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Samuel Beckett’s works suggest that humans are dead like stones and stones 
are alive like creatures. The ambiguous border between humans and stones 
reflects Beckett’s borderless grasp on life and death, which he envisions as the 
metamorphosis of human beings into a state of metaphysical stone that is inde-
structible and imbued with memories and feelings. Belacqua, Molloy, Malone, 
and the Unnamable share the vision of such a stone representing life in limbo. 
Focusing upon the image of stone in Beckett’s works, this essay reads the 
trilogy in particular as an ontological transformation based on Leibnizian vital-
ism. 
 
 
 
Beyond the Cartesian Dualism 
In The Tempest, Shakespeare expresses the visionary transformation of 
a drowned man in the sea fancifully: his bones have turned to coral, his 
eyes to pearls, and he is suspended between life and death.1 The Ren-
aissance imagination that urged Shakespeare to represent the metamor-
phosis of a man into minerals in a state of limbo survives, via Gottfried 
Wilhelm Leibniz, in the imagination of Samuel Beckett. When Beckett 
writes in his 1933 letter to Thomas MacGreevy, “Leibniz a great cod, 
but full of splendid little pictures” (qtd. in Uhlmann, 3),2 Beckett is 
probably under the influence of Bertrand Russell, who states in the 
preface of The Philosophy of Leibniz, first published in 1900, that “the 
Monadology was a kind of fantastic fairy tale, coherent perhaps, but 
wholly arbitrary” (1992, xvii). This paper sheds light on some of the 
“splendid little pictures” of Beckett’s stone and sand that derive from 
Leibniz’s metaphysical images.  
 Beckett’s stone has been interpreted in terms of its biographical, 
psychological, and mythological references. As to the biographical 
connection, James Knowlson writes, “He [Beckett] recounted how he 
used to take stones of which he was particularly fond home with him 
from the beach in order to protect them from the wearing away of the 
waves or the vagaries of the weather. He would lay them gently into the 
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branches of trees in the garden to keep them safe from harm” (29). On 
Beckett’s childhood obsession with stone, Knowlson states, “Later in 
life, he came to rationalize this concern as the manifestation of an early 
fascination with the mineral, with things dying and decaying, with pet-
rification” (29). Regarding the psychological aspect of Beckett’s love 
of stones, Gottfried Büttner reports: “Beckett mentioned Sigmund 
Freud, who had once written that man carried with him a kind of con-
genital yearning for the mineral kingdom” (163n).3 A mythological 
approach leads Julie Campbell to cite the Echo myth from Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses: “Only her voice and her bones remain: then, only 
voice; for they say that her bones turned to stone” (qtd. in Campbell, 
457), and to write, “This image of Echo fading away to voice and bone, 
voice and stone seems to have fascinated Beckett.” Campbell aptly 
describes the Echo myth as “the source of recurrent intratextual images 
in Beckett’s works, such as closed spaces or refuges, the limbo world of 
neither life nor death, and the disembodied voice” (457). 
 However, beyond its biographical echoes, beyond its psychologi-
cal connection with the death instinct called Thanatos, and beyond its 
mythological allusions, Beckett’s stone implies something metaphysical 
that has yet to be explored, especially when he compares human beings 
to sand, stone and grit whose attributes are of life and movement. The 
theological hierarchy of humans, animals, plants and minerals – exem-
plified by Thomas Aquinas, carried on by thinkers in the Renaissance 
period, and then by rationalists in the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries – will provide a different perspective from which to analyse both 
Beckett’s cryptic conception of body and mind that transgresses the 
border of life and death, and that of humans and minerals. On the one 
hand, the ‘fragmented’ and ‘disembodied’ bodies in Beckett’s works 
clearly deviate from the dualistic Cartesian framework that presupposes 
the two substances of body and mind. On the other hand, Leibniz’s 
metaphysics dislocates the Cartesian dualism, analysing it in terms of 
elementary motions endowed with memories and feeling, which Leib-
niz calls the monad: the indivisible, indestructible, unextended single 
substance whose essence is movement or ‘force.’ In my view, Molloy 
and Malone are the inhabitants of this domain, which cradles even the 
Unnamable who claims that, being “in the middle” of “an outside and 
an inside,” he feels himself “vibrating […] on the one hand the mind, 
on the other the world,” belonging to neither, with no thickness 
(Beckett 1958, 383). 
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“a heart beating in sand” 
Beckett often portrays humans as stones. The prototype of this figura-
tion is found in his first novel Dream of Fair to Middling Women 
[Dream], in which the narrator compares people around Belacqua – 
Smeraldina and others – to “lonely grit,” and to “a scurry of grit in the 
mistral” (35-36). The late prose work Ill Seen Ill Said is full of descrip-
tions such as those that liken an old woman to a gravestone. In either 
case, the reference to stone may not always signify death. Note that the 
narrator of Dream calls Belacqua a “Limbese” (50), and that he de-
scribes Belacqua as moving “with the shades of the dead and the dead-
born and the unborn and the never-to-be born” (44). That is to say, the 
shades are compared to the souls in limbo, but, simultaneously, they are 
described as “a pulsing and shifting as of a heart beating in sand” (44) 
as if to signify life in death. In one respect, the image of “Echo’s 
bones” and this image of “a heart beating in sand” are the two sides of 
the same coin, since both imply “life in death,” but the former focuses 
on the “bone-death” connection, while the latter focuses on the “heart-
life” connection. The juxtaposition of heart and sand, or life and min-
eral, has a striking effect upon the reader suggesting that this limbo 
world involves vitalism, dynamism and life. 
 The combined imagery of heart and sand in Dream is not coinci-
dental, for a similar linkage appears recurrently in Beckett’s oeuvre as 
indicated in the last lines of “Serena III,” written in 1933: 

