’ words, what others [. . .]” (U 386), and, “I say what I hear, I hear what I say, I 

don’t know, one or the other, or both [. . .]” (U 412).  Foucault describes the deficiency/surplus 

of writing about writing at the limits of language as  

a spreading forth of language in its raw state, an unfolding of pure exteriority.  And 

the subject [i.e., the writer] that speaks is less the responsible agent of a discourse 

(what holds it, what uses it to assert and judge, what sometimes represents itself in it 

by means of a grammatical form designed to have that effect) than a non-existence in 

whose emptiness the unending outpouring of language uninterruptedly continues.  

(“Maurice Blanchot” 11) 

                                                 *     *     * 

 We are not long into our reading of Company when we discover that the figure “in the 

dark” falls within our Blanchovian compass of subject-less-ness, suggestive of the situation of 

the writer Foucault describes above: “Your mind never active at any time is now even less than 

ever so. [. . .] Yet a certain activity of mind however slight is a necessary adjunct of company” 

(C 5), and so “with what reason remains he reasons ill” (C 7), a halting activity that must 

inevitably disclose (in a most ironically rational, but schizoid-circumspective, manner) “Rare 

flickers of reasoning of no avail.  Hope and despair and suchlike barely felt.  How current 

situation arrived at unclear.  No that then to compare to this now” (C 32-33).   

 In contrast to its predecessors in the post-Malone Dies prose series, Company’s narrative 

voice is at pains to articulate the subjective pronoun “I.”  This elision of the narrative “I,” so 

longed for in the earlier works, subsequently suggests another instance of the subject-less 

writer/writing.  Blanchot tells us that “to write is to pass from ‘I’ to ‘he’” (Gaze 135) and that 

“narration governed by the neuter is kept in the custody of the ‘he,’ the third person that is 

neither a third person, nor the simple cloak of impersonality. [. . .] The narrative ‘he’ dismisses 
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all subjects, just as it removes every transitive action or every objective possibility” (Gaze 140).  

In such a narrative,  

the subjects of the action [. . .] fall into a relationship of nonidentification with 

themselves: something happens to them, something they cannot recapture except by 

relinquishing their power to say “I” and what happens to them has always happened 

already: they can only account for it indirectly, as self-forgetfulness, the forgetfulness 

that introduces them into the present without memory that is the present of narrating 

speech.  (Gaze 140) 

Interestingly, Company’s dark and silent “what, where” setting constructed by the exclusive use 

of nondeictic second and third person pronouns more readily suggests, especially to the 

uninitiated reader, a narrative diaspora of dispossessed subjectivity.  The few appellative 

references to the “I” in Company function nostalgically both as ironic appeals for presence (for 

company’s sake) and as pretexts for mocking the impossibility of presence, the desired “I” 

signing both a thinking, remembering, substantiated “I” (“A voice in the first person singular.  

Murmuring now and then, Yes I remember,” C 10), as well as the deviating, unknowable, 

uncanny “not-I” (“Nowhere to be found.  Nowhere to be sought.  The unthinkable last of all.  

Unnamable.  Last person.  I.  Quick leave him,” C 17).   

 Company’s desire to impossibly recapture the “I” contrasts with The Unnamable’s frantic 

yearning impossibly to elide the “I.”  Each narrative is caught in its own unique purgatorial loop.  

The irony of The Unnamable’s desire to blot out the “I” in order to recapture the “not-I” is that 

The Unnamable’s “I” is already nondeictic and contentless: it already designates the “not-I” (and 

the reader should, in Heideggerian fashion, imagine an “X” covering every “I” in the novel).  It 

is erroneous to think that The Unnamable’s “I” is spoken by an intending subject and is therefore 

indicative of an interior consciousness.  To wit, the trouble lies in the vaudevillian proclivity of 

The Unnamable’s “I” to adhere itself to logocentric “flypaper,” from which the narrative cannot 

easily or apparently shake free.  So we should be neither surprised nor perplexed when we read  

I shall not say I again, ever again, it’s too farcical.  I shall put in its place, whenever I 

hear it, the third person, if I think of it. [. . .] It will make no difference.  Where I am 

there is no one but me, who am not [and thus speechless]. [. . .] Words, he says he 

knows they are words.  But how can he know, who has never heard anything else? 
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[This last sentence is unmistakably germane to Blanchot’s “the present without 

memory that is the present of narrating speech.”]  (U 355) 

Company must contend similarly with its own problematic flypaper:  

If he were to utter after all?  [that is, “in the end”?]  However feebly.  What an 

addition to company that would be!  You are on your back in the dark and one day 

you will utter again.  One day! [indicative of an apparent situation wherein “day” is 

an impossibility]  In the end [yet another nostalgic impossibility].  In the end you will 

utter again.  Yes I remember.  That was I.  That was I then.  (C 14)  

Of course the utterance would obviously negate “the end,” for the uttering is something “after 

all.”  The utterance would therefore call for the perpetual repetition of “the end,” an 

inexhaustible toiling of unbounded mourning, the “I” as presence always a deferred 

allusion/illusion to be repeatedly re-membered, necessitating the mimed recuperation of the 

already always nondeictic, contentless, and speechless “you will utter again,” so that the coveted 

utterance may proclaim erroneously and impossibly (in the never-ending end), “That was I then.”  

In such a disastrous milieu of infinite dying, “To have the hearer have a past and acknowledge it” 

(C 24) functions merely as charade, as a consequential feint in futility, for the purgatorial 

temporality of infinite delay suggested by the endless “in the end” posits a future without a past, 

a past always already eclipsed, of différence, wherein and whereby the presence of an “I,” 

nostalgically indicated by the “That was I,” is ungraspable, having never been, for a future that 

will never be.                                                                                                                                                              

 The Unnamable and Company seduce the reader, however, with an alluring ruse that the 

texts unfold from inside a schizoid mind, offering a mise en scène of interiority (a suggested 

“outside” confirmed by the local extension of probing but blunted physical sensations).  The 

novels’ many aporetic passages, however, are meant both to stultify ratiocination (similar to a 

Zen koan) and to satisfy the mendacious “form, coherence, and sense” a writing at the limits of 

experience must assume, in terms of conveying general and restricted economies of language 

toward neither (“In immeasurable dark.  Contourless.  Leave it at that for the moment.  Adding 

only, What kind of imagination is this so reason-ridden?  A kind of its own,” C 24).  Toward 

“neither,” however, demands that this “kind” of writing labor, though in vain, to void the 

dialectic: no inside-outside, no mind-body, no subjective-objective dualities.  Neither the I-it nor 

the I-thou exists in Beckett’s post-Malone Dies texts, although the “fault of the pronouns”—that 
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is, the “fault” of language in general, of logocentrism—suggests an otherwise dialectally-driven 

language of semiotic import.  Beckett leaves little to doubt, however, as to his position in this 

matter—in his ongoing reshaping of a “literature of the unword”—by the long overdue (though 

purely symbolic) exclusion of the “I” in Nohow On, the first person pronoun’s few references in 

Company countered by their impossibility, Company’s narrative confessing finally, “You do not 

murmur in so many words, I know this doomed to fail and yet persist.  No.  For the first person 

singular and a fortiori plural pronoun had never any place in your vocabulary” (C 45).    

 Instead (and indicative that Company resides in the Beckett canon as part of the subject-

less, post-Malone Dies writings), Company deploys a narrative (“Stirring now and then to 

wonder that mind so lost to wonder,” C 38) that is a plurality of voices with no ontological or 

otherwise structural ground: “Who asks, Whose voice asking this? [. . .] Who asks in the end, 

Who asks? [. . .] Unless another still.  Nowhere to be found.  Nowhere to be sought.  The 

unthinkable last of all.  Unnamable” (C 17).  At the limits of the “thought from the outside,” and 

therefore so unconditionally “Alone,” the author having so long ago departed, now a witless 

recorder of uttered silence, together with a fictitious “who,” the dissimulation of neither self nor 

unself, “labor[s] in vain at your fable. [. . .]  The fable of one fabling of one with you in the dark. 

[. . .].”  We must not ask who speaks in Beckett’s Company, for we know it cannot be said.  Even 

as we vainly strain to hear, there is only the writing and nothing else, only “labour lost and 

silence.  And you as you always were” (C 46).   

 Company includes, as well, presumed “autobiographical” passages that merge with the 

fanciful, suggesting again the novel’s subtextual, writerly “situation,” the “autobiographical” 

passages alluding in effect (as argued in Chapter Four of this study) to the demented scrivner’s 

involuntary, yet compulsory and imaginative, recurrences of mnemonic loops (as The 

Unnamable’s narrative voice remarks: “Memory notably, which I did not think myself entitled to 

draw upon, will have its word to say, if necessary,” U 296).  S. E. Gontarski, in the introduction 

to the Grove Press edition of Nohow On, comments: “That memories are indistinguishable from 

imaginings in the process of mind, both ill seen and ill said, is as much the subject of the Nohow 

On novels as any autobiographical strain” (xxiii).  We may expect from the Nohow On novels, 

therefore, the same duplicitous writing (“all lies”) that shapes the earlier works which echo the 

Blanchovian paradigm.  That is to say, when Blanchot insists that writing is to give itself over to 

the “form, coherence, and sense” of the nameless, absent “space of literature” which silently 
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speaks “without beginning or end,” Blanchot is addressing the “form, coherence, and sense” of 

language/fiction scrutinizing itself as fiction/language, of writing writing about itself—as a 

fabrication, a tale—simultaneously affirming and denying what is said: writing thereby becomes 

the ineffectual, worthless measure of a wearisome, inconsolable, wasted activity shrouded in the 

same enigma that arises in questioning who speaks in the Cretan’s treacherous pronouncement: 

“I lie.” 

 Deceptively, Company at first appears straightforward enough: “A voice comes to one in 

the dark.  Imagine.”  The text then introduces “one on his back in the dark,” but discloses that 

“Only a small part of what is said can be verified”—for one, by the verifiability incurred from 

physical sensations, of “pressure on his hind parts and by how the dark changes when he shuts 

[and opens] his eyes [. . .]” (C 3).  We are to assume that a male, human figure lies on his back in 

darkness, perhaps alone or perhaps with another or with others, and that a voice speaks at times 

to the figure of a past, a present, and a future.  However—and this is where the text begins to 

turn inside-out—in regard to the future, the voice announces, “You will end as you now are” (C 

4).  This haunting statement suggests that perhaps the “end” has already arrived, endlessly 

repeating itself, the “as you now are” indicating the limit-experience of this “end,” as a future 

without a future.  Adding to our confusion, we read next: “And in another dark or in the same 

another devising it all for company.  Quick leave him.”  We will later read:  

Is there anything to add to this esquisse [i.e., this sketch]?  His unnamability.  Even M 

must go.  So W reminds himself of his creature as so far created.  W?  But W too is 

creature.  Figment.  Yet another then.  Of whom nothing.  Devising figments to 

temper his nothingness.  Quick leave him.  Pause and then in panic to himself, Quick 

leave him.”  (C 33)   

As we realize that this latter “deviser” is echoing the already quoted “Quick leave him,” we must 

conclude that we have reached a textual impasse, that we have no idea who may be speaking at 

any one time, even though we are informed: “Use of the second person marks the voice.  That of 

the third that cantankerous other.”  Further confusion yet prevails when we read: “Could he 

speak to and of whom the voice speaks there would be a first.  But he cannot.  He shall not.  You 

cannot. You shall not” (C 4).  Initially, we understand that the voice, marked by the second 

person narrative, speaks to and about “a first,” an “I”; but we are then told that this cannot be, for 

both the third person and the second person narrative possibilities “cannot” and “shall not” speak 
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to and of the “I.”   Here as well the first person narrative’s nonexistence opens a void wherein 

only the empty, effacing “I speak” speaks, as indeed The Unnamable’s narrative voice attempts 

to articulate:  

if only I knew if I’ve lived, if I live, if I’ll live [. . .] never stirred from here, never 

stopped telling stories, to myself [. . .] where do I store them [. . .] what do I tell them 

with [. . .] what do I hear them with [. . .] it can’t be I [. . .] I do it without heeding, or 

as if I were somewhere else, there I am far again, there I am the absentee again,  it’s 

his turn again now, he who neither speaks nor listens, who has neither body nor soul 

[. . .] he is made of silence [. . .] he’s in the silence, he’s the one to be sought, the one 

to be, the one to be spoken of, the one to speak, but he can’t speak [. . .] I’d be he, I’d 

be the silence [. . .] perhaps there’s no other, I don’t know.  (U 412-14)    

 Similarly, Company’s shards of voices suggest the surface play of the “I speak” through 

meaningless repetition: “What visions in the dark of light!  Who exclaims thus?  Who asks who 

exclaims, What visions in the shadeless dark of light and shade!  Yet another still?  Devising it 

all for company.  What a further addition to company that would be!  Yet another devising it all 

for company.  Quick leave him” (C 44).  Furthermore, when we read, “Devised deviser devising 

it all for company.  In the same figment dark as his figments” (C 33), we recognize only a textual 

play of mirrors, the destabilized images reflecting a language abandoning that which it names, 

whereby figments devised by figments, ad infinitum, become a myriad of mimicry, 

verisimilitude capitulating its traditional, privileged position to an infinity of difference 

mimicking nothing.   

 Beckett’s deconstruction of the term “figments” draws our attention as well.  Traditionally 

“figments” find their origin and being in mental activity, the inventions of imagination, psychic 

phenomena that language readily categorizes as interiorized apparitional representations.  But 

“figments” without a ground for their emanation—without the productive wellspring of 

imagination, which Company dismisses in its dispersion of subjectivity—relegates “figments” to 

a sign-less morpheme, to the passive neutrality of language, to language as merely the play of 

contentless simulacra.  And wondering if perhaps “figments” is the wrong word, we realize that 

we are confronting in Company, as well as in the two other Nohow On novels, another 

Beckettian text’s refusal to be read, proffering instead a fictional “happening” of nothing in 

particular. 
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 On the other hand, Company continues the coding of the impossible “voice” (of no one) 

conjoined with “light” (however faint), which suggests the admixture of the general economy of 

the voice (“the odd sound”? the murmuring of silence?) liminal to the language-bearing writer 

and the regional economy of the writer’s involuntary fantasies and memories: “Pangs of faint 

light and stirrings still.  Unformulable gropings of the mind.  Unstillable” (C 16); “You first saw 

the light [when born] at Easter and now” (C 10); “In dark and silence to close as if to light the 

eyes and hear a sound” (C 12); “By the voice a faint light is shed. Dark lightens while it sounds” 

(C 12).  The general economy of light amidst darkness, as in The Unnamable and How It Is, 

suggests the human limit-experience, which at times involuntarily triggers a more illuminated 

surreal memory, similar to the coding of fragmented human memory in the narrative of The 

Unnamable—i.e., “the light of day” and “up there”—and in the narrative of How It Is, “life 

above in the light.”  Intermittent passages occur in Company that suggest, as well, a restricted 

economy of phantasmal memories flowing out of the general economy of light fused with dark.  

References to “light” course continuously back and forth from one economy to the other 

throughout the novel, as the following two passages suggest:  

The light there was then.  On your back in the dark the light there was then.  Sunless 

cloudless brightness. You slip away at the break of day [my italics] and climb to your 

hiding place on the hillside.  A nook in the gorse.  East beyond the sea the faint shape 

of high mountain. [. . .] The first time you told them and were derided.  All you had 

seen was a cloud. [. . .] Back home at nightfall supperless to bed.  You lie in the dark 

and are back in that light.  Straining out from your nest in the gorse with your eyes 

across the water till they ache. [. . .] Till in the end it is there.  Palest blue against the 

pale sky.  You lie in the dark and are back in that light.  Fall asleep in that sunless 

cloudless light.  Sleep till morning light.  (C 17).  

                                                                                                                                                                  

     As in shadow he lay and only the odd sound slowly silence fell and darkness 

gathered.  That were perhaps better company.  For what odd sound?  Whence the 

shadowy light? 

