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THE VOICE AND THE STONE – FROM HEGEL TO BECKETT
Mladen Dolar

The voice and the stone, to say the least, are obviously at opposite ends, they form like maximum extremes. ‘Silent as a stone’, one says in many languages; stone-deaf, one says in English, so that the being of stone implies the impossibility of both emitting a voice and receiving it. Stones can neither speak nor hear. Furthermore, the stone implies inert materiality, lifelessness and immobility (one says ‘stone-still’), whereas the voice is the sure sign, indeed the first sign of life, it is mobility itself, the undulation of air that can never be fixed, it cannot be present as a thing, it is the presence at its most elusive (and therefore, I suppose, at its most inveterate). If material, then this is the slightest form of materiality, mere vibration, quaver, it is almost immaterial, written in the air, as one says, that is, vanishing the moment it is emitted. Whereas if something is written in stone, then it is there to stay, presumably for good, resisting the vicissitudes and ravages of time. They both have a close relation to time, but in the opposite sense: voice epitomizes time as fleeting, it is its transitory aspect, the ephemeral moment which escapes the moment it arises, and the passing of the voice, its evanescence, its instant evaporation is the metaphor of the passing of time. The stone is the time as endurance, permanence, durability, intransience, it is a materiality that, of all things material, comes the closest to eternity. Their relation to life is again at the maximum distance: the stone is non-life par excellence, the thing as dead as can be, a metaphor of death; whereas the voice not only stands for life, stemming from a living creature and serving as the proof of life, it is more than life – as far as human voice is concerned, it epitomizes life at its purest, that is, being ethereal, the subtlest version of materiality that there is, it is as if preordained to epitomize the life of spirit, the quintessential spiritual life irreducible to matter, the intangible matter beyond matter, just as spirit is, supposedly, beyond the material forms of life, their secret mover, more alive than mere life, like material transcendence of materiality – so in a reversal it is the voice as the bearer of spirit that can be the harbinger of eternity, in its very evanescence, the true eternity as opposed to the mere durability of the stone. The stone is pure exteriority, the voice is pure interiority, it stems from, and testifies to, an unfathomable interior, endowed with a soul or a spirit. So the metaphoricity of both, as well as of their opposition, is heavily laden, it inevitably has a long and winding history with many ramifications – the history of metaphysics, its telltale sign? Oh, but the word itself is so heavily laden that it started to resemble a black hole; one would need more precise means to tell the story of the voice and the stone.

There is a philosophical discourse on both, involving their opposition, that is, their necessary hierarchy. If there is a philosophical discourse on the stone, then it epitomizes the lowest region of being, the lifeless, the selfless, the inert, the objectivity at its deadest, at its deafest, at its dumbest, without any principle of movement or action in itself, at its most senseless. Two famous examples must suffice. Hegel, in the Phenomenology of Spirit, when debating the ethical action, guilt and destiny (in the context of ancient Greece), argues that the deed, a voluntary action, involves loss of innocence, it implies guilt, it implies consequences that one didn’t cater for, but taking that risk is, for Hegel, the only way to ethical action. “Innocence, therefore, is merely non-action, like the mere being of a stone, not even that of a child.” (p. 282)
  So the stone has the privilege of innocence, by its being deprived of any possible action, it is always equal to itself and can be moved only from outside. Innocent as a stone, no departure from self-identity, no inequality, no split into interior and exterior. – Heidegger, on another notorious and heavily commented spot in Grundbegriffe der Metaphysik, says that the stone is weltlos, worldless, deprived of a world, as opposed to the animal which is weltarm, poor in its world, and finally to the man, who is weltbildend, forming a world, constructing the world of his (her? one hesitates with Heidegger) own.
 The stone is always the epitome of the inanimate, the spiritless, the worldless.

The philosophical discourse on the voice has been given such prominence, most notably by Derrida, that one needn’t give any examples. Indeed, its prominence is such that it has given rise to the term ‘phonocentrism’ as synonymous with metaphysics, to the point that the very notion of metaphysics coincides with a certain way of understanding the being of the voice. It is, in this view, also essentially concomitant with a number of other notions, the notion of consciousness, to start with (s’entendre parler, to hear oneself speak), auto-affection, originary presence untarnished by materiality, alterity or trace. If there is phonocentrism, then on the one hand, there doesn’t seem to be any contenders for stoneocentrism, although, curiously, there is the traditional image of the philosophers’ stone, lapis philosophorum, the quintessence of wisdom concentrated in a stone, of all things, no doubt an image governed by the principle of maximum distance, the spirit finding its embodiment in the thing furthest removed from it. It is the stone of the alchemists that would convert all baser metals into gold, the philosophical wisdom magically put to maximum practical use, the epitome of philosophical magic which can turn anything into gold, the stone-wisdom as the source of gold-surplus-value.
 – So the opposition between the stone and the voice is set up as didactical, marking the extreme points of a hierarchy, the lowest and the highest.

Can the two intersect? Can the highest and the lowest overlap? We have a curious instance of that in Hegel, an image, a dispositive, which he loves to come back to: the statue of Memnon. We are in Egypt, at the cradle of the spiritual development, the dawn of art. In the Phenomenology of Spirit, this is the moment of what Hegel calls the artificer (in A. V. Miller’s version), der Werkmeister, a producer of incipient spiritual objects, but who is not yet an artist: “Spirit, therefore, here appears as an artificer, and its action, whereby it produces itself as object but without having yet grasped the thought of itself, is an instinctive operation, like the building of a honeycomb by bees.” (p. 421) This instinctive spirit, not yet self-conscious spirit, this artificer is the one who produces pyramids and obelisks, like the crystals of spirit with their abstract geometrical lines, without understanding itself; it produces the enigmatic figure of Sphinx, enigmatic by being an enigma to itself – the enigmas of Egyptians, says Hegel in a famous slogan, are enigmas for Egyptians themselves. It is not that we cannot grasp the meaning of their art, it is they themselves who couldn’t grasp it, their spirit spoke in riddles it couldn’t itself decipher, it was a riddle to itself. And one of the products of this non-reflective artificer was the famous statue of Memnon, which, as the story goes, produced a sound when the first rays of light touched it in the morning. The stone emitted a voice, it was a vociferous stone, a stone made vocal. So this Egyptian wonder brings together the two, the stone and the voice, in a necessary strategic connection.

There are several descriptions of this marvel from antiquity, of the awe produced by its uncanny voice, and there is a modern physical explanation: allegedly, with the first rays of sun in the morning in the desert, the temperature rises so quickly that the masses of stone (quartzite sandstone from the vicinity of Assuan), under certain conditions, expand in the sudden warmth, the humidity gathered during the night quickly evaporates, and this process produces a sound in the masses of stone. The stone statue emits a voice from its entrails, an uncanny inhuman voice, the stone-voice.
 It was like a speaking Pygmalion, come true before the eyes of the astounded spectators.

