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INTRODUCTION  
“Praharfeast”: Unpacking Joycean Suitcases 

 
Under law's marshall and warschouw did I thole till lead's 

plumbate, ping on pang, reliefed me. I made praharfeast upon 
acorpolous and fastbroke down in Neederthorpe.  

(FW 541.23-5) 
 
I 
It is a curious portmanteau to unpack, this “Praharfeast,” 
especially since one of the highlights of the 2010 Prague 
Joyce Symposium was an extended discussion of a physi-
cal suitcase full of letters and postcards. The verbal suitcase 
packs together “Praha”—the Czech toponym for the locus 
called “Prague” in English—with “feast”: a Prague feast, 
then. Why glue these two together with the intrusive “r”? In 
the immediate context of this passage concerning itself with 
HCE’s boast of Masterbuilder Daedalus, “prahar” is a 
Wakeanisation of “prayer,” Joyce packing in another city. 
But what else does the “r” pack together and unpack apart? 
Perhaps, “harf” and “east,” suggesting the ancient Celtic 
harp and the direction from which it came to Ireland? 
“Harf”—in one of the serendipitous unforeseeable coinci-
dences preprogrammed by Joyce’s Wakese—also implies 
“harfa,” the Czech word for the instrument as well as a 
quarter of one of the Prague boroughs. “East” denotes both 
the Greek lyre and more importantly Prague, the capital of 
historical Bohemia, whose name derives from its Celtic Ur-
inhabitants (the Boii tribe) and where the recent metro tun-
nel diggings unearthed traces of some of the largest Celtic 
oppida and burying grounds in the whole of Europe. Praha, 
when read backwards, yields “a harp” – possibly the “east-
ern harp” of Celtic prehistory? 

The potential of this particular reading is too meaningful 
to ignore. There is, nevertheless, another option – to disre-
gard the “harp” and “east” and to settle for a German-
language reading, substantiated by the proximity of “Need-
erthorpe,” an anglicised version of “Niederdorf” (a street in 
Zürich on the other side of the Limmat river, parallel to it), 
whose low fasting is juxtaposed to the feasting on high in 



9 

Prague (  literally meaning “summit city”).1 The “r” 
would then suggest a “Prager-fest” – a feast celebrated in 
the Germanophone “Prag,” where as late as 1921, i.e. three 
years into the city’s “postcolonial” history and three years 
before the death of Franz Kafka, still twenty percent of its 
inhabitants were German-speaking. In “Praharfeast” as well 
as anywhere else in the Wake, so much in Joyce’s writing 
depends on the tiniest detail, so much (historical) conse-
quence issues from the feeblest (textual) interference and 
deviation from the linguistic norm (of the present) – so 
much, indeed, can be unpacked out of this single portman-
teau.  

Under the patronage of Václav Havel – dissident and 
playwright, and the first president of the democratic 
Czechoslovakia – and dedicated to the memory of the late 
Donald Theall – whose pioneering and highly stimulating 
work on Joyce, technology and the avant-garde has inspired 
many – the XXII Symposium took place, under the academic 
direction of Louis Armand, Michael Groden and David Spurr, 
from 13 to 18 June, 2010, at the main building of the Phi-
losophy Faculty of Charles University, Prague, Czech Repub-
lic, Europe, the World, the Universe. The focus of the 
“Praharfeast” of 2010 was chiefly fourfold: Joyce and con-
temporary experimental poetics, Joyce and Kafka, Joyce 
and Prague / Bohemian / Central European cultural-historical 
space, and finally engagements with—or intimations of ad-
vances in—Wakean textual scholarship on the eve of the 
long-awaited lift of the copyright over Joyce’s texts in 
2012. The first of the foci was manifest in Steve McCaf-
fery’s plenary lecture reprinted here, a roundtable on “James 
Joyce and Contemporary Poetics” (chaired by Louis Armand, 
featuring Karen MacCormack, Steve McCaffery and Tom 
McCarthy), as well as an evening of poetry and prose (fea-
turing Karen MacCormack, Steve McCaffery, Tom McCarthy 
and John Wilkinson). Unfortunately, neither of the latter two 
could reappear in print, and both will be written only in the 
memory of their grateful audience. More fortunate, print-

 
 1  For this information, the editors express their gratitude to the director of the 

Zürich Joyce Foundation, Dr. Fritz Senn. 
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wise, is the fate of the two “Joyce with Kafka” panels, 
which provided the material for the present selection, as 
well as the number of papers addressing the still largely un-
explored field of connections between Joyce and Prague 
(particularly, the heritage of the Prague Linguistic Circle and 
the work of Roman Jakobson). The chief concerns of the 
Wakean papers include questions of whether and how to 
edit Finnegans Wake (Daniel Ferrer’s plenary and Robbert-
Jan Henkes’s paper on his Dutch bilingual edition) and to 
what other—largely exegetical—uses the vast, and increas-
ingly more available, archive of manuscript material can be 
put. The collection complements this fourfold focus by a 
“plurable” section of miscellanea, attesting to the remark-
able variety and plurality of critical, theoretical, and exegeti-
cal approaches to the Joycean canon presented at the 
symposium: a veritable “Praharfeast upon acorpolous,” 
given that looming large on the horizon outside the windows 
of the symposium venue was the Castle, often referred to as 
the Prague acropolis. 
 
II 
One of the most moving moments of the 2010 Prague sym-
posium was the Bloomsday session entitled “In Memory of 
Joyce” and featuring the reminiscences of Hans Jahnke. 
Prof. Jahnke, an agronomist at the Humboldt University in 
Berlin, was best known to Joyceans as the stepson of 
Joyce’s son Giorgio and as the donor of the Jahnke bequest 
at the Zürich James Joyce Foundation. The materials of this 
bequest, made in 2006, are some of the most important to 
have come to light in recent decades, and constitute an ex-
tremely rich resource for scholars. They include 50 letters by 
Joyce and a larger number addressed to Joyce and his fam-
ily, including 113 from Sylvia Beach, the first publisher of 
Ulysses. There is also important manuscript material, mostly 
related to Finnegans Wake and to Joyce's poetry. 

Speaking to a packed lecture hall and struggling against 
ill-health, Jahnke gave a very personal account of the 
twenty years (1952-72) during which he lived with his 
mother, Asta Joyce-Osterwalder, and his stepfather, whom 
he referred to as George Joyce. A transcript of these re-
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marks is published here as “Memories of Joyce.” Jahnke 
draws an ironic portrait of Giorgio as “dominant in pub dis-
cussions” at the famous café Odeon in Zürich. The sub-
stance of his memoir, however, is devoted to the 
stewardship of Joyce’s papers, first by Asta, then by Jah-
nke himself after his mother’s stroke in 1972. The “little 
leather suitcase” containing the papers survived several 
household moves in Zürich, from Zürich to Munich, and then 
to Jahnke’s successive homes in Stuttgart, Hamburg, and 
Berlin. In 2005, after Jahnke’s reflection on what he consid-
ered an obligation to Joyce’s artistic heritage, he donated 
the suitcase and its contents to the Zürich Foundation, send-
ing it by ordinary post. The unassuming nature of this ges-
ture was in keeping with the modesty of Jahnke’s manner. 
His simple eloquence and evident sincerity drew a rare 
standing ovation from the audience of Joyceans. Hans Jah-
nke died two and a half months after the symposium. The 
organisers of the symposium are grateful that he lived to re-
ceive the recognition he deserved for his outstanding contri-
bution to Joyce’s memory and his gift to Joyceans 
everywhere. This volume is dedicated to his memory. 

In memory of Joyce is also where Steve McCaffery situ-
ates his plenary address, “A Poet’s Joyce,” albeit his is a 
very different memory from that of personal biography. For 
McCaffery, Joyce’s Wake proved “catalytic to my decade 
and a half of poetic research with Jed Rasula into the lin-
guistic imaginary” which yielded their co-edited epochal 
work Imagining Language, an investigation into two-and-half 
millennia of speculation on the written and spoken sign in 
literature. McCaffery identifies in the Wake a dynamics that 
enables him to consider the work less through formal and 
genetic methodology than as an economy, understood as “a 
vast circulation of nodes and intensities” governed by “the 
products of two literary figures: acrostic patterning, and 
portmanteau condensations.” As a poet, McCaffery explic-
itly defines his interest as consisting not so much in the 
hermeneutical question of “What does the Wake mean?” or 
the formal and genetic inquiry into “How is it Written?”, but 
rather the pragmatic query: “What does it do and how does 
it do it?” Consequently, his chief secondary sources are the 
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inquiry into similar concerns penned by a fellow-writer (Phil-
ippe Sollers) and a broadly theoretical investigation into 
structures of signification as shaped in Derek Attridge’s de-
constructive approach to the Wake. McCaffery’s reading of 
the Wake’s economy through its proclamation that “the pro-
teiform graph itself is a polyhedron of scripture” yields the 
fruitful observation that “the general instability of meaning 
derives from the portmanteaux’s seductive lure to anatomy” 
in the sense that “we attend less to the compound ‘mean-
ing’ (which is ultimately empty of designation) than to iden-
tifying and analyzing its parts.” 