Again, the general economy of light mingling with dark issues forth a regional economy of light: 

    You stand at the tip of the high board.  High above the sea.  In it your father’s 

upturned face.  Upturned to you. [. . .] The red round face. 
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After the mnemonic image, the general economy of light and dark returns:    

   By the voice a faint light is shed.  Dark lightens while it sounds.  Deepens when it 

ebbs.   Lightens with flow back to faint full.  (C 12) 

 Voice as light—although suggesting the Romantic imagination, as an image-producing 

lamp—has no meaningful ground without an “I” to bring the light (of voice and imagination) 

fully to bear upon the otherwise subject-less mnemonic activity, by uttering (although 

hopelessly), “Yes I remember.  That was I.  That was I then.”  What follows this passage, as if 

triggered by it, is yet another restricted economy of apparent memories/fantasies: “You are alone 

in the garden.  Your mother is in the kitchen making ready for afternoon tea with Mrs Coote” (C 

14).  All is in vain, however, for the light of the voice, “in the end,” can only reference writing’s 

“disaster”: 

   Whence the shadowy light?  What company in the dark!  To close the eyes and try to 

imagine that.  Whence once the shadowy light.  No source.  As if faintly luminous all 

his little void.  What can he have seen then above his upturned face.  To close the 

eyes in the dark and try to imagine that.  (C 13)      

 Later, a play on light emerges whose economy suggests confusion between the general and 

the regional: “A strand.  Evening.  Light dying.  Soon none left to die.  No.  No such thing then 

as no light.  Died on to dawn and never died [a recurring image—intimating the il y a—from 

Beckett’s reservoir of metaphorical figures].  You stand with your back to the wash.  No sound 

but its. [. . .] You lean on a long staff [a metonymic phrase suggesting in context the existent’s 

interminability]” (C 39-40).  In his 1945 essay “Reading Kafka,” Blanchot describes a similar 

condition of light in also articulating the there is: 

Death dominates us, but it dominates us by its impossibility, and that means not only 

that we were not born [. . .] but also that we are absent from our death. [. . .] If night is 

suddenly cast in doubt, then there is no longer either day or night, there is only a 

vague, twilight glow, which is sometimes a memory of day, sometimes a longing for 

night, end of the sun and sun of the end.  (Work of Fire 9) 

In this passage, the two economies no longer are dialectics in conflict, but rather they contest one 

another, void of a ground (“end of the sun and sun of the end”), and so merge in “twilight glow,” 

which arbitrarily reflects memories of day or the bad conscience of night.  This contestation 

toward the erasure of the two versions of light in Company, the constant back and forth that 
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exhausts itself in the confused commingling of the two, acts to interrupt the dialectical—and in 

the “inbetween-ness” that remains, opens an eternally recurring neutrality, the indifferent il y a: 

“Evening.  Light dying. [. . .] Died on to dawn and never died.” Yet, there is no reconciliation 

here, just a purgatorial arrestment and a droning on and on. 

 Near Company’s conclusion, another memory/ fantasy evokes the witless writer’s dire 

situation and the fusing again of regional and general economies: “Numb with the woes of your 

kind you raise none the less your head from off your hands and open your eyes [. . .] turn[ing] on 

[. . .] the light above you” (C 42); the human figure then attempts to discover a “constant” in the 

ever-changing shadows caused by the rotation of a wrist watch’s second hand, indicative 

seemingly of a human need to bring order to the chaos of the writerly limit-experience, as if in 

response to an earlier evocation: “Might not the hearer be improved?  Made more companionable 

if not downright human.  Mentally perhaps there is room for enlivenment.  An attempt at 

reflexion at least.  At recall.  At speech even.  Conation of some kind however feeble.  A trace of 

emotion.  Signs of distress.  A sense of failure.  Without loss of character.  Delicate ground” (C 

19).  Indeed, this tract of failed desiring allows, in the least, for almost some meaningfulness, in 

contrast to the catastrophe of the ongoing utter confusion:  

He speaks of himself as of another.  He says speaking of himself, He speaks of 

himself as of another.  Himself he devises too for company.  Leave it at that.  

Confusion too is company up to a point.  Better hope deferred than none.  Up to a 

point.  Till the heart starts to sicken.  Company too up to a point.  Better a sick heart 

than none.  Till it starts to break. [. . .] leave it at that.  (C 18) 

Blanchot tells us:  

There is no end, there is no possibility of being done with the day, with the meaning 

of things, with hope: such is the truth that Western man has made a symbol of felicity, 

and has tried to make bearable by focusing on its positive side, that of immortality, of 

an afterlife that would compensate for life.  But this afterlife is our actual life.  (Work 

8)     

Beckett’s figure, spellbound momentarily by a fascination with the watch’s second hand 

shadows, evokes the purgatorial loop that is “our actual life” by returning to bowed head, closed 

eyes, and “the woes of your kind.”  The verbal play on light that follows, in the return from the 

regional economy of the watch and its desperately watching figure (in search of constants) and 
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who suggests the gaping-eyed, insomniac writer, draws us horrifically back into the awareness of 

time without event or possibility, to a time of exile that deprives the writer of even his own exile, 

whereby writing is delivered over to an other of empty perpetuity, the writing becoming literally 

a no man’s land of fleeing alterity.  That is to say, following the “watch” episode, the text’s 

movement signaling the restricted economy—“Dawn finds you still in this position.  The low sun 

shines on you through the eastern window and flings along the floor your shadow and that of the 

lamp left lit above you.  And those of other objects also”—is abruptly annexed by the general 

economy of a deathless schizophrenia, starkly illuminating what “the woes of your kind,” the 

writer’s, entail: “What visions in the dark of light!  Who exclaims thus?  Who asks who 

exclaims, What visions in the shadeless dark of light and shade!  Yet another still?  Devising it 

all for company.  What a further addition to company that would be!  Yet another still devising it 

all for company.  Quick leave him” (C 44).   

 Near its conclusion, Company’s illusive narration speaks of an indistinct “crawling 

creator,” and the narrative poses the following question: “Can the crawling creator crawling in 

the same create dark as his creature create while crawling?  One of the questions he put to 

himself as between two crawls he lay.”  After some deliberation, nonplused by the convoluted 

similitude of “the place to which imagination perhaps unadvisedly had consigned him” 

(suggesting a de-centered imagination void of origin or end) and “deploring a fancy so reason-

ridden and observing how revocable its flights he could not but answer finally no he could not.  

Could not conceivably create while crawling in the same create dark as his creature” (C 38-39).  

This allusion to the impossibility of creation while at the same time in so many words to a 

simulation of nothing without reference we might best describe, following Derrida, as “a textual 

labyrinth paneled with mirrors”; “a reference without a referent [. . .] a ghost that is the phantom 

of no flesh, wandering about without a past, without any death, birth or present”; “at once image 

and model, and hence image without model, without verisimilitude, without truth or falsity, a 

miming of appearance without concealed reality, without any world behind it” (Dissemination 

195, 206, 211).  As we may suspect, both Ill Seen Ill Said and Worstward Ho intimate as well 

this same post-structuralist paradigm. 

                                                                     *     *     *  

 Derrida’s alignment, in Dissemination, with Mallarmé’s Mimique serves our approach to Ill 

Seen Ill Said.  In his deconstruction of traditional notions of the imagination, Derrida 
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appropriates Mimique as illustrating that imagination is neither the source of Platonic copies 

mirroring a real world nor the Romantic ideal of a “lamp” or luminous, humanist presence of 

creativity; rather, the imaginary, for Derrida, is a decentered, multilayered field of specular 

reflectors—circling images, destabilized and multifaceted—an ongoing series of mimicries 

mimicking mimicries without presence or any original models from which the play of simulacra 

derives.  Derrida states: “There is no simple reference.  It is in this that the mime operation does 

allude, but alludes to nothing, alludes without breaking the mirror, without reaching beyond the 

looking glass” (Dissemination 206).  Foucault’s This Is Not a Pipe (a reading of Magritte’s 

painting La Trahison des Images [The Treason of Images]) proclaims similarly that “the ‘This is 

not a pipe’ silently hidden in mimetic representation has become the ‘This is not a pipe’ of 

circulating similitudes” (54).  Commenting on the Derridean text, Kearney writes: “The ideal of 

transcendental production is swallowed up in endless reproduction” (184).  The crux of the 

matter, Kearney indicates, is that “Derrida is compelled to conclude that there may no longer be 

a decidable distinction between image and so-called reality.  The mimicry which parodies itself 

also deconstructs itself” (185).  

 Intertextually, Beckett’s works mime not only instances of one another but also a multitude 

of words and phrases from Western literature, religion, and philosophy.  Ill Seen Ill Said, for 

example, as Susan Brienza points out, unfolds “within the frame of a quasi-Gothic story” (229): 

a short distance from a lone, desolate tomb, which a solitary, mysterious, old woman periodically 

visits, looms an isolated cabin whose roof  slates appear “brought from a ruined mansion.  What 

tales had they tongues to tell” (ISIS 74).   In regard to the intertextual play of Beckett’s own 

works, Brienza indicates that in its “need to stop writing, Ill Seen follows the paths of Text for 

Nothing and ‘For to End Yet Again’ (Fizzle 8), and [that] in fact, [the latter’s] title phrase 

reappears here [in Ill Seen Ill Said] [. . .]” (229).  Of “Pfft occulted.  Nothing having stirred” 

(ISIS 58), Brienza remarks, “We can remember ‘pfft’ as Pozzo’s onomatopoetic signal of night’s 

instant arrival in his long declamation on time in Godot, and ‘pfft’ was also one of Beckett’s 

early approximations for the word ‘ping.’  ‘Occulted,’ an astronomical term meaning ‘hidden, 

obscured, or concealed,’ recalls the galactic imagery of Fizzles” (231).   We may cite as well the 

repetition in Ill Seen of the phrase “the wrong word” from How It Is, and the presence of a 

camera-like eye in Ill Seen reminiscent of the stalking (camera’s) “eye” in Film and “the eye of 

prey” in Imagination Dead Imagine.  Brienza adds, “Most closely related in motif to Imagination 
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Dead Imagine, Ill Seen concerns the disjunction between real and fictional worlds [worlds that, 

for our reading, collapse finally into nondistinction], the writer’s powers of perception and 

creation [which, for our reading, are nonexistent], and the reader’s ability to reconstruct an image 

[which contrarily, for our reading again, becomes the reader’s inability to reconstruct an image]” 

(229). 

 With Ill Seen Beckett dismisses any direct reference to the voice while continuing to 

populate densely the ill-said with pun, paradox, aporea, and various forms of symmetrical 

conversions such as the chiasmus, the antimetabole, the zeugma, and the syllepsis.  In this regard 

Ill Seen, as a subject-less writing, deploys the usual Beckettian linguistic disorientation, 

attempting to decimate the dialectical while transforming language into more of a riddling 

stutter, opening the time of narrative to the irreducible, infinite time of dying, what for Foucault 

writing in proximity to the “outside”—in his discussion of Blanchot’s attempt to think “the 

thought from the outside”—requires:  

to negate [its] own discourse [. . .] to cast it ceaselessly outside of itself, to deprive it 

at every moment not only of what it has just said, but of the very ability to speak. [. . 

.] Not reflection, but forgetting; not contradiction, but a contestation that effaces; not 

reconciliation, but a droning on and on; not mind in laborious conquest of its unity, 

but the endless erosion of the outside; not truth finally shedding light on itself, but the 

streaming and distress of a language that has always already begun.  (22) 

 Ill Seen also disowns (in the post-Malone Dies series) the former novels’ play upon light as 

a coded, recurring movement from general to regional economies and vice versa, often signaling 

the remnant traces of human consciousness (“Mental activity of a low order,” C 32), traces 

mainly of dulled yet dimly glowing and random fancies of remembrance otherwise lost to and 

beyond time.  However, although eliding structure-ing afforded by this quasi-dialectic of light (a 

distinction that should not be read as contradicting images of light, of identity and difference, a 

reading tending to affirm an interiorized  subjectivity, but rather as merely contesting images of 

light, void of any grounding or affirmation), Ill Seen’s overall movement is still driven by a 

vacillating unfolding and negation of language that whimsically privileges either general or 

regional economies; but now one economy is more likely to transform into the other in a single 

phrase or word, in contrast to Company’s more announced variances separated typically by 

individual fragments.  In other words, Company, in general, is divided into two distinct 



 

170

scenarios: one marked by a general economy of dark placeless-ness, nondeictic voices, and 

devisers devising devisers devising devisers; the other (suggestive of memories presented by 

pseudo-traditional narration) marked by an economy of representational, spatiotemporal realism.  

Ill Seen Ill Said, in contrast, surrealistically fuses the two economies throughout the text, while 

maintaining the same invariable parodic self-reflexivity imbued with narrative impossibility as 

the other novels in the post-Malone Dies series.   

 Ill Seen Ill Said changes direction also in story content, deploying a metaphorical façade of 

misdirection, dismissing ill-heard indistinguishable or voiceless voices in favor of ill-seen 

suggestively symbolic, yet indecipherable, images.  Nonetheless, Ill Seen represents  subtextually 

a continuation of the subject-less writer/writing series.  Although seemingly void of any 

topological references to the witless writer and her situation, in contrast to Company’s subtle 

though arguably evident continuation of the post-Malone Dies novels’ parodic burlesquing of 

subject-less writings, Ill Seen falls still within the aforementioned paradigm, reminding us of its 

lineage in a brief passage near the novel’s conclusion, echoing Beckett’s homage to Avigdor 

Arikha, in which Beckett describes the artist’s/writer’s situation as follows:  

Siege laid again to the impregnable without.  Eye and hand fevering after the unself.  

By the hand it unceasingly changes the eye unceasingly changed.  Back and forth the 

gaze beating against unseeable and unmakeable.  Truce for a space and the marks of 

what it is to be and be in the face of.  Those deep marks to show.  (Arikha 10) 

Referencing a “scribe” recording the “back and forth” liminal activity of an eye (void of a 

perceiving subject) gazing impossibly with deathly fascination upon nothing (that can never 

escape its being always something), Ill Seen’s narrative reflects Beckett’s aesthetic sentiments 

from the Arikha catalogue: 

Toward unbroken night.  Universal stone.  Day no sooner risen fallen.  Scrapped all 

the ill seen ill said.  The eye has changed.  And its driveling scribe.  Absence has 

changed them.  Not enough.  Time to go again.  Where still more to change.  Whence 

back too soon.  Changed but not enough. [. . .] Change still more again.  Then back 

again.  Barring impediment [both seen and said/written].  Ah.  So on.  (ISIS 80) 

 To step beyond the “impregnable outside” and discover a language unheard, turned to 

stone; to inhabit the atemporal, spaceless “place” that connotes Being X-ed out, the exile of 

exile, neither self nor unself, and be able still to muster enough wits to articulate its 
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unnamability; to die and at the same fleeting moment know that s/he is deceased; to return 

errantly, yet without wavering, “Home!” (“Well on the way to inexistence.  As to zero the 

infinite.  Quick say,” ISIS 82) by being absolutely, willfully, mindlessly “Alone!” (“Nothing but 

black sky.  White earth.  Or inversely.  No more sky or earth.  Finished high and low.  Nothing 

but black and white.  Everywhere no matter where.  But black. Void.  Nothing else.  Contemplate 

that.  Not another word.  Home at last.  Gently gently,” ISIS 66); to be able, at last, to 

contemplate without words, “All curiosity spent” (ISIS 83), to say the said that says nothing “Till 

no more trace” (ISIS 86) through the activity of writing writing itself to death: “Grant only 

enough remain to devour all” (ISIS 86).  But of course there can be (logically speaking) no relief 

from the tiresome treadmill of miming words and their surplus traces of imagery, the 

“devouring” in turn requiring “devouring,” and so on—as the narrative voice, as if mocking its 

own mendacious naïveté, forgetfully confirms: “And what if the eye could not?  No more tear 

itself away from the remains of trace.  Of what was never” (ISIS 86)—hence the futile yet 

obligatory need to say incredulously, “Farewell to farewell” (ISIS 86). 

