
147

In Whoroscope, one of his first published texts, a poem which won a poetry com-
petition in 1930, Beckett aims an elaborate blow at Descartes. There is the phi-
losopher of methodical reduction, the reduction of all supports in the outside 
world, in perception, in the body, the reduction of all supports to questionable 
inner certainties, safe traditions and evident truths that unquestioningly rule 
our lives, the reduction of all contingency and necessity, external and internal, 
in order to arrive at the minimal point of certainty, the firm rock of cogito, 
the prop of the subject from which all other props have been taken away. But 
Beckett approaches the cogito (a word never mentioned in the poem, and nei-
ther is Descartes for that matter)1 through its reverse, from the angle of irreduci-
ble contingency. Cogito is, so to speak, inserted back into the body from which 
it emanates and into the haphazard eventualities of historical circumstance. 
The Cartesian body depends on its trivial tastes (the notorious eggs which had 
to be hatched from eight to ten days, no shorter and no longer), the Cartesian 
mind is preoccupied with the trivialities of rivalry with opponents, illustrious 
(Galileo, Harvey, Arnauld) and obscure (Anna Maria Schurmann, Weulles). 
Cogito is confronted with the intricate web of trivia, which Beckett assiduously 
excavated from Adrien Baillet’s late 17th century life of Descartes. Descartes, 
we learn in the notes appended at the end (in the manner of T. S. Eliot, and 
without which we would be quite lost), “kept his own birthday to himself so 
that no astrologer could cast his nativity”, but to no avail: Beckett cast his horo-
scope, his whoroscope, three centuries later, the whoroscope of cogito, provid-
ing this bodiless entity with the contingency of its haphazard moment, revers-
ing its reduction, reducing its reduction in the opposite direction,2 expanding 
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1 But we do find “René du Perron” and “Fallor ergo sum”. I use Collected Poems in English 
and French, Grove Press, New York 1977.

2 And also in the opposite direction of the horoscope, the moment of death: “and grant 
me my second / starless inscrutable hour.” These are the last two lines of the poem.
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it into a baroque fresco of poignant fleshy detail and overelaborate scholarly 
references, defying the minimalism of cogito’s subjectivity with the maximal 
expansion of contingency, confronting its clear and distinct reason with its 
underside of stupidity.

Whoroscope has 99 lines, but only because the entries for the competition 
could not exceed 100 lines. It mentions some twenty names and refers to a 
dozen historical occasions, in a florid and heavily overladen idiom. Compare 
this to the first piece of Beckett’s Mirlitonnades, some half a century later:

En face
le pire
jusqu’à ce
qu’il fasse rire

That’s all. The whole poem has the flavour of a slogan, the shortest pos-
sible profession de foi, achieved by minimal means: roughly, “The worst / into 
the face / until it / makes us laugh”.3 Haiku has the reputation of being the 
most reduced and economical of poetic forms, 17 syllables in all (5 / 7 / 5), 
but even this is too much for Beckett: the Japanese are too chatty for him, 
nine syllables will do, he takes the haiku and cuts it in half. The opposition 
between the two poems couldn’t have been more drastic. It is as if Beckett has 
accomplished his own Cartesian reduction, the reduction of means and ends, 
as if to arrive at his own version of cogito, but which in its very minimalism 
turns out to be the anti-cogito. He strived for anti-cogito in Whoroscope, if one 
can venture to give this name to his endeavour, but in a way which fell short 
in its very floridity. The reduction of the reduction of cogito, yielding the con-
tingent, trivial, and historical network in which it was inscribed, was perhaps 
unwittingly still caught in the workings of cogito, it was but its underside, it 
was caught in its web precisely due to the maximal distance it tried to estab-
lish to it. The proper way to deal with cogito was to take the Cartesian route of 
reduction, Beckett had to take it onto his shoulders, reduce it to the utmost, 
to the core, to the minimum, to the bare rock – to arrive at what? Nothing? 
Almost nothing? It’s the ‘almost’ that is the problem.