The latter half of McCaffery’s talk focused on the much 
contested issue of the Wake’s influence on and heritage for 
subsequent and contemporary poetic practice. Surveying the 
American poetic avant-garde as formed around the L-A-N-G-
U-A-G-E magazine (his examples are Lyn Hejinian, Ron Silli-
man, Carla Harryman and Barrett Watten), McCaffery notes 
that the Wake has not proven a salient influence within this 
group, where the legacy of Stein’s syntactic estrangements 
appears a much stronger presence. However, the two poles 
of Joyce’s Wakean proclamation are seen as operative in 
much of other contemporary poetry which McCaffery terms 
“post-Language”: “The proteiform graph is manifesting in 
Australian poet Tim Gaze’s investigations into a poetics of 
the doodle that he calls ‘asemic writing,’” while Kenneth 
Goldsmith’s work (McCaffery’s example is Day, “a mam-
moth and absurd verbatim transcription of a single copy of 
the New York Times”) “stands majestically and polyhedroni-
cally as the stele (and one hopes the cenotaph) of appropri-
ative writing.” Although one cannot, to McCaffery’s mind, 
speak of a Joycean or Wakean “resuscitation of the port-
manteau in contemporary poetry,” there have been new en-
counters (or, claims McCaffery, reencounters) with “the 
wider consequences of portmanteau poetics: errancy, plural-
ity, autopoesis, artifice and materiality.” Best instances of 
such a reencounter are McCaffery’s examples from his own 
large and variegated output, forming the conclusion to his 
essay. 
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III 
The 2010 symposium’s venue made it imperative that com-
parisons be made between Joyce and Prague’s greatest 
writer, Franz Kafka. This volume brings together for the first 
time a number of essays whose purpose is to establish con-
nections between the two writers. If little has been done in 
the past to establish such connections, it may be due to a 
general perception that Joyce and Kafka, so different in 
temperament, lived and worked in completely different 
worlds. Such a view is reinforced by a passage in Richard 
Ellmann’s biography, which suggests that as late as 1937 
Joyce had not even heard of the famous writer from Prague. 
Ellmann relays an anecdote according to which Joyce asked 
Samuel Beckett whether anyone in Dublin was reading Ulys-
ses. Beckett replied in the affirmative, while adding that 
many intellectuals were turning to Kafka. Ellmann writes, 
“The name was known to Joyce only as that of the sinister 
translator of the Frankfurter Zeitung, Irene Kafka.”2 This 
person had enraged Joyce in 1931 by translating a story 
written by one Michael Joyce and inexplicably publishing it 
under James Joyce’s name. However, there is much to sug-
gest that James Joyce and Franz Kafka, as major if very dif-
ferent figures of literary modernism, enjoyed a common 
readership. Kafka was first published in English in the Febru-
ary 1928 issue of transition (No. 11), where Eugene Jolas’s 
translation of the story “Das Urteil” (“The Sentence”) ap-
peared in the same pages as the ninth instalment of Joyce’s 
Work in Progress, later the “triangle” section of Finnegans 
Wake II.ii. The 1932 issue of transition included an “Hom-
age to James Joyce” with testimonies by Stuart Gilbert, 
Eugene Jolas, Thomas McGreevy, Philippe Soupault, and 
Louis Gillet; a poem by Padraic Colum; and César Abin’s 
whimsical drawing of Joyce. The same issue carried three 
short stories by Kafka, including “The Knock at the Farm-
Gate” (“Der Schlag ans Hoftor”). The last three issues of 
transition, in 1936-1938, published a translation of Kafka’s 
Die Verwandlung (The Metamorphosis) in three instalments. 

 
 2  Richard Ellmann, James Joyce (1959; revised New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1982) 702. 
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The latter two issues carried instalments for the pub scene 
of FW II.3. Two years before Kafka was translated into Eng-
lish, Joyce was translated into German. George Goyert’s 
translation of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man was 
published by Rhein-Verlag of Munich in 1926, which also 
published Goyert’s translation of Ulysses in 1927 and Dub-
liners in 1928. In other words, Kafka was being published in 
English alongside Joyce in the 1920s and 1930s, while 
Joyce was also being published in German. Both writers 
were recognized as giant figures of the literary avant-garde, 
even if, as Beckett suggests, Kafka’s work began to steal 
Joyce’s thunder toward the end of that period. 

As Jean-Michel Rabaté shows in the essay reprinted 
here, one of the intellectuals who shifted his allegiance from 
Joyce to Kafka in the 1930s was the Austrian writer 
Hermann Broch. Broch’s initial connection to Kafka was 
through Milena Jesenska, who was Broch’s lover before be-
coming Kafka’s Czech translator and passionate correspon-
dent. At the time of writing his first major work, Die 
Schlafwandler (The Sleepwalkers, 1932) Broch was a disci-
ple of Joyce, whose work represented the “architectonic po-
lyphony” that Broch himself strove for. However, he soon 
began to distance himself from Joyce on ethical and episte-
mological grounds. He found Joyce’s work to be limited by 
its obsession with individual psychology and its narcissistic 
fetishism of language. Instead, he envisioned an “epistemo-
logical novel” that would face the more fundamental ques-
tions of knowledge and value. This kind of novel Broch 
himself would attempt in Der Tod des Vergil (The Death of 
Virgil, 1945), while finding in Kafka a more suitable model 
than Joyce. For Broch, Kafka has none of the regressive 
Romanticism of Joyce: “Here the personal problem no longer 
exists […] The prophecy of myth is suddenly at hand. And 
like every true prophecy it is ethical.”3 Rabaté nonetheless 
finds affinities between Joyce’s and Kafka’s works, for ex-
ample in the trial scenes of Finnegans Wake and The Trial, 

 
 3  Hermann Broch, “The Style of the Mythical Age,” Geist and Zeitgeist: The 

Spirit in an Unspiritual Age, ed. & trans. John Hargraves (New York: Coun-
terpoint, 2002) 112. 
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respectively, where the only way out of these nightmarish 
trials (Prozesse) is to follow the verbal “process” of lan-
guage itself.  

The question of myth in Joyce and Kafka is again taken 
up in the essays by Richard Brown and Catherine Flynn, 
both of which make suggestive comparisons between 
Kafka’s story “The Silence of the Sirens” (1917) and the 
“Sirens” episode of Joyce’s Ulysses. For Brown, both of 
these twentieth century versions of the Homeric myth are 
characteristically modern in exploring “the labyrinthine dis-
placements of the sensual.” As a literary practice this in-
volves the technique of synaesthesia, whereby aesthetic 
effects are produced by the displacement of one kind of 
sense for another. Thus Kafka’s Sirens, unlike Homer’s, are 
seen, not heard, and Ulysses himself figures as the visual 
object of the Sirens’ desire, who wish to prolong the mo-
ment during which they behold “the radiance that fell from 
Ulysses’ great eyes.”4 As for Joyce, Brown points out the 
unexpected degree to which sensual effects in the Sirens’ 
episode are produced for the eye as well as for the ear. To-
gether, writes Brown, Kafka and Joyce interpret the Homeric 
myth as a voyage of the senses in their aesthetic, philoso-
phical, and physiological dimensions. Art is thus implicitly 
put forth as a mode of human knowledge more nuanced 
than the physical sciences seem likely to provide.  

The question of art’s relation to knowledge is cast in 
somewhat different terms by Catherine Flynn, who reads the 
Sirens narratives of both Kafka and Joyce as opening up 
“the liberatory possibilities of the separation of performance 
from interiority.” Her starting point is the famous passage in 
the Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944) by Max Horkheimer 
and Theodor Adorno, where the Frankfurt School theorists 
see the Homeric episode as opposing bourgeois, instrumen-
tal reason in the person of Ulysses to the incantatory power 
of the Sirens. For them, the tale is an allegory of loss 
through subjugation, as the history of western civilisation 
has reduced song to something slightly absurd, to be con-

 
 4  Franz Kafka, The Great Wall of China and Other Pieces, trans. Willa & 

Edwin Muir (London: Martin Secker, 1933) 431. 
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templated from a safe distance and from within the secure 
confines of a world mastered by rational understanding. 
Flynn shows how, where this loss is registered in purely 
analytical terms by Adorno and Horkheimer, both Kafka and 
Joyce undertake what is in effect a new performance of the 
myth designed to resist precisely the rational understanding 
that has historically subjected its power. In Kafka’s version, 
unlike Homer’s, Ulysses inexplicably stuffs his ears with 
wax, so that he only sees the Sirens’ performance, which is 
not in fact song, but the soundless mimicry of singing. The 
narrator freely allows that “this can no longer be grasped by 
human understanding.” 5 Flynn’s point is that bodies rather 
than minds meet one another as the condition of both free-
dom and survival. Something like this is also happening in 
Joyce’s version of the story, where through music the 
boundaries between individuals are undone, and “a moment 
of shared desire preserves life.” 