 We find in Ill Seen the narrative voice entertaining Arsene’s paradox: the problem of 

seeking without seeking, of thinking without thinking, of imagining without imagining.  One 

may argue that this is not necessarily a paradox for Beckett’s fiction, for the reader is to approach 

Beckett’s works with an understanding that there is no originary site from which thought or 

imagination springs, and consequently no substantiated self seeks, and that any notion of a 

substantiated self comes into being upon the groundless ground of nothing.  We must remember, 

however, that the writer in situ refers to an ontological event, that liminal to naught, the nearly 

lifeless existent (the writer) remains a residue of being continuing as reflected within the writing: 

in the form of human conation, what little left there is, to will-lessly will the “eternal repetition 

of the same.”  The problem or paradox lies, therefore, not in questioning how conation exists in a 

subject-less text, but rather in understanding the dementia of seeking, thinking, and imagining 

this very absence of being, this “outside” of language and self that cannot be sought, thought, or 

imagined—for no cogito for all practical reasons exists anymore (“Rare flickers of reasoning of 

no avail,” C 32) to seek, think, or imagine.  When in Ill Seen we read of the desire to eradicate, 

for example, “the partition”—for “It rid they too would be” (in “seeking” a means to erase 

everything); and that “unaided it dissolved.  So to say of itself.  With no help from the eye,” only 

to reappear “reluctantly”—we recognize that the Beckettian text does not posit the possibility of 
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a productive imagination to do desire’s bidding; nor should we be surprised to discover a distant, 

echoing and mocking laughter in response to the iconoclastic “seeking” for the Other of all 

others: “For one not far to seek.  For others then said obscure.  One other above all.  One other 

still far to seek.  Analogy of the heart?  The skull?  Hear from here the howls of laughter of the 

damned” (ISIS 82).  Such feeble metaphors—“Analogy of the heart?  The skull?”—suggest not 

only an emotional or intellectual intuition of a boundless sublime but unnecessarily supplement 

an already uneliminable dung heap of words and images.  Indeed they are as laughable as the 

novel’s conclusion of “Grace to breathe that void.  Know happiness” (ISIS 86), which 

wonderfully puns “know” with “no.”  Thus, in the wake of damned laughter, and having gained 

“Minimally less,” and so “Well on the way to inexistence,” with ironically even more deceitful 

images in tow, though no less laughable—that is, with “black heart” and “mock brain” (ISIS 82) 

wherein the old woman may errantly be found—the narrative goes on. 

 But just what is this narrative all about?  The answer is, of course, nothing at all.  Yet there 

is always something said in the saying, even if no-thing is said, for words tenaciously represent; 

therefore the said must be elided by more saying in order to start afresh once more for the nth 

time.  As Beckett writes in Faux Départs, “Imagine a place, then someone in it, that again,” and 

then proceed to minimize space to a “closed space five foot square by six foot high, try for him 

there.  Couldn’t have got in, can’t get out, did get in, will get out [. . .]”; let there be minimal 

movement—“sitting, standing, walking, knelling, crawling, lying, creeping, in the dark and the 

light”—brought finally to a standstill; let then the figure and ground dissolve toward a blank 

image, and “When it [the image] goes out, no matter, start again, another place, someone in it, 

keep glaring, never see, never find, no end, no matter” (272-73).  This final line identifies the 

crux of the situation: “start again [. . .], keep glaring, never see, never find, no end, no matter,” a 

near reiteration in fact from Beckett’s Arikha tribute, “Back and forth the gaze beating against 

unseeable and unmakeable.  Truce for a space and the marks of what it is to be and be in face 

of,” of what it is to be, after subjectivity vanishes, human all too human—exiled, nomadic, 

identity-less—exposed to the desert of existence without being.  What essentially, therefore, the 

“ill seen” and “ill said” refer to in Beckett’s work has nothing to do with what is represented and 

everything to do with what is utterly, impregnably “unseeable” and “unmakeable.”   

 What is represented is merely the disastrous means to an impossible end, the textual images 

merely a play of symbolic surfaces whose function is to serve as verbal mandalas, perhaps better 
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described as “straw men” of the desired unnamable nonevent.  The writing, through the conduit 

of the subject-less writer, necessitates a said to say this impenetrable “nothing more” via playful 

linguistic conversions, transformations, and displacements in a mock movement toward the 

privileged anonymous-neutral in order to appropriate in vain this outside of all outsides.  By way 

of the artist’s fascinated gaze upon the unseeable horizon of the there is, the “gaze”—designated 

by the relentless, staring eye in Ill Seen, “this filthy eye of flesh” that is as well “an eye having 

no need of light to see” (“So itself belies.  Then glutted—then torpid under its lid makes way for 

unreason,” ISIS 60)—ceases to distinguish between exterior and interior or real and fictional 

worlds: “Incontinent the void. [. . .] Death again of deathless day. [. . .] Day without end won and 

lost.  Unseen. [. . .] No matter now.  Such the confusion now between real and—how say its 

contrary?  No matter.  That old tandem.  Such now the confusion between them once so twain.  

And such the farrago from eye to mind. [. . .] Such equal liars both” (ISIS 72).   

 Interestingly, the dreadful, ill-seen void into which the gaze neither outwardly nor inwardly 

glares (suggesting the nonrelational movement in Beckett’s short prose piece neither: “To and 

fro from inner to outershadow from impenetrable self to impenetrable unself by way of neither,” 

258), the old, dying woman’s eyes incontinently mirror (when unexpectedly exposed to the 

unreasoning writer’s “widowed eye,” widowed by reason’s demise): “One staring eye [the 

woman’s].  Gaping pupil [. . .] Unseeing [my italics; reminiscent of Murphy’s Mr. Endon’s blank 

gaze with dilated pupils].  As if dazed by what seen behind the lids.  The other plumbs its dark.  

Then opens in its turn.  Dazed in its turn” [as if “what seen behind the lids” lies also in front of 

the lids] (ISIS 72).  Toward novel’s end, in another close-up of her death-masked face, another 

horrific sighting avails: 

eyes persistently closed. [. . .] Suddenly the look.  Nothing having stirred.  Look?  

Too weak a word.  Too wrong.  Its absence?  No better.  Unspeakable globe.  

Unbearable. [. . .] Soon to be foreseen save unforeseen two black blanks [in 

anticipation of her head reduced to a skull].  Fit vent-holes of the soul that jakes 

[“jakes,” an outdoor privy, suggests, though “outside,” a malodorous interior wherein 

stews a dung heap and the buzz of festering flies beneath the blackened, “filthy” hole 

of the jakes’s seat—analogous to the deep, dark “seat” of the “soul” as an excrescent 

maw of holy shit, an “evil core” outdoors or “outside” of the “fit vent-holes” already 
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inside]. [. . .] Blackness in its might at last.  Where no more to be seen.  Perforce to be 

seen.  (ISIS 85)  

 Notably, in terms of both fecal effusion and the voiding of the subject-object dicotomy, 

“jakes” echoes from How It Is the playful punning upon “tohu-bohu,” the Hebrew word for 

desolation, formlessness, and utter confusion.  The following passage from Ill Seen confirms our 

suspicions that afoot is yet another painstaking, vain attempt—like those from previous novels—

to find a language that in both form and content can not only connote but denote a nonrelational 

linguistic field of play wherein absolutely nothing abides:  

  Already all confusion.  Things and imaginings.  As of always.  Confusion amounting 

to nothing.  Despite precautions.  If only she could be pure figment.  Unalloyed.  This 

old so dying woman.  So dead.  In the madhouse of the skull and nowhere else. 

Where no more precautions to be taken.  No precautions possible.  Cooped up there 

with the rest.  Hovel and stones.  The lot.  And the eye.  How simple all then.  If only 

all could be pure figment.  Neither be nor been nor by any shift to be.  Gently gently.  

On.  Careful.  (ISIS 58) 

If only the “old so dying woman,” who is as well quite “dead,” could be “pure figment,”  

“unalloyed,” then she would be outside the dialectic of negation and identity, “unalloyed” to 

figure and ground, to species and gender, to language and representation.  Purely other and 

therefore always an unnamable alterity neither immediate nor mediated, she would be the 

irreducible imageless image, always already absent from the text’s meaning-giving world-

making, not as something deconstructed, but outside the adulteration of language altogether.  

And if the rest of “the lot” along with the old woman were pure figment only (“If all could be 

pure figment”) in “the madhouse of the skull and nowhere else,” then the “impregnable without” 

that the writer lays siege to (“Hand and eye fevering after the unself”) could be inhabited, 

known—but never as image, dream, or the object of story-telling (“Neither be nor been nor by 

any shift to be”)—the writer/writing having achieved the text’s traceless invisibility, 

paradoxically, in toto (“Know happiness”).  But, no—such wish fulfillment (“Gently gently.  On.  

Careful.”) can only exist as merely a paltry figment: such is the fate of both the “old so dying 

woman” and “the lot,” including “the madhouse of the skull,” just so many words alloyed to so 

many words, for to overcome an event that cannot conceivably be overcome must end only by 
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closure’s absence, any final tableau a mockery, a duplicitous scandal staunchly remaining to 

begin irresolutely again.   

  In one instance, the narrative voice details an actual attempt by the eye to transform the old 

woman and her environs into “pure figment”:  

Suffice to watch the grass.  How motionless it droops.  Till under the relentless eye it 

shivers [my italics].  With faintest shiver from its innermost.  Equally the hair.  

Rigidly horrent it shivers at last for the eye about to abandon.  And the old body 

itself.  When it seems of stone.  Is it not in fact ashiver from head to foot?  Let her but 

go and stand still by the other stone.  It white from afar [. . .].  And the eye go from 

one to the other.  Back and forth.  What calm then.  And what storm.  Beneath the 

weeds’ mock calm.  (ISIS 65)  

The idea of the “relentless eye” causing the inert forms to shiver as if about to burst echoes what 

Foucault says is required of the language of fiction: “It must no longer be a power that tirelessly 

produces images and makes them shine, but rather a power that undoes them [. . .] that infuses 

them with an inner transparency that illuminates them little by little until they burst and scatter in 

the lightness of the unimaginable” (“Maurice Blanchot” 23).  This seeming intention suggested 

in the above Ill Seen passage is reinforced by the metaphor of the eye going “back and forth” 

from the old stone-like, ashen-white figure of the woman to the beckoning, impregnable, white 

tombstone, suggesting that the hopelessly desired “universal stone” in Ill Seen is the 

representational correlative for the hopelessly desired nonrepresentational “pure figment”: to 

quote Beckett again from the Arikha volume—“Back and forth the gaze beating against 

unseeable and unmakeable.”   

  But all is for naught when attempting to sustain this catastrophic movement toward the 

unthinkable, for the sought after “imageless image” either mists or dims or dissolves, only to 

reappear as yet another figment in the incessant (re)cycling of figments.  Thus, what follows the 

eye’s “back and forth” toward “pure figment,” toward the temporally suspended inbetween-ness 

of earth-shattering thing-ness, of shivering stones and mockingly calm storms, is always the 

perceiving’s failure not to perceive some thing:  

The curtain. [. . .] A black greatcoat. [. . .] Same infinitesimal quaver as the 

buttonhook and passim [i.e., items scattered “here and there” throughout the text]. [. . 

.] What empty space henceforward.  For long pacing to and fro in the gloom.  
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Suddenly in a single gesture she snatches aside the coat and to again on a sky as black 

as it.  And then?  Careful.  Have her sit?  Lie?  Kneel?  Go?  She too vacillates.  Till 

in the end the back and forth prevails.  (ISIS 77-78)   

A “tenacious trace” inevitably remains, which in turn prompts further mimicry, vacillation, and 

forgetfulness:  

Not possible any longer except as figment [versus “pure figment”].  Not endurable.  

Nothing for it but to close the eye for good and see her.  Her and the rest.  Close it for 

good and all and see her to death.  Unremittent. [. . .] Be shut of it all.  On to the next.  

Next figment. [. . .] Such—such fiasco that folly takes a hand.  Such bits and scraps.  

Seen no matter how and said as seen.  (ISIS 65-66) 

  The entire “lot” of Ill Seen’s partial and disjunctive textual images, the “bits and scraps,” 

function as prosopopeia (“Dead the whole brood no sooner hatched. [. . .] Tenement and 

unreason,” ISIS 71), as “a representation, an image, a picture of death, whether visual or verbal” 

(Critchley 73).  This unearthly function then includes as well “the imaginary stranger” and the 

twelve male figures, perhaps nameless (un)selves of the dispossessed writer (“And man?  Shut of 

at last?  Alas no,” ISIS 51), the “no one” that is “man” having “return[ed] at last to his own” 

(ISIS 53)—unknowingly—liminal to “the inexistent centre of a formless place” (ISIS 50).  Or 

perhaps the twelve more or less male figures are merely words attempting to find a center where 

there is none and so articulate that nothing: “What then if not her do they ring around?  In their 

ring whence she disappears unhindered.  Whence they let her disappear.  Instead of disappearing 

in her company.  So the unreasoning goes.  While the eye [of the writer] digests its pittance.  In 

its private dark.  In the general dark” (ISIS 61).   

  Besides the growing heap of white stones (“millions of little sepulchers,” leprously eroding 

away the “miscalled pastures” ISIS 62-63) and the white tombstone (“It it is draws her. [. . .] Her 

stature now. [. . .] Does she envy it?” ISIS 52), the key prosopopeic image is the “old so dying,” 

yet “so dead” woman.  She as death’s image, conversing no more with herself, can only 

approach nostalgically her own tomb—praying in vain, “Take her,” to its silent beckoning (ISIS 

53)—just as she can only watch nostalgically (from afar) the godless, lifeless indifference of 

Venus and the moon, while railing “at the source of all life,” the sun (ISIS 49).   

  The paradox of the prosopopeia—that is, the representation of death that is unable to 

represent death—is in fact the controlling paradox of Ill Seen: “the representation of death is not 
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a representation of a presence, an object of perception or intuition—we cannot draw a likeness of 

death, a portrait, a still life, or whatever.  Thus, representations of death are misrepresentations [. 

. .]” (Critchley 73).  In contrast to the lambs drawn as impressionistically misrepresented, as 

“White splotches in the grass,” Ill Seen’s old woman (“That daub,” ISIS 71) misrepresents the 

altogether “unseeable” and “unmakeable.”   The painterly “lambs” in “pasture” motif—“Still.  

Then a moment straying.  Then still again”—followed by the punning phrase, “To think there is 

still life in this age.  Gently gently” (ISIS 52) (the “gently, gently” indicative that there is more to 

“still life” than what the phrase presumedly or ironically represents) suggests a shift from 

traditional, transparent representation to the opaque endgame of words themselves: words as, 

first and last, “mishaphazard” drips on a page (alluding to perhaps the seemingly abandoned yet 

controlled canvases of Pollack, although more appropriate here are the black and white works of 

Franz Kline, suggestive of Zen minimalist paintings with their austere economy of black “daubs” 

on white background).  Ill Seen’s narrative voice equates its mind-numbing verbal sparseness to 

the excruciating, tedious condition of “strangury,” of urinating drop by painful drop: to wit, the 

strange, pathological, writerly condition that attempts to eliminate “bits and scraps” of words 

drop by painful drop, straining them of purpose and result in order “To say the least.  Less” (ISIS 

81), “Till no more trace” and “end by being no more.  By never having been” (ISIS 81) and so 

“breathe that void” (ISIS 86).   

  “That void,” however, can never be voided enough.  Hence the “tenacious trace” of the “ill 

said” (in mimicking the “ill seen”) must necessarily obstruct both visually or verbally the 

construction of a complete picture of the “old dying woman,” for like Blanchot’s figure of 

Eurydice, she must unremittingly remain an image for that which has no image: “She still 

without stopping.  On her way without starting.  Gone without going.  Back without returning” 

(ISIS 58); “The hands. [. . .] Dead still to be sure. [. . .] Will they then never quiver?  This night 

assuredly not.  For before they have—before the eye has time they mist” (ISIS 66-67); “The 

same smile established with eyes open is with them closed no longer the same.  Though between 

the two inspections the mouth unchanged.  Utterly.  Good.  But in what way no longer the same?  

What there now that was not there?  What there no more that was?” (ISIS 79).  To perceive the 

mysterious, dying, old woman, however faintly, means as well to confuse past, present, and 

future: “Full glare now on the face present throughout the recent future.  As seen ill seen 

throughout the past neither more or less.  Less!”  And her ghostly face has a life to it more as a 
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memento mori—concealing yet surreptitiously revealing her absolute absence that mockingly 

“lives” eternally: “Collated with its cast it lives beyond a doubt.  Were it only by virtue of its 

imperfect pallor.  And imperceptible tremor unworthy of true plaster” (ISIS 84-85).  That indeed 

she is a figure of prosopopeia, the text leaves little doubt: “Livid pallor.  Not a wrinkle.  How 

serene it seems this ancient mask.  Worthy those worn by certain newly dead” (ISIS 62);  “What 

is it defends her? [. . .] Forbids divining her.  What but life ending” (ISIS 55); “No shock were 

she already dead.  As of course she is.  But in the meantime more convenient not” (ISIS 73).  As 

the image of death, the old woman “shows herself only to her own [that is, to death, as 

unknowable and thus impossible, and therefore to the meaningless finitude of human existence, 

reducing existence to a purgatory of endless dying].  But she has no own [for death cannot be 

grasped].  Yes yes she has one [i.e., the tombstone: for mourning an end that can never end].  

