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    Samuel Beckett in Company


    Beckett and Relation: A Preface to the Series


     


    ‘Suicides jump from the bridge, not from the bank’ (Beckett 1992, 27). In the somewhat confusing world of Dream of Fair to Middling Women, the figure of Nemo is at least reliable. Despite the narrator’s claim that Nemo is not the sort of character to do his ‘dope’ – or stick to his role – precisely, here in fact is one character who is knowable and who behaves in what appears to be a coherent, if enigmatic, manner (11). He is always to be found on the middle of a bridge, gazing into the dark, swirling waters below. It comes as no surprise when he is found washed up on the bank after apparently jumping form one such bridge. Like the ‘disappointed bridge’ of Joyce’s Ulysses (29), Nemo’s bridges do not function as they should. Rather than allowing Nemo a point of crossing, or of connection from one point to another, for Nemo the bridge stops midway, as if the matter of connection from A to B were itself an impossibility, or as if the two banks of the river or canal could not be brought into a simple relation. Indeed, rather than follow the road of relation, Nemo ultimately jumps to his death and thereby into a realm beyond any relation at all.


    The figure of Nemo, as if suspended between two points, is a synecdoche for the troubling matter of relation in Beckett’s works and of those works. The Samuel Beckett in Company Series that this book inaugurates is dependent on a notion of relation. In order to be in company, one would have thought that some form of relation between discrete subjects is a fundamental assumption, a basic necessity. From a critical perspective, if one were to entertain the idea of Beckett and Contemporary Performance Art, for example, then the assumption must be that these two disparate points can be brought together, that there is a successful rather than a disappointed bridge along which one can travel.


    Of course, the question of relating Beckett to any form of company is shadowed by the nature of Beckett’s own aesthetics. If the Three Dialogues with Georges Duthuit is the most fulsome explication of those aesthetics, it can be no accident that the dialogues repeatedly focus on the problem of relation. In the dialogue concerning van Velde, B argues that the ‘analysis of the relation between the artist and his occasion’ has produced little because the occasion ‘appears as an unstable term of relation’ whilst the ‘artist, who is the other term, is hardly less so’ (124). This instability in the terms of relation – as if the two banks that a bridge joins were in constant flux – itself occasions an ‘acute and increasing anxiety of the relation itself, as though shadowed more and more darkly by a sense of invalidity, of inadequacy’. As Beckett and Duthuit corresponded with a view to the publication of The Three Dialogues, Beckett’s thinking on the question of relation in art became both clearer and more radical. Writing on the 9 March 1949, he defined aesthetic relation:


    By relation we understand, not only the primary form, that between the artist and the outside world, but also and above all those which, within him, ensure that he has lines of flight and retreat, and changes of tension, and make available to him, among other benefits, that of feeling plural (to put it no higher), while remaining (of course) unique. (2011, 138)


    There are, then, two problems of relation: between the artist and the world he perceives (the painter with a sitter in front of him, for example), and the relations within the artist him or herself, as the artist is already a multiple rather than a singular entity. In both cases, the paradigm of artistic apprehension basically remains the same: the artist is ‘he-who-is-always-in-front-of’ (139), whether he is in front of an external subject, or one aspect of self in front of another aspect of self. In this regard, the value of van Velde’s work for Beckett is that it ‘is not the relation with this or that order of opposite that it refuses, but the state of being in relation as such, the state of being in front of’ (140).


    However, the pull of relation is a strong one. In the same letter, Beckett worries that no matter how he might try he ‘shall seem to be locking [van Velde] back into a relation’ (140) as the absence of relation could become the very subject which the artist once again places himself in front of. This would mean returning the art of van Velde to the ‘bosom of Saint Luke’ (1987, 122) and increasing art’s scope, mastery and competency.


    Much of this can already be seen in the figure of Nemo, and the relations between the narrator of Dream of Fair to Middling Women and his characters. The narrator declares himself unable to keep track of what one might have thought were his own creations. In the chapter entitled ‘Und’ – an overt and therefore perhaps unsuccessful assertion of continuity and relation – the narrator worries over the ‘refractory’ nature of his characters:


    Their movement is based on a principle of repulsion, their property not to combine but, like heavenly bodies, to scatter and stampede, astral straws on a time-strom, grit in the mistral. And not only to shrink from all that is not they, from all that is without and in its turn shrinks from them, but also to strain away from themselves […] they will not suffer their systems to be absorbed in the cluster of a greater system […] because they themselves tend to disappear as systems. (118-9)


    The characters of Dream therefore behave in a manner similar to that which Beckett theorised in his letter to Duthuit in 1949. They refuse to come into relation with what is external to them, and also refuse to relate to themselves to create a coherent system of personality on which the narrator can rely. This means, of course, that the relation between narrator and character is also far from certain. Nemo appears to not be exempt from this general lack of relation. He is a ‘symphonic’ rather than a ‘melodic unit’ (11) and so multiple rather than singular. Yet he is always to be found on one bridge or another, until his act of ‘Felo-de-se’ (183). Paradoxically, then, Nemo can be brought into relation precisely on the grounds of his inability to achieve relation; he can be fixed and relied upon due to his non-relational position.


    In similar vein, Belacqua extolls the virtues not of the terms that are related, but of the site of relation as such:


    For me, he prattles on, he means no harm, for me the only real thing is to be found in the relation: the dumb-bell’s bar, the silence between my eyes, between you and me, all the silences between you and me. […] On the crown of the passional relation I live, dead to oneness, non-entity and unalone […]. (27-8)


    To locate the real thing on the ‘dumb-bell bar’ of relation is to oscillate between terms, or to rest upon the hyphen that separates and links two terms, the ‘hyphen of passion between Shilly and Shally, the old bridge over the river’ (27). However, the danger for the artist is in making this ‘hyphen of passion’ a new occasion for art, and thus absorbing it into the ‘greater system’ of artistic competence.


    By focusing on Dream of Fair to Middling Women it becomes apparent that the question of relation – as a human and as an aesthetic issue – was foregrounded from the start of Beckett’s writing career. Delineating and questioning this issue of relation will hopefully be one of the tasks of this series.


    A further aim of the series, as the name implies, is to place Beckett in company: in company with the social and political milieu he encountered; with the artists and theatre practitioners he knew and worked alongside; with the institutions that facilitated his career; with writers and artists that he influenced, or that influenced him; and, beyond his death, in the company of new contexts, technologies and ideologies. All these attributes hinge on a notion of relation. This might mean a reappraisal of who one thinks Beckett is. Writing of the tendency to think of Beckett as a ‘writer hermetically sealed from the world’, Anna McMullan and Everett Frost have noted that Beckett


    seems to have genuinely been torn between the competing demands of the need for solitude as the necessary conditions for writing, on the one hand, and, on the other, to be fully engaged in in the lasting personal friendships and professional collegiality that sustained his work. (139)


    We might hear in this description an echo of the letter of 1949, in a tension between ‘that of feeling plural (to put it no higher), while remaining (of course) unique’ (2011, 138); a tension between the social and the solitary. The world of dramatic production – be it on stage, radio, television or film – is inherently a peopled one, a social site in which Beckett spent a great deal of his professional life, however unwillingly or however much he might have wished to minimise the input, or interference, of others. If one broadens this out into the wider social and cultural world(s) through which Beckett lived a startling array of possible relations opens up. As Peter Boxall has noted, whilst we might think of Beckett as a contemporary of Bowen and Woolf, he was no less a contemporary of Iris Murdoch and Angela Carter. Boxall goes on to offer an important reminder of the company that Beckett might be seen to keep:


    It is difficult […] to accustom oneself to the fact that Beckett’s Ghost Trio was first televised in the year that Star Wars was released, that Mal vu mal dit was published in the same year that Salman Rushdie published Midnight’s Children, or that Quad was first published in the year that Martin Amis published Money. (3)


    The title of Boxall’s book, Since Beckett: Contemporary Writing in the Wake of Modernism, itself displays some reservation concerning the relation between Beckett and those that followed. ‘Since’ is a decidedly neutral term, somewhat shorn of notions of authority and priority contained in the more common ‘after’ that might instate a default form of Bloomian Anxiety of Influence. ‘Since’ also avoids the most simple of conjunctions: the ‘and’. One of the problems of this simple conjunction is well illustrated by the current volume. Llewellyn Brown brings together Beckett and Lacan to great effect, but rightly worries about what has previously been understood under the umbrella of the name Lacan, as ‘critics have essentially limited their readings of Lacan to his early structuralist developments’ and thus created a Beckett by means of this connection. By shifting the focus onto Lacan’s later works the simple conjunction of ‘Beckett and Lacan’ takes on new and insightful possibilities. Similarly, in his introduction to Beckett and Poststructuralism, Anthony Uhlmann is concerned with how to relate Beckett to major Poststructuralist thinkers. Rather than asserting an ‘and’, he suggests that Beckett and the philosophers and theoreticians the book concerns itself with lived through the ‘same problem-field’ which therefore accounts for the ‘numerous and striking points of intersection’ which have arisen ‘because they have encountered the same non-discursive milieu’ (34).[1]


    Uhlmann provides a further method of linkage through Deleuze and Guatarri’s notion of ‘counterpoint’ whereby ‘new concepts, should the resonance be strong, might shed light on the sensations of existing works of art and enter into counterpoint with them, helping us to recognize aspects of the work we might previously have passed over’ (37). This re-contextualization as time passes and new concepts, art forms and media appear, is the final notion of relation Samuel Beckett in Company seeks to explore. Beckett’s influence on contemporary performance, live or installation art is one such area in which a relation is felt to be at work but has yet to be fully explored. Derval Tubridy, for example, has suggested that ‘Beckett’s later theatre – particularly Not I, which recapitulates the intensity and urgency of The Unnamable – exists between theatre and performance art’ (47), and that


    [t]hinking about Beckett in the context of Performance Art enables us to reconsider elements vital to his theatre: the experience of the body in space in terms of duration and endurance; the role of repetition, reiteration and rehearsal; and the visceral interplay between language and the body. (49-50)


    But resonances, echoes and influences need not be restricted to the gallery, the stage, television or book: Beckett’s life after death also involves a virtual presence as the internet disperses his works, adapts them for its own ends, and thereby brings them into a new relation. If one were just to take Waiting for Godot, we have immediate and virtual access to such delights as a Sesame Street parody, and the Guinea Pig Theater’s animated take on the play with all parts, of course, played by guinea pigs. We can also watch a short film of Joyce and Beckett playing pitch and putt. More seriously, perhaps, the materials that are available on the internet might be conditioning a differently nuanced reception of Beckett’s works amongst those who might never see a stage version of Play but can readily watch Anthony Minghella’s film of the work which was part of the ‘Beckett on Film’ project.


    Beckett’s virtual presence on the internet is also indicative of how popular culture comes into relation with his works. It is a challenge to a notion of relation and to what ‘Beckett’ might be when, in episode 7 of season 4, renowned Beckett actor Barry McGovern appeared as the ‘dying merchant’ in Game of Thrones. The dialogue between the merchant, Arya Stark and The Hound was replete with Beckettian resonances – and McGovern himself was one of those resonances – that focused on nothing, worsening and habit. Yet all this was happening in the same hugely popular HBO series that is replete with dragons and swords and the walking dead. To suddenly see and hear clear Beckettian resonances in such a context is at once a surprise, but also a challenge to how one sees Beckett in the mediated world of the 21st century. This is just one of the worlds to which this series hopes to act as a bridge.


     


                  Paul Stewart


                  General Series Editor


                  The University of Nicosia
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    Cas Cascando in Com.
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    Cie Compagnie (Paris: Minuit, 1995).


    Com. Comédie et actes divers (Paris: Minuit, 2009).


    DB La Dernière bande suivi de Cendres (Paris: Minuit, 2007).


    ER Esquisse radiophonique in Pas.


    FP Fin de partie (Paris: Minuit, 1998).


    G En attendant Godot (Paris: Minuit, 2004).


    I L’Innommable (Paris: Minuit, 1992).


    MC Mercier et Camier (Paris: Minuit, 1998).
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    Lacan with Beckett: Departures


    Let me begin by quoting two sonnets written in French and dated from 1929/1930. The first one goes like this:


    Tristesse Janale


    C’est toi, o beauté blême des subtiles concierges,


    La Chose kantienne, l’icone bilitique;


    C’est toi, muette énigme des aphasiques vierges,


    Qui centres mes désirs d’un trait antithétique.


    O mystique carquois! O flèches de Télèphe!


    Correlatif de toi! Abîme et dure sonde!


    Sois éternellement le greffé et la greffe,


    Ma superfétatoire et frêle furibonde!


    Ultime coquillage et palais de la bouche


    Mallarméenne et emblème de Michel-Ange,


    Consume-toi, o neutre, en extases farouches,


    Barbouille-toi, bigène, de crispations de fange.


    Et co-ordonne enfin, lacustre conifère,


    Tes tensions ambigues de crête et de cratère. (CPo, 44)


    (Janal Sadness


    It is you, o wan beauty of crafty concierges,


    The Kantian Thing, the icon of Bilitis;


    It is you, mute enigma of aphasic virgins,


    Who gathers my desires with a contrarian shaft.


    O mystical quiver! Arrows of Telephus!


    Of you the correlative! Abyss and hard fathom!


    For ever be the grafted and the graft,


    My superfluous and slim fury!


    Ultimate shell and mouth palate,


    Mallarmean palace, emblem of Michel-Angelo,


    Burn, o neuter, in fierce ecstasies,


    Smear yourself, twice-born, in convulsive mud.


    And at last coordinate, lakeside conifer,


    Your ambiguous tensions of crest and trough)


    Here is the second sonnet:


    Hiatus irrationalis


    Choses, que coule en vous la sueur ou la sève,


    Formes, que vous naissiez de la forge ou du sang,


    Votre torrent n’est pas plus dense que mon rêve;


    Et si je ne vous bats d’un désir incessant,


    Je traverse votre eau, je tombe vers la grève


    Où m’attire le poids de mon démon pensant.


    Seul, il heurte au sol dur sur quoi l’être s’élève,


    Au mal aveugle et sourd, au dieu privé de sens,


    Mais, sitôt que tout verbe a péri dans ma gorge,


    Choses, que vous naissiez du sang ou de la forge,


    Nature,—je me perds au flux d’un élément:


    Celui qui couve en moi, le même vous soulève,


    Formes, que coule en vous la sueur ou la sève,


    C’est le feu qui me fait votre immortel amant.