But what does it say, this voice? What message does it convey? For Hegel, it says that even the inert stone has an interiority, that it is not simply equal to itself, it appears as the inert matter split in itself, it is the birth of the voice out of the spirit of the stone, or rather, more to the point, the opposite: the birth of the spirit out of the voice of the stone. The emission of the voice as if spiritualizes the stone. This voice has no content, what it says has no meaning – except for the meaning as such, the birth of meaning at its minimal, a minimal movement of interiority being exteriorized, a selfless thing producing the empty form of a self. There is nothing more selfless than a stone, yet it produces a selfless self, an unconscious self of the thing, as it were. Not out of its own accord, not from its inner nature, it needs the light to produce a voice, an external agency, so as to yield animation, an anima, from its entrails. The moment is iconic, it is the moment when the thing, so to speak, speaks, it gives birth to meaning. 

The statue of Memnon has a curious history that Hegel never refers to. It was built by the pharaoh Amenhotep III in the fourteenth century b. C., probably around 1350, as the part of a large mortuary temple complex in Thebes (near Luxor). The temple has been destroyed, there are only two large colossi that remain standing to this date, some 60 ft, 20 m high, both quite damaged. The particular statue probably represented the pharaoh himself, and for well over a thousand years there was no question of the statue emitting any voices. One should mention that the pharaoh Amenhotep III was the father of Amenhotep IV, who eventually entered the history in a grand way under the name of Akhenaton, the very man who ‘invented’ monotheism, as it were, and who, according to Freud’s theory, was at the origin of the Moses story and of Judaism. Akhenaton actually co-ruled the country with his father in the later years of his reign and took part in the construction of this grandiose temple. The great change occurred in 27 b. C. with a devastating earthquake which destroyed the temple and damaged the statue in question,
 and it was as the result of this damage, by being fissured, that the statue suddenly started to emit the voice at dawn. So the voice doesn’t emanate from the stone in itself, but from a crack in the stone. And this is where unexpectedly Memnon comes in: Memnon comes from another story, he was a Greek hero, the Ethiopian king who valiantly fought in the Trojan War on the Trojan side, and who was killed by Achilles. This mythological hero happened to be the son of Eos, the goddess of dawn, Aurora, and given his origin the connection was quickly made with the statue emitting a voice at dawn, so the story was made up that the statue, thirteen centuries after its construction, actually represented Memnon, who emitted a sound each morning when visited by the rays of his mother, lamenting at the sight of his mother rising in the skies, or returning his mother’s greeting. Rather incredibly everything comes together in a huge condensation in this statue, from Akhenaton and the origins of monotheism (could it be that this voice was the ghost of the incipient monotheism?) to Homer and the Trojan War – ancient history compressed and summarized, ‘at a glance’. The statue soon became a great celebrity, it was the site of the Greek and Roman budding tourist industry, many illustrious people came to visit it, including emperors (Hadrian around 130 AD), and there are numerous testimonies of this phenomenon, most conspicuously in the shape of 107 inscriptions on the statue itself, like graffiti, but executed by expert carvers, in both Greek and Latin, in both verse and prose, bearing witness to the spectacular awe-inspiring effects of the phenomenon.
 So, quite literally, the effects of this voice are written in stone, in the very stone that emitted it. All this lasted some two centuries, until around 200 AD, when the Roman emperor Septimus Severus had the bad idea to repair the damaged statue, and as a consequence of this repair the statue stopped emitting voices, and has remained voiceless up to this date. 
So Hegel used this figure for his own purposes, it was for him emblematic for a certain theory of the sign, of signification, of art and the movement of spirit. The rays of sun elicit the voice out of the stone, the externality of light produces the interiority of the inanimate, it gives life to the dead, it endows thinghood with an incipient reflexivity. Light itself, Hegel keeps repeating it a number of times, is already a first reflexivity of nature, it is the moment of its manifestation, neutral and abstract, it is the medium of phenomenality as such, where the nature manifests itself, lets itself be seen and sees itself, as it were, it reflects itself in light which it produces, and thereby light entails already a first movement of subjectivity: the light is “the first ideality, the first selfhood [das erste Selbst] of nature. In light the nature becomes for the first time subjective and is now the universal physical I [das allgemeine physikalische Ich] …” (Aesthetics III, TWA 15, p. 31).
 It is already in light that nature becomes unequal to itself by manifestation in phenomenality, so the process of reflexivity, of something becoming itself by becoming other than itself, has always already begun. (In other words, substance is always already subject.) But the moment the rays of light produce a sound, the reflexivity comes to a new decisive moment, which concerns the split into exteriority and interiority, for the voice comes from an invisible, unfathomable interior, and at the same time this is precisely the joint of space and time, for the voice belongs to the temporal, it coincides with the unfolding of temporality and its passing. Voice is a disrupted phenomenality, a scission of the stone, the invisible voice carves the stone from the inside, it splits the stone, and this is the starting point of spirit. It is not merely a sound, like rubbing the visible things, but a voice, i. e. something stemming from interiority and whose source remains structurally hidden. (And we have to remember that Memnon is a tombstone, for Hegel the locus of the spirit as that which survives death, the birth of meaning as that which defies death. Its voice gives spirit to this spirit.) 

But we have to remember here that the stone didn’t ‘speak’ by itself, it only started producing voices as the consequence of an accident: the thing only ‘speaks’ if it is cracked, quite literally split. The self literally stems from a crack – a rather wonderful turn that Hegel seems not to have been aware of. Reflexivity of a self coincides with a crack in the stone. Maybe this condenses the whole ambiguity of the Hegelian enterprise: is dialectics the smooth run of subsequent sublations, Aufhebungen,
 stemming from the immanent unfolding of the thing itself, or is it rather the pointer and the consequence of the crack in the thing itself, indicator of a contingent fissure that successive sublations highlight and circumscribe? Is the notorious teleology internally linked to the contingency of a crack? Does dialectics depend on a glitch? But maybe this alternative itself is cracked. Here is a theme to ponder: the concept and the earthquake. Is the earthquake, producing the crack, an accident in the progression of the concept (which notoriously squashes many an individual flower), or is it its condition, its founding accident, ‘always already’ cracking the thing, something that couldn’t be quite recuperated by the concept and thus pushing the sublation? The two inextricably at the same time? Does the series of sublations, of Aufhebungen, depend upon coming together of the voice and the stone articulated in a crack?
 End of parenthesis.

“As symbols, these colossi have to be given the following meaning: they don’t have, freely, a spiritual soul in themselves and instead of receiving animation [Belebung] from interiority, which carries in it the measure and the beauty, they need the external light which elicits [lures, herauslockt] the sound [den Ton] of their soul from them. The human voice, on the contrary, resonates from its own feeling and from its own spirit, without an external spur, and the highest form of art generally consists in letting the interior acquire form from itself. But in Egypt the interior of the human form is still mute [stumm] and involves in its animation only the natural moment.” (Aesthetics I, TWA 13, p. 462).

So this is the art of the voice which is not yet a human voice, a soulless interiority, a voice in itself which will have to become for itself, i. e. an interiority obtaining an external shape from its own impetus, spurred by itself.
 This will be, in the next step, the moment of Greek art, where the unconscious spirit inhabiting the stone will gain consciousness. In the notorious metaphor, the Greek Oedipus will solve the riddle of the Egyptian Sphinx, and the solution of the riddle is, notoriously, the man. The external unconscious spirit will be claimed and assumed as a self-conscious spirit of the classical art. And the story of Memnon, being contingently imputed to the Egyptian statue, although Hegel never uses this, is already a telltale sign that it is the Greek spirit which resides in the Egyptian stones, waiting for its coming out, not yet aware of itself. The thing speaks, but it doesn’t yet know that it speaks Greek. And there is a long way to go till it will speak in its own voice, in poetry, and eventually speak German.

