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‘Echo’s Bones’

The dead die hard, trespassers on the beyond, they must take the place as they find it, the shafts and manholes back into the muck, till such time as the lord of the manor incurs through his long acquiescence a duty of care in respect of them.  They are free among the dead by all means, then their troubles are over, their natural troubles.  But the debt of nature, that scandalous post-obit on one’s own estate, can no more be discharged by the mere fact of kicking the bucket than descent can be made into the same stream twice.  This is a true saying.1.

These are the first lines of ‘Echo’s Bones,’ an unpublished short story, which was written as a sequel to More Pricks than Kicks.  It relates Belacqua’s adventures after the death which occurs in the penultimate story ‘Yellow’ of More Pricks.  Here we see that death isn’t the end of it all for Belacqua.  Perhaps fittingly, as his name is borrowed from Dante, we are introduced to an after life in which a ‘debt’ must ‘be discharged’; ‘natural troubles’ are over, but new, posthumous troubles begin.


Belacqua seems to be revisiting the living world, as a ghost.  He can smoke (Romeo and Juliet cigars), drink (rum and champagne), eat (garlic), but he cannot see his reflection (this is not Narcissus) and he throws no shadow.  His death has also not removed women’s fascination for him.  He is discovered, sitting on a fence, ‘picking his nose between cigars,’ and wondering ‘if his lifeless condition were not all a dream and if on the whole he had not been a great deal deader before than after his formal departure, so to speak, from among the quick’ (1).  He has been enjoying, since death, ‘a beatitude of sloth that was infinitely smoother than oil and softer than pumpkins’ in the ‘womb-tomb,’ but on his return to the world as a ghost he finds ‘My soul begins to be idly goaded and racked, all the old pains and aches of my soul-junk return!’ (2).  It is as if it is in the living world, rather than the after life, that torment exists, and he has been returned there for ‘major discipline’ (2).


But if this is the living world that Belacqua now inhabits, it has a strange and dreamlike quality.  Zabbrovina, ‘a woman … serene and yet not relaxedly gay’ (2), his first encounter after he has been dead for at least forty days, is hell bent on seducing him.  She turns, suddenly, into a Gorgon: ‘She tossed back the hissing vipers of her hair, her entire body coquetted and writhed like a rope, framed into a bawdy akimbo …’ (6).  

It is as if he is facing a number of heroic tests, for his next encounter is with Lord Gall of Wormwood, a giant, who carries him off to a nest high in a tree.  Yet again it is his sexual prowess (not one of the living Balacqua’s most salient features) which is required.  Lord Gall requires him to impregnate Lady Gall with a son and heir to ensure that Wormwood does not fall into the hands of the Baron.  They travel to the castle on the back of an ostrich; Belacqua fulfils his function, we are told, but sires a girl rather than the required boy.  Is all very strange; we seem to have entered a fairy-tale world, reminiscent of Lewis Carroll’s Wonderland or Looking-Glass World, with additional bawdy, where birds speak and characters transform and nothing seems to be as it should be.

Belacqua is shown suddenly sitting on his headstone, a scene described as ‘classico-romantic’ (19).  A man, Mick Doyle (the groundsman, the narrator tells, from ‘Draff’), is digging up Belaqua’s grave, in order to ‘snatch’ the body.  In this scene Belacqua reflects upon his life:  ‘I daresay my life was a derogation and an impudence,’ said Belacqua, ‘which it was my duty, nay should have been my pleasure, to nip in the womb’ (22).  The scene begins to take on a distinctly Gothic air:

What a scene when you come to think of it!  Belacqua petrified link-boy, the scattered guts of ground, the ponderous anxiomaniac on the brink in the nude like a fly on the edge of a sore …, in the grey flows of tramontane, the hundreds of headstones sighing and gleaming like bones, the hamper, mattock, shovel, spade and axe, cabal of vipers, most malignant, the clothes-basket a coffin in its own way, and of course, the proscribed hush of great solemnity broken only by the sea convulsed in one of those dreams, ah one of those dreams, the submarine wallowing and hooting on the beach like an absolute fool, and dawn toddling down the mountains.  What a scene! (27).

There is no body in the coffin, but this mystery is not resolved.  The story finishes with the enigmatic ‘So it goes in the world’ (28).