 
on the Bootersgrad breakwind and water 
the tide making the dun gulls in a panic 
the sands quicken in your hot heart 
hide yourself not in the Rock keep on the move 
keep on the move.  

(2002, 27)  
 
Expressing the author-narrator’s anxiety and frustration over remaining 
in the Dublin Bay districts, these lines stand for his strong desire for 
aimless flight, by illustrating the movement, velocity and life, instead of 
cessation, petrification and death. 
 Humans are dead like stones, but stones are alive like creatures in 
Beckett’s writings. In a scene from Watt sand moves: “There is a great 
alp of sand, one hundred metres high, between the pines and the ocean, 
and there in the warm moonless night, when no one is looking, no one 
listening, in tiny packets of two or three millions the grains slip, all 
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together, a little slip of one or two lines maybe, and then stop, all to-
gether, not one missing, and that is all, that is all for that night, and 
perhaps for ever that is all” (41). Again, the next scene from Ill Seen Ill 
Said exhibits autonomic movements of stones: “Then all along the 
verge the muffled thud of stone on stone. Of those spilling their excess 
on those emergent. Only now and then at first. Then at ever briefer 
intervals. Till one continuous din. With none to hear” (1996, 63-64). In 
these cases, the “great alp of sand” moves, and stones move, making 
sounds, when unobserved; this alludes partly to George Berkeley’s 
questioning of unperceived objects, and partly to Leibniz’s theory of 
the dynamics of motion. For Leibniz, “no body is at rest” (qtd. in Aiton, 
37), thus, any body, any stone, has an intrinsic power to move.4 
 
In Limbo: War and Ars combinatoria 
Bertrand Russell’s analysis of Leibniz’s principle of the “struggle for 
life” provides a significant frame of reference for a consideration of the 
limbo world in Beckett’s works:  

 
Leibniz seems to have imagined a sort of war in the Limbo inhab-
ited by essences all trying to exist; in this war, groups of compos-
sibles combine, and the largest group of compossibles wins, like 
the largest pressure group in a political contest. Leibniz even uses 
this conception as a way of defining existence. He says: “The exis-
tent may be defined as that which is compatible with more things 
than in anything incompatible with itself.” 

