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renter room" of which the narrator speaks is in lieu of the farm she 

has wanted and to which Ike refuses to commit himself. He cannot 

allow even that fragment of legacy to stand, always forcing himself to 

be the occupier of the borrowed space, the function of the text of his 

own displacement. Ike's wife is the emblem of ambivalence in 

legitimacy: she is both validification and its denial. The wife's 

tearful laughter, much sadder than its purely sad counterpart, 

expresses the impossibility of Ike's decision to remain outside the 

world of flesh, even during the sexual encounter, and to ensconce 

himself in the world of the man-talk he glimpses as cancelled by this 

physicality but of which he cannot let go. 

For Ike, however, to permit the legitimacy of the sexual 

encounter is to legitimize death itself, since it is to embrace life. 6 

While it is true for Faulkner as for Nietzsche that acknowledgement of 

death is a dialectical opening, death is at the same time the end of 

discourse, and Ike cannot face it, just as Ike's mythic heroes do not 

face this dilemma. Theirs is a world of narrative and of truths that 

transcend, for Ike, the mundanities of life and death, the physical. 

The death of the body, at least those of Ben, Lion, and Sam, is a 

fictional death, and one in which the ideal of the dead subject 

transcends the physical. This immortality of the heroic/fictive 

subject is a central aspect of Ike's heroism. His paradigms cannot 

die. From these immortal subjects come a sense of super-time, outside 

6 This is, as we have seen, the nature of the fal1 according to 
Zarathustra: in coming down to life, in the untergeheil by which man 
associates with his mortality, he also associates with his death. For 
Ike as for Zarathustra, to acknowledge the search--the hunt--for 
identity is to acknowledge mortality, and therefore death. 
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of the diurnal round, which forms a fundamental and essential part of 

his linguistic self. Ike's world is a problematic, albeit necessary 

fiction. 

Relationships, for Ike, are manifestations of relationality. 

Each of his relationships is not self-sufficient but part of a web, a 

text, of associations lby which the power of association is asserted. 

Of all the relationships Ike experiences in the story, one of the most 

important is that with the graves of Sam, of Ben (and thus of Boon), 

and of Lion. These graves are not crypts in which the dead rest in 

reverent depth, the last resting places of the physical remains of 

their namesakes, but hallowed centers of a heroic life of the myth of 

which Ike sees himself an equal part. When, at age eighteen, he has 

returned to the diminished forest, found his way, appropriately, by 

dead reckoning to the knoll on which his spiritual progenitors lie, 

Ike's assertion is forceful and terse: this place is 

no abode of the dead because there is no death, not Lion and 
not Sam: not held fast in earth but free in earth and not in 
earth but of earth, myriad yet undiffused of every myriad part 
• • • and being myriad, one: and Old Ben, too, Old Ben too. 
(328-29) 

In Ike the heroic progenitors remain, perforce, eternally alive, free 

of the delineations that confound and confuse him. 

Unlike these encrypted ancestors, Ike attempts to establish 

a valid life for himself through self-inscription, an activity in 

which none of these others engage and which none could understand. 

Ike thus shows how far he is from them. He has learned that his 

heart may be the ultimate arbiter of "value," but his mind, that which 

the others cancel in their "wisdom" and that which is the repository 

of his stories, in which the various epos of his collective story are 
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articulated, is the location of whatever imperfect sense of that 

valuation Ike may have. The irony of Ike's heroism is that it cannot 

be articulated: as Lacan has taught us, the gap between moi and the 

~, between articulations of self and the apochryphal unification of 

those articulations, cannot be closed. Whatever Ike may choose to do 

with time, whatever stylistic devices he may select to demonstrate his 

freedom from the effacement of linearity and of his own etiolated 

lineage, his new heritage is one not of the additive power of lineage 

but of accumulation. One sees this in the very style of Section 4, 

which transcends conventions of narrative, syntactic, and grammatical 

structure. Ike chooses to construct himself of the detritus of 

narrative. In a gesture born of faith in the outside world, of 

desperation in the face of his failure to achieve self-discovery, he 

is caught in his own irony. In place of that legitimate self for 

which he seeks, Ike must write myriad fictive selves. Section 4 

begins in just this way, with the lineage of the unimaginable sentence 

fragment into which all of Ike's background and all his obsessive 

troubles with it are stuffed. It is an accumulation he must encompass 

and deny: 

4. 

then he was twenty-one. He could say it, himself and his 
cousin juxtaposed not against the wilderness but against the 
tamed land which was to have been his heritage, the land which 
old Carothers McCaslin his grandfather had bought with white 
man's money from the wild men whose grandfathers without guns 
hunted it, and tamed and ordered or believed he had tamed and 
ordered it for the reason that the human beings he held in 
bondage and in the power of life and death had removed the 
forest from it and in their sweat scratched the surface of it 
to a depth of perhaps fourteen inches in order to grow 
something out of it which had not been there before and which 
could be translated back into the money he who believed he had 
bought it had had to pay to get it and hold it and a 



reasonable profit too: and for which reason old Carothers 
McCaslin, knowing better, could raise hi~ children, his 
descendants and heirs, to believe the land was his to hold and 
bequeath since the strong and ruthless man has a cynical 
foreknowledge of his own vanity and pride and strength and a 
contempt for all his get: just as, knowing better, Major de 
Spain and his fragment of that wilderness which was bigger and 
older than any recorded deed: just as, knowing better, old 
Thomas Sutpen, from whom Major de Spain had had his fragment 
for money; just as Ikkemotubbe, the Chickasaw chief, from whom 
Thomas Sutpen had had the fragment for money or whatever it 
was, knew in his turn that not even a fragment of it had been 
his to relinquish or sell. (254-55) 
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This breathless inscription of the No-saying of human lineage and the 

mercantile replacement of validity by money will lead, later in the 

section, to Ike's particular disenfranchisement in the unwrapping of 

the burlap package. In the meantime, at the start of the section, it 

acts as an onomatopoetic deluge of heritage-language, the "begat'" s 

Ike cannot escape. Section 4 is Ike's "wanting to say," his vouloir 

~; that is, it is his meaning. 

As he breaks through linear time attempting to delineate 

himself, Ike continuously questions his vision. In the world of the 

ledgers, Ike must render problematic the nature of dialogues he has 

had with his genealogical forefathers, with Cass (as a concrete 

representation of them), and with himself. Discovering the solution 

to the "mystery" of Eunice's suicide seems at first enough to cause 

Ike to repudiate the ledgers and those who wrote and are written in 

them, recording the disappearance of Eunice's own grandson James 

Beauchamp, Tennie's Jim (273). He has begun to make his own 

inscriptions in those ledgers: 

His own hand now, queerly enough resembling neither his 
father's nor his uncle's nor even McCaslin's, but like that of 
his grandfather's save for the spelling: 

Vanished sometime on night of ~ twenty-first birthday 



Dec 29 1885. Traced ~ Isaac McCaslin ~ Jackson Tenn. 
~ there lost. ~ third of legacy $1000.00 returned 
to McCaslin Edmonds Trustee this day Jan g 1886 

but not yet: that would be two years yet, and now his 
father's again (273) 
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Ike closely analyzes his own writing as he makes the entry, and after 

having made it, emphasizes in that "but not yet" the way in which he 

does not and cannot ever disappear as Tennie's Jim has done but must 

always remain locked in the dilemmas of presence and legitimacy, 

writing "like his grandfather" except for the spelling. Ike can be 

more precise, but his "voices" are only the more tenacious for it. 

The precision of his own inscription stands now in direct 

juxtaposition to those of his unheroic 3ncestors. 

Ike's close analysis invites us to see what he writes in the 

ledger as some kind of necessary double, as John Irwin proposes it, in 

just the way in which Uncle Buck and Uncle Buddy serve as doubles for 

each other and for Cass in the old ledgers, talking back and forth 

from a single consciousness but with different voices. 7 This self-

questioning makes it inevitable that Ike should investigate the ways 

in which he interacts with the ghosts and echoes of others in the 

world. We have seen how Ike deals with some of his ancestors by 

directly textualizing them. In addition, he utilizes two other 

strategies which, while still textualizations, take other forms. Ike 

operates a strategy of inclusion and exclusion: the former strategy 

7 The doubling, and even the multiplicity, of self-inscription is 
parabolically investigated in Nietzsche's Zarathustra (see Chapter 
Three). Not only does Zarathustra converse as an "i" and "me," but 
the entire project of Zarathustra's "story" becomes one of effacement 
in the double, the Shadow by whom the conclusion of the book is told. 
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consists of fabricating a series of doubles, who are inclusionary 

figures; the latter consists of excluded or sought-after others. 

Irwin's book investigates the permutations of this thematic strategy 

in psychological terms (Irwin 33ff.) For Nietzsche, to take a 

slightly different tack, doubling is always a source of evaluation. 

This mode is more appropriate to Ike, since all of his strategies for 

dealing with the world, all of his fabrications of it, result from its 

complete re-evaluation. His investigation of the heroic myth of which 

he wants so badly to be a part begins with the division I have 

suggested; I want to look at each in turn. 

Doubling and emulation, on the one hand, and 

objectification, on the other, must be distinguished here: Ike 

emulates Sam, but it is Boon with whom Ike feels at least partially 

doubled. Cleanth Brooks argues that this doubling is of very limited 

scope (271), but Ike's careful set-up as the potential killer of Ben, 

and then Boon's subsequent usurpation of the killing, invites more 

than passing scrutiny. The entire closing section of The Bear is a 

confrontation between Ike and the emblem of the lost wilderness he has 

agonized over and discussed throughout. Ike knows that Boon has 

killed Sam and cannot deal with it, that Old Ben's and Sam's deaths 

are Boon's curses since Boon cannot treat death as a fiction in the 

way Ike can. The deeds themselves will not permit Boon to so 

interpret the world: Ike is distanced from these mythic deaths by 

having been a non-participant in every sense but the narrative one. 

Though ignorant enough to be unaware of his importance to the heroic 

structure of the events around him, events which have shown him 

capable £f action, Boon is essential to the dialectic of Ike's 
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alienation from the heroic. ~ Bear concludes with a hysterical non-

confrontation between Ike and Boon. In this final confrontation, the 

doubling consists of the narrator's presentation of Boon as the 

frantic "madman," the outsider whose tool will not suffice to husband 

nor vanquish the wilderness, but who must hammer away at it (the tool) 

ineffectually, unable to make it achieve its, and his, "proper" ends. 

Boon is to be seen by Ike as a double in the sense that neither, from 

his position, can achieve the desired relationship with the 

wilderness. Boon cannot command and overpower it, while Ike cannot 

become one with it. The doubling is particularly appropriate in that 

last scene, given Boon's manic darkness: he responds to Ike, who has 

approached openly, with anonymous anger: "He didn't even look up to 

see who it was. Still hammering, he merely shouted back at the boy in 

a hoarse strangled voice: 'Get out of here! Dont touch them! Dont 

touch a one of them! They're mine! '"~ (331). Ike is left to assess 

the message of this last text of the mirror-selves with which he has 

had to deal. 

A less obvious but as important double for Ike is Fonsiba's 

husband. He forms a sense of self that Ike finds even more difficult 

to face but which often comes to the surface in The Bear. The 

carpetbagger is incapable of living not only in the world of rural 

Arkansas on the farm his father's participation in the Civil War 

earned him, just as Ike can't live on his father's land; indeed, the 

carpetbagger can't· "live" anywhere, since only his stack of books and 

his store-bought ideals sustain him. He manifests the way in which 

Ike's fictions of altruism as a means of escape are themselves as 

inescapable as they are unsatisfactory (see Millgate, 210). Fonsiba's 
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absent husband stands for the repudiation of Ike's heroism as much as 

Boon does. Here the barriers of color and social power equate 

themselves with those of wealth and intelligence. When asked to bow 

to Ike's superior position, both in the McCaslin family and in the 

social system of the South, the husband replies 

'I acknowledge your authority only so far as you admit your 
responsibility toward her as a female member of the family of 
which you are the head. I don't ask your permission. 1--' 
'That will do!' McCaslin said. But the stranger did not 
falter. It was neither as if he were ignoring McCaslin nor as 
if he had failed to hear him. It was as though he were 
making, not at all an excuse and not exactly a justification, 
but simply a statement which the situation absolutely required 
and demanded should be made in McCaslin's hearing whether 
McCaslin listened to it or not. It was as if he were talking 
to himself, for himself to hear the words spoken aloud. They 
faced one another, not close yet at slightly less than foils' 
distance, erect, their voices not raised, not impactive, just 
succinct. (275) 

The shadowy figure is a fixation for Ike that lives beyond his 

disappearance in a number of ways. He takes her portion of the 

McCaslin legacy to Fonsiba, finds her destitute, unwilling to use the 

money the family has offered her, and questions her about how she will 

get by. Fonsiba's response to his "'Fonsiba. Are you all right?'" 

is a quiet '" I 'm free '" (281). She is the legacy not of the McCaslin 

connection, but of the education and power of that ghostly husband. 

She is free, and he as well, but Ike is not. After his confrontation 

with Fonsiba, Ike returns home and we are told that "the old ledgers 

never came down from the shelf above the desk to which his father had 

returned them for the last time that day in 1869" (281). Ike knows 

nothing of freedom. He is harsh in his reaction to Fonsiba's husband 

because he is harsh with himself; the bondage of the two men is of 

different sorts but equally obdurate: Ike has entered the miserable 



cabin in which Fonsiba lives with her husband, and then sees him, 

sitting in a rocking chair before the hearth, the man himself, 
reading--sitting there in the only chair in the house, before 
that miserable fire for which there was not wood sufficient to 
last twenty-four hours, in the same minesterial clothing in 
which he had entered the commissary five months ago (278) 
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and wearing a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles that "did not even 

contain lenses, reading a book in the midst of that desolation," like 

Ike bound to the fantasy of alternative self-assessment, unreal and 

insubstantial. Ike sees and senses in him the un-viability of this 

textual life. But the carpetbagger is himself free of his environment 

in a way Ike is not: Ike cannot go off to the city but must remain 

behind to dispense the heritage for which he is responsible. Ike's 

judgement of the man is harsh indeed, concluding with the observation 

"and all over, permeant, clinging to the man's very clothing and 

exuding from his skin itself, that rank stink of baseness and imbecile 

delusion, that boundless rapacity and folly" (278), but it is not 

merely the spectral husband being judged, but Ike himself in his 

innocuous folly. Ike is harsh with Fonsiba's husband precisely 

because the man has and exercises a freedom Ike cannot have nor 

understand; his energy is that of frustration. Ike is repudiated by 

his co-option in the double here as elsewhere. 

* * * 
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The echo of the double, here as the creation of discourse, 

the doubling of self to allow self-discourse, in the legacy of the 

heroic ideal continues and grows even more vital for Ike in the person 

of Cass. With him, both emulation and doubling take place. Cass 

himself learned the lore and the ways of the woods from Sam Fathers, 

as Ike had done (Millgate 207), and Cass is dependent too on the 

ledgers of the past. For Cass, these ledgers are both physical and 

metaphysical, as they are for Ike. Ike and Cass share an obsession 

with "accounting": together, in Section 4, they assess the South's 

"taint" just as Uncle Buck and Uncle Buddy do, inadvertently, in the 

ledgers themselves. The ancestors' minute chronicle of the matter-of­

factness of that taint is matched by the narration of it for Ike and 

Casso Ike here regards dialogue as a sense first of "writing hands," 

first one then the other, of the brothers (268), then in the face of 

his own dialogue with Cass, of a leaving~. Ike discovers that the 

ledgers, seemingly so full, have left out almost everything. The only 

things recorded therein are not the heroic deeds of the glorious 

ancestors, and not even their sordid or heroic misdeeds, but merely 

the transactions within the commissary. Carothers' fathering of "Turl 

Son Ei Thucydus ~ Eunice Tomy born ~ 1833 1!.. stars fell Fathers 

will" (269) and the interaction of this story with the plantation life 

in which Ike grew up finds its way only into his own narrative--and 

even in The ~ this is left ~, to be faced tangentially and 

between the lines." Ike is not privy to the events behind the stories, 

and so must construct his own, toward which, after discovering the 

monstrous fact of Carothers McCaslin's sexual relationship with his 

own black daughter, "he would never need look at the ledgers again nor 
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did he; the yellowed pages in their fading and implacable succession 

were as much a part of his consciousness and would remain so forever, 

as the fact of his own nativity" (271). Here Ike echoes the Nietzsche 

of Beyond ~ ~!Y!l, from the epigraph above in which what 

Kaufmann calls the "autumnal" etiolates man at the same time that it 

identifies him: the writing hand is withered by its separation from 

the life-spring of imagination. 8 Ike will not look again at the 

ledgers because his imagination is permitted to dwell only on the 

crime of the ancestor. He is not allowed by his own thoughts' 

intercession to write or think beyond it. In this way, Ike descends 

into the collective guilt of the McCaslin past. 

Ike's relationship with Cass is precisely that of Ike and the 

ledgers themselves. The dialogue he has with man is a dialogue with 

the page. This distancing from any reality beyond the page is Ike's 

perception of life. Because of the complexities, the debasements, and 

the textualizations of this heritage, Ike has grown unable to see the 

world in any other way. Only beyond Cass and the 

8 This motif of the equivalency of human life and language is echoed 
in Human, Al l-too-human , as for example: 

~ Sprache als vermeintliche Wissenschaft.--Die Bedeutung der 
Sprache fur die Entwickelung der Cultur liegt darin, dass in 
ihr der Mensch eine eigene Welt neben die andere stell te, 
einen Ort, welchen er fur so fest hielt, urn von ihm aus die 
ubrige Welt aus den Angeln zu heben und sich zum Herrn 
derselben zu machen. 

[Language ~ ~ alleged science. The importanct of language 
for the development of culture lies in the fact that, in 
language, man juxtaposed to the one world another world of his 
own, a place which he thought so sturdy that from it he could 
move the rest of the world from its foundations and make 
himself lord over it. ("Of First and Last Things" 11) 
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ledgers, as it were, out in the woods where Ike feels that what he 

inscribes is a communion with ancestors other and more powerful than 

McCaslin with whom he has associated himself, and where the stories of 

his connections with those spiritual ancestors find roots, do the 

first and most important debasements of the myth, according to 

Faulkner, of heroic validity occur. 

Just at this tendentious point of va1idification beyond 

discourse and self-determination in self-telling, however, Ike's world 

transfers from inc1usionary (if highly problematic) doubles to 

antagonistic others. Boon embodies something of this quality also: 

he is both double and other, a direct rejection of the heroism to 

which Ike aspires, as Boon's shouts to Ike at the end of ~~ are 

a direct rejection of community. Like Ike's dialogue with legacy, his 

debasement can take the form of this juxtaposed alienation. In this 

respect, for Ike as for Zarathustra animals are vital foci of theme. 

Ike's fyce dog is juxtaposed with Lion, who is the (anti-) heroic 

opposite of the little spaniel. Sam sees their connection, commenting 

that the fyce is "almost the dog to match Old Ben," but it simply 

doesn't have the stature. Lion exudes the courage of the little dog, 

but also something else. Ike's dog and Lion bear a clear resemblance 

to Ike and Boon. Lion (and Boon) can be quieted but never tamed. The 

"blank eyes" of Lion attest this, as do the mad, blank eyes of Boon at 

the end of The Bear. The traditional view of Lion is that he 

represents a conclusion of the symbols of power in ~ Bear, that he 

is the manifestation of that chthonic power required to dominate the 

mythic Ben. But I would submit that in light of Ike's genealogical 

dilemma and its symbolism it is possible to see Lion quite 
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differently. EVen though a development of some kind, from the fyce to 

Lion, is required for the playing out of Old Ben's "last act," this 

huge, mysterious dog represents not an advance but a decline, a 

falling off. Lion is the epitome of self-reflexivity, a kind of mad 

self-creation that permits him to be no one's, to come from nowhere. 

In the context of Ike's "lessons," Lion is not the dog the little fyce 

is. Lion is pure, mad power, but without refinement, nuance, nor 

judgement. Lion is introduced into The Bear as the phantom of an 

ultimate threat to the order, precise and necessary, of the hunt for 

Old Ben. He is thought to be a panther, then a bear himself, then a 

pack of wolves. Indeed he has no identity. He kills indiscriminately 

and leaves no trail (215); the hounds will not hunt him. When Lion is 

finally captured, he still cannot be identified: Ike is part of the 

hunting part that traps this diabolical beast: 

peering between the logs, they saw an animal almost the color 
of a gun or pistol barrel, what little time they had to 
examine its color or shape. It was not crouched nor even 
standing. It was in motion, in the air, coming toward them--a 
heavy body crashing with tremendous force against the door so 
that the thick door jumped and clatter~d in its frame, the 
animal, whatever it was, hurling itself against the door again 
seemingly before it culd have touched the floor and got a new 
purchase to spring from. • • 

'What in hell's name is it?' Major de Spain said. (216-
17) 

When de Spain learns from Sam that it is a dog, his first order is to 

kill it. It is Sam Fathers himself that declares Lion to be Ben's 

dominator. But those qualities Ike has set out to learn at the 

beginning of The ~, humility, patience, sensitiviey, observation, 

and the rest, are not to be found in Lion. He would be the Goliath of 

dogs were he not devoid of !!.!!.I. encul turation. Lion is pure, 

mechanical fury. And of course Lion is linked with Boon in the way 
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the fyce is linked with Ike. That Boon and Lion can bring Old Ben 

down is a source of awe to Ike. Throughout the entire section in 

which Ben is killed, not a moment's reflection from Ike interrupts the 

narrative. Ike is absent from the central scene of his own myth, as 

Douglas Canfield has clearly shown (376ff.). His only place in this 

part of The Bear is to stay in the woods rather than to return to 

school. When Ike protects Boon against McCaslin's suggestion of 

having killed Sam, at the end of Section 3 (254), it is from the 

position of someone who has not assimilated and assessed the events of 

the past few days. Ike has been removed from such comment. Just as 

we are presented with the raw sensory data with which to visualize 

Ben's death, so Ike represses interpretation. The killing of Ben is 

also the killing of Sam and the death of an order of the woods in 

which the wisdom of Sam Fathers is supplanted by the brute force of 

Boon and Lion. Though Ike defends Boon against McCaslin, trying to 

understand and assimilate the supremacy of Boon and Lion over Ben (and 

the tradition of Sam Fathers, whose funeral litter is behind them). 

But despite Ike's support of Boon, when he confronts McCaslin he 

confronts himself. Boon's supremacy, as we shall see by the end of 

The Bear, simply isn't right: it denies legitimization. 