First the language. Whoroscope, as most of Beckett’s early work, clearly 
falls under the long shadow of James Joyce. Every detail has a tendency to be 
overblown, the language is thick with convoluted ramifications, the jokes are 
too smart, erudite, and studious to be funny, each line is a plunge into ency-
clopedia. But what defined Beckett’s subsequent work was precisely a sharp 
departure from this:

3 This is my own clumsy attempt, since I couldn’t find an English version.
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I realised that Joyce had gone as far as he could in the direction of kno-
wing more, [being] in control of one’s material. He was always adding 
to it; you only have to look at his proofs to see that. I realised that my 
own way was in impoverishment, in lack of knowledge and in taking 
away, in subtracting rather than adding.4

The art of subtraction (a concept whose fortune was secured by Alain 
Badiou) vs. the art of addition, the infinitely expandable vs. the infinitely 
shrinkable.

The more Joyce knew the more he could. He’s tending toward omnis-
cience and omnipotence as an artist. I’m working with impotence, ig-
norance. There seems to be a kind of aesthetic axiom that expression 
is achievement – must be an achievement. My little exploration is that 
whole zone of being that has been set aside by artists as something unu-
sable – as something by definition incompatible with art.5

The art of omnipotence vs. the art of impotence, omniscience vs. igno-
rance.

With such a program, in my opinion, the latest work of Joyce [Finnegans 
Wake] has nothing whatever to do. There it seems rather to be a matter 
of an apotheosis of the word.6

The art of apotheosis, the magic of the word vs. the art of the senseless-
ness, “the literature of the non-word”, of the drained, barren, porous, mean-
ingless word (as Beckett put it in his famous letter to Axel Kaun, written in 
German in 1937).

And more and more my own language appears to me like a veil that 
must be torn apart in order to get at the things (or the Nothingness) be-
hind it. Grammar and Style. […] 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; I 
cannot imagine a higher goal for a writer today.7

4 James Knowlson, Damned to Fame: The Life of Samuel Beckett, Bloomsbury, London 1996, 
p. 352.

5 Lawrence Graver & Raymond Federman, Samuel Beckett: The Critical Heritage. Routledge 
and Kegan Paul, London, etc. 1979, p. 148.

6 Samuel Beckett, Disjecta. Miscellaneous Writings and a Dramatic Fragment (ed. Ruby 
Cohn), Grove Press, New York 1984, p. 172.

7 Ibid.
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So the aim of the writer, by definition someone working with words, is 
to impoverish his means, to undo his tools; if not to entirely eliminate his 
means of production, then at least to make them work against themselves, to 
counteract the fascination with words and meaning, to stop producing more 
and more meaning, but to render the words senseless. Joyce’s art consisted 
in producing an overflow of meaning, in making meaning proliferate to the 
point of its being expanded into infinite floating, a surplus-meaning which 
can never be pinned down and whose fascination lies in infinite addition, in 
the possibility of an eternal (n+1), the always expandable excess propelled by 
enjoyment-in-language. The meaning never to be exhausted, for every sur-
plus produces more surplus, and thus it seems that he has reached the very 
matrix of production of meaning, and demonstrated it to the point where 
generations of scholars will have to sweat over the enigmas of his ultimate 
book for centuries, as Joyce correctly predicted. To be sure, to describe Joyce 
as the writer of surplus-meaning is also misleading, for what is at stake, in his 
supreme artistry with words, has only in one part to do with the overflow of 
meaning, the other part being the overflow of sounds. Language is taken, in 
one and the same gesture, as a machine for the endless production of mean-
ing and, on the other hand, as a web of infinite sound-echoes, reverberations, 
words contingently echoing other words and finding a surplus of meaning 
in the very contingent con-sonances of sounds, in sound contaminations, in-
tersections, cross-cuts, in endless punning. Finnegans Wake can be read as an 
interminable pun, running for hundreds of pages and convoluted into itself, 
each pun breeding more pun, the endless text ending in a pun (the notorious 
and/end) which rejoins its beginning. Thus Joyce ultimately embodies, in a 
paramount manner, the Lacanian concept of lalangue, this inextricable web 
of meaning and sound, of the signifier and the enjoyment, where language 
is neither taken as the matter of the signifier nor simply under the auspices 
of sound echoes, but precisely through the concept of their very difference, 
their incommensurability, their split and their union under the same head-
ing, in their very divergence. Hence Lacan’s own fascination with Joyce, his 
seeing Joyce as the incarnation of sinthome 8 – the word which is itself a pun on 
symptom (just as lalangue is a pun, for that matter) and which immediately 
breeds more puns on saint-homme, sinthome madaquin (Saint Thomas d’Aquin), 
etc. It seems that Lacan whole-heartedly espoused Joyce as the showcase for a 
certain line of his teaching. But couldn’t one argue that following Beckett’s 
way would actually come much closer to the bone of his teaching? This is the 
argument I will briefly try to pursue here.

