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Playing with Death in Malone Dies

Now it is a game, I am going to play.  I never knew how to play, till now.  I longed to, but I knew it was impossible.  And yet I often tried.  I turned on all the lights, I took a good look round, I began to play with what I saw.  People and things ask nothing better than to play, certain animals, too [. . .] I shall never do anything any more from now on but play.  No, I must not begin with an exaggeration.  But I shall play a great part of the time, from now on, the greater part, if I can.  But perhaps I shall not succeed any better now than hitherto.  Perhaps as hitherto I shall find myself abandoned, in the dark, without anything to play with.  Then I shall play with myself.

                               Samuel Beckett, Malone Dies.

Samuel Beckett plays with narrative elements and the conventions that have become familiar to readers over time, and in this way he also plays with us, his readers.  Beckett offers pleasure.  He challenges us to think, and rethink certain prejudices and traditions, and this seems to me to be a genuinely useful procedure in itself.  I want to focus on his ability to make this creative participation on the part of his readers an enjoyable activity, always surprising, and enduringly fascinating.   


One important focus in this discussion of Beckett and play will be D. W. Winnicott’s theories in relation to childhood play and their relation to creative activity in adult life.  Angela Moorjani, in her recent article ‘Beckett and Psychoanalysis’ considers that Winnicott’s ideas can usefully be discussed in relation to Beckett’s work: ‘Given the relatively few studies that draw on Winnicott’s work, one hopes that scholars will be encouraged to build on the scintillating possibilities suggested.’1  Peter L. Rudnytsky writes more generally about how ‘Winnicott’s ideas remain comparatively unknown among those in the universities – mainly, but not exclusively, literary scholars – who are drawn to psychoanalysis and employ it in their work.’2  He is surprised by this neglect, as he, like Moorjani, recognizes the opportunities for valuable explorations of both the act of writing and the act of reading that become possible by bringing Winnicott’s theories into discussions of literary texts. 


Winnicott’s two most well known terms are ‘transitional object’ and ‘potential space.’  The first refers to the objects like security blankets or teddy bears that infants cuddle and comfort themselves with.  They are transitional in that they are situated in between the self and the mother, or, in other words, between self and other, fantasy and reality.  The potential space is the place of play, where the child plays with the transitional object, and which Winnicott contends becomes the space of creative activity as the child grows into adulthood.  Gabrielle Schwab speaks of how ‘all literary texts are, in a sense, transitional’ as all ‘cultural objects are the descendants of […] “transitional objects”.’3  However she has chosen to use the term ‘transitional texts’ to describe those texts that focus on the ‘transgression of boundaries’ (Schwab 18).    For the child the transitional object has a crucial role: Murray M. Schwartz describes both the ‘unity’ and the ‘separateness’ that is held in a dynamic and productive tension through the symbolization of the transitional object in the potential space:

The transitional object represents both the unity of the child and [her/]his mother (external world) and their separateness.  In developmental terms, we create such symbols as we grow to recognize and seek satisfaction of personal needs and desires.  As children we begin to live in a potential space, as we learn to use physical distance between ourselves and our mothers, as we learn to play.4 

The potential space is an intermediate area, an in-between space, in which infants are able to adjust to the recognition that they are not omnipotent, but that there is a separation between the self and mother, or self and other, but at the same time a bond.  

In Subjects without Selves: Transitonal Texts in Modern Fiction, Schwab borrows the word ‘transitional’ in her subtitle from Winnicott.  The experimental texts she discusses ‘all aim at changing familiar habits and modes of reading’ (Schwab, ix).  She makes this analogy between experimental texts and Winnicott’s concepts very clear:

According to Winnicott, transitional objects that develop the infant’s capacity for symbolization are precursors to cultural objects.  Even later, after the capacity to distinguish between self and other and to form object relations is acquired, the subject still uses the transitional space to play with its own boundaries by constantly undoing and reshaping them.  Free from the pressures of the reality principle and unchallenged by reality testing, the subject can produce illusions of sameness and difference in a protected space, a no-man’s-land between I and Not-I (Schwab, 29).

A crucial feature of child’s play and of adult creativity is that it takes place in an in-between space.  Winnicott considers that 

We experience life in the area of transitional phenomena, in the exciting interweave of subjectivity and objective observation, and in an area that is intermediate between the inner reality of the individual and the shared reality of the world that is external to individuals.5