Katharine Streip’s essay grounds the comparison be-
tween Joyce and Kafka in the material culture of modernity 
by examining the role of photography in the writers’ respec-
tive works. Her survey of several photographs that figure in 
Ulysses and in The Metamorphosis suggests that human 
perception as represented in the modernist novel is condi-
tioned by the ubiquitous presence of the photograph. This is 
the case with Gerty McDowell, who tends to think in terms 
of pictures seen in popular magazines, whereas elsewhere 
Joyce tends to empty the photograph of its image-content 
by insisting on its physical materiality as printed paper sub-
ject to soiling and creasing. In The Metamorphosis the pho-
tograph serves in part as a structural model for the way 
Kafka frames his fictional images, although photographs 
themselves, like most objects in Kafka, are defamiliarised in 
a manner that belies their customary banality. In both writ-
ers the presence of photographs makes possible a dialectical 
tension between present and past, and between the mass-
produced image and its singular contexts in the narratives of 
individual human lives.  
 

 
 5  Franz Kafka, The Great Wall of China and Other Pieces, 432. 
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IV 
The most explicitly Czech theme—even though one that, by 
means of exile and cunning, is tightly connected to Dublin—
is addressed in Christine O’Neill’s graceful and informed 
tribute to Petr Škrabánek (1940-1994). Škrabánek was a 
medical doctor by profession but a Renaissance all-round 
man by nature: an accomplished jazz pianist, a painter, a 
journalist specialising in the field of philosophy of medicine 
and science, an amateur philologist (very early on in life, he 
took up private study of Hebrew) and a polyglot who had 
solid knowledge of a number of Slavonic languages but also 
translated, among other things, Lautréamont’s Les Chants 
de Maldoror into English. Last but not least, Škrabánek was 
also a Joycean with abiding interests in paronomasia and 
structure. From the early 1970s, he contributed to Wake 
studies, publishing articles, mostly in A Wake Newslitter and 
A Finnegans Wake Circular, in which he drew on a wide and 
profound knowledge of linguistics, religion, classical myth 
and history, though always with a playful touch. O’Neill’s 
tribute puts to good use Louis Armand and Ondřej Pilný’s 
editorial efforts which brought together Škrabánek’s essays 
and notes on Joyce in Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, the 
2002 founding publication of Litteraria Pragensia Books’ 
Joyce series. 

Vincent Cheng’s paper on “Joyce, Kundera & National 
Forgetting” proposes to look at Stephen Dedalus’ nightmare 
of history in parallel with—and contrast to—Kundera’s Pra-
gue, read as “a palimpsest of forgotten histories and van-
ished monuments.” Stephen’s desire vis-à-vis history is 
equated with Kundera’s concept of “lightness,” defined by 
Cheng as “a form of amnesia that erases the nightmare of 
the past and the burdens of history, allowing for new and 
other imaginative possibilities.” Kundera’s concept, in turn, 
is brought into dialogue with Nietzsche’s endorsement of the 
practice of “active forgetfulness,” a willed forgetting in 
which both remembrance and oblivion of history are “neces-
sary to the health and happiness of an individual, as well as 
of a nation.” In this light, the cases of Stephen Dedalus and 
also Tomas and Tereza in Kundera’s Unbearable Lightness of 
Being are regarded as instances of individuals struggling 
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with personal issues of memory and forgetting, as well as 
the parallel issues on the collective and national levels. De-
parting from Ernest Renan’s idea of national forgetting as 
constitutional of every nation’s collective well-being, Cheng 
then discusses the example of Kundera’s Book of Laughter 
and Forgetting, which seems to take issue with the suppos-
edly liberating dimension of such “national amnesia” by por-
traying one willed and orchestrated by oppressive 
dictatorship. Joyce’s stance towards these issues, Cheng 
concludes, is similar to Kundera’s in showing that national 
forgetting allows winners to distort history, with an added 
emphasis on how “attempts to hold on to a national memory 
and identity are inevitably distorted by the lenses of nostal-
gia and sentimentality, and are thus themselves also an am-
nesia of sorts.” 

Another Central European variation on a Joycean theme 
is presented in Katarzyna Bazarnik’s contribution to this vol-
ume. In her essay titled “Who’s he when he’s at home? The 
Figure of the Central-European Jew in Joyce’s and Perec’s 
fiction,” Bazarnik parallels the absence of East-Central 
Europe in the work of Western historians with “how Bloom 
is perceived by his fellow Dubliners” in the “Cyclops” epi-
sode – as a “wolf in sheep’s clothing,” a “Virag from Hun-
gary.” Discussing the peculiar Virag-Bloom translation by 
which Joyce’s protagonist is transplanted, linguistically and 
culturally, from Hungary to Ireland, Bazarnik notes that at 
the core of Bloom’s identity is “an absence and loss, a dark 
hole that has generated a series of substitutes which, 
though intended to domesticate his folk, only expose their 
strangeness and alienation.” Bazarnik then links this tran-
scription of a name and transplantation of a character to one 
in a later work explicitly indebted to Ulysses: Georges 
Perec’s Life: A User’s Manual, where a similar process of 
metamorphosis takes place in the character of Klein-
hof/Cinoc. In this particular case, Bazarnik—via recourse to 
etymological genealogies—is capable of tracing a “process 
of symbolic eviction and silencing,” one “executed by the 
officials of the oppressor’s state.” In Perec’s text, Bazarnik 
notes, the multiple ambiguities surrounding the origin, mean-
ing, and connotations of the name “Cinoc” are paralleled by 
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his “curious profession”: he works as a word-killer pruning 
Larousse dictionaries of out-dated terms and names. Ending 
on a note of similarity between Ulysses and Life: A User’s 
Manual—both novels having been envisaged in topographical 
terms, their major topos being the house—Bazarnik con-
cludes her foray by showing how “in Joyce’s and Perec’s 
houses of fiction there is room for any word and any name.” 

The following three papers “centralise” Joyce by reading 
his fiction through the theory of Roman Jakobson, Russian 
Formalist linguist and literary scholar, the gist of whose 
work was written during his interwar (1920-1939) exile in 
Prague, where he became associated with the Prague Lin-
guistic Circle. Mary Libertin’s paper, “‘Two Planes Joined’: 
The Turn of the Screw of Synecdoche in James Joyce and 
Roman Jakobson,” opens by describing the movement of 
Ulysses as governed by the trope of synecdoche in that it 
“turns in an artistic space that repeats itself both prospec-
tively and retrospectively; one constructs the artistic theory 
while being deconstructed; like a screw it turns a trick that 
is itself.” Libertin argues that, although never explicitly deal-
ing with Ulysses or the Wake, parts of Jakobson’s work—
particularly, his concept of asymmetrical markedness—can 
offer intriguing guidelines for comprehending some of the 
linguistic operations at the heart of Joyce’s fiction. Specifi-
cally, she uses Jakobson’s notion of the “split reference” of 
any poetic message to show how “this split animates 
Joyce’s works because it is part of a sign function,” and it is 
precisely this that “keeps us attuned to the details and ideas 
in Ulysses.” Using the examples of the famous letter-
elisions, word-compressions or partial deletions that run the 
length of Ulysses, Libertin observes how “we become part 
of the text thinking about sound, phonemes, alliteration, 
homonyms, puns, and the principles behind them. What is 
no sound? Does a word exist without one of its letters?” 
Focusing on a scene from the “Circe” episode where 
Stephen turns into a screw (“down turned planes intersect-
ing” U 15. 126-7) and the central synecdoche of “Scylla and 
Charybdis” (the library standing in relation to the whole of 
literature), Libertin uses the Jakobsonian framework to show 
how synecdoches “come alive” in these two performance 
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texts. In the former, the “planes” screwed together synec-
dochically through Stephen are seen as the Jakobsonian 
paradigmatic and syntagmatic planes of linguistic analysis, 
while in the latter, the doubleness in Hamlet “intersects with 
the doubleness of Stephen as character and potential au-
thor,” an “asymmetrical doubleness that allows for surpris-
ing, revolutionary interpretations.” 