This falling off is mirrored in the rest of the story as one 

of the destruction of the natural habitat with which Ike associates 

the lessons of self-realization. At this juncture in the narrative, 

the centrality of ~he animal merges with the theme of nature and that 

with that which is imitation of nature. Inanimate objects achieve 

animate status (or are animated, with the sense of being 

anthropomorphized). As the woods increasingly disappear before the 
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whirr of the sawmill trains, Ike presents us with a clear emblem of 

the falling off the coming of civilization will be, in terms of the 

heroic magnitude of the land and that dialogue with the niggardly 

hoarding of pennies and information represented by the ledgers. Ike 

approaches the woods in which he will soon confront Boon, the narrow-

gauge train easing around a corner resembling "a small dingy harmless 

snake vanishing into weeds" (318). Having vanished into the thick 

woods, Ike intuitively comes across, then symbolically walks across, 

the graves of Sam, Lion, and the pawless Ben, hearing the whisper of 

what he calls the "last admonition of Ash," when Ike had gone out to 

hunt years before. The old cook with the appropriately autumnal name 

has admonished Ike to beware of his "crawling feet" (323), 1. e. to 

watch where he stepped--and he is doing so now. But in this voice of 

the old black cook is another voice: 

Even as he froze himself, he seemed to hear Ash's parting 
admoni tion. He could even hear the voice as he frose, 
immobile, one foot just taking his weight, the toe of the 
other just lifted behind him not breathing, feeling again and 
as always the sharp shocking inrush from when Isaac McCaslin 
long yet was not, and so it was fear all right but not fright 
as he looked down at it. It had not coiled yet and the buzzer 
had not sounded either ••• less than his knee's length away, 
and old, the once-bright markings of its youth dulled now to 
monotone concordant too with the wilderness it crawled and 
lurked: the old one, and ancient and accursed about the earth 
• • • evocative of all knowledge and an old weariness and of 
pariah-hood and of death. (329) 

This confrontation with the edenic double, the snake referred to only 

by the impersonal pronoun, but then personified by Ike as "Chief," 

"Grandfather," results in the same words Sam has spoken to the phantom 

buck earlier in Go Down, Moses. Ike finds himself "speaking the old 

tongue which Sam had spoken that day without premeditation either" 

(330), speaking"to the emblem of Ike's confusion over the threat and 
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the reward of self-inscription. This "fatal and solitary" thlng, this 

"itl! who judges Ike and allows him to pass, is juxtaposed with the 

train-snake of man's threat. Ike is safe nowhere, but he is safe 

wherever his stories, his "unpremeditated tongue, I! will hold. In his 

utterance, Ike creates the genealogical connection between buck and 

snake, the mythic and the knowable. Like the snake, Ike is a tainted 

descendant of that "Buck" of long ago, the "chief." 

"Chief, I! the designation of genealogical and genetic 

power--the word itself--is debased from buck to snake. Again the 

edenic imagery of the forest guides the reader through these images. 

As Lion had been the diabolical embodiment of illegitimate but 

dominant power, so the snake, as the symbol of illegitimacy and the 

temptation of disobedience, replaces the image of legitimate order, 

the buck (despite its ironic use elsewhere in the story as "Uncle 

Buck"). Aud just as the word "chief" is debased from buck to snake, 

from heroic f.tance to diabolIcal serpent, so is the heroic embodiment 

of "bear" debased in Ike's telling of the journ.ey to the woods. Old 

Ben hds been supplanted, as the logging train steams along, by the 

story of the "middle-sized bear" so frightened of the sound of the 

train that it refuses to come down from the tree into which it has 

climbed and in which it has sat for thirty-six hours. Ike's telling 

emphasizes the ironic juxtapositions, just as did the "original" one 

in the hunt for Ben, that of Boon himself. "It would not be Boon" 

(235) to kill Ben, Ike has declared wrongly, unable to read the Signs, 

since Boon is the innocent not capable of understanding nor 

participating in the myth of which Ben (and Ike.) is the center. But 

of course Boon is capable of participating, as is Lion--as Ike is not. 
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In the end, Boon brings the bear down not with his useless gun but 

with a knife, an "old" tool, Boon on one side of Ben and Lion on the 

other like a pastoral triptych, a set of ironic doubles. Boon, not 

Ike, inherits the now-vanishing woods, according to the correct 

interpretation of all the heroic tenets Ike has now learned. Boon has 

earned it. Boon's last, mad call to Ike asserts not merely his 

possession of a treeful of squirrels (what a debasement from Benl--and 

again in the echo of the Nietzschean, autumnal language of winding­

down) but of the "nature" in what is left of the old forest. Ike is 

fully disenfranchised, by Boon and by the woods, a nameless, faceless 

intruder and interloper. 

The debasement of the wilderness and of Ike's ideas of 

heroic validification made so problematic in The Bear are related 

throughout to Ike's fragmented self, to his finding of himself in 

other and in others (Kinney 231). Ike spends the first thirty-five 

pages of ~ Bear as a personal pronoun, remaining so until his name 

is mentioned indirectly in dialogue. The reader, like Ike himself, 

must grow into a sense of his place in those around him; he begins 

hazily and remains hazy, the "blanks" of his selfhood only momentarily 

and occasionally filled in. He depends on others for identity; 

equally, he depends on his own anonymity. But these "others" so vital 

to Ike's self-definition are not the same as the doubles with whom we 

have seen him in constant dialogue. Appropriately and ironically, 

the others are those he cannot be like and those he most wants to be 

like. 

The first is Sam Fathers. Sam seems to embody those 

impure origins, the vague mixture of black, red, and white blood with 
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which Ike must reconcile if he is to have a sense of being in the 

legacy his grandfather has bequeathed him. But Sam is too distant a 

father, already lost, too involved in his own mythology; Ike can learn 

from him only at a distance. More importantly, though Ike sees Sam as 

indeed a father, Sam's language is inadequate to take a world beyond 

the snakes and bucks. Sam's forgetting of the conventions that 

civilize man, and his admonitions to Ike that he cannot be part of 

this world if he too cannot thus forget, attune him to a wilderness 

unavailable to Ike, however much he might think he wants it. Ike's 

comment that Sam set him free is partially true (Simpson 203), but it 

is equally true that Sam's death frees Ike of another father at the 

same time as it removes the other in which Ike has tried to place 

himself. 9 Only at Sam's "funeral," as Ike and Boon sit guarding the 

funereal platform, does Ike assert himself as verbal self for the 

first time in the story. Ironically, he does this ostensibly 

protecting Boon from Cass's attack: 

'Did you kill him, Boon?' he said. Then Boon moved. He 
turned, he moved like he was still drunk and then for a moment 
blind too, one hand out as he blundered toward the big tree 
and seemed to stop walking before he reached the tree so that 
he plunged, fell toward it, flinging up both hands and 
catching himself against the tree and turning until his back 
was against it, backing with the tree's trunk his wild spent 
scoriated face and the tremendous heave and collapse of his 
chest, McCaslin following, facing him again, never once having 
moved his eyes from Boon's eyes. 'Did you kill him, Boon?' 

'Nol' Boon said. 'Nol' 
'Tell the truth,' McCaslin said. 'I would have done it 

9 Sam thus represents the dilemma of free will for Ike. Sam's power 
is one of the denial of the patina of culture and the acquisition of 
a deeper and more powerful knowledge, the power of Nature, as it were, 
but which is, because of its very denial of language, unavailable to 
Ike. 



if he had asked me to.' Then the boy moved. He was between 
them, facing McCaslin; the water felt as if it had burst and 
sprung not from his eyes alone but from his whole face, like 
sweat. 

'Leave him alonel' he cried. 'Goddamn itl Leave him 
alone!' (254) 
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The precision of the language in this passage, the photographic 

minuteness of description applied to Boon's agonized movement, which 

then precipitates Ike's response, can only come through the narrative 

voice's adoption of Ike as the point-of-view character for the scene, 

deliberating over his responses, weighing with him the battle between 

the others, the strangers, he sees before him, all taking place before 

the pyre of Sam Fathers himself. In the face of this confrontation of 

the antagonistic strangers, so well known to him in so many other 

respects, Ike himself becomes the other in the scene, not the arbiter, 

as might seem to be the case at first, but rather the protector of 

the truth about Sam's death, the concealer of the mythic end of the 

great hunter, whose finish must remain as enshrouded in mystery as his 

beginnings had been. Ike is, for the first time, protecting himself 

in this scene; he is defending his worldview against the encroachment 

it suffers so often in the story, the advancement of civilization and 

brute force and unenlightened power. When Ike cries "l eave him 

alone, II one could well see him referring to Sam Fathers, not to Boon 

except in coincidental passing; by extension, one could see his 

reference as being to himself, since he and his world are the ones 

under attack. 

Following from this scene, Cass serves not only as a double 

for Ike but also as a kind of mirror-image of Ike's own otherness, by 

which Ike is distanced, and through which Ike questions his legitimacy 

and its relationship to his genealogy. The substantial conversation 
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between Ike and McCaslin in Section 4, to only a small segment of 

which is the reader party, reminds one of the monologue/dialogues of 

Shreve and Quentin and Absalom, Absalom! The voice is, in ~ Bear, 

not interchangeable in the same way--Cass and Ike disagree in a way 

Quentin and Shreve do not, but the disagreement is in a "devil' s 

advocate" stance that shifts with Ike's impossible attempt to 

legitimize himself. Cass, the voice of the "new ledgers," can never 

fully provide the other Ike seeks, and from which Ike must 

differentiate himself, partly because Cass is so caught up in the very 

things Ike has repudiated, partly because he is still only another 

"real" person telling his own stories, and though he is still an 

other, Cass nonetheless lacks the stature of the figures with whom Ike 

identifies in a mythiC, narrative fashion. 

It is perfectly appropriate, however ironic, that the 

two figures with whom Ike does identify in this central way, who do 

not lack the stature Cass does, are purely metaphorical. They are the 

figures of the Father and the Son, God and Christ. The allusions to 

the Nietzschean view of the Crucified are particularly important here. 

For Nietzsche, the figure of Christ appears at precisely the focus of 

the problem of genealogy: Christ manifests the pure legitimacy of 

power as the Son of God, and the absolute denial of that power in the 

parabolic discourse of which he consists, as I have suggested earlier. 

Of these two figures, Father and Son, that of Jesus, the son, is the 

more consanguineous for Ike because while God is the law-giver, the 

substantializer, he remains "only" immanent, thus aloof from the 

world, while Christ, in his descent and his corporeal reality and his 

literariness (the figure of spirit as metaphor) reveals the sort of 
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"No"-saying Ike desires in a world from which he must remain distant, 

and thereby untainted. IIHuman men," like Cass, try to "write down the 

heart's truth out of the heart's driving complexity" (260), but what 

Ike needs, what he says Christ expresses, is simplicity, not 

complexity. Man is the "expression" of God for Ike, the epitome of 

what God IIwanted to say." But since what God is saying in man is "too 

simple for man to write it," man persists in trying to write around 

and across that ultimate simplicity. In his own ledgers, man is 

condemned. The figure of the parab1er, Christ, allows Ike to imagine 

a dissent from this impossible elusiveness. But Ike's position 

becomes rigidified and static even without his knowing it, even while 

Ike thinks he is "free," and the emulation he attempts is a failure. 

This most heroic of gestures, to emulate the Crucified, with all the 

complex implications this holds of being both in and out of life, of 

registering language as a central tool of understanding, of treating 

understanding as secondary to the energy of becoming, is literally 

more than Ike can comprehend. Ike's telling of himself, and of others 

in himself, is always a deferral of the "original" worth of the person 

or persona emulated: there is no Ike to capture. 

And so all that remains is repudiation. This takes the 

form of Ike's interpretation of life as increasing debasement, not 

simply the refusal to accept his patrimony, but a rejection of legacy 

as unauthorized, without validity. This is to be Ike's attempt at 

liberty. He needs to be freed from the constraints of his past, which 

remains always a function of his presentational self: in his telling 

of it, his past becomes important (see Canfield 377). Brooks says 

that Sam has shown Ike how to be free (264), but Ike is never free. 
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His ostensible freedom is bought at the price of a recognition of 

Sam's death. For Ike this is not a blood sacrifice, as we have seen, 

in that he cannot consider himself substantial enough to give 

something up. Ike tells us that he "repudiates immolation" (283), but 

this only occurs in the context of his being "fatherless." We have 

seen that, if anything, Ike has far too many fathers, none of whom 

fulfill the role. Here is the foundation of the debased genealogical 

myth to which Ike must respond throughout the eighty years of his 

life. He is forced to admit that "no man is ever free and could not 

bear it if he were" (281). His desires mandate a repudiation of those 

who fail to meet his needs, and in this repudiation he debases not 

just them, but himself and his quest as well. 

Nowhere in The Bear is the self-loss resultant from the 

debasement of the actions he and others commit more telling than in 

that one moment in which the world tries to infuse his tarnished 

fictions with life, to draw him back into the world of patrimony and 

of blood. We have seen how he meets the offer his wife makes without 

knowing it: his only recourse is to define, to set boundaries and 

outlines, to deny the power of the sexual deed. 

He had moved, the hand shifting from his chest once more to 
his wrist, grasping it, the arm still lax and only the light 
increasing pressure of the fingers as though the arm and hand 
were a piece of wire cable with one looped end, only the hand 
tightening as he pulled against it. 'No,' he said. 'No:' and 
she was not looking at him still but not like the other but 
still the hand: 'No, I tell you. I wont. I cant. Never:' 
and still the hand and he said, for the last time, he tried to 
speak clearly.· (314) 

The wife, who extends herself to him as though she were herself a 

wilderness of dark forces, is "not like the other": she is like 

herself, and this is unacceptable to Ike. He "tries to speak clearly, 
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but what he speaks to her is simply "I cant. Not ever. Remember." 

In the next instant, when he says "Yes," his message to her is "We 

~ all born ~." We remember. It is one of the bleakest moments 

in modern literature: the man desperate for life, fighting his way to 

the surface of the fictions in which he wants and needs to exist, 

confronting the impasse between what he can and cannot do and remain 

true to that struggle. Ike's inner forces and outer voices cannot be 

reconciled. The wife wants him, very justifiably and equally 

impossibly, to go in utterly the wrong direction. For Ike, to be lost 

and to be free are identical, faced here with the "simple" living 

force Ike's wife, naked this once to him and never again, offers him. 

Thus for Ike freedom and loss are always the same--they are 

identity. Given the fact that freedom and loss are both creations of 

the fiction Ike fabricates of his life, and which has been created for 

him by his insubstantial legacies, legacies of the debasement of 

discourse, it is an impossible dilemma. This is the crux of the 

dilemma Ike faces. If for him freedom and loss are the same thing, 

and the only freedom available to him the quasi-freedom of denial and 

etiolation, or of withdrawal and escape (Mi11gate 210), then for Ike 

that escape takes the form of a kind of death in life. This is, in 

the end, just what Ike desires. lO It is a lie, but at the same time, 

it is an enabling myth. For Nietzsche and for Faulkner, each in his 

own way, the ascetic urge, manifested here in Ike, is a death-wish. 

10 This ascetic obsession with a purity that cannot be lived is 
discussed by Alexander Nehamas in his Nietzsche: Life as Literature 
as "an effort on our part to deny nature in generar:-indour nature" 
(131). 
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Our picture of the world is always that which makes us seem most free, 

"Le. in which our most powerful drive feels free to function" (Will 

to Power 419). As Sam Fathers has quit and died, so does Ike, though 

unlike Sam he continues to live on. The dialectical acceptances (his 

doublings) and rejections (his alienated others), Le. his distant, 

heroic stance, cannot come to the rescue. General Compson, who 

successfully straddles both the worlds of the woods and the city, 

appropriately divines in Ike something at work beyond Ike's static 

pose: "It looks like you just quit but I have watched you in the 

woods too much and I don't believe you just quit even if it does look 

damn like it" (196). Ike is alive, but in every respect he is 

impotent, to become what or who he desires and to cancel the desires 

that stop him. The iconic nature of Ike's Christ-position cannot be 

reversed by any motion, since it is a fictive stance, caught in Ike's 

dilemma of self-definition. Since Ike's impotence--and his potency-­

come from the fictions he has made of his heritage, he cannot permit 

the violation of those fictions: he must maintain his distance. Ike 

commits a kind of suicide into myth, attempting to articulate himself 

like a figure in a story, at once mobile and forever static, inside 

the world and safely outside it, emblematic and vital. As a result, 

Ike is caught between action and inaction, doomed to repeat the same 

liturgy of the self, always in dialectic with the forces he has 

repudiated. 

Ike's crisis of valuation is epitomized in the long 

scene in Section 4 in which he receives the vital physical sign of 

his inheritance, the burlap-wrapped package from Uncle Hub. In this 

package Ike has wrapped all the articulatable power of the tradition 
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he finds pure, the result of the suffering and the knowledge his 

forebears have bequeathed to him. Faulkner takes nearly ten pages to 

account for the opening of the package (300-309), pages full of the 

weight of importance Ike attaches to the old, rattling package. The 

section begins in typical straightforward fashion, but soon enough 

sounds the vital themes: 

there had been a legacy, from his Uncle Hubert Beauchamp, his 
godfather, that bluff burly childlike man from whom Uncle 
Buddy had won Tomey's Terrel's wife Tennie in the poker-game 
of 1859--'posible strait against three Treys in sigt Not 
called'--; no pale sentence or paragraph scrawled in cringing 
fear of death by a weak and trembling hand as a last desperate 
sop flung backward at retribution, but a Legacy, a Thing, 
possessing weight to the hand and bulk to the eye and even 
audible: a silver cup filled with gold pieces and wrapped in 
burlap and sealed with his godfather's ring in the hot wax, 
which (intact still) even before his Uncle Hubert's death and 
long before his own majority, when it would be his, had become 
not only a legend but one of the family lares. (300-301) 

The package does not merely represent--it ~. It contains solidity 

and validity, beyond the words Ike has used to manufacture these 

commodities all his life. The package is not merely a mummified 

remnant of a culture without which Ike is lost, but a vital signifier 

of a culture and a world to which he does not have his Rosetta Stone. 

Ike would go with his mother to "visit" the parcel, listening as he 

went to the endless stories of the great house and the great life that 

had been hers, and which should have been his. 

The ritual in which Ike is to open the package, 

forbidden until he is twenty-one, begins when he is ten, as McCaslin 

the iconoclast u~ges Ike to go ahead and break faith with the 

tradition of the package. Ike will not do it: indeed the package is 

a shrine of Ike's lares. McCaslin brings out the "big iron key on the 

greasy cord" (306) to unlock the closet where the parcel is kept, 



Ike's "eyes saying Yes Yes Yes now." Cass says 

'You are almost halfway now. You might as well open it:' and 
he: 'No. He said twenty-one:' and he was twenty-one and 
McCaslin shifted the bright lamp to the center of the cleared 
dining-room table and set the parcel beside it and laid his 
open knife beside the parcel and stood back with that 
expression of old grave intolerant and repudiating and he 
lifted it, the burlap lump. (306) 
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McCaslin's knife, a reverent instrument for this ritual of 

validification, hunting amid the mazed intricacy of string, the knobby 

gouts of wax bearing his uncle's Beauchamp seal rattling onto the 

table's polished top and, standing amid the collapse of burlap folds, 

the unstained tin coffee-pot still brand new, the handful of copper 

coins and now he knew what had given them the muffled sound: 

a collection of minutely-folded scraps of paper sufficient 
almost for a rat's nest, of good linen bond, of the crude 
ruling paper such as negroes use, of raggedly-torn ledger­
pages and the margins of newspapers 'and once the paper label 
from a new pair of overalls, all dated and signed, beginning 
with the first one not six months after they had watched him 
seal the silver cup into the burlap on this same table in this 
same room by the light even of this same lamp almost twenty­
one years ago: 
! ~ ~ Nephew Isaac Beauchamp McCaslin five (5) pieces Gold 
which I.O.U. constitutes !!X. ~ of hand ~ Interest at 5 
cent. 

Hubert Fitz-Hubert Beauchamp 

at Warwick 27 Nov 1867 
(306-307) 

This is Ike's legacy, the paper on which the sentences lie that reveal 

that heroic tradition for which he hopes to be a "rat's nest" of false 

debts and associations, of worthless promises and fallen gods. The 

discussion of the validity of Ike's legacy descends instantly, with 

Cass, into a discussion of the "coppers" Ike has in his "fortune," but 

it has been his misfortune to see his symbolic structure turn from 

genuine gold to the yellowed scraps of paper with which he has been 
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left. Ike has hoped for a static, rooted identity, founded on the 

promise of the legitimacy of his heritage; in the paper scraps left 

behind the Beauchamp seal are revealed a fragmented discourse within a 

fiction of legitimacy. 

Ike could choose, of course, to see this revelation as 

itself an agent of freedom. He is free from the curious legacy of the 

McCaslin heritage if he wishes to be. He could, after the discovery 

of the coffee pot, adopt the stance and the power of self-overcoming, 

as Nietzsche lays out the genealogical fiction of it in ~ Spoke 

Zarathustra. But Ike does not have this choice; only the reader can 

see it. The revelation of the fallen contents of the package fits 

into the pattern of revelations Ike experiences in The Bear. From the 

penetration of the woods to his entry into Fonsiba' s house to the 

disemboweling of Lion to the mock-intimacy of his marriage--to the 

coffee pot, Ike repeatedly experiences not freedom but 

insubstantiality. He cannot understand that the myths by which he 

lives ~ their surfaces, a constant juxtaposition of the static with 

the dynamic. But this misunderstanding, which will not permit him to 

overcome himself nor to see those others against whom and against 

which he gauges himself as parts of his autobiography, controls Ike 

and effectively shuts him down, as it does so many of Faulkner's 

"thinking" characters. The point at which static (as figuration) and 

active (as lived experience) cross is not in myth nor in heroism, but 

in Ike's own disco~rse, in articulation of the mythic and the heroic. 

The real "truth of the heart" is that in Ike's discovery nothing is 

lost; legitimacy had never been present, had existed only in Ike's 

narrative. 
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Thus, Ike is not and has never been heroic, has never 

participated in the genuine validification of genealogy. He is, 

rather, a witness, not a mythic figure but a man who can see and talk 

about that seeing, trying desperately to order and control it. His 

sense of his own otherness, which never departs from him, is derived 

from the mirror-image-filled monologue of which Ike constructs himself 

out of the written records of which his past and his present consist. 

He must constantly account for the gap he feels between his sense of 

himself and that which he can know or articulate about himself. His 

story is the best of talking, but it is an adequate articulation of 

his dilemma only insofar as articulation is always a deviation, a 

folding, a turning-aside. His is what Arthur Kinney calls an 

"unbearable desperation to realize a dream while acknowledging final 

defeat" (235). Kinney's pun on The ~ only serves to show how 

pervasive and powerful this borrowing and doubling of words can be. 

In order to "see," Ike must relinquish civilization, but he is made up 

of an over-civilized sensibility that must accept its nature. Old Ben 

has "permitted" the sixteen year-old Ike a vision of him only after 

the boy has become lost in the forest and vowed to ~; when Ike 

relinquishes his watch and compass Ben appears. The "something" that 

occurs to Ike in this confrontation, and about which he talks the 

night before the hunt in which Ben will be killed and Ike matures, is 

the advent of the loss this vision of Ben produces. Like the shiny, 

new coffeepot tha1; is not a silver chalice, Old Ben is a bear, a 

thing, for better and for worse, not a myth. He too can be transmuted 

by man--by man's stories. Ben's life can be "found" by Boon's knife. 

Just as the ledgers are the record of a hugely ~heroic myth of the 
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lost past, just as the weight of their information curses Ike more 

than it blesses him, and just as Ben is finally a hunted and 

vanquished animal for Ike, so is the heroic coin of his patrimony 

transformed into the copper and paper, the tin and knotted string of 

Ike's story. 