The space of play is in this intermediate area, the ‘potential space’ which is ‘not inside,’ but neither is it ‘outside’ (PR 41).  This helps to explain how artistic creation can be inventive and original (it is not simply relating to external reality) and how it can at the same time allow others to share in the play (it is not simply relating to inner psychic reality).  It takes place in a space in between the two.  And ‘the boundaries of this transitional space are fluid,’ writes Schwab, ‘since the infant - and later the adult – keeps drawing them anew in response to internal or external demands’ (Schwab, 28).  This idea of play, as regards the child and the adult, as a means of ‘undoing and reshaping’ boundaries is crucial here; Beckett, when discussed in the context of Winnicott’s theories on play, can de termed ‘borderless’ in relation to the way he is constantly challenging and blurring pre-existing lines of demarcation.  He is playing with the reader’s expectations and creating something new in textual terms, but also encouraging the reader to rethink, redefine and re-experience within the borders of their own transitional spaces. 
I will consider Beckett’s creation of narrative as a play space, specifically in relation to Malone Dies (1956), and explore Winnicott's idea that adult creativity ‘is in direct continuity with the play area of the small child’ (PR 13).  For Winnicott the ‘potential space’ or the ‘transitional space’ which is the play space of the child is also the creative space of the adult.  It is the space in which Freud’s nephew plays a fort/da game of ‘disappearance and return’ and gains a sense of control over things he could not, in reality, control..6  The point here is that in the play activity experience is removed from the real and re-experienced in a virtual, ‘potential’ space in which the player can have control, and in this way crosses existing borderlines, and exists, in a sense, in a ‘borderless’ space.  It is a transitional, interstitial space in which the player can be creative and reshape experience.  For Winnicott the space of ‘creative playing’ and ‘cultural experience, including its most sophisticated developments’ is in this same ‘potential space between the baby and the mother’ (PR 107) where a child first begins to play, the space of ‘interplay between separateness and union’ (PR 99).  

Carlos Ruiz Zafón has one of his characters in The Shadow of the Wind suggest that ‘Books are mirrors: you only see in them what you already have inside you.’7  This needs some qualification, but I do want to take up this idea in order to discuss further the proposition that the literary text is a transitional object, a potential space of shared play, and to relate Winnicott’s ideas about play with Wolfgang Iser’s theories concerning aesthetic response.  Winnicott refers to Jaques Lacan paper ‘Le Stade du Miroir’ (1949) and ‘the use of the mirror in each individual’s ego development’ (PR 111), and he suggests that ‘the precursor of the mirror is the mother’s face’ (PR 111).  The quotation from Zafón’s novel can suggest a largely passive relationship between text and reader, but the relationship between the baby and the mother is dynamic and interactive, which is analogous to Iser’s contention that in reading there is a ‘dynamic interaction between text and reader’; for ‘it is in the reader that the text comes to life.’8  The mother’s face mirrors the baby’s, and ‘what the baby sees is himself or herself’ (PR 112).  This, for Winnicott, is ‘the beginning of a significant exchange with the world, a two-way process in which self-enrichment alternates with the discovery of meaning in the world of seen things’ (PR 113).  The mirror is not passive.  Winnicott relates the experience of the ‘child’s seeing the self in the mother’s face’ to psychotherapy, which he describes as ‘a long term giving the patient back what the patient brings’ (PR 117).  It is not exactly true that readers are patients and texts are psychotherapists, of course, but it is a useful way of thinking about the interaction between readers and texts as dynamic, meaningful and enriching.  The literary text, like the psychotherapist, can have the mirroring role of the mother: the mother ‘reflects some sense of what the child experiences, and the child first learns to know itself by the mirroring activity of the mother.’9  A literary text, alongside many other kinds of artistic creation, is able to provide a similar role in increasing a reader’s understanding of the relationship between the inner self and the outer world.  Literary texts are mirrors in the sense that they can facilitate our ongoing self-definition.  There can be recognition on quite a superficial level, but there can also be a new awareness and discovery of hidden areas of the self on a much deeper level.  Creative reading also brings in cross-identification, by means of which ‘the sharp line between the me and the not-me is blurred.’10 

When Winnicott describes writing for an audience, there is a sense of his creating a mirror.  He describes creating an audience (Home 134), and the process can be directly related to Iser’s idea concerning the creation of an implied reader.11  He describes his writing as play:

In writing this paper I have had to play and I play about in the area which I call transitional, in which I am pretending that my audience is yourselves as you are now (Home 134).  

Writing is play; reading is play.  Both are creative, and for Winnicott ‘Creativity … is the retention throughout life of something that belongs properly to infant experience; the ability to create the world’ (Home 40).


A child, Freud suggests, believes in ‘magic,’ in the ‘omnipotence of thoughts’ and has ‘an over-estimation of the power of their wishes and mental acts.’12  Winnicott describes the way in which a baby experiences the sense of magically ‘being able to create objects and create the actual world’:   

The pattern is thus: the baby develops a vague expectation that has origin in an unformulated need.  The adaptive mother presents an object or a manipulation that meets the baby's needs, and so the baby begins to need just that which the mother presents.  In this way the baby comes to feel confident in being able to create objects and create the actual world.  The mother gives the baby a brief period in which omnipotence is a matter of experience. 13 
In the space of contact between the ‘me’ and the ‘not-me,’ the self and the other, it is the self that feels it is ‘creating’ the other within this intermediate space.  This softens the impact of the other when the state of the ‘I AM’ is being established.  With the infant as if in control of the external world s/he can develop an ego-strength with the ego-support of the mother at the time when the distinction between the self and other is beginning to be realized.  It is clear that the magical creation of the child does resemble very closely creativity in the adult, whether as creator or spectator, writer or reader.  