Liliane Rodriguez’s paper uses the Jakobsonian concept 
of the “dominant” in order to analyse the Joycean “Cubist” 
configuration of the myth of Don Giovanni in Ulysses. The 
guiding reason for using Jakobson as the theoretical frame-
work for her discussion is her conviction that “some of the 
great linguist’s essays shed light on the great novel, but also 
that, conversely, Joyce’s Ulysses demonstrates the depth of 
Jakobson’s thinking.” Considering, with Jakobson, Cubism 
as the dominant of the first quarter of the twentieth century 
allows Rodriguez to regard the Don Giovanni myth as scat-
tered throughout Ulysses in a Cubist manner: not only are 
references to/(mis)quotations from Mozart’s opera planted 
within the text in a collage-like fashion, but “the Don's fea-
tures appear in several characters.” By means of this dis-
semination, Joyce “invites us to rediscover the myth from 
such different angles and to recompose it, just like we 
would a Cubist painting.” Rodriguez identifies six characters 
as participating in the myth of the Seville rake: Boylan, Ban-
non, Bloom, and (perhaps more surprisingly) Stephen, Molly, 
and Joyce himself – six characters corresponding to the six 
explicit occurrences of the Don’s name in Ulysses. More 
broadly, Rodriguez also employs Jakobson’s notion of the 
aesthetic “shift” to ask about the broader cultural implica-
tions of Joyce’s novel for the artistic developments of its 
era. She ends on a note of Joyce’s aesthetic catholicism: 
“There is Naturalism in Ulysses, and Symbolism, and Ex-
pressionism, and Futurism, and certainly Cubism, as in 
Joyce’s rendering of the Don Giovanni myth.” Ulysses, in a 
Jakobsonian reading, turns out to be a supreme example of 
an aesthetic “shift” in the literature of the 1910s and 20s 
European avant-garde. 

Unlike the two previous papers, which attempt to apply 
Jakobsonian concepts to Joyce’s writings in order to un-
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earth new intriguing interpretative possibilities, Benoît Ta-
dié’s “Linguistic Disorder in Joyce and Jakobson” ultimately 
argues for a distinct affinity between the former’s fiction 
and the latter’s theory. The two seem to share what Tadié 
regards as “an uncanny relationship between the poetic and 
the pathological dimensions of language,” but also, Jakob-
son’s treatment of aphasia “grew out of a similar vision of 
history, culture and language” to that of Joyce. In other 
words, “a similar politics hides beneath their poetics.” Tadié 
begins to unravel parallels on the biographical level. Their re-
sponses to the pressures of cultural and historical change 
follow “a similar pattern of departure and exile: both writers 
decided to leave their respective countries in their early 
twenties; both were somewhat less than enthusiastic about 
the upheavals that established new states in them.” Joyce’s 
and Jakobson’s parallel views on linguistic aphasia are de-
tailed in Tadié’s convincing reading of “The Sisters” along 
with Jakobson’s famous essay on “Two Aspects of Lan-
guage and Two Types of Aphasic Disturbances”—which 
gives the hitherto neurological treatment of the problem a 
linguistic twist—and his later work on “A Linguistic Typol-
ogy of Aphasic Impairments,” where he assimilates the simi-
larity disorder to an encoding impairment and the contiguity 
disorder to a decoding impairment. Tadié’s reading of “The 
Sisters” is invigorated by the Jakobsonian perspective in 
that it enables him to identify and analyse three planes 
(communication, linguistic pathology and poetics) as corner-
stones of Joyce’s “representation of verbal communication 
as deeply problematic.” Joyce’s first published story as read 
by Tadié through Jakobson thus shows “a redistribution of 
the poetic functions of speech along the same antagonistic 
lines as are found in Jakobson’s theory.” Its linguistic world 
is marked by “an imbalance and opposition between meto-
nymical and impersonal adult speech and intensely personal 
and metaphorical child talk,” as well as “a linguistic divide 
that is a source of mutual alienation and affects not only 
communication but also social and familial ties.” Seen to-
gether, all three Jakobsonian papers suggest the vast 
amount of useful and revealing work still to be done on 
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Joyce “centralised” by means of the linguistic and poetic 
theory of the Prague Linguistic Circle’s Russian protagonist.  
 
V 
The Prague Symposium, like most Joyce conferences, in-
cluded several talks involving genetic or textual matters, 
whether or not such issues were the paper’s main concern. 
This time, most of these presentations focused on Finnegans 
Wake. The symposium highlighted genetic criticism’s cen-
trality in Joyce studies by featuring one of the most promi-
nent geneticists, Daniel Ferrer, as a plenary speaker.  

Ferrer’s ambitious and wide-ranging paper, “The Possible 
Worlds of Joycean Genetics,” considers genetic criticism in 
relation to philosophical theories of possible worlds, suggest-
ing that “the idea of a plurality of possibilities, represented 
by an array of possible worlds juxtaposed with an actual 
world, is an interesting and productive one for genetic criti-
cism, and more specifically for a genetic approach to 
Joyce.” The manuscripts as material entities, the writing on 
them, and especially the published text are actual worlds, 
and the actuality of the finished text is crucial for Ferrer: 
“The manuscripts are the material basis for something that 
remains virtual until it is incarnated in the final text.” As we 
look back from the final text, however, the manuscripts give 
us access to what was possible at different stages in the 
past, an especially intriguing opportunity since what is pos-
sible changes at each stage. Ferrer argues that the final text 
retains the traces of any changes in wording that occurred 
at earlier stages; any word in the text “is teeming with all 
the potentialities that surrounded its genesis (and we can 
say, more generally, that the published text is paradoxically 
pregnant with all the potentialities that had to be abandoned 
to engender it and that indirectly contributed to its final 
form).” 

Ferrer considers various aspects of possible-world theo-
ries in detail, and he buttresses his abstract argument with 
specific examples from Ulysses and Finnegans Wake. He 
considers large questions regarding the relation between 
Ulysses and the Wake. “Ulysses is a crucial element in the 
genesis of Finnegans Wake but not the other way round, of 
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course. On the other hand we can read and we do read 
Ulysses through Finnegans Wake, but it is not possible (in 
spite of some attempts to the contrary) to read Finnegans 
Wake from the point of view of Ulysses.” 

Ferrer ends his talk by briefly considering the question of 
editing Finnegans Wake. Danis Rose and John O’Hanlon’s 
recently published edition notwithstanding, he claims that 
“such an edition is a logical impossibility.” A few days after 
Ferrer discussed this logical impossibility, however, Robbert-
Jan Henkes presented a paper called “Editing the Wake.” As 
he and Erik Bindervoet began to work in the mid-1990s on a 
translation of Finnegans Wake into Dutch, Henkes recounts, 
he had no interest in editorial issues. But specific textual 
problems he encountered during the project’s seven years 
drove him to the manuscript reproductions in The James 
Joyce Archive. Tracing Joyce’s writing and the many typed 
and printed versions for each passage let him reconstruct an 
improved text to translate, although the Joyce Estate in-
sisted that the printed text not be altered – as Henkes wit-
tily puts it, “the English text was to be as stet as stetfast.” 
As a result, the left-hand pages exactly reproduce the 
printed English text, whereas the translation on the right-
hand pages incorporates readings that Henkes discovered in 
the manuscripts. In his essay, he describes the edition’s ap-
paratus listing the textual variants that a reader can use as a 
“Do-It-Yourself Repair Kit” to “correct” a printed copy of the 
Wake, and he discusses his method of varying font widths 
and page margins on the right-hand pages in order to keep 
the often-longer Dutch translation parallel to the English 
text. He ends with a brief assessment of Rose and 
O’Hanlon’s edition of the Wake and with a consideration of 
how a hypothetical “Ideal Sleepless Reader’s and Critical 
Edition” might provide an even more accurate text and also 
overcome what he considers the Rose-O’Hanlon edition’s 
main weakness, the failure to maintain the familiar 628-
page, 36-line structure of the English text. 

Several essays in this volume include genetic models and 
concerns even as the focus remains interpretive and theo-
retical. Lawrence K. Stanley’s “‘in the unbewised’: Revision 
and the Construction of Degree Zero in ‘Anna Livia Plura-
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belle,’” for example, offers a broad comparison of early and 
late stages of the “ALP” chapter of the Wake. The essay 
outlines “a mode of reading that worries its way through the 
traces of the cognitive journey” and that reveals “the stages 
of combination and of integration, the very becomings that 
structuralists have taught us to be aware of, the transforma-
tions that take pieces and in combining integrate them into 
higher forms of cognition and meaning.” Speaking in general 
about the chapter’s early drafts, Stanley compares the “rela-
tively accessible materials, texts that we can read with a 
strong sense of what is going on” in them, with “the un-
teleological fumbling toward increasing possibilities” in the 
revisions, and he employs William James’s ideas about con-
sciousness and Roman Jakobson’s and Umberto Eco’s theo-
ries of codes to discern a shift in the question that a reading 
of “ALP” prompts from “What is the story about?” to “What 
are the words about?” If the chapter’s early states can be 
considered “narrative maps that adhere more or less to con-
ventional literary codes,” then the later stages are Deleuzian-
Guattarian rhizomes – labyrinths, encyclopaedia ones 
through which we can only grope our way. “By Viconian 
commodius vicus of recirculation,” Stanley concludes about 
the Anna Livia figure, “the words that run through her refuse 
referentiality and retain their ability to generate ceaselessly.” 