My own speculation as to why he chose not to publish this story concerns the kind of mysteriousness and strangeness imparted.  The Lewis Carroll quality of the world depicted is also present in the early manuscripts of Watt, which feature a big bird and transformation scenes, omitted from the final version.  I think it was this element that Beckett chose to suppress.  Watt is a strange and perplexing text as it survives, and I think Beckett wanted to preserve this very particular kind of mystery, which has far less recourse to rather more obviously fantastic elements, familiar to readers and reminiscent of Carroll’s Alice texts or the Gothic genre.  In Beckett’s published work the demarcation between life and death is left intentionally vague.  There is very often a strong sense of a purgatorial after life, but with Belacqua death is made certain, and is often referred to in the story.  In the published work this sense of death in life and life in death is a suggestion, and as such sustains a different kind of mystery and strangeness than the ‘this world/other world’ scheme of Carroll and Gothic which ‘Echo’s Bones’ borrows.  Beckett can be seen to be challenging the natural/unnatural or life/death divide in a wholly new and disturbing way, and in this is way circumventing the ‘naturalization’ which the familiarity with existing conventions allows.  It seems to me also a question of tone.  ‘Echo’s Bones’ is a funny story, and although there are many funny moments in More Pricks, the unpublished story does give to death and purgatory a lightness of tone which would have perhaps given the volume of stories a too bathetic conclusion.  Death is often treated humorously by Beckett.  The narrator in ‘First Love’ speaks of how ‘Personally I have no bone to pick with graveyards’ (CSP 1), but the humour always has a distinct edge to it, a darkness and a even a serious quality, not found in ‘Echo’s Bones.’  


But there are many elements of ‘Echo’s Bones’ which can be seen to have a strong place in Beckett’s published work: the strong focus on death and the after life; the consideration Belacqua has that it was a mistake to have ever been born; the oxymoronic ‘womb-tomb’ (in one place referred to as ‘the lush plush of the womby-tomby’ [7]); the torments of living and the simultaneous desire for and dread of non-existence.  Belacqua haunts the story in an ‘in-between’ space, dead but within the living world, which recalls those interstitial spaces, where characters are somehow in between life and death, which haunt Beckett’s work.  This story points to directions Beckett did not follow, alongside those that continued to be an essential feature of his work throughout his career.

The title ‘Echo’s Bones’ comes from Ovid’s story of Narciccus and Echo in the Metamorphosis.2  Beckett’s characters often seem passive reflectors or receptors rather than active creators, and in this way have a resemblance to Echo.  Beckett’s voices repeat rather than contest, and when using allusions to previous texts, either intertextually (the work of others) or intratextually (within and between Beckett’s own texts), they repeat in a softer tone than the original, and the repetition is partial.  As with the Echo figure as portrayed in Ovid’s myth, only a trace of the original remains.

Thomas Hunkeler has recently discussed the importance of the Echo myth in relation to Beckett’s work: he emphasizes, for example, the importance of the term ‘Echo’s Bones’ and its associations from an early stage in his oeuvre.3  It could be suggested that the play with the Echo myth within Beckett’s oeuvre could more accurately be called ‘intertextual play,’ but I aim to show that it is a useful way of demonstrating a number of connected, intratextual elements in Beckett’s work, elements which are strongly present in The Unnamable.  The myth helps to elucidate the manner in which Beckett’s intratextual play echoes both earlier and later writing, by focusing on such recurrent images as closed spaces or refuges; the limbo world of neither life nor death, and the disembodied voice.  Echo can also be seen to stand for the repetition with a difference which is an essential strategy of Beckett’s intratextual play.


The use of the myth is clearly apparent in work dating from the thirties: alongside ‘Echo’s Bones,’ the unpublished story, there is also a poem entitled ‘Echo’s Bones,’ and Echo’s Bones and Other Precipitates is the title of the collection of poems to which it belongs.4

In Ovid’s story Echo is called ‘resounding Echo, who could neither hold her peace when others spoke, nor yet begin to speak till others had addressed her’ (Vinge 7).  She is punished by Juno for her talkativeness, and as a result can only repeat the last words she hears.  Her rejection by Narcissus causes her to hide ‘her shamed face among the foliage, and [she] lives from that time on in lonely caves’:

But still, though spurned, her love remains and grows on grief; her sleepless cares waste away her wretched form; she becomes gaunt and wrinkled and all moisture fades from her body into the air.  Only her voice and her bones remain: then, only voice; for they say that her bones turned to stone.  She hides in woods and is seen no more upon the mountain sides; but all may hear her, for voice, and voice alone, still lives within her (Vinge 8). 

This image of Echo fading away to voice and bone, to stone and then voice alone seems to have fascinated Beckett.  This fascination highlights an important area of intratextual play, or what H. Porter Abbott has termed ‘recollection by invention,’5 that can be seen in later works to echo The Unnamable, just as this text can be shown to echo those that went before.  