Once the distinction between self and other is established, an interaction between the self and other is also established:

  Now the infant's growth takes the form of a continuous interchange between inner and outer reality, each being enriched by the other.

  The child is now not only a potential creator of the world, but also the child becomes able to populate the world with samples of his or her own inner life.  So gradually the child is able to ‘cover’ almost any external event, and perception is almost synonymous with creation.  Here again is a means by which the child gains control over external events as well as over the inner workings of his or her own self  (MP 91).

An example of the child gaining ‘control over external events’ is the fort/da game, which enables the self to achieve mastery (through the creative play with the bobbin); another form of creative play is produced with the piece of shawl or blanket (like Linus's blanket) which comforts and consoles.14  In both situations a symbolic or ‘transitional object’ stands in for the absent mother; the child has created a symbolic play space in which actions such as revenge, recovery or consolation are, as if, in the control of the self, and as such are repeatable, and consistently available.  


Erik Erikson speaks of the ‘microcosmic’ play of the child in ‘the small world of manageable toys,’ and of how this ‘microsphere’ is a ‘harbour which the child establishes, to return to when [s/]he needs to overhaul [her/]his ego." 15  Adults can return to the safe harbour of the play space in their cultural experiences, but, as Winnicott emphasizes, play is healthy, it is not some kind of neurotic symptom; it cannot be described simply as escapism: ‘the natural thing is playing’ (PR 41).  For Winnicott the space of ‘creative playing’ and ‘cultural experience, including its most sophisticated developments’ is in this same ‘potential space between the baby and the mother’ (PR 107), the space of ‘interplay between separateness and union’ (PR 99).  Erikson defines the purpose of play as the ability ‘to hallucinate ego mastery and yet also practice it in an intermediate area between phantasy and actuality’ (Erikson 212); he describes the play of the adult as ‘re-creation’; ‘Play permits a periodical stepping out from those forms of defined limitations which are social reality’ (Erikson 213).   

Narrative play takes place in the creative act of writing, but, even more crucial to my discussion, is the extratextual play space, in which the creative play takes place between the literary text and the reader.  When a reader enters the picture a new, extratextual play space is apparent: another enters into play.  Of course this other is an essential player; without this other no play could be taking place: without a reader a text cannot ‘live,’ cannot provide pleasure; a text cannot play alone.  The ‘dynamic interaction between text and reader’ (AR 107), brought about through the reading activity, cannot be produced by the text alone:

[The] transfer of text to reader is often regarded as being brought about solely by the text.  Any successful transfer however — though initiated by the text — depends on the extent to which this text can activate the individual reader’s facilities of perceiving and processing. [… The text] offers guidance as to what is to be produced, and therefore cannot itself be the product (AR 107).

Neither can the text be produced solely by the reader: ‘Reading is not a direct “internalization,” because it is not a one-way process’ (AR 107).  Thus, in the ‘dynamic interaction between text and reader’ a play space opens up; a space between self (reader) and other (text) which Iser describes in a way intriguingly similar to Winnicott’s description of the ‘intermediate area of experience’ in which both child’s play and adult play take place.  For Winnicott this transitional space ‘is not inside [...] Nor is it outside’ (PR 41); for Iser the space of ‘dynamic interaction’ cannot be identical either with the text or the reader, ‘but must be situated somewhere between the two’:  

It must inevitably be virtual in character, as it cannot be reduced to the reality of the text or the subjectivity of the reader, and it is from this virtuality that it derives its dynamism (AR 21). 

Iser also stresses the pleasures of creative reading for the reader, when ‘the text allows [her or] him to bring [her or] his own faculties into play’ (AR 108), and one of the essential factors in this creative reading is provided by the indeterminacy of the text.  The ‘blanks’ or ‘gaps’ in a text invite the reader to fill them in by making connections between different parts of the text: ‘They [the blanks] are the unseen joints of the text, and as they mark off schemata and textual perspectives from one another, they simultaneously trigger acts of ideation on the reader’s part’ (AR 183).  Clearly the creative reader must take an active rather than a passive role in the narrative play.  In Prospecting: From Reader Response to Literary Anthropology Iser describes the text as ‘a playground between author and reader.’16 


Beckett makes demands on his readers, and certain problems are associated with entering and participating in the narrative play of his texts.
 Iser emphasizes the importance of the difference between the world of the narrative and the world the reader knows, as ‘the whole process of comprehension is set in motion by the need to familiarize the unfamiliar’ (AR 43).  For Iser the reader’s participation in the play of the text is encouraged by this difference, because ‘a reality that has no existence of its own can only come into being by way of ideation, and [...] sets off a sequence of mental images which lead to the text translating itself into the reader’s consciousness’ (AR 38).  But, as reading can be seen to take place in the reader’s transitional zone, which is neither outer reality nor inner reality, but partakes of both, there are important points of identification.  The reader brings into play their own creative perception of the world.  There are blanks in the text, ‘but,’ as Paul Auster contends, 

the mind won’t allow these things to remain blank; it fills in the details itself; it creates images based on its own memories and experiences – which is why [literary texts] resonate so deeply inside us.17 

Iser puts forward the view that play ‘continually acts out difference’ (P 257).  An equally strong case can be made for the idea of play as acting out sameness, in terms of the reader’s active participation.  The literary text, like a mirror, is encouraging identification.  For the reader the self is as if reflected in the text, but often in ways that are not straightforward.  Auster has suggests that

Writing, in some sense, is an activity that helps me relieve some of the pressures caused by […] buried secrets.  Hidden memories, traumas, childhood scars – there is no question that novels emerge from those inaccessible parts of ourselves (Auster 123).