8 Jacques Lacan, Le sinthome (Le séminaire XXIII), Seuil, Paris 2005.
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Beckett’s art, as opposed to Joyce’s, is the art of (n–1). The words have to 
be deprived of their magic, hollowed (not by conjuring “hollow men” through 
their magic, as in Eliot, but by becoming themselves hollow), their meaning 
has to be subtracted from them so that they become scarce and empty, like 
senseless sounds,9 reduced to clichés, those dead words within the seemingly 
living language.10 What has to be explored is how much one can take away 
from them, how little will make do: the vocabulary has to be contracted, the 
references reduced to the minimum, the encyclopaedia has to shrivel, the 
grammar reduced to the bare necessity (what Beckett called “the syntax of 
weakness”). What better means to achieve this, on the external level, than to 
write in a foreign tongue, with diminished powers of ‘expression’, voluntarily 
forsaking the bountiful ‘natural’ means at one’s disposal? To abandon style, 
to abandon the notorious ‘finding one’s own voice’ that all the courses of 
‘creative writing’ are massively after, to write in a voice which is completely 
anonymous and impersonal. Not that punning can be entirely avoided, and I 
can only give one simple example from Ill Seen Ill Said:

Farewell to farewell. Then in that perfect dark foreknell darling sound 
pip for end begun. First last moment. […] One moment more. One 
last. Grace to breathe that void. Know happiness.

The pun on the last sentence (know happiness/no happiness) tellingly 
appears only in Beckett’s English version, not in the French original (con-
naître le bonheur) – but the fact that for most of Beckett’s works there are two 
originals which stem from his hand is itself highly telling. The minimal inter-
nal split, the least difference, so much at the heart of Beckett’s endeavour, 
is externally translated into the split of two languages, two originals for most 
of Beckett’s texts, into the minimal divergence of the two. So even in the 
shrunken form puns emerge as Beckett’s reduced words unexpectedly work 
overtime, constantly doubling themselves in their reduced state.

9 Cf. e. g. “Yes, the words I heard, and heard distinctly, having quite a sensitive ear, were 
heard a first time, then a second, and often even a third, as pure sounds, free of all mean-
ing […] And the words I uttered myself, and which must nearly always have gone with an 
effort of the intelligence, were often to me as the buzzing of an insect.” (Beckett, Molloy, 
p. 47) All quotes from Molloy, Malone Dies and The Unnamable are taken from The Beckett 
Trilogy, Picador, London 1979.

10 But that cliché is dead is itself another cliché. “A cliché is a dead piece of language, of 
which one cliché might be that it is dead but won’t lie down.” Christopher Ricks, Beckett’s 
Dying Words, Oxford UP, Oxford 1995, p. 78. Ricks’s work is one of the best books on 
Beckett I know of.
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One can easily imagine the two writers reading the proofs, Joyce relent-
lessly adding new twists, and Beckett constantly crossing out words, deleting 
sentences, paragraphs, pages. For one there is never enough, for the other 
there is never little enough.