    (in Allaigre-Duny, 29)


    (Hiatus Irrationalis


    Things, whether sweat or sap flow in you,


    Forms, whether begotten from forge or flood,


    Your stream is not denser than my dream;


    And if I do not beat you with unceasing desire,


    I cross your water and fall to the shore


    Pulled by the weight of my thinking demon


    Left alone to fall on hard ground from which being rises,


    On evil blind and deaf, on god meaningless,


    But, no sooner have words perished in my throat,


    Things, whether begotten from blood or forge,


    Nature,—than I lose myself in elemental flux:


    Fire smouldering in me, the same fire lifts you


    Forms, whether sweat or sap flow in you,


    It’s the fire that makes me your eternal lover.)


     


    If we did not know who the respective authors of these sonnets were but just knew the dates of their composition, between 1929 and 1930, it would be tempting to attribute them to the same poet. Perhaps not the most gifted poet, but still a writer capable of displaying an astonishingly wide range of philosophical allusions and of coining startling metaphors. Some mistakes in diacritics betray the fact that the author of the first sonnet was not a native speaker, which is not the case for the second. The signature of the author of the second poem gives it away immediately, for it follows the text: it is signed Jacques Lacan, whereas the first poem is by Samuel Beckett, and has remained uncollected (in an anthology) for a long time.


    ‘Tristesse Janale’ belongs to the cycle of Beckett’s work on an imaginary poet and philosopher named Jean du Chas, the immortal inventor of a movement called concentrism. This means that the sonnet is pure parody. The second poem, however, is serious and comes from a moment when Lacan was flirting with mysticism, Jakob Bœhme’s kind in particular. The two poems posit seriously—and in a very similar manner—important themes for the work to follow: the primacy of desire and the domination of irrationality in our lives.


    The first poem was intended as an exhibit, a proof that someone like Jean du Chas existed and wrote poetry. Of course, Beckett had invented him so as to present his work as a spoof of French literary criticism. His witty essay, ‘Le Concentrisme’ (Dsj, 35–42), was read by Beckett at the Modern Language Society of Trinity College in 1930. Inspired by Normalien canulars (their farcical practical jokes), ‘Le Concentrisme’ sends up the mannerisms of contemporary literary criticism. The verve with which it sketches the career of Jean du Chas, a fictional nobody with a strong suicidal bent, is infectious. Sharing Beckett’s date of birth, Du Chas functions as a parodic alter ego in a satire reminiscent of André Gide’s soties. Du Chas’s literary movement, concentrisme, is loaded with puns (con: ‘cunt’ or ‘moron’) while tending towards its own disappearance. Du Chas’s invented ‘Discours de la Sortie’ (‘Discourse of the Exit’, 41) would provide a reductio ad obscenum that would send up academic discourse and not even spare Proust, quoted as saying that he never blew his nose before six a.m. on Sundays! Jean du Chas’s concentrism also rhymes with the concierges of the first line: these Parisian janitors or doorkeepers are presented as an obsessive theme in his work. Du Chas calls up chas (eye of a needle)—a term for the feminine sexual organ in libertine literature. With extreme gusto Beckett debunks the tired tropes of French biographical criticism, while conveying doubts about the very essence of literature.


    Beckett mimes and debunks the logorrhœa he had observed among the disciples of transition, a magazine in which the genre of the manifesto had been raised to the heights of self-parody. However, he participated in this genre when he co-signed the 1932 manifesto ‘Poetry is Vertical’, as if a fictional concentrism then gave birth to a parallel verticalism. Du Chas would have brought the touch of humour lacking among the avant-gardist apostles of the revolution of the word. Du Chas, born in Toulouse—because he was destined from birth ‘to lose’—launches an inverse verticalism well limned in the author’s biography:


    […] une de ces vies horizontales, sans sommet, tout en longueur, un phénomène de mouvement, sans possibilité d’accélération ni de ralentissement, déclenché, sans être inauguré, par l’accident d’une naissance, terminé sans être conclu, par l’accident d’une mort. (Dsj, 38)


    ([…] one of these horizontal lives, without a summit, all drawn out lengthwise, the phenomenon of a movement that cannot accelerate or slow down, triggered without being inaugurated by the accident of a birth, terminated without being concluded by the accident of a death)


    Du Chas sums up his wisdom as ‘va t’embêter ailleurs’ (‘Go get bored somewhere else’). This plebeian turn of phrase tells us that if tædium vitæ cannot be eliminated, at least one can always go elsewhere, which rephrases Baudelaire’s aspiration to go ‘Anywhere out of the world’ (356–7) while anticipating its own exhaustion.


    In the thirties, Beckett had not yet opted for the vernacular of the Paris concierges. He was still stuck in academic verbiage, no matter how close he felt to concierges, already thematically linking Descartes and Du Chas in quest of paternity.[2] The hesitation between the high and the low returns in ‘Les Deux besoins,’ a serious 1938 manifesto written directly in French. It splices together Racine, Proust, and Flaubert, beginning with an ironical epigraph from The Sentimental Education. Astutely distinguishing between the need to have and the need to need, Beckett offers a diagram inspired by Pythagoras, in which the infinity of human desire leaves room for art (see Rabaté, 1996, 153–4). There again, the style is epigrammatic: ‘Préférer l’un des testicules à l’autre, ce serait aller sur les platebandes de la métaphysique. À moins d’être le démon de Maxwell’ (‘To favour one testicle over the other would mean trespassing on the flower-beds of metaphysics. Unless you are Maxwell’s demon’, Dsj, 55–6).


    For a perfect and synthetic analysis of ‘Les Deux besoins’, let me refer you to the book that follows. Brown shows expertly how Beckett states once and for all a fundamental irrationality that will be the foundation for his entire œuvre, and that he will begin exemplifying with his first two ‘heroes’, Belacqua and Murphy. The French essay mentions an ‘enfer d’irraison d’où s’élève le cri à blanc, la série de questions pures, l’œuvre’ (‘hell of unreason whence arises the blank cry, the series of pure questions, the work’, Dsj, 56). One might say that Beckett’s work is underpinned by an ‘hiatus irrationalis’, a yawning gap that can generate the ‘chaos’ in which Murphy disappears before engulfing Watt, Molloy, Malone and all the other ‘creatures’.


    At the same time, by an interesting and not so surprising chiasmus, the spurious mythological allusions of Beckett’s poem lead us back to Lacan. In the sonnet he might have attributed to Jean du Chas, Beckett displays his culture, from the two-headed Roman god Janus to the songs of Bilitis made famous by Pierre Louÿs’s Lesbian hymns. He includes, moreover, the Telephus who appears in the first page of the Proust book and Mallarmé’s famously erotic poem, ‘Une Négresse’, along with other allusions. The sequence of mythological characters peters off in an anti-climax, a desperate call for order facing a feminine chaos of drives, which reminds us of Murphy’s initial request that Neary should help him appease the terrifying jumps of his ‘irrational heart’ performing ‘like Petrouchka in his box’ (Mu, 4). A few years later, using a different mythological figure, but with similar overtones in mind, Lacan would slip a hidden, cryptic poem at the end of one of his lectures—‘The Freudian Thing’, subtitled ‘or Meaning of the Return to Freud in Psychoanalysis’, a highly rhetorical speech given in German in Vienna in 1955. Lacan sounded the leitmotiv of a ‘return to Freud’ against the deviations in Freudian doctrine or the drift to ego-psychology then prevailing in the United States. When the lecture was published in 1956, it ended with a paragraph concealing a submerged quatrain, again those rhyming alexandrines, but this time disguised as opaque prose:


    Actéon trop coupable à courre la déesse,


    proie où se prend, veneur, l’ombre que tu deviens,


    laisse la meute aller sans que ton pas se presse,


    Diane à ce qu’ils vaudront reconnaîtra les chiens…[3] (Lacan, 1966, 436)


    Using Bruce Fink’s translation, one would have this:


    Actaeon, too guilty to hunt the goddess,


    prey in which is caught, O huntsman, the shadow that you become,


    let the pack go without hastening your step,


    Diana will recognize the hounds for what they are worth. (Lacan, 2006b, 362–63)


    It is easy to recognise the invocation to universal desire deployed in ‘Hiatus irrationalis’, but undercut by a weird humor that erupts here and there. Acteon was changed into a stag when he saw the naked goddess of love, and was devoured by her hounds. Lacan hints that classical psychoanalysts, too prudish to even dare look at her, did not realise that they had been turned into her hounds. A joke transforms the expression ‘reconnaîtra les siens’ (‘tell her own from the others’) into ‘reconnaîtra les chiens’ (‘recognise the hounds’). The obscure ‘trop coupable à courre la déesse’ echoes with ‘chasse à courre’ (‘fox hunting’) and ‘coureur de déesses’ (‘womaniser seducing goddesses’). Lacan takes his favorite posture as a joking poet-philosopher of psychoanalysis, a Heideggerian thinker of the Unconscious progressing via opaque and multi-layered epigrams, his opened-ended and literary mode of writing being a pre-condition for a programme aiming at revolutionising psychoanalysis.


    Let us return to ‘Hiatus irrationalis’, a poem dated August 1929 but published in 1933 in the last issue of the surrealist journal Le Phare de Neuilly (see Barnet). The journal only saw three issues from 1931 to 1933 and was edited by Lise Deharme, mentioned as ‘The Lady of the Glove’ in André Breton’s Nadja. Lacan’s Petrarchan sonnet in well-balanced alexandrines does not look like a Surrealist text, often marked by wild metaphors and free verse. Its classical rhyme scheme adds an interesting constraint: the B rhyme echoes with the author’s name, which immediately follows the text. It looks as if ‘Lacan’ provides an extra rhyme to ‘amant’.


    The sonnet’s main source is Alexandre Koyré’s book on Bœhme’s philosophy. La Philosophie de Jacob Bœhme (The Philosophy of Jacob Bœhme, 1929) comments on the theosophist’s sentence ‘In Ja und Nein bestehen alle Dinge’ (‘In Yes and No are all things constituted’). For the German mystic, nature was a dynamic synthesis of affirmation and negation, both implying each other dialectically. This monistic theory of Nature reconciled affirmation and negation via a universal Fire, in which one can see the agency of desire (Koyré, 393–94). Lacan’s sonnet, entitled ‘Panta Rhei’ in an earlier version from 1929, was rewritten for publication in 1933. The title had morphed from Greek to Latin, as if to signify that Heraclitus was to beget Bœhme.


    ‘Hiatus irrationalis’ evinces the influence of Paul Valéry’s neo-classical style, with echoes of Arthur Rimbaud. Indeed, one overhears ‘It is the fire that rises again with its damned soul’[4] (Rimbaud, 1986, 317) from Season in Hell. Lacan posits desire as a universal principle that runs through nature: both a Heraclitean stream and a Bœhmean fire. In order to attain the Mysterium Magnum, the poet undergoes a moment of muteness, which is why the first tercet evokes speechlessness. Bœhme’s mystical vision foreshadows an absolute Other. Its silence lets nature disclose its hidden secrets. ‘Hiatus irrationalis’ combines Heraclitus’ panta rhei (‘all things flow’) with Bœhme’s philosophy of fire, less to posit the domination of mutability than an all-consuming desire. Lacan’s starting point is Spinoza’s Ethics, with echoes of Descartes’ malin génie, which leads to the idea of a Natura naturans underpinned by a desire traversing all things.


    ‘Hiatus irrationalis’ is a phrase that appears in Georg Lukács’s History and Class Consciousness, an influential book published in German in 1923. It was read by Lacan along with Koyré’s work; at the time, Lacan was discovering both the Marxist tradition and German mysticism. Lukács examines the peasants’ rebellions in Germany, especially Thomas Münzer’s revolt. Münzer was executed in 1525. Lukács links his doctrine of a hidden god (deus absconditus) with religious utopias launched by thinkers who had an impact on Jakob Bœhme, born fifty years after the death of Münzer. Lukács notes that Münzer’s actions betray a ‘dark and empty chasm’, the ‘“hiatus irrationalis” between theory and practice’ that defines ‘a subjective and hence undialectical utopia’ (Lukács, 192). Lukács had discovered the expression in the works of Johann Gottlob Fichte. For Fichte, it referred to an irreducible gap between thinking and reality: a yawning abyss between theory and praxis. The visionary mysticism of Bœhme disclosed the truth about desire but stood as a theoretical displacement of the doomed pre-communist utopia.


    Lacan’s sonnet was contemporary with his first attempts at allowing the insane or the psychotic to speak. Having frequented the surrealists, Lacan agreed with their thesis that everyday language is structured like poetry. This insight came to fruition in his observation of ‘inspired speeches’ produced by raving patients. In 1931, Lacan co-authored with Lévy-Valensi and Migault an essay entitled ‘Inspired Writings’. The three psychiatrists analysed the ramblings of a young female teacher who had been hospitalised at Sainte-Anne. She used to write in a psychotic style, inventing her freewheeling verses marked by bad puns. As the psychiatrists observed, the function of rhythm was dominant, with echoes from popular sayings, borrowings from famous poetic quotes, automatic expressions, proverbial idioms slightly distorted. Such stereotypic echolalia was self-consciously presented as ‘poetry’ by the psychotic patient.


    The grammatical analysis of mad utterances acknowledges pioneering work done by the surrealists a few years before. The authors, who quote Breton’s first Manifesto of Surrealism, could have looked at the many issues of transition, the avant-garde magazine edited by Eugène and Maria Jolas, for which Beckett translated texts regularly, and in which quite a number of his first essays and poems were published. Whereas Jolas and his friends were examining the medical literature about the verbal productions of psychotics, Breton and Éluard went further by imitating different types of delirium. This gave the five psychotic ‘imitations’ from The Immaculate Conception (1930), a text quoted by Lacan and his collaborators in a note (see Lacan, 1980, 379–80). In ‘Possessions’, Breton and Éluard (51–78) reproduce types of psychotic styles from ‘Mental debility’ to ‘Acute Mania’, ‘General paralysis’, ‘Interpretive delirium’, and ‘Dementia Præcox’. In the introduction, Breton and Éluard explain that they are not indulging in facile pastiches of clinical texts, even though they looked at authentic archives of ‘alienated’ or insane patients. Their aim is to prove that the poetic faculties of any so-called ‘normal’ writer will allow him or her to reproduce the most bizarre, paradoxical and eccentric verbal productions, the texts of those who are deemed to be ‘insane’. Breton and Éluard disclose a poetic programme, obviously a provocation addressed to literary critics: the ravings of the insane offer new criteria, new poetic forms that will replace traditional genres. They state:


    Finally, we declare that this new exercise of our thought had brought pleasure to us. We became aware of new, up to then unsuspected, resources in us. Without anticipating the conquests of the supreme freedom that this practice can introduce, we take it, from the point of view of modern poetics, as a remarkable standard of value. Which means that we would gladly suggest the generalization of this exercise, and that for us the ‘attempt at simulation’ of the diseases of those who are locked up in asylums could advantageously replace the ballad, the sonnet, the epic, the improvised poem and other obsolete genres. (Breton, 849)


    Thus, an identical point of departure is shared by Beckett and by Lacan. It led Lacan to state that the Unconscious was ‘structured like a language’, a motto repeated in countless seminars and essays. Such a thesis then found a confirmation in readings of poems by Victor Hugo, Paul Valéry, T. S. Eliot, Paul Claudel, and many others (Rabaté, 2001). All poetic metaphors disclose an ‘involuntary Surrealism’ which can inhabit the ravings of the mad, as Paul Éluard had said when praising Lacan for a dissertation in which he quoted the delirious writings of his patient whom he called Aimée. Poetry reveals the essence of language in such a way that there is no distinction between prose and poetry, since both are formations created by a general rhetoric of the Unconscious.