This is also, to a very great extent, why readers read.  The process of self-discovery, of coping with existence, is ongoing.  Winnicott writes of how ‘the task of reality-acceptance is never completed, that no human being is ever free from the strain of relating inner and outer reality, and that relief from the strain is provided by an intermediate area of experience ... ’ (PR 13).  But in a sense Iser’s idea of  the ‘need to familiarize the unfamiliar’ can fit in here, in relation to the recognition of the ‘buried’ and the ‘hidden’ that Auster refers to: self- discovery involves surprises and unexpected revelations.  If Zafón’s idea of the book as a mirror only meant that ‘you only see in them what you already [know you] have inside you,’ reading would be a dull exercise, and have nothing in common with the excitement and magic of play.


The title of Malone Dies suggests to the reader that the narrator/protagonist of the text is dying, just as the opening lines suggest that this will be soon: ‘I shall soon be quite dead in spite of all.  Perhaps next month.’18  It is a surprising beginning, redolent with the sense of ending.   So why does the reader read on?  If the literary text is like a mirror or a transitional object, how can it be reflecting the reader’s state, or help with the relationship between self and other, that never ending process? – it is clear that in death this process must end.  But the text does hold fascination for the reader.  It is unusual for a literary text to force us to face the certainty of our own death so bleakly and without any elusion or ambivalence.  The narrator/protagonist is dying, alone in his room, completely alone, and unable to move.  What is the fascination here?  I would suggest that this scenario, although repressed and avoided, is very present to us.  We know we will die one day; we may well find ourselves alone and dependent.  And we know we have experienced this before: when we were small, in our cots, frightened and alone.  Adam Phillips describes how Winnicott considers that the ‘fear of death’ is a fear of what has ‘already happened’: ‘the psychic death of the infant.’19  This occurred due to the ‘absence of the mother,’ a situation that ‘was beyond the infant’s capacity to assimilate.  It was included as part of the infant’s total life experience, but it could not be integrated , it had no place …’ (Phillips 21).    Such an experience can be forgotten, but not lost:

[I]t is useful to remember that everyone has been a child.  In each adult […] there is the whole memory of [her/]his infancy and childhood, both the fantasy and the reality, in so far as it was appreciated at the time.  Much is forgotten but nothing is lost.20 

We are encouraged to relive and re-experience our fears of annihilation when reading Malone Dies.  We can recognize something familiar in the unfamiliar: our infancy and dependency, as well as those feelings of omnipotence that were disillusioned  as we matured, but can be returned to in play.  Winnicott contends that: ‘Playing is essentially satisfying.  This is true even when it leads to a high degree of anxiety’ (PR 52).  ‘[T]he unconscious,’ he suggests, ‘is something that each individual wants to get to know, and play, like dreams, serves the function of self-revelation, and of communication at a deep level’ (CF 146).  Thus, we can play with our fears, even our fears concerning isolation, extreme disability and eventual death.  Phillips tells us that Winnicott ‘had wanted to be present at this own death.  He feared the death he might not experience, the death that might happen without him being alive to it’ (Phillips 20).  To be wholly present at our own death is impossible, but play does make the impossible possible.  In a sense our identification with Malone allows this experience to happen.  We witness Malone dying, and face our own fears of death, and experience death within the safety of our potential space.  

In the second paragraph of Malone Dies the narrator is focusing on, and introducing, directly after his recognition of his imminent death, his decision that ‘now […] I am going to play’ (T 166).  It is interesting that dying is made analogous, right from the beginning, with the early stages of life.  Intriguingly what he describes in his earlier attempts to play - ‘I turned on all the lights, I took a good look around, I began to play with what I saw.  People and things …’ (T 166) - is like the first stage of infant play, a stage Erikson terms ‘autocosmic play’ (Erikson 220).  ‘The infant first plays sensually, with her or his own body and with the sensual perceptions of the surrounding world: light, sound, touch, movements, etc., and soon begins to play with her or his perceptions of available persons or things’ (Erikson 220).  Malone’s situation strongly parallels the situation of an infant; he is bed-bound and seems to have regressed into an infantile state, and envisions further regression: ‘Perhaps as hitherto I shall find myself abandoned, in the dark, without anything to play with’ (T 166).  Dying and infancy, the beginning and end of life, are blurred and confused together, just as Winnicott suggests that our fears concerning dying relate directly back to our childhood when we found ourselves ‘abandoned, alone in the dark.’ 