Language itself is a veil, that was Beckett’s insight already in the late thir-
ties, not the locus of true expression, a veil to be pierced, not expanded, not 
a canvas to paint upon in order to conjure a new infinite universe. Rather, the 
veil is there only to get behind it, to what seemingly lies beyond. But what lurks 
behind the veil? Is there not a treacherous illusion in the very supposition of 
something lurking behind the veil that one should get to? “Be it something 
or nothing”, says Beckett, and the oscillation between the two is fundamental. 
There is no ‘something’ behind the veil, no thing that one might get to and 
take hold of by piercing the veil, no thing with any positive features or quali-
ties, no nameable thing, but it is not simply nothing either. The void itself, 
the nothing, takes on the quality of something without qualities. Piercing the 
language by reducing words to the function of a minimal split itself arrives at 
the minimal inner split of something/nothing, an irreducible split where nei-
ther of the terms can be taken by itself. There is something that always comes 
to supplant nothing, yet something only emerges on the verge of nothing, at 
the limit of being engulfed by it.

Along with the reduction of language there is the reduction of the body. 
Beckett’s heroes constantly move from mobility to an increasing immobility. 
The means of transportation fail and are taken away, the legs won’t work 
any longer, the eyes go blind, the body disintegrates, more and more is tak-
en away from it, it is the infinitely shrinkable body in an infinitely shrink-
able space. Molloy and Moran are condemned to an increased immobility, 
Malone is dying confined to a small room, the narrator of The Unnamable 
has shrunk to a mere voice whose origin remains uncertain. The heroine of 
Happy Days is buried to her waist in the ground in the first part, then to her 
neck in the second. Then in Breath, the strangest piece of theatre ever, there 
is but a mouth, suspended at some height, which breathes in and breathes 
out, the pure point of emission, not even of a voice in any linguistic or ex-
pressive sense, but of a mere breath, the minimal statement possible – not a 
statement, just a pure enunciation. The voice itself can be externalised and 
estranged from the body, as in Krapp’s Last Tape, taken over by a gadget, a 
non-bodily point of emission, or else, more tellingly, there can be “the voice 
without a mouth”, as in Texts for Nothing, so that even the existence of a point 
of emission is suspended.

The body is reduced in the same process as words are reduced, it is in-
creasingly mutilated and emaciated, more and more can be taken away from 
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11 Gilles Deleuze, “The Exhausted”, in: Essays Critical and Clinical, University of Minnesota 
Press, Minneapolis 1997, p. 152.

it, it is the body on the verge of dying, on the way to disappearance, to the 
bodily almost-nothing. On the unending way there, the bodily almost-noth-
ing is epitomized by the voice, the voice gradually not of a person or any 
nameable entity, but an unnameable source of enunciation. The voice at the 
point of the void, the voice incessantly on the brink of getting lost itself, but 
nevertheless persevering, tenuously and tenaciously, always recuperating at 
the very point of vanishing. 

The reduction of the language and the reduction of the body, they both 
lead to the voice. After all, the voice is what language and body have in com-
mon, it is the point of their intersection, the network of words and meanings 
has to be underpinned by a point of bodily emission, it is the incongruity of 
the two that creates their junction, their minimal overlapping, the crossing. It 
is as if the diminution of the words endows them with a quality which brings 
them closer to the body, they are reduced to pure voice, that is, the body at 
its most obstinate when everything else has been removed. They cling to the 
body in a way that becomes increasingly material, while on the other hand it 
is as if the flow of words drains the body, it contracts it (in all senses, contrac-
tion, contracting a disease, making a contract). There is a mutual and inter-
dependent reduction, a reduction to the point of exhaustion. Exhaustion is 
something quite other than tiredness, as Deleuze has taught us in his beautiful 
essay on Beckett, although Beckett’s ‘hero’ is also always tired to the point of 
death. Being tired implies he is not able to realize the possible, but the point 
is that “he exhausts himself in exhausting the possible, and vice-versa. He ex-
hausts that which, in the possible, is not realized.”11 It is not that the possible 
is not realized, it is the possible itself that is exhausted, and the exhaustion of 
the possible is what is at stake in all Beckett’s later work. – Taking up another 
of Deleuze’s cues, one could say that the reduction of meaning immediately 
leads to the production of sense (the sense as used in The Logic of Sense). The 
less there is meaning, the more sense is produced, from one sentence to 
another, out of nothing, of almost nothing, with useless remains, vestiges, 
residues of what once was meaning. So it is an absurdity to take Beckett under 
the heading of the ‘literature of the absurd’ – the reduction of meaning can 
appear as absurd only by the yardstick of the lost meaning, but the point is 
precisely to be rid of this yardstick so that sense can be made. The two tramps 
in Godot quite literally and relentlessly make sense. But this is just an aside.