(Russell 1984, 574) 
 
Russell points out that Leibniz’s doctrine of pre-established harmony 
and the best possible world created solely by God’s goodness contra-
dicts Leibniz’s own theory of the “struggle for life,” for the latter gives 
mathematical reasons “as to why some things exist and others, equally 
possible, do not” (Russell 1984, 574). Where number has the ultimate 
power, pre-established harmony signifies nothing, thereby some sort of 
war is inevitable.  
 The limbo theme of Dream reappears in Watt with an unmistak-
able allusion to Leibniz’s pre-established harmony. Toward the end of 
his stay on the ground floor of Mr. Knott’s house, Watt wonders how 
long he must remain there, when he is seized by a strange idea:  
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For the service to be considered was not the service of one servant, 
but of two servants, and even three servants, and even of an infin-
ity of servants, of whom the first could not out till the second up, 
nor the second up till the third in, […] every going, every being, 
every coming consisting with a being and a coming, a coming and 
a going, a going and a being, nay with all the beings and all the 
comings, with all the comings and all the goings, with all the go-
ings and all the beings, of all the servants that had ever served Mr. 
Knott, of all the servants that ever would serve Mr. Knott. And in 
this long chain of consistence, a chain stretching from the long 
dead to the far unborn, the notion of the arbitrary could only sur-
vive as the notion of a pre-established arbitrary. 

(132; emphasis added)  
 
Notable about this passage is the rule Beckett adopts for the procession 
of servants: “the first could not out till the second up, nor the second up 
till the third in.” The procession follows this principle ad infinitum, in 
accordance with binary arithmetic. Both the binary system and the ars 
combinatoria (permutation and combination) are Leibniz’s inventions 
and recur throughout Beckett’s oeuvre. 
 The most celebrated use of the ars combinatoria is found in the 
scene of Molloy sucking stones. The way he evenly sucks the sixteen 
stones in his pockets requires a certain principle, as Molloy says, “to 
suck the stones in the way I have described, not haphazard, but with 
method, was also I think a bodily need” (1958, 81). The procession of 
stones is similar to that of servants in Mr. Knott’s house. Arriving no-
where, both manifest Beckett’s mockery of Leibniz’s mathematically 
based metaphysics. Thus, using Leibniz’s method of ars combinatoria 
to express a sort of war in limbo, Beckett dismantles Leibniz’s system 
from within, but not wholly. 
 
Becoming Metaphysical Stone 
The metaphor of “the pulsing and shifting as of a heart beating in sand” 
in Dream shows rich variations later in his works. One is the image of 
Molloy in the ditch. Despite his progressive paralysis and stiffening 
legs, followed by “the sudden loss of half [his] toes” (1958, 56), Molloy 
keeps on moving perhaps with the “daily longing for the earth to swal-
low [him] up” (81). After a Herculean struggle to get out of the forest, 
Molloy sees before him a vast moor: “How could I drag myself over 
that vast moor, where my crutches would fumble in vain. Rolling per-
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haps. And then? Would they let me roll on to my mother’s door? […]. I 
lapsed down to the bottom of the ditch, It must have been spring, a 
morning in spring. […]. Molloy could stay, where he happened to be” 
(91). 
 Molloy in the ditch offers a variant of the heart-in-sand image, 
since his falling into the ditch can never be “the one true end” (Beckett 
1995, 261). Besides, the loss of his toes indicates that the petrifaction of 
his body has already started. In a sense, the first part of Molloy may be 
summarized as a process of his transformation into stone until he 
reaches the ditch, which is none other than his “mother’s door.” From 
this door he enters mother earth; that is, the limbo world in which he is 
to continue his transformation, unnoticed, becoming another “heart 
beating in sand.” He may not move freely, yet he can talk, for this stone 
man is inscribed with memories and feelings, as is the narrator of “The 
Calmative,” whose first words are “I don’t know when I died” (Beckett 
1995, 61). So too a voice of the Unnamable which briefly states, “Yes, 
a head, but solid, solid bone, and you embedded in it, like a fossil in the 
rock” (1958, 148), might possibly be a figure of Molloy in the ditch. 
 So sophisticated is Beckett’s concealment of the vision of people 
becoming stone in the text of Malone Dies that readers may be misled 
by Malone’s words: “All is pretext, […] pretext for not coming to the 
point” (1958, 276). Certainly, Malone may invent creatures like Sapo 
and Moll and may abandon them one after another without a causal 
sequence of events in his narrative. However, Malone does have a vi-
sion of a creature’s transformation into stone, probably from the mo-
ment when he first talks about his writing plan: “There will therefore be 
only three stories after all, that one [the story about the man and 
woman], then the one about the animal, then the one about the thing, a 
stone probably” (181-82). After a while, readers come across a scene 
where Malone plays with stones:  