Malone will play in his solitary environment, almost totally bereft of external objects and stimuli, bed-bound and bound to the resources of his inner, mental life, and very close to the limiting boundary of life itself.  The infant is near birth, has recently crossed the boundary into life; Malone is near death, at a boundary point that is in a similar but oppositional position to the infant's.  The infant is moving away from a state that seems undifferentiated, into a recognition of the difference between self and other, the ‘me’ and ‘not me.’  Malone is moving towards his death and personal annihilation.  The imminence of death is conveyed in the threat of abandonment ‘in the dark, without anything to play with’ (T 166).  The infant is in the process of emerging, through play, from the lack of differentiation to the distinction of self and other; Malone is returning to lack of differentiation, in death.  He spends much of his time ‘playing’: telling stories, and thus is able to enter the borderless space of play.  

Malone Dies foregrounds interactive narrative play.  The text begins by setting the scene of the narrative situation; the situation in which the act of creation takes place, where the writer writes.  There are two main levels of discourse: the level of the story of the narrative situation, where Malone ‘plays,’ and the embedded level of the stories: the result of Malone’s ‘play.’  He is waiting for death, and this also gives him the raison d’être for his narrative play: ‘While waiting I shall tell myself stories, if I can’ (T 165).  He writes about these stories as ‘play’ (T 166).  He is ‘going to play,’ going to create stories in order to pass the time while waiting for death, a situation that is similar to that found in Waiting for Godot and Endgame, where play is seen as a diversion, a way of escaping the boredom of waiting for Godot or waiting for an ending.


There are many ways in which this play activity of story telling is made analogous to child’s play, taking place in what Winnicott calls ‘an intermediate area of experience’ which is in ‘direct continuity with the play area of the small child’ (PR 13).  Within this play space the adult is able to find some respite ‘from the strain of relating inner and outer reality’ (PR 13).  The ‘potential space’ within which the storytelling takes place is a space in which a sense of ‘magical control’ over the other (the ‘not-me’) can take place, unlike the ‘truly external, which is outside magical control’ (PR 41).  


Malone writes of how he played in the past (perhaps in his childhood, or he could be referring to his past writing) in terms of this idea of ‘magical control’:

I turned on all the lights, I took a good look round, I began to play with what I saw.  People and things ask nothing better than to play, certain animals too.  All went well at first, they all came to me, pleased that someone should want to play with them.  If I said, Now I need a hunchback, immediately one came running, proud as punch of his fine hunch that was going to perform (T 166).

This recalls the ability of the child to re-experience the magic of omnipotence in play, the ability to ‘master anxiety, or to master the fears and impulses that lead to anxiety …’ (CF 144).  But Malone’s sense of controlling the other only lasts a short time: ‘But it was not long before I found myself alone, in the dark.  That is why I gave up trying to play ...’ (T 166). But now Malone has decided to return to playing:

From now on it will be different.  I shall never do anything any more from now on but play.  No, I must not begin with an exaggeration.  But I shall play a great part of the time, from now on, the greater part, if I can.  But perhaps I shall not succeed any better than hitherto.  Perhaps as hitherto I shall find myself abandoned, in the dark, without anything to play with.  Then I shall play with myself.  To have been able to conceive such a plan is encouraging (T 166).

There are a number of points of interest here: the plan he has conceived is clearly a way of having control over his future time; he is creating a structure and attempting to have a sense of mastery over his situation.  He is also recognizing the possibility of failure, and suggesting that what he is concerned with is evading his present situation, and he is also hoping to avoid the feeling of being ‘abandoned, in the dark, without anything to play with.’  


There is a strong sense of a return to the kind of omnipotence that was once experienced in child’s play.  If all else fails he will ‘play with [himself],’ a procedure which is returned to in That Time where the protagonist’s own voice ‘com[es] to him from both sides and above’ and speaks of the imaginary play the protagonist had with himself as a child:

talking to yourself out loud imaginary conversations there was childhood for you ten or eleven on a stone among the giant nettles making it up now one voice now another till you were hoarse and they all sounded the same well on into the night some moods in the black dark.21 

There is a direct analogy made here between the imaginary play of a child, creating characters and dialogue, and the writer of fiction, especially of drama.  The next time the voice speaks it speaks of ‘just one of those things you kept making up to keep the void out just another of those old tales to keep the void from pouring in on top of you the shroud’ (CSP 230), which has a strong echo of the rationale that seems to lie behind Malone’s desire to tell himself stories: ‘to keep the void’ at bay.