The voice implies a body, a bodily point of emission and a bodily point of 
reception, but its location is uncertain. 
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I shall transmit the words as received, by the ear, or roared through a 
trumpet into the arsehole, in all their purity, and in the same order, as 
far as possible. This infinitesimal lag, between arrival and departure, 
this trifling delay in evacuation, is all I have to worry about.12 

The bodily apertures are interchangeable, the mouth, the anus, the ear 
communicate immediately, it is not a question of their location, they become 
all-one, just the question of a time-lag between arrival and departure; words 
are received and then retransmitted13 through the orifices, or not even that. 

Yes, my mouth, but there it is, I won’t open it, I have no mouth, and 
what about it, I’ll grow one, a little hole at first, then wider and wider, 
deeper and deeper, the air will gush into me, and out a second later, 
howling. 

… do I feel an ear, frankly now, do I feel an ear, well frankly now I don’t, 
so much the worse, I don’t feel an ear either, this is awful, make an ef-
fort, I must feel something …14

 
The orifices are not only interchangeable, but utterly uncertain, not on-

ly their location, but their very existence is questionable, the reception and 
transmission are on the verge of collapsing, yet the very fact that there is a 
voice, a voice which goes on and on, retransmitting words received, or at least 
their remnants and crumbs, devouring and vomiting words – this fact implies 
an opening, an opening as such, the juncture of language and body as an 
opening, although it may always also appear as a closure, a closed and shrink-
ing world with no way out. An opening at the very point of the total closure.

Where is the voice coming from, this pure voice of enunciation? Is it a 
monologue someone is proffering to anybody who might be listening? A bon 
entendeur salut? Or is it going on in the head, the interminable rambling of an 
internal voice? The alternative is itself faulty, the point of enunciation cannot 
be sorted out in that way, it cannot be placed on either side of this roughest 
of divides. 

12 Beckett, The Unnamable, p. 321.
13 “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.” (Beckett, Molloy, p. 31.)

14 Beckett, The Unnamable, pp. 353, 352. 
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… I’ll have said it, without a mouth I’ll have said it, I’ll have said it inside 
me, then in the same breath outside me, perhaps that’s what I feel, an 
outside and an inside and me in the middle, perhaps that’s what I am, 
the thing that divides the world in two, on the one side the outside, on 
the other the inside, that can be as thin as foil, I’m neither one side 
nor the other, I’m in the middle, I’m the partition, I’ve two surfaces 
and no thickness, perhaps that’s 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 …15 

One couldn’t be more precise: the enunciating voice is the very princi-
ple of division, itself not on either side and yet on both sides at once, at the 
intersection of the inner and the outer, and unplaceable in that division, the 
thinnest of foils which connects and separates the two. Beckett’s literature, 
written as literature is, is at the same time the literature of the voice as no 
other, not only by virtue of it being close to the spoken idiom, but by being 
sustained merely by pure enunciation which propels it forward, the voice of 
enunciation with no other hold or footing, the voice more important than 
the words it utters. For the words are hollow, contradictory, clueless, digress-
ing – the flow of words is a constant digression without the main line, without 
a course, its course is a dis-course, its only course is the voice undermining 
itself, yet carrying on. This is not a literature of sentences and statements, 
the statements are trivial, they are not propelled by a will to express,16 they 
contradict and retract themselves, they keep getting lost,17 and what emerges 
through all this is a literature of pure enunciation. 

