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Abstract 
This essay examines Jim Jarmusch’s film Dead Man, a Western that takes the poetry of William Blake both as 
content and as form. I argue that the film uses two poetic strategies that it associates with Blake – echo and 
epitaph – to interrogate and destabilize contemporary understandings of identity. I conclude that the film 
dramatizes how the poetic voice, and by extension, the poetic identity, is always spoken through by some other 
voice, a conclusion that is mirrored in the formal structure of the film itself. These conclusions also underscore 
how newer forms of media continue to rework and revise concepts of identity in an increasingly fragmented, 
hybridized, and performative culture. 
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Motto: “A dangerous difference, of course. For we have omitted the 
master-name of the supplementary series: death. Or rather, for 
death is nothing, the relationship to death, the anguished 
anticipation of death” – (Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology) 

 
 
I. Introduction/ Epitaph 

“Voice” is one of the most important concepts in literature and art. Good writing speaks to us; a 
talented author has a unique voice. Specifically, the voice occupies a central position in a variety of 
academic debates, both past and contemporary: deconstruction, psychoanalysis, feminism, poetics, 
postmodernism, trauma studies, and cultural studies, just to name a few. It also occupies a central 
position in the politics behind these debates: Who gets to speak? For whom? What does it mean to 
have a voice? From where does the voice speak? Considering the contemporary debate about the 
relevance of the university and the humanities, the question can also be reframed, becoming not so 
much “Who gets to speak?” but more importantly, “To whom can the humanities speak?” With these 
questions and debates in mind, it continues to be essential to interrogate the voice in any discussion 
of identity, and not just the voice in the texts we read or view, but the voice(s) that we, as critics, 
contribute to the conversations about those texts.  

But, in addition to considering the moments when the voice reaches its intended target, it is 
equally important to consider moments when it fails or goes astray. For example, when considering 
lyric poetry, it is impossible to ignore John Stuart Mill’s proclamation that a lyric is an utterance 
“overheard” (12). That is, the lyric voice is able to speak only by reaching an accidental listener. This 
issue is further complicated in film; the presence of the camera makes it possible to overhear any 
conversation, and additionally, to (over)see events that would otherwise be impossible to perceive. 
Both media - poetry and film - are united in Jim Jarmusch’s 1995 film Dead Man

1, a western starring 
Johnny Depp as an accountant named William Blake. After arriving in the town of Machine, which is 
controlled by the business tycoon Mr. Dickinson, Blake kills a man in self-defense and is also seriously 
wounded in the gunfight. Wanted as a murderer, he goes on the run, pursued by three bounty 
hunters: Cole, Conway, and Johnny. William soon meets a Native American named Nobody, who 
mistakes him for the Romantic poet William Blake. Nobody is both a literal guide across the 

                                                           
1
All quotations from the film are from the following source. Dead Man. Dir. Jim Jarmusch. Perf. Johnny Depp, 

Gary Farmer, and Crispin Glover. Miramax, 1995. DVD. 
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wilderness, but also a spiritual guide in the journey towards death and the “other world” of the 
afterlife. Both trajectories are continually inflected by the poetry of William Blake, and as the film 
progresses, the accountant begins to increasingly speak and act as the poet2. As the film comes 
increasingly to focus on William Blake’s hybrid identity, it combines formal and aesthetic questions of 
poetry with questions about death and subjectivity. By showing how individuals in the present are 
spoken through and influenced by the echo of the past, the film questions the possibility of a unique, 
self-enclosed identity as such. In situating such questions in the context of the western film genre, it 
likewise points to how the historical past continues to inflect the present, both of the individual and 
of the country or world at large. Thus, the central question in the film is not “Who is William Blake?” 
but instead “Which William Blake is speaking now?”3 