It is no wonder that Ike "at almost eighty would never 

be able to distinguish certainly between what he had seen and what had 

been told him" (291). In every sense, working within the economy of 

his own heroic standard, Ike is a teller, weighing and negotiating the 

coin rooted in a value system of which he is constantly unsure and in 

which he can only lament his own sense of loss. 

* * * 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

THE "JE ME MANQUE" OF JOHN FOWLES' DANIEL MARTIN 

The crisis consists precisely in the fact 
that the old is dying and the new cannot 

be born; in this interregnum a great 
variety of morbid symptoms appears. 

--Antonio Gramsci, Prison Notebooks 
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John Fowles' own epigraph for Daniel Martin, this selection 

from Antonio Gramsci's Prison Notebooks, initiates the displaced and 

shifting nature of Daniel Martin's novel as it slips from life to 

death and back again, from memory to desire. Fowles presents us, 

before the novel begins, with a set of symptoms of the loss of self. 

"The old is dying" and yet "the new cannot be born," but in the midst 

of this dilemma, which is a crisis of both genealogy and power (as 

evidenced in Gramsci' s word to describe the hiatus: "interregnum," 

between reigns), it is not signs of impending life that appear but 

symptoms of morbidity. Dan is himself a hypothetically emergent 

fabrication of a series of fragments, what Lacan calls a corps 

morcele (Language .£f the Self 174), of a life sundered and then 

patched together in a fictional continuity. But for Daniel Martin, 

as for Ike McCaslin, as for man in general, this is never enough; the 

result here is a novel about the fiction of novels and of life, and 

the etrangete which results. Daniel Martin invents himself as the 

imaginary product of an impossible fiction. Never does Daniel Martin 

succeed in coming to rest: the "self" is always a lack evoked from 

the self-conscious removal of what appear to be real surroundings and 
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the substitution of fictions. The novel unfolds a man who reaches 

into an impossible past to derive a sense of an impossible future. He 

lives in his reveries in a world of ghosts, of whom he is not one but 

many. The novel manifests and represents the fundamental frustration 

of self-completion, and the energy of covering over that frustration 

while at the same time confessing the gaps and losses among which 

Daniel Martin tries to construct himself in the very language in which 

those losses are constituted. Daniel Martin makes self-construction a 

question of power and of its denial, seen here as another kind of 

power. His own articulation of this complex structure reminds the 

reader that finally Dan's self-reification places him in a deeply 

ironized position of hiatus: "forbidding himself a real self reduced 

him to being a psychic investigator who began his inquiry by 

requesting a service of exorcism that, if it worked, would leave no 

ghost to inquire about" (405). Self-discovery is from the outset a 

conundrum; the process is, in Dan's own words, literally and 

literarily an expelling, a displacement of the self "out" into other 

versions of himself, and the discovery of reflections of that lost 

self in others, finally in that ~ other, writing itself. 

The consequences of this displacement and fragmentation are 

far-reaching in terms of Daniel Martin's novel, which acts as a 

comment on narrative theory itself. l Lacanian narrative theory, as 

1 This is less overt thematically than it is, for example, in 
Fowles' Mantissa, which is as much a polemic against criticism as it 
is an exploration of desire and consciousness. This early discussion 
of narrative theory is invited by the central place Fowles accords the 
discussion himself: he is so virulently condemnatory of critical 
practice (as opposed to "creative writing") that one is compelled to 
look further. Dan's comments about Gramsci, about film critics, and 
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Robert Con Davis and others point out in Lacan ~ Narration, is 

generated in Freud's writings particularly between 1900 and 1905, from 

The Interpretation of Dreams to Jokes and Their Relation ~ the 

Unconscious. Freud's interest here is in the "sliding signifiers" of 

which dreams, indeed of which the entire "scene of writing" consist 

(Davis 849). This Lacanian narration demonstrates the fragmentation 

of which Daniel Martin constitutes himself, as "a sequence of 

opportunities for linguistic substitution and (re)combination" (Davis 

853). In Lacanian (and Derridean) narrativity, this substitution is 

ubiquitous and fundamental; indeed, so much so that the movement of 

narrative and the constitution of 'subject' are made up of 

substitutions at its very foundation: there is nothing prior to 

substitution. This means that (re)combination is the grounding energy 

of the (lost) subj ect, which in Lacan' s words "is a new trace to be 

interrogated in order to know what we mean when we speak of the 

subject of perception" (~ Fundamentals 258). This eternal 

difference of the writing subj ect is Daniel Martin's constant 

confession. Derrida's declaration that "there is no presence before 

and outside semiological difference" ("Differance" 12) might well lie 

behind Dan's self-formulation. We know from the treatment Fowles 

gives to literary theory in Mantissa that for his own reasons (closely 

aligned to Dan's declared ones) he cannot allow the Derridean/Lacanian 

framework to install itself without a battle, and so Daniel Martin's 

about the ancillary place of the critical activity only heighten this 
interest, which is further developed in all of Fowles' works, 
particularly the most recent, A Maggot. 
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book skirmishes at the edges of a direct confrontation with the issues 

that this differentiation, what I have elsewhere called etrangete, 

engenders. Denial by the "writing hand" serves only to bring the 

discussion into greater relevance, both for an interpretation of 

Daniel Martin, and for its implications in contemporary literature and 

life. 

The effect of Dan's displacement, his substitutions, is the 

creation of a deeply problematic reality, and a dialogue with being 

that makes reality if not impossible, at least, in Gramsci's word, 

morbid. Dan's elusive textualization produces in him a frustration 

with declaration and what he can know of reality that bursts through 

the surface of his monologue in typically but suitably tortured syntax 

again and again: "to hell with cultural fashion," Dan says, "to hell 

with elitist guilt; to hell with existential nausea; and above all, to 

hell with the imagined that does not say, not only in, but behind the 

images, the real" (405). The suspension of the word "real" in the 

preceding passage, "the imagined that does not say, not only in, but 

behind the images, the real," is Dan's way of declaring the 

ambivalence of his program: it at once declares the narrator's power 

over the release, the utterance (and therefore the creation) of the 

salient word, and at the same time the suspension that that same 

narrator, and therefore his reality, undergoes, his abrogation in the 

discovery that the imagined can ~ only ~ the real. liTo hell 

with existential nausea" indeed. 

Acknowledging this dual strategy, Dan focuses his energy on 

what to him becomes teleologically most vital: the perception of what 

he posits as the real behind the image; it is his project to define 
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this reality and to establish its relation to language, thought, and 

perception. This project is frustrated, ironica11y enough, by the 

fact that Dan is a writer. In this respect, it is as though Daniel 

were in direct confrontation with Derrida; we can read Dan through 

Lacanian notes. Dan's writing is at once a manifestation and 

confession of his own impossibility and the energetic denial of that 

impossibility. Daniel Martin stands at the crossroads of writing and 

life. Though Dan has what one might ca11 "faith" in the real behind 

the image, he is circumspect about his ability to distinguish himself, 

even as he writes them, from his characters, his cast of figures, 

Lacan's autres: 

'I've spent most of my adult life learning how to use 
the least possible words, how to get scenes crisp. How you 
pack your meaning in between the lines. How you create other 
people. Always other people.' He pauses again. 'As if I'd 
been taken over by someone else. Years ago.' (15) 

The progression from first to second to third person here is a mimetic 

confession of his own dilemma. In his self-exorcism, Dan's creating 

of other people is a process of "packing meaning in between the 

lines," as though the lines of words, like a prison's bars, rigidly 

permit no intercourse within, but only through them. The implication 

is that in the lines themselves meaning is absent, that the lines 

provide only a skeleton of meaning but cannot contain it; indeed, 

Daniel Martin's suggestion is that the lines themselves ~, in that 

they do not correspond to a full reality. This idea of truth and 

lies, developed by Nietzsche in "On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral 

Sense," not only makes liars of us all (and most particularly of the 

writer), but wi11 not permit us to be tellers of truth. "The liar," 

Nietzsche says, is a person who uses the valid designations, the 
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words, in order to make something which is unreal appear to be real" 

(8l). These "valid designations ll are the assignments of meaning we 

make for words we have "forgotten" are in no way congruent with 

things--including memory. This is what Daniel Martin perceives: his 

"lines" cannot be true, cannot contain meaning. He is always writing 

words whose greatest vitality is their echoes, what lies "behind II 

them, according to him--and this articulation performed by one (or 

another) of the characters, having been IItaken over by someone else." 

Thus he moves from first person, that of the writing hand, to second 

person, with its indeterminate singular and plural encompassing the 

listener in and out of the text, to third person ("He pauses again"). 

As we try to separate out his sense of himself and his own 

significance from this veil of self-determinations, we come to 

understand his own dilemma more fully. We are aided in this greater 

understanding by the writing character, this undetermined other, what 

Lacan refers to as the "moi," which prevents Daniel Martin's seeing, 

as it were, into the purported reality behind the imagery, which Dan 

always takes to be his real being, the "J...!:." (Lacan, Ecrits, "Function 

and Field of Speech and Language"). Introduced in these distinctive 

persons is the dilemma of person-ness in its subjective and objective 

domains. As his multiple persons indicate, Dan's distant self-images 

also constitute a deferred self in his own language, reminding Dan of 

his lacks while permitting him only a kaleidoscopic sense of himself 

fabricated entir~ly of fictional others in a fictional landscape. 

When Jenny suggests that he write his memoirs, saying "But you wish 

you could go home," Dan replies "Not literally. Metaphorically" (15). 

Thus the conditions of the following lines and pages are established. 
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Jenny, Dan's immediate impetus for his project of self-inscription 

(because of the frustration he feels in his life with her), insists 

that he will be able to write because "something will happen. Like a 

window opening. No, a door. Like a door in a wall" (17). He will, 

she says, be able to tell "your real history of you" (17). Jenny's 

naivete is largely responsible for Dan's being able to overcome the 

morbid symptoms of which he has constructed himself. 

The novel's "beginning," however, does not occur in this 

conversation in which Dan first catalyzes it out of Jenny's energy. 

It begins with a ~ de force that is pure story, an enabling myth 

permitting the opening of that door in the wall, and one of the great 

chapters of modern fiction. This is Daniel Martin's first chapter, 

"The Harvest," an extended parenthetical prologue evoking, in a 

double way, Dan's emergent stade ~ miroir, a first self-awareness in 

others and a first alienation. The Lacanian mirror state occurs in 

infancy, from roughly six to eighteen months; in Dan('s novel), this 

initiation is not chronological but what Bakhtin calls "chronotopic": 

it provides the unity of time and space out of which the novel Dan 

will write can come; it gives the causal impression of initiating 

Dan's life because it begins his novel; it permits the metaphor to 

function as it does in the novel, and permits Dan access to memory. 

Bakhtin's determination of the chronotope presents Dan's problem with 

validification in precise terms, though Bakhtin is caught in the same 

dilemma as is Dan: 

The chronotope in a work always contains within it an 
evaluating aspect that can be isolated from the whole artistic 
chronotope only in abstract analysis. In literature and art 
itself, temporal and spatial determinations are inseparable 
from one another, and always colored by emotions and values. 



Abstract thought can, of course, think time and space as 
separate entities and conceive them as things apart from the 
emotions and values that attach to them. But living artistic 
perception makes no such divisions and permits no such 
segmentation. It seizes on the chronotope in all its 
wholeness and fullness. (243) 
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The separation of the living artistic perception, which can claim a 

time-space continuity and identity, and a non-living one, a 

structuration in which Bakhtin believes, is of fundamental importance 

to Daniel Martin. He does not have the strength of Bakhtin's 

convictions in this respect, however. Dan is haunted by the suspicion 

of his words' emptiness, which he sees as a "fall" from a Bakhtinian 

world of identity of word and thing, of life and word. Dan's loss of 

confidence in his and the real world's continuity is announced as an 

initial falling out of the self, an initiation into self-awareness 

that shatters the mirror-state from which Dan's vitiated continuity 

has seemed to emanate. Hence Dan's novel must begin with the 

chronotopic first chapter. This grounding chapter of Dan's past 

begins appropriately with an epigraph from George Seferis' poem "Mr. 

Stratis Thalassinos Describes a Man," a telescoping series of stories 

within stories in mushrooming narrative circles, and in which several 

layers of narration tell of the purported and desired continuity that 

burns behind all forgotten events. Throughout his novel, Dan will 

repeat the assertion that "I try to keep myself going with a flame 

because it does not change," and he owes this flame to Seferis. The 

harvest, a reckoning of memory and of value(s), begins with Seferis' 

stories: 

But what's wrong with that man? 
All afternoon (yesterday the day before yesterday and 

today) he's been sitting there staring at a flame 
he bumped into me at evening as he went downstairs 



he said to me: 
'the body dies the water clouds the soul 
hesitates 
and the wind forgets always forgets 
but the flame doesn't change.' (3) 
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What is "wrong with that man" is that his fabricated life consists of 

a series of fictions that will not hold. Nonetheless, Seferis' 

Stratis Thalassinos goes on to tell him a story of lost love, of 

death, and of an attempt at constancy in life that set up the 

conditions under which he can tell his story (the epigraph's last line 

is "Then he told me the story of his life"). When we confront 

Seferis' poem, of course, we have no idea of its significance; this 

only unrolls as we read the rest of the novel between these lines. 

Dan, always searching for this constancy, symbol of an unchanging 

originary force and one's consistent link to it, kindles his flame 

with a protean series of tales that appear as disparate and murky 

images of his own confusion in a time before time. 

The first chapter itself is a wonder-filled evocation of 

Devon rurality, a Constable landscape with the energy of Rubens and 

the sad reality of detail of Rembrandt--and the chapter is just this 

sort of "masterpiece," a set piece of narrative orchestration. As a 

statement of grounding Weltanschauung, however, this evocation of 

Devon youth leaves everything to be desired, as story-telling is 

always a confession of a desire for fictive unification of subject and 

of subject with object in a world that thereby becomes and remains 

substantial, przdictab1e, controllable; that is precisely the strategy 

of such narrative. In "The Harvest," the story-teller demonstrates 

his most perspicuous energy. A young boy, working in the fields, 

participates in the rituals of harvest, one of which is story-telling, 



in the voice of "the land itself": 

The crackle of the stubble, the shock of the stood 
sheaves. The rattle of the reaper, the chatter of the mower 
blades, the windmill arms above them. Lewis' voice at the 
corners: hoy then, hoy'ee, Cap'n, back, back, back, whoy, 
whoy. Then the click of the tongue: j ik-j ik, the onward 
rattle and chain and chatter. Thistledown floats southward 
across the field, in a light air from the north, mounting, a 
thermal, new stars for the empyrean. (5) 
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The boy 'at work' here, a still-nameless Daniel Martin, works at his 

descriptions like a craftsman, showing his craft audaciously but never 

taking a false step. His bravura description of the life in the Devon 

fields at harvest time could only come about through the fervor of his 

desired attachment to it. Indeed, all present in this pastoral scene 

"honor the field" in this way, down to the animals, including the dog: 

Everyone there knows how Babe came by the lurcher; it is a 
village joke, like his nickname. The Devil came to Thorncombe 
Woods one night to thank him for selling so much rotgut to all 
they Yanks back over the Camp; and brought him the lurcher as 
a present. But as they watch man and dog, they know he isn't 
there because he needs rabbits; he has every moonlit night and 
field for miles round for rabbits. But his is an ancient 
presence, and quasi-divine, of a time when men were hunters, 
not planters; he honors fields at cutting time. (9) 

Dan, too, honors the field, by looking and describing its substantial 

reali ty wi thin its social and narrative context. But more 

contemporary hunters appear. A Heinkel bomber suddenly locates us and 

him in time and space. The mythic is cancelled, a different 'real 

physical world' displacing it. 

As a result, the conclusion of the chapter tells of Dan, 

"clinging to his knowledges • • • since he lacks so much else" (11), 

recording for the !'memoire" his first self-inscription. In these last 

moments of his initiation, his departure from the stade du miroir, his 

effort consists of first trying to become (again) one with the earth. 
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He has sat, "nursing his solitude, his terrible Oedipal secret; 

already at the crossroads every son must pass" (10), aware now of his 

ineluctable separation from his father. To locate himself, now, he 

embraces the earth. He cannot "return" to it, and so must make a 

separate place. "He sits with his back to a beech-trunk, staring down 

through foliage at the field" (11), viewing the world from outside it. 

Instantly, in the next sentence, Dan slips into the stories that allow 

his perceptions to operate: "Without past or future, purged of 

tenses; collecting this day, pregnant with being. Unharvested, yet 

one with this land." To be one with the earth, and one with the self, 

Daniel must be "purged of tenses," an impossibility for the story-

teller. Dan's fear, that he will die before "the other wheat was 

ripe" melts into this inescapable separation: a whole paragraph, 

which follows this last immediately, consists of the statement 

Inscrutable innocent, already in exile. 

He plunges into the leaves, becomes a part, for a moment of the world 

of nature-fantasy; he re-constructs the mirror: 

Down, half-masked by leaves. Point of view of the hidden 
bird. 

And then an a disconcerting, instantaneous switch from third person to 

first--and then back to third, a mimetic confusion of substitutions, 

recombinations, and persons careening along as though they were 

psychic baggage: 

I feel in his pocket and bring out a clasp-knife; plunge 
the blade in the red earth to clean it. • • • He stands and 
turns and begins to carve his initials on the beech-tree. 
Deep incisions in the bark, peeling the gray skin away to the 
sappy green of the living stem. 

He is, in that moment, first, second, and third persons. 
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Recombination has revealed itself as fragmentation: when he 

catalogues his possibilities in this passage, he must acknowledge 

their separateness and his own differance. In this generative and 

cu1minative scene Dan's confusion gives way to a first certitude, a 

"natural" ~-signification metaphorized in the tree/ tablet. 

Daniel writes himself in the "sappy green" of the "living stem," with 

all of its libidinous and Oedipal associations, peeling away the gray 

skin to find the life inside. As he carves "D.H.M." in the tree with 

his knife(/pen, the meeting of writing and reality for him), his 

triumph merges with a lament: "Adieu, my boyhood and my dream." 

Daniel comments on his emergence from a state of false self-unity into 

a greater awareness, at the same time confessing his nostalgic desire 

for that unity, however false. As his "boyhood" disappears, so ends 

the "dream" of his inclusion and so begins his separation, and the 

etrangete of his writing-self. The Freudian/Lacanian juxtaposition of 

self-narrative and dream fuses. And in perfect Derridean fashion, he 

then turns the living stem of inscription into a funerary monument: 

"D.H.M. And underneath: 11:. Aug. ~." The tombstone of Daniel 

Martin's ensconced boyhood propels him into the novel we are reading, 

a novel of maturity, of search, and of loss. Dan's is a narrative of 

eternal return to the regenerative power of fiction which Daniel 

Martin places into a dialectic with a burningly animated, nostalgic 

inner life that Dan will always feel exists. 

But he has cancelled his undifferentiated identity: "adieu 

my boyhood and my dream." This cu1minative act is also a beginning. 

When he inscribes himself, he takes up the challenge of articulation's 

power, which he has seen as an ancestral urging: he has always said 
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that someone else has been "operating" him; since his own father is 

constructed of articulations, he has been aware since childhood of 

this literary and always hypothetical lineage. In "The Harvest," Dan 

reports the discovery that this ancestry and his authority are really 

his own teleological project. But as Derrida reminds us, teleology is 

always external, always other. No wonder the originary, authoritative 

scene itself, beneath the beech tree, is a confusion of persons. Dan 

expresses himself as part of and emerging from not the earth but 

chthonic history, "purged of tenses" (both tension and syntax), 

timeless (unharvested), weaving stories into a fabricated self. 

Otherness precedes and culminates in self-inscription. This initiation 

catalyzes the novel: Daniel Martin is Dan's carving of his initials, 

though he still cannot distinguish between "I" and "he." 

The "sappy green" of which Dan composes himself is "real" 

for him only at the distance of Dan's metonymic structuration: 

symbolic or metaphoric links have turned to substitutions. But this 

is itself a morbid symptom; it introduces the novel's secondary theme: 

death. Death is not merely a symbol for Dan, any more than is life. 

It is a concomitant presence, as it were, behind the events that 

imitate it. Death, and life, in this respect act in the same way as 

does Dan's absent self relative to he who "acts" for Dan. The novel's 

catalyst is the dying of Dan's college friend Anthony who, correctly 

seeing himself as a father substitute (69), is also a model of 

passivity (another way to translate Gramsci' s "morbidity" in the 

epigraph) linking him with not with Dan's father, a familiar though 

distant figure of aridity, but with Dan's spectral mother, dead when 

Dan was three, a "dim ghost" he "really cannot remember at all" (75). 
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She (in a stronger way) and Dan's father are figures of an 

"unharvested" unity because of their distance. Father, mother, and 

Anthony engage Dan in that dialectic of absence and presence that 

resu1 ts in his ambivalence about himself. Anthony has. from the 

beginning been absent, enshrouded, content to live at a distance. 

However, the important Anthony is not flesh but the epos-constituted 

Anthony of Dan's narrative, the legendary Anthony of stories. Dan 

would say about Anthony what he says about his father, admonishing 

himself that "I mustn't make him too austere and unworldly" (81), 

acknowledging that he is making Anthony, that the writer is the true 

poietes, at once the magical and the practical fabricator. Anthony is 

l'autre, the created presence of exteriority Dan needs to create his 

own sense of himself. But more significantly, Anthony's detachment 

makes him into I' Autre, the figure of significant and radical 

otherness, who substitutes for the analyst, and who does indeed, in 

the remarkable last scene between the two old friends, assess, guide, 

and judge Dan from the position of detachment afforded by his terminal 

cancer. Because he is clearly no longer a part of Dan's life, for a 

number of reasons, Anthony functions as pure language and pure 

silence. Anthony has thrust Dan from ~ life, Anthony is about to 

leave life, and Anthony talks, now, with Dan as someone whose life is 

past. This detachment puts Anthony in the perfect position to be a 

disinterested other, as Dan senses. Indeed, it gives Dan the power 

both ~ Anthony and of his own writing: Anthony is in Dan's words, 

but those words acknowledge the otherness of ego and at the same time 

the desire for a unity that could be achieved only in the impossible 

teleological purity of Dan's writing. 
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This fabricated purity becomes all the more complex when, 

shortly after his meeting with Dan, a new (to us), more humanistic 

Anthony, who has shown himself to be alive in a way he has never been 

before (and shows Dan as being, relatively, moribund), commits 

suicide. Dan interprets Anthony's final act as the spo'tten act of 

hermeneutic power, an enigmatic sign in which life (and by extension 

death) has new value; it is a "message" to Dan that out of his 

(Anthony's) death a new life not just for Jane (Anthony's requested 

project for Dan) but for Dan too is possible. In terms of Daniel 

Martin's narrative, Anthony's death-story permits Dan to declare 

himself again available to an existence he has abrogated. This 

abrogation has been a function of Dan's vitality and his sexuality. 

He has two reactions to Anthony's suicide: one is the "thunderbolt" 

of the death itself, the other his reaction to Jane and her reaction. 

He can only analyze the latter; the former reaction is unavailable. 