There is a traditional way of dealing with the inner voice under the 
heading of ‘the stream of consciousness’. The term, stemming from William 
James’s Principles of Psychology (1890), was widely applied first to William’s 
brother, then to Joyce, to Woolf, and a number of others, thus becoming 

15 Ibid., p. 352.
16 “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.” (Beckett, Molloy, p. 27.)

17 Cf. e. g. “Is there then no hope? Good gracious, no heavens, what an idea! Just a faint 
one perhaps, but which will never serve.” (Beckett, The Unnamable, p. 336.) “… and so de-
part, towards my brethren, no, none of that, no brethren, that’s right, take it back … And 
would it not suffice, without any change in the structure of the thing as it now stands, as 
it always stood, without a mouth being opened at the place which even pain could never 
line, would it not suffice to, to what, the thread is lost, no matter, here’s another …” (p. 
252.) There is a whole rhetoric of retraction in Beckett, the constant attempt to take back, 
make the said unsaid, but obviously this only makes the insistence of enunciation more 
tenacious.
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like a trade-mark of the modernist novel. As far as Beckett is concerned, the 
term is highly misleading and inappropriate. For the stream of consciousness 
presupposes consciousness as a realm neatly separate from the outside world, 
and the writer supposedly follows its inner ramblings and faithfully records 
them as a scribe, just putting down its meanderings in a raw form as they 
appear to consciousness before being made presentable and coherent. The 
whole point with Beckett is that this inner voice maintains itself as unplace-
able, at the very edge of the mind and the world, the speech and the body, 
cutting into both and being cut by both. Its inner split immediately translates 
into an outer split, and vice versa. It is not that consciousness is incoherent, 
rather the very line that separates consciousness and constitutes it as such is 
constantly blurred and indistinct.

The voice is a pure enunciation without a subject, or one could say, an 
enunciation in search of a subject. Various modes and levels of enunciation 
are constantly mixed, heterogeneous voices are inserted, all this without hi-
erarchy and usual punctuation, in a flux which relentlessly implies subjec-
tivation, but without defining its subject, except as sheer perseverance. The 
subject is precisely unnameable, and the multitude of diverse subjectivities 
which flock together in the flow are just so many aborted attempts, pursued 
for a while then abandoned in the middle, suspended. Neither conscious-
ness nor the subject, rather a process of constant subjectivation without a 
subject.

The voice is the anti-cogito. It doesn’t make sense, it rambles in all direc-
tions, the directions taken are revoked and others are taken, haphazardly. 
This is not clear and distinct reasoning, quite the opposite, it is the art of the 
indistinct. The distinctions are made and erased in the same gesture.

But it is gone clean out of my head, my little private idea. No matter, I 
have just had another. Perhaps it is the same one back again, ideas are 
so alike, when you get to know them. 

It’s vague, life and death.18 

The indistinct rules,19 the usual distinctions, the seemingly most massive 
and self-evident ones, get blurred and vague, the line life/death is obscured 

18 Beckett, Malone Dies, pp. 207, 206.
19 “… coming to the truth of being requires to think the non-separate, the in-distinct. 