In what follows, I argue that the formal concerns of the film with voice and poetry ultimately 
function to interrogate and destabilize any understanding of the self as self-enclosed or autonomous. 
The primary means for this deconstruction is through the two poetic strategies that the film 
associates with Blake: echo and epitaph. In the shift to the “Which one?” question, the film 
undermines strict divisions between past and present, self and other, speaking and writing, and life 
and death, not so much to better define poetry, but rather to consider various and often 
contradictory definitions of the self as fragmented, hybridized, and performative. I conclude that this 
interplay dramatizes how the poetic voice, and by extension, the poetic identity, is always spoken 
through by some other voice, a conclusion that is mirrored in the formal structure of the film itself. 
This argument about how and from where the voice speaks has implications for poetry, but it also 
underscores how newer forms of media continue to rework and revise concepts of identity in an 
increasingly fragmented, hybridized, and performative culture. 
 
II. Death, Temporality, Writing 

From its opening moments, Dead Man links writing with death. The film begins with an epigraph 
from Henri Michaux: “It is preferable not to have to travel with a dead man”. We can start our 
analysis by noting the linguistic similarity of epigraph to epitaph. If the latter is written over a dead 
man (’epi’- meaning over and ’–taph’ meaning tomb), then the former is written over a text, a sort of 
epitaph to the death of the author. This comparison widens the potential of what an epitaph can be: 
not only a written inscription on a tombstone, but also something written in remembrance of the 
dead person. Furthermore, this sort of remembrance isn’t limited to the strictly written text; within 
the film, the binary of speaking and writing is continually complicated and frustrated. In fact, the very 
idea of a film script suggests a sort of “written speech”. The characters can only speak through the 
writing of the script, but simultaneously, that writing, as well as the writings of Blake’s poetry, can 
only “happen” through the speech of the characters. Furthermore, the cinematic performance also 
contains the potential for improvisation and spontaneous revision, so that the written text is ignored, 
changed, or modified when it is transformed into speech. Just as the boundaries between speech and 
writing are continually transformed and interpenetrated, so too is the boundary between death and 
life. Indeed, the film is unwilling to recognize a strict division between life and death, so that the 
differences between alive, dying, and dead are slowly eroded.  

As its linkage with death suggests, writing also contains the opposite potential: to be transformed 
not into speech, but into silence. Indeed, there is no spoken dialogue until nearly the sixth minute of 
the film. Instead, the opening scenes are all about the gaze. William looks at the passengers, and 
they look back at him. He also looks out the window several times, and the film switches to a first 

                                                           
2
In an attempt at clarity, I will refer to the accountant character as “William” and the poet as “Blake”, though as 

the above description makes it clear, the film is not interested in any sort of neat separation. With that in mind, 
I will occasionally also use “William Blake” to refer to the ambiguous combination of the two identities. 
3
Giles Deleuze suggests that the shift from the question “What is…?” to “Which one?” is central to Nietzsche’s 

philosophy, and as such, it is a more effective means for doing philosophy and critical inquiry. See Nietzsche 

and Philosophy. Trans. Hugh Tomlinson (New York: Columbia UP, 2006), 75-78. 
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person perspective, depicting the passing scenery framed by the train window. Eventually, the train 
fireman sits down next to William and invites him to reflect on that framing, speaking the first lines 
of the film: 
 

Look out the window. And doesn't this remind you of when you were in the boat, and then later 
that night, you were lying, looking up at the ceiling, and the water in your head was not dissimilar 
from the landscape, and you think to yourself, "Why is it that the landscape is moving, but the 
boat is still?" And also... where is it that you’re from? 