There is an overriding sense of Malone’s regression to a childhood state.  He plays, and his play entails writing in a ‘big child’s exercise book’ (T 252), and he writes about ‘the whole of second childishness,’ a state he appears to inhabit (T 214).  The sense of regression is enforced by images of birth that he writes of as if it were imminent.  It is as if he is going backwards: ‘Sometimes I miss not being able to crawl around any more’ (T 171).  He is confined to a bed, has a pot to eat from, a pot to defecate in: ‘What matters is to eat and excrete.  Dish and pot, dish and pot, these are the poles’ (T 170), and these factors, along with the woman who looks after him (albeit a largely absent and unsatisfactory maternal figure), point very strongly to a return to infancy.  Death is envisaged as a second birth; the world is imagined as giving ‘birth [...] into death’ (T 260): ‘the world parts its last labia and lets me go’ (T 174), or he himself is swelling with child (T 259), or it is the room that is like a womb, as ‘The ceiling rises and fall, rises and falls, rhythmically, as when I was a foetus’ and there is ‘a noise of rushing water’ as if the waters have broken and birth is just about to happen (T 259-260):

All is ready.  Except me.  I am being given, if I may venture the expression, birth to into death, such is my impression.  The feet are clear already, of the great cunt of existence.  Favourable presentation I trust.  My head will be the last to die.  Haul in your hands, I can’t.  The render rent (T 260).


Alongside these images of regression are those that point to the omnipotence experienced in childhood.  He has power over the materials, his transitional objects, in his stories.  He suddenly stops his story of Sapo: 

I stop everything and wait.  Sapo stands on one leg, motionless, his strange eyes closed.  The turmoil of the day freezes in a thousand absurd postures.  The little cloud drifting before the glorious sun will darken the earth as long as I please (T 179).  

And, god-like, he decides to ‘make a little creature, to hold in my arms, a little creature in my image, no matter what I say.  And seeing what a poor thing I have made, or how like myself, I shall eat it’ (T 207).  The image is of an omnipotent deity, creating and destroying, loving and then despising, and finally consuming what he has created; it also suggests a child and his transitional object: a toy, like a little doll, to hold and cherish, and then to have contempt for and destroy.  


At one stage he envisages himself as enormously large, a monstrous image of omnipotence; he is bigger than the world: 

[T]his sense of dilation is hard to resist.  All strains towards the nearest deeps, and notably my feet, which even in the ordinary way are so much further from me than the rest, from my head I mean, for that is where I am fled, my feet are leagues away.  And to call them in, to be cleaned for example, would I think take me over a month, exclusive of the time required to locate them. ... But that is not all and my extremities are not the only parts to recede, in their respective directions, far from it.  For my arse for example, which can hardly be accused of being at the end of anything, if my arse suddenly started to shit at the present moment, which God forbid, I firmly believe the lumps would fall out in Australia.  And if I were to stand up again, from which again God preserve me, I fancy I would fill a considerable part of the universe, oh not more than lying down, but noticeably so (T 215-216).

The emphasis on the omnipotent feeling of the child is noticeable, too, in the fort/da play he describes as having with his possessions.  They become transitional objects, taking the place of toys; he describes rummaging amongst them, ‘sorting them out and drawing them over to me’ with his stick (T 180) and then he sends them back.  One particular package which he touches and fondles is his ‘little mystery’ which he ‘sent back to the corner with the rest’ (T 181).  


In his writing the possessions are returned to again and again and then abandoned, as are the stories he tells.  He has a great fondness for his ‘little portable things in wood and stone’ (T 227):

And but for the company of these little objects which I picked up here and there, when out walking, and which sometimes gave me the impression that they too needed me, I might have been reduced to the society of nice people or to the consolations of some religion or other, but I think not.  And I loved, I remember, as I walked along, with my hands deep in my pockets [...] I loved to finger and caress the hard shapely objects that were there in my deep pockets, it was my way of talking to them and reassuring them (T 227).

But despite his fondness for these objects they are discarded; they are buried, thrown away, disposed of in one way or another, just as Winnicott describes the transitional objects of children, which in time seem to lose their magical qualities.  The characters in his stories seem to have the same function: they are ‘company’ and he plays with them, then discards them, and plays with them again in a fort/da play of attempted mastery, which, in his own estimation, fails.  


Art for Jean-François Lyotard, as for Winnicott, is ‘an offspring of childhood play’ and ‘the artwork finds its place in the gap left free for wish-fulfillment.’22  Art is not, however, merely evasion or wish-fulfilment fantasy, or not only this, as it allows both the author and the reader to glimpse ‘an unconscious order’ which is usually kept hidden from consciousness:

In the expression of the artwork, the same operations of condensation, displacement, and figuration, which in the dream or symptom have no purpose but to disguise the wish because it is intolerable, are used to set aside the harmonious, the reassuring, the familiar [...] in order to expose the ugly, the disquieting, the strange, the formless, which represent the chaos of unconscious (Lyotard 5).

Lyotard’s words are especially appropriate in terms of the agenda Beckett set himself of admitting chaos into art: ‘The only chance of renovation is to open our eyes and see the mess.  It is not a mess you can make sense of.’23  Lyotard speaks of a space, which is analogous to Winnicott’s ‘potential space,’ a space that he sees as existing in ‘the area opened up by the withdrawal of meaning’; ‘an open, “deconstructed” space,’ an ‘unencumbered space’ in which traces of the unconscious can become manifest, and consciousness can be opened up to ‘new figures,’ ‘new expressions’; a new way of seeing (Lyotard 9).  