 
And I loved to fall asleep holding in my hand a stone, a horse 
chestnut or a cone, and I would be still holding it when I woke, my 
fingers closed over it, in spite of sleep which makes a rag of the 
body, so that it may rest. And those of which I wearied, or which 
were ousted by new loves, I threw away, that is to say I cast round 
for a place to lay them where they would be at peace forever […]. 
Or I buried then, or threw them into sea with all my strength as far 
as possible from the land. 

(248) 
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We recall a biographical episode that Beckett told Büttner here, yet 
what we should read in this context is the status of a human being and a 
stone that reflects the theological, hierarchical chain of beings. 
Malone’s stone game portrays not so much love as the caprice of the 
player. The same sort of caprice is observable in Molloy’s sucking of 
stones and again in his sand play. The sixteen stones in Molloy’s pock-
ets may be loved by his hand and mouth, but, after all, they are to be 
thrown away by that same hand. So is the sand in his hand, for Molloy 
refers to his love of playing in the sand prior to the scene of sucking 
stones: “In the sand I was in my element, letting it trickle between my 
fingers, [...] flinging it in the air by handfuls, rolling in it” (68). Who 
knows whether the master who plays with stones or with sand some-
times follows the rule of ars combinatoria, or sometimes he leaves 
himself to a ‘wholly arbitrary’ decision?  
 On a different level, Malone realizes that he is but a grain of sand 
and a victim of the caprice of the Almighty: “And it is without exces-
sive sorrow that I see us again as we are, namely to be removed grain 
by grain until the hand, wearied, begins to play, scooping us up and 
letting us trickle back into the same place, dreamily as the saying is” 
(224). Hence, Malone decides to make a creature in revenge on the 
Creator for his own suffering: “Yes, a little creature, I shall try and 
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. Then be alone a long time, unhappy, not 
knowing what my prayer should be nor to whom” (226). 
 Then, Malone, as a creator, introduces a little creature whose name 
is Macmann, which is Gaelic for “son of Man.” Malone describes 
Macmann lying prostrate on the ground in the rain as motionless as a 
stone, perhaps for days, months, or years: 

 
And to tell the truth he was by temperament more reptile than bird 
and could suffer extensive mutilation and survive, happier sitting 
than standing and lying down than sitting, so that he sat and lay 
down at the least pretext and only rose again when the élan vital or 
struggle for life began to prod him in the arse again. And a good 
half of his existence must have been spent in a motionlessness akin 
to that of stone, not to say the three quarters, or even the four 
fifths.  

(243; emphasis added) 
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It is in the heavy rain, and in his extreme plight, when Macmann – 
whose motionlessness is compared to that of stone, and whose move-
ment can be caused by “the élan vital or struggle for life,” which is an 
allusion to Bergsonian-Leibnizian vitalism – starts his memorable roll-
ing on the ground: 

 
But in the meantime in the end, the rain still falling with unabated 
violence in spite of his having turned over on his back, Macmann 
grew restless, flinging himself from side to side as though in a fit 
of the fever, buttoning himself and unbuttoning and finally rolling 
over and over in the same direction […]. And without reducing his 
speed he began to dream of a flat land where he would never have 
to rise again and hold himself erect in equilibrium, first on the 
right foot for example, then on the left, and where he might come 
and go and so survive after the fashion of a great cylinder en-
dowed with the faculties of cognition and volition. 