 
Formally, the film calls attention to its own meta-cinematic quality: how the film, like the 

windows of the train, frames what is possible to be seen, and in doing so, structures and controls 
perception. That formal framing is juxtaposed with questions of temporality (the scene immediately 
before portrays William looking at his watch), death, and identity. Since the film concludes with an 
image of a dying William Blake floating away in a canoe, the fireman’s lines are prophetic, foretelling 
the end of the film and William’s life. But the language of his prophecy – “doesn’t this remind you” – 
suggests that this future has already happened: that William Blake is already dead. Additionally, this 
prophecy is connected with the fireman’s awkward attempt to start a conversation with William by 
asking him where he is from. But when William says where he is actually from – “Cleveland” – the 
fireman does not seem to know where that is. In that sense, William is from nowhere, for a dead 
man no longer has a home; in fact, William explains that his ties to his past home, his parents and 
fiancé, are either dead or gone. Thus, this prophecy also functions as an epitaph: a reflection on the 
past life of the dead man, although much of this “past” has not yet happened, despite the fireman’s 
use of past tense. The temporality of the film is a form of Nietzsche’s eternal recurrence, which 
allows for multiple identities and multiple time periods to co-exist and inflect one another. If an 
epitaph traditionally answers the “What is?” or “Who is?” question (Who was the dead person? “A 
Beloved Father and Husband”), the Nietzschean temporality of the film forces the viewer to ask 
“Which one?” i.e. Which William Blake is the titular “Dead Man?” And, of course, the answer is 
“Both”. In this way, much as the film deconstructs temporal boundaries between past, present, and 
future, it likewise deconstructs the boundaries between different identities. 

In addition to deconstructing identity and temporality, death itself is likewise deconstructed. 
Within the film, the boundary between dead and alive is unstable, so that the living might be 
considered already dead and the dead continues to exist among the living. “Nobody” (the character) 
articulates this living death when he first meets William. “Nobody” asks: “Did you kill the white man 
who killed you?” to which William can only respond in confusion: “I’m not dead”. But when 
“Nobody” asks him his name and he answers “William Blake”, “Nobody” responds with fright: “Then 
you are a dead man”. “Nobody” believes that William is the poet William Blake, and in that sense he 
is literally already dead. But later, “Nobody” admits that it is very strange that William does not 
remember any of his own poetry. This joke reveals a deeper reality about identity and poetry. 
William is speaking as a dead man: both as a man with a fatal wound doomed to die and as a poet 
who has already died long since. But to return to the above discussion of speaking and writing, the 
very fact that William is speaking and not writing suggests that he is alive and in the present, since 
“dead men don’t talk”. Thus, from the viewer’s perspective, William Blake is both alive and dead. Or, 
more precisely, as Roland Barthes writes about a picture of a condemned prisoner: “He is dead and 
he is going to die” (95). 

This triangle of identity, temporality, and death is constructed, moreover, around poetry as a 
form of both speech and writing. After telling William that he is a dead man, “Nobody’s” next 
reaction is to begin to recite Blake’s “Auguries of Innocence”4. He says: 
 

Every night and every morn 

                                                           
4
See William Blake, “Auguries of Innocence”. The Selected Poems of William Blake. (New York: Wordsworth 

Editions, 1994). 
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Some to misery are born. 
Every morn and every night 

 
      Some are born to sweet delight. 
      Some are born to sweet delight, 

                       Some are born to endless night. 
 

Here, the film once again links poetry to epitaph. Not only do these lines literally call to mind the 
type of writing often inscribed on a tombstone, they are also spoken in remembrance of the William 
Blake who is both dead and alive. Additionally, epitaph functions as a formal poetic strategy. Frances 
Ferguson, in writing about the poetry of William Wordsworth, argues that the “epitaph occurs when 
Wordsworth speaks of himself and of his former self” (155). Furthermore, this poetry constitutes “a 
series of epitaphs spoken upon former selves” (Wordsworth 155). To extend Ferguson’s argument, I 
would suggest that this epitaphic quality is found in all lyric poetry. The lyric poet always speaks of 
“himself and of his former self”. His past identity is simultaneously present in the poem, but by that 
very presence, he is also recognized as dead and absent; the very act of putting it into writing 
relegates it to the past. Indeed, this paradoxical conflation and co-existence of past and present have 
long been part of the discourse around poetry. T. S. Eliot writes: ”[W]e shall often find that not only 
the best, but the most individual parts of his [the poet’s] work may be those in which the dead poets, 
his ancestors, assert their immortality most vigorously” (1093). 