And who has her [but only in drawing her to her hopelessly endless end]” (ISIS 53).  The old 

woman is merely a figment, little more (or less) than a mime of “her own,” her false image 

defending her, “Even from her own” (ISIS 55).  As the image of death, she, as well as the rest of 

the “lot,” can never coincide with the shadowless shade that she erroneously represents: the 

“pure figment,” the “imageless image.”  Therefore, we can only misread Ill Seen Ill Said (“Haze 

sole certitude,” ISIS 78), for its textual representations are, no matter how interpreted, 

misrepresentations: “Above all not understand. [. . .] If there may not be no more questions let 

there at least be no more answers” (ISIS 74-75).   

  Blanchot offers the appropriate metaphor for reading such a literary text: the inviolability 

of the tomb (“Reading” Gaze 96).  Equating everyday language, and its transparent functionality 

to summon ready-to-hand meaning, with the calling forth of Lazarus from the tomb, Blanchot 

writes: “To roll the stone, to move it away, is certainly something marvelous [. . .] and we 

converse each instant with this Lazarus, who has been dead for three days, or perhaps forever, 

and who, beneath his tightly woven bandages, is sustained by the most elegant conventions, and 

answers us and talks to us in our very hearts” (“Reading” 96).  In contrast, literary language is 

nontransparent, opaque, stone-like, repulsing any attempt to comprehend it, voicelessly echoing, 

“Noli me legere!” (“Do not read me!”): “But what responds to the appeal of literary reading is 

not a door falling or becoming transparent or even becoming a little thinner; rather, it is a 

rougher kind of stone, more tightly sealed, crushing—a vast deluge of stone that shakes the earth 

and the sky” (“Everywhere stone is gaining. [. . .] Ever heaping for want of better on itself.  
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Which if it persist will gain the skies,” ISIS 63).  The “opening” such an immovable stone 

proffers is “the passage from a world in which everything has some degree of meaning [. . .] to a 

space where nothing has any meaning yet, properly speaking, but to which, even so, everything 

that has meaning returns as to its own origin [my italics]” (“Reading” 96).  The origin of that 

which Blanchot speaks, of course, is what Foucault refers to as the nonoriginary “I speak,” the 

exteriorization of language “outside” meaning and truth, the sound of language unalloyed, the 

play of signifiers, alone, in their sounding of soundlessness.  Although impossible to achieve for 

the art work without the error of signification seeping forth at some level of production, 

Beckett’s plays Not I and Play are a testament to this performance ideal as is, in a readerly way, 

his later prose.  A first, even superficial, reading of Ill Seen Ill Said, repeating itself indefintely, 

would be for Blanchot the best of readings, void of inquiry and interpretative attempts, letting the 

“ill said” and “ill seen” wash over the reader as s/he “‘makes the work become a work [in terms 

of its ‘worklessness’]’” (“Reading” 94).  Blanchot explains: “Here the word ‘make’ does not 

indicate a productive activity: reading does not make anything, does not add anything; it lets be 

what is [. . .].”  Blanchot conludes that “Reading transforms a book the same way the sea and the 

wind transform the works of men [“Gone she hears one night the sea as if afar,” ISIS 56]: the 

result is a smoother stone, a fragment [. . .] without any past, without any future, and that we do 

not wonder about as we look at it” (“Reading” 94) (“Calm slab worn and polished by agelong 

comings and goings,” ISIS 62).  The tombstone in Ill Seen offers no consolation, no miracles; 

what it does present however is an “unseeable” putrescent corpse as the death of signification 

and the “unmakeable” identity of death as the “What is the wrong word?” (ISIS 56, passim)—

merely metaphors only for the opaque, stone-deaf “I speak” of Ill Seen’s thought-less, “ill said” 

script.                                                       

                                                               *          *          * 

 Blanchot would undoubtedly say that we are misreading (as we must) a text that attempts to 

write the “outside.”  Kearney, attempting to identify characteristics of “post-modern” texts in 

general, alludes to Beckett’s works when remarking that such texts  

illustrate the “death of the author” (as controlling origin or intention) [. . .].  Here 

writing becomes a reflection of the very process of writing.  The text disintegrates 

into an endless self-mirroring of the impossibility of authorial creation.  Fiction 
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swallows its own tail, as dramatically illustrated in Beckett’s title Imagination Dead 

Imagine.”  (179) 

  Beckett’s works seethe with the hollowed out milieu of the il y a and are subsequently the 

ill-imagined literature of imagination’s death.  It is little wonder then that in Worstward Ho we 

read “[. . .] the head said seat of all.  Germ of all.  All?  If of all of it too.  Where if not there it 

too? [. . .] Shade with the other shades.  In the same dim. The same narrow void.  Before the 

staring eyes.  Where it too if not there too?  Ask not.  No.  Ask in vain.  Better worse so” (WH 

97).  Gontarski asks, “If ‘All’ happens inside the skull, is skull inside skull as well?”  As if in 

response to this question, the text reverses inside to outside where the “head” (or “skull”), as 

“Germ of all,” exists necessarily and paradoxically as merely another “shade” among “shades” in 

a “narrow void.  Before the staring eyes.”  The text further warns us that if we must question its 

play of paradox, then we may properly do so only in vain.  In vain, therefore, we ask where then 

possibly does the inside end and the outside begin, knowing our inquiry is moot, for “inside” and 

“outside” no longer exist in these Beckettian texts: the image has been reduced to a parodic self-

similitude, to borrow Kearney’s phrase, to “little more than an ‘effect’ of language play, a ludic 

mirage of signs” (180).  We are no longer to entertain the notion, again citing Kearney, of “an 

original light, deriving from the God-Sun of Platonism or from the imagination-lamp of 

humanism.  There is only a circling of reflections without beginning or end [. . .]” (185).  Yet, at 

the same time, Beckett’s texts evade a possible centering or privileging of the nonrelational by 

positing as well the possibility that an “inside” can distinguish itself from an “outside.”  This 

kind of contesting of language in a continual play of converting its own self-reflexivity is 

necessary in order to avoid, as Foucault instructs, “any inner confirmation—not toward a kind of 

central, unshakable certitude—but toward an outer bound [. . .].”  Foucault goes on to say: 

When language arrives at its own edge, what it finds is not a positivity that 

contradicts it, but the void that will efface it.  Into that void it must go, consenting to 

come undone in the rumbling, in the immediate negation of what it says, in a silence 

that is not the intimacy of a secret but a pure outside where words endlessly unravel.  

That is why Blanchot’s language does not use negation dialectically.  To negate 

dialectically brings what one negates into the troubled interiority of the mind.  To 

negate one’s own discourse, as Blanchot does, is to cast it ceaselessly outside of 

itself, to deprive it at every moment not only of what it has just said, but of the very 
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ability to speak.  It is to leave it where it lies, far behind one, in order to be free for a 

new beginning—a beginning that is a pure origin because its only principles are itself 

and the void, but that is also a rebeginning because what freed that void was the 

language of the past in the act of hollowing itself out.  (“Maurice Blanchot” 22)  

  A kind of “symmetrical conversion,” Foucault argues, “is [therefore] required of the 

language of literature” (23).  From Blanchot’s The One Who Was Standing apart from Me we 

find, for example:  

A speech?  And yet not speech, barely a murmur, barely a shiver, less than silence, 

less than the abyss of emptiness: the fullness of emptiness, something one can’t 

silence, occupying all of space, uninterrupted and incessant, a shiver and already a 

murmur, not a murmur, but a speech, and not just any speech, but distinct, 

appropriate: within my reach.  I summoned up my whole being to answer him: “He 

wasn’t writing, and he mustn’t be involved here.”  (317)   

Symmetrical conversion courses through, of course, the Beckettian text as well: from what seems 

to be a dialectical contradicting, to what is more an effacing contesting;  from what seems to be 

an interiorized, incremental repetition of reflection, to what is more an exteriorized, excremental 

repetition of forgetting; from what seems to be an exiled language in search of hope and 

reconciliation, to what is more a tortured and relentless droning; from what seems to be a mind 

laboring to make sense, to what is more the unending gnawing away of the outside.   

 Gontarski is correct in claiming that “denial reinvokes, reconstitutes the image or the world 

[. . .] [that] writing about absence reifies absence, makes of it a presence, as writing about the 

impossibility of writing about absence is not the creation of silences but its representation” (xxv).  

Neither Beckett nor Blanchot would deny the inevitable failure of achieving the utter(ed) silence 

that is literature, the “I speak” qua “pure figment,” “universal stone,” absolute fragment.  

Beckett’s stammering, stuttering, deceitful script is doggedly yet “absentmindedly” tied to its 

own eternally recurring, indiscreet performance.  Like a self-consuming serpent whose task can 

never end, Beckett’s writing is doomed to replicate its failure—as Beckett’s textual series 

testifies—to absolve its repetition of the same.  The “scene” and “seen” of the Beckettian text are 

always circling back in a renewal of beginnings and endings, both drawn to and thwarted by a 

blind linguistic alley, the unwording of language by the mute stillness of words themselves, 

words that belie themselves by their representing, thus beginning again a return to more 
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unwording by still more words, “not [as] truth finally shedding light on itself, but [as] the 

streaming and distress of a language that has always already begun” (Foucault “Maurice 

Blanchot” 22): “Whose words?  Ask in vain.  Or not in vain if say no knowing.  No saying.  No 

words for him whose words.  Him?” (WH 98).  And so the round worstward—to say in vain the 

naught at work in the worklessness of the said—goes on: “All of old.  Nothing else ever.  Ever 

tried.  Ever failed.  No matter.  Try again.  Fail again.  Fail better” (WH 89).        

After The Unnamable, Beckett’s most obsessive-compulsive assault upon “the thought 

from the outside”—toward a nonrepresentative literature—is the novel Worstward Ho.  Although 

both The Unnamable and Worstward Ho presume a subtext of the subject-less writer in situ, and 

although both share the trait of a forgetful unreasoning in their otherwise fanatically rational 

assault on “the impregnable without,” toward saying the word that finally says nothing, 

Worstward Ho’s series of stoically laconic, meticulously articulated fragments stands in stark 

contrast to The Unnamable’s excessively frenzied, garrulous report.   

The plane of composition of Worstward Ho, like that of The Unnamable, is the “no man’s 

land,” literally, of the il y a.  However, the play of pronouns that people The Unnamable’s  plane 

of composition—particularly the nondeictic “I” that mournfully scours within and without the 

skull (toward neither) for the word that finally says the who and when and where of the “not-

I”—is severely depopulated on Worstward Ho’s.  Elided are first and second person pronouns 

(both still present as late as Company, although in that work the first person appears only briefly 

as a desired object), in favor of third person pronouns alone, which lend an impersonal, oblique 

“gaze” to the narrative.  In addition, representation is pared down to a handful of minimal 

images: “Say a body.  Where none.  No mind.  Where none. [. . .] A place.  Where none. [. . .] 

Say bones.  No bones but say bones.  Say ground.  No ground but say ground” (WH 89-90).  

Also minimally prominent are the “Head sunk on crippled hands” (WH 91); an old man and a 

boy: “Hand in hand with equal plod they go” reduced to “Plod on as one” (WH 93); “An old 

woman’s” (WH 108); and various representations of “skull” and “hole” and “dim” and some 

others, though few, including the image of words themselves: “Nothing save what they say.  

Somehow say.  Nothing save they.  What they say.  Whosesoever whencesoever say.  As worst 

they may fail even worse to say” (WH 104).   

After their seeming exclusion in Ill Seen Ill Said, allusions to the impossible, enigmatic 

voice(s) wafting through the Beckettian script in endless mimicries—“Whosesoever 
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whencesoever say”—are once again recognizably prominent, as is more emphatic imagery of the 

forsaken, demented writer: “Remains of mind then still.  Enough still.  Somewhose somewhere 

somehow enough still” (WH 104).  And again appears description that suggests the limit-

experience of the writer, so utterly proximate to the voice without voice: “No mind and words?  

Even such words.  So enough still. [. . .] Enough still not to know.  Not to know what they say.  

Not to know what it is the words it says say.  Says? [. . .] Enough to know no knowing. [. . .] No 

saying.  No saying what it all is they somehow say" (WH 104); and as if revisiting The 

Unnamable, we must further endure another futile, tail-biting attempt to name the nameless: “No 

saying.  No words for him whose words.  Him?  One.  No words for one whose words.  One?  It.  

No words for it whose words.  Better worse so”; followed as always by a doubting, as a limit to 

no-thing appears in obvious disregard of the attempt to hull out the narrative, “Something not 

wrong with one.  Meaning—meaning!—meaning the knelling one” (WH 98).   

The meaning-“filled” remark implies that the pronoun “one” veers toward suggesting a 

logocentric totality, a number with boundaries: in this instance, a singular figure “knelling” in 

relation to a ground; whereas the “him” and “it” behave as pronouns typically should, as empty 

linguistic shifters of indication, allowing for an ambiguous slippage of reference.  True, both 

Beckett and Blanchot use the term “one” nondeictically, as well, to suggest the absent other that 

speaks not.  In Company, for example, we read: “The fable of one fabling of one with you in the 

dark” (C 46).  The difference lies in the context: in the latter quote, the repetition of “one” 

destabilizes the term, opening the necessary slippage for an implied dissimulation of an “outside” 

as a myriad of “ones.”  Likewise, if one were to speak of (one)self, for instance, as a “she,” “he,” 

“it,” or “they,” that speech act effectively elides the “I” and the “we” of the one self, opening the 

possibility of decentered discourse, “outside” the “inside” of self, toward the not-I.  To reference 

the unnamable, therefore, as “one,” alone, is “not wrong” enough, for not only is there a 

centered, onto-theological ring to “one” but also “one,” again as meaning one alone, is the 

opposite of “many,” and therefore restricts, as does the “I,” the play of the many, purging the 

ambiguity and confusion that the s/he/it brings to bear in suggesting what is not.    

Worstward, words must fail, but they must fail failingly in two contrary ways: one, they 

must fail to make sense, to stray afield of signification, as vestiges of bad conscience; two, they 

must fail in succeeding to fail, for to succeed in failing means no longer to be failing, to have 

achieved the desired end qua presence (truth); but the “thought from the outside” is already 
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always under the sign of difference, already always unattainable, and any notion of having 

overcome its impenetrable other-ness is an illusion, a figment.  Presence for Beckett is, as he 

says, “a kind of Pythagorean terror, as though the irrationality of pi were an offence against the 

diety, not to mention his creature” (Disjecta 145); therefore, unsurprisingly, the limit-experience 

gleaned in Beckett’s texts are only words wronging themselves in a constant round, negating 

themselves to say finally nothing and so end, but in saying nothing, in so many words, they make 

good a needful impotence to end, and so beginning again they go “nohow [still] on”: “What 

room for worse!  How almost true they [words] sometimes almost ring!  How wanting in 

inanity!” (WH 99).   

 The oxymoronic term “nohow on”—like the paradoxical phrase “imagination dead 

imagine” or the overdetermined word “still” (suggesting, like “nohow on,” motionless 

movement)—suggests in the contestation between “nohow” and “on” an interruption of 

dialectical thought, opening a nonrelational space of language, the Beckettain “wrong word” and 

the Blanchovian “noli me legere.”  Worstward Ho’s initial two fragments addresses immediately 

the problem: the opening fragment lures the reader into the possibility for a logocentric reading 

based upon a nostalgia for a future/past presence: “On.  Say on.  Be said on.  Somehow on.  Till 

nohow on.  Said nohow on”; but the second fragment effectively erases this prior (mis)reading: 

“Say for be said.  Missaid.  From now say for be missaid” (WH 89).  To be “missaid” is certainly 

not new for the Beckettian text, so the emphasis appears to lie in the saying (voice, utterance), 

traditionally equated with presence; but, again, voice as presence—the comforting illusion of a 

narrator speaking to and through a reader, of some “one” speaking to some “one” listening— is 

never present, nor should ever be thought possible, in the Beckettian text.  Worstward Ho’s 

immediate admonishment to the reader that presence will be not tolerated in the text that follows 

mimics the poststructuralist position that the saying shall not be privileged over the said 

(writing), the latter traditionally the unreliable copy of an originary saying; but rather both shall 

be indistinguishable as the “missaid,” as écriture, the de-centered, supplementary play of a chain 

of signifiers alone, neither immediate nor mediated, decoupled de facto from presence.   