So there is a crucial step, a critical passage in Hegel that connects the stone and the voice, the voice emanating from stone. It is an iconic moment in the movement of interiorization, the spirit being propelled forward and inward, becoming for itself what it was in itself, assuming the voice which was elicited from the stone as its own, in a movement which will lead, in the architecture of the Aesthetics, to the height of the interiority of the voice freely shaping itself in romantic poetry. This is the moment where the movement of interiorization will find its precise match in the exteriorization of poetic language – but the initial flaw in the stone will come back to revenge itself.

For this is where another story begins, featuring Memnon as its protagonist and figurehead. What we find at the peak of this movement, in a sort of perfect match, is again the figure of Memnon, but this time as the emblem of the incipient modernity, which coincides with the end of the movement pursued in Hegel’s Aesthetics – that is, at the precise point where the Memnon story came to its Hegelian end, to its fulfillment – to the end of art, according to the Hegelian vulgata. At the pinnacle of this interiorization of the voice, Memnon re-emerges, colossus-like, inaugurating a new era, the metaphor of a new art.

The story, although always known, gained a sudden popularity and great currency in romanticism, particularly German romanticism, when it acquired the stature of an allegory – one could say an ‘allegory of reading’, to use Paul de Man’s expression – the act of reading as giving a voice to the inanimate, voicing the voiceless, instilling spirit into the spiritless letter – but in the same gesture an allegory of producing poetry itself – and de Man magisterially described its romantic mechanisms. So Memnon, sixteen centuries after turning mute, became the figurehead of romantic poetry, of a certain conception of reading, writing, the voice and the spirit which come together in this vocal statue.
 There was even a journal called Memnon, started by August Klingemann in Leipzig in 1800 (there was only one issue, but featuring texts by no lesser figures than Clemens Brentano and Winckelmann, among others). Novalis brought it to a short slogan: “The spirit of poetry is the light of the dawn that makes the statue of Memnon resonate. [Der Geist der Poesie ist das Morgenlicht, was die Statue des Memnon tönen macht.]” The spirit of poetry is that light which makes the interior of things give a voice, but at the same time, in the coupling or overlapping of activity and passivity, it has to make itself an echo of this enigmatic voice emanating from things themselves, it is the repetition of the stone’s voice. The effort of romantic poetry was to ground itself as a repetition, a trace, an echo (Nachklang) of a preexistent voice, as a sort of hallucinatory prosopopoia of vocalization. To give one’s voice to the stone and to make oneself the echo of the stone’s voice – the two are indistinguishable, in a gesture which is an opening towards a new enigmatic meaning and grounds a new form of subjectivity, lending one’s own voice to the voiceless, the inanimate, the dead, and at the same time borrowing its voice, the mysterious uncanny sound emanating from the interior. One can also remember the fascination with the ruins, those speaking stones, stones heavily laden with dead voices that one must listen to and lend one’s voice to – and Memnon could only ‘speak’ precisely as a ruin, as a damaged, deteriorated form of itself.
 The rays of this dawn that elicit the voice from the stone are also, in a certain sense, the rays of the dawn of modernity, emblematic of a strong moment of modernity, when things have stopped making sense, to put it roughly, when their sense turned obscure and enigmatic, yet resonating with uncanny voices that one had to eavesdrop to and lend one’s voice to, turning into an echo, but an echo which at the same time produced the voice of which one was the echo, the echo producing its source, as it were, in a circular movement which no doubt involved a lure and disavowal. So prosopopoia, an innocent looking rhetorical figure of impersonation, personification, gained a whole new stature, it became an emblematic device: lending a voice and borrowing a voice as a kernel of subjectivity, a production of meaning when meaning itself became enigmatic and uncertain. Romanticism as hearing stones speak, poetry as the prosopopoia of the stone? – I can add here that there was at the time, as indeed throughout Memnon’s history, some speculation as to whether Memnon was a hoax, a device staged by the Egyptian priests (a clerical fraud?), a canny mechanism to deceive the credulous, and the connection was made with the famous chess-playing automaton, used by Benjamin etc., widely known at the time. Was there a homunculus inside Memnon, an artificial gadget to make believe that the thing speaks? Can one ever be sure, if one hears stones speak, that this is not some technical, man-made effect? Or should one, inversely, conceive the poetry itself as this hidden dwarf inside the stone, the technical contrivance which makes stones speak while pretending to be merely recording?

Memnon stands not any longer for a voice of the thing to be appropriated, but for the inscrutability of meaning that one must try to decipher with one’s own voice. As if the figure of Memnon started to figure as the remnant of the Hegelian account of the history of art and its development, in a sudden recurrence which implied a new configuration of the voice and the stone, and the recurrence of their crack. The status of both interiority and exteriority became uncertain, and the figure of Memnon was a way of bridging a gap that became unbridgeable, a gap between the interiority of the self and a world become alien and impenetrable, inscrutable and opaque, the fantasy that the voice of the stone can find its way to coincide with the innermost. A certain modern fantasy of the voice and the stone, of their hidden link. The internal voice needs the external voice as its prop, there seems to be a happy match between the two voices, the one grounding the other, the one eliciting the other and being elicited by it – and at the very same moment this happy match turns into a most unhappy mismatch, reproducing the crack between the two, the meaning emanating from the stone being impossible to decipher. The two voices never tally, there is the nostalgia for the lost unity of the two, any echoing of the voice reproduces the disunity. The happy match fatally turning out to be the unhappiest mismatch – the experience of romanticism in a nutshell. Memnon comes back with a vengeance, it returns as the figure of posthumous revenge – but it was based on a posthumous revenge to start with, the spirit itself depended on the accident of posthumous revenge. The recuperation of dead voices animates them only to find that they are irrecoverable – the stone’s voice would need the Greek to convey its truth, but it is absent, there is no Greece to follow. 

No doubt the fantasy of the overlapping entails a disavowal – say the disavowal of rhetoricity, of the letter, as Bettine Menke’s thesis runs; the prevailing fantasy of orality around 1800 that Friedrich Kittler speaks about – but what happens inside that fantasy is the split of the voice that inaugurates modernity, and Memnon can serve as its indicator. The split not to be cured by interiorization, for it occurred at the very point of completion of the Hegelian movement of art to interiority (of interiority fully commanding its external form). The fantasy of unity, or grounding in the overlapping, leading to the experience of its impossibility, the experience of the crack of existence, which was the gist of the romantic experience initiating modernity: modernity as an irrecoverable splitting of the voice. Coming from a cracked statue the voice is itself cracked, but it displayed its crack, the ‘founding crack’ of sublation, precisely at the moment when it was supposed to be sublated. The cracked statue which was, albeit unwittingly, inscribed in Hegel’s argument has been brought to flaunt its crack, precisely at the point when it was supposed to be healed. It is as if the end of art, this final sublation, brings forth the crack, its ‘foundational crack’, to found a new history, the posthumous history of art – another name for modernity.