In “‘The Beast of Boredom’: Letting Joyce’s Ass Be in 
Finnegans Wake,” Cliff Mak discusses a “constellation of 
animality and boredom” through which “we might articulate 
an ethics of reading.” He considers various concepts of 
boredom, including Patricia Meyer Spacks’ “immature bore-
dom,” in which “moderns who are bored act as if they have 
the ‘right to expect’ further stimulation from the world,” and 
Giorgio Agamben’s response to Heidegger’s notion of “pro-
found boredom,” which critiques it because “it continues to 
instrumentalize and dominate the animal other.” Mak fo-
cuses on the Four Old Men and the Ass that often follows 
them and argues that “what the Four Old Men add to 
Agamben’s vision of post-humanity, though, is the impera-
tive to bore oneself. Where Agamben asks us to let our oth-
ers be, Joyce adds that we should let ourselves be as well, 
to accept ourselves as boring, relinquishing and thereby neu-
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tralizing our dangerously messianic delusions.” Mak relates 
immature boredom to Jean-Michel Rabaté’s adaptation of 
the philosophers’ “genetic fallacy” – an assumption that the 
original narrative in the earliest drafts provides a kind of 
“valid stimulation” that the final text lacks – and uses Ra-
baté’s concept of the “genreader” (or genetic reader) to 
consider a “shift into mature boredom,” in which the reader 
seeks “her interpretive mechanisms not in any supposed ex-
ternal and originary narrative but in the immediate material 
of the text before her.” Mature boredom includes a willing-
ness to bore yourself, Mak concludes, “both to accept your-
self as old news, the same as now, but also to see yourself 
as strange, as a split subjectivity capable of boring itself, 
thus same as new.” 

A different use of genetic models, but one with conclu-
sions intriguingly parallel to Mak’s, can be found in Mia 
McIver’s “Ash in the Troposphere: The Century of Joyce: or, 
Infrareading.” McIver employs Alain Badiou’s concept of the 
Event to argue that “the visual and conceptual difficulties 
the Wake presents are connected to the book’s pervasive 
tropes of pollution, waste, and excess.” Joyce is Badiou’s 
blind spot, she claims: in contrast to the clarity of the Event, 
“the goal of the Wake – and the goal of reading the Wake – 
is not to see clear minimal outlines, but to see what happens 
in the murk of history, myth, and desire.” McIver sees an 
untapped possibility in genetic criticism: “At its best, genetic 
criticism thinks of itself as dispelling darkness by making 
Finnegans Wake visible as an act instead of as an object,” 
but, adapting a phrase from Beckett criticism, she refers to 
manuscripts, typescripts, letters, notes, and marginalia as a 
“gray canon” and suggests that to work with these materi-
als as a genetic critic “is to sift through the ashes of every-
thing that combusted to make the troposphere.” 

A further nod to genetic criticism can be found in Cat 
Gubernatis Dannen’s “‘genghis is ghoon for you’: Guinness, 
Colonialism, and Capitalism in Finnegans Wake,” an essay 
primarily interested in textuality of a different kind. Guber-
natis Dannen focuses on the Wake’s variations on the name 
and word “Guinness,” especially combinations that result in 
“Genghis” and “guineas,” and she looks at the history of the 
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Guinness Brewery in relation to the United Kingdom, espe-
cially the move of much of the brewery’s operations to the 
U.K. in the 1930s and the targeting of the company’s adver-
tising (including the famous slogan “Guinness is Good for 
You”) to the U.K. market. The essay links Joyce’s revisions 
to the various “Guinness” phrases to the precise time period 
of these changes in the company’s business practices and 
concludes that “Joyce’s censuring of Guinness’s British 
business plans in the Wake is a focused and biting critique 
of the relationship between colonialism and capitalism,” a 
critique that both “reveals Joyce’s knowledge about the 
way business relationships can recreate colonial hierarchies, 
and demonstrates Joyce’s understanding about the ways 
which economic policy is an important component of nation 
building.” 
 
VI 
Finally, the “plurable” section of the book’s miscellany 
opens with Onno Kosters’ essay entitled “Not-So-Smooth 
Operator: Having the Nerves in ‘Eumaeus.’” In it, Kosters 
addresses the seemingly innocuous question of why Joyce 
assigned “nerves” as the “organ” of this episode in his 
schemata by focusing on “a number of elements to do with 
the episode’s stylistic and narrative dynamics: on the nerv-
ous system that operates it, that makes it tick, or twitch un-
controllably.” Among these elements is the highly 
idiosyncratic use of the “etc.” abbreviation, connected, in 
Kosters’ argument, with “the first basic function performed 
by the nervous system,” that is, “to receive sensory input 
from internal and external environments.” The “etc.” points 
to another crucial element tracked in Kosters’ paper: “the 
semi-autonomous Operator making the episode happen,” es-
pecially “the language that does not stop; in its going on and 
on and on it never stops (or stoops) to correct itself, creat-
ing, by the repetition of words and sounds, almost endless 
verbal permutations that lead up blind alleys from which, at 
times, the traveller can return, but often fails to.” Kosters 
describes some of this language’s workings on the basis of 
J. L. Austin’s speech act theory, as in his observation that, 
ironically, “it is the other characters’ locutions that seem to 
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impress Bloom; by contrast, his own seem to make no dif-
ference at all to his audience.” Kosters’ concludes his foray 
by restating its opening premise, a Q.E.D. of sorts: “We can 
only become fully aware of the nervous spectacle that is 
‘Eumaeus,’ of what is going on in the cabman’s shelter, if 
we look at it, read it with the spectacles offered by the epi-
sode’s Operator itself: the nervous verbal system.” 

Departing from the “little mystery of the potato” (i.e., 
why it is that Bloom does not leave home without carrying a 
potato in his pocket), Thomas Jackson Rice’s paper, “Joyce 
the American,” suggests parallels between the potato and 
Bloom (literalised in one of “Circe”’s many metamorphoses) 
and hence with Joyce, with whom it shares “the state of 
being deracinated.” Rice’s opening gambit states the propo-
sition that “Bloom’s potato is the third entity of a consub-
stantial trinity, sharing in the nature of both the father and 
the son and thus joining them.” The “Americanness” of 
Rice’s approach to the question, then, lies in questioning the 
traditional (e.g. Don Gifford’s) symbolic connotation of the 
potato (with Ireland) which “has masked its original identity 
as American.” From there, Rice makes the leap toward the 
argument that “both Leopold Bloom and the James Joyce of 
Ulysses and Finnegans Wake are models of ethnic perform-
ance” and that such performances of ethnicity are “like the 
potato, oddly rooted in the New World; in fact, such forms 
of imposture seem to be a ‘uniquely American’ tradition.” 
For Rice’s argument to begin to take shape, it is necessary 
to make another leap: this time, away from the Bakhtinian 
identification of self-fashioning and the performance of eth-
nicity, gender, and race (examples of which throughout 
Ulysses Rice details painstakingly) with their origins in the 
tradition of the carnival, Renaissance codes of conduct, and 
the drama and the pantomime. There are at least two good 
reasons for this shift: firstly, for historical and political rea-
sons obvious beyond the need of their enumeration here, 
ethnic performance as form of imposture has always been 
“especially prevalent in the USA”; secondly, and also his-
torically, the North American colonies and subsequently the 
United States, as Rice notes, were themselves “exercises in 
political self-fashioning, places which invited newcomers, 
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many of whom were escaping from the nightmares of their 
personal histories, to reinvent themselves, to forge new 
identities, as the country was similarly inventing itself.” So, 
whereas Bakhtin theorises the development of linguistic 
consciousness as occurring primarily in a multi-language set-
ting, Rice argues that “ethnic consciousness is the product 
of ethnic diversity, and surely the New World was and con-
tinues to be especially diverse.” Rice concludes by explain-
ing his “facetious title.” He points out that although of 
course really Irish, Joyce was “really Irish” in “a particularly 
American way,” and he even goes so far as to propose that 
“the American nature of Joyce’s Irishry could be one more 
reason,” apart from many others, “why his works were so 
enthusiastically championed initially by the American schol-
arly community.” 

Greg Winston’s essay contextualises the anti-nationalist 
politics of Joyce’s writing by foregrounding the interconnec-
tion between athletics and militarism, departing from the ob-
servation that “Joyce situates sports—of the British garrison 
and traditional Irish varieties—in complex roles that play out 
most pointedly in portrayals of educational practice and so-
cial discourse.” The focal point of this intersection—and of 
Winston’s paper—is the Citizen of the “Cyclops” episode, 
based on the Gaelic Athletic Association founder, Michael 
Cusack. From the close reading of the chapter that informs 
Winston’s paper emerge the difficulties of “categorizing 
sports or other activities along strict racial or cultural lines,” 
particularly palpable when the sports discourses of “Cy-
clops” are juxtaposed with the founding mission of the 
G.A.A. The Citizen’s concluding gesture of hurling an empty 
Jacob’s biscuit tin at Bloom is read as “a corrupt athletic 
gesture” which for Winston embodies—via association with 
the Easter Rising, during which the rudimentary hand gre-
nades were fashioned from milk cans as well as biscuit 
tins—“the absurdity of the Easter Rising and hypocrisy of a 
militarized nationalist politics.” Winston’s reading of the epi-
sode makes a case for it as an absurdist parody in which 
Joyce “deflates revolutionary facts and cultural identity poli-
tics” by metamorphosing “athletic feat” into “bellicose ac-
tion.” This suggests “the distorting, hypocritical tendencies 
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of a movement whose narrow vision turned the national ath-
letic revival into a recruiting pool for the Volunteer move-
ment.”  