After talking to Jane, Dan's reaction is that "out of nowhere the past 

was with us, former selves, almost uncannily, in a silence that was 

not like the other silences of that night, but an ancient remembered 

kind of silence" (203), that of listener, which propels to his own 

reaction. He goes and looks at himself in "the little mirror" (207) 

in his room, then, having gone to bed but not to sleep, talks about 

himself not only in first and third person, but singular and plural: 

even the humblest of dialogue-fixers and life-inventors must 
have such moods, however unapt, however callously oblivious of 
other human suffering, to survive. They live not life, but 
other lives; drive not down the freeways of determined fact, 
but drift and scholar-gipsy through the landscapes of the 
hypothetical, through all the pasts and futures of each 
present. Only one of each can be what happened and what will 
happen , but to such men they are the least important. I 
create, I am: all the rest is dream, though concrete and 



executed. Perhaps what Dan always wanted of his looking­
glasses was not his own face, but the way through them. This 
kind of mind is self-satisfied only in the sense that one must 
suppose God is se1f-satisfied--in an eternity of presents; in 
his potentiality, not his fulfillment. A perfect world would 
have no room for writers. (208) 
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This internal monologue is catalyzed by Anthony's death but caused by 

Jane's serene reaction to it as well. He tries to locate himself in 

this new opening to life that a swarm of events have afforded, within 

the context of the dream. His own 'writing' of life is called into 

question by these events within which he is acting but over which he 

seems to have no control. He is what Derrida refers to as the 

etranger, the other, in his own narrative opening ("Coming into One's 

Own" 131). 

But we have seen already how Dan must interpret this 

potential opening. He must attempt to reify himself against the other 

voices that surround him, and this always initiates Dan's sense not of 

life but of loss. His lover at novel's opening, Jenny, perceives from 

the outset his inability to substantiate himself. She is another of 

his central voices, willing to be displaced only in favor of Dan's 

acceptance of what she would call honesty: she sees and declares, in 

one of her "contributions" to Dan's novel, that his real mistress is 

loss; Dan, having allowed Jenny to "speak for herself," then cancels 

her interpretation by refining it in his knowledge that the histories 

of the past ~ the future: "his mistress was not loss," he says, "so 

much as that he expected the loss of all his mistresses, and in more 

or less direct proportion to his discovery of them" (239). The 

intricacies of this exchange, its multiple layers of metaphor, reveal 

another piece of the novel's characteristic procedure: Jenny likens 
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herself to loss, but is then refined out of this role by Dan, who 

casts her into ultimate objectivity: his mistress is the expectation 

of loss. This projection backward and forward imit;ates the novel 

itself, which is "written in two past tenses: the present perfect of 

the writer's mind, the concluded past of fictional convention" (239). 

But the "present perfect" is always potential and insubstantial, and 

the "concluded past" is fiction. It is Jenny who has mirrored Dan's 

own thoughts in proposing that he write a/his novel, but Dan is 

repeatedly confronted by moments in which "he suddenly saw the 

proposed novel as a pipe dream, one more yearning for the impossible" 

(552). Dan's question to himself, unstated, is whether that 

impossible is an awakening from a dream or a return to it. 

This must not be misunderstood: Dan actively yearns for the 

impossible which, appropriately, is mirrored finally in the enigma 

that only in the "silence of other voices" will he achieve any self-

communion. His own voice is among them but, confronted with the 

prospect of his novel, he judges that "I've invented quite enough 

paper people without adding myself to the list," adding "anyway, 

libel. I couldn't make reality honest" (16). This honesty is vital 

but, as he sees it, impossible. Nostalgia is only another of those 

"silent voices," recalling Dan to the dilemma of solitariness and 

discovery. His cherished "sacred combe," to which he retreated at 

troubled times during his youth and which he distances from the reader 

by referring to it as ~ bonne ~, in the archaic French of Restif 

de la Bretonne, can never regain its "reality," its purported edenic 

significance. The silent voices of the copse in Thorncombe, the 

hollow in the valley Dan identifies as his own, indeed as the 
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reflection of himself and his most secret desires, are of course 

voices from the womb of former unity, 

a place outside the normal world, intensely private and 
enclosed, intensely green and fertile, numinous, haunted and 
haunting, dominated by a sense of magic that is also a sense 
of a mysterious yet profound parity in all existence. Of 
course it recurs again and again in literature and art, in one 
form or another. (273) 

The mysterious and profound parity in all existence occurs only on the 

surface of the text in which "retreat" is a key word. The hidden 

place of the "true self" is full of the silence of voices and the 

voices of self-exploration. The chapter concludes with the italicized 

other voice of the epigrammist: "ll. life is largely made of retreats 

from reality, its relations ~ be of retreats from the imagined" 

(276), since it is imagination that the images recalling pre-

linguistic unity inhabit. 

Thus, "The Sacred Combe" is a discussion of why Dan has 

begun to consider the writing of his novel, a convocation of the 

voices, of the script-writer, the playwright, and the novelist. Dan's 

sense of retreat begins with the sacred combe but extends to writing 

i tsel f: "I simply sensed a far greater capacity for retreat in 

fiction. In Robin Hood terms I saw it in a forest, after the thin 

copses of the filmscript" (275). The richness, density and privacy of 

the novel attract this most introspective of writers. His writing is 

revealed as Dan's self-protection, the displacement into the Otherness 

of language in a system of transference and counter-transfer.ence (see 

Geoffrey Hartman's discussion of Lacan, Derrida, and Freud in 

Psychoanalysis and the Question of the Text). It is language that 

sal ves the "blessure" the fragmented self, and which becomes the 
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"blessing" that distances that occurs when the image-oriented mirror 

state gives way to the ecart of word representation. To be able to 

say that 'self is language,' according t'o Derrida in Glas, is to be 

able to substitute one for the other, to a110w that static order 

balanced by the copula, the 'is,' to support a sense of self that 

endures and that exists. The mirror, which although seemingly lost in 

the fall from the mirror-state is rea11y never gone, reflects the 

ecriture of which the proper name, here of 'Daniel Martin,' forms the 

center. This center is what Derrida ca11s the archi-trace. For 

Daniel, this figure of figure is the collapsing together of phantom 

mother, about which Derrida talks extensively in ~, enervated 

father, and the displacement of sexuality 'out' into Ie trace, that 

blank which is traced by words. The narrative Daniel recounts (and 

creates) is for him a substitution for the absent grounding his text 

will never write. 

The novel begins and proceeds through a series of 

flashbacks, all of which demonstrate the chronotopic power of narrator 

over story and his control of the dispensing of information and image. 

Indeed, Dan says of himself that he is of the race "that live in 

flashback, in the past and future" (331). Dan's manipulation of his 

material is thematic, rather than practical, reflecting 'his' own 

needs. The retreats he lays out for us in the story are mirrored in 

the structure of the story itself. So-called 'events' are repeatedly 

presented such that they cannot be judged until further information, 

presented later though often occurring before, is available. Jenny's 

interpolated chapters, for example, operate in this way, without 

comment from Dan. He carefully orchestrates the reader's judgement of 



250 

him: his story is engineered to meet the double demands of covering 

his retreat and facilitating his emergence. 

In addition to this problematic grounding in his own time 

scale, Dan rehearses and reiterates the place of retreat in the novel. 

We have seen how the sacred combe acts as the fount of his energy of 

writing; later, we discover several other places of retreat which 

offer their own energy to his search for himself. The first of these 

is Tsankawi, to which Dan takes Jenny near the middle of the novel. 

This is an Indian ruin, in the mountains of New Mexico, beloved of D. 

H. Lawrence, visited by Dan when a movie he had written was being 

shot. It is a place IIhaunted by loss and mystery, by a sense of some 

magical relationship, glimpsed both in the art and what little is know 

of their inhabitants' way of life, between man and naturell (323). 

This mysterious quality, on which Dan ruminates at some length, comes 

about as a result of the site's transcending lIall place and frontier" 

(325). But Dan does not stop here. His description of this sacred 

place makes it the avatar of that other sacred place beyond place, the 

womb-like combe of his youth: 

There was a sense in which it was a secret place, a literal 
retreat, an analogue of what had always obsessed my mind; but 
it also stood in triumphant opposition, and this was what 
finally, for me, distinguished Tsankawi from the other sites: 
in them there was a sadness, the vanished past, the cultural 
loss; but Tsankawi defeated time, all deaths. Its deserted 
silence was like a sustained high note, unconquerable. (325) 

The idea of his novel comes to Dan in this place beyond time, 

precisely becaus~ of this quality of timelessness. The site is 

IIsomething dense, interweaving, treating time as horizontal, like a 

skyline; not cramped, linear and progressivell (331). The defeat of 

death Tsankawi offers is also an offer to write. Tantalizingly, the 
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chapter in which Tsankawi is presented to us is a ~ of Jenny. She 

is brought there in order that Dan can check her reaction; only if she 

has his reaction, his reverence, his sense of depth, is she somehow 

worthy. Tsankawi has tested Dan and his life; he uses it to test 

others. Jenny's reaction: she searches the ground for pottery shards 

to make into necklaces and earrings. Most disappointing. Dan is 

aware of his unfairness in judging her as he does, but the judgement 

stands nonetheless. And then the chapter concludes with a section in 

Jenny's voice, a response to Dan's judgement. Her section, which 

reprimands him, in hindsight, for the trick he has played on her, 

concludes with the admonition that he should have told her of the 

weight of the place for him. She 'I-Trites him what she cannot say to 

him. His chapter concludes, again, in the silence of other voices. 

'* '* '* 
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Thorncombe itself, the country house Dan has bought in 

Devon, and which is the beloved place of his youth, is the retreat 

epitomizing all the rest. Like Zarathustra before the gate, for Dan 

the return to Thorncombe is always a self-assessment and self­

valuation, and at the same time a suspension of that judgement. 

Return is never the same, is always diff'rant. Lacan discusses this 

in "The Unconscious and Repetition" as "the notion of cross-checking, 

the function of return" (~ Fundamental Concepts 48). Thorncombe is 

both Dan's desire and the fulfillment of his desire. For Dan, as for 

Freud, repetition is not reproduction: the life Dan has at Thorncombe 

is not the reinstitution of primal completeness. Indeed, it is at 

Thorncombe that Dan begins to articulate the confession of his 

separation from the unity occurs: he discusses his idea of writing a 

novel with Jane. He is able to "see her bet ter" than ever before 

here, after Anthony I s death, "not two miles" from the pulpit from 

which his father had preached. The initiation of the novel, of 

course, is in the re-initiation of the relationship with Jane, which 

is to be "tested" by asking her to come to Egypt with him. Fowles 

does not miss an opportunity to engage Dan in the process of his 

emergence through writing (and through writing Jane): after he asks 

Jane to go with him on the Nile trip, "I returned to put a guard in 

front of the fire" (400), the most reportorial of actions and the most 

perspicuously symbolic. 

Jane, as the focus of true-self and love, offers Dan another 

kind of retreat. Though their story itself continues in an unbroken 

fashion from this point, as we shall see, something has altered. In 

the opening in the wall that Jenny has imaged forth and that Jane 
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provides, Dan has seen the new possibility of life she offers, and 

about which he will write in the novel we hold. When Nietzsche 

declares in the Preface to The Gay Science that "perhaps truth is a 

woman," he means it in just the metaphoric way that Dan does here. 

The world is reordered to the force of Dan's quickening self-sense. 

The following chapter t "In the Orchard of the Blessed," which is 

contiguous with "Thorncombe," begins "If Dan had launched a. strange 

ship on impulse, he had behaved much more habitually in another 

matter. The truth was that he was falling very rapidly in 

love • " and here the reader's expectations move in a single 

direction: toward Jane. But the sentence concludes " • with the 

idea of his novel" (401). The double theme of Dan's quickening love 

and his quickening novel (the same theme, in the end, and at the same 

time the "book-ends" of Dan's confession of etrangete) merge in Jane, 

and Dan will never be able to separate them again. Ostensibly, this 

chapter is about the choice of a name for his protagonist, i.e. how to 

go about forming the fictional self that would inhabit "his" novel. 

As he stands in his "forest," alone, he comes finally to the decision 

that will infuse the rest of the novel, indeed which has formed what 

we have read for 400-plus pages already. Confronting the enigma of a 

Jane who is both herself and numerous others, as he can clearly see, 

he decides on the strategy of his own self-telling: 

And then, in those most banal of circumstances, in the 
night, in h1& orchard, alone but not alone, he came to the 
most important decision of his life. It did not arrive--nor 
do most such decisions in reality--as light came on the road 
to Damascus, in one blinding certainty; but far more as a 
tentative hypothesis, a seed, a chink in a door; still to be 
doubted, neglected, forgotten through most of the future of 
these pages. However, Dan wishes, for reasons of his own, to 
define it as it was to grow. (405) 
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We are to be deprived of Dan's conclusion, set up as the most 

important decision of his life. Dan's is a strategy, in his thematics 

of selfhood as in his sentences, of suspense. He suspends his 

revelation to maintain power over it, to keep from having to 

articulate it (to keep it in the bonne vaux of his imagination, which 

is always potentially perfect articulation), and to lead the reader 

into the true condition of its unfolding, which will follow. This is 

Dan's version of 'honesty,' and his ability to achieve it becomes a 

manifesto framed in Idealist language that will "be defined as he 

grows": "To hell with cultural fashion; to hell with elitist guilt; 

to hell with existentialist nausea; and above all, to hell with the 

imagined that does not say, not only in, but behind the images, the 

real" (405). The suspension of that last and most important part of 

his 'doctrine,' the pure Joycean suspense in grammar as well as in 

theme, in which Daniel Martin posits behind not only language but 

images themselves a reality that grounds and validifies them, at the 

same time validifies the imagination. 

The Imaginary, for Lacan one of the three "orders" or 

"registers" of psychoanalysis, along with the Symbolic and the Real, 

is the realm of perceptivity which when combined with the Symbolic 

constructs what Lacan means by the Real. The Imaginary has no 

existence of its own but its absence "cannot be conceived" (Wilden 

92); indeed, the sense of self, the projection of self into image 

(Lacan's moil occurs in the Imaginary "order," so that it is in the 

Imaginary that the identification of subject occurs. In appropriate 

Nietzschean fashion, then, the subject is 'built' out of materials 

that do not exist, as it were, even for the purported subject, that do 
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not inhabit the topos of the real (see Lacan' s discussion of this 

order in Ecrits, 180-97). And in equally Nietzschean fashion, this 

non-existence of the materials of the Imaginary are more significant 

for the apocryphal subject than any reality: the Imaginary intrudes 

into the real, Lacan claims; but at the same time the Real is 

constructed by the subj ect of the Imaginary and the Symbolic 

(corresponding, roughly, to the order of signifiers, such as language 

and speech). Daniel Martin's meconnaissance, his misconstruction, 

occurs in his confusion of the Symbolic and Imaginary orders. This is 

a common error, and one Lacan claims psychoanalysis (indeed, modern 

thought) makes constantly. The error consists of confusing the 

relation of ego/image with that of subject/signifier. Dan has just 

declared that failure to recognize the difference at the end of "In 

the Orchard of the Blessed," as we have seen in the previously quoted 

passage. For Dan, the "real" exists behind the images, whereas in 

fact the real is that which the Imaginary and the Symbolic leave ~, 

which is not accounted for by them. Since the Real is therefore, as 

Dan claims, beyond language and beyond all the cultural determiners of 

which he wants to be free) it is unavailable to him. The "Real" is a 

term for that which is impossible, as for example the 'real' 

validification of subject/self. The Real, as that which has not 

succumbed to the "ineliminable residue of articulation" (Sheridan x), 

can certainly have only the most frustrating relationship with Dan's 

novel. The Real must exist for Dan in order that the Imaginary, 

defined as the raw material of his experience, be able to ground the 

Symbolic, defined as articulation, and give it validity. That is, Dan 

chooses at this stage, at the inception of the motivation for writing, 
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to eschew the imagined that "does not say, not only in, but behind the 

images, the real," thereby failing to recognize himself as a function 

of those articulations. Dan grounds himself again in this section of 

the novel as in the beginning, in the ground itself, making the edenic 

orchard at Thorncombe the source of valuation rising out of what he 

wants to think of as a past less present, but which is one of those 

places at which Dan tries to retreat into the Real. 

Out of this project to fabricate the real, Dan makes his 

most decisive retreat: the trip to Egypt with Jane. If the journey 

to Palmyra heralds Dan's final commitment to Jane and their 'story,' 

the trip up the Nile is the final commitment to the writing of the 

story in which that other commitment will be articulated. It is a 

story not of river travel but of stories, of the epos out of which Dan 

will amalgamate the motifs that have, in an inductive way, gathered 

around him throughout Daniel Martin. Dan and Jane meet an old (East) 

German professor, an expert on the river and its environs, on the 

Egyptians and their culture, and who is also an expert story-teller. 

The professor, referred to throughout as "Herr Professor," whose claim 

about articulate artists since the Greeks is that they wish "to be 

remembered by name--like the ancient pharoahs," himself is a nameless 

story-teller, another manifestation of pure story. He has no other 

name. One must think in this respect of the novel we are reading, 

Daniel Martin, and his concern with the name of the central character 

who is and who is not Dan. Herr Professor 'primes' Dan for his 

movement into writing with a series of stories about "the river 

between." It is in this concept that Dan is freed to write, to 

transcend the self-articulations and manifesti of which the novel has 
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consisted as it has chronicled his development toward the freedom to 

write the povel. Everyone of those steps becomes preliminary in the 

face of this one. The professor's series of stories collects the 

cultural, psychological, and metaphysical strands of Dan's developing 

strategies and galvanizes them into a single theme, that of 

"dislocation" (525). The professor (of antiquities) has always felt, 

by way of instruction to Dan, that his papyri have been a series of 

"screens I had put up to hide what I did not understand" (524). He 

has come to discover that "everything is a kind of screen if one 

wishes it so. An excuse for not understanding." He goes on to 

recount a river dispute between two tribes that cannot be resolved 

because there is "never any peace among men, on either bank. Only in 

the river between." "The one place we can't live," Dan replies. It 

is in that dislocation, in the timeless pseudo-transcendence of the 

humanly possible, that writing takes place, and at that place (at 

which one transcends the subj ect, the Imaginary, and the real--both 

the professor and Dan make it a place) one is no longer the "painter" 

nor "one's own self, a modern archaeologist"; rather, "one is the 

painting." Dan perceives what he calls the screen-existence behind 

the "illusion of time." It is in this section that Dan's 

understanding of that relational tension of writing, the story-telling 

cross-over that never achieves the desired effect of self~evelation, 

is deepened and secured. 

Egypt becomes for Dan, more than ever before, a function of 

its ubiquitous hieroglyphs. He discovers there the power of words not 

to capture but to fabricate feeling. This is both a great release 

from the pressure of self-seeking and a denial of release into the 
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self. As Dan watches Jane walk through the Egyptian culture, he 

imagines, repeatedly, what it might feel like had they married, and 

had their life progressed as it would have done had they not 

separated. The time frame in which Dan begins to fit himself, of a 

past, present, and future relative to Jane, takes the form of writing 

and its element of control: 

For days now he had been split internally if not outwardly, 
between a known past and an unknown future. That was where 
his disturbing feeling of not being his own master, of being a 
character in someone else's play, came from. The past wrote 
him. (542) 

That past, all around Dan and within him, that is both imagination and 

memory, that is both his own and a cultural memory, become a complex 

palimpsest of Dan's self-determination. His fear of the future, of 

not knowing what it holds, comes about because of the anxiety of 

influence he feels since he has no clear sense of himself. Now, 

ironically, as these issues become increasingly clear, Dan becomes 

increasingly aware of that lack of unity, that distance from any self, 

that he ineluctably feels. And since the greater part of his and 

Jane's life now is about feelings, this frustration becomes a major 

element in his self-formulations. His formulation for truth now is 

identity between "saying" and "feeling," ("Lies: not really saying 

what one feels" [542]), but now he cannot claim that Truth is the 

saying of that feeling. It is no longer so simple and schematic. He 

is aware of this gap of desire: 

He suddenly saw the proposed novel as a pipe dream, one more 
yearning for the impossible. 

The terror of that task: that making of a world, alone, 
unguided, now mocking, like some distant mountain peak, 
mediocrity in his dressing-gown. He could never do it. Never 
mind that what he felt was felt by all novelists, all artists, 
at the beginning of creation--that indeed not feeling the 
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could not do it. Above all he could not do it because his 
thoughts were metaphor;. (552) 
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The dream of the novel is in and of the order of the Imaginary--which 

can all be accomplished in what he calls the silence of other voices, 

i.e. in the realm of the written. Dan has perceived that all voices 

are other, and that the ecart between his feeling, such as it is, and 

his articulation, is unbridgeable. He may feel that truth lies in 

silence (558), not in the "other voices" he and Jane produce: all Dan 

hears now is "other voices" (559); he is finding it increasingly 

impossible to "read Jane," and when he finally does propose that they 

try to "live together" she is unwilling to entertain the idea. Dan is 

lost. For the following scenes, for nearly fifty pages, he wanders 

through his thoughts in nomadic fashion, with nothing to which he can 

tie his longing. The battle between feeling (love, now) and saying 

(his novel, their conversations, his thoughts) leaves him unrooted. 

But then the door in the wall does open. It is at once 

physical--the door in the hotel room at "the end of the world"--and 

metaphysical--the opening to a series of new understandings of 

feeling, selfhood, and articulation. But Dan's "retreats" and their 

voices are manifold. Jane's physicality itself provides Dan with his 

ultimate one. When Jane asks why he has confessed secret thoughts to 

her about their past relationship, he replies that he has done it to 

"try to regain what I once did feel for you. When I had a whole 

being" (604) • Tne reader has seen that Dan did not have a whole 

being: from the first moments of self-awareness Dan has been "lost," 

and yet the stories of his completeness sufficed; now they will not. 

But Dan's fiction of Jane's presence mandates that she provided him 
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with sense of wholeness he has now lost and can regain through her, 

the figure in whom writing and feeling, both as functions of desire, 

combine. 

Jane's "currency" is that Dan's novel treats her as a 1iason 

to a revitalized past that might exist outside the epos of which Dan 

is made. Jane has been for Dan the reifier, and at the same time the 

figure of power able to bestow life and to wrest it back. This is 

what he means by 'love.' Through the course of his re-acquaintance 

with Jane, despite all the discussions of feeling and of feeling's 

dialogue with saying, Dan permits himself no interpretive definition 

of his feelings for her. Gradually, through the course of their visit 

to Egypt, this retreat begins to alter and Jane begins to be restored 

to her former (covert) role: she is the symbol of nosta1gized ruins 

by which they are surrounded as they boat up the Nile and in Palmyra. 

This role defines Jane as being among the substantial relics by which 

Dan identifies himself, and as being the metonymic force through which 

he increasingly sees himself as needing and being unable to achieve 

self-completion. In both respects, of course, Jane is as much an 

artifact as those in stone around her. But Dan, so convinced by 

Jane's revivifying power, has had to learn this slowly--in order to 

pass beyond it. Gradually, the monuments of Egyptian antiquity have 

begun to darken until, at Abu Simbe1, Dan has reviled them as poor, 

empty imitations of substantiality, as hollow as he has been (and is 

no longer). Proceeding to the "end of the world" in Palmyra, Dan has 

finally begun to separate the monuments around him from those 

"inside," increasingly polarizing what come to be his two sorts of 

relics. 
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Then Jane capitulates, and shatters the distinction between 

physical and metaphysical retreat: she opens the door in the wall and 

comes to Dan's bed. Her action, we and Dan feel, should erase the 

troubling distinctions that have plagued Dan. Anthony's program 

should be complete. Feeling (love and sex, Eros and Agape) and saying 

(the novel, their chat, Dan's thoughts, all language) should no longer 

be the tendentious and romanticized halves of a potentially unified 

whole, or else they should remain so only insofar as both feeling and 

saying are themselves parts of saying. But this hope will not hold. 