 In Of Grammatology Derrida indicates the extent to which presence functions in the 

Western onto-theological, intellectual tradition, from its play within the “meaning of being in 

general” to “all the subdeterminations”:  
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presence of the thing to the sight as eidos, presence as substance/essence/existence 

(ousia), temporal presence as point (stigmè) of the now or of the moment (nun), the 

self-presence of the cogito, consciousness, subjectivity, the co-presence of the other 

and of the self, intersubjectivity as the intentional phenomenon of the ego, and so 

forth.  (12)  

  Derrida dislodges presence from its privileged position—as a metaphysics of immediacy 

and mediation and the ground for so-called transcendental signifieds that structure and regulate 

systems, beliefs, or texts—for Derrida demonstrates that presence is in fact never present but 

always temporally/spatially absent from what it structures, always deferred and different, and 

thus is illusory.  Yet however illusory, this nostalgia for a metaphysics of presence has left its 

mark on various parameters of interpretation, knowledge, and practice: the Christian afterlife 

regulates the Christian life, Hegel’s totalized end of history undergirds scientific optimism for 

the unity of thought, Marx’s utopian conclusion to history structures Marxist revolution, Jung’s 

collective unconscious (populated by primal archetypes) determines the self, and so on.  

Worstward Ho’s opening volley, in contradistinction, reveals a Derridean bias: that is, “say for 

be missaid” dislodges the logocentric equiprimordiality between meaning and its intuition or 

articulation; the authoritative certitude of speaker and signification is lost; and any sense of a 

transcendental ego, using language equipmentally, intentionally, meaningfully, is therefore a 

myth.    

Without the reassuring illusion of a stabilized, pragmatic ego in terms of the narrator and, 

as I am arguing, the writer as well, and without the certitude of the identity of the sign and its 

corresponding object, we find ourselves dysfunctional tympanums at the border of the Beckettian 

abyss. Adrift in a whirlwind of looping chains of signifiers and reduced to shattered reflections, 

to refracted traces of difference, we are but shades exiled in the decentered habit(ation) of 

language wherein there is no outside beyond the shards of sounds.  We have become what we 

already always were, a trick of words, subjected to and therefore the subject of language, a 

malleable instrument of linguistic auto-affection that is always prey to the play of both the 

opaque and transparent equivocation of words.  “We are dispossessed,” Derrida says, “of the 

longed-for presence in the gesture of language by which we attempt to seize it” (Grammatology 

141).   
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Similarly Worstward Ho’s worstward movement of the “say for be missaid” so that 

“Whenever said said said missaid” (WH 109) can never achieve closure.  As Alan Astro explains 

in Understanding Samuel Beckett, “one can only go ‘worstward,’ toward the worst, without hope 

of attaining it.  For what is worse: the worst, or what is almost the worst?  The almost-the-worst 

is less perfect, and therefore worse than the worst” (204).  Worstward Ho’s “fidelity to failure,” 

void of means and ends, suggests the poststructuralist paradox of thinking beyond the 

metaphysics of overcoming by not overcoming.  Here, I return to the two notions of 

“overcoming” discussed in the “Introduction” to this study : Verwindung and Überwindung.  To 

repeat, Gianni Vattimo indicates that “any call for an ‘overcoming’ would involve remaining 

captive to the logic of [. . .] tradition[al] European thought” (2).   And the quote from Richard 

Begam bears repeating too: that such activity should be understood  

in terms of what Heidegger calls Verwindung [an overdetermined word suggesting a 

“curing’ or “healing” and thus in a sense an “overcoming”; it suggests also a 

“distorting” as in a “twisting” as well as a “convalescence” or a “resignation”], a 

word that is related to Überwindung (overcoming) but that functions as a dislocation 

or distortion of that word, because [and here Begam quotes Vatimo] it “has none of 

the characteristics of a dialectical Aufhebung.” (24) 

Worm as “tympanum”—as the nonidentity of the dialectical, the limit-experience of the 

paradoxical synonymy of oppositions—expresses this doubling of desire: “I’ll have said it inside 

me, then in the same breath outside me [. . .] an outside and an inside and me in the middle [. . .] 

the thing that divides the world in two [. . .] I’ve two surfaces and no thickness” (U 383).  But 

words fail the nonrelational positioning of The Unnamable’s narrative voice—“the words are 

everywhere, inside me, outside me, well well, a minute ago I had no thickness” (U 386)—as well 

they must; and as in Worstward Ho, the paradoxical attempt to name the unnamable by 

squeezing signification entirely out of language creates necessarily only more words—“Nothing 

to show a woman’s and yet a woman’s.  Oozed from softening soft the word woman’s”— and 

then more after those, to undo the recurring signifying residua that “Ooze on back not to unsay 

but say again” (WH 108).    

Impossibly desiring to execute the final coup de grâce to the logocentric hypostasis of 

language (as we have seen with the other post-Malone Dies’ narratives), Worstward Ho’s 

narrative voice, for the most part, merely feigns, gestures toward such a complete overcoming, 
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staying instead within the strictures of the approach to the threshold: “Longing the so-said mind 

long lost to longing. [. . .] Dint of long longing lost to longing.  Long vain longing.  And longing 

still.  Faintly longing still.  Faintly vainly longing still.  For fainter still.  For faintest.  Faintly 

vainly longing for the least of longing.  Unlessenable least of longing.  Unstillable vain last of 

longing still” (WH 109); the impotent activity of Verwindung can achieve only a futile desiring 

to end, forgetfully forgotten by the “so-said mind long lost to longing. [. . .] Longing that all go.  

Dim go.  Void go.  Longing go.  Vain longing that vain longing go” (WH 109).  Near the novel’s 

conclusion, however, this same forgetful yet compulsive desiring to end metamorphoses, turning 

dramatically from a quest to “fail better” to a totalized imperative to extinguish “all”—as a 

pastiche mocking of the dialectical impossibility of a hellish Überwindung, although remaining 

within the failing, purgatorial movement of Verwindung, a signature aporea in Beckett’s oeuvre.  

The movement of a complete overcoming delivers its part by playing itself out in a hellish 

movement of final exhaustion: “Gnawing to be gone.  Less no good.  Worse no good.  Only one 

good.  Gone.  Gone for good.  Till then gnaw on.  All gnaw on.  To be gone” (WH 113).  This 

definitive “Gone” gnaws “All save the void.  No.  Void too” (WH 113).   All are as “good as 

gone” including the child, the old man, and the old woman; but the inevitability of a continuous 

“gnawing” and the imminent failure of “gone” soon becomes apparent—“Nothing to show a 

child and yet a child.  A man and yet a man. [. . .] Nothing but ooze how nothing and yet. [. . .] 

Nothing and yet a woman. [. . .] On unseen knees. [. . .] In that old graveyard.  Names gone and 

when to when.  [yet there she is still] Stoop[ing] mute over the graves of none” (WH 115).  The 

“gnawing to be naught” continues until at last the admission, “Never to be naught.”  Finally, 

having reached its limit, the movement of Überwindung is subsumed (once again, we may 

presume) within the overall, indecisive rhetorical measure of an unrelieved Verwindung: 

“Whence no farther.  Best worse no farther.  Nohow less.  Nohow worse.”  And looping back in 

meaningless echo of the novel’s last statement of the opening fragment—“Said nohow on”—the 

movement of the text is positioned to repeat the failed telic desiring of “On.  Say on.  Be said on.  

Somehow on.  Till nohow on.  [Till in the end as in the beginning] Said nohow on” (WH 89):  

All gnawing to be naught.  Never to be naught. What were skull to go?  As good as 

go.  Into what then black hole? [. . .] What left of skull not go.  Into it still the hole.  

Into what left of soft.  From out what little left.   

 



 

188

Enough.  Sudden enough.  Sudden all far. [. . .] All least [and then a frightening but 

wondrous image follows]. Three pins.  One pinhole [in which no doubt to plunge and 

so dispose of the pens].  In dimmost dim.  Vasts apart.  At bounds of boundless void.  

Whence no farther [for the impregnable limit has been reached].  Best worse no 

farther.  Nohow less.  Nohow worse.  Nohow naught.  Nohow on.  

                  

                  Said Nohow on.  (WH 116) 

“Nohow on” does not connote the Sisyphian resolve of an amour fati of a hopeless, hellish 

tasking, and thus an always already accomplished event in its eternal repetition of the same; but 

rather it connotes an irresolute, Belacquan dread of Divine arbitrariness, an obligatory charge 

that remains always unaccomplished, an endlessly receding end that has always already begun 

again.  Such a harrowing experience is similarly the fate of the subject-less writer, whose 

aporetic locutions form a labyrinthine doubling: “There in that head in that head.  Be it again.  

That head in that head.  Clenched eyes clamped to it alone.  Alone?  No.  Too.  To it too.  The 

sunken skull.  The crippled hands.  Clenched eyes clamped to clenched staring eyes.  Be that 

shade again.  In that shade again.  With the other shades. Worsening shades.  In the dim void” 

(WH 99-100). The space of the writer bespeaks the mirrored indifference of the stultifying gaze 

of death, the writer seized by the fascinated immobility of his or her own unnerving absence: 

“Where all always to be seen.  Of the nothing to be seen.  Dimly seen.  Nothing ever unseen.  Of 

the nothing to be seen.  Dimly seen.  Worsen that?” (WH 101).  Concisely compressed, the 

description of the “Skull and stare alone.  Scene and seer of all” (WH 101) conveys the writer’s 

plight in its most starkly honest and austerely desolate image.  With “Clenched staring eyes.  At 

the dim void shades” (WH 94), the writer must go mad or with what minimal senses s/he can still 

muster—though deaf, dumb, and blind—s/he must write, or, better, record, since “s/he” is no 

one, or better “no wohon,” or, best, “noho won,” with a silent “h,” as in the Zen “Noh” plays. 

Although productive expression is impossible, there remains for the subject-less writer an 

uncanny “obligation to express” (Disjecta 139).  This compulsive necessity resides in the “on” of 

“nohow on” as Geworfenheit (Thrownness), but whereby the Beckettian text radically alters the 

Heideggerian understanding of Dasein’s “thrownness,” into a world toward death, by bracketing 

out “into the world” and “toward death.” What remains is the strange milieu of “nohow on,” 

Dasein still “here” and “there” yet estranged from being, for human “thrownness” has been 
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delivered over to a temporal stillness and spatial immobility as found in Zeno’s paradox, over to 

a horizonless time of dying wherein opens a complete absence of space and yet an 

inexhaustibility of space—Murphy’s “wandering to find home” (M 4).  “Nohow on” designates 

an exiled, peripatetic desultoriness toward a mimicry of a possible telos in the eternal repetition 

of its impossibility.  Subsequently, the worstward movement of “nohow on” suggests a 

Nietzschean thinking of nothing’s eternal return, a thinking the unthought, “the thought from the 

outside,” a schizoid thinking—unproduced, unproductive, undecipherable—that Blanchot calls a 

“movement of infinite negation” (“Limits of Experience” 121).  

Hence, Worstward Ho’s flickering, fragmented play of words and silences both desire and 

undesire the overcoming of words “worstward.”  Subject to worsening only, and only to the limit 

of language, Worstward Ho, written with clinical precision, displays in a most discerning and 

distinct manner the Beckettian “fidelity to failure.”  Rather than existing in the breach, 

Worstward Ho’s narrative is the breach, at least in its dissimulation thereof: “Where in the 

narrow vast?  Say only vasts apart.  In that narrow void vasts of void apart” (WH 103).  

Topographically, “nohow on” is an immanent plurality both spaceless and timeless; it connotes 

extension with nowhere to extend in a temporality without death; it is, as Blanchot says of The 

Unnamable, an “immobile vagabondage”:  

A place.  Where none.  A time when try see.  Try say.  How small.  How vast.  How if 

not boundless bounded.  Whence the dim.  Not now.  Know better now.  Unknow 

better now.  Know only no out of.  No knowing how know only no out of.  Into only.  

Hence another.  Another place where none.  Whither once whence no return.  No.  No 

place but the one.  None but the one where none.  Whence never once in.  Somehow 

in.  Beyondless.  Thenceless there.  Thitherless there.  Thenceless thitherless there.  

(WH 92) 

 The movement of the text, of appearance and disappearance, of presence and absence, becomes 

a whirlpool of words spiraling incessantly down the “tohu bohu” of naught, always never 

attaining naught’s ever receding, ever vanishing blank (w)hole.   

         Unsurprisingly, with its meaningless verbiage, its “Never since first said never unsaid 

never worse said never not gnawing to be gone” (WH 113), with its paradoxical “Blanks for 

when words are gone” and “equal plod still unreceding on” (WH 112), with its redundant “Same 

thing.  Same nothing.  Same all but nothing” (WH 110), Worstward Ho establishes discourse at 
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the “I speak”: “a discourse appearing with no conclusion and no image, with no truth and no 

theater, with no proof, no mask, no affirmation, free of any center, unfettered to any native soil; a 

discourse that constitutes its own space as the outside toward which, and outside of which, it 

speaks” (Foucault 24-25).  In this discourse, “nohow on” becomes the “noho won” who 

somehow records the “Noh” (the play, the fable) of the irreducible no-thing mirrored in the 

anagram “no wohon.”  The anagram suggests a doubling, a “who” who is neither here nor there, 

the “one” X-ed out, and, in addition, the “who” who cannot stop fabling, the “one fabling with 

you in the dark,” never seeing nor saying nor seen nor said, the “Who is he addressing? [. . .] 

who is speaking? who is listening? [. . .] A speech?  And yet not a speech [. . .]” (Blanchot, The 

One Who 317), ill heard in the vertiginous, yet static, worstward movement of the ill said word’s 

dispossession and the ill seen image’s dissolution—in the “nohow on” of the always 

supplemental and superfluous verbal “ooze” secreting the silent cry of the “I speak.”   
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                                                             CONCLUSION 

 

M:  Mere eye.  No mind.  Opening and shutting on me.  Am I as much– 
                           [Spot off M.  Blackout.  Three seconds.  Spot on M.] 

                           Am I as much as . . . being seen? 
 

                                                                                                            —Samuel Beckett  Play 

 

So the sad tale a last time told they sat on as though turned to stone.  Through the single window 
dawn shed no light.  From the street no sound of reawakening.  Or was it that buried in who 
knows what thoughts they paid no heed?  To light of day.  To sound of reawakening.  What 
thoughts who knows.  Thoughts, no, not thoughts.  Profounds of mind.  Buried in who knows 
what profounds of mind.  Of mindlessness.  Whither no light can reach.  No sound.  So sat on as 
though turned to stone.  The sad tale a last time told. 
 

                                                                                      —Samuel Beckett  Ohio Impromptu 
 

What then is this “humanism”?  How can it be defined so as not to engage it in the logos of a 
definition.  Through what will most distance it from language: the cry—that is to say, the 
murmur; cry of need or of protest, cry without words and without silence, an ignoble cry—or if 
need be, the written cry, graffiti on the walls. [. . .] So humanism is not to be repudiated: on 
condition that we recognize it there where it adopts its least deceptive mode; never in the zones 
of authority, power, or the law, not in those of order, of culture or heroic magnificence, any 
more than the lyricism of good company, but rather such as it was borne even to the point of the 
spasm of a cry.  
 