Last but not least, André Topia’s essay presents an in-
vestigation of what he regards at the outset as two modes 
of inchoateness in Joyce which concern “the blurring of the 
distinction between beginning and end, sequence and dura-
tion, succession and simultaneousness.” One is thematic 
and rests in “the floating temporal frontiers in ‘The Sisters,’ 
where perturbed cycles create an ambiguity between the 
terminal and the terminated,” while the other is linguistic, 
pertaining to “the deviant use of tenses and especially of 
past participles in the Joycean sentence.” Both result in a 
disruption of the chronological order, which in turn brings 
about confusion between succession and simultaneousness. 
Topia’s reading of “The Sisters” seeks to provide some ex-
planation for the “puzzling fact” of the child’s “anxiety to 
assess as exactly as possible the precise moment of Father 
Flynn’s death.” Topia’s approach to the text is etymological 
throughout, his meticulous use of the OED sometimes yield-
ing unusual interpretive possibilities, as in the case of the 
notorious word “gnomon,” which is employed here in “its 
original meaning of ‘inspector, indicator’” and so designates 
“instruments serving as indicators, associated with this 
marking of frontiers.” Such indications and demarcations of 
frontiers, Topia shows, are however oftentimes thwarted by 
the other form of inchoateness in Joyce. In Topia’s example 
from “The Sisters,” for instance, the concluding scene in the 
room is “suffused with dusky golden light” (D 14). The word 
suffused “cancels any possibility of a fixed frontier line be-
tween the two luminous zones and makes it impossible to 
tell where one ends and the other begins.” Of the other 
mode of Joycean inchoateness, Topia observes that often-
times “the Joycean sentence, even if it presents successive 
events and actions, cannot move, progress, advance, as is 
expected of a narrative sequence,” a process in which a key 
role is played by participial clauses. Topia turns to “Telema-
chus,” identifying a number of sentences which seem to 
“oscillate between succession and simultaneousness, be-
tween narrative continuity and static immobility.” He again 
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focuses on the text’s ending, here Buck Mulligan’s conclud-
ing mock-Nietzschean gesture, observing that “the present 
participle, with its floating chronology, could be seen as the 
brief re-emergence in temporal succession of a latent poten-
tiality which belongs to a totally different time system, 
where the notions of end and beginning are not relevant any 
more.” Throughout Joyce’s writing, Topia concludes, one 
encounters an impossibility of ending or beginning, “as if 
Joycean time could not accept succession,” a problematic 
temporality which could—and indeed should—be studied in 
“a larger perspective in the context of cyclic conceptions of 
history,” which would tie Joyce more closely than is usually 
the case with, for example, D. H. Lawrence. 
  
VII 
The 2010 “Praharfeast” was the last International James 
Joyce Symposium to take place while Joyce’s published 
works were in copyright throughout Europe and most of the 
world. On 1 January, 2012, Joyce’s works published during 
his lifetime were released into the public domain, making 
Symposium XXIII in Dublin, where this volume of essays 
from Prague will be launched, the first one to occur in the 
new copyright climate. (To be precise, the big change re-
garding Joyce’s works published during his lifetime involves 
Ireland, the U.K., most of Europe, and much of the rest of 
the world. It does not involve North America, however. In 
Canada, Joyce’s published works have been out of copy-
right for 20 years. In the U.S., Dubliners, Portrait, Exiles, 
Chamber Music, and the first edition of Ulysses were al-
ready in the public domain, whereas Finnegans Wake and 
Pomes Penyeach remain in copyright. The big change in the 
U.S. concerns any of Joyce’s writings that have never been 
published. Such writings entered the public domain in the 
U.S., and in some other countries, on 1 January, 2012.) 

The first five months of 2012 have witnessed a range of 
activities that would have been inconceivable as recently as 
December 2011. Ithys Press in Dublin published a contro-
versial edition of some paragraphs from a previously unpub-
lished 1936 Joyce letter under the title The Cats of 
Copenhagen. Danis Rose released a six-volume edition of 



31 

transcriptions of the Ulysses manuscripts that the National 
Library of Ireland acquired in the 2000s, with accompanying 
annotations. In response, the NLI posted digital images of 
the manuscripts on its Website, freely accessible to anyone 
visiting the site. Theatre and musical groups in many cities 
presented adaptations of Joyce’s fiction. Publishers an-
nounced annotated reprints of editions of Joyce’s works 
that were published while he was alive. Large scholarly pro-
jects started to take shape, including plans to publish the 
considerable body of Joyce’s previously unpublished corre-
spondence. Joyce’s place in the scholarly and larger cultural 
world will in many ways be very different in the future from 
what we have known up to now. 

“Praharfeast: James Joyce in Prague,” a collection writ-
ten and edited in one copyright regime and published in an-
other, situates Joyce’s work within the many international 
contexts of multicultural spaces like the Prague one and also 
reviews the state of Joycean manuscript scholarship at the 
dawn of our present condition. It is the editors’ conviction 
that it is not only useful but necessary to remember and 
honour those who—like the late Prof. Hans Jahnke—sought 
not to bask in Joyce’s aura but instead to help it spread and 
shine brighter.  
 
 

David Vichnar, David Spurr, and Michael Groden 
May 2012 
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Hans E. Jahnke 
MEMORIES OF JAMES JOYCE  
 
 
1. Whose Memories? 
Since I lived with my Mother Dr. Asta Joyce-Osterwalder 
(she was a medical doctor, ophthalmology) and my Stepfa-
ther George Joyce (singer by passport) for twenty years 
(1952 to 1972), nobody would find it strange if I called my-
self a member of the Joyce Family recalling memories. But 
strictly speaking the family is defined as the bond between a 
man and a woman and the bloodlines arising therefrom. 

The bloodline from a genius has always fascinated re-
searchers in all fields in the hope of detecting a trace of a 
genetic setup. To my knowledge they have never found 
much.  

Strictly going by sociological definition my Mother and 
my Stepfather together with me constituted a household, 
i.e. we were together and slept under the same roof. This of 
course can, no must, mean a much more intimate knowl-
edge of each other than a bloodline without contact. 

With these reservations, I may be allowed to speak as a 
member of the Joyce family in the search of indirect memo-
ries of James Joyce. That these memories can only be indi-
rect stems from the simple fact that James Joyce died in 
1941, while I was born in 1944 and joined the household 
only in 1952. 
 
2. Memories passed down 
Practically every family keeps a photographic record in the 
form of an album, or at least a drawer into which 
photographs are deposited. 

George, to my knowledge, was never in possession of an 
album or a special photographic remembrance. They would 
certainly have come to my attention in the course of our 
many removals. This is strange when you realize that Nora 
died in 1951 and that she certainly must have left behind 
photographic evidence of the family. I did find one famous 
photograph (probably not the original) of James Joyce at the 
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confluence of the Sihl and the Limmat in Zürich, probably 
collected by my Mother Asta. 

Of course, the publications about James Joyce contain 
plenty of photographs. But I wanted to limit myself to the 
family circle, and in that sense my search for photographic 
memories was in vain. Of course there is the source of oral 
transmission, but one must admit, had there been something 
like an album, somebody like me would have asked ques-
tions and got answers and that would have been direct oral 
transmission. There was none.  

Upon the call to this Symposium I seriously went into 
myself and tried to remember what my Stepfather George 
had ever told me about his Father James Joyce. 

I could not remember one thing. 
I wondered whether this fit into a general pattern. I went 

around to my friends and acquaintances with the question: 
“Has your father ever told you much about his father?” 

There normally was a strained silence for a prolonged 
time, which led me to believe that they were ashamed to 
say no. In the end, the evidence produced was flimsy and 
might reflect fantasy more than truth. 

I then asked fathers why they told their children so little 
about their (grand)fathers: I got answers that ranged from 
ignorance to hatred (often because they felt that injustice 
had been done to their mothers), shame, feelings of inferior-
ity. 

I venture to say that in the bloodlines down from James 
Joyce there was the conviction of an inborn superiority. 
Since the genius had flown down the bloodline there was no 
need to make reference to its origin. The name was enough. 
Every reference back to the original genius would distract 
from the genius before you. 

This may get some support by a passage from James 
Joyce (I quote from Rathjen, 2006, who cites Ellmann (Let-
ters). Joyce wrote to Stanislaus in March 1905: “The fol-
lowing from experience: grow a moustache, pretend to 
know everything, dress magnificently” (Letters II: 84). 