Ferguson echoes Eliot, writing that Wordsworth’s often anonymous epitaphs “reflect a drive to 
move beyond specific characters and specific communities” (158). That is, the strong poet is able to 
incorporate the past-ness of the past with the presence of the present. He recognizes that he speaks 
as a dead man about the past, but by writing, he is able to leave a trace that continues to speak in 
the present. Indeed, if we think of the process of signification, it always occurs in the present, since 
written marks from the past are continually deferred to be re-interpreted in the present. Perhaps 
Mill might have unintentionally said more than he meant about poetry, for the writing of the dead 
man is always overheard, since a dead man cannot be present to direct his address to anyone in 
particular. It might be preferable not to travel with a dead man like William Blake, but when he 
speaks, it is impossible not to listen. 

In negotiating past and present, death and life, William thus exemplifies what Susan Stewart 
terms “lyric possession”. For her, there is always a form of lyric possession at work within a poet: 
”The meaning of possession here does not reside simply in the idea that the poet’s utterances are 
not original or reasoned.  Rather, such utterances pass through the speaker by means of an external 

force” (35).  
Building on Eliot, she argues that “the poet is both the agent and vessel of sense perception” 

(Stewart 36). That is, like Eliot’s strong poet, Stewart’s poet creates new meanings and new 
utterances, but that newness is “in fact the performance of something scripted in another context” 
(36). As Stewart points out, these ideas are as old as poetic criticism itself, going back to Plato’s 
Republic. However, for her, this different “context” is not the world of Platonic Form, but rather the 
very metrical structure of poetry itself. When a poet chooses to write in a certain way, that mode is 
already imbued with meaning by all the poems that have come before it, and thus the new lyric is 
spoken through by all of the old ones. Rather than being passively possessed, ”a subject possessed by 
an unfathomable and external agency will place words into the social realm where they will continue 
their profoundly irresponsible effects or consequences” (38). 

To put it simply: the poet speaks old words in new ways or in new contexts, and thus speaks and 
is spoken through. If we may change the sense of Mill’s dictum only slightly, we will still arrive at lyric 
as “utterance overheard”, not in terms of the audience, but in terms of influence. The poet is the one 
who has overheard something and is then re-uttering it.   

This is exactly how the poet/accountant William Blake functions in the film. He speaks a language 
from the past in a new context. Midway through the film, as “Nobody” and William sit around their 
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campfire, “Nobody” asks whether William knows how to use his gun. When he responds in the 
negative, “Nobody” continues: “That weapon will replace your tongue. You will learn to speak 
through it, and your poetry will now be written with blood”. “Nobody’s” language makes it unclear 
whether the poet or the gun will be doing the speaking, and in light of the above discussion, the 
answer would have to be both. But writer and instrument aren’t the only two things conflated. Even 
more significantly, as the film progresses, it becomes impossible at any one moment to discern 
whether the poet or accountant is the one speaking or acting. A few scenes later, “Nobody” performs 
a sacred ritual and has a vision of William Blake as a skeleton who speaks to him: a further conflation 
of the past/death with present/life. “Nobody” marks William Blake with paint as a visual trace of the 
way he has been marked by his past, and in the very next scene, he assumes the identity of poet and 
gunfighter. William confronts a pair of marshals who have been tracking him. When they ask 
whether he is William Blake, he responds: “Yes, I am. Do you know my poetry?” He then shoots them 
both. As one lies dying, William Blake stands over him and pronounces a sort of epitaph upon him, 
again drawn from Blake’s “Auguries of Innocence”: “Some are born to endless night”. Who is 
speaking here? Is it Blake the poet, or William Blake the gunfighter, or William the accountant who 
has heard that line from “Nobody”? Up until this point, William has been almost entirely passive. But, 
paradoxically, at the very moment of actively embracing his identity as a gunfighter and/or dead 
man, William Blake remains passive; he is acted upon, possessed by a past which is not his identity. It 
is this very tension between active and passive that underscores Stewart’s concept of lyrical 
possession. Through possession, Blake claims his identity through a language that is simultaneously 
his own and foreign. 