What does it say, this voice of the stone that one has to emulate in order to obtain one’s own voice? What meaning does it convey? The Egyptian Memnon, in Hegel’s parable, conveyed meaning as such, a meaning still ungrasped and inarticulate, which would have to be assumed by a self to start making sense. But here the itinerary is the opposite: from the endeavour to find out the obscure meaning and to give it a voice, to realizing that no such meaning exists, and that the stone, if we lend it an ear and listen very carefully, turns out to be quite mute. Its muteness, its inscrutability, will come to epitomize the very absence of meaning.

I am finally coming to the twentieth century, and I will only look at two instances of the heyday of modernism, which both have to do with the new constellation of the voice and the stone – a brief history of modernism as understanding those two extremes. – There is another iconic moment, a century later, when modernity itself has run its course, and after a century of listening to stones it has discovered that stones don’t speak: the opening pages of Sartre’s Nausea (1938).
 It all starts with a stone: the life of the hero, Antoine Roquentin (who has roc, the stone, inscribed in his name, this will define his fate), comes to a crisis on the first page, it is jeopardized, there is break, produced by what? By a mere stone found on the beach, which he wanted to throw, but then looked at it and let it go, overcome by disgust. 

I must point out that there is a privileged location for this object stone, which is the beach, the demarcation line of the sea and the land, the solid and the liquid, the border, the limit (the limit of the limited and the limitless?). There is an object found at the dividing line which puts into question the dividing line itself. We will come in a moment to Molloy finding stones on the beach, and one can also think of Paul Valéry’s version of Socrates, in his remarkable dialogue Eupalinos, who, in his youth, found l’objet ambigu on the beach, an ambiguous object for which one cannot decide whether it is natural or man-made, an oddly shaped thing on the border of nature and culture, and which Socrates, if he is to pursue his career as the philosopher, had to throw back into the sea. 

So Sartre’s hero picks up this inconspicuous stone and his life comes to a stop, it is thrown out of joint, there is suddenly the weight of existence that starts to suffocate him, the nausea overcomes him, spreading from the stone, the nausea at the sheer experience of the non-sense of existence, of the absence of meaning, epitomized by precisely a stone. “I saw something that disgusted me, but I no longer know whether it was the sea or the stone. The stone was flat and dry, especially on one side, damp and muddy on the other. I held it by the edges with my fingers wide apart so as not to get them dirty.” (p. 10) The border-creature, at the edge of the sea, has the border inscribed in it, dry on one side and wet on the other. It has a slimy underside that blurs the line between solid and liquid, as well as the dividing line between subject and object. This is the opening tiny anecdote which keeps recurring through the book. “Now I see, I recall better what I felt the other day at the seashore when I held the pebble. It was a sort of sweetish sickness. How unpleasant it was! It came from the stone, I’m sure of it, it passed from the stone to my hand. Yes, that’s it, that’s just it – a sort of nausea in the hands.” (p. 22) Stone’s objecthood infests the hand, stonehood is infectious, contagious, it cannot be kept at bay. “I was going to throw that pebble, I looked at it and then it all began: I felt that it existed. Then after that there were other Nauseas; from time to time objects start existing in your hand.” (p. 173)

What is the meaning of this stone? Precisely that it has no meaning, it doesn’t divulge any secrets, it is not endowed with a secret voice to be recovered. Its stupid meaninglessness and inertia rather endow the rest of existence with stone-like quality, it petrifies it, it refers it to a void by just senselessly being there. It is something that cannot be recuperated by meaning, ensnared by sense, the stone is recalcitrant to making sense. The stone, this lowest region of existence, this thing which is weltlos, worldless, doesn’t serve as a term against which one can set the human as weltbildend, forming a world, but rather blurs this line, the most dramatic line there is, it prevents the human hero from being weltbildend, it bestows the stone inertia on the whole of existence as weltlos, heavy as a stone, stone-deaf, stone-dumb. A number of other objects will then successively step in the place of this stone during the novel, spreading the same properties. The stone is metonymized, things start staring back, but their stare is inscrutable, their gaze cannot be returned, there is no recognition, no secret to decipher, their silence is deafening, they threaten to engulf the subject. So the hero is overcome by nausea, by a universal disgust, from which he cannot quite recover till the last page. Nausea is like the consciousness of the stone, or rather the affect of the impossibility of its subjectivation.

Disgust is a physiological reaction, but it is always also a judgment, a judgment inscribed in the guts, a judgment implying contempt for something hierarchically way bellow us, the lowest forms of life, the oozy, the slimy, the dirt, the excrement, the stink. Yet the very onset of disgust tacitly admits that what is bellow us has come too close, that it has victoriously attained us, it stained us, we haven’t escaped clean, and hence the panic reaction. This is the line developed in William Ian Miller’s remarkable book The Anatomy of Disgust (1997) – disgust is “the admission that we haven’t escaped contamination […] it admits its own vulnerability in the very assertion of superiority. Disgust never allows us to escape clean” (p. 204). Just as the stone has come too close to the hero and contaminated the whole of existence. – But Miller has no appreciation for this kind of disgust, the disgust with existence, taedium vitae, and in particular for Sartre’s nausea, which he calls “self-congratulatory self-disgust” (p. 29).

So with this universal opaque meaningless stony existence, what happened to the voice? The voice is very much there in the novel, but it doesn’t emanate from the stone, anything but. It emanates from a technical device, the gramophone, it is artificially contrived, it is the voice of a black jazz singer, a record played in a sleazy small-town pub with lukewarm beer and dirty glasses. It is a voice spreading from a scratchy old record, a ragtime, supposedly composed by a Jewish composer – the coupling of a Jew and a black woman singer, coming from another world (precisely the New World) to this provincial boring French town in the thirties, and the voice has the power to open another world. “Some of these days you’ll miss me, honey!” It has a strange property: it can precisely counteract the nausea of existence, it is its negative – already with its first appearance at the beginning of the novel, shortly after the stone episode: “What happened was that the Nausea has disappeared. When the voice raised in silence, I felt my body harden and the Nausea has evaporated.” (p. 38) It resurfaces in the middle of the novel: “The low and raucous voice suddenly appears and the world disappears, the world of existences.” (p. 147)
 And most famously at the end, with the third and final appearance, when, faced with “so ugly the very existence of the world” there is the song of the saxophone and of the woman’s voice: 

“It doesn’t exist. […] Through the thickness upon thickness of existence, it reveals itself, tiny and firm, and when one wants to grasp it, one only encounters the existing things, one stumbles upon the existing things deprived of sense. It is behind them: I don’t even hear it, I hear the sounds, the vibrations of the air which reveal it. It doesn’t exist because it has nothing superfluous: everything else is superfluous in relation to it. It is.” (p. 244) 

The stone exists, even nothing exist but stones, but the voice doesn’t, it is produced by existing things, yet transcending them in their midst. “The black woman sings. So one can justify one’s existence? Just a little bit?” (p. 248) “An existing thing can never justify the existence of another existing thing” (ibid.), but the voice has the magic property that it can, just a little bit. It is again the emergence of sense, ungraspable, sense as pure transcendence of a void, it is not in the words sung, it has no particular content, but it can, from its non-existing void, transfigure the existence. It will transfigure the existence of the hero, who on the last page decides to write a book, a novel – the very book that we have been reading? So that some day he will be able to look back and say “It was that day, at that hour, that everything has begun.” (p. 249). 