James Joyce, already in his lifetime, had gained such an 
intellectual standing that lifting an eyebrow would shut dis-
cussants up if he felt challenged. He was a genius and had 
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his aura around him, so much for point number two from 
James Joyce’s point of view. 

The male blood descendants kept strictly to these rules, 
meaning they wore moustaches like James Joyce and they 
dressed at least as expensively as James Joyce. How they 
managed point two I can only guess or infer from flimsy evi-
dence. The clue is the aura that flowed down with the 
name. I do remember George as being very dominant in pub 
discussions (I was often sent by my Mother to look for him 
in the Odeon, the most famous intellectual café for discus-
sions; in the morning (poached eggs) and in the afternoon 
(Vienna-type coffees), Schifflände (late afternoon bar), Grill 
Room of the Bar au Lac (early evening bar). The circles 
around George changed from place to place, but were al-
ways of the most illustrious. 

I enjoyed this scouting around for George. Once found 
there was always a friendly welcome, a lemonade which I 
took at a side table (I was a boy of less than fourteen), 
while I listened intensely. The dominance lay in the aura and 
only few words. So George’s reply to an overlong story 
might simply be “pah.” Or when a scientist reported new 
findings in physics, George, who knew famous specialists in 
all fields, would say: “I dare say that my friend Wolfgang 
Pauli (Eidgenössische Technische Hochschule in Zürich; No-
bel Laureate in physics) would disagree with some of your 
conclusions. Go and see him, and give him my greetings.” 
Thereby he brought the somewhat dangerous topic to a 
premature end and at the same time established his author-
ity in physics (of which, as I later realised, he did not have a 
clue). My sheer presence soon made George finish his last 
drink and pay. To the protests of his colleagues he replied: 
“I must take the boy home.” This incidentally I always found 
a most friendly and elegant way of twisting the truth to say 
the least. I always lent him shoulder for support. 

There is another and, in the last analysis, the most fun-
damental reason for the aura of the descendants of a fa-
mous author like James Joyce: the inheritance of the rights 
and royalties. It was clear that the relatives and descendants 
were in some important way participating in a steady and 
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rising flow of money. Income without work at a relatively 
young age creates its own aura.  
 
3. The Case of the Case 
Memories are sometimes transmitted in suitcases. 

Somewhere between 1952 and 1954 I became aware of 
a little leather suitcase. We moved two or three times in 
Zürich, and my Mother always pointed to the importance of 
the little case to be taken along. George never seemed to 
care. 

There seem to be different notions of the size of the suit-
case. An American newspaper made reference to a trunk. 
Well, the size was 60 x 30 x 12, but note: centimetres, not 
inches. If you packed to the fullest for air travel, the scale at 
check-in would hardly show more than 15 kg. 

In 1958 we moved to Munich. It was a complete dissolu-
tion of the household, removal of all belongings. The prime 
reason for this radical change was that my Mother wanted 
to have her own medical practice, which was not possible 
for foreigners in Switzerland. Again I was made aware of the 
case and told to take care of it. 

The crash of the family happened in 1972 with my 
Mother’s brainstroke. I had to take care of my Mother, en-
suring that she would get best medical care in the best spe-
cialized clinics and of George, who sunk into a deep 
depression. The household had to be dissolved. I tried to fin-
ish my doctoral thesis in Stuttgart. And since the year was 
already chaotic I decided to top this by my marriage to Gab-
riele in Hamburg. With the consent of Asta and George—
they could only give it by nodding—I took the case to Stutt-
gart, where Gabi and I established a new home near the 
University. I was able to take my doctorate in 1973. 

By that time I had also managed to accommodate both 
Asta and George in an elegant and competent Home for the 
Aged and Disabled on Lake Konstanz. They never asked me 
about the suitcase again. 

1975 to 1980 was for me a prolonged stage (with fam-
ily) in Africa. Our furniture, including the case, could be se-
curely stored in Stuttgart. I had frequent home travels, 
always taking me to Konstanz. In 1976 when George died I 
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organized the burial ceremony at the honorary James Joyce 
burial site in Zürich.  

In 1980 we returned to Germany and decided to establish 
our permanent home in Hamburg. After a building period all 
the stored furniture and other items were hauled from Stutt-
gart to Hamburg (including the suitcase). 

In 1984 I was appointed by the Technical Berlin Univer-
sity as Professor for International Agriculture and Develop-
ment and I had to establish a second home in Berlin. The 
case was still a case to be solved. I had a cursory look into 
the contents and decided that this should go into profes-
sional hands. I took the case with me to Berlin and there it 
went into safe professorial oblivion. 

But after my Mother’s death (1993), also put to rest at 
the James Joyce burial site, I took up the discussion with 
my wife and my four daughters about the principle of the 
suitcase. I could look upon it as my property (legally possibly 
not quite correct, but also legally, it would be quite difficult 
to take another position). I told them that I felt I had an obli-
gation towards the Joyce estate. Nobody could have borne 
the tremendous cost of the sustenance of George and espe-
cially my Mother, who outlived George by 17 years. So if 
they agreed, irrespective of the value of the materials in the 
case, I would pass it on to a foundation devoted to keeping 
the memory of James Joyce alive. The family not only 
agreed, but found it quite unnecessary to get involved at all. 

In 1993 I moved to Berlin, taking good care of the case. 
But that was also the time, after reunification, when facul-
ties of the three Universities fused in different directions 
with resulting monstrous administrative tasks. 

In 1998 I thought I should carry the case of the case 
forward. I decided to introduce my new partner in life, Dr. 
Irina Gillwald, to Zürich and to all the places of my youth in 
that beautiful city, showing her the honorary Joyce burial 
place in Fluntern. We had a drink at the James Joyce Pub 
and we visited the Zürich James Joyce Foundation, founded 
in 1985, where we were received in a most friendly way 
and introduced to their work. 

I asked Irina whether she thought that Zürich, and espe-
cially the Foundation, was a good place for the suitcase. 
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She said she did not think that I could ask such a foolish 
question. The Zürich Foundation was obviously the only 
place! 

Why it took me another 5 years to get active I do not 
know for sure, partly because construction was going on at 
my new home in Berlin, meaning that things were again 
stowed away. 

When construction was finished the suitcase turned up 
again and a decision had to be made. It must have been 
early 2005 that I called the Zürich Foundation and asked 
them whether they would accept such a case as a bequest. 
Upon their not too enthusiastic “yes” I sent the suitcase (by 
ordinary post). 

I was ever so happy when I learned within a short time 
that the Foundation found the case to be of considerable 
value. 

The story of the additional financial contribution is short 
and sad. Only a few days after the visit of Foundation mem-
bers in Berlin in September 2005, my partner learned of her 
incurable disease and the short life span ahead of her. She 
handled herself admirably. One of her first questions to me 
was whether we could not be remembered together on the 
Foundation’s Mural of Donors. She thought that her contri-
bution should be something equivalent to the case. I con-
vinced her otherwise, because I could not allow even an 
imputed valuation of the case. So she made a financial con-
tribution and I matched that with an equal financial amount. 
That is why the contribution came in two parts. 

Irina died on January 27, 2006 in Zürich, in my custody. 
She was ever so proud to be one of the few GDR girls, if not 
the only one, to have read Dubliners at school. 
 
4. Undeserved Luck 
I am often asked why I would donate (valuable) materials 
and in addition make financial contributions to a foundation. 

I had the complete authority over the financial situation 
of Asta and George from 1972 on. It was a frightening out-
look. There was the loss of the sizeable income of Asta. 
George of course had never had a working income. Now 
suddenly each of them in today’s prices and currency would 
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require 5 000 € per month with a rising trend. Having ana-
lyzed sources, regularity and trend in all income sources it 
seemed to me, and I was proven right, that the royalties, 
rightly handled, could cover these costs. Of course I am only 
talking about George’s 50% of the estate (the other 50% 
belonging to Lucia). George died in 1976. With that 
George’s part went over to my Mother. My Mother died in 
1993. 

When you stake a field it is legally yours. But you do not 
have any guarantee of how much gold you will find, if any. 
Whatever exceeds your needs or expectations I call unde-
served luck. 

This statement is often misunderstood. To make it clear, 
we bore the legal entitlement to 50% of the estate and 
therefore of the royalties. But that they rose sufficiently to 
keep my Mother Asta in respectable circumstances for al-
most another twenty years after George’s death could not 
have been foreseen (we deserved the money, but the rise of 
the royalties and the time at which it came, I just call unde-
served luck, maybe grace). 

I felt an obligation vis-à-vis the estate, well, to James 
Joyce. It certainly was the right decision to hand the case 
over to the Zürich Foundation. This all the more so as I saw 
the activities very much in line with James Joyce’s wish 
that his work should keep generations of scientists wonder-
ing (not exactly modest, but he seems to have been right).  