                                                               —Maurice Blanchot  The Infinite Conversation (262) 

 

 

  According to Foucault, the death of God delivers the deathblow to “man.”  Writing, 

thereby, as an anti-humanist (yet, so human) activity, scandalously engaged toward shaping the 

paradoxical “fundamental sounds” of silence, has dislodged the priority once granted to the 

humanist forms of speech and signification, which falsely legitimate a mystification of “mind” or 

“consciousness” and the certitude of rationalism and the cogito—of “man” and “ends” (see The 

Order of Things 280-343).  Yet as the twenty-first century begins, even though the cogito is more 

readily recognized as a functional fiction, “the enhancement of the type ‘man’” (to use 

Nietzsche’s phrase) remains staunchly the product of Enlightenment thought, whose pragmatic 

needs are conditioned by a determinate, contemporaneous perspectivism: “Enframing” (see 
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“Introduction”).  This movement of enframing in Western thinking—toward a total utilitarian, 

equipmental representing of both nature (its micro- and macrocosms) and human beings and 

their social institutions—has as its telos the rational-empirical comprehension of a total 

representation of man.  Foucault points out that less than two centuries ago, in order to 

investigate the entirety of man, the unconscious became a primary object for the field of 

knowledge: 

The whole of modern thought is imbued with the necessity of thinking the 

unthought—of reflecting the contents of the In-itself in the form of the For-itself, of 

ending man's alienation by reconciling him with his own essence, of making explicit 

the horizon that provides experience with its background of immediate and disarmed 

proof, of lifting the veil of the Unconscious, of becoming absorbed in its silence, or of 

straining to catch its endless murmur.  (Order of Things 327) 

However, if we subscribe to the fictitious nature of the self as well as to the fictitious nature 

of logocentrism, if we acknowledge the activity of thought as “perceiver” and the unthought as 

“perceived”—as an event in fact without rational grounding since such activity would involve 

the hither side of a subject/object dichotomy—we must necessarily conclude that the paradox of 

“thinking the unthought” is and will always be an aporea, for thought inevitably necessitates, at 

the least, a remote semblance of signification in relation to its object(ive).  And if, as Derrida 

perceives, “each time polysemia is irreducible, when no unity of meaning is even promised to it, 

one is outside language” (Margins 248), then we are forced to conclude that an investigation of 

the unconscious is but an attempt to apperceive darkly an indeterminate, subterranean landscape 

of différance which yields but difference-in-itself for our muted awareness. 

Beckett’s works, beginning with Murphy, stand in direct opposition to the possible 

apperception of an interiorized, unthinkable milieu.  Indeed, his post-Malone Dies novels, rather, 

are projects that chart a “space of literature” not only outside interiority but outside any sense of 

an outside.  To write this unnamable “exteriority” necessitates the disappearance of the author—

thus, Malone dies; with him, as well, dies Western “man” and any notion of an interior 

investigation of the unconscious.  Inside and outside, for this unnamable milieu, become merely 

nondeictic soundings, for thought has become irreducibly exiled from a language regulated by 

human prescription, opening upon a limitless horizon of inhuman absence liminal to the subject-
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less solitude of human existence, opening language to its silence, to its own anonymity.  

Blanchot says:  

[. . .] language, abandoning sense, the meaning which was all it wanted to be, tries to 

become senseless.  Everything physical takes precedence: rhythm, weight, mass, 

shape, and then the paper on which one’s writes, the trail of the ink [. . .] By turning 

itself into an inability to reveal anything, literature is attempting to become the 

revelation of what revelation destroys. (“Literature and the Right to Death” 46-47)   

Language, in this way, becomes a perpetual play toward its irreducible silence, a play of 

constantly contesting surfaces, signifiers confusing signification, challenging and interrupting 

dialectical structures.  

 In Beckett’s dramatic work Play two females and one male, void of bodies except for their 

heads fixed above the openings in three separate but conjoining urns—the three characters 

eclipsed from existence as beings-in-a-world-with-others, but obsessively re-membering 

themselves as once whole, functional human organisms entrapped in a love triangle of their own 

making—are seemingly incited to speak by a single spotlight placed below them that moves 

quickly from one blathering head to another. The fragmented sense of the characters, the setting 

(that is but otherwise a dark, empty stage), and the compulsory, rapidly uttered, disjunctive 

monologues suggests a spectacle and a language “simple and transparent enough,” to quote 

Blanchot, “to render completely visible this strange absence that is dramatic space,” a possibility 

of theatre coincidental with language’s silent materiality: “I am not unduly concerned with 

intelligibility,” Beckett tells Jessica Tandy when she was playing the role of “MOUTH” in Not I, 

“[rather] I hope my piece may work on the nerves of the audience, not on its intellect” (Brater 

53).  Especially in Play’s overall unintelligible effusion of language, privileging the sonority of 

speech over signification, a speech understood as eternally repeating—as the play begins with 

murmurings and concludes with murmurings and even begins over again half way through 

Play—we sense a presence of staged otherness without identity that uncannily suggests the 

“body” of language (Connor 157): sounds suggestive of significance, but as well the same 

sounds without purpose or meaning, liminally opaque.  

 Similarly in Not I the interminable movement of lips, teeth, and tongue, expulsing an 

aborted, placental stream of fragmented speech suggests indeed not a metonymic event depicting 

a human organism producing language from an interiorized, conscious center.  Rather 
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“MOUTH” represents language’s fragmented, inhuman body, the metaphorically anal or vaginal 

embodiment of language’s physicality itself, “pouring it out . . . steady stream” (216), shards of 

involuntary, equivocal “fundamental sounds (no pun intended) made as fully as possible [. . .]” 

(Disjecta 109), from one “hole” into another “godforsaken hole,” where exists no relation to an 

inside or outside: “out . . . into this world . . . this world . . . tiny little thing . . . before its time . . . 

in a godfor- . . . what? . . . girl? . . . yes . . . tiny little girl . . . into this . . . out into this” (216)—as 

if speech were originating seemingly from without as well as within MOUTH.   

 In Breath the “rubbish” strewn about the stage are objects that have lost their utility, as has 

language in Beckett’s works.  “Rubbish” designates a return of the objects to a state of primal 

corporeality, although they have always of course been just that.  Speech in this play has returned 

as well to its most basic physical representation, to that of the inhuman, yet oh so human, sound 

of the involuntary inhalation and exhalation of a single breath.  And necessarily we must for the 

play’s few seconds of performance suspend reflective thought, and afterwards note that it is the 

surface, the mere indecorous, nonrelational “object” that we are forgetfully to engage.  Breath 

indeed is Beckett’s most minimal, transparent representation of that which cannot be represented, 

of the embodiment of the absence of dramatic space, of things-in-themselves, and of a language 

spoken by no one to no one about nothing, a disembodied language of pure exteriority.    

  The stark spotlight in Play is both merely a spotlight and an indifferent but nonetheless 

inescapable, unrelenting witness, the latter suggestive of what Charles Krance in a review of 

Antonio Libera’s “Jak Zbudowane jest ‘Dzyn’ Becketta?” paraphrases as Libera’s understanding 

of Beckett’s work: “whereas Dante describes the anthropocentric experience of associating with 

the extraordinary (i.e., the inhuman world of the beyond), Beckett posits the ‘anti-

anthropocentric’ experience of extraordinary association, i.e., the inhuman consciousness of an 

absolute witness [. . .]” (par. 8).  This is the witness Foucault recognizes as each individual’s  

background figure of a companion who always remains hidden but always makes it 

patently obvious that he is there [. . .] a kind of stubborn, amorphous anonymity—that 

divests interiority of its identity, hollows it out [. . .] divests it of its unmediated right 

to say I, and pits against its discourse a speech that is indissociably echo and denial  

[. . .] a language without an assignable subject, a godless law, a personal pronoun 

without a person [. . .] an other that is the same.  (“Maurice Blanchot” 47-48)  
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    This experience for Blanchot can be described only by a language that continually contests 

itself, not toward dialectical query, but merely as an indeterminate series of various permuted 

contradictions and inversions.  A subject-less speech mimicking, mocking subjectivity, there can 

be no conscious cessation to its murmuring in order for some imposed thought to think its 

intentions; for its stream of phantom words lies outside concept and signification.     

 Blanchot writes:  

To say that I hear these words would not be to explain to myself the dangerous 

peculiarity of my relations with them. [. . .] they do not speak, they are not interior, 

they are, on the contrary, without intimacy, being altogether outside, and what they 

designate consigns me to this “outside” of all speech, seemingly more secret and 

interior than the speech of the innermost heart, but here, the outside is empty, the 

secret is without depth, what is repeated is the emptiness of repetition, it does not 

speak and yet has always been said.  (The One Who 321-22) 

         Beckett’s works are driven by such a limit-experience, as this study has attempted to argue.  

And so we return to Beckett’s statement in regard to Masson’s art works: “The void [. . .] is 

perhaps the obliteration of an unbearable presence, unbearable because neither to be wooed or to 

be stormed.”  As Watt reminds us, we cannot speak of nothing except as something: the not-I 

compellingly affirming the I in the movement of measuring the distance from or in recuperating 

the effacement of the I; and so Beckett marks a path by way of “neither,” but unsuccessfully of 

course, for as he well knows, we cannot speak language without also uttering “being.”  

Nonetheless, riddling its way through the dissimulating mendacity of language, i.e., toward the 

materiality of “the word [as] the manifest non-existence of what it designates” (Foucault, 

“Maurice Blanchot” 54), if only to be stymied at the threshold of “fundamental sounds,” 

Beckett’s errant script unflaggingly resumes.  The lying Cretan’s secret is also Beckett’s.   

 And in Beckett’s meticulously perverse attention to his own awakening disappearance, we 

are invited to a wake as well: as witnesses to a writing continually unfolding outside its own 

anonymity, writing as it is, without meaning or aim, destined of necessity to fail in a never 

ending series of failings, to signify and yet not to signify, to end and yet not to end, to go on 

although it cannot—a writing suggestive of Nietzsche’s own indispensable, yet impossible, 

“thinking” the eternal recurrence of the same: to think naught without any finale of nothingness.  

Pierre Klossowski, in his essay “Nietzsche’s Experience of the Eternal Return,” states that, for 
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Nietzsche “[. . .] the vertigo of the eternal return gave rise to the emblem of the vicious circle; 

there, the highest intensity of thought (self-enclosed, coherent thought) was instantaneously 

realized together with a parallel lack of intensity in everyday expression. [. . .] even the term 

‘me’ was emptied of all content—the term to which, heretofore, all else had led back” (114).  

Therefore willing continually the eternal return, from one ecstatic moment to the next, is 

obviously a paradox, for no one remains to do the willing, a willing nonetheless of not-willing.  

Klossowski comments: 

Re-willing is pure adherence to the vicious circle.  To re-will the entire series one 

more time—to re-will every experience, all one’s acts, but this time not as mine: it is 

precisely this possessiveness that no longer has any meaning, nor does it represent a 

goal.  Meaning and goal are liquidated by the circle—whence the silence of 

Zarathustra, the interruption of his message.  Unless, of course, a burst of laughter can 

bear all its own bitterness.  (117) 

Belacqua’s forgotten purgatorial exigency of eternally re-membering long forgotten memories 

and Arsene’s “the laugh that laughs at itself” resonate in Klossowski’s understanding of 

Nietzsche’s identity-less, ruined self at the brink of the everlasting naught.  

Beckett’s works after Auschwitz herald the end of history as an end: “All of old.  Nothing 

else ever” (WH 91).  Nothing ends, yet with the death of God the abyss horrifically gapes: it 

groundlessly grounds not only all scientific-technological activity, but also “enframing” and, 

consequently, modernity’s profane apotheosis of subjectivity (see “Introduction”).  The “Being 

of beings” (as both the nothingness of beings and therefore as the naught that remains when 

beings disappear) metamorphoses into a functional “will to power” for lording over and 

transforming man and nature into an all-encompassing human horizon.  Hovering precariously 

on the brink of foundationless-ness, this “parousia of the absolute subject,” with its 

accompanying spectre of a technocratic dystopia and a looming “holocaust—nuclear or 

otherwise” (Taylor 41), is the absolute other to Beckett’s art, and hence, as Adorno correctly 

perceives, politicizes Beckett’s otherwise apolitical work.   

Politicized, Beckett’s writing—toward the outside of language, toward the neutral space of 

écriture that signs the voice of silence—aligns itself, seemingly, following Blanchot, with “the 

language of the Holocaust, a cry from the outside that goes unheard [. . .]” (Bruns 66).  As 

Blanchot explains, in The Writing of the Disaster, the holocaust is  
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alien to naming: The holocaust, the absolute event of history [. . .] where all history 

took fire, where the movement of Meaning was swallowed up, where the gift, which 

knows nothing of forgiving or of consent, shattered without giving place to anything 

that can be affirmed, that can be denied—gift of very passivity, gift of what cannot be 

given.  How can it be preserved, even by thought?  How can thought be made keeper 

of the holocaust where all was lost, including guardian thought?  (47)  

Beckett’s novels suggest this “mortal intensity, the fleeing silence of the countless cry” (Disaster 

47) in their elision of the feasible.  A reading of the Beckettian text is always a misreading, as 

Worstward Ho insists: “Of all so far missaid the worse missaid” (WH 108); “Blanks for nohow 

on.  How long?  Blanks how long till somehow on?  Again somehow on.  All gone when nohow 

on.  Time gone when nohow on” (WH 105); “Unmoreable unlessable unworseable evermost 

almost void” (WH 113).  There is no redeeming, salvific narrative in Beckett.  There is only the 

finite spectacle, neither good nor bad, of a writer sitting at a table writing about writing, and how 

it is “all balls.”  

The holocaust’s silent cry is heard, as well, in the impotence to worsen words beyond the 

nothing that remains a something: “Least never to be naught.  Never to naught be brought.  

Never by naught be nulled” (WH 106).  In presenting Adorno’s theory that Beckett’s texts, by 

their retrieving things-in-themselves without any reconciliation, reveal paradoxically hopeless 

but consoling possibilities toward (although by abstention) political transformation, Critchley 

clarifies Adorno’s point: “To offer a picture of a reconciled and peaceful world at this point in 

history would be to offer something that can simply be recuperated by the culture industry and 

reproduced as ideology.  That is to say, it would conspire with the very forces that resulted in the 

death camps” (23).  Therefore, the Beckettian “end of man” does not conspire with any “neo-

Nietzschean” overcoming of man or of nihilism, but, contrarily, acknowledges a vertiginous 

vortex of nihilism—brimming with being, conation, and meaning—wherein nothing really 

happens but happens nonetheless, and out of which man and his tragicomic inadequacies 

relentlessly return.   

Correspondingly, the cry of the holocaust in Beckett’s works points to the impersonal 

violence of language when language names: “Say child gone.  As good as gone. [. . .] Say old 

man gone.  Old woman gone. [. . .] All shades as good as gone” (WH 113).  Blanchot reminds us 

of how language destroys: “I think of the calling of the names in the camps [. . .] [where] the 
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impersonality of nomination bursts forth in a manner of something terrible in this situation in 

which language plays its murderous role” (The Step Not Beyond 38).  At Worstward Ho’s 

conclusion, what remains has been reduced to “One pinhole” (WH 116), a most inhuman image, 

and yet after Auschwitz, an ominously human one.  But even a pinhole can be the beginning of a 

cornucopia of ensuing words, for a surplus, a vestige, some verbal scraps and their resonating 

meaningfulness endure, “Nohow less.  Nohow worse.  Nohow naught” (WH 116), promising a 

continuance of naming, ultimately suspended between thing and no thing, calling forth the 

formless figure of holocaust draped in a shroud of human ashes.   

Writing the holocaust is an exigency, but it is also an impossible task.  Blanchot says that 

“in the time of distress which is ours, the time when the gods are missing, the time of absence 

and exile, art is justified, for it is the intimacy of this distress: the effort to make manifest, 

through the image, the error of the imaginary, and eventually the ungraspable, forgotten truth 

which hides behind this error” (Space 83).  It is a time for art to return, for Blanchot, and for 

Beckett as well, to the world as Nietzsche inscribes it.  Blanchot explains:  

 The world, text without pretext, interlacing without woof or texture. [. . .] It does not 

result from this that the world is unsayable, nor that it can be expressed in, or by, a 

manner of speaking.  It simply advises us that if we are sure we can never hold the 

world either within speech or outside of speech, the only destiny from now on fitting 

is that language, in perpetual pursuit and perpetual rupture and without having any 

other meaning than this pursuit and this rupture, should indefinitely persist (whether 

silent, whether speaking—a play always in play and always undone), and persist 

without concern for having something to say [. . .] or someone [. . .] to say it.  It is as 

though Nietzsche had no other chance of speaking of the “world” than by speaking 

(of) himself in accordance with the exigency that is his, which is to speak without 

           

end, and in accordance with the exigency of difference, always to defer speaking.  