The whole novel is very carefully balanced between the stone and the voice – the stone epitomizing the unbearable heaviness of being, and the voice as non-existent, beyond existence, the non-existing transcendence. Stone as the poison and voice as the cure. Have we left romanticism far behind? Stones stopped emitting voices, mysterious as they were, there is no secret to be recovered from nature’s voice, they became blunt beings with no sense, and they flooded our existence which became stone-like. All things material inspire disgust, there is a horror of embodiment as such.
 There is the mourning for the dead meaning, inspiring disgust, counterbalanced by the birth of the voice, the voice as equally ethereal, but now humanly and technically contrived, it comes from a far and exotic land, the New World, but not as something primeval, archaic or authentic, not the voice of nature but the product of the technologically advanced culture, synthetic, jazzy,
 but with the compelling power of interpellation, the miracle, the miracle of non-existence in the midst of stony existence. And the hero can only answer to this call, the call coming from a void, by filling this void with his own project, reforming his life, of which he will be able to think “without repugnance” once he has completed his book. The voice has the power to split, to split the stone, as it were, to split the subject’s existence, refer it to the empty transcendence where he can project himself. Voice as salvation, salvation into art? Art as the echo of the voice to which one must lend one’s own voice?

Let me quote, somewhat abruptly, a rather disparaging judgment by Deleuze and Guattari, from Mille plateaux: “French novel is profoundly pessimist, idealist, ‘critical of life rather than creating life’. It drives its heroes into the hole, it bounces them against the wall. It only conceives of organized travels and of salvation by art. This is still a catholic salvation, that is to say, by eternity.” (Minuit, Paris 1980, p. 228) The most creative thing one can do is to write a book, and be salvaged by it. Sartre is not mentioned, the context, somewhat oddly, refers to Proust, who was after all the hero of Deleuze’s remarkable book, featuring Proust as the great discerner of signs, but who, nevertheless, found salvation in art. Proust, after all, withdrew from life altogether in order to pursue his artistic vocation. La petite phrase, the small melodic line that Swann heard one evening at the Verdurins, this key to another dimension epitomizing the force of art to transfigure existence, has now turned into the raucous voice of a jazz singer, but there is the same structure, it is like the rewriting of The Swann’s World. – One can think of other iconic examples: twenty years later, in the heyday of nouveau roman, The Modification (1957) by Michel Butor,
 the classical showcase book of that literary current, has the same structure, although in a very different setting (a reaction against existentialism, anti-Sartre, as it were): how the hero came to the decision to write a book, instead of leaving his wife and starting a new life with his mistress. He changed his mind, very catholically, on the way to Rome.
 – I will leave aside what other things one would have to say about Sartre, his political engagement, his subsequent work, his philosophical stance etc., I will rest my case with his most influential modernist novel and the new constellation of the voice and the stone it has at its core. Which is still a constellation of damnation and salvation, romantic beginning extended to its far consequences, persisting in its being turned upside down.

Let me come to my final exhibit, the work of Samuel Beckett. One might have the superficial impression that we find ourselves in the same or similar landscape, that of the absurdity of existence. Beckett has often been squeezed into the category of the ‘theatre of the absurd’, and absurdity is actually the master-word of Sartre’s hero, who writes at a crucial moment towards the end of the novel: 

“The word Absurdity has now emerged under my pen. Absurdity was not an idea in my head, not a breath of the voice, but this long dead serpent at my feet […] And without formulating anything clearly, I understood that I have now found the key to Existence, the key to my Nauseas, to my own life. […] I made the experience of the absolute: the absolute or the absurd [l’absolu ou l’absurde]. […] Absurd, irreducible; nothing – not even the profound and secret delirium of nature – could explain it.” (p. 182) 

It would seem that Beckett’s heroes – and I am referring basically to the Trilogy (and the Texts for Nothing) – inhabit that same world of absurd, the stony existence abandoned by meaning, and they are actually also constantly overcome by disgust, disgust with their own declining bodies, bodies falling apart, with their meaningless pursuits, with human closeness. Yet everything has changed, the landscape of absurdity has been utterly overturned. Not by finding a new meaning (or an old one coming back), but by persevering in the midst of its absence. Taking a cue from Deleuze, making a sharp opposition between meaning and sense (as he does in The Logic of Sense), one could say that the less there is meaning, the more sense is produced, from one sentence to another,
 out of nothing, of almost nothing, with useless remains, vestiges, clichés, residues of what once was meaning. The lack of meaning can appear as absurd only by the yardstick of the lost meaning, but the point is precisely to be rid of this yardstick so that sense can be made. The two tramps in Godot quite literally and relentlessly make sense, a sense that relentlessly keeps surprising us, catching us unaware in the midst of meaninglessness. And the point of Waiting for Godot is precisely that Godot comes, he keeps coming all the time, and if it seems that he doesn’t, it’s only because we have been expecting him from the wrong quarters.

Some interpreters have already pointed out that the famous scene where Molloy, in the first part of the Trilogy (Picador, London 1979, pp. 64-69), finds stones on the beach and sets up an elaborate system of sucking them in turn, that this emblematic scene is a sort of response to the opening scene of Sartre’s Nausea.
 Sartre rewriting Proust on the voice, Beckett rewriting Sartre on the stone? The two heroes find themselves on the beach and pick up a stone, but the difference between the two scenes couldn’t have been more striking. In six points. First of all, there is not one stone, epitomizing stonehood, as in Nausea, but a multiplicity of them, a host of stones, yet a multiplicity to be submitted to count, even more, to a careful and complicated combinatory calculus. They are sixteen – the first thing to do with stones is to count them.
 Second, if the stone immediately inspired disgust in Sartre’s hero, if it was the cause (causa efficiens?) of the onset of nausea which will be persistently tormenting him henceforth, then Molloy picks up stones to put them into his mouth, to suck them. If disgust pertains particularly to the lower senses (in the traditional hierarchy), to taste and smell, where its forces are most powerful, then Molloy displays the very opposite of disgust, he does the unimaginable, as far as disgust is concerned: he puts the disgusting thing into his mouth. Disgusting? Let’s see what it tastes like, let’s taste the existence, as it were, not recoil from it – and unsurprisingly he found it tasteless. Stones suck. Third, stone is a border creature, found on the dividing line between land and sea, and it has the strange property of putting into question the border, most conspicuously the divide between the exterior and the interior. The stone, which is externality itself, is being internalized, sucked, systematically, one by one, each at its appropriate turn, sucked, that is, kept on the verge, at the aperture, at the point of transition, at the limit, as a detachable part of the body, the oral object, the breast turned stone. It is being oralized, and most significantly, put at the locus of the emission of the voice.
 The stone, the deadest thing there is, is as if integrated into the life cycle, recycled, one the verge of life and death. “It’s vague, life and death,” says Malone in Malone dies (p. 206). Fourth, stone is a practice, it calls for a practice, it is not an object of contemplation out there, nor something inspiring horror when touched, it is something to handle, feel, process, displace, replace, shift, move, shuffle, order – and the whole scene hinges on arranging the stones in the right pecking order, i. e. sucking order, so that each will be sucked in turn and in equal proportions. To leave no stone unturned. Fifth, if for Sartre’s hero the stone is metonymized, spreading its properties to other objects and ultimately to the whole of existing things – so that to exist is to be a stone – then here there is only metonymy from stone to stone, from one stone to another – shall I say: each stone ‘representing the subject’ for another stone? Shuffling stones from one pocket to another, between four pockets and the mouth, all this looks like an elementary structuralist exercise in the dialectics of the empty place and the element that comes to fill it. And the point of the combinatory exercise is to exhaust all possibilities of permutation in this metonymy.
 Exhaustion is something quite other than tiredness, as Deleuze has taught us in his beautiful essay on Beckett, although Beckett’s ‘hero’ is also always tired to the point of death. Being tired implies not being able to realize the possible, but the point is that “he exhausts himself in exhausting the possible, and vice-versa. He exhausts that which, in the possible, is not realized.”
 It is not that the possible is not realized, it is the possible itself that is exhausted, and the exhaustion of the possible is what is at stake. Sixth, all stones taste the same,
 they are tasteless, indifferent, so why suck one stone rather than the other? Well, the stone is the creature of minimal difference, of the difference of the same, the difference of the indistinct, and it is the minimal difference, the indifferent difference that counts, quite literally. And the minimal difference of the indistinct will be very much at stake in all Beckett’s later work. To the point of indistinction of life and death.