In the damp hotel room in Palmyra, in their first love-making in 

twenty-five years, the distancing process is recapitulated: Jane 

becomes, first, a rejuvenating signifier: 

suddenly, in that first naked contact, there 
lost years, marriage, motherhood, but the 
body. He had an acute and poignant memory, 
of what it had been like, once • 
simplicity of it. (597) 

was no time, no 
original girl's 

re-experience, 
• the strange 

This is the feeling for which Dan always searches. The "simpliCity" 

lies not in the tactile but in the transcendence of time. This 

constitutive sense, however, will not do; the body is not the 

"original girl's body" at all. A page later: 

It did not take place as he had dreamed, did not reach 
that non-physical climax he wanted, fused melting of all 
further doubt. It came to him, immediately 
afterward, when he was still lying half across her, that 
the failure could have been put in terms of grammatical 
person. It had happened in the third, when he had craved the 
first and second. (599) 

Not only is Jane removed at this most intimate moment from second to 

third person; Dan himself suffers the same removal, not only in his 

reference to Jane's absence in language but in the frustration he 

feels with his own third person-ness. As rejuvenator, Jane bestows 
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life on Dan. For Dan, this life is purely literary. 

In his program to transcend this literization, to live a 

renewed life with Jane, Dan attempts to remove the veils of 

declaration from a hypothetical experience, to knock a hole in the 

wall of otherness Lacan tells us constitutes our discourse and from 

which we receive echoes of what seem to be ourselves and the reality 

of experience. But to constitute any sense of self is automatically 

to create and enter a dialectic with otherness. The novel 

incorporates this dilemma from the beginning, as Dan hears the 

telephone voice of his former wife Nell (she is indeed a knell), 

calling him back to England, to Oxford, to Jane, and to other Dans. 

Nell has always been a knell for Jane's advent. The chapter in which 

this first opening in the wall occurs, called "Games," which because 

of its purported energy and "innocence," is in present tense, 

ironically fictionalizes the very immediacy of experience Dan aims at 

and sets the stage for the openings in other walls that will follow, 

leading to the literal one Jane produces in Dan's hotel room: 

responding to that first phone call, Dan reported 

In his ear, distances. 
Then a voice; and unbelievably, as in a fiction, the 

door in the wall opens. (19) 

The door, in Dan's elaborate fiction, leads "back" to the stories he 

will tell; it is opened by Nell's report of Anthony's impending 

death, with its evocation of the death of Dan's marriage to Nell, and 

of Jane's youth and his; finally with the "primordial masochism," 

the death in language with which Dan struggles. Anthony's dying, in 

this respect as well as in the program Anthony himself lays out and 

which Dan is accomplishing in the scene in Palmyra (of revivifying 
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Jane), permits Dan to begin writing his novel. And again the 

agonistic confrontation of death and life occurs: in Anthony's 

suicide Dan has tried to see its inversion, a mnemonic reinvigoration 

in death. But this must be, according to the Dan who responds to 

Anthony then, beyond language. Dan has never discovered the reason 

for Anthony's suicide because this disclosure would cancel the veil 

between the dead Anthony, for whom all questions are answered, and the 

living Dan; cancelling the veil would cancel discourse. It is only 

in this ironic scene of re-integration that Dan's perception of 

Anthony's final gesture ripens into understanding. 

Dan wants his novel's language to be trans-subjective, but 

is always aware of the displacem~nt he undergoes in his own telling. 

He is aware that language is constitutive, but he is prevented by his 

own mode of self-analysis from reconciling himself to the fact that, 

like Seferis' poetic flame, language, and the reality he wants to make 

honest, are never at rest. His relationship with Jane, suspended as 

they themselves are away from time and self, in that dark hotel room, 

is still not working ~: they echo here the passage recorded in 

another context, earlier on: 

We are saved from breeding relationships we cannot feed; but 
we are also prevented from breeding those we need. All pasts 
shall be coeval, a backworld uniformly not present, relegated 
to the status of so many family snapshots. The mode of 
recollection usurps the reality of the recalled. Images are 
inherently fascistic because they overstamp the truth, however 
dim and blurred, of the real past experience; as if, faced 
with ruins, w~ must turn architects, not archeologists. The 
word is the most imprecise of signs. (87) 

Dan is caught between where he senses he is and where he wants to be 

in a discourse of desire that always reveals language's supplementary 

otherness, and that is schematized as being sense and sentence. He 
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knows that language is the most meaningful of signs and yet that its 

power lies in its imprecision, indeed that lIon1y a science-obsessed 

age could fail to comprehend that this,ll its imprecision, "is its 

great virtue, not its defect ll (87). Still, Dan constantly searches 

for that final, full word that will link the displaced, "truell past to 

the present and to a potential future. He writes not only to make 

others, 1es autres, but to partake of the otherness of language 

itself, l' Autre, with its infinite potential, and because he sees 

language as being not lIex nihi10, but out of pre-existent memory­

stores and experience" (271), to which he ascribes the status of an 

ineffable reality which he cannot leave alone, and which through his 

manipulations he must displace. The writer is always "rearranging and 

inferring, even when he writes about what has never happened or even 

what will or can never happen" (271). His effort is to reorder the 

past toward some future verbe he can never find in a future/potential 

world of loss and mutability. The gratuitous nature of the self's 

self-creation in the other is that tel os is always deferred into a 

proj ected future; it is always a slipping into potentiality 

fabricated in a purely hypothetical time. 

For Dan (but not for the reader) the re-advent of Jane into 

Dan's life provides the rejuvenation of love that can catalyze 

creation. For us, serenely on the outside, this "love" is an 

acknowledgement of distance and of the gap between feeling and saying. 

The Herr Professor's admonition that in moments of transcendence one 

is no longer "painter nor self" but "painting," i. e. the "river 

between" where "we cannot live," is a transfer into writing. It is a 

vital manifestation of this distance that the scene of Dan and Jane's 
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decision to live and to make a life together is missing from Dan's 

novel about them. 

But Dan has one final confrontation in which to see the 

mirror of his displacement and his m~connaissance. In Daniel Martin 

the art-object transcends being gratuitous by subsuming, always at a 

distance, a sense of truth "beyond" it. Dan's most significant 

"othering" occurs in his making himself an obj et d' art. He does 

this, predictably, by finding the novel's last significant double in 

the silence of the voice emanating from the serene visage of a 

Rembrandt self-portrait. Dan has just concluded a shameless scene 

with Jenny in which he finishes with her; he needs the substantiation 

of an oracular voice. The chapter, appropriately entitled "Future 

Past," a declaration of the circularity time can have in self-

inscription, has begun with a circular paraphrastic (and oracular) 

inscription from Seferis: 

At the hour when one day ends and the next has not begun 
at the hour when time is suspended 
you must find the man who then and now, from the very beginning, 

ruled your body 
you must look for him so that someone else at least 
will find him, after you are dead. (615) 

The hour between days is also Gramsci's potential time of morbidity; 

and indeed for Dan a new time is beginning, a time of the novel. 

Having dispensed with Jenny, and waiting for the Oxford train, he 

visits a Hampstead art gallery and, in that condition of sensitivity 

Jane has (fictio.nally) restored to him, is "spoken to" by the 

portrait. Before this "sad, proud old man" with "the entire 

knowledge of his own genius and of the inadequacy of genius before 

human reality," like the gray bark of his distant beech tree, Dan 
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confronts, mirrored in Rembrandt's image, his own impaired self-

creation. The old man's face, "a date beneath a frame, a presentness 

beyond all time, fashion, language" (628), embodies Dan's desire, but 

he cannot reach beyond language to that presence. While Rembrandt can 

partake of the wholeness of silence, in Dan's formulation the 

difference of language separates him from it. The very sentence in 

which Dan declares this manifests the un-presence of his own self-

portrait, which the reader holds in his hand: looking at Rembrandt's 

portrait, Dan declares that 

It spoke very directly, said all he had never managed to say 
and would never manage to say--even though, with the 
abruptness of that dash, he hardly thought this before he saw 
himself saying the thought to the woman who would be waiting 
for him on the platform at Oxford that evening. (628) 

Dan is always suspended in that dash, the river between, the place 

where "no man can live, and which is therefore at peace." The corps 

morcele is always only suspended, never cancelled. It is written over 

with a wholeness that must finally confess its writtenness. The 

fragmented self, which is not a self at all but a series of fragments 

of a whole that has not and cannot pre-exist, exists, as Geoffrey 

Hartman declares, "in the verbal or symbolic" in contrast to "the 

nonverbal or imaginary" (92). Hartman is capitalizing on Derrida' s 

discussion of "un Rembrandt dechir~" in Glas, the "torn up Rembrandt" 

signature Jean Genet dismembers as a function of control over and 

comment on the name. Here the name that is torn up is not that of 

authority but of insight and inherent feeling. Dan ascribes to that 

face behind the paint a romanticized knowledge that he cannot have, 

being able to interpret the hieroglyph in terms of his own 

Weltanschauung. Dan turns the old man's eyes into a sentence, a 
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The great picture seemed to denounce, almost to repel. Yet it 
lived, it was timeless, it spoke very directly, said all he 
had never managed to say and would never manage to say--even 
though, with the abruptness of that dash he had hardly thought 
this before he saw himself saying the thought to the woman who 
would be waiting for him on the platform at Oxford that 
evening. ( 628) 
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Dan's transition here between Rembrandt and Dan/Jane, which is purely 

grammatical, depicts the interpretive stance Dan will take of the 

portrait of his own life he is about to paint. Dan's own language 

becomes a self-conscious, self-referential, and awkward veil, "with 

the abruptness of that dash." This is one of Dan's most mimetic 

attempts to displace reality (here, paint) and words from their 

separate spheres. Yet, always aware of the metonymic nature of the 

art object he sees (and is writing as he sees), Dan can never go 

beyond his own frame, fashion, and language. 

His inability to pass beyond his own framework for himself 

and his concomitant inability to perceive these nets endures; Dan 

fights for that unity of feeling and saying he can never achieve but 

which he desires to the very end. Standing before the Rembrandt 

portrait, Dan feels again that sense of "vertigo" he has felt in Egypt 

and discussed with the Professor: in that sense of timelessness and 

suspension Dan feels Anthony's project come to fulfillment. Indeed 

Dan reveals himself as living out Anthony's romantic dream of 

revivification, not for Jane alone, but for Jane and Dan. Dan 

persists in seeing this vital impulse as a transcendence of saying, a 

sublimation into the real realm of feeling: it is, finally, "not a 

matter of skill, of knowledge, of intellect; of good luck or bad; but 

of choosing and learning to feel" (629). In his "marriage" with Jane 



268 

he has achieved an understanding of the synthesis he has longed for. 

Dan began at last to detect it behind the surface of 
the painting; behind the sternness lay the declaration of the 
one true marriage in the mind mankind is allowed, the ultimate 
citadel of humanism. No true compassion without will, no true 
will without compassion. (629) 

Dan has formed his own interpretation of the Dionysian fusion 

Nietzsche posits out of feeling and saying; and in perfect Nietzschean 

fashion, in the next two paragraphs (the novel's last two), we see 

that this fusion is a function of articulation, of the novel Dan has 

written and we have read. 

Within the context of that novel, Dan is trying to discover 

who, in his own monologue, is speaking, and to whom, but his answer is 

always lost in the echoes of voices that remain indistinct. The quest 

for origin, for a lost "authentic" self, depends for its inception, as 

we have seen, on a literary sense of original loss and Dan's 

acknowledged discovery of difference and displacement. Self-knowledge 

,-
has come to depend on meconnaissance: that fusion of will and 

compassion operates within the orbit of the novel Dan will write and 

has written. This is, and Dan shows that he realizes that it is, a 

reversal of the hoped-for discovery of unity. Dan's acknowledgement 

of his novel's otherness and of his own fragmentation occurs in a 

series of reversals in the very sentences in which they are declared, 

in Daniel Martin's final paragraph: 

That evening in Oxford, leaning beside Jane in her 
kitchen while she cooked supper for them, Dan told her with a 
suitable irony that at least he had found a last sentence for 
the novel he was never going to write. She laughed at such 
flagrant Irishry; which is perhaps why, in the end, and in the 
knowledge that Dan's novel can never be read, lies eternally 
in the future, his ill-concealed ghost has made that 
impossible last his own impossible first. (629) 
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Dan's play here with "last sentences," his own and his novels, turns 

Daniel Martin back on itself--articulates it, in that the last 

sentence he has found to conclude his novel does not conclude it. It 

is the novel's first sentence. The reader is thrown into the opening 

chapter again, here at the end, and the novel itself becomes a kind of 

coda attached to itself. This circularity of desire for a successful 

self-telling concludes itself in this real last sentence, that with 

which the novel actually concludes. 

This real last sentence, almost unreadably convoluted, a 

final mimesis and a suspension of the closure with which it occurs, 

becomes the point at which the novel can begin. The "ill-concealed 

ghost" that so arranges is Dan's "writing hand." Dan claims that his 

novel can never be read; it must be re-read. The "impossible last 

sentence" of the novel Dan does write, and which he has turned into 

the impossible first sentence of the novel we are holding, is "Whole 

sight; or all the rest is desolation" (3). Thus Dan lays out, at the 

beginning, that which we can only understand at the end: Dan's 

dilemma of self-realization orbits that other, deeper dilemma of 

impossible self-articulation. Dan's irony is that whole sight is 

itself a fiction. He exits from his own novel in a kind of whimsical 

dance around a self-imposed, Manichean proposition his impossible 

first sentence poses, whole sight or desolation, his whole sight 

having led to a desolation only mitigated by the energy of its irony 

and its inscription. 

His circuitous path through the labyrinth of his novel's 

language, a labyrinth he makes in that link of ending to beginning 

into a Moebius strip defiantly turning on itself, is a search for a 



270 

self he comes to realize not only cannot be reached, but which has not 

ever and cannot exist. Desire, for Dan, especially desire for some 

final static identity, is an obscure and obscuring object. The 

apparatus behind Dan's reading of himself, like that behind this 

reading of his novel, is always in the process of being effaced. 

"Frame, fashion, and language," provide for Dan and for Fowles at 

once a catalytic intensity and a thematic series of veils. Dan's 

final announcement of the impossible novel's genesis, a hope-filled 

declaration, must be decoded by the reader in its other form: as a 

comment on the impossible nature of Dan's quest. Dan is unable to 

say just who it is who speaks and writes. Finally, bemused, he turns 

the novel into its own imitation, a self-portrait of writing that is 

writing the written self. 

* * * 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

, 
CONSPICUOUS ABSENCE: TRACE AND POWER IN BECKETT'S DRAMA 

Beckett's sparsity of writing1 demonstrates, throughout his 

work, a deep sense of the ascetic, the eschatological, the 

reverential. The humor, the precision and the vagueness, the form, 

the mechanisms of syntax, Beckett's entire economy of presentation 

manifest as ascetic care that is both Heideggerian, as Lance Butler 

has pointed out (Sorge; care in the sense of self-discovering, the 

self-centered concern with bringing the whole self forth into the 

world, but without moral nor ethical overtones), and Nietzschean (care 

as concern and action). Indeed, this may not at first seem to concur 

with one's impression of Beckett. Lance Butler correctly says that 

"Beckett seems to be in violent revolt against the nature of this 

world" (151). This would hardly seem to engage the kind of care one 

confronts in these other writers. And yet Butler goes on to give us 

the key to Beckett's engagement: of Beckett's revolt, Butler says 

that "it is clearly not something political or psychological that he 

is revolting against. It is something ontological" (151). Beckett's 

works, he says, are "ontological parables." It is at the level of 

existence (or of being) itself that Beckett engages the world. 

1 In the following essay, Beckett's work wi1 be considered in 
translation unless the effect of his "original" French is desired 
over that of his "original" English; given that Beckett is his own 
translator, interpretation of his English is all the more justified. 
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Yet, typically, this seems paradoxical in light of the fact 

that the first and most abiding sense one has in reading or viewing 

Beckett's literature is a sense of absence. Whether it be the name of 

the unnamable, the rest of Winnie's body or Billie Whitelaw's face, or 

Godot himself, something is perennially absent. Not missing, not non­

existent--absent. A truism of contemporary critical theory, indeed of 

contemporary culture in general, however, is that absence is itself 

dialectical, that to "introduce" absence is to "introduce" presence in 

a "play" that transcends both--thus are we all the sons of Hegel. It 

is a function of the bi-modality of modern thought: polarity and 

synthesis as structural ground. This polarity goes as far back as 

Plato--Nietzsche would say as far as Sophocles. The invocation of 

these names is significant for a treatment of Beckett: a playwright, 

Sophocles, and a philosopher, Plato: the meeting of drama and abstract 

conceptualization. 

But again, how does this apply to Samuel Beckett, who says 

that he is unaffected by philosophy, that he doesn't read it because 

he doesn't understand it. Anyone who has read "Whoroscope" or Lucky's 

monologue from (quaquaquaqua) Godot, or Lance Butler's book on 

Beckett's relation to Heidegger, Sartre, and Hegel, knows how much to 

trust this typical Beckettian self-assessment. The question as to 

whether Godot is a very long existential play or a very short 

metaphysical poem is the same one. Again the polarity, again the play 

of absence and· presence, the fundamental philosophical and 

eschatological interrogation. 

But with deconstruction this question takes a new turn, 

becomes a new tropos. Derrida's formulation of the trace, out of 
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Heidegger but within a Nietzschean genealogy, gives us a new way to 

look at the pervasive theme of the trace in Beckett. These, then, are 

the names I want to invoke: Nietzsche and Derrida. My contentions: 

--That a review of Derrida's trace and trace, in the context 

of the Nietzschean opening of writing, will provide a new and helpful 

perspective on Beckett 

--That that perspective will consist of an explanation, a 

placing, a locating of Beckett's ubiquitous absence 

--That this topology will demonstrate the basis for 

Beckett's power as dramatist, poet, thinker. 

The issue of presence and absence, and of the Derridean 

trace in Beckett is raised at every moment by and in the ascetic 

sparsity of Beckett's writing. comes through Derrida from Heidegger's 

Holzwege, in which Derrida reads that "the matinal trace (die friihe 

Spur) of difference effaces itself from the moment that presence 

appears as being-present. 

'* '* '* 
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CONSPICUOUS ABSENCE: TRACE AND POWER IN BECKETT'S DRAMA 

Throughout his work, from his plays to his novels to his 

poetry, Samuel Beckett is recognized as a manipulator of and 

commentator on absence. Whether it be Winnie's body, the rest of 

Billie Whitelaw's face, the younger Mr. Krapp, Godot himself, or the 

name of the unnamable, something is absent in Beckett. Not non­

existent, not simply missing, but absent. Beckett criticism has 

focused on this absence and given it many groundings, ranging from 

cultural determiner (and Beckett as interpreter of a culture in which 

a thematics of absence is central), to absence as a sign of that 

favorite Beckett theme, failure, a psychological manifestation of 

man's "running down" and the entropy resultant from a (correct) 

perception of man's world. 

I want to re-examine this apparent absence in Beckett, and 

to provide this re-examination with an anchor, to use an appropriately 

Derridean image, in writing itself. I want to suggest that Beckett's 

writing has perceived that its power is in its play beyond, that is 

in the tension of energy between, conceptual rigidities such as 

"absence" and "presence"; further, I want to apply Derrida' s 

strategies of the trace or the trace to Beckett to show it (and his 

work) as a non-concept in which that play of absence and presence is 

the suspended threshold of meaning. 

To reach this trace in Beckett one must take an a-historical 

route. The concept of the trace, directly so-called, has its roots in 

Heidegger's discussion of Being and presence, but is only made 
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something of by Derrida in his critique of Heidegger's concept of the 

difference of Being, of which "trace" is a part. In Derrida's article 

"Differance" he investigates the Heideggerian co-ordinates of time and 

space in the concept of difference, introducing the trace by quoting 

this passage from Heidegger's "Anaximander Fragment" in Holzwege: 

"even the early trace (die friihe Spur) of the distinction [between the 

present and the presencing of Being] is obliterated when presencing 

appears as something present and finds itself in the position of 

being the highest being present" ("Diff~rance" 24). Although this 

passage, like many in Heidegger, sounds a great deal like Lucky, it 

marks Derrida's departure from Heidegger: for Heidegger the trace is 

a memory of difference, specifically between a distinctive moment and 

consciousness of that moment, which makes the being of the moment 

transcendent. The Heideggerian trace is a remnant, a nostalgic focus 

projecting its geist into a present in which it lingers like Shelley's 

fading coal; trace is a reminder of a past in which Dasein no longer 

speaks for itself but is covered over and lost, leaving only its 

trace, which is then itself lost and forgotten. And indeed, to 

further an argument in Lance Butler's book Samuel Beckett and the --
Meaning of Being, the trace presents one with an "ontological parable" 

in which language acts as the medium of presence, but in which Being 

is present only as a trace. In Heidegger, unlike Derrida and Beckett, 

the nostalgia indigenous to the trace pacifies the r.evo1t against the 

conundra of being (lower case) and of Dasein. For Heidegger, language 

is "Being [upper case] speaking," but Being is never spoken by 

language, only by its imminence. 

This is Derrida's point of departure, and the place at which 
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he, under the influence here of Nietzsche, and Beckett reach the 

Godot-esque carrefour, the crossroads at which the trace undergoes a 

radical turn from its Heideggerian origin. Derrida is influenced by 

Nietzsche's concept of force and its application to written language 

in a way Heidegger is not; for Derrida, the trace 

n'etant pas une pr~sence mais Ie simulacre d'une presence qui 
se disloque, se deplace, se renvoie, n'a proprement pas lieu, 
I' effacement appartient A sa structure. Le paradoxe 
d'une telle structure, c'est, dans Ie langage de la 
metaphysique, cette inversion du concept metaphysique qui 
produit l'effet suivant: Ie present devient Ie signe du 
signe, la trace de la trace. 

[not a presence but the simulacrum of a presence that 
dislocates itself, displaces itself, refers itself, it 
properly has no site--erasure belongs to its structure. • • • 
The paradox of such a structure, in the language of 
metaphysics, is an inversion of metaphysical concepts, which 
produces the following effect: the present becomes the sign 
of the sign, the trace of the trace.] (25) 

The so-called present, in the realm of the Derridean trace, is itself 

substantiated only in its inscription: it is the mark of a cipher. 

The acknowledgement of the trace, like that of a particle in a cloud-

chamber or a particle accelerator, infuses writing not with absence 

but with the force of action. The action of writing, for Derrida, 

sublimates but cancels the present, as it does the past and the 

future; indeed, the Derridean trace operates outside of time and can 

never be appropriated into any Heideggerian "as such." The 

"differance" of the trace has no essence and is a-conceptual. It is a 

strategy. 

Writing's employment of time and place, like its ability to 

seem to "contain" the empty boxes we call "names," are dramatically 

secondary sub-strategies. This describes Beckett's separation of 

words and things and his mirage of absence. As though he is echoing 
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cet innommable n'est pas un etre ineffable done aucun nom ne 
pourrait s'approcher. • • • Cet innommable [the trace] est Ie 
jeu qui fait qu'il y a des ~ffets nominaux, des structures 
relativement unitaires ou atomiques qu'on appelle noms. 