(Infinite Conversation 166-67)   

Beckett’s works invite us to a wake—to our own, of our own self-dispossession: of 

incessant forgetfulness and fragmented remembrance, of an insomniac waiting without object, 

exiled to a time without closure and to a space without geography, wherein we may only ill see 

and ill hear, but with a vigilant eye and acute ear, bound to the stuttering flight of the writer’s 
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inscription, whereby the writer ”speaks the language of men at the moment when there is no 

longer, for him, either language or man” (Blanchot “Dread” 3)—the paralytic moment wherein 

sirens sing their ancient, specular song that tells everything by saying nothing (see Blanchot’s 

“The Song of the Sirens”).  Beckett’s fiction indeed invokes the sirens’ vanishing sighs, the 

alien, absent tragicomic voice of breath at the end of all things, if only by way of parody, if only 

by semblance to the excreta of fizzling signifiers and their spectral physicality on the page, 

effacing language through language by effacing the lying “figure” who speaks—at the imminent 

end of a halting, undying death rattle—of effacing all.  The voice of silence heard in Beckett’s 

oeuvre is not a summoning toward some fanciful future nor a resenting of a promised, yet 

unfulfilled past, but a voice always here and now, heralding the liminal end of the world—of 

history and of man—cryptically diminished to only “nohow on,” however significant that may 

be, or however insignificantly “nohow on” may be said.  
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NOTES 

 

Chapter One 

 

1    According to Giordano Bruno’s theory of the “identified contrary,” at their utmost 

extremities bipolar opposites are identical.  Beckett’s fascination with this theory is 

illustrated in his “Dante . . . Bruno . Vico. . Joyce”: 

 

             There is no difference, says Bruno . . . between the infinite circle and the        

straight line.  The maxima and minima of particular contraries are one and 

indifferent.  Minimal heat equals minimal cold. . . . Maximal speed is a state 

of rest.  The maximum of corruption and minimum of generation are identical: 

in principle, corruption is generation.  (Disjecta 21) 

 

      Hence the faster Murphy’s rocking chair rocks, with Murphy’s strapped-in body 

along for the ride, the slower it rocks until it stops, quieting, freezing his body while 

freeing his mind (see Murphy 9). 

 

2    Murphy’s problematic subjective perception of his “being a missile” echoes 

somewhat Bohr’s perceptual anomaly he aptly named the Principle of 

Complementarity: if the subatomic nuclear researcher in observing the activity of 

electrons looks for particles s/he finds particles, if waves s/he finds waves; therefore 

the electron must be regarded as both particle and wave, or either one or the other 

according to the context of the observer’s intentions. 

     

3    Beckett’s phrase from  the novel Ill Seen Ill Said: “If only she could be pure figment.       

Unalloyed.  This old so dying woman.  So dead.  In the madhouse of the skull and 

nowhere else.  Where no more precautions to be taken.  No precautions possible.  

Cooped up there with the rest.  Hovel and stones.  The lot.  And the eye” (Nohow On 

58). 

 

4    See Büttner, pp. 84-5, for a more detailed explanation (with which I concur) of the 

      chronology and sequencing of the chapters. 

 

5    Büttner suggests that Sam and Watt enter into a space that bridges Watt’s and Sam’s 

respective fences, gardens, and grounds, which in turn represent “two spheres of 

consciousness” (93). 

 

6   Blanchot’s “De angoisse au langage” (“From Dread to Language,” from which I  

      quote above), was first published in 1943 as the introduction to the first collection of 

essays in Faux pas.  In a letter to Büttner, in 1978, Beckett writes: “‘I think Watt was 
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begun in Paris in 1942, then continued evenings mostly in Roussillon and finished 

1945 in Dublin and Paris’” (Büttner xi).  Although Beckett may have had access to 

Faux pas during the last two years of composing Watt, it is not the intention of this 

study to claim that Beckett in writing Watt or any other work was necessarily 

influenced by Blanchot’s critical theory.  However since both writers were working 

throughout their lives in the same direction aesthetically—i.e., to write nothing—a 

case of influence could possibly be made for either writer.  Again, however, the 

matter of influence is not this study’s intent.  In this regard, a reading that 

synchronizes the two writers’ works chronologically will be disregarded (as I have 

allowed already with Murphy [1936] and “The Gaze of Orpheus” [1955]).  Thus I 

will draw upon any of Blanchot’s critical and fictional texts in analyzing Beckett’s, 

not necessarily ones that historically precede or coincide with the Beckettian text in 

question.  

 

 

Chapter Two 

 

 1   Georges Bataille’s term: contrasted with the restricted or regional (rational) economy. 

      See The Accursed Share: An Essay on General Economy. New York: Zone Books, 

      1988.  19-41. 

 

2 Critchley makes a cogent point in suggesting that the employment of “a psychological 

     register, which much in the novel seems to encourage [. . .] must be refused because it 

is so encouraged [. . .]” (61).  Critchley cites, for example, the following red herring: 

the anagram “Obidil” for Libido.  Moran quips, “And with regard to the Obidil, of 

whom I have refrained from speaking until now, and whom I so longed to see face to 

face” (M 149), suggesting a pre-Oedipal Molloy contrasted to an Oedipal Moran (62).   

 

 

Chapter Three 

 

1   The “I” in this case is not to be considered in the sense of an “I” of thing-grounded    

designation, but in fact as the “I” of what the word Dasein explicitly means.  For 

clarity’s sake I quote from Being and Time: “Even when Dasein explicitly addresses 

itself as “I here”, this locative personal designation must be understood in terms of 

Dasein’s existential spatiality.  In interpreting this we have already intimated that this 

“I-here” does not mean a certain privileged point—that of an I-Thing—but is to be 

understood as Being-in in terms of the ‘yonder’ of the world that is ready-to-hand—

the’yonder’ which is the dwelling-place of Dasein as concern” (155). 

 

2    In “Where Now?  Who Now?” Blanchot emphasizes the problems the characters in 

Molloy and Malone Dies pose in contrast to the success of the absence of character in 

The Unnamable.  Of Molloy, Blanchot says, “but no matter how ragged our sense of 

him, Molloy nevertheless does not relinquish himself, remains a name, a site within 

bounds that guard against a more disturbing danger.”  Molloy becomes Moran, 

Blanchot believes.  But Blanchot is not impressed, deeming the act “a metamorphosis 
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that undermines the security of the narrative element and simultaneously introduces 

an allegorical sense, perhaps a disappointing one, for we do not feel it is adequate to 

the depths concealed here.”  Of Malone Dies, Blanchot writes that “Malone, like 

Molloy, is a name and a face,” and complains that Malone’s story-telling 

overshadows the more important “infinite time of death” thematized in the novel.  

Blanchot states that “the narrative element is nothing more than a means of public 

fraud and constitutes a grating compromise that overbalances the book, a conflict of 

artfices that spoil the experiment, for the stories remain stories to an excessive 

degree.”  Blanchot argues that Malone’s stories detach themselves “from the time of 

his death in order to reinstate the customary narrative time in which we do not believe 

and which, here, means nothing to us, for we are expecting something much more 

important.”  But upon reaching The Unnamable, Blanchot willingly writes: “Who is 

doing the talking here then?  We might try to say it was the ‘author’ if this name did 

not evoke capacity and control, but in any case the man who writes is already no 

longer Samuel Beckett but the necessity that has replaced him [. . .] which has 

surrendered him to whatever is outside himself, which has made him a nameless 

being” (142-44). 
 

 

Chapter Four 
 

1 In this regard, besides H. Porter Abbott’s essay, from which I quote, see Victor 

Sage’s “Innovation and Continuity in How It Is,” in Beckett the Shape Changer, ed. 

Katharine Worth, London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1975, 85-103; as well as 

James Knowlson and John Pilling’s Frescoes of the Skull: The Later Prose and 

Drama of Samuel Beckett, London: John Calder, 1979. 

 

2 For a detailed explanation of “interiorized” intersubjectivity, especially as regards 

Beckett studies, see Trezise, pages 11-39, or as discussed in Chapter Two of our 

study. 

 

3 Another liminal situation that alludes to “light” as a figment of perhaps what remains 

of the (in)human element at the brink of naught occurs at the conclusion of Beckett’s 

neither: “[. . .] till at last halt for good, absent for good from self and other 

[suggestive of ‘when the panting stops’] then no sound [as ‘scraps of an ancient 

voice’ (HII 7)] then gently light unfading [as perhaps ‘less the rosy hue the 

humanities,’ and yet the ‘light’ remains as is (HII 30)] on that unheeded neither [as 

‘that’ which ‘must have lasted a good moment with that I have lasted a moment’] 

unspeakable home [as the essential ‘solitude soon over soon lost those words’ (HII 

31)].”  For a visual representation suggestive of the limit-experience between self and 

unself (of Beckett’s “we are nothing and we are rosy good moments”), depicted by 

colorful masks covering human shades estranged in spatial voids of gray and black, 

see Bram Van Velde’s Composition, 1937, a painting once owned by Beckett, now in 

the Musée National d’Art Moderne, Paris—and which graces the cover of The 

Cambridge Companion to Beckett, ed. John Pilling, Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 

1994.   
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4 An ironic implication of George Berkeley’s famous esse est percipere.  

5 My reference is to Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’ s conception of the “BwO.”  

See especially Chapter Six of A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia 

titled “November 28, 1947: How Do You Make Yourself a Body Without Organs.”  

Among Deleuze and Guattari’s many definitions of this manifestation of 

nonrelationality is that it  

 

is not a scene, a place, or even a support upon which something comes to pass.  

It has nothing to do with phantasy, there is nothing to interpret.  The BwO 

causes intensities to pass [among which are those of ‘the organism, signifiance, 

and subjectification’]. [. . .] It is not space, nor is it in space [. . .] .  It is 

nonstratified, unformed, intense matter, the matrix of intensity, intensity = 0; 

but there is nothing negative about that zero, there are no negative or opposite 

intensities.  Matter equals energy.  Production of the real as an intensive 

magnitude starting at zero.  (Thousand Plateaus 153) 

 

      In regard to Beckettian criticism and the BwO, see Mary Bryden’s Women in Samuel 

Beckett’s Prose and Drama: Her Own Other, Lantham: Barnes and Noble, 1993, 58-

69; and Anthony Uhlmann’s Beckett and Poststructuralism, Cambridge: Cambridge 

UP, 1999, 58-90.   

 

6 Deleuze and Guattari write: 

  

Let us consider the three great strata concerning us, in other words, the ones 

that most directly bind us: the organism, signifiance, and subjectification [. . .] 

To the strata as a whole, the BwO opposes disarticulation (or n articulations) as 

the property of the plane of consistency, experimentation [which may include 

“walk[ing] on your head, sing[ing] with your sinuses, see[ing] through your 

skin, breath[ing] with your belly” Thousand Plateaus 151] as the operation on 

that plane (no signifier, never interpret!), and nomadism as the movement 

(keep moving, even in place, never stop moving, motionless voyage, 

desubjectification).  (159) 

 

7 Deleuze and Guattari point to Artaud’s deviant pronouncement: “On November 28, 

1947, Artaud declares war on the organs: To be done with the judgment of God, ‘for 

you can tie me up if you wish, but there is nothing more useless than an organ’ [from 

Artaud’s “To Have Done With the Judgment of God”; see Thousand Plateaus 531, fn 

1]” (150).  The “judgment of God” refers to a “unity of One,” “the organization of the 

organs called the organism” opposed to the multiplicity of distinctive others.  Deleuze 

and Guattari explain: 

  

It is true that Artaud wages a struggle against the organs, but at the same time 

what he is going after, what he has it in for, is the organism: The body is the 

body.  Alone it stands.  And in no need of organs.  Organism it never is.  

Organisms are the enemies of the body [from Artaud’s “The Body Is the 

Body”; see Thousand Plateaus 532, fn 17].  The BwO is not opposed to the 
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organs; rather, the BwO [. . .] [is] opposed to the organism, the organic 

organization of the organs.  The judgment of God, the system of the judgment 

of God, the theological system, is precisely the operation of He who makes an 

organism, an organization of the organs called the organism, because He 

cannot bear the BwO, because He pursues it and rips it apart so He can be first, 

and have the organism be first. [. . .] The organism is not at all the body, the 

BwO; rather it is a stratum on the BwO, in other words, a phenomenon of 

accumulation, coagulation, and sedimentation that, in order to extract useful 

labor from the BwO, imposes upon it forms, functions, bonds, dominant and 

hierarchized organizations, organized transcendences.  (159) 

       

8 To further quote Deleuze and Guattari: 

  

The BwO howls: “They’ve made me an organism!  They’ve wrongfully folded 

me!  They’ve stolen my body!”  The judgment of God uproots it from its 

immanence and makes it an organism, a signification, a subject.  It is the BwO 

that is stratified.  It swings between two poles, the surfaces of stratification into 

which it is recoiled, on which it submits to the judgment, and the plane of 

consistency in which it unfurls and opens to experimentation.  If the BwO is a 

limit, if one is forever attaining it, it is because behind each stratum, encasted 

in it, there is always another stratum. [. . .] A perpetual and violent combat 

between the plane of consistency, which frees the BwO, cutting across and 

dismantling all of the strata, and the surfaces of stratification that block it or 

make it recoil.  (159) 

 

9 In this regard, Deleuze and Guattari convey that “where psychoanalysis says, ‘Stop, 

find your self again,’ we should say instead, ‘Let’s go further still, we haven’t found 

our BwO yet, we haven’t sufficiently dismantled our self.’  Substitute forgetting for 

anamnesis, experimentation for interpretation.  Find your body without organs.  Find 

out how to make it.  It’s a question of life and death, youth and old age, sadness and 

joy.  It is where everything is played out” (151). 

 

10 Deleuze and Guattari remind us however that “You never reach the Body without 

Organs, you can’t reach it, you are forever attaining it, it is a limit.  People ask, So 

what is this BwO?—But you are already on it, scurrying like a vermin, groping like a 

blind person, or running like a lunatic: desert traveler and nomad of the steppes.  On it 

we sleep, live our waking lives, fight—fight and are fought—seek our place, 

experience untold happiness and fabulous defeats; on it we penetrate and are 

penetrated; on it we love” (150).   
 

 

Chapter Five 

 

1    See Derrida’s critique of Husserl’s language theory in Chapter Two of this study.   

 



 

205

 

 

 

 

 

     REFERENCES 

 

 

Abbott, H. Porter.  “Beginning Again: The Post-narrative Art of Texts for Nothing and How It 
            Is.”  The Cambridge Companion to Beckett.  Ed. John Pilling.  Cambridge: Cambridge 

            UP, 1994. 

 

 Adamson, Joseph.  “White Mythology.”  Encyclopedia of Contemporary Literary Theory: 
 Approaches, Scholars, Terms.  Ed. Irena R. Makaryk.  Toronto: U of Toronto P, 1993. 

 652. 

  

Adorno, Theodor.  Aesthetic Theory.  Trans. C. Lenhardt.  London: Routledge and Kegan  

  Paul, 1984. 

 

---.  Notes to Literature.  Vol. 1.  Trans. S.W. Nicholsen.  New York: Columbia UP, 1991. 

 

Agamben, Giorgio.  Language and Death: The Place of Negativity.  Trans. Karen E. Pinkus and 

         Michael Hardt.  Minneapolis: U of Minneapolis P, 1991. 

 

Ackerley, C. J.  Demented Particulars: The Annotated Murphy.  Tallahassee: Journal of Beckett 
            Studies,1998. 

 

Astro, Alan.  Understanding Samuel Beckett.  Columbia: U of South Carolina P, 1990. 

 

Bair, Deirdre.  Samuel Beckett: A Biography.  New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1978. 

 

Bataille, Georges.  “Molloy’s Silence.”  On Beckett: Essays and Criticism.  Trans. John Pilling. 

            Ed. S. E. Gontarski.  New York: Grove P, 1986.  131-39. 

 

Beckett, Samuel.  Breath.  Collected Shorter Plays.  New York: Grove P, 1984.  209-11. 

   

---.  Disjecta: Miscellaneous Writings and a Dramatic Fragment.  Ed. Ruby Cohn.  London: 

            John Calder, 1983. 

 

---.  Dream of Fair to Middling Women.  Ed. Eoin O’Brien and Edith Fournier.  Dublin: Black 

            Cat P, 1992. 

 

---.  Endgame.  The Norton Anthology of World Masterpieces.  5
th

 ed.  Vol 2.  Ed. Maynard, et. 

            al.  New York: W. W. Norton, 1985.  1927-1959. 