Indeed, the cinema itself is structured around (dis)possession, and the splits and foreign-ness that 
it creates. Walter Benjamin recognized this early in the history of the cinema, writing: “The camera 
that presents the performance of the film actor to the public need not respect the performance as an 

integral whole” (228, emphasis mine). In other words, the very act of filming a performance 
maintains a split between voice, image, the performing body, and the actor’s identity. John Mowitt 
has taken this even further. He argues in “The Hollywood Soundtrack” that the cinema is structured 
around a fundamental split between image and voice, with image maintaining the privileged position 
(383). One goes to see a film or refers to the cinema as a motion picture. For Mowitt, voice and 
sound are something surplus or superimposed on the more fundamental imagery of the film. Even at 
a quite literal level, the soundtrack of a film is actually superimposed onto the pre-existing visual 
reels. Despite our cultural phonocentrism, film still privileges imagery. But this foreign-ness seems 
also to describe utterance in a wider context, including lyric poetry. Discussing the voice in 
psychoanalytic theory, Slavoj Žižek argues: ”[T]he voice functions as a foreign body, as a kind of 
parasite introducing a radical split: the advent of the Word throws the human animal off balance and 
makes of him a ridiculous, impotent figure, gesticulating and striving desperately for a lost balance” 
(3). 

Žižek is referring to the castrating effect of language or the divide between body and voice, but 
the notion of the voice as foreign also articulates the split between identities as such that reside 
within the “human animal”. Whichever voice William Blake speaks with, it is also a foreign voice: 
either the accountant speaks as poet or the poet speaks as accountant. This personal voice made 
foreign not only takes the form of poetry or identity, but also finds its realization in the echo.  
 
III. Echo 

The concept of echoing is useful to help elucidate the paradoxes of epitaph, voice, and 
foreignness. In an echo, the speaker’s voice itself becomes foreign. It becomes both temporally and 
spatially distanced from him. It is as if his own voice is speaking to him: it no longer sounds exactly 
like his voice, and though it speaks in the present, it is also speaking from the past. But, despite this 
split inaugurated by the voice, the echo also can connect. The echo connects the speaker to his past 
and to the world through his voice. The voice goes out in the utterance, but it returns to the subject 
in the echo. Ferguson likewise uses echo in her analysis of Wordsworth’s poetry, and again, I would 
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extend her argument to suggest that it is true of lyric in general. She writes of Wordsworth: “When 
an ‘antithetical manner’ is not antithetical, it becomes the equivalent of an echo” (Ferguson 162). For 
Ferguson, the echo provides a perfect means for understanding how seemingly opposite qualities, 
instead of negating each other, can in fact supplement and even “[extend] each other” (162). In turn, 
the echo itself becomes a perfect supplement to Stewart’s concept of possession. Indeed, what else 
is lyric possession other than the echoing of past forms and past voices? Taken together, echo and 
possession perfectly describe the deconstruction of identity in Dead Man: the subject speaks and is 
spoken through, using a voice that is both personal and foreign, a voice that speaks from the past but 
echoes in the present. 

Just as the film uses poetry to flesh out its concept of death, so too does it link poetry to the echo. 
The lines from Blake that “Nobody” recites demonstrate this linkage: 
 

Every night and every morn 
      Some to misery are born. 
      Every morn and every night 
     Some are born to sweet delight. 
      Some are born to sweet delight, 
      Some are born to endless night. 