[this unnamable is not an ineffable Being which no name 
could approach.... This unnamable [the trace] is the 
play which makes possible nominal effects, the relatively 
unitary and atomic structures that are called names.] 
("Differance" 28) 
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It is in writing, in the activity of systems and ciphers, that trace 

enters into play. Thus Derrida puts the trace outside of space and 

time, and outside the nominal, declaring it to be the force "behind," 

as Joyce would say, the seeming oppositions of chance and necessity, 

abstraction and concretion, essence and experience. But this is not 

Hegelian synthesis nor Heideggerian co-option; no longer is trace the 

remnant and sign of loss; it has undergone, in Derrida, through an un-

Heideggerian re-reading of Nietzsche, a radical shift from the 

experience of Dasein. Suddenly, trace is linked not to Being nor to 

Dasein but to textuality. All sign systems, according to Derrida, 

operate on the basis of intratextual forces of transference and 

difference such that 

aucun element ne peut fonctionner comme signe sans renvoyer a 
un autre element qui lui-meme n' est pas simplement present. 
Cet enchalnement fait que chaque '~lement' ••• se constitue 
a partir de la trace en lui des aut res elements de la chaine 
ou du systeme. Cet encha1nement, ce tissu, est Ie texte 
• • • • Rien, ni dans les elements ni dans Ie syst~me, n'est 
nulle part ni jamais simplement present ou absent. 

[no element can function as a sign without referring to 
another element which itself is not simply present. This 
interweaving results in each "element" ••• being constituted 
on the basis of the trace within it of the other elements in 
the chain or system. This interweaving, this textile, is the 
~. • •• Nothing, neither among the elements nor within 
the system, is anywhere ever simply present or absent. There 



are only, everywhere, differences and traces of traces.] 
(Positions 26) 
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On the grid established by Derrida and wi thin which Beckett's texts 

occur, writing is a compendium of vectors, forces that operate beyond 

the horizon of presence/absence, that produce the enabling mirage of 

presence and absence but that achieve their power through the 

distancing and deferring of writing, of the trace, itself, 

undisguised. 

What is taking place, then, in the positing of the trace, to 

which Derrida sometimes refers as 1a trace, the sign, the mark, the 

trace--or, as we shall see, ~ seui1, the threshold, and sometimes as 

~ trace, the lay-out, the tracing, that which is traced--what is 

taking place in the trace is not the creation of the sign of a 

concealed presence, as it is in Heidegger, nor is it a sign of 

absence, loss, or darkness. The trace is rather, again, a force, an 

inscription of power in writing itself: the trace permits the 

potential for meaning while never permitting meaning to come to rest; 

it is an active force in the written text, a metaphoric force, a force 

of cross-reference and lateral exchange, of linearity, of association 

with context, of order, and of disruption. It is the antidote for the 

great trap of what Nietzsche calls "metaphysical comfort," permitting 

Nietzsche to declare that the artist who understands this power "will 

not submit to the tyranny of actuality." Derrida's formulation makes 

1e trace into the disruption of metaphysical tradition and its remedy; 

he calls it the pharmakon. 

Three significant applications of the Derridean/Nietzschean 

trace are at work in Beckett. These are: 



1) Trace and the nature of action 

2) Trace and meaning in the text 

3) Trace and the power of distance, what I will here call the 

etrangete of the text 

* * * 

1. Trace and action 
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Confronted by Murphy in his chair, Hamm in his wheel-chair, 

Winnie in her heap, and myriad other images in Beckett, the reader or 

viewer becomes aware of Beckett's provocative dialogue with action. 

Action is always a problem (see Aristotle's Poetics), being both 

profound and mundane, a function of metaphysics and blocking. The 

question as to whether Gogo's "action" at the opening of Godot is the 

removal of a boot or a manifestation of the human dilemma of desire 

and unfulfillment remains in dispute. But the advent of the trace 

gives us another way to see action--particularly dramatic action, and 

particularly in Beckett: action for Beckett is a performance of the 

trace, which as the force of difference is not and can never be merely 

an imitation; therefore, Beckettian action is always a confession of 

the ~substantiality of action. The trace is a performance of action 

in the theatrical sense of Darstellung, a representation and a making 

present, Beckett's bringing forward of physical action as an emblem of 

the absent grounding action seems to signify. This is not action in 

the Aristotelian sense, the "action" of the drama as the significant 

act out of which physical and metaphysical interaction create conflict 

and drama, but an acknowledgement--again, a performance--of the 
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divorce of action from meaning. Scene: Gogo sits on the ground 

trying to remove his boot. After several attempts, he mutters "rien ! 
faire," "nothing to be done." This is itself a parable of the trace 

and the nature of action, since that which is "to be done," is 

"nothing." The tension in the line itself, delivered as a throw-away 

to set up Didi' s ensuing misinterpretation, is that of writing's 

action (the text of Godot, like the tightrope of Nietzsche's 

Zarathustra) stretched across the void of that initial rien 'nothing.' 

Of course, Gogo is doing something, but the words and the purported 

(and aborted) action are worlds apart, the words more 'substantial' 

than Gogo's non-action. Enter Vladimir, unable to enact the simple 

movement of walking across the stage (he advances, Beckett says, with 

"short, stiff strides, legs wide apart"). Vladimir responds to Gogo's 

words at another plane: Gogo: "rien a faire"?--Didi: "I'm beginning 

to come round to that opinion." But neither Gogo nor Didi can 'win' 

here: the words are no less unsubstantial than the mundanity of 

Gogo's actions. And Didi' s unwitting nonsequitur is not really a 

nonsequitur at all. On one level, this first engagement between them 

is not boots but existential stasis, the "nothing to be done" 

signifying to Didi a condition in the world rather than Gogo's aching 

feet. On the other hand, it is Gogo who does not understand Didi's 

response, that Didi is thinking of both existential (physical and 

metaphysical) stasis and essential stasis (bowel problems). The 

subject is missing in either direction, at either level. This makes 

the exchange funny, in the sense that Beckett is funny. Both Gogo and 

Didi present themselves as thinkers and doers in their austere, 

ascetic world, but conclude by engaging in a Nietzschean comedy, as 
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Alexander Nehamas defines it, as the "effort to reveal the inner 

contradictions and deceptions of asceticism, to denounce it, and yet 

not produce a view that itself 

contradictions and deceptions" (133). 

unwittingly repeats the same 

This comedy is sometimes funny, 

but always fraught with revelatory tension. Indeed, in this moment, 

at the opening of Godot, Didi goes on deafly and blindly to say that 

he has tried to alter his interpretation of being in the world, of 

Dasein, but has not found grounds for doing so. Beckett expects us to 

come along with him: Vladimir's meprise, taking Gogo's cliche about 

aborted action for an abstract declaration of angst, echoes throughout 

the play and the plays that follow. 

This mistake, which is also a meconnaissance, a 

misunderstanding, is a function of difference, as a layering of 

significance, what Derrida calls "the active, moving discord of 

different forces, and of differences of forces" ("Differance" 18) set 

up first, according to Derrida, by Nietzsche "against the entire 

system of metaphysical grammar," and clearly at work in Beckett, for 

whom stage action is a residuum of the action of, and in, the text 

that "produces" it. This is most clearly visible in Beckett's theatre 

and television pieces. In "Not I," the text stipulates four 

"movements," the only actions in the play, which consist of the 

raising and lowering of the arms of the sexless, silent "auditor," "in 

a gesture of helpless compassion." "Ghost Trio" shows this tracing of 

action even more clearly: its three sections are named "pre-action," 

"action," and "reaction," but the only significant action is given to 

the television camera. "Footfalls" is a piece of choreography in 

which walking and speaking cannot occur simultaneously. And "Act 
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Wi thou t Words" direct ly, so to speak, asks the question of the 

validity of action by instilling each action with heavy gestural 

symbolism, hut here everything is either highly significant or utterly 

meaningless: the choices invalidate choice. Beckett's characters are 

alienated from any insight into how to go about understanding 

textuality ~ action; as Ross Chambers says, "Beckett's characters do 

not struggle with language; Beckett's language struggles with 

characters" (166). 

2. Trace and Meaning 

The trace of action on the stage or in narrative sets up the 

conditions for meaning. This means that meaning is what Nietzsche 

calls the "mobile army of metaphors" of which texts are made. The 

trace is the threshold of meaning, the membrane between text and 

interpretation, what Derrida (quoting Mallarme) calls the "hymen." 

As such, ~ trace does not partake of meaning-as-being but of 

theatricality~ the returning of theatre, as in Artaud, to Nietzsche's 

"danger of becoming." Meaning, then, is what Hesla calls "the final 

idol which the poet and the critic in their human weakness are tempted 

to fall down and worship," "the last literary absolute" (227). The 

dilemma of Beckett's drama is that his characters want this absolute 

and cannot have it. 

arbitrariness of order. 

They try to find order, but find the 

Since we have seen that for Beckett all 

action is in fact disorder, the play itself is quintessential disorder 

and disjuncture, in which characters do not have control over their 

bodies, their minds, their hats, nor their words. Nor, indeed, their 

meaning. Theatre here, cruel theatre, is a ritual of questioning the 
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ritual of meaning. Meaning here is not message; for Beckett, the 

meaning is the insoluble problem of delivering messages. Beckett's 

messengers invariably have no intelligence; they are the parodies of 

the "off-stage voice" Beckett mocks. No matter how close Beckett's 

characters try to get to what Lance Butler has called "the experience 

of being," they find that gesture and word, as uttered in the dramatic 

context, do not compose meaningful action but perform a questioning of 

meaning. My point is that this questioning, this absence, is relative 

to the convention of heart-fel t human meaning posited in the voice 

with which Beckett speaks in "Cascando" when he derides 

the churn of words in the heart again 
love love love thud of the old plunger 
pestling the unalterable 
whey of words. 

The play of order and disorder, of the desire for human validity where 

it is not available, wrought by Beckett into the beautiful image of 

the "heart's" "pestling" of the "whey of words," an intentionally 

mixed metaphor, since whey cannot be powdered and therefore not 

pestled, shows the power of the trace: the image in the metaphor 

cannot contain a meaning that is inevitably added on as supplemental 

baggage. The human condition is one in which one constantly attempts 

the impossible with words: tries to make them be what they will not 

be and do what they will not do, simultaneously constructing with them 

the images out of which they seem to circulate within a system of 

concerted meaning •. 

But meaning is precisely what Beckett's words perpetually 

leave out; the more theatrically heightened and idealized human 

experience becomes, the stronger and more obvious this estrangement 
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becomes. In "Catastrophe," when the protagonist finally lifts his 

face to the audience, at the end, the running tape of a "distant storm 

of applause" falters and dies (300-301): again and again Beckett 

shows that desire for meaning in human consciousness, where it is not. 

Beckett, like Artaud, protests against what Derrida calls "Ie l~ttre 

mort qui s' absent loin d 'haleine et chair [the dead letter which 

absents itself far from breath and flesh]" (Writing and Difference 

187) but at the same time acknowledges that theatre, the perfect 

fleshly place for this revolt, is itself the imitation of writing, so 

that the so-called "center" is not experience but what Derrida calls 

"Ie puits innommable sans fond dont Ie signe du centre etait ••• Ie 

centre comme Ie signe d' un trou que Ie livre a essaye remplir [the 

unnamable bottomless well whose sign the center was. • • the 

center as the sign of a hole that the book attempted to fill]" 

(Derrida, Writing and Difference 297). Thus Derrida states Beckett's 

program from the other side, that of the voice of plenitude relative 

to which Martin Esslin develops his concept of Beckett's absurdity. 

In Beckett's plays, that plenitude is cancelled. On Krapp's last 

tape, for example, it is precisely the moment of meaning that is 

denied: 

~lat I saw then was this, that the belief I had been 
going on all my life, namely--(KRAPP switches off impatiently, 
winds tape forward, switches ~ again)" (60). 

This occurs over and over, that threshold of meaning that remains 

looped within the text. 

This self-referentiality is clear in Lucky's monologue and 

in Hamm's final soliloquy, as he retreats behind the virgin page 

itself, the unfolded white handkerchief that is mask, veil, and 
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infinite latency. Hamm speaks to the mask, a kind of last voice of 

meaning in a place where the meaning of voice, its substantiality, is 

denied. Indeed, in Beckett, voice is denial and absence of meaning 

beyond the text, just as action is denial and absence of order. 

3. Trace and ~ Power of Distance, the 1i:trangete of the Text. 

Beckett derives his power precisely from the questioning of 

action and meaning's validity in the text, and the gap or aporia that 

opens through the etiolation of spirit and person. The threshold 

Beckett is always inviting the reader/viewer/listener to cross with 

his text is that at which, as Butler says, one has come to "the end of 

the normal world, the end of surface realities" (163). This is a 

world of etranget~. The implication here, however, that therefore 

Beckett presents an alternative reality, is misleading. Beckett's 

reality is like Borges' imaginary realities: the cosmos of Beckett's 

text is a combination of Einstein and Heraclitus: "all is flux, [and] 

the only principle of consistency is that all possibilities are 

possible" (Dearlove 28). His is a world not of a dialectic with 

reality, but with the estrangement from reality ~ all. This kind of 

opening can only occur in a text dissociated from the presence of 

voice, not the world of what Ross Chambers calls "Beckett's 

dimensionless interiority" (153) but of the distance and difference of 

the order of the written which, being metaphoric and not corporeal, 

can only to be "encoded" in that corporeal world as part of the 

teleological "re-invigoration" of reading or watching. 

Text for Beckett is the ultimate solipsism of print, the 

indifference of type, and the dramatic tension of the page, without 
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reference to any reality outside the formulations that give experience 

order, and with the barest skeletal references to the dark, liquid, 

latent imagery of some experiential well posterior and subordinate to 

the written one. For Beckett, the idea of "meaningful reality" is 

itself apocryphal, in that reality consists of the constant abrogation 

and subversion of meaning. Indeed, existence itself is called into 

question in Beckett's textualizations: no longer will existence 

conveniently or conventionally link itself with an extra-textual world 

of experience the essence of which is its imitation in language. The 

entire concept of "external reality" is ironized by Beckett, and the 

additive of "meaning" to that chimerical context makes it the more 

fantastic. Reality becomes, in the Beckettian text, the index of the 

merely possible, the hypothetical, the imagined--but the imagined that 

bears no necessary connection to conventional reality, perceived as a 

transcription of experience or of fact. Beckett is always at the edge 

of a definition of reality; Ross Chambers calls attention to that 

"threshold"--as he too calls it, and names it "that region of being 

where existence and essence, nonself and self, time and timelessness 

endlessly co-exist, in the strange, ambiguous, inescapable half-world 

of semi-exile" (168). But Chambers stops short of Beckett's 

brinksmanship. One could go further: the threshold, that brink, edge, 

or fold from which the text derives its power, like Derrida' sand 

Mallarme's "hymen," is writing itself, g trace, grammatology's 

-etrangete. Beckett's writing is always an allegory of writing, a 

positing in text itself of that which cannot be written and which must 

be written about just because it is lost in or absent from writing. 

The astonishing thing about this u-topos is that it is so 
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joyful and (which is different) so humorous. Beckett is amused by the 

cusp on which human consciousness hovers, the precipice on which it 

totters. He has been educated by the Nietzschean joy of insecurity. 

Our response to Beckett, that we can never be sure whether what we are 

getting from him is comic or sad, whether it is potentially ~ of 

meaning or utterly devoid of it--or more worrying, that what is sad 

now will be comic in an instant and what is devoid of meaning ~ will 

be significant, this response is produced by a Zarathustran jester who 

is ready to overleap us at any moment. Beckett plays on our 

convergent need to predict, to construct our individual and cultural 

identities out of a continuity of moments connected by a seemingly 

consistent consciousness, but then proceeds to operate outside this 

framework himself, to play with it as a cat does with a bug. If we 

are about to signify something, we never do, it seems, and the play of 

that possibility (the implications of its elation and its horror) form 

a comedic context that crosses generic lines just as it cancels 

predictability. This is the nature of Beckett's itrangeti. He 

reserves for himself, or rather for "himself," the position of 

authority from which these questions of authority emanate, then 

obscures, mocks, and inverts the questions. Beckett's writing might 

say, as Estragon does, "either I forget immediately or I never forget" 

(39). Beckett ~ s writing creates the illusion that it itself speaks, 

from its own place. In Company, this "place" of writing, formulated 

in an ephemeral first person, asks the appropriate Nietzschean 

question: 

And whose voice is asking this? Who asks, Whose 
voice is asking this? And answers, His soever who devises it 
all. In the same dark as his creature or in another. For 



company. Who asks in the end, Who asks? And in the end 
answers as above? And adds long after to himself, Unless 
another still. Nowhere to be found. Nowhere to be sought. 
The unthinkable last of all. Unnamab1e. Last person. I. 
Quick leave him. (24) 
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The oscillation between first and third person, calling the nature of 

the "bio-graphica1" exercise into question, is itself conflated with 

that other, capitalized Third Person, who is also subsumed into the 

writing hand. But that revered third person is not the god of 

Christian tradition, however Biblical its formulation might at first 

look, since in context that "His soever who devises it all" clearly 

can refer to the bio-graphica1 hand itself, to the writer. To further 

complicate this text, the quoted passage is uncharacteristic. These 

first-person echoes, here of Nietzsche's last ~, the etiolated 

perceiver of his species' failure to triumph over failure, reiterating 

the fundamental psychic question, "who asks?," occur in Company as 

part of a text written overall in that other perfect Beckettian voice: 

second person. Always combatting aloneness, the narrator creates the 

false voice of the interlocutor, the listener, !!2. if there were a 

second person. Mocking this most human of possibilities, however, 

Beckett holds out the normal and then withdraws it: in the text, no 

relationship to reality occurs in second person, since the listener is 

"hidden" in the text, unidentified. The only conceivable "company" is 

pre-existent in the articulation itself. The writing hand is 

responsible for, encompasses, and creates all writing/voices. 

Encapsulated in his dramatic world of tensions is Beckett's 

"ruthless criticism of experience" (Mayoux 78). Since in this world 

of over- and under-determined observation, in which the relativizing 

of value never can be permitted to normalize itself, experience first 
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posits itself as an "it" and then cancels that existence, its only 

solution is to claim that the "thingness" of experience is a function 

of the senses of it one accrues from the forces capable of shaping it. 

And since, as Deleuze points out in his long discussion of the nature 

of the will to power as force, those tensions are uncountable (4), 

even to try to establish a solid relationship between thing and force 

is to mock the notion of essence. Estragon' s claim that "we always 

find something, eh Didi, to give us the impression we exist" (44), is 

echoed at every level of Beckett's text. Experience must be seen as a 

series of vectors whose additive accumulation achieves a weight of 

what we refer to as meaning. The Deleuzian centrality of force 

derives from Derrida, for whom 

Ie distinction entre force et sens est derive en relation a un 
archi-trace; c' est aux metaphysiques de la conscience et du 
pr€!sence, ou plutat du pr~sence dans Ie mot, dans la 
hallucination d'un langage d~termin~ sur la base du mot ou de 
la r€!pr~sentation verbale. Le metaphysique dela precon­
science, Freud dirait • • • 

[the distinction between force and meaning is derivative in 
relation to an archi-trace; it belongs to the metaphysics of 
consciousness and of presence, or rather of presence in the 
word, in the hallucination of a language determined on the 
basis of the word or of verbal representation. The 
metaphysics of preconsciousness, Freud might say. • ] 
(Writing and Difference 213) 

But the "metaphysics of preconsciousness" relates to the world of 

experience in a very problematic way, as we see over and over in 

Beckett. The notion of the "archi-trace," the apochryphal stasis of 

trace and the origin of a relationship between force and meaning, is 

seen in Derrida and in Beckett as an original differentiation, a kind 

of absence which is not necessarily a loss. The report at the 

conclusion of Molloy demonstrates the non-referentiality of experience 



in terms of its power to create a simulated experiential world: 

• • • in the end I understood this language. I 
understood it, I understood it, all wrong perhaps. That is 
not what matters. It told me to write the report [that we 
have been reading as Molloy]. Does this mean I am freer now 
than I was? I do not know. I shall learn. Then I went back 
into the house and wrote, It is midnight. The rain is beating 
on the window. It was not midnight. It was not raining. 
(176) 
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What matters is that the voice of the "report" of the "novel," which 

again here writes itself, has been "told to write" and that "it" 

proceeded to produce a series of untruths that pass for experience. 

Since events cannot be verified, we are left with Beckett's 

formulation that "where we have both dark and light, we have also the 

inexplicable. The keyword in my plays is 'perhaps'" (Hesla 230). The 

desire to believe in a transcendent reality or even a transcendent 

power, or even in the transcendence of writing itself, is always 

powerful in Beckett, but can be exercised only as a question. This is 

the distance of etranget€. 

Two of Beckett's works best demonstrate this €trangete of 

writing. The first and most obvious is Waiting for Godot, written in 

French, according to Martin Esslin, "parce qu' en fran~ais c' est plus 

facile d'ecrire sans style" (8). Beckett has corroborated this, 

declaring that in French he is "anonymous," a "tool-user," which 

allows the play to be more "purely written." The dramatic form, which 

denies generic delineation, consisting of repetition and pause, is 

nonetheless what Foucre calls "the opposite of an anti-theatre, since 

there is no other reality than the gestures that make it up, the words 

said on the scene itself" (51). And if Beckett is writing here the 

opposite of anti-theatre, does that mean he in writing theatre--
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itself? Anti-anti-theatre? How far do these designations hold; or 

rather,. how far out along the vectors of designation must one go to 

come to the beginning of meaning in Waiting for Godot? 

Of the dramatis personae one confronts in Waiting for Godot, 

Lucky stands at the crossroads of the themes of absence and language-

power. Lucky, the encapsulation of the possibility of all 

possibilities, is the embodiment of Heraclitan chance, the plenitude 

of change that lies behind all seemingly predictable order; he is, 

therefore, the ironic embodiment of pure~: his famous monologue 

is memorized and forgotten simultaneously, not because it is receding 

into the impossible, Romantic obscurity of the interior, but because 

it is "emerging," in Joycean fashion (as in "Oxen of the Sun," or 

throughout Finnegans Wake), a protean energy that belies Pozzo' s 

assertion of Lucky's "falling off." Lucky is a dramatic emblem of the 

emergent text. In the French version of Godot, much more engaged in 

the play of etrangete than its English translation in which Beckett 

slips back into the "voice of the music-hall," Lucky's speech is 

presented on the page as a learned treatise with marginalia, further 

mocking the scope of human interiority: the text is self-sufficient, 

not even, in a sense, needing Lucky to deliver it (indeed he delivers 

only a fragment). The conclusion of his speech, which gives the 

impression of being overfull of meaning but through which he fights 

his way as if caught in the actor's nightmare of being on stage 

without a clear sense of purpose and, more importantly, without lines, 

is an index of desire, alienation--~trangete--the threshold, and 

because of Beckett's own self-alienation into French and then back 

into his own English I want to quote both: 



.la t~te la t~te la tete en Normandie malgr6 Ie tennis 
labeurs abandonnes inacheves plus grave les pierres bref je 
reprends helhs helas abandonnes inacheves la t~te la t~te en 
Normandie malgre Ie tennis la tete he1as les pierres Conard 
Cona rd (Me 1 ee. Lucky pous se encore que 1 q ues 
vociferations.) Tennis! ••• Si calmes! ••• Conard! ••• 
Inacheves! 