 

---.  Faux Départs.  The Complete Short Prose.  Ed. S. E. Gontarski.  New York: Grove P, 1996. 



 

206

 

---.  “For Avigdor Arikha.” Arikha.  Paris: Herman, 1967. 

    

---.  How It Is.  New York: Grove P, 1964. 

   

---.  Murphy.  New York: Grove P, 1957. 

 

---.  neither.  The Complete Short Prose, 1929-1989.  Ed. S. E. Gontarski.  New York: Grove P, 

            1995. 

 

---.  Texts for Nothing.  The Complete Short Prose, 1929-1989.  Ed. S. E. Gontarski.  New York: 

            Grove P, 1995. 

 

---.  Nohow On: Company, Ill Seen Ill Said, Worstward Ho.  New York: Grove P, 1996. 

 

---.  Not I.  Collected Shorter Plays.  New York: Grove P, 1984.  213-23. 

 

---.  Ohio Impromptu.  Collected Short Plays.  New York: Grove P, 1984.  283-88. 

 

---.  Play.  Collected Shorter Plays.  New York: Grove P, 1984.  145-60. 

 

---.  Proust and Three Dialogues.  London: Calder, 1949. 

 

---.  Three Novels by Samuel Beckett: Molly, Malone Dies, The Unnamable.  Trans. Patrick 

            Bowles and Samuel Beckett.  New York: Grove P, 1958. 

 

---.  Watt.  New York: Grove P, 1953. 

 

Begam, Richard.  Samuel Beckett and the End of Modernity.  Stanford: Stanford UP, 1996. 

 

Blanchot, Maurice.  “From Dread to Language.”  The Gaze of Orpheus and Other Literary 
Essays.  Trans. Lydia Davis.  Ed. P. Adams Sitney.  Barrytown: Station Hill P, 1981.  3- 

20. 

 

---.  “Literature and the Right to Death.”  The Gaze of Orpheus and Other Literary Essays. 

            Trans. Lydia Davis.  Ed. P. Adams Sitney.  Barrytown: Station Hill P, 1981.  21-62. 

 

---.  “Reading.”  The Gaze of Orpheus and Other Literary Essays.  Trans. Lydia Davis.  Ed. P. 

            Adams Sitney.  Barrytown: Station Hill P, 1981.  91-98. 

 

---.  “The Gaze of Orpheus.”  The Gaze of Orpheus and Other Literary Essays.  Trans. Lydia 

Davis.  Ed. P. Adams Sitney.  Barrytown: Station Hill P, 1981.  99-104. 

   

---.  The Infinite Conversation.  Trans. Susan Hanson.  Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1993. 

  

---.  “The Limits of Experience: Nihilism.”  The New Nietzsche: Contemporary Styles of 



 

207

 Interpretation.  Ed. David B. Allison.  New York: Dell, 1977.  121-27. 

 

---.  “The Narrative Voice.”  The Gaze of Orpheus and Other Literary Essays.  Trans. Lydia 

Davis.  Ed. P. Adams Sitney.  Barrytown: Station Hill P, 1981.  133-143. 

 

---.  The One Who Was Standing Apart From Me.  Trans. Lydia Davis.  The Station Hill Blanchot 
Reader: Fiction and Literary Essays.  Ed. George Quasha.  Barrytown: Station Hill P, 

1999. 

 

---.  “The Song of the Sirens.”  The Gaze of Orpheus and Other Literary Essays.  Trans. Lydia 

Davis.  Ed. P. Adams Sitney.  Barrytown: Station Hill P, 1981.  105-13. 

 

---.  The Space of Literature.  Trans. Ann Smock.  Lincoln: U of Nebraska P, 1982. 

 

---.  The Step Not Beyond.  Albany: State U of P, 1992. 

 

---.  The Writing of Disaster.  Trans. Ann Smock.  Lincoln: U of Nebraska P, 1986. 

 

---.  “Where now?  Who now?”  On Beckett: Essays and Criticism.  Trans. Richard Howard.  Ed. 

S. E. Gontarski.  New York: Grove P, 1986.  141-49. 

 

---.  “Words Must Travel Far.”  The Infinite Conversation.  Trans. Susan  Hanson.  Minneapolis: 

U of Minnesota P, 1993.  326-31. 

 

---.  Thomas The Obscure.  Trans. Robert Lamberton.  New York: David Lewis, 1973. 

 

Brater, Enoch.  “Dada, Surrealism and the Genesis of Not I.”  Modern Drama 18 (March 1975). 

 

Brienza, Susan D.  Samuel Beckett’s New Worlds: Style in Metafiction.  Norman: U of Oklahoma 

            P, 1987. 

     

Bruns, Gerald L.  Maurice Blanchot: The Refusal of Philosophy.  Baltimore: John Hopkins U P, 

             1997. 

 

Büttner, Gottfried.  Samuel Beckett’s Novel Watt.  Trans. Joseph P. Dolan.  Philadelphia: U of 

            Pennsylvania P, 1984. 

 

Cavell, Stanley.  Must We Mean What We Say?: A Book of Essays.  New York: Charles 

    Scribner’s Sons, 1969. 

 

Cerrato, Laura.  “Postmodernism and Beckett’s Aesthetics of Failure.”  Beckett In The 1990s. 

            Ed. Marius Buning and Lois Oppenheim.  Spec. issue of Samuel Beckett 
            Today/Aujourd’hui.  Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1993. 

 

Cohn, Ruby.  “Forward.”  Disjecta: Miscellaneous Writings and a Dramatic Fragment.  Ed. 

            Ruby Cohn.  London: John Calder, 1983. 



 

208

   

Connor, Steven.  Rev.: “Thomas Trezise’s Into the Breach: Samuel Beckett and the Ends of 
            Literature.”  Journal of Beckett Studies 2.1 (1992): 121–25. 

 

---.  Samuel Beckett: Repetition, Theory, and Text.  New York: Basil Blackwell, 1988. 

  

Cousineau, Thomas J.  After the Final No: Samuel Beckett’s Trilogy.  London: Associated U P, 

            1999. 

  

Critchley, Simon.  Very Little…Almost Nothing: Death, Philosophy, Literature.  London: 

            Routledge, 1997. 

 

Deleuze, Gilles.  “He Stuttered.”  Gilles Deleuze and the Theater of Philosophy.  Trans. 

            Constantin V. Boundas.  Ed. Constantin V. Boundas and Dorothea Olkowski.  New York: 

            Routledge, 1994. 

 

Deleuze, Gilles and Felix Guattari.  A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia.  Trans. 

            Brian Massumi.  Minnesota: U of Minnesota P, 1987. 

 

Derrida, Jacques.  Aporias.  Trans. T. Dutoit.  Sanford: Stanford UP, 1993. 

 

---.  Dissemination.  London: Athlone P, 1981. 

 

---.  Of Grammatology.  Trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak.  Baltimore:  John Hopkins UP, 

            1974. 

 

---.  Speech and Phenomena: And Other Essays on Husserl’s Theory of Signs. 

            Evanston: Northwestern UP, 1973. 

 

---.  “Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences.”  Writing and  
            Difference.  Trans. Alan Bass.  Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1978.  278-293. 

 

---.  “The Ends of Man.”  Margins of Philosophy.  Trans. Alan Bass.  Chicago: U of  

            Chicago P, 1982.  111-136. 

 

Foucault, Michel.  “Maurice Blanchot: The Thought from Outside.”  Trans. Brian Massumi. 

            Foucault/Blanchot.  New York: Zone Books, 1987. 

 

---.  The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences. Trans. Alan Sheridan.  New 

            York: Vintage, 1994. 

 

---.  This Is Not a Pipe.  Berkeley: U of California P, 1983. 

 

Gontarski, S. E.  “Introduction.”  Nohow On: Company, Ill Seen Ill Said, Worsrtward Ho.  New 

            York: Grove P, 1996. 

             



 

209

---.  The Intent of Undoing in Samuel Beckett’s Dramatic Texts.  Bloomington: Indiana UP, 

            1985. 

 

Gregg, John.  Maurice Blanchot and the Literature of Transgression.  Princeton: Princeton U P, 

            1994. 

  

Hamacher, Werner.  “‘Disgregation of the Will’: Nietzsche on the Individual and Individuality.” 

            Friedrich Nietzsche: Modern Critical Views.  Ed. Harold Bloom.  New York: Chelsea 

            House P, 1987.  163-92. 

 

Harvey, Lawrence E.  “Watt.”  On Beckett: Essays and Criticism.  Ed. S. E. Gontarski.  New 

            York: Grove P, 1986. 

 

Heidegger, Martin.  Being and Time.  Trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson.  New 

            York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1962. 

 

---.  Identity and Difference.  Trans. Joan Stambaugh.  New York: Harper and Row, 1969. 

 

---.  “Letter on Humanism.”  Trans. Frank A. Capuzzi and J. Glen Gray.  Basic Writings: from 

            Being and Time (1927) to The Task of Thinking (1964).  Ed. David Farrell Krell.  New 

            York: Harper & Row, 1977.  193-246. 

 

---.  “The Origin of the Work of Art.”  Poetry, Language, Thought.  Trans. Albert Hofstadter. 

            New York: Harper & Row, 1971.  17-87. 

 

---.  “The Question Concerning Technology.”  The Question Concerning Technology and Other 
            Essays.  Trans. William Lovitt.  New York: Harper & Row, 1977.  3-35. 

  

---.  The Question of Being.  Trans. William Kluback and Jean T. Wilde.  New York: Twayne 

            Publishers, 1958. 

 

---.  “The Word of Nietzsche: ‘God Is Dead.’”  The Question Concerning Technology and Other 
            Essays.  Trans. William Lovitt.  New York: Harper & Row, 1977.  53-112. 

  

Henning, Sylvie Debevic.  Beckett’s Critical Complicity: Carnival, Contestation, and Tradition. 

            Lexington: U of Kentucky P, 1988. 

        

Hill, Leslie.  Beckett’s Fiction: In Different Words.  Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1990. 

 

Hofstadter, Albert.  “Enownment.”  Martin Heidegger and the Question of Literature: Toward a 
            Postmodern Literary Hermeneutics.  Ed. William V. Spanos.  Bloomington: Indiana U P, 

            1976. 

 

Katz, Daniel.  Saying I No More: Subjectivity and Consciousness in the Prose of Samuel 
            Beckett.  Evanston: Northwestern U P, 1999. 

  



 

210

Kearney, Richard.  Poetics of Imagining: Modern to Post-modern.  New York: Ford U P, 1998. 

 

Klaver, Elizabeth.  “Entering Beckett’s Postmodern Space.”  Beckett On and On . . . .  Ed. Lois 

            Oppenheim and Marius Buning.  London: Associated P, 1996.  111-124. 

 

Klossowski, Pierre.  “Nietzsche’s Experience of the Eternal Return.”  Trans. Allen Weiss.  The 
            New Nietzsche: Contemporary Styles of Interpretation.  Ed. David B. Allison.  New 

            York: Dell P, 1977.  107-20. 

 

Krance, Charles.  Rev. of  “Jak Zbudowane jest Dzyn’ ecketta?” by Atonio Libera.  Journal of 
            Beckett Studies 11, 12 (1989).  11 Sept. 2003 

    <http://www.english.fsu.edu/jobs/Indices.html>. 

 

Levinas, Emmanuel.  “Bad Conscience and the Inexorable.” Trans. Richard A. Cohen.  Face to 
            Face with Levinas.  Ed. Richard A. Cohen.  Albany: SUNY P, 1986. 

 

---.  Existence and Existents.  Trans. Alfonso Lingis.  The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1978. 

 

---.  Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence.  Trans. A. Lingis.  The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 

            1981. 

  

Levy, Eric P.  Beckett and the Voice of Species: A Study of the Prose Fiction.  Totowa: Barnes 

            and Noble, 1980. 

 

Locatelli, Carla.  Unwording the World: Samuel Beckett’s Prose Works After the Nobel Prize.  

Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 1990. 

 

Manning, Robert John Sheffer.  Interpreting Otherwise than Heidegger: Emanuel Levinas’s 

            Ethics as First Philosophy.  Pittsburgh: Duquesne UP, 1993. 

 

   

Moorjani, Angela.  The Aesthetics of Loss and Lessness: Language, Discourse, Society.  London: 

            Macmillan, 1992. 

 

---.  “Mourning, Schopenhauer, and Beckett’s Art of Shadows.”  Beckett On and On . . . .  Ed. 

            Lois Oppenheim and Marius Buning.  Cranbury: Associated U Presses, 1996.  83-101. 

 

Mooney, Michael E.  “Watt: Samuel Beckett’s Sceptical Fiction.”  Rethinking Beckett: A 
 Collection of Critical Essays.  Ed. Lance St. John Butler and Robin J. Davis.  London: 

 Macmillan, 1990.  160-68. 

 

Nehemas, Alexander.  Nietzsche: Life as Literature.  Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1985. 

    

Nietzsche, Friedrich.  Beyond Good and Evil.  Trans. Walter Kaufmann.  New York: Random 

House, Vintage, 1966. 

 



 

211

---.   Ecce Homo.  Ed. Walter Kaufmann.  Trans. Walter Kaufmann.  New York: Vintage, 1967. 

  

---.  “On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense.”  The Nietzsche Page at USC.  11 Nov. 2000 

            <http://thomas-open.usc.edu/~nietzsche/texts/showtext.cgi?68>. 

 

---.  The Birth of Tragedy and The Genealogy of Morals.  Trans. Francis Golffing.  Garden City: 

            Doubleday, 1956. 

 

---.  The Gay Science.  Trans. Walter Kaufmann.  New York: Random House, 1974. 

 

---.  The Will to Power.  Ed. Walter Kaufmann.  Trans. Walter Kaufmann and R. J.Hollingdale. 

            New York: Random House, 1967. 

 

---.  Thus Spoke Zarathustra. Trans. R. J. Hollingdale.  Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1961. 

 

Rabinovitz, Rubin.  “Unreliable Narrative in Murphy.”  Samuel Beckett: Humanistic 
            Perspectives.  Ed. Morris Beja, S. E. Gontarski, Pierre Astier.    Ohio State UP, 1983. 

 

Ricks, Christopher.  Beckett’s Dying Words.  Oxford: Oxford U P, 1993. 

 

Rorty, Richard.  “The Contingency of Selfhood.”  Friedrich Nietzsche: Modern Critical Views. 

            Ed. Harold Bloom.  New York: Chelsea House P, 1987.  193-211. 

 

Taylor, Mark C.  Altarity.  Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1987. 

 

Trezise, Thomas.  Into the Breach: Samuel Beckett and the Ends of Literature.  Princeton: 

            Princeton UP, 1990. 

 

Vattimo, Gianni.  The End of Modernity: Nihilism and Hermeneutics in Post-modern Culture. 

            Trans. John R. Synder.  Cambridge: Polity P, 1988. 

 

Wood, Rupert.  “Murphy, Beckett; Geulincx, God.”  Journal of Beckett Studies 2.2 (1993):  

            27-51. 

 

Zurbrugg, Nicholas.  The Parameters of Postmodernism.  Carbondale: Southern Illinois UP, 

            1993. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 



 

 

212

 

 

 

 

 

                                                     BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

 

 

After obtaining his bachelor’s and master’s degrees in Humanities (with a concentration in art 

history, philosophy, and literature) at The Florida State University, Curt G Willits taught college 

level classes with City Colleges of Chicago and Central Texas College (contracted with the U. S. 

Navy) from 1977 to 1994.  In 1995 he returned to FSU from The Philippines in order to study 

Samuel Beckett’s literary works with Beckett scholar S. E. Gontarski.  Married with three children, 

Curt resides presently in Tallahassee, Florida, and teaches literature classes at FSU. 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


	The Florida State University
	DigiNole Commons
	6-1-2003

	Samuel Beckett and the End(s) of Man: Writing at the Limits of Experience
	Curt G. Willits
	Recommended Citation


	(01)_Title_and_Signature_Pages
	(02)_Preliminary_Pages
	(03)_Introduction
	(04)_CHAPTER_ONE
	(05)_CHAPTER_TWO
	(06)_CHAPTER_THREE
	(07)_CHAPTER_FOUR
	(08)_CHAPTER_FIVE
	(09)_Conclusion
	(10)_NOTES
	(11)_REFERENCES
	(12)_Biographical_Sketch