The bone and stone of the Echo story can be recognized in the ‘skullscapes,’ that seem to represent, in part, the lonely cave to which Echo withdraws, alongside the sense of this space being inside the head, an internalized refuge.  These skullscapes or refuges are the settings in which the voices in many of Beckett’s narratives speak, and where they hear the voices they repeat.  In The Unnamable the voice speaks of ‘a head ... [of] solid, solid bone, and you embedded in it, like a fossil in the rock’ (T 361-2).  In Texts for Nothing there is mention of an ‘ivory dungeon’ (CSP 76), while in All Strange Away an Echo-like withdrawal is described: ‘Crawl out of the frowsy deathbed and drag it to a place to die in’ (CSP 117), and a rotunda, another skullscape, is presented here, and then returned to in Imagination Dead Imagine: ‘a plain rotunda. all white in the whiteness’ (CSP 145). 


These spaces, or skullscapes, also link up with ‘the Limbo and the wombtomb’ of Beckett’s earliest extended prose fiction, Dream of Fair to Middling Women (DFMW 121), also referred to in ‘Echo’s Bones.’  Phil Baker has discussed this as a kind of ‘narcissistic self-containment (Beckett’s ‘womb/tomb’ in the head).’6  Angela Moorjani describes this space as ‘the tomblike womb and the womblike tomb in the darkness of the mind in which the living are unborn and the dead do not die.’7  What Baker has described as the ‘withdrawal of interest from the outside world’ (Baker 119) or ‘inward turning of the libido’ (Baker 115) is apparent in Echo and in many of Beckett’s characters, and can be read as a response to a rejecting and rejected world.  The self is rejected and so rejects the other.  For example, the protagonist in First Love is expelled from his secure space in the family home and seeks refuge again, with Lulu; he makes a ‘womb/tomb’-like space by turning the sofa around: ‘Then I climbed back, like a dog into its basket’ (CSP 14).  


There is an important connection between stones and death, so essential in terms of Echo’s story, in Beckett’s own life:

Beckett’s relationship to stones, which he called ‘almost a love relationship,’ was associated by Beckett himself with death (conversation of September 9, 1967).  As a child he frequently picked up stones from the beach and carried them home, where he built nests for them and put them in trees to protect them from the waves and other dangers.  On the same occasion, Beckett mentioned Sigmund Freud, who had once written that man carried with him a kind of congenital yearning for the mineral kingdom.8
So Beckett spoke of playing with stones as a child, and in a sense this childhood play continues in his adult creativity.  Daniel Albright speaks of how in Beckett’s narratives ‘every identity, every predicated self is a stone.’9  Malone speaks of the imaginary play space he creates ’with my little suns and moons that I hang aloft and my pockets full of pebbles stand for men and their seasons’ (T 217).  Molloy, famously, plays with his sucking stones: creating a long and elaborate system only to, characteristically, explode this time-consuming play with self-mockery: ‘I didn’t give a tinker’s curse’ (T 69).


Another fascination for Beckett seems to have been the idea of a voice coming from somewhere unknown, a disembodied voice.  Eventually Echo is no more than a disembodied voice: ‘Only her voice and her bones remain: then, only voice; for they say that her bones were turned to stone .... all may hear her, for voice, and voice alone, still lives in her’ (Vinge 8).  Eco’s voice emanates from her bones, and then from stone; it is a voice from the dead which ‘still lives,’ and echoes the voices of the living, and thus is somehow simultaneously dead and alive.  Interesting, too, is the fact that Echo’s punishment does not end with her death: she is still forced to repeat the voices of others.  In The Unnamable there is a strong focus on this idea of a disembodied voice, and one that Beckett returns to in his ludic device of ‘recollection by invention.’  For the voice in The Unnamable there is nothing else, ‘all is a question of voices’ (T 317).


Unlike Echo, the voice is ‘unnamable,’ but this does fit in with the disembodiment and the depersonalization of Echo’s voice.
 With a nameless voice as narrator the reader is shorn of the familiar, traditional anchoring that a named, described narrator can give.  There is the first-person pronoun, but can it be thought of as a ‘person’?  It seems that the reader is placed in the position that William James proposed, in that rather than being presented with a person the reader is being presented with something in which ‘thinking of some sort goes on.’10  His suggestion that it was necessary to escape the personal pronoun when discussing the stream of thought fits well with this narrative; here is a case of ‘it thinks’ (my emphasis).  The ‘it’ that thinks says ‘I’ but questions the validity of this pronoun, and the depersonalization is stressed: ‘It’s a transformer in which sound is tuned’ (T 327), and the personalization, which is hard to escape from is ‘the fault of the pronouns’: ‘someone says you, it’s the fault of the pronouns, there is no name for me, no pronoun for me, all the troubles come from that, that, it’s a kind of pronoun, it isn’t that either, I’m not that either’ (T 372).  