Beckett often returns his characters to their childhood; it happens again and again: Malone returns to childhood play, and in How It is, Company, Worstward Ho and That Time there is a strong sense of the draw of childhood memories, and the immediate, direct presence of childhood in the unconscious, dreaming mind.


But there are difficulties for the reader of Malone Dies.  There are problems associated with the entanglement of narrative levels, concerning questions such as what is ‘real’ and what is ‘fiction’ in terms of the narrative world of the text.  A reader’s desire for answers to the mysteries of the text can never be satisfied, and yet the mysteries themselves do grip the imagination.  There is a sense in which the text exists somehow beyond the reach of the conscious mind, and this can be explained in Lyotard’s terms as stemming from the textual process of disclosing traces of the unconscious, repressed desires of the readers, a process Lyotard recognizes as present in experimental, playful narratives.  We are not encouraged to keep ourselves at a distance from the protagonist’s situation or the stories he tells, but become involved on a deep level.  These texts are not attempting to fulfil the reader’s conscious desires of completion and resolution, desires bounded as they are by constraints of reality-testing and the evasion of hidden desires.  The narrative play concerns the endeavour ‘to break through these constraints and to prevent their freezing into an ice-barrier of established meanings’ (Lyotard 9).


With Malone Dies readers can become sidetracked into wondering whether Malone’s stories are really inventions at all, but, instead, thinly veiled autobiography (on the part of Malone).  It may be that for some readers the conscious mind, so taken up with accommodation to the outer world and fearfully evading the traces of the unconscious thrown up by narrative play, seeks to nullify the invention of the author by accommodating his imagination to the ‘real.’  John Fletcher takes the autobiographical reading almost for granted when he states that ‘it is fairly evident that these stories are [Malone’s] memories and a way of reviewing his declining life.’24  Charlotte Renner sees Malone as ‘desperately’ trying to suppress ‘his autobiographical impulse’ in relation to his stories, and failing.25  For Francis Doherty the stories ‘are himself writing out himself.’26   This ‘autobiographical’ reading (on the part of the implied author/narrator, Malone, of course, rather than the real author, Beckett) is one possible reading, but I prefer to read the stories as imaginative play on Malone’s part, as a way of going back into childhood and into a fantasy play space, and ‘achieving in art what is impossible in life.’27   


Leslie Hill has some interesting comments to make on the ‘problematic binary relations governing the interrelationship between different parts or layers of Beckett’s texts.’28  The relationship between Malone and Sapo and Macmann ‘whom the narrator appears to fashion in his own image’ (Hill 65) is presented with many ‘contradictory clues [offered to] its readers as to how the relationship is to be construed’ (Hill 66).  What is indicated, for Hill,

is the loss of distinction between Sapo and the narrator.  The relationship is [not ...] one of stable contrast or similarity, but one in which the two characters are both same and different, different and the same.  The text blurs and effaces not only the clarity and distinctness of the relation of one to the other but also, more worryingly, the clarity and distinctness of their relationship with themselves (Hill 66).

This is, for me, far more exciting than the simpler equation of Malone equals Sapo/Macmann (and even Lemuel): a reading which sees Malone as narrating his own past life.  Such a reading reduces and represses the narrative play of the text.  If we blur this simple equation and see Malone as both like and unlike his creations it is possible to see the kind of slippage recognizable in dreams in the operations of displacement and condensation, when one dream character can, somehow, be two characters at once, or slip from being one character (Sapo) to another (Macmann).  This kind of narrative play is more scandalous, and more disquieting than that posited on the dualities of ‘fact’ and ‘fiction.’  It is an example of the borderless quality of play: here the borders between identities become blurred.  The narrative play encourages the active participation of the reader, but denies any solution to the problems presented.  The reader has the unnerving experience of tapping into ‘the chaos of the unconscious’ (Lyotard 5) and is discouraged from reaching the reassurance of a realistic explanation, the accommodation of the strange to the familiar.  The blurring of narrative and character boundaries can encourage the kind of identification with strangeness we discover when remembering dreams, an uncanny quality.  In this way the forgotten, but not lost, experiences in our own infancy of feeling alone and abandoned are able to come into play.  The boundary between storyteller and the stories are blurred, and this diffusion can effect the boundary between the text and the reader.  Our involvement, on a deep, unconscious level, can in this way be achieved. 


The hesitation, backtracking and cancellation within Malone’s narrative, both in terms of the stories and the descriptions of his narrative situation, point to the fact that Malone lacks mastery over his narration of both his ‘present state’ and his stories.  This shifts the narrative situation, disturbingly, out of ‘fact’ or ‘reality,’ as opposed to ‘fiction’ - all is laid bare as invention, as play.  There are still two diegetic levels: the level in which Malone writes and the embedded level of his stories, but the clear distinctions are dissolved.  