    This is a view with which Beckett agreed, as the remarkable book by Llewellyn Brown amply shows. His effort at reading Beckett via Lacan leads him to highlight the theme of the voice, which proves to be most productive. As Maurice Blanchot and Michel Foucault saw, Beckett has changed our views about the links between the voice and writing, between the speaking subject and the notion of the author. I shall quote in conclusion the third ‘Text for Nothing’, which develops aporias explored at some length in The Unnamable:


    What matter who’s speaking, someone said what matter who’s speaking. There’s going to be a departure, I’ll be there, I won’t miss it, it won’t be me, I’ll be here, I’ll say I’m far from here, it won’t be me, I won’t say anything, there’s going to be a story, someone’s going to try and tell a story. Yes, no more denials, all is false, there is no one, it’s understood, there is nothing, no more phrases, let us be dupes, dupes of every time and tense, until it’s done, all past and done, and the voices cease, it’s only voices, only lies. (CSPr, 109)


    It may matter here that it should be Llewellyn Brown who articulates his pas de deux between Lacan and Beckett, and who manages to blend their voices, but never innocently, never naively. One cannot remain naïve about the issues of the voice, of writing and of the origin after one has read Lacan and Beckett. Lacan famously punned on his own discovery of the key to the symbolic realm, the Nom du Père, a. k. a. the Non du Père (the Father’s No, or the laying down of the prohibition of incest), when he pluralised it and let it resound as Les Non-dupes errent. Like Beckett before him, Lacan pointed to the fact that as soon as we are in language (and we always are, even when we are silent), no ‘lie’ is possible any longer, for truth obeys the structure of fiction. The illusion would be to try and get rid of the illusion; those who try to be ‘not dupes’ err all the more. What is the solution, then? Trust the voices, and first, listen to the voices: here is our true point of departure.


     


                  Jean-Michel Rabaté


                  University of Pennsylvania


     

  




  
    The Voices of Samuel Beckett: Introduction and First Approaches


    The voice is situated at the heart of Samuel Beckett’s work, both as a motif and as a structuring element. Its importance has already been pointed out: describing its innumerable occurrences and forms, Chris Ackerley and Stanley Gontarski recognise its centrality ([eds.], 607–18). A simple listing of a few examples can allow us to grasp the constancy of this theme in Beckett’s work. As of Mercier et Camier (written in French in 1946), the characters state that they hear voices; the narrator of The Unnamable is traversed by them, to the detriment of any corporeal presence, and that of How It Is claims to content himself with repeating what he hears, regularly punctuating his discourse with ‘I quote’. In the plays, Estragon and Vladimir describe ‘dead voices’ (G, 58), and Winnie declares that ‘those are happy days, when there are sounds’ (HD, 162). As for Krapp, he listens to successive recordings of his own voice, by means of a tape recorder. And yet, it is in the later plays that the striking use Beckett makes of this motif can be appreciated: spectral voices constitute the essential part of the theatrical premise used by That Time and Footfalls. We must not, of course, forget the radio plays—starting with All That Fall (1956)—where the voice is heard in a very pure form, unburdened by any visual components. Turning to the narrative texts where the voice apparently occupies a secondary place—being limited to the status of a simple motif—it can be noted that the voice never ceases to be present in a more subtle form, since it supports the narration in its entirety. This fact is confirmed by the reading or reciting of these texts in public, by actors such as Pierre Chabert or Sami Frey. Ludovic Janvier emphasises the crucial nature of the voice in the composition of the prose works, as he noticed when working on the translation of Watt from English into French:


    Each time a passage was accepted, Beckett placed it on a pile and in the end he rewrote it all by hand, in small notebooks, so that it would all pass via the voice. This transposition from the hand to the voice was necessary so that Watt in French would be really intimate for him: the resumption by his gesture and his own vocalisation of the translation in its final state. (1999, 34)


    He continues:


    Everything passed through the mouth, as for an actor. Vocalisation was for him the guarantee of the writing subject, the anchoring of the text in a physical rhythm which was that of the voice. It is no mere chance if, since Molloy, the theme of the voice has appeared as a priority, as a major part, pervading right through to the last texts that are pure vocalisation, devoid of any support.


    Listening


    This brief sampling suffices to grasp the crucial importance of the voice for Beckett, to the point where the practice of writing cannot be dissociated from its aural and vocal dimensions. As a young man, Beckett was fundamentally inhabited by listening, a disposition that was not exclusively reserved for his creative activity. Anne Atik records how he gave his interlocutors the remarkable impression of being the object of extremely attentive listening (14, 33). Simple sounds could have a persecuting impact upon him, as his official biographer, James Knowlson, notes:


    He was hypersensitive to sounds. His cousins […] recalled him coming to the family home […] for the wake of their mother’s funeral, and sitting with his head down at the kitchen table, their mother’s hanging wall clock ticking noisily away behind him. He seemed dreadfully disturbed, then finally blurted out: ‘Look, I can’t go on another minute with this clock. You’ll have to stop it ticking!’ (1997, 614)


    Paradoxically, listening to the most minute sounds also represented an activity in itself for Beckett, as Charles Juliet reports: ‘I asked him if he always remained for hours silent and inactive, listening to and observing what spoke and took place within himself. He repeated that hearing was becoming more and more important compared to the eye’ (Juliet, 42). In his house at Ussy-sur-Marne, in the Île-de-France region, he appreciated the emptiness and the silence of the countryside, responding as follows to a question asked by Charles Juliet: ‘– Mais quand rien ne se passe, que faites-vous? / – Il y a toujours à écouter’ (‘But when nothing happens, what do you do?’ ‘There is always [something] to listen to’, Juliet, 49). Listening thus appears to be inseparable from the background silence that gives form to sounds. James Knowlson observes: ‘Beckett is, after all, the great poet of silence, a silence which allowed him to listen to that internal voice murmuring away relentlessly in his head or which emphasised so dramatically the little sounds that so often pass unperceived. A fly buzzing around his worktable, for instance, was to make a companionable appearance later in his prose text Company[5] […]’ (2010, 19). Far from being impoverished manifestations, sounds seem to contain a whole world, as Beckett observes in the work of Proust:


    Withdrawn in his cool dark room at Combray he extracts the total essence of a scorching midday from the scarlet stellar blows of a hammer in the street and the chamber-music of flies in the gloom. Lying in bed at dawn, the exact quality of the weather, temperature and visibility, is transmitted to him in terms of sound, in the chimes and the calls of the hawkers. (Pr, 83)


    For Proust, as for the Beckettian character, the existence of the world is not considered as a compact whole that could be explored in its material breadth but, on the contrary, as being dependent on the sounds that communicate its essence: even visibility has no existence outside of the sounds that pass through it. It is thus that Proust resembles numerous Beckettian characters: lying—in the manner of a recumbent statue (Company)—and absorbing the voice that comes to him in the dark.