 
Here, Blake’s poem echoes itself, literally repeating itself with slight variation, like the variation of 

an echo on the human voice. More significantly at this point, these lines demonstrate how 
“ambiguity vexes antithesis itself” (162), to use Ferguson’s language again. The antitheses of night 
and morn and night and delight are mixed up with the ambiguity of “some”, and both night and morn 
become the site of both misery and delight. In other words, night is no longer antithetical to morn, 
since both can result in either delight or misery, and night as an ending can also be a time of birth or 
beginning. The two pairs – delight/misery and night/mourn – are not antithetical since they co-exist 
within the human form as a sort of birthright. As Ferguson suggests: “the man’s qualities overlap and 
amplify one another, instead of warring against each other” (162). 

In the scene where William Blake kills the two marshals, the film visually enacts this 
deconstruction of antithesis. William Blake speaks his epitaph, suggesting that the dying marshal was 
“born to endless night”, and thus associating him with darkness and death. Immediately, the camera 
slowly pans from one dead marshal to the other. One is lying in the mud, whereas the other has 
fallen on a plant that resembles a sun or halo; as Cole later reflects, the dead marshal “Looks like a 
goddamn religious icon”. But despite these oppositions of dark and light or night and morn, both 

men look exactly the same. Their faces look alike, and their fallen postures are precise mirror images 
of each other. Here, both morn and night become the site of misery and death. But, at the same 
time, the association of the dead marshal with a religious icon links him with sweet delight and the 
Christian afterlife. And, since both men appear to be the same man, they are simultaneously 
connected to “sweet delight” and “endless night”. The poet, in speaking an epitaph on them, which 
as Ferguson points out is a form of “universal commiseration” (160), is linked to them and hence to 
both “sweet delight” and “endless night”. In this scene, just as in the poem, the antithesis collapses 
inwards. Blake commiserates with them as both killer and as a man who is already dead. This 
commiseration through epitaph is quite literally enacted via an echo: Blake echoes the words of his 
poetic forbearer, and the film itself echoes the line of poetry first stated several scenes earlier. That 
is to say, echo embodies in language the sort of interaction that epitaph creates interpersonally: a 
voice from the past speaking in the present, a repetition with a difference, an antithesis that breaks 
down and combines into something new. The poet’s voice goes out into the world and echoes back 
in a slightly new form, but it still returns to him nonetheless. Through the echo, different voices and 
different times can exist for the speaker simultaneously, suggesting a metaphor for how identity can 
function through multiplicity and juxtaposition. In a word, the film suggests that identity always is 
constituted through the echoes of multiple voices and histories. 



William Welty, “ ’Some Are Born to Endless Night’:  Echo and Epitaph in Jim Jarmusch’s Dead Man”. 

Identity and Conflict in Cultural and Geo-Political Contexts (Part II) 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 3, no 1/2014 Page 8 

 

Though the film seems to suggest death as a means for interconnection with the past and for 
incorporating that past into one’s present sense of identity, the cultural connotation of death also 
invokes fear at the loss of the Self. Death might connect the individual with the past, but this past 
also threatens contemporary understandings of the self as a self-enclosed and essential entity free 
from outside influences. On the one hand, the logic of the film does not deny the validity of these 
fears. The fear of death as the loss of the Self is valid because that is exactly what happens: the 
singular Self dies. But on the other hand, that very death has the potential to inaugurate a new state 
of being. In that sense, death is a movement from an absolute I to an I that admits contradiction, 
juxtaposition, and the Other. Not coincidentally, that same movement occurs in Blake’s poetry: an 
achievement of a higher unity based on discontinuity. This higher unity, which is paradoxically based 
on a fragmented I, revolves around hybridity and performativity: the hybridity of lyric possession and 
the performativity of poetry and violence. This (dis)unity allows the subject to negotiate past and 
present, written and spoken, individual and collective. In this way, William, the accountant from 
Cleveland, dies, but William Blake is re-born, embodying multiple identities, multiple pasts, and 
multiple voices. 