It is aleatory play which slips out of control in a manner reminiscent of dreams; nothing is stable.  The room Malone describes has the strange, unstable aspect of a room in a dream; it changes in shape and colour, ‘the ceiling rises and falls’ (T 259), the walls ‘blanch’ (T 205) and the light is a strange grey that grows ‘murky and dim’ (T 205).  Beckett has denied the reader the reassuring familiarity of the appearance of solid walls and the conventional change of light experienced when night follows day.  With the style of narration, too, the reader lacks the familiar signs, the authorial control and knowledge of the world described that s/he has become accustomed to in traditional narratives.  The reader is forced to become actively involved in the imaginative play space, filling in the blanks of the narrative, coping with the ‘curious tendency’ Malone observes of his ‘notes [...] to annihilate all they record’ (T 238) and feeling, like Malone himself, ‘the rapture of vertigo, the letting go, the fall, the gulf, the relapse into darkness, to nothingness ...’ (T 179).


Alongside memories and the imaginative return to childhood, there is another essential element involved: the certainty of death to come.  The passing of childhood is inevitable, although imaginative, creative play can allow it to be re-experienced, but creative play can also involve responses to the inevitability of death; the finality of it; the end of experience and the end of consciousness; a non-existence that seems so incredible, so difficult to contemplate. 


From the beginning a sense of ending hangs over the narrative.  Malone foregrounds his need to structure both his description of the narrative situation and his stories with his impending death in mind.  There is a pressure placed upon his writing activity: ‘Perhaps I shall not have time to finish,’ but the chance, aleatory nature of the ending is emphasized: ‘On the other hand perhaps I shall finish too soon’ (T 166).  The ending, his own death, is out of his control.  He attempts to control what he can and produces a ‘timetable,’ but the arrangement: ‘Present state, three stories, inventory’ gets irretrievably muddled.  Rather than a nice, tidy division into five sections we have a constant oscillation between levels.  


At first this movement between narrative situation and the diegeses is clear, with each level clearly distinguishable, but as the narrative progresses the separating line becomes more and more difficult to discern.  There is a mix of narrative positions: when Malone is writing of his ‘present state,’ and attempting, and often failing, to give us some exposition about his past (’I do not know how I got here’ [T 168]) he is a homodiegetic, or autodiegetic narrator; when he tells his stories he is a heterodiegetic narrator, playing with the characters he has invented.  This seems obvious, but the distinction is blurred in interesting ways.  


At first there are clearly demarcated sections, with the beginnings and endings strongly indicated, for instance the words ‘Present state’ (T 68) introduce a description of the narrative situation which concludes with the words: ‘Such would seem to be my present state’ (T 171).  The first story, the ‘One about a man’ (T 166) begins immediately with the introduction ‘The man’s name is Saposcat’ (T 171) and continues, albeit with some interruptions of a critical nature (‘What tedium’ [T 172] ‘This is awful’ [T 175]), with even clarificatory headings given to subsections: ‘The summer holidays’ (T 178); ‘The market’; ‘The peasants’ (T 180), but the interruptions begin to grow in length, become more frequent, more insistent.  The ‘present state’ keeps intruding and the intended structure becomes disordered.  The text becomes more and more out of the control of the implied author: all the neatness of the proposed structure dissolves into a confused and consistent oscillation in and out of the embedded narratives.  It becomes a random, aleatory design: a narrative which escapes the controlling function of its implied author.  As Malone’s death approaches his ability to control his narrative play fades and recedes.    


The ending of Malone Dies does not provide the conclusive, conventional ending the reader would expect a traditional fictional text to provide.  Walter Benjamin, in Illuminations, suggests that ‘Death is the sanction for everything that the storyteller can tell’; life, he declares, ‘only assumes transmissible form at the moment of ... death.’29  Death is a traditional ending for many narratives, but the metaleptic play of Malone Dies achieves something far more involving for the reader.  We are not placed outside the death as detached observers, but become as if a part of it, on both the narrative and the diegetic levels.  Malone Dies is preoccupied with death and ending from the very beginning.  The primary level of the discourse is concerned with the process of dying; it closes, or rather, does not close, with a halting, fragmented textual end which does not conclude either on the level of the narrative situation or on the level of the embedded narratives; the frame is never closed.


As the prose breaks down it begins to assume the characteristics of poetry, and there is an eloquence and sadness in this broken, halting syntax which becomes so redolent of a sense of ending, as the text ends and simultaneously ‘fails’ to end.  This is not the tidy, satisfying completion of a conventional ending; the emphasis is on loss and absence: loss of words, absence of control, and the manifest lack of a neat denouement, with the ends left untied.  The thread of the narrative is broken, and the reader is left with an absence: ‘never/there/any more’ (T 264) which reminds her or him remorselessly that there is nothing more to come; the text breaks off into silence.  


The reader’s experience is creative, and this ‘means in effect that the reader is absorbed into what [s/]he […] has been made to produce’:

[S/]he cannot help being affected by [her or] his own production.  The non-given or the absent enter into [her or] his presence, and [s/]he enters into theirs (AR 140).

The narrative play has produced an ‘opening up of a free space’ which is ‘the counterpart of unconscious space’ (Lyotard 10-11).  What Beckett could be said to have achieved here is something which is simultaneously frightening and magical: he has brought us face to face with death; he has recalled the memory of it from our unconscious – and we have survived.
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