• • • the skull the skull the skull in Connemara in spite of 
the tennis the labors abandoned left unfinished graver still 
abode of stones in a word I resume alas alas abandoned 
unfinished the skull the skull in Connemara in spite of the 
tennis the skull alas the stones Cunard (melee, final 
vociferations) tennis. • • the stones. • • so calm. • • 
Cunard • • • unfinished • • • 
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For Beckett the concluding word, in any language, is always 

"unfinished"; the listener sees Lucky as emerging through and engaging 

in a fragmented and never-ending recollection, trying to connect with 

a world (and a speech) he has known and lost, which was present and is 

not absent except in this trace. Phrases of a pregnant richness with 

which the speech is seasoned, seemingly remnants of a significant 

other speech which lies behind this one, phrases such as "the labors 

abandoned left unfinished," "abode of stones," and "alas alas 

abandoned unfinished," are locked in an invisible but logical 

relationship with others of a quite different nature, phrases such as 

"in spite of the tennis." This relationship is at once, once again, 

comic and serious. It mocks the oracular nature of natural genius 

Lucky seems to possess when he speaks, and still permits the 

reader/listener to codify Lucky in that guise: he ~ scintillating in 

the sharpness of his phrases, and he does have a seeming gift for 

connections that l'ies beyond the normal. He is not like us and yet he 

seems to mirror us. Like us, his phrases soar and then thud, but 

unlike the "us" we imagine ourselves to be, Lucky's speech is always 

at the precipice of dis-association (and dissociation). He finds 
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(rediscovers?) words that suggest a deep but always hidden meaning, 

and follows them with words that are clearly gibberish--or does tennis 

somehow invite a significant interpretation here, if only we knew the 

rest of the speech? Thus does Beckett engage the Idealist tradition, 

from the Platonic dilemma of insight and knowledge to the Heideggerian 

one in "On the Origin of the Work of Art," of truth's being 'untruth 

insofar as there belongs to it the reservoir of the not-yet-revea1ed, 

the un-uncovered in the sense of concealment" (180). Lucky allows us 

to glimpse these possibilities, and then he is forced back into the 

world of his masters. His subjugation is accomplished by the 

restoration of his "lid," the bowler of convention and metaphysical 

presence. Hat restored, Lucky stops. In terms of conventional, 

"realistic" logic, and in terms of a normative world of experience, 

Lucky's speech is indeed, as Pozzo suggests, a winding down, but it is 

also pure trace. 

The paradigmatic text of Beckettian estrangement, however, 

is The Unnamab1e, the text of the grammato1ogical moment. It is the 

musing of text i tse1f--the world's most self-reflexive text. 

Constantly denying its own textua1ity in a mockery of the presence of 

voice, it dares to imitate (and therefore mock) the Nietzschean­

Joycean-Derridean creator, the voice not in but of the text. As we 

have seen, this is the voice, as it were, of the center where the 

question is displaced. In The Unnamable the trace is revealed as the 

outpouring of the'ecart, the gap of what Tom Conley discusses in his 

essay "A Trace of Style" as not merely an inversion of letters in an 

alphabet, a pun to amuse, but an interaction of language and chance, 

of meaning and frc~dom-from-meaning that leads to the anxiety, what 
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Conley calls the "verbal apprehension" (80) so prominent in Beckett's-

-and Derrida's--writing. Conley points out how this word-play is in 

fact the opposite of the facile exercise it seems at first to be: it 

demonstrates the slippage inherent in and endemic to any text, which 

must not be overlooked, but which cannot be relied on for meaning. 

The Unnamab1e is the text of the trace--the unnamable. The easy power 

of the voice "in" the text is fluent, trustworthy, and absent. It 

establishes its authority as it denies its fleshly metaphoricity; it 

becomes more authoritative as it denies Beckett: 

To hell with silence, I'll say what I am, so as not to have 
been born for nothing, I'll fix their jargon for them, then 
any old thing, no matter what, whatever they want, with a 
will, till time is done. • •• First I'll say what I'm not, 
that's how they taught me to proceed, then what I am, it's 
already under way. I have only to resume at the point where I 
let myself be cowed. I am neither, I needn't say, Murphy, nor 
Watt, nor Mercier, nor--no, I can't even bring myself to name 
them, nor any of the others whose very names I forget, who 
told me I was they, who I must have tried to be, under duress, 
or through fear, or to· avoid acknowledging me, not the 
slightest connexion. I never desired, never sought, never 
suffered, never partook in any of that, never know what it was 
to have, things, adversaries, mind, senses. (325-26) 

Again that play of opposing phrases, some substantial and some 

flippant, almost slap-stick, indicate those poles of writing in which 

voice resides. "I'll say what I am," says the voice, "I'll fix their 

jargon for them." But then it turns to denial, to ~tranget~: "I'll 

say what I'm not." What the voice is not is substantial character--

certainly not those Beckett has created in his previous works, which 

are listed, then personified ("others whose very names I forget, who 

told me I was they, who I must have tried to be, under duress"), then 

denied. We have seen that this voice, in its various guises, cannot 

be "trusted" in a conventional way--which is certainly not to say that 
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the voice is that of Beckett himself "lying," but it is equally not to 

say that any sense of conventional identity resides in such a voice. 

This radical declaration, an auto--biography in the sense 

that the writing hand writes itself, must because of the nature of the 

distance of writing/telling itself, conclude for Beckett at the 

threshold, which he calls "the door." This door is the fold at which 

trace must always dialectically divide itself, as Nietzsche saw. It 

is a turning aside from the directness of voice, a concealing and an 

opening at once, the perfect metaphor and the mundane, the symbol and 

the tool. For Beckett, as for the Nietzsche of Zarathustra, self-

inscription is worse than over-simplification, it is an invitation to 

the rigidity of that death-in-life, self-iconization, the eschatology 

of the archi-trace. Biography removes the bios. For Beckett, self-

telling is self-denial, and so the text itself, denying itself, tells 

of its power. On its last page, ~ Unnamable asks 

what's a door doing here, it's the last words, the true last, 
or it's the murmurs ••• a dream silence, full of murmurs~ I 
don't know, that's all words, never wake, all words, there's 
nothing else, you must go on ••• as long as there are any, 
until they find me, until they say me, strange pain, strange 
sin • • • per-haps they have carried me to the threshold of my 
story, before the door that opens on my story ••• it will be 
1. (414) 

In this simulation of a reality that extends into the physical world, 

the text of the unnamable gives an image (and a metaphor) to the power 

of etrangete, and immediately cancels it again. The door is "the last 

words, the true last," opening onto the vista of a phenomenal world 

that always constitutes itself of "murmurs." In that "dream silence" 

which is not a silence but "full of murmurs" the only imperative is to 

follow the murmurs, to constitute the text, which can never be ended 
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and, by extension, never begun. When the door is perceived, the trace 

of power, one must, indeed, "go on. • • as long as there are any, 

until they find me, until they say me." Because this distance is the 

power of the text and at the same time an acknowledgement of the 

impossibility of that power outside the metaphor, it is a "strange 

pain," and because it brings the voice back to a world in which 

disconnection, chaos, and estrangement are causes not of strength but 

of guilt, it is indeed "strange sin." Beckett then transposes his 

posi tion wi thin the metaphor of the space before the door: "they" 

have carried him to the threshold of "my story," which has comprised 

these words--he has not carried the words--and yet when he is at the 

threshold of that narrative opening, Beckett qualifies this 

localization: "before the door that opens on my story"--the story is 

still beyond the door, the fold of the narrative, the unfolding of the 

writing. He then comes full circle to the displacement that must 

always enshroud the narrator: "it will be 1." That future tense, 

and the use of the expletive (a false subject, "it," that places the 

formulation in the passive voice), accumulated with the final pronoun 

that stands so rigidly for the nothing it always "represents," all 

these combine in a final, ironic formulation of what seems solid 

prose, but the "I," the reci t, is avoided in that repeated "until, Ii' 

"until they say me," in the trace. 

What is Beckett tracing? The obvious first assessment, that 

he is tracing absence, seems on reflection to be incorrect. The 

skeletal nature of his writing, writing without a skin, as though it 

had been flayed off, does not "produce" absence. Beckett's is indeed 

a flayed writing, "~criture ~corchee," stripped to the bone and 
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cruelly humorous, a continuous play on the conditions of a solid 

language leading to a solid world; language for Beckett points to the 

not-there, a "langage ecorche," the vernacular expression for 

"murdered language" from which the experiential life has been peeled 

away and removed. In Beckett, this tracing is a flaying of the corpus 

of metaphor, writing without comfort. 

* * * 



Conspicuous Absence: Trace and Power in Beckett's Drama 

Supplement 

Friedrich Nietzsche (liOn Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense," §l): 

In irgend einem abgelegenen Winkel des in zahllosen 
Sonnensystemen flimmernd ausgegossenen Weltalls gab es einmal 
ein Gestirn, auf dem kluge Thiere das Erkennen erfanden. Es 
war die hochmuthigste und verlogenste Minute der 
'WeI tgeschichte': aber doch nur eine Minute. Nach wenigen 
Athemzugen der Natur erstarrte das Gestirn, und die klugen 
Thtere mussten sterben.--So konnte Jemand eine Fabel erfinden 
und wurde doch nicht genugend illustrirt haben, wie klaglich, 
wie schattenhaft und fluchtig, wie zwecklos und beliebig sich 
der menschliche Intellekt innerhalb der Natur ausnimmt. 

[Once upon a time, in some out of the way corner of that 
universe which is disposed into numberless twinkling solar 
systems, there was a star upon which clever beasts invented 
knowing. That was the most arrogant and mendacious minute of 
"world history," but nevertheless, it was only a minute. 
After nature had drawn a few breaths, the star cooled and 
congealed, and the clever beasts had to die.--One might invent 
such a fable, and yet still he would not have adequately 
ill ustrated how miserable, how shadowy and transcient, how 
aimless and arbitrary the human intellect looks within 
nature.] 
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First there One's first reaction to reading Beckett is that he is 
is a mountain not only the most obvious choice of an author to 

whose works one can apply post-structuralist 
strategies but that he is almost too good, programmed, it seems, for a 
Derridean treatment. His themes of absence, loss, darkness, and 
silence (particularly when seen in the context of humor, the style of 
play so common to Beckett and deconstruction) require a deconstructive 
response. 

Then there 
is no mountain 

Reflection makes one suddenly doubt this assumption. 
Beckett is tied to his text; it is a privileged 
place, as for Joyce, for example, and Pound. Beckett 

can be seen to be making vehement statements about identity, 
difference, presence, Being--the right themes but on the wrong side. 
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Beckett is obsessed with PRESENT-ing the voice, and the text that, so 
to speak, produces it. This doubt comes about when one listens to 
Beckett's nomenclature of failure. 

Then there is But Beckett's power derives not from text, not from 
voice, presence, identity, Being, but from 

questioning, from failure itself, from distance/distancing. Seen as a 
palimpsest of strategies of presence and absence, the threshold on 
which Derrida's trace occurs, Beckett's is the dangerous, precipitous 
writing of and for deconstruction. 

Jacques Derrida (Positions 38): 

Le jeu des differences suppose en effet des syntheses 
et des renvois qui interdisent qu' A aucun moment, en aucun 
sens, un ~l~ment simple soit present en lui-mgme et ne renvoie 
qu'a lui-meme. Que ce soit dans l'ordre du discours parle ou 
du discours ~cri t, aucun ~dement ne peut fonctionner comme 
signe sans renvoyer a un autre element qui lui-meme n'est pas 
simplement present. Cet enchainement, ce tissu, est Ie texte 
qui ne se produit que dans la transformation d' un systeme, 
n'est nulle part ni jamais simplement present ou absent. II 
n'y a, de part en part, que des differences et des traces de 
traces. 

[The play of differences involves syntheses and 
referrals that forbid at any moment, in any sense, that a 
simple element be present in and of itself, referring only to 
itself. Whether in written or spoken discourse, no element 
can function as a sign without referring to another element 
which itself is not simply present. This interweaving results 
in each "element"--phoneme or grapheme--being constituted on 
the basis of the trace within it of the other elements in the 
chain or system. This interweaving, this textile, is the ~ 
produced only in the transformation of another text. Nothing, 
neither among the elements nor within the system, is anywhere 
ever simply present or absent. There are only, everywhere, 
differences, and traces of traces.] 

Samuel Beckett (Addenda to Watt): 

qui du vieillard 
l'histoire contera? 
dans une balance 
absence pesera? 
avec une regIe 
manque m~surera? 



des maux du monde 
la somme chiffrera? 
dans des mots 
neant enfermera? 

[who may tell the tale 
of the old man? 
weigh absence in the scale? 
mete want with a span? 
the sum assess 
of the world's woes? 
nothingness in words enclose?] 

Jacques Lacan (Ecrits 692): 

L'homme ne peut viser a etre entier ••• des lors que Ie jeu 
de deplacement et de condensation ou il est voue dans 
l' exercise de ses fonctions, marque sa relation de suj et qu 
signifiant. 

[Man cannot aim at being whole • • • while ever the play of 
displacement and condensation to which he is doomed in the 
exercise of his functions marks his relation as a subject to 
the signifier. ] 

Samuel Beckett (quoted by Shenker): 

In my work there is consternation behind the form, not in the 
form. 

Samuel Beckett (Endgame): 

CLOV: mlat is there to keep me here? 

HAMM: The Dialogue. 

Samuel Beckett (Molloy): 

No wanting to say, no knowing what one wants to say, no 
possibility that one can believe that one wants to say, and 
always say, that's what is important not to lose sight of in 
the heat of composition. 
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Democritus [in answer to Parmenidean certitude]: 

We know nothing in reality, for truth lies in an abyss [~ 
bythoi]. 

Samuel Beckett (Molloy 64): 

To know nothing is nothing, not to want to know anything 
likewise, but to be beyond knowing anything, that is when 
peace enters in, to the soul of the incurious seeker. 

Jacques Derrida ("Differance" 28) [on trace]: 

Cet innommable n'est pas un etre ineffable dont aucun nom ne 
pourrait s'approcher. • •• Cet innommable est Ie jeu qui 
fait qu'il y a des effets nominaux, des structures 
relativement unit aires ou atomiques qu' on appelle noms, des 
chaines de substitutions de noms, et dans lesquelles, par 
example, I I effet nominal "differance" est lui-meme entralne, 
emporte, reinscrit, comme une fausse entree ou une fausse 
sortie est encore partie du jeu, fonction du systeme. 

[This unnamable is not an ineffable Being which no name could 
approach. • •• This unnamable is the play which makes 
possible nominal effects, the relatively unitary and atomic 
structures that are called names, the strings of substitutions 
of names, and in which, for example, the nominal effect 
"differance" it itself infused, carried along, reinscribed, as 
a false entrance or a false exit is still part of the game, a 
function'of the system.] 

Jacques Derrida ("Differance" 23): 

La trace ••• s'efface en se presentant, s'assourdit en 
resonnant. 

[The trace ••• erases itself in presenting itself, muffles 
itself in resonating.] 

* * * 
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CHAPTER NINE 

THE CRISIS OF NOUVEAUTE: THE NOVEL AFTER DERRIDA 

By "the novel" here I do not mean the genre "novel," 

"roman, "--or at least not the genre "novel/l alone: my intent is to 

discuss the crisis of nouveaute, of newness, of novelty, inherent in 

and vital to creative literature (the novel, poetry, drama) and which 

is seemingly brought from a state of constant experimentation into a 

state of crisis by post-structuralist literary theory, particularly 

that of Jacques Derrida. I say "seemingly" because this crisis, 

insofar as it is held to be caused by post-structuralist or 

deconstructive theory, is apocryphal, in that crisis is naturally as 

much a part of literature itself as it is of theory. 1 Indeed, the 

challenge Derridean theory, in particular, offers to other theoretical 

and critical modes is precisely that it "accounts for" this inherent 

struggle, this opening, as a strategy, extremely well. That is, to 

discuss the nouveaute of literature is to engage in an analysis of the 

strategies of genre and of enculturation, of cultural identification, 

itself. It is, in addition, to probe the strategy of resistance 

literary theory, like literature itself, manifests and invites, 

simultaneously. It is this inherent and immanent strategy which 

manifests itself as crisis. 

I want to emphasize also that my meaning of "crisis" is not 

1 This connection is discussed at length in a number of Derrida' s 
texts, most notably Margins Ei Philosophy and Writing and Difference. 
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merely that of "time of acute danger," as those who resist theory 

would maintain theory to be, but also that of "turning-point." This 

is not to say that theory, like literature, is not dangerous. It is. 

Theory, like literature, like man himself for Nietzsche, is. a 

"dangerous across, a dangerous on-the-way, a dangerous looking-back, 

a dangerous shuddering and stopping" (Zarathustra, Prologue 4). The 

critical enterprise--crisis--is a turning point not just in the 

Aristotelian sense, not just as a cathartic; it is a turning point in 

that it is always a deviation, a folding, an articulation. The crisis 

is ~trangete, human consciousness turning, and turning back, on 

itself, reflecting itself, folding over itself. There is no telling 

what can occur when this takes place. This is the very manifestation 

of metaphoric transference, the first acknowledgement of difference. 

But as the first opening, nouveaute is the pivot of originality. 

Thus "the crisis of nouveaute" is inherently that space in which 

innovation, literary and theoretical, can occur. Near the beginning 

of his novel Cette voix, Robert Pinget declares "tout s'est fige dans 

Ie cataclysme [everything is frozen in the cataclysm]" (8); this 

juxtaposition, of stasis and dynamic, of identity and change, present 

everywhere in Pinget and the experimental novel, is indigenous to 

literature and to theory. "A loi nouvelle fable nouvelle [A new law 

needs a new fable]," Pinget concludes Cette voix: this is indeed the 

condition of the theoretical crisis, a condition which gives it its 

energy and its ene~ies.2 

2 Pinget's novels, like Robbe-Grillet's, experiment with these 
"bookends" of stasis and order, part of whose strategy is the overt 
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The crisis of theory begins in the distinctions of genre; 

that is to say, in the dialectics of structure. Theory--theoria--is a 

perceptual model of differentiation, formed in analysis. Theory, 

theoria, was insight for the Greeks, a sending to the orac1e--

perception as revelation. But in addition, theory is division. When 

Alain Robbe-Grillet declares that "each novel must invent its own 

form" (For !!. New Novel, "The Use of Theory, n 12), he introduces a 

dialectic of the identification of boundaries that simultaneously 

declares originality and derivation. "If the norms of the past serve 

to measure the present," Robbe-Gri1let declares in "A Future for the 

Novel," "they also serve to construct it" (18). But where do genre 

distinctions originate? Any sense of the originality of a 

continuously manufactured present is not without its limitations and 

delimitations. Indeed, any such sense is not without its paradoxes. 

Originality, in that it is unlike, is deviant: originality does not 

declaration of the book in which they appear. In Cette ~, for 
example, Pinget repeatedly refers to the book we are reading, as when 
he narrates "at such and such a page the maid was in her kitchen 
explaining to her niece" (33) or when he gives the reader choices as 
to the action being committed, injecting the reader into the work in 
order to distance the reader from the illusion of "narrative 
presence": 

Another bedroom, there were several. 
Or maybe he had simply telephoned his neighbours. 
Or maybe these neighbours, coming home at a late hour, had seen 
his door open, had gone into the apartment. •• (33) 

Through the abundance of these intrusive parenthetical phrases and 
passages, Pinget keeps the reader at a distance from the narrative 
even while he allows the reader a central strategic place in the 
formation not only of interpretation but of the shape of the narrative 
itself. These options are designed to demonstrate the estrangement 
and implication of the reader, to form a crisis of readerly (which 
then instantly becomes writer1y) innovation--of nouveaute. 
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conform to genre law. "A text cannot belong to no genre," Derrida 

declares in "The Law of Genre," "it cannot be without or less a g~nre" 

(61). This is to say that the novelist, the dramatist, the poet, act 

within a dialectic of the "antinomy between creation and 

consciousness," as Robbe-Gri1let formulates it (11), of originality 

and derivation, recalling the last lines and tableau of Godot: 

VLADIMIR: 
ESTRAGON: 

VLADIMIR: 
ESTRAGON: 

[Penultimate silence] 

Alors on y va? 
Allons-y. 

[lIs ne bougent pas.] 

RIDEAU 

* * * 
[Penultimate silence] 

Well, shall we go? 
Let's go. 

[They don't move.] 

CURTAIN 

In this moment of suspense, all action is suspended and declared at 

once. Beckett's play of action here, image juxtaposed with 

interpretation, recites the generic paradox of action in which the 

writer is always caught. To converge on action--to act (in the case 

of Vladimir and Estragon, to ~)--is to commit oneself to the 

movement away from genre's stasis; to remain stationary is to succumb, 

as they have done for the duration of the play. Beckett plays here 

not merely with movement, with action, but with the idea of 

convergence and divergence, Le. with genre. Thus generic concerns 

are also genetic--genre engenders genre. In Beckett and Pinget, as in 

Aristotle, the constitutive role of genre distinctions establishes, at 
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once, that very convergence and divergence. And thus genre study is 

always a falling into place, an installation of genre and its laws in 

a taxonomic framework, a gestaltung that shapes its own consideration, 

as in such genre-designations as "Romanticism," to use Derrida' s 

example, or "Modernism," or (to use Nietzsche's example), 

"philosophy. ,,3 The evolution of theory since Robbe-Grillet has 

discovered or decided that these distinctions and their underlying 

association occur not in original perception nor in the perception of 

the original, as Robbe-Grillet advanced, but in language. And so 

Richard Rorty, from an alternative (pragmatic) viewpoint, in his essay 

"Philosophy Without Principles," describes the evolution of genre 

theory thus: 

vocabularies get discarded after looking bad in comparison 
with other vocabularies, not as a result of an appeal to 
over arching metavocabularies in which criteria for vocabulary 
choice can be formulated. (Against Theory 136) 

According to Rorty, whatever these vocabularies of genre claim about 

themselves, they are useful for creating narratives with political, 

polemical stra tegies, indeed serving as parameters (finally a 

legitimate use of that word!) and often as inventors of those 

strategies. Rorty's pragmatic claim that genre results from the 

adoption of vocabularies as attempts to cancel literary theory only 

3 See Of Grammatology for a full discussion of this generic 
distinction. The term "Modernism" (in its twentieth-century 
permutation) invites its own self-definitions relative to "symbolism," 
"realism," and "post-modernism." The eternally raging debate over the 
definition and borders of Modernism attests to its being representative 
of the stasis and slippage of generic distinctions. As for 
Nietzsche's use of "philosophy," which is sometimes pej orative and 
sometimes congratulatory, is discussed in Beyond ~ and ~ and The 
Will to Power most extensively. 
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serves (as Rorty acknowledges in Beyond Pragmatism) to spotlight the 

tensions out of which theory appears. 

Rorty, then, however much his project differs from that of 

de Man and Derrida4 concur that genre is a system of language signs. 