But what separates and distinguishes, e.g. light from darkness, constitutes rather the place 
of non-being and of the false.” Alain Badiou, “L’écriture du générique: Samuel Beckett”, 
in: Conditions, Seuil, Paris 1992, p. 335.
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and confused no less than the inner/outer divide. But it is the indistinct that 
opens the space for a minimal difference, a tiny split, which is something 
other, and far less obvious and dramatic than distinction. It lacks distinc-
tion, so to speak, it paints grey on grey, to use Hegel’s words, which curiously 
recur in Beckett.20 But not only the clear and the distinct, the rock of cogito 
is irretrievably rocked at the very opening of The Unnamable, in the justly 
famous first lines: “Where now? Who now? When now? Unquestioning. I, say 
I. Unbelieving. Questions, hypotheses, call them that. Keep going, going on, 
call that going, call that on.”21 The French original is more poignant and pre-
cise at the crucial point: “Dire je. Sans le penser.” It is not a question of belief, 
but of thought, of dissociating the ‘I’ from thinking. ‘Say I. Without thinking 
it.’ Say ego, without cogito. It is an ‘I’ which doesn’t give support to thought, 
an unthinking ‘I’, an ‘I’ without substance, apart from the mere going on. 
‘I’ is the vehicle of perseverance, not the demarcation of the subject, it is 
the place of the impersonal and anonymous, unnameable subjectivation on 
the verge of vanishing and resurrecting from the void. ‘I’ doesn’t think, but 
speaks, and exists only as long as it goes on talking. Or does it? Is existence 
the proper term to describe its status? Doesn’t the endless talking preclude 
ever saying ‘therefore I am’? Isn’t there a being quite different from exist-
ence, a locus of being without qualities? 

How can talking ever come to an end? The fact that it doesn’t, that it 
is endlessly propelled forward by the thrust of sheer persistence, is closely 
connected to its loss of meaning. Not only is it not meaning which drives it 
on, nor the search for some lost meaning, but also the thrust of continuation 
prevents the retroactive recuperation of meaning.

It’s an uninterrupted flow, of words and of tears. […] I confuse them, 
words and tears, my words are my tears, my eyes my mouth. […] it’s 
always the same murmur, streaming, without a break, like a single word 
with no end and therefore with no meaning [sans signification], for it’s 
the end which gives it, the meaning to words.22

20 E. g. “Traces fouillis signes sans sens gris pâle presque blanc sur blanc.” “Bing”, in: 
Têtes-Mortes, Minuit, Paris 1992, p. 62, and much more along these lines. [“Muddled trac-
es signs without sense pale grey almost white on white.”] It is the literary equivalent of 
Malevich’s White Square on White Surface, that epitome of subtraction and minimal differ-
ence.

21 Beckett, The Unnamable, p. 267.
22 Samuel Beckett, Nouvelles et Textes pour rien, Minuit, Paris 1955, p. 167–8. The transla-

tion is again my own clumsy effort.
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Ultimately, meaning is produced retroactively, it is the end which en-
dows the preceding element with a meaning, the provisional ending of a sen-
tence, of a section, the final ending of the book, it is always the last element 
which reshapes the preceding ones and makes them tend toward that end, 
in both senses. It totalises what went before, it makes it a whole where mean-
ing can dwell. The words retroactively become teleological, flowing towards 
their end/goal, which reclaims them, salvaging their haphazard and tentative 
advance with a hindsight seal. This is what Lacan’s concept of point de capiton, 
the suture point, tries to account for. But with an unending flow no such 
point is ever reached, the point de capiton seems to be infinitely deferred and 
suspended, it is not a journey towards some end which would recover mean-
ing. And if the novel has to end at some point, then the last novel of the great 
Trilogy ends on “I’ll go on”, on the endlessness of going on, the impossibility 
to end.23

How can talking ever come to an end? With the correlative reduction 
of words and bodies the question can immediately be extended to ‘How can 
body ever come to an end?’ ‘How can life ever come to an end?’ Indeed 
Beckett’s ‘heroes’ are always and increasingly on the brink of death, they 
keep dying through whole novels and theatre pieces, waiting for death to 
come as a salvation, they are all ‘heroes’ who have come to the end of their 
journey, who have exhausted the possible, and yet they never die. They start 
at the point of the end of their journey, at the point where some point de 
capiton should make sense of their lives, but the end is endlessly receding, it 
seems that death would rescue them and that this is all they wish for, but in 
the space of the withdrawing end there is a time-loop, they are caught in a 
loop which is at the same time the opening of a space, of a sense without any 
meaning, they reach a rock, which however is not the firm rock of cogito, 
but rather a being on the verge of nothing, they enter into a space of immor-
tality which provides all the salvation needed precisely at the point where 
there seemed to be a pure nothing to engulf them. The reduction of words, 
meanings, bodies, their utter fragmentation leads to a nothing, but nothing 
is but a loop which keeps them going on, nothing is but an ‘event horizon’, on 
the edge of the black hole, in which objects emerge, the minimal object, the 
least. “Least. Least best worse. Least never to be naught. Never to naught be 
brought. Never by naught be nulled. Unnullable least.”24