Jacques Lacan argues that these concepts – death and rebirth, performance and hybridity – come 
together in and arise from the mirror stage. In a parallel movement, the film articulates death as a 
mirror, both formally and conceptually. As William Blake approaches his death at the end of the film, 
“Nobody” tells him: ”I will take you to the bridge made of waters. The mirror. Then you will be taken 
up to the next level of the world. The place where William Blake is from. Where his spirit belongs. I 
must make sure that you pass back through the mirror at the place... where the sea meets the sky” 
(emphasis mine).  

“Nobody’s” description of death perfectly reflects the nature of death as rebirth into a new 
identity, and specifically invokes the mirror (stage) as a symbol for this new identity. The “next level 
of the world” is a higher unity based on discontinuity and antithesis: a “bridge made of waters” and 
“the next level” where the individual is paradoxically “from”. Just as in the earlier scene with the two 
marshals, where death seems to create a mirror image between the two men, William’s death 
creates a mirror held up to himself. Lacan argues that the child’s first glimpse of itself in the mirror is 
a moment of playfulness and performance: it  
 

immediately gives rise in a child to a series of gestures in which he playfully experiences the 
relationship between movements made in the image and the reflected environment, and 
between this virtual complex and the reality it duplicates – namely, the child’s own body, and the 
persons and even things around him (3).  

 
This is also a moment of mimicry: the child plays with his own image, but also models himself 

after it. Lacan writes of the “transformation that takes place in the subject when he assumes an 
image – an image that is seemingly predestined to have an effect at this phase” (4). In other words, 
the child performs by playing in front of the mirror, but this play is not completely free, as he is 
mimicking an image that is “seemingly predestined to have an effect”. Is this not also a perfect 
description of the experience of the lyric poet, as defined by lyric possession, echo, and epitaph? The 
poet, like the child, performs something old, something predestined, but he does so in a new 
context, in a new way. The poet, like the child, both takes control of the identity in the mirror, but 
likewise cedes control to it. The child gazes and is gazed at; the poet speaks and is spoken through. 

This singular moment of the mirror stage encapsulates the creative dialectic that the lyric poet 
experiences via echo and epitaph. This dialectic results in transformation rather than synthesis. It 
does not make two parts into one synthetic whole, but rather results in two parts changed into 
something entirely new. Oppositions are juxtaposed, but then transformed into a higher unity: “a 
transformation that takes place in the subject when he assumes an image” (Lacan 4). In the final 
moment of the film, this transformation is visualized as an image. As “Nobody” watches the fatally 
wounded William Blake drift away in a canoe, Cole enters from off screen and raises his gun to fire at 
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Blake. Cole is dressed in black, “Nobody” in white. After Cole fires (and misses), “Nobody” turns, and 
both men raise and fire their weapons in unison, killing each other at the exact same time. If 
“Nobody” has been the guide to the next level and the higher world, then the sadistic Cole 
represents the underworld, a place of irrational violence, incest, and cannibalism. (One of the other 
bounty hunters says that Cole had sex with both of his parents before killing and eating them.) It is at 
this moment of death at the mirror that both men negate each other, in some sense literally - but 
more importantly - metaphysically. This is the sort of negative dialectic operative in Blake’s poetry as 
well as in the film: as pointed out above: “[T]his ambiguity vexes antithesis itself rather than the 
poem. For the man’s qualities overlap and amplify one another” (Ferguson 162). That is to say, at the 
moment of death qua mirror, the antithetical qualities of identity confront each other, but through 
death, they “overlap and amplify one another” as opposed to “vexing” or destroying each other. On 
the surface, it might appear that “Nobody” and Cole destroy each other, and in some sense they do, 
but there is something deeper going on here. They don’t just murder each other; more importantly, 
they mirror each other. This sort of mirroring allows for negation on a literal level, but also allows for 
a higher unity based on this discontinuity: a type of paradoxical unity that characterizes identity 
itself. In other words, it is only through the destruction of the absolute I – only when it is negated and 
challenged by an opposing force, as the child experiences in the Lacanian mirror stage – that identity 
can exist as performance and hybridity. The individual becomes negated by the Other, but only in 
doing so can he be opened up to the potentiality of the Lacanian Real: the space beyond the mirror. 