    Other characters echo this practice of listening that Beckett shares with Proust. The narrator of Malone Dies explains:


    When I stop, as just now, the noises begin again, strangely loud, those whose turn it is. So that I seem to have again the hearing of my boyhood. Then in my bed, in the dark, on stormy nights, I could tell from one another, in the outcry without, the leaves, the boughs, the groaning trunks, even the grasses and the house that sheltered me. Each tree had its own cry, just as no two whispered alike, when the air was still. I heard afar the iron gates clashing and dragging at their posts and the wind rushing between their bars. There was nothing, not even the sand on the paths, that did not utter its cry. The still nights too, still as the grave, as the saying is, were nights of storm for me, clamourous with countless pantings. These I amused myself with identifying, as I lay there. Yes, I got great amusement, when young, from their so-called silence. (MD, 200)


    Silence offers exceptional conditions that reveal the richness of sounds. When the outer husk of existence loses its consistency, an infinity of sounds comes to life. Winnie also appreciates these sounds that help her to fill in her time between waking and sleep: ‘They are a boon, sounds are a boon, they help me… through the day. [Smile.] The old style! [Smile off.] Yes, those are happy days, when there are sounds’ (HD, 162). Or the blind man in Rough for Theatre I: ‘I can stay for hours listening to all the sounds’ (RT I, 233).


    The relationship between writing and the voice goes much further than the desire to feel at ease with the materiality of words, as Ludovic Janvier emphasised. Beckett’s relationship to the voice is manifestly far more intimate and—for this reason—fundamental. James Knowlson notes that Beckett was ‘obsessed by the way that he heard the text in his head’ (1997, 502). This preoccupation led him to a concern for exactness that could make his experience of listening more difficult during performances of his plays. Regarding a staging of Endgame, Beckett asserted: ‘It will never be the way I hear it. It’s a cantata for two voices’ (in McMillan and Fehsenfeld, 163). This musical metaphor suggests that the text, in its very essence, is of a vocal nature—it is elevated to the dignity of a piece of music—and for this reason, it possesses a quality that persists in the realm of the author’s intimate experience, so that no punctual recreation can equal it. Beckett’s attention to musicality also enabled him to ascertain the exactness of a text’s rhythm, when it was translated into Hebrew (Atik, 74). His cousin John Beckett also testifies to Beckett sounding a gong for the recording MacGowran Speaking Beckett. He played the instrument ‘with terrific concentration’, producing a sound of ‘a gong in a house’, but heard as if it came from another room (in Tucker, 379).


    The idea of the voice is not a figure of speech used to translate the author’s attachment to the sounds of words. Oriented by listening in his practice of writing, Beckett heard voices in the most literal sense of the word, and he gave form to them in his works. Mary Bryden notes, following André Bernold’s testimony, that Beckett declared ‘that he heard all of his texts in advance of writing them’[6] (2010, 364). Indeed, when Beckett objected to Albert Finney playing Krapp in December 1972, he pointed to the crucial question of the voice, declaring: ‘You hear it a certain way in your head […]’ (in Knowlson, 1997, 596). By contrast, according to Deirdre Bair (491), ‘Beckett told Magee that he was astonished when he first heard him speak because Magee’s voice was the one which he heard inside his mind’. Stanley Gontarski remarks, about the composition of That Time: ‘First, the earliest drafts of the memories were recorded in near final form, perhaps because Beckett was recording his own inner voice or unconscious’ (1985, 151). Martin Esslin describes this process more precisely: ‘When I once asked Beckett about his method of work, he replied that, having attained a state of concentration, he merely listened to the voice emerging from the depths, which he then tried to take down; afterward he would apply his critical and shaping intelligence to the material thus obtained’ (379–80). The process described here is not simple, since Esslin reveals three stages, each separated by a gap, by an essential rupture: the original voice emerging spontaneously, followed by the version noted down, then finally, the literary form. This is comparable to a patient in psychoanalysis recounting a dream: whereas the latter represents the ‘utterance’, what is crucial is his enunciation, the subjectivity that enters into play when one recounts and assumes a particular position with regards to this utterance (Lacan, 2013, 166). This ethical position enlarges the question of vocality in Beckett’s work beyond its sonorous quality. Mladen Dolar thus correctly emphasises: ‘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 its being close to the spoken idiom, but also by being sustained merely by pure enunciation which propels it forward […]’ [7] (2010, 58).


    Beckett’s listening to what could be called ‘pre-existing’ or ‘proto-texts’—communicated from somewhere beyond prosaic reality—leads to texts where the narrators claim they content themselves with quoting the voices they hear, without assuming their content. Thus, in The Unnamable, the narrator declares: ‘But I don’t say anything, I don’t know anything, these voices are not mine, nor these thoughts, but the voices and the thoughts of the devils who beset me’ (U, 341). In How It Is, we read: ‘then on my elbow I quote I see me prop me up thrust in my arm in the sack’ (HI, 8). These narrators appear to reproduce the attitude of Beckett listening to his inner voices to transpose them in written form.


    A Complex Field


    If the various questions outlined here highlight the importance of voice, sound, and listening for Beckett and his work, they also give an idea of the complexity of this field, its apparently multidimensional nature. It is therefore necessary to determine the different parameters of the question.


    Let us start from the word voice, which has multiple meanings. It can refer to the sound produced by the throat of a human being, reverberating without. As a result of catachresis, the same phenomenon is recognised in birds or even other animals. The poet Lamartine speaks of ‘the voice of dogs’ (la voix des chiens), in the 1849 Preface to his Méditations poétiques. Inversely though, uncertainty remains since for Aristotle, voice requires the presence of a soul (Connor, 2009, 24). Steven Connor (2010) adds, however, that the voice does include the inanimate. The dictionary offers the following definition that highlights the physiological production: ‘A series of sounds produced by the larynx, when the vocal cords start vibrating under the effect of rhythmical nervous excitement; effects produced by these sounds’ (Rey). This field thus concerns all—or almost all—creations for the theatre. Does an emitter suppose the existence of a receptor, according to the norms established by communication theories? Not I, for example, provides for the presence of an Auditor on stage. However, rhetoric reminds us that the presence of a physical person is secondary when it comes to uttering: the function of the address is a factor inherent in all language, as the figure of allocution demonstrates.


    The voice also supposes the source of an utterance: a character, a narrator. However, our conception of the voice is transformed when the latter becomes multiple. The theories of Mikhail Bakhtin regarding polyphony in the novel are well known. Concerning Dostoyevsky, he writes: ‘He juxtaposed ideas and conceptions of the world that, in reality, were totally separate and that ignored each other, and obliged them to enter into discussion’ (133). The voice here is thus the simultaneous presence of heterogeneous utterances that can be ascribed to different sources. However, for such a construction to be possible it requires effacing, to a certain degree, the subject[8] conceived as master of the words attributed to him: ‘The Dostoyevskian hero, as a man of ideas, is totally disinterested, insofar as the idea has actually taken possession of the deeper core of his personality’ (Bakhtin, 128). Such is also the case of a number of Beckettian ‘characters’ who are not considered as the authors of the utterances they give voice to: we can think of the Unnamable, traversed by words, of Listener in That Time who listens, on stage, to the voices that come to him from without. In these conditions, the utterances can no longer be attributed to the subject they affect: the ego is no longer their source. The voices are imposed from without, exposing the impersonal dimension of language, in that the latter pre-exists the subject. Such, for example, are the voices of How It Is or The Unnamable, which testify to a split in the narrating agent, so that the I who, apparently, pronounces the words denies he is their origin.