Derrida claims that our ability to identify a work of art, "of 

whatever sort," depends on its "bearing the mark of a genre," which he 

says the work "signals" or "makes ~arkable" (60), that is, which can 

be repeated and in that repetition signal the same meaning, much like 

Rorty's "vocabularies." And herein lies the crisis of newness, of 

theory, and particularly of genre theory. This so-called "remark of 

belonging" (61), which itself does not belong to any genre, is 

metageneric, is for Derrida the play of life and death itself, of 

difference. What he calls the "genre-clause" (words like "novel," 

"drama," or "essay") is the moment of inclusion and exclusion, 

generation and morbidity, it "puts to death the thing it engenders" 

("The Law of Genre" 61). Genre designation is "the unfigurable figure 

of clusion" (62), simultaneously gathering together and preventing 

closure. This is precisely what genre does. Consequently, genre lies 

problematically at the place of difference, of which death is the 

sign. 

It is important to understand that this "death" is not the 

morbidity with which tradition infuses it, but a designation for a 

conclusion, a closure (what Derrida has just called "clusion," linking 

those two designations together). The "thanatography" with which this 

4 whose own projects differ greatly, as de Man points out in the 
interview with which Resistance ~ Theory concludes. 
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designation is mapped is conceptual in nature, a topos of genre. In 

an interview with Eugenio Donato (in ~ ~ of ~ Other), Derrida 

discusses this thanatography. His conclusion is that all genre is a 

theory of death, but therefore, in Nietzschean fashion, of birth: 

genre theory is the genesis of theories of death. The sign is always 

left behind, passed beyond by its diff~rance. This is, indeed, 

according to Donato, "the first logic of deconstruction": "there is 

always something of the dead" remaining after theory. 

But these remarks raise the inevitable question as to 

whether theory is indeed a subset of genre, a dead remnant of its 

articulation. Paul de Man points out in Resistance ~ Theory that 

literary theory can be said to come into being when the 
• • • object of discussion is no longer meaning or value but 
the modalities of production and of reception of meaning and 
of value as prior to their establishment. (7) 

Theory is insecure about its portfolio. Thus de Man points to what 

Derrida calls the "principle of contamination" at the heart of genre 

theory (liThe Law of Genre 53). liThe condition for the possibility of 

the law" of genre is !!. priori that of a counter-law. For de Man and 

Derrida, the "pragmatism" of theory is not that of the sign, which is 

merely death, but of the force of the sign, its ambivalence and 

tension, which is the transference of life and death. This is not, in 

other words, as critics of literary theory maintain, morbidity: as I 

have argued in the chapter on ~ Spoke Zarathustra, this is 

precisely the aff~rmation of Nietzsche's argument in Zarathustra, and 

taken there further than it is in either de Man or Derrida. 

Zarathustra is the figure of paradox, of transference, I maintain. 

His exhortation consists of passages like the following: 



Und ich hiess sie ihre alten Lehr-Stuhle umwerfen, und wo 
nur jener alte Dunkel gesessen hatte; ich hiess sie lachen 
uber ihre grossen Tugend-Meister und Heiligen und Dichter und 
Welt-Erloser. 

tiber ihre dUsteren Weisen hiess ich sie lachen, und wer 
je als schwarze Vogelscheuche warnend auf dem Baume des Lebens 
gesessen hatte. 

An ihre grosse Graberstrasse setzte ich mich und seIber 
zu Aas und Geiern--und ich lachte fiber all ihr Einst und seine 
mfirbe verfallende Herrlichkeit. (III. "Von alten und neuen 
Tafeln." 2) 

[And I bade them overthrow their old academic chairs and 
wherever that old conceit had sat; I bade them laugh at their 
great masters of virtue and saints and poets and world­
redeemers. I bade them laugh at their gloomy sages and at 
whoever had at any time sat on the tree of life like a black 
scarecrow. I sat down by their great tomb road among cadavers 
and vultures, and I laughed at all their past and its rotting, 
decaying glory.] (3. "On Old and New Tablets." 2) 
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The quality of laughter at !!l so-called great masters, from poets to 

philosophers, is that which allows Nietzschean theory to rise out of 

nihilism and morbidity. Only from wi thin the paradigms Nietzsche 

attacks could he be called a nihilist. Further, just when Nietzsche 

is about to explain his point, such as in "Zarathustra's Prologue" in 

which explanation turns into the parable of the tightrope walker, or 

later, in the "Gate of Moment" section, or indeed in Zarathustra' s 

"conclusion," the poetry of "Among Daughters of the Wilderness" or the 

"Drunken Song," he narrates: concept (even the kind of "poetic 

concept" he utilizes above) is transformed time and again into 

metaphor, conclusion into the dialectical tension of transference. At 

the conclusion of Part I of Zarathustra, in "Von der schenkenden 

Tugend [On the GHt-Giving Virtue]," Nietzsche asks and then answers 

himself) "sagt mir, meine Bruder: was gilt uns als Schlechtes und 

Schlechtestes? 1st es nicht Entartung?--Und auf Entartung rathen wir 

iromer, wo die schenkende Seele fehlt. [Tell me, my brothers: what do 
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we consider bad and worst of al11 Is it not degeneration1 And it is 

degeneration that we always infer where the gift-giving soul is 

lacking]" (1). A paragraph later, he declares that "Gleichnisse sind 

aIle Namen von Gut und Bose: sie sprechen nicht aus, sie winken nur. 

Ein Thor, welcher von inhen Wissen will! [All names of good and evil 

are parables: they do not define, but only hint. A fool is he who 

wants knowledge of them!]." To assign!!. meaning is to kill, to submit 

to law. And so, when Zarathustra submits to the declaration of law, 

as he is always doing, he does it in the form of parable, as 

immediately follows in the same section: 

Wenn euer Herz breit und voll wallt, dem Strome gleich, 
ein Segen und eine Gefahr den Anwohnenden: da ist der 
Ursprung eurer Tugend. 

Wenn ihr erhaben seid uber Lob und Tadel, und euer Wille 
allen Dingen befehlen will, als eines Liebenden Wille: da ist 
der Ursprung eurer Tugend. 

Wenn ihr das Angenehme verachtet und das weiche Bett, und 
von den Weich lichen euch nicht weit genug betten konnt: da 
ist der Ursprung eurer Tugend. 

Wenn ihr Eines Willens Wollende seid, und diese Wende 
aller Noth euch Nothwendigkei t heisst: da ist der Ursprung 
eurer Tugend. 

Wahrlich, ein neues· Gutes und Bases ist sie! Wahrlich, 
ein neues tiefes Rauschen und eines neuen Quelles Stimmel 

Macht ist sie, diese neue Tugend; ein herrschender 
Gedanke ist sie und um ihn eine kluge Seele: eine goldene 
Sonne und um sie die Schlange der Erkenntniss. 

[When your heart flows broad and full like a river, a 
blessing and a danger to those living near: there is the 
origin of your virtue. 

When you are above praise and blame, and your will wants 
to command all things, like a lover's will: there is the 
origin of your virtue. 

When you despise the agreeable and the soft bed and 
cannot bed yourself far enough from the soft: there is the 
origin of your virtue. 

When you will with a single will and you call this 
cessation of all need 'necessity': there is the origin of 
your virtue. 

Verily, a new good and evil is she. Verily, a new deep 
murmur and the voice of a new well! 

Power is she, this new virtue; a dominant thought is she, 
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and around her a wise soul: a golden sun, and around it the 
serpent of knowledge.] 

The passage demonstrates the balance Nietzsche is able to achieve 

between the prophetic, the poetic, and the philosophical, all within 

the context of a style that is utterly un-conventional. In form and 

in content this passage shows the mix of transference Nietzsche 

achieves and that informs both literature and theory. I have said 

that Nietzsche goes further with the notion than do de Man or Derrida 

because Nietzsche, like that virtue of which he speaks, is the 

revolutionary originator of such discourse, and the master of its 

limits. He perceives the opening ~ of metaphor. To name is to 

kill, to subject to law. 

But ~ assign--assignificance--is to step away from the 

choices to choice itself, the condition of genre, theory, and 

literature itself. Theory is not a subset of genre. David Carroll, 

in his book The Subject in Question, which plays on the transformation 

of the concept of subj ect after Nietzsche and on "subj ect" as in 

"subject of discussion," in this case the subject of theory's 

interaction with fiction, shows Nietzsche's position (particularly in 

The Birth of Tragedy) as being one in which Plato is not only the 

first metaphysician but the first novelist. Nietzsche's contention, 

according to Carroll, is that the dialogues ("novels") as "attempts to 

recuperate, to rationalize art (poetry) for the purposes of 

philosophy" (Carroll 90). Nietzsche calls the Platonic dialogue a 

mixture of all extant styles and forms," hovering like Zarathustra' s 

tightrope walker, "midway between narrative, lyric, and drama, between 

prose and poetry, and so has broken the strict old law of unity of 
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linguistic formll (~ Birth of Tragedy 90). This perfect depiction of 

the novel's ~trangete then goes on to claim that 

Plato has given to all posterity the model of a new art form, 
the model of the novel--which may be described as an 
infinitely enhanced Aesopian fable, in which poetry holds the 
same rank in relation to dialectical philosophy as the same 
philosophy held for many centuries in relation to theology; 
namely that of ancilla. (90-91) 

The ancillary role of poetry, for Plato, is eroded by Nietzsche into 

an attempt at equivalency, though not in ~ Birth of Tragedy. In 

Zarathustra, Beyond ~ and Evil, and the latter books of 1888, 

Nietzsche transcends Plato, producing just the sort of IIcontamination" 

Derrida points to in his analysis of the law of genre. Carroll, that 

is to say, places nouveaut~ in an historical context, pointing out 

specifically in terms of contemporary fiction that lithe history of the 

New Novel," that anti-theoretical manifestation of Dasein, lIis also 

the history of the various theories used to analyze and explain both 

the form and sense of the various New Novels ll (9), including Robbe-

Grillet's own theories, which have already been and which will again 

be cited here. 

The strategy producing these various juxtapositions, then, 

of Richard Rorty with Paul de Man and Jacques Derrida, and of Robbe-

Grillet with Nietzsche begins to hint at its own justification. When 

Rorty talks about vocabularies of theory, when Derrida talks of 

"thanatographic dialectics, II when Robbe-Grillet declares being there 

and Nietzsche demonstrates the etrangete of metaphor and the warfare 

with fixed literary form, we glimpse the deeper dialectic, that of 

cultural identification. Culture constructs itself not only of 

difference but of a homogeneity of assigned sense. Carroll's 
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assertion that genre division is not a "neutral activity without 

historical or theoretical implications" (9) echoes Jean-Fran~ois 

Lyotard's designation of history as "big narrative," and leads to 

Derrida's claim that the ~ of genre is determine4 by "repetition or 

Re-citation," by the re-cit (54). What is repeated in genre theory 

and in literary theory, what is cited again, is highly enculturated 

interpretation of the nature (i.e. the narrative) of experience. The 

theorist is what Jonathan Beck calls a "depositaire d' un langage 

herit~," a "trustee of an inherited language" that "works him and that 

he works like the instrument of faith of his servitude and his 

liberation, living [as he does now] ••• in a time capable of 

alternating between the two" (129). He "affirms himself," Beck says, 

in his "bruised language" (129; emphasis mine). The question of 

theot'y is a recitation of the question "what is essential1" Robbe­

Grillet claims that any repetition of the forms of the past is not 

only "absurd and futile," but harmful" (9): "by blinding us to our 

real si tuation in the world today," Robbe-Grillet says, such 

repeti tion "keeps us. • from constructing the world and man of 

tomorrow." Essential for Robbe-Grillet is the insight of perception, 

but to say that this is "new," and not a slightly radicalized Platonic 

vision, would be as blind as Robbe-Grillet sometimes is to his own 

diachronicity. In the evolution of Dionysianism, Nietzsche saw his 

historicism, just as in Derrida's adherence to the texts of philosophy 

and literature, his strategies of insinuation, and his unwillingness 

to valorize a particular vocabulary, he sees his (and discusses it in 

Positions). But for the critical theorist (meaning both critic and 

theorist of crisis), the coming of age of Nietzsche's concept of a 
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consciousness formed in writing has as its corollary the form of the 

dialectic. Each gramme is a cultural signature. 

* * * 

The crisis, then, for the critic who distrusts or fears 

post-structuralism and deconstruction (and this includes "creative 

writers," of course, with very few exceptions) is whether the novel, 

or the drama, or the poem--whether literature--can be theoretized and 

remain fresh. Can he protect that valorization of imagination, or 

perception?--can one continue to be a secular humanist and still be a 

theorist? On the other hand, can one really defend the notion of the 

theorist as monster? We have seen how the manifesti of the New Novel, 

at least from Robbe-Grillet, claim a "subjective realism" that makes 

of every "stammering newborn work" a "monster, even by those who find 

experiment fascinating" (17). Within this dialogue, someone must ask 

whether it is better to be a monster or a ratifier. The answer to 

this will determine the position one takes toward theory, certainly 

toward post-structuralist theory. And the answer is that innovation 

is always monstrous. And it is always new. The world of differance 

is always in non-stasis, however hard it may seem to want to try to 

come to rest. When Nietzsche claims that man is "a rope tied between 

beast and overman, a rope over an abyss" (Zarathustra Prologue 4), 

that he is a "conflict and cross between plant and ghost" (Zarathustra 

Prologue 3) he speaks of man as narrative, as interpretation, as poem, 

as theoreia. Man and language are conjunction and disjunction, always 

new (if that phrase itself is not merely or singly an oxymo~on). Yet 

as Joyce points out in Finnegans Wake it is the "original sinsel' we 
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seek (239).5 The triple pun on "sin," "since," and "sense" not only 

crosses paradigms but states the narrative of history and theory at 

once. Derrida simply insists on doing with language what Joyce does, 

and what Nietzsche does, no more and no less. When we perceive this, 

and when we read Robbe-Grillet' s introductory comments to .!!!. the 

Labyrinth, we see him raising the question of theory: "this narrative 

is not a true account," Robbe-Grillet begins, 

but fiction. It describes a reality not necessarily the same 
as the one the reader has experienced. • • • The reality in 
question is a strictly material one; that is, it is subject to 
no allegorical interpretation. The reader is therefore 
requested to see in it only the objects, actions, words, and 
events which are described, without attempt to give them 
either more or less meaning than in his own life, or his own 
death. (140) 

This denial of "allegorical interpretation" is itself heavily 

thematic, with a decidedly Platonic cast. How is the reader to "see" 

the material reality Robbe-Grillet advances, aside from 

interpretation? And is he not asking the reader to offer an 

interpretation? Why can the meaning given to a so-called "thing" in 

one's ~ life not be overtly instead of merely covertly interpretive? 

Robbe-Grillet's claim elsewhere that "all our literature has not yet 

succeeded in eroding" the "smallest corner" of the serene power of 

"things," nor in "flattening their slightest curve" ("The Future of 

the Novel" 19) is highly suspect, and far less kinetic than his 

theoretically fictional, and fictionally theoretical work in Jealousy 

5 The sentence in which this rich pun occurs is even more rich: "We 
feel unspeechably thoughtless over it all here in Gizzygazelle Tark's 
bimboowood so pleasekindly communicake with the original sinse we are 
only yearning as yet how to burgeon." All the senses of fullness, 
completeness, and unity are here, as well as the combination of 
written and spoken paradigms. 
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or In the Labyrinth. His attempts to designify, which are stated and 

carried out in Heideggerian terms (not even at his most pragmatic is 

Robbe-Gri1let not magnetized and galvanized by theory), is a reaction. 

And it is not literary theory that motivates Robbe-Gri1let to respond, 

but the Ba1zacian novel, the paradigm that "gets realism wrong." This 

is all only to say that Robbe-Gril1et's endeavor is theoretical and 

hermeneutic as well as literary. The "new new" novel of, say, Robert 

Pinget (particularly in a novel like ~ ~ 1e materiou), passes 

beyond the privileging of subjective perception over 1anguage. 6 It 

becomes overtly what Robbe-Gri11et wants to deny, but cannot. 

The crisis of nouveaut~ and of theory, then, to use de Man's 

apt word, is one of resistance. It is a crisis, a constant turning-

point and articulation, of canonicity. Post-structuralist theory 

avoids the danger of iconicity into which Robbe-Gril1et falls as he 

contemplates the solid serenity of the ding-an-sich and moves to strip 

those things of over-layerings of specious interpretation. "Ideas," 

he declares, "remain of little consequence in relation to works" (13). 

But we know how in Nietzsche, Joyce, and Derrida, idea and work are 

simultaneous. Nietzsche's manifesto in response to the same dilemma 

is that the artist "will never submit to the tyranny of actuality"; 

Joyce, in his re-working of the dialectic of literature and poetic 

language, and in his concept of epiphany, places language at the 

fountainhead of experience (conscious and, in Finnegans Wake, 

subconscious). Derrida exercises a strategy of co-option. They would 

6 See David Carroll, Chapter One, for a discussion of this 
subjective perception. 



initially agree with Robbe-Gri11et that 

the function of art is never to illustrate a truth--or even an 
interrogation--known in advance, but to bring into the world 
certain interrogations • not yet known as such to 
themselves. (14) 
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The function of theory, however, is not to "illustrate a truth" 

either, but to explore the forces and tensions of the signs called 

"ideas" and "works." This must be done, .!!. any time, in the face of 

the resistance of cultural dogmatism, fear of displacement, 

ressentiment, blindness, identity crises, and scholarly apprehension. 

Paul de Man's book ~ Resistance ~ Theory is a case in point: 

commissioned by the MLA to produce a pedagogical (and paidaic) 

"explanation" of literary theory for a volume to be entitled 

Introduction to Scholarship in Modern Languages and Literatures, to be 

used as a teaching tool, as de Man narrates in the opening paragraphs 

of the book, he produced an essay in which he asserts that the "main 

theoretical interest of literary theory consists in the impossibility 

of its definition" (3). Leaving aside for the moment de Man's 

strategies in so claiming, the Committee, he says, "rightly judged 

tha t this was an inauspicious way to achieve the pedagogical 

objectives of the volume" (3). Another article was commissioned (from 

someone else), and de Man, manifesting his resistance to the 

resistance to theory, published his re-worked piece independently. 

The point to be made concerns the nature of the pedagogy involved in 

de Man's choice and that of the MLA Committee. The resistance to 

theory is actually a resistance to the use of language about language, 

and more specifically to what de Man calls "the rhetorical or 

tropologica1 dimension of language" (12), which points to the most 
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fundamental link between theory and nouveaute, but which also points 

to the subversion of generic distinctions on which more traditional 

literary criticism and practice (despite Nietzsche's claims for Plato) 

are based. 

But this schism goes deeper than it first appears to. 

Acknowledgment of nouveaute as here described is fundamentally 

uncomfortable. Writing, and particularly the production of 

literature, is the acknowledgement of the conscious struggle for 

existence. It is simultaneously latent and potential, the positing 

and the cancelling of the writing subject. It is experience, 

dialectical and contradictory (in its literal sense). The anti-law on 

which theory is based replaces the question "for whom does one write?" 

with its corollary, "against whom and against what does one write?," 

as Jonathan Becks reminds us (127). In so-called post-theoretical 

literary study one is left with the trace of what Beck calls "une 

problematique d'alienation," 

une tentative (inconsciente) de la part du professionnel de la 
parole patronnee de 'fabriquer un mode d'ecrire qui permette 
de d~saliener et de repersonnaliser Ie rapport de l''ecrivain a 
son ~criture'--fut-ce au prix de l'obscurite, d'une obscurite 
nouvelle et differente. 

[an attempt (unconscious) on the part of the professional of 
the patronized word to 'fabricate a mode of writing that 
permits him to de-alienate and depersonalize the rapport 
between writer and his writing'--produced at the price of 
obscurity, of a new and different obscurity.] (129) 

This obscurity is the post-structuralist reincarnation of Nietzsche's 

untergehen, the going under that produces a seering awareness (and 

then a forgetting, in Zarathustra's case) of the suspension of human 

consciousness in writing, forming the basis of post-structuralist--

i.e. obscurantist--literary theory. The obscurity of that 
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Heisenbergian position, in which the polarity "alienation/personaliza-

tion" is overcome between the writer and his writing, occurs because 

both alienation and personalization, both objectivity and 

subjectivity, are sublimated, aufgehoben, relevees, in language. The 

power of this "war-machine" of language--Nietzsche would approve of 

Beck's designation--is that it is always a self-dialectic, a 

privileging of and a resistance to self implied in "theory" itself. 

To achieve insight into the self, into experience, and into the 

etrangete of (metaphoric) language, the self must be overcome, passed 

beyond--one must give oneself to language, present oneself in 

language. And this produces a paradox, as de Man points out: 

the loftier the aims and the better the methods of literary 
theory, the less possible it becomes. • • • The more it is 
resisted, the more it flourishes, since the language it speaks 
is the language of self-resistance. (19) 

The more it is resisted, the more it flourishes: theory adheres to 

the concomitant sending forth and gathering in of discourse. More 

importantly, it adheres to the rigidity and the play of dogma. 

Derrida's concept of paleonymy, of the "old name," developed in 

"Signature Event Context" (Margins of Philosophy), entails just this 

dialectic: "writing," Derrida declares, "is read, and 'in the last 

analysis' does not give rise to a hermeneutic deCiphering, to the 

decoding of a meaning or truth" (329), but to "an opposition of 

metaphysical concepts (for example speech/writing, presence/absence, 

etc.)" which is "never the face-to-face of two terms, but a hierarchy 

and an order of subordination" (329). The newness of post-

structuralist theory is that it is never a "neutralization," but 

always a "double writing," a "practice of overturning of the classical 



320 

opposition and a general displacement of the system" (329). Theory is 

an intervention, a graft. Robbe-Grillet's expectations for the 

nouveaute of a writing that would be identical with an experience 

separate from writing are expectations that cannot be fulfilled, but 

in whose very energy the resistance and acquiescence to theory are 

created. 

And this is perhaps the most insistent strategy of 

deconstruction--what makes it work: it operates within an economy 

that counts on its own debits. The resistance to theory is a vital 

and vitalizing part of theory itself. "Only what is classically 

didactic," de Man declares of Derrida, "can be really and effectively 

subversive" (Ear Ei the Other 117). Like Nietzsche's "poetic 

philosophy," literary theory is formulated out of the irresolvable 

tensions of signification--and therefore of language itself. In this 

respect, Nietzsche is again at the forefront of theoretical thinking, 

and writing. His own resistance evolves into contemporary theory in 

its self-acknowledged recitations. Indeed, Derrida's response to the 

resistance to theory is to cite Nietzsche, to recite Nietzsche, and 

particularly the eternal return, as the signature of theory. The 

eternal return, for Derrida, is the signature of theory, which 

"signs," Derrida says, "only in the form of the d.ifference of forces 

and qualities" (Ear ~ the Other 57). Theory, as sign, therefore, is 

always a strategy of re-opening that never comes to rest, never 

adheres. Theory is catalyst, agent, and action itself, sliding across 

conventional lines of generic authority, creating a constant crisis of 

interpretation in which all generic fixity is denied, folded, or 

subsumed. All context--novel, play, poem, essay--theoretical or 
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"literary," all context is rendered as fluid as the problematic medium 

it serves to decode. 

'* '* '* 
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