(245-46; emphasis added) 
 
Again, Macmann’s dream of becoming “a great cylinder” is heralded 
by Molloy whose rolling into the ditch runs parallel with Macmann’s 
endless rolling on the ground. Crawling like “a reptile,” Molloy says: 
“And from time to time I raised myself on my hands, to get a better 
view. And in this way I located a number of keys at some distance from 
me, and these I reached by rolling over and over, like a great cylinder” 
(152-53). When Macmann survives after the fashion of a cylinder in his 
dream, he has moved beyond the mind and body dualism of Descartes 
to the realm of Leibniz’s metaphysics in which both are analysed as 
elementary motions endowed with feelings. Here, in Macmann’s 
dream, Beckett gives a shape to the long-harbored image of the “puls-
ing and shifting as of a heart beating in sand” in Dream in the context 
of Leibniz’s Monadology. 
 Nothing evokes the autonomy of the monad with its internal prin-
ciples of “perception” and “appetition” so much as “a great cylinder 
endowed with the faculties of cognition and volition,” because Leibniz 
claims that, despite its closed structure, the monad is essentially open to 
the universe through its internal principles of “perception” and “appeti-
tion” (see Leibniz, 644). That is, according to the Monadology, the 
internal qualities and activities of the monads consist firstly of “percep-
tion,” that is, the representation of the outer world, and secondly, “ap-
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petition,” which brings about the change or the passage from one per-
ception to another (see Leibniz, 644). The cylinder’s internal compe-
tence of “cognition and volition” displays Beckett’s direct reference to 
the internal principles of “perception and appetition” of the monads. 
 
Conclusion 
The vitalistic attribute of stone enables Beckett to portray a stone’s 
movement and life, which is similar to “a beating heart in sand,” indi-
cating that life after death is the limbo world of neither life nor death. 
For Beckett, our world is another limbo, in which humans are “grit,” 
sand and stones whose conditions are controlled by the love or by the 
caprice of an unpredictable, unknowable hand. In addition, Beckett’s 
limbo evokes a battlefield, where the unborn, yet-to-be born, and never-
to-be born are struggling for life beyond the border of life and death. 
Therefore Beckett’s recurrent use of the ars combinatoria never fails to 
place a bitter secondary irony over the irony used against Leibniz’s 
doctrine of pre-established harmony. 
 My quest for Beckett’s metaphysical stone arrives at another strik-
ing image of “a great cylinder endowed with cognition and volition” in 
Macmann’s dream that symbolises none other than the image of the 
monad. Considering that the monad is indestructible and its essence is 
movement or ‘force,’ the rolling great cylinder presents itself as the 
indestructible and never-ending ‘force.’ That is to say, the two images 
envisioned by Beckett, – “a pulsing and shifting as of a heart beating in 
sand” in Dream and “a great cylinder endowed with cognition and voli-
tion” in Malone Dies – are now impeccably united into one, represent-
ing the monad. 
 

Notes 
 

1.  See Ariel’s song in The Tempest (I. 2. 400-05): “Full fathoms five thy 
father lies. / Of his bones are coral made. / Those are pearls that were his eyes; 
/ Nothing of him that doth fade / But doth suffer a sea-change / Into something 
rich and strange” (Shakespeare, 78). 
 
2. Samuel Beckett, 1933 typescript, Letter 57, “To Thomas MacGreevy, 
6/12/33, 6 Clare St. Dublin,” TCD MS 10402, Manuscripts Department, Trin-
ity College Dublin (qtd. in Uhlmann, 151n). 
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3. Sigmund Freud writes, “we shall be compelled to say that ‘the aim of all 
life is death’ and, looking backwards, that ‘inanimate things existed before 
living ones,’” thus asserting “the instinct to return to the inanimate state” (46). 
 
4. On the dynamics of motion/stasis in Beckett’s works, see Bryden; and 
Mori. 
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