One can sense that the whole exercise is at the same time essential while being completely pointless. “And the solution to which I rallied in the end was to throw away all the stones but one, which I kept now in one pocket, now in another, and which of course I soon lost, or threw away, or gave away, or swallowed.” (p. 69) So are we stuck with the futility of it all? Of course, but with the meaningless stones a lot of sense has been made, the scene is extremely striking and very funny, both delirious and completely pragmatic, (nonsense and no-nonsense, as it were), crucial and trivial in one: one can make do with Sartre’s nauseating stone, provided one submits it to the quickly sketched six points; provided one doesn’t turn it into substance nor seek transcendence. The immanent transcendence from stone to stone is all there is. (Is this the provisional Beckettian sense one could give to the Hegelian dictum that substance is subject?)

So what about the voice here? One can say that for any reader of the Trilogy, the most striking ‘immediate’ effect is precisely the voice effect, the effect of an extraordinary voice sustaining the whole. This is not a personal voice, expressing interiority, it is arresting precisely in its neutrality, impersonality. Beckett is at the opposite end of what various courses in creative writing try to do, to find one’s own voice, to teach people how to find their own writing voices – Beckett’s endeavour is entirely the opposite, how to lose one’s own voice, how not to be an author. “What matter who’s speaking”, this is the famous cue that Foucault took from Beckett in his lecture dealing precisely with “What is an author?”
 This requires the utter reduction of style, the reduction of literary means, the reduction of language itself. In one of his very rare utterances about his vocation, in the letter to Axel Kaun written in German in 1937, Beckett said: “As we cannot eliminate language all at once, we should at least leave nothing undone that might contribute to its falling into disrepute. To bore one hole after another in it, until what lurks behind it – be it something or nothing – begins to seep through; I cannot imagine a higher goal for a writer today.” (Disjecta, Grove Press, New York 1984, p. 172) So the aim of the writer, by definition someone working with words, is to impoverish his means, to undo his tools; if not to entirely eliminate his means of production, then at least to make them work against themselves, to counteract the fascination with words and meaning, to stop producing more and more meaning, to render the words senseless (as opposed to Joyce, fascinating with omniscience and omnipotence, always adding – Beckett, who saw his course in impotence and ignorance, was always subtracting).
 Hence writing in a foreign language, with diminished powers of ‘expression’, voluntarily forsaking the bountiful ‘natural’ means at one’s disposal.

Along with the reduction of language there is the reduction of the body. Beckett’s heroes constantly move from mobility to an increasing immobility. The means of transportation fail and are taken away, the legs won’t work any longer, the eyes go blind, the body disintegrates, more and more is taken away from it, it is the infinitely shrinking body in an infinitely shrinking space. The body is reduced in the same process as language is reduced, increasingly mutilated and emaciated, more and more can be taken away from both, it is the body on the verge of dying, on the way to disappearance, to the bodily almost-nothing, as the words turn into ‘dying words’.
 On the unending way there, the bodily almost-nothing is epitomized by the voice, the voice gradually not of a person or any nameable entity, just an unnameable source. The voice at the point of the void, the voice incessantly on the brink of getting lost itself, but nevertheless persevering, tenuously and tenaciously, always recuperating at the very point of vanishing. Not speaking ‘in its own name’, but indistinguishable from the voice of the other.

“I shall transmit the words as received, by the ear, or roared through a trumpet into the arsehole, in all their purity, and in the same order, as far as possible. This infinitesimal lag, between arrival and departure, this trifling delay in evacuation, is all I have to worry about.” (The Unnamable, p. 321)
The voice is never simply the narrator’s voice – “it’s not mine”, he claims a number of times (p. 381), or else: “it’s always he who speaks […] I never spoke, I seem to speak, that’s because he says I as if he were I, I nearly believed him” (p. 371) – yet the narrator only inhabits this foreign space, the tiny lag, both his own and alien, the voice cut off from its owner, inhabited all the time with his ‘vice-existers’ (Mahood, Worm etc.). One’s voice is the dispossessed voice. All voices are alike, like the stones were, there is a metonymy from one voice to another, from one’s own voice to another’s voice, infinite shift from voice to voice. Other voices have to be incorporated, taken into one’s mouth, literally, like the stones, they have to be sucked and spit out, this is what speaking is, sucking and spitting out alien voices. The voice is an intruder, an alien body, the prosthesis,
 the extimate. Could one say: the voice is like the stone in the mouth?

“… I’ll have said it, without a mouth I’ll have said it, I’ll have said it inside me, then in the same breath outside me, perhaps that’s what I feel, an outside and an inside and me in the middle, perhaps that’s what I am, the thing that divides the world in two, on the one side the outside, on the other the inside, that can be as thin as foil, I’m neither one side nor the other, I’m in the middle, I’m the partition, I’ve two surfaces and no thickness, perhaps that’s what I feel, myself vibrating, I’m the tympanum, on the one hand the mind, on the other the world, I don’t belong to either […]” (The Unnamable, p. 352)

One couldn’t be more precise: the voice is the very principle of division, itself not on either side and yet on both sides at once, at the intersection of the inner and the outer, and unplaceable in that division, the thinnest of foils which connects and separates the two. Beckett’s literature, written as literature is, is at the same time the literature of the voice as no other, not only by virtue of it being close to the spoken idiom, but by being sustained merely by the voice which propels it forward, with no other hold or footing, the voice more important than the words it utters. For the words are hollow, contradictory, clueless, digressing – the flow of words is a constant digression without the main line, without a course, its course is a dis-course, constantly undermining itself, yet carrying on. 