For the Foundation it was also undeserved luck, the case 
and the financial contributions. They could not have asked 
for them, but in my opinion they deserved them. 
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Daniel Ferrer 
THE POSSIBLE WORLDS OF JOYCEAN GENETICS 
 
 
This is yet another story that begins with a man dreaming. 
The dreamer finds himself transported into an unknown 
country. There stands a palace of unimaginable splendour 
and prodigious size. It is Jupiter’s palace. Athena shows the 
dreamer around her father’s premises. She speaks: 

 
You see here the palace of the fates, where I keep watch 
and ward. Here are representations not only of that which 
happens but also of all that which is possible. Jupiter, 
having surveyed them before the beginning of the existing 
world, classified the possibilities into worlds, and chose the 
best of all. He comes sometimes to visit these places, to 
enjoy the pleasure of recapitulating things and of renewing 
his own choice, which cannot fail to please him. I have only 
to speak, and we shall see a whole world that my father 
might have produced, wherein will be represented anything 
that can be asked of him; and in this way one may know 
also what would happen if any particular possibility should 
attain unto existence.1 

 
The description of this mind-boggling structure goes on. 
Worlds are piled up in an infinite pyramid, and they become 
more and more beautiful as they approach the top, the most 
perfect of all being situated at the apex. 

 
That is (as the Goddess explained) because amongst an 
endless number of possible worlds there is the best of all, 
else would God not have determined to create any; 2 

 
This story comes from the final pages of the Theodicy by 
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, his great philosophical work writ-

 
 1  Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, Theodicy: Essays on the Goodness of God, the 

Freedom of Man, and the Origin of Evil, trans. E. M. Huggard (Chicago and 
La Salle: Open Court, 1985) 370. (Essais de Théodicée sur la bonté de 
Dieu, la liberté de l'homme et l'origine du mal, 1710). 

 2  Leibniz, Theodicy, 372. 
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ten in defence of God, attempting to prove that the world 
created by God is the “best possible world.” 

I am not trying to suggest that it is a possible source for 
Earwicker’s dream, so why mention it at all? I am not sug-
gesting either that this Jupiter, striving to create the best 
and most beautiful world among a multitude of possibilities 
can serve as an image of the artist, and specifically of Joyce 
as a writer. It is not the case, because the creation of Leib-
niz’ Jupiter does not happen in time. He knows what his 
choice is going to be before he starts the creative process, 
and this might be the feeling that we have when we read 
the final state of the works of Joyce,3 but it is the opposite 
of what we see happening in Joyce’s manuscripts.  

Athena tells us that Jupiter’s original choice “cannot fail 
to please him.” In other words, the choice is necessary. It is 
true that in Joyce’s Notebook VI.B.14 (page 032 b) we find 
this piece of self-analysis: 
 

JJ no gambler because / his style gambles / infinitely 
probable 

 
Infinite probability is a form of necessity. Joyce does not 
gamble because his style gambles for him: he cannot prop-
erly be described as a gambler, because his style cannot fail 
to win. It is infinitely probable. The signifying machine that 
he has produced saturates all the possible bets on the gam-
bling table, and yet this “cannot fail to win” is not identical 
with the “cannot fail to please him” in Leibniz: the necessity 
of Joyce’s style is not the same as the necessity of Jupiter’s 
creation. The necessity of Leibniz’s Jupiter is an a priori ne-
cessity, while the necessity of Joyce’s style is an a posteri-
ori necessity, a necessity after the event. 

 
 3  When Michael Groden published his Ulysses in Progress, there were 

shocked reactions from some of the most famous Joyceans of the time – 
they had almost the same attitude of denial as Charles Lamb, reading Mil-
ton’s manuscripts in Cambridge and being appalled to discover that Lycidas 
had not always been what it is. See “Oxford in the Vacation”, The Col-
lected Works of Charles and Mary Lamb, Vol. 2, ed. E. V. Lucas (London: 
Methuen, 1903) 311. 
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Another analogy could come to mind: this Jupiter who 
surveys and classifies his own drafts, arranging them into a 
kind of edition (a James Joyce Archive of sorts), an edition 
that serves as a majestic pedestal for the final work (the ac-
tual “existing world”), this Jupiter, who recapitulates the 
reasons for the choices that explain the shape taken by the 
final work, such a Jupiter, you might think, has many points 
in common with the genetic critic. Genetic critics, however, 
being engaged, day after day, in the humbling task of deci-
phering Joyce’s unreadable drafts, are far too modest to de-
scribe themselves as Jupiter-like, and they are far too often 
baffled by the material that they have to deal with to as-
sume a Jupiterian omniscient attitude. But the real problem 
with this analogy is again time, or rather the timelessness of 
Jupiter’s creation, and consequently of his pseudo-genetic 
edition of its drafts. His possible worlds are not arranged 
chronologically but according to a hierarchy based on an 
immutable system of values (imagine a James Joyce Archive 
without any time-line…). This is not only completely differ-
ent from the kind of editions that geneticians try to build, 
but it is the opposite of the process that we see at work in 
Joyce’s manuscripts: what we see there is a perpetual shift-
ing of the axiological system, a constant reinvention of val-
ues, or at least a never-ending process of arbitration 
between conflicting values. 

However, I do not intend to use Leibniz as a simple foil to 
describe the genetic approach to Joyce. I do believe that the 
idea of a plurality of possibilities, represented by an array of 
possible worlds juxtaposed with an actual world, is an inter-
esting and productive one for genetic criticism, and more 
specifically for a genetic approach to Joyce, providing that 
we manage to avoid the static, timeless vision of possibili-
ties that is reflected in the construction of Leibniz. 

The pyramid of possible worlds imagined by Leibniz has 
been an inspiration for writers and philosophers and particu-
larly for logicians, who have elaborated, on a very different 
basis but on a similar idea, a “semantics of possible worlds.” 
I will try to explain, in a nutshell, what this logic of possible 
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worlds is about, so that we can see if it can be of any use 
to us.4 

 
“Possibilities of the possible as possible” 
Traditional logic has elaborated a very sophisticated appara-
tus for discriminating between true and false propositions, 
but it is not equipped to deal with modalized proposition, 
that is to say propositions that are relative to possibility 
(such as “it is possible that a new draft for Proteus will be 
found,” or “it is possible that my talk will last less than 12 
hours”), or propositions related to necessity (“it is necessary 
that a discourse should have a beginning and an end” or, to 
quote Stephen, “a father is a necessary evil”).  

Traditional logic is also lost when it has to deal with 
counterfactuals, that is to say propositions that describe a 
state of affairs that is not actually the case, such as “if 
Joyce’s eyesight had been stronger, he might have become 
a painter”: how can you evaluate logically the truth value of 
such a proposition? Stephen himself, in “Nestor” and in 
“Scylla and Charybdis,” likes to think in counterfactuals: 
“what Caesar would have lived to do had he believed the 
soothsayer: what might have been: possibilities of the pos-
sible as possible.” Or perhaps the best example for us would 
be a paper that Morris Beja presented at the Buffalo confer-
ence in 2009,5 called “A World without Ulysses,” in which 
he tried to describe what our world would be like if Ulysses 
had not been written. This is a fascinating counterfactual for 
Joyceans, terrifying in some ways, perhaps liberating in oth-
ers. 

To deal with propositions of this kind, a modal logic is 
needed. This is where a semantics of possible worlds comes 
in. It is nothing more than a way of expressing problems, 
but it has proved to be quite productive. Technically you 
would say that it transposes problems of intensionality on an 

 
 4  In order to try to specify the usefulness of this manner of presenting 

problems, I will be using in this paper only examples that I have previously 
used in other contexts. 

 5  A version of this paper has now been published in A Joyceful of Talkatalka, 
eds. R. Baccolini, D. Chiro, C. Rundle & S. Whitsitt (Bononia University 
Press, 2011). 
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extensional level. In simpler terms, it means that you treat 
problems of signification as problems of reference. Con-
cretely, it means that the modalities are positioned in hypo-
thetical worlds: we posit a world in which a new draft of 
“Proteus” is found, a world in which Joyce is a painter, a 
world where Ulysses does not exist. The question then be-
comes the relation between these hypothetical worlds and 
the actual world. 

In this perspective, you would say that a proposition is 
possible if there is at least one world, accessible from the 
actual world, in which the proposition is true – and that a 
proposition is necessary if it is true in all the worlds accessi-
ble from the actual world.  

 
In Figure 1, the circles represent different worlds and the ar-
rows represent the relations of accessibility that exist be-
tween these worlds. A, B and C represent propositions that 
are true in the worlds that enclose them. Thus, we can see 
that in world W1, propositions A and B are possible (they 
are true in one of the worlds – W2 – accessible from W1) 
while proposition C is necessary (it is true in all the worlds – 
W2 and W5 – accessible from W1). 

This notion of accessibility, regulating the relationships 
between the members of this constellation of postulated 
universes, is at the core of possible world theory. It sounds 
terribly abstract and remote from our preoccupations. And 