    According to another meaning of the word, the voice is conceived of as an aural phenomenon, independent of any linguistic manifestation. It thus appears in music, in song, or in the sound produced by other musical instruments. Beckett’s expression ‘cantata for two voices’ (in McMillan and Fehsenfeld, 163) to describe Endgame is applicable here, as is the ‘mixed choir’ of Watt (W, 34). Despite this musical dimension, the voice remains related to language, to speech; Beckett resolutely situated his productions in the literary field based on writing. Indeed, even in music, the voice is not limited to vocalises, but is associated with the words of a text: the beauty of pure sound—the struggle for the supremacy of one or the other aspect of the work, or for their ever endangered balance—is well known. This question can be found in the work of Beckett, in plays—such as Not I and Play (Germoni, 27–56)—where the intelligibility of the text recedes as a result of the search for a purely aural effect; or in Words and Music where both aspects compete with each other (Ackerley, 2011, 57–76).


    Beyond the field of sound, the notion of the voice also refers to the pleasure procured by the act of singing or speaking. In this respect one might think of vocal modulation—expressiveness of tone, physical and aural sound—which expresses the body and the affects of the person who vocalises, as Winnie speaks of it in her stereotyped formulation: ‘[…] song must come from the heart, that is what I always say, pour out from the inmost, like a thrush’ (HD, 155). It is no mere chance if the notion of the voice arises when it is a question of the way the narrative texts are appreciated for their lyrical qualities, or for the effect they produce on the reader: a certain je ne sais quoi emanates from them, which ensures their perceptible logic or cohesion, far beyond the empirical level made up of the syntactical, lexical or even phonetic formulations. It is a matter of a certain fluidity, the impression of a necessity or a driving force, that the reader can only adhere to, suspending his critical judgement. It is the souffle—both ‘breath’ and ‘spirit’—which permeates a literary text, as Louis-Ferdinand Céline explained most eloquently with the metaphor of his métro-tout-nerfs (underground train-all-nerves, Céline, 543) in his work Entretiens avec le professeur Y.


    The term voice is also dependent on listening: indeed, to speak of a voice supposes an æsthetic judgement that distinguishes it from unimportant sounds, or noise, that one generally seeks to exclude. However, as pointed out previously, what most people consider as background noise is the focus of Beckett’s attentive listening. In this domain we must include sounds of all orders: those Malone listens to, seeking to identify them (MD, 200), or the bell that persecutes Winnie, penetrating her flesh like a ‘gouge’ (HD, 162). Once these sounds take on a signifying form—as is the case for Malone—they can be associated with the manifestations of a voice. In the same way, it is impossible to ignore the sounds that make the auditor suffer, insofar as they have a particular impact on him. Thus the policeman in Mercier and Camier: ‘With the hand that held the truncheon he drew a whistle from his pocket […]’ (MC, 93). The combined intrusion of the truncheon and the whistle sets off a violent reaction on the part of the novel’s two protagonists.


    Is the voice limited to the field of the audible? The passage from Mercier and Camier draws a parallel between the sound of the whistle and the truncheon, suggesting that these two instruments have a similar function: both violate bodily integrity. If the voice supposes the existence of an auditor, such a restriction may appear to be arbitrary when the reality of the voice is not necessarily perceived by all present. The dictionary offers an ‘abstract’ definition of the word voice: ‘Discourse, speech that a human being feels within himself, that speaks to him, warning him or inspiring him’ (Rey). The voice is thus associated with the rhetorical figure of prosopopoeia. Towards the end of Molloy, Moran describes his voices as follows:


    And if I submit to this paltry scrivening which is not of my province, it is for reasons very different from those that might be supposed. I am still obeying orders, if you like, but no longer out of fear. No, I am still afraid, but simply from force of habit. And the voice I listen to needs no Gaber to make it heard. For it 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 […]. (Mo, 126)


    The reality of this voice that speaks to Moran cannot be called into question: no indication suggests that it is an invention or fantasy on the part of the character. And yet, the experience Moran describes is totally subjective: it cannot be supposed that others might be receptors of the same speech; no collective audience can confirm the reality of the phenomenon. To these parameters, it is necessary to add this voice’s imperative nature: it is the source of the orders Moran obeys. This is the appropriate moment to recall the common origin of the French verbs ouïr (to hear) and obéir (to obey), in the Latin oboedire (to lend one’s ear to, to be submissive to), composed from the prefix ob- and the verb audire. It is worth noting that Lacan emphasises the imperative dimension of language in this respect: ‘To listen to words, to lend one’s hearing [ouïr] is already to be more or less obedient. To obey is no different, it is to anticipate, in a hearing [audition]’ (1981, 155). Steven Connor shows how a voice without a visible source is—precisely because it manifests itself as voice—endowed with a particularly imperative force, with ‘the power of a less-than-presence which is also a more-than-presence’ (2009, 25).


    This aspect of the voice is perhaps not without a certain relationship to the meaning of the word in the field of grammar, which—in Greek—distinguishes the active, passive and middle forms. It is a meaning that belongs to the logic of written language, and not to the phonetic dimension. However this opposition seems to be instructive as regards the manner in which one can be the bearer of an action—or be subjected to it—while still remaining its subject, and constrained to ‘obey’. Paradoxically, it is the subject of enunciation who desires, not the ego or the I which, as the subject of the utterance, believes himself to be autonomous. It is in this sense that Lacan underscores the equivocation caused by the French preposition de (of), between the objective and subjective genitives: ‘[…] a person’s desire is that of the Other, where the of gives the determination grammarians call subjective, that is to say that it is as Other that he desires […]’ (1966, 814). Contrary to the I, the subject submits to the determination that originates in the Other.


    Where does this voice come from? What is its origin? Its source of emission? If the voice appears to be naturally anchored in the body, one may be astonished to notice that the voice Molloy and Moran perceive is detached from any visible source. In fact, the voice Molloy hears is in his head:


    But it is not a sound like other sounds, that you listen to, when you choose, and can sometimes silence, by going away or stopping your ears, no, but it is a sound which begins to rustle in your head, without your knowing how, or why. It’s with your head you hear it, not your ears, you can’t stop it, but it stops itself, when it chooses. It makes no difference therefore whether I listen to it or not, I shall hear it always, no thunder can deliver me, until it stops. (Mo, 36)


    This voice appears to come from without—it intrudes on Molloy—but it is also located within the character. The same principle applies to Beckett’s ‘listening’ to his ‘inner’ voices when composing his works. Instead of passing via the organ of hearing, they arise in the mind and nothing can oppose them: there is no obstacle, and the will is powerless to silence them. For this reason, the head should be conceived of as a metaphor expressing the absolute nature of this possession that leaves the subject no reserve, no shelter. The voice is an external influence that annuls any interiority.


    In this tangle of heterogeneous aspects of the voice, silence cannot be ignored: in the terms of a paradoxical formulation, the voice is silence. Firstly, sounds are heard because they interrupt silence and appear to be embedded within the latter. Next, writing is also a medium of the voice insofar as it is language; it is however penetrated by silence, in that it is not addressed to hearing: in modern reading practice, written words are not usually pronounced out loud, and do not necessarily reach us via the ear. Such is the paradox that Louis-Ferdinand Céline put to work in his novels: ‘The emotion of spoken language through writing!’ (498). The same localisation of the voice is evoked: ‘The reader who reads me! it seems to him, he would swear it, that someone is reading in his head!… in his own head!…’ (545).