There is a traditional way of dealing with the inner voice under the heading of ‘the stream of consciousness’. The term, stemming from William James’s Principles of Psychology (1890), was widely applied first to William’s brother, then to Joyce, to Woolf, and a number of others, thus becoming like a trade-mark of the modernist novel. As far as Beckett is concerned, the term is highly misleading and inappropriate. For the stream of consciousness presupposes consciousness as a realm neatly separate from the outside world, and the writer supposedly follows its inner ramblings and faithfully records them as a scribe, putting down its meanderings in a raw form as they appear to consciousness before being made presentable and coherent. The whole point with Beckett is that the voice maintains itself as unplaceable, at the very edge of the mind and the world, the speech and the body, cutting into both and being cut by both. Its inner split immediately translates into an outer split, and vice versa. It is not that consciousness is incoherent, rather the very line that separates consciousness and constitutes it as such is constantly blurred and indistinct, and the voice holds out on the very dividing line.

So the voice and the stone are brought together. They don’t form the maximum opposition that defined the whole tradition, and which Sartre was still very much prey to. It is not that the voice has to be elicited from the stone, as the interiority of things to be recuperated, as Hegel postulated at the dawn of art and as the romantics vainly hoped for at the dusk of the Hegelian ‘end of art’. Now both are placed alongside – the stone only in one iconic scene, the voice constantly – in a region which is precisely neither outside nor inside, they are placed on the dividing line, at the intersection of incorporation and expulsion. The region of the extimate that modernity has come to explore, and this could serve as its definition. The stone speaks, but only if you put it in your mouth, the voice speaks, but only if you deprive it of interiority and its expression, if you chew it as a stone. This is the voice which doesn’t come from within, it doesn’t express interiority nor points to it. What is cracked is neither the stone nor the voice, but the very division inside/outside, and both the stone and the voice come to inhabit this crack. The endgame of the voice and the stone.

The voice served as the harbinger of salvation in both Proust and Sartre,
 but a salvation into art – still a ‘catholic salvation’ by eternity, as Deleuze and Guattari have acidly remarked. Is there a salvation to be hoped for from this voice, from this stone, as they appear in Beckett? Beckett’s ‘heroes’ are always and increasingly on the brink of death, they keep dying through whole novels and theatre pieces, waiting for death to come as a salvation, they are all ‘heroes’ who have reached the end of their journey already at the very beginning,
 who have exhausted the possible, and yet they cannot die. The end is endlessly receding, it seems that death would rescue them and that this all they wish for, but in the space of the withdrawing end there is a time-loop, they are caught in a loop which is at the same time the opening of a space, of a sense without any meaning, they reach a rock which is a being on the verge of nothing, they enter into a space of ‘immortality’ which provides all the salvation needed precisely at the point where there seemed to be a pure nothing to engulf them – except for the voice, sucked as the stone. This is the point of the death drive, if I risk using this highly laden psychoanalytic word – not a drive towards death, quite the opposite, despite some confusion in Freud: a drive which itself cannot die. It is a pure thrust of persistence which cannot be annihilated, it can merely be destroyed from outside, a pure life in the loop of death, emerging on the verge of nothing, an “unnullable least” which brings inextricably together the stone, that epitome of death and exteriority, and the voice, the epitome of life and interiority – the death drive as the persistence of the stone in the voice and vice versa? The final avatar of Memnon? Could this be the new name for the post-Hegelian Aufhebung, coinciding with the impossibility of the Aufhebung? The posthumous Aufhebung which can’t die as the death drive?
Immortality is not a good word for this, it reeks of damnation and redemption, a more appropriate and less distinguished word is called for. One of the interpreters says of Beckett’s ‘hero’: “Not able to be immortal, he is increvable! [À défaut d’être immortel, il est increvable!]”
 Increvable, an excellent Beckettian word.
 No eternal life of the spirit, no salvation in art, just the life hinged on the voice as increvable – and I suppose the distance from Hegel to Beckett can best be encapsulated between those two words: eternal and increvable. The word is hardly translatable into English – the dictionary offers ‘to kick the bucket’ as a trivial expression for dying – he is not immortal, he just can’t kick the bucket – so could one say ‘unbucketable’? Let me propose a new English word for the end: beckettable. The unbucketable turns out to be beckettable.
� I am using the A. V. Miller version, Oxford UP, 1977.


� This spot was amply commented by Derrida in De l'esprit, cf. Heidegger et la question, Flammarion, Paris 1990, pp. 60-71.


� There are other philosophical considerations of the stone that seemingly don’t quite fit this simple image, most notably e. g. Condillac’s statue, where materialism meets fantasy, pure materiality animated by pure fantasy. I will also leave aside, for my present purpose, the mythical images of Pygmalion, Don Juan’s statue etc. One could say that precisely because the stone was the epitome of lifeless inertia it could serve as the best screen for fantasies.


� It seems that the search for the philosophers’ stone in the Middle Ages led to the invention of gun-powder as its side-effect, so that this search for gold, always reputed to be lethal, quite literally led to the most massive lethal substance. When gold-rush meets philosophy the result is gun-powder.


� Athanasius Kircher constructed a Memnon effigy in the 17th century as one of his magical machines to demonstrate its possibility. But he was convinced that there were strings inside, a sort of Aeolian harp.


� We have Strabon’s report on this, i. e. of one of the most important geographers in Antiquity.


� They were transcribed and carefully researched by André Bernard, among others. Cf. André et Étienne Bernard, Inscriptions grecques et latines du colosse de Memnon, IFAO, Cairo 1960.


� I refer to Theorie Werkausgabe (TWA), Suhrkamp, Frankfurt 1970.


� Here I must refer to the illuminating paper by Miglena Nikolchina, “Homonymy and heterotopia: sexual difference and the case of Aufhebung”, which takes up the vicissitudes and impasses of translating this most Hegelian of all terms.


� Let me quote here a few passages from Catherine Malabou’s extraordinary book on Hegel: “What occurs does not arise out of a pre-existing foundation, nor is the accident itself the foundation. Contingency and necessity support one another in such a way that spirit is free from their division […]. It would be futile to want to determine some ontological priority of essence over accident, or accident over essence, for their co-implication is primary. […] Everything begins in the same moment, where the becoming essential of the accident and the becoming accidental of essence mutually imply one another. There is nothing beforehand.” (The Future of Hegel, Routledge, New York 2005, pp. 163-4) Memnon literally materializes this, it is an embodied accident, redoubled with the accident of Hegel ignoring this accident.


� Parenthesis to be extended by a footnote: Deleuze argued, most forcefully in Difference and repetition, that repetition was a post-Hegelian, i. e. an anti-Hegelian concept par excellence. But isn’t repetition encapsulated precisely in the central Hegelian notion of Aufhebung? For what is Aufhebung but the repetition of a deadlock which has to be sublated, i. e. recuperated by the concept? A series of recurrent deadlocks (of the same deadlock under ever new disguises) and recurrent attempts of their conceptual recuperation? Recuperation that fails and therefore has to be repeated on an ever higher level? So the emergence of repetition as post-Hegelian would thus consist in its being disentangled from the movement of Aufhebung and its economy – an Aufhebung of Aufhebung? Is there such a thing?


� Derrida, again, has extensively commented on this, most notably in “Le puits et la pyramide”, in Marges (Minuit, Paris 1972) and in Glas (Galilée, Paris 1974), p. 283 f. 