23 The Unnamable, p. 382. The famous ending would require a much lengthier com-
ment.

24 Samuel Beckett, Worstward Ho, Grove Press, New York 1983, p. 32.
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Immortality is not the good word for this situation, it reeks of damnation 
and redemption, a more appropriate and less distinguished word is called 
for. One of the interpreters says of Beckett’s ‘hero’: “Not able to be immortal, 
he is increvable! [À défaut d’être immortel, il est increvable!]”25 Increvable, an excel-
lent Beckettian word, hardly translatable into English.26 The dictionary offers 
‘to kick the bucket’ as a trivial expression for dying, so could one say ‘unbuck-
etable’? Could one say ‘unbeckettable’? He is not immortal, he just can’t kick 
the bucket. As another interpreter put it: “… the resurrection with Beckett 
doesn’t open any longer on eternal life but on an interminable necessity to 
continue” in “a parody of immortality”. It is “a lay resurrection” (laïque, non-
religious).27 

This is where one could use another, albeit highly laden, psychoanalytic 
word, the death drive. For the death drive is not simply a drive towards 
death, rather quite the opposite, despite some confusion in Freud. It is a 
drive which itself cannot die. It is a pure thrust of persistence which cannot 
be annihilated,28 it can merely be destroyed from outside, a pure life in the 
loop of death, emerging on the verge of nothing. The reduction of words 
and of bodies thus runs into the realm of the death drive, impelled by the 
“unnullable least” that cannot be reduced and which glimmers on the edge 
of nothing. And this is where Beckett is the greatest answer to the massive 
debate about nihilism: nihilism is defeated not by clinging to meanings, 
values, ethical injunctions, creeds, beliefs, world-views, religions, art, hope 
…, it is overcome at the point of reducing all those to the point of facing the 
pure nothing (“en face / le pire”), where nothing emerges as a mere loop 
of “unnullable least”, a source of new life, a support of perseverance (could 
one say, the ethics of the death drive?), an opening of a new production of 
sense.

So nothing has changed. The double meaning of this sentence invokes 
on the one hand the claustrophobic and static setting of Beckett’s writing, a 
site where seemingly nothing could ever change – already since the first sen-
tence of his first novel, the justly famous incipit of Murphy: “The sun shone, 
having no alternative, on the nothing new.” No alternative, nothing new un-

25 Alfred Simon, Samuel Beckett, Belfond, Paris 1963, p. 130. Simon goes on: “Through 
the vibration of time he goes towards his death which he never joins, yet carrying it in 
him.”

26 Used by Alain Badiou in the subtitle of his luminous book on Beckett: Beckett. 
L’increvable désir, Hachette, Paris 1995.

27 Evelyne Grossman, L’esthétique de Beckett, Sedes, Paris 1998, pp. 69, 117.
28 This is where my reading sharply differs from Badiou’s, who sees in the death drive 

merely a morbid preoccupation with death.
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der the sun, from the first sentence on. But on the other hand, nothing has 
changed, it has changed imperceptibly as we went on, following the erratic 
and unfocused narrating voice in its chaotic meanderings, it has appeared, 
almost without our noticing, that the nothing is the new in ‘the nothing new’ 
on which the sun shines without alternative. And that nothing has changed, 
glimmeringly in the last half century, to the point that it has left behind the 
horizon of nihilism, if we are willing to pursue it far enough.