Beckett has erased all comfortable identifications and has problematized the reader’s participation in the text by estranging the narrative voice, and then estranging it yet again, to a mysterious level, unseen and alien, and the play process becomes one of problematizing narrative creation itself.  It is a giddy, vertiginous play with levels that lack stability, shift and disappear into indeterminacy: a narrative play with dissolving levels and voices.  The narrative has all the appearance of an uncontrolled ‘stream of consciousness’ in relation to James’ precise description of this as a process in which ‘thought goes on’ (James: 225).   And the voice describes this process: ‘it goes on by itself, it drags on by itself, from word to word, a labouring whirl, you are in it somewhere, everywhere’ (T 370).  Beckett is here playing with the processes of narrative creation: the ‘it thinks’ or ‘it narrates’ of the voice of narration as well as the one who would be expected to be controlling the voice: the creator.  There is a perplexing lack of identity, and yet a voice which, like Echo, is ‘voice alone,’ which ‘still lives’ (Vinge: 8), and yet does not: it is something in between.   


With The Unnamable there is a negation of identity: the focus is on the absence of identity on the part of the narrative voice, and even the collective ‘them’ or the ‘it’ that seem to stand behind him is argued with, questioned, contradicted; all we are left with is a depersonalized voice, abstracted from all human elements.  


In The Unnamable Francis Doherty suggests that 

there is no certainty, not even a fictional certainty.  The voice has to speak, has to proceed, has to go on from a basis so insecure, so impossible, where there is no belief in a direction or purpose for the fictional procedure, no belief in the personal pronoun ‘I,’ that to go on is sheer lunacy.  We have a total dislocation of fictional telling, total abandonment of the necessary certainties [and are left] floundering in fragments.11

Beckett questions the whole gamut of identities: not only the fictional characters which are conventionally read as constructed identities with recognizably human attributes, but questions all the elements that go to make up the identity of a fictional world, including the author himself, who, in a sense, is diminished to the words on the title page of the book.  In the reduced narrative world of The Unnamable there are only words: ‘I’m in words, made of words, others’ words’ (T 355).  There is no Samuel Beckett, no master artist displaying an inspired artistic genius, but just words and the compulsion to speak, just a voice that cannot stop: ‘you must go on, I can’t go on, I’ll go on’ (T 382).


One intriguing element of this play with voice is the way in which it is intimated that this voice is repeating what it is told, an essential feature of Echo.  This is a recurring phenomenon; Molloy tells us of a voice: ‘I heard a voice telling me not to fret, that help was coming.  Literally’ (T 84).  Moran, too, tells us of ‘a voice telling me things.  I was getting to know it better now, to understand what it wanted’ (T 162).  These voices bring ‘comfort,’ or tell the recipient ‘to write a report’ (T 162).  In The Unnamable there is the recognition that, like Echo, ‘there are no words but the words of others’ (T 288) ; ‘I’m in words, made of words, others’ words’ (T 355).  This turns the voice into a passive receiver: ‘a transformer in which sound is tuned’ (T 327).  A similar idea occurs in Texts for Nothing VIII, when the voice speaks of itself as ‘a mere ventriloquist’s dummy’ (CSP 97).  How It Is reiterates this passivity: ‘I say it as I hear it’ (HII 7).  In Company and the short pieces Heard in the Dark I and II the voice speaks to a passive receiver, ‘you.’  The opening line of Company : ‘A voice comes to one in the dark’ gives the voice a sense of being disembodied, a ghostly emanation (C 1).  With I Gave Up Before My Birth the sense moves from the ‘undead,’ still ‘living’ voice of Echo to an ‘unborn’ voice, and recalls Beckett’s own feeling that he had never really been born.  The voice seems to live in a twilight, unreal space: a narrative play space of impossible existence/nonexistence.  If we relate it to Beckett’s own words in relation to creation, there is strong element of this ‘passive receiver’ apparent: ‘You hear it a certain way in your head.’12 

When I wrote the first sentence in Molloy, I had no idea where I was heading.  And when I finished the first part, I didn’t know how I was going to go on.  It all just came out like that.  Without any changes.  I hadn’t planned it, or thought it out at all .... It all came together between hand and page.13  
‘In the end,’ Beckett said, ‘you don’t know who is speaking’ (Juliet: 157).  And with his contention that ‘you write in order to be able to breathe’ (Juliet: 152-153), there is a strong sense of the imperative that seems to lie behind the voice in The Unnamable: at a loss as to where the words come from, but under the obligation to repeat them:  ‘you must go on, I can’t go on, I’ll go on’ (T 382).  
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