In this movement past the mirror, William Blake potentially goes beyond death into the other 
world, but likewise, he goes back to where he came from. (It should be noted that the ending of the 
film is highly ambiguous, and the status of the “other world” and William Blake’s journey into it 
remain unknown.) “Nobody” tells him as he pushes the canoe into the water: “It's time for you to 
leave now, William Blake. Time for you to go back to where you came from”. William responds: “You 
mean Cleveland?” “Nobody’s” response elaborates on this confusion: “Back to the place where all 
the spirits came from... and where all the spirits return”. Death is thus a progression and a return, the 
exact notion of the psychoanalytic death drive: the individual feels compelled to repeat earlier stages 
of existence, namely the time before his birth, and thus desires to move towards a place he has 
already been to5. Within the film, at the moment of death, the dialogue returns to and echoes the 
opening of the film, where the train fireman associates Cleveland with a non-place. At the ending, 
Cleveland is conflated with the space beyond the mirror, the realm of death and nothingness. This is 
the final sort of epitaph of the film – the language spoken above the grave – but like the opening 
epitaph, this language collapses the distinctions between past, present, and future; no-place and 
someplace; dead and alive; and Self and Other. The epitaph here is literally an echo: something 
“scripted in another context” but spoken again in a new one. Just like lyric poetry as epitaph and 
echo, the film returns to the past in the present, and in this return, unites both oppositions. Likewise, 
the Self goes out into the Other, resulting in negation and opposition, but also in a new hybridity. 
Finally, language itself becomes foreign – the echo of something already said – but that very 
foreignness allows for a new form of performativity. In a word, the film dramatizes the movement 
from absolute I to fragmented I via the inward collapse of Self/Other, past/present, speaking/writing, 
dead/alive, and foreign/natural. But of course, that very same “inward” collapse likewise 
demonstrates a radical expansion outwards, into new spaces, new contexts, and new possibilities. 
The viewer is left to wonder whether William Blake really does make it to the other world, and what 
form that other world would take. But the ambiguity is important. Like deconstruction itself, this 
expanded and performative notion of identity is something that can never be finally reached, but 
only sought after and approached asymptotically. 
 
 

                                                           
5
For more, see Freud, Sigmund. Beyond the Pleasure Principle. Trans. Gregory C. Richter. Buffalo: Broadview, 

2011. Print. 
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IV. Conclusions 

In this essay, I have shown how Jim Jarmusch’s Dead Man deconstructs various binaries in order 
to create a more expansive sense of hybrid identity. This deconstruction is accomplished through an 
interplay between echo and epitaph. It is also made uniquely possible by incorporating poetry into 
film, thus allowing an interaction between gaze and voice, and speech and writing. It must be 
emphasized that the work accomplished by the film is not just a vulgar postmodernist deconstruction 
that endlessly praises hybridity and paradox without ever coming to concrete conclusions about its 
subject matter. Instead, Dead Man makes concrete statements about identity by virtue of its status 
as a film, and specifically as a western. As a film that takes up poetry as its subject matter, Dead Man 
looks to the present and to the future, considering how new forms of media continue to shape and 
(re)frame our voices and sense of (self)perception. But as a western, the film looks to the past, 
specifically of the United States, in order to consider how histories of violence and colonial expansion 
continue to inflect identity in the present. Just as the content of the film looks to the past and future, 
so too does its meta-cinematic form. Just as the film portrays how the past speaks through the 
present, it likewise continues to speak through our present, two decades after its release, forcing us 
to confront the ever-changing nature of identity. 
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