    Not only does writing ignore the ear, but words can sometimes appear to be impregnated with silence, as the narrator of The Unnamable observes: ‘[…] the words are there, somewhere, without the least sound, […] drops of silence through the silence, I don’t feel it’ (U, 376). As Charles Juliet reveals, recording Beckett’s words, there is a very fine dialectic between speech and silence: ‘– L’écriture m’a conduit au silence. / Long silence. /– Cependant, je dois continuer’ (‘“Writing led me to silence.” Long silence. “However, I must continue”’, in Juliet, 21). One listens to silence, since it is founded on language. Silence is written, albeit with words. And yet, nothing guarantees that silence is actually soundless, that it is the embodiment… of silence. In this sense, Beckett’s writing offers us these paradoxical formulations: ‘[…] this deafening silence’ (TFN VII, 129); ‘screaming silence’ (TFN XIII, 154); ‘mute screams’ (HI, 46); ‘Silence at the eye of the scream’ (IS, 58); ‘No sound. [Pause.] None at least to be heard’ (Ff, 402). If one turns to silence to escape sounds, and the latter remain the manifestation of an unbearable voice, where can a way out be found? As Emil Cioran indicates, for Beckett ‘there was no difference between the fall of a bomb and the fall of a leaf…’ (49). What this formulation emphasises, notably, is that the voice often escapes any objective quantification.


    A final aspect that merits evoking in this survey of the complexity of the notion of voice, is its dissociation from its physiological source as a result of its recording by a mechanical medium. The voice, which has its origin in the body, and which also involves the affective dimension of the speaker’s character, can also be separated from the latter, without ceasing to be a voice. The intervention of technology concerns a whole portion of Beckett’s work, starting with Krapp’s Last Tape—where the present Krapp listens to his old personæ—through to his late plays (That Time, Footfalls, What Where), including works for the radio. By means of recording, one can hear the voice of beings who have long since disappeared, and through the radio one can have access to absent voices. The technological support seems to give Molloy’s invisible voices their concrete reality. The difference is however inherent in the change of literary genre: by choosing to mobilise technological means, Beckett deliberately places the spectator/auditor in a position comparable to that of his characters, so that the voices impose themselves in their full reality: it is no longer possible to reject them or to relativise them as being the effect of some ‘hallucination’.


    Thus the voice reveals itself to be of a great complexity, combining personal and impersonal, objective and subjective, corporeal and mechanical, sound and silence, language and its beyond. Faced with this fundamentally paradoxical nature, we have to determine the approach that will enable us to study it, while binding these diverse elements together.


    Lacan and the Voice: A Preliminary Overview


    The enigmatic nature of the voice requires to be approached in a coherent manner, with adequate conceptual tools which, as this study will endeavour to demonstrate, are offered by the theories of the French psychoanalyst, Jacques Lacan. Indeed, among the particular innovations Lacan contributed to psychoanalysis after Freud—and which is particularly enlightening for Beckett—is the very concept of the voice. While the latter has been firmly established as a concept in Lacan’s theoretical developments as a whole, Mladen Dolar rightly points out that in his early elaborations, it often took second place by comparison with the gaze,[9] even though it ‘can be seen as in some sense even more striking and more elementary’ (2006, 39).


    Lacan specifically situated the voice among the ‘objects’ that a subject uses to give a grounding to his reality, in an effort to hem in and keep at bay an uncontrollable force. The voice is thus not an abstract notion, nor is it a neutral phenomenon: it is a material element situated at the very heart of a subject’s existence. More precisely, it is inherent in the fact that the subject is founded in language, the consequence of which is that saying—or enunciation—is distinct from the utterance.


    This grounding is crucial, but Lacan also renders possible the further discrimination between the voice that insists as the hidden and unconscious side of speech, and its complete exteriorisation for the psychotic (1998, 480): the ever-present threat of it forcefully intruding and destroying any coherent subjective reality. This will be apparent in the vociferation of the superego: that is to say, the fact that language, in the universal logic it imposes, is experienced in the form of an imperative that, in its ultimate consequences, demands the subject’s complete suppression. In a movement that counters such an extreme outcome, Lacan situates enunciation as the way a subject ‘gives voice’ (donner de la voix) in order to silence this destructive Other. An additional contribution Lacan makes regarding the structure of the voice, resides in the fact that language does not form a complete and totalising system, but is affected by an insurmountable hole, with the consequence that nothing can ultimately silence the voice by enclosing it within the bounds of a final naming. In both of these cases, the subject is obliged to invent, which is where the work of creation intervenes.


    Lacan and Beckett: Affinities?


    The voice is thus one crucial psychoanalytical category developed by Lacan, whose theoretical elaborations, such as this one, have largely surpassed the notions used by other schools of psychoanalysis; the latter having, in general, adopted a number of Lacanian concepts. This situation is particularly true as a result of Lacan’s deepening of Freud’s findings and insights, oriented towards the real, that is to say, a dimension that resists any circumscribing by a subject’s personal ‘world view’, or by the regularity of fixed laws. While post-Freudian theories often remain caught up in the confined sphere defined by the ‘Name-of-the-Father’—the agent presiding over the family-centred Œdipal scenario—Lacan ended up reversing his own notions of the unconscious ‘structured as a language’ whereby strict rationality appeared capable of accounting for a subject’s destiny. Hence it would appear that to limit one’s scope to earlier theoretical elaborations would be comparable to studying physics from exclusively Newtonian laws. These considerations, alongside factors such as intellectual trends of the moment, have doubtless led a number of critics to integrate Lacanian findings into their works.


    It is indeed true that a number of psychoanalytical notions—starting with Freud, but also including various aspects of Lacanian theory—are regularly quoted in academic publications. Surprisingly however, looking at critical studies on Beckett more closely, it seems clear that Lacan’s effective presence has been minimal. One reason for this situation in France is that Lacan did not devote full articles to Beckett, as he did to writers such as Marguerite Duras, Paul Claudel, Jean Genet or James Joyce. In spite of this, it can be asserted that Lacan’s work—particularly in its later developments—is singularly relevant to the reading of Beckett. Indeed, Suzanne Dow, for example, has seen in him a ‘silent partner’ of Lacan, ‘in the sense that he functions in the period 1968–71 as a figure aligned with psychoanalytic discourse as a “discourse without speech”—that is, the obverse of the discourse of the master […]’ (14).


    A brief enumeration of points of convergence will give an overview of their affinities. Both were concerned with the part of existence that lies beyond the comforting fundamental fantasy—fiction, or world view (Weltanschauung)—that supports the ideals, the goals and meaning most people claim to see in life. Lacan oriented his work towards surveying the screen of the fantasy, then grappling with the dimension of the real that never ceases to overthrow laws and logic, that resists the production of meaning and the elaboration of knowledge; the field where there is no Other capable of providing a guarantee. Beckett’s work too discounts verisimilitude and meaning. As Martin Held reports: ‘He said that Krapp is not a way of looking at the world (keine Weltanschauung), and that in fact answers everything. No, this is just Krapp, not a world-view’[10] (in Hayman, 67–70). The constant calculations Beckett undertook when composing many of his works were destined to reveal the place where language finds its roots in silence and absence of meaning.
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