� I must refer here to the voluminous – awe-inspiring and rather intimidating – book by Bettine Menke, Prosopopoia (Fink, 2000), which explores this at great length (on 800 pages). – One can find a later use of this motive in Ibsen's Peer Gynt (1867), which features a significant scene where Peer Gynt, on his travels, finds himself at the foot of the Memnon statue at dawn, and the statue actually starts to sing (the statue, sphinx-like, asks him a riddle – 'where do the birds sleep?' and he was to die if he couldn't solve it). – Ibsen himself actually visited Egypt a couple of years after the completion of Peer Gynt, to witness the opening of the Suez Canal, a journey which made a staggering impression on him, and he later received an Egyptian medal of honour.


� I am leaving aside the romantic fascination with the Echo story, which shares some structural features with Memnon, yet the echo is the external reverberation, not the internal vocalization. One can recall that the Nymph Echo, in Ovid’s account, was turned into stone after her death and that the reverberation of the echo is the voice of the dead Nymph – so what remained of her was exactly the stone and the voice.


� I will refer to the Livre de poche edition, Paris 1968.


� “Everything is full, existence everywhere, dense and heavy and sweet. But beyond all this sweetness, inaccessible, so close and oh so far, young, merciless and serene, there is this … rigour.” (Ibid.) Merciless? But this is pure mercy. Rigour? But this is pure freedom.


� Hence Sartre’s complete lack of the sense of comedy, which very much hinges on the mismatch of embodiment – for the spirit of comedy stems from this mismatch, the birth of the spirit from the mismatch of the body. And hence Beckett’s incredible and constant sense of comedy, permeating all his work. Cf. the work of Alenka Zupančič on comedy, which demonstrates this magisterially.


� There is of course the coupling of the Jewish composer and the black woman singer, from the New World, in the maximal opposition to the oppressive and narrow-minded provincial French Old-World society, which has just demonstrated its oppressive nature, in the scene immediately preceding this one, by expulsing and castigating a homosexual. Blacks, Jews and gays vs. the French middle-class prim morality, long before the times of political correctness. Who would have imagined then that the political correctness will not be immune to turning itself into prim morality? 


� Butor’s Modification nevertheless figures as a model book, in Difference and Repetition, for tackling ‘difference and modification’. Butor was Deleuze’s personal friend and of the same generation.


� As opposed to the French novel, according to Deleuze and Guattari, there is another kind of salvation to be found in the Anglo-American novel (their list includes Thomas Hardy, D. H. Lawrence, Melville, Faulkner, Henry Miller …), which tries “to get out from the black hole of subjectivity, of consciousness and of memory, of the couple and of conjugality. […] The point is to get out, not into art, that is to say into spirit, but into life, the real life.” (p. 229) But couldn’t one see there another avatar of romantic mythology? Didn’t already Sartre’s hero find his ligne de fuite in the American jazz? Doesn’t the opposition French/American, in a roundabout way, reproduce the romantic opposition stone/voice?


� Hence the tendency to never-ending sentences in Beckett. Fredric Jameson, in his A Singular Modernity (Verso, London 2002), sets up the opposition between Nabokov and Beckett (as two opposite showcases of late modernism) along this line: in Nabokov there is the striking “imperative to make each sentence autonomous in its own right […] Here the individual sentences all mean the Sentence itself.” While with Beckett there is “a kind of aphasia in which the syntactic conclusion, known in advance, does not have to be given. […] The unfinished sentence, which first carried the whole pathos of existential anxiety and marked a time of waiting which is never fulfilled, can now be re-functioned as the bearer of a structural and textual logic from which all existential affect has been removed: the sentence as time becoming the sentence as text […]” (p. 205)


� I must single out the remarkable paper by Denise Gigante, “The Endgame of Taste: Keats, Sartre, Beckett”, in Timothy Morton (ed.), Cultures of Taste/Theories of Appetite: Eating Romanticism, Palgrave Macmillan, London 2004, pp. 183-202.


� If there is an ontological stance displayed in this, then in Badiou’s sense of mathematics being the only real ontology.


� One can be reminded of the story of Demosthenes, the most illustrious of ancient rhetoricians, who was a stutterer, he had a speech impediment which he cured by putting stones into his mouth and thus learning to speak properly, indeed with the highest proficiency. The stones teach you how to speak, not by listening to their voices, but by literally regulating the voice at the point of its emission, in the mouth.


� Any solution one can come up with is necessarily out of balance, there was always “the uneven distribution […] the weight of stones dragging me now to one side, now to the other.” (p. 68) This prefigures the impossible mathematical distribution (of sacks) which will stand at the core of Comment c’est.


� Gilles Deleuze, “The Exhausted”, in Essays Critical and Clinical, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis 1997, p. 152.


� “And deep down it was all the same to me whether I sucked a different stone each time or always the same stone, until the end of time. For they all tasted exactly the same.” (p.69)


� The quote is rather intriguing if we take the whole sentence: “What matter who’s speaking, someone said what matter who’s speaking.” (Texts for Nothing 3, The Complete Short Prose, Grove Press, New York 1995, p. 109) So the assertion that it doesn’t matter who is speaking is referred to ‘someone said’, it is itself a quote implying an authorial instance, although shriveled to anonymity. “The same gesture that denies all importance of the identity of the author nevertheless affirms its irreducible necessity.” (Agamben, Profanations, Payot, Paris 2005, p. 76)


� “I realised that Joyce had gone as far as he could in the direction of knowing more, [being] in control of one’s material. He was always adding to it; you only have to look at his proofs to see that. I realised that my own way was in impoverishment, in lack of knowledge and in taking away, in subtracting rather than adding.” (Knowlson, Damned to Fame: The Life of Samuel Beckett, Bloomsbury, London 1996, p. 352) Subtraction, as applied to art, is the pivotal term made famous by Badiou in his reading of modern art. – I can add in the footnote that Lacan has whole-heartedly espoused Joyce as the showcase for a certain line of his teaching and diplayed a great fascination with him. Regrettably, one can find no such fascination on his part for the work of Beckett, who comes, I would argue, much closer to the bone of his teaching.


� This is actually the title of one of the best books on Beckett: Christopher Ricks, Beckett’s Dying Words, Oxford UP, Oxford 1995.


� Cf. Yoshiki Tajiri, Samuel Beckett and the Prosthetic Body, Palgrave Macmillan, London 2006, which explores this at length.


� How to write literature after Beckett? He seems to be the one who, after Hegel, managed to bring art to an end, to another end. The first one who had to confront this predicament was Beckett himself, who found himself in an impossible situation after writing the last pages of The Unnamable – it was like writing himself into a corner with no way to continue past this extreme edge. When he did continue (if we put aside Texts for Nothing and theatre/radio production which are still the spin-off of the same line), in Comment c’est (1961), rather when he started again (marking this with the famous pun comment c’est/commencer), we find something that we could see as the further ‘enhanced’ version of the stone and the voice: the mud and the noise. The stone has turned into mud and the voice has turned into ‘quaqua’, the non-articulate verbal mud (caca?), as it were, the ‘background noise’ of the voice.


� I am leaving aside the voice in Kafka which I dealt with at length elsewhere. 


� Or more precisely, one would have to invert the famous formula of the novel proposed by Lukacs ‘the journey has ended, the course begins’: it is at the point where the course has ended that their journey begins, with no course to follow.


� Alfred Simon, Samuel Beckett, Paris: Belfond, 1963, p. 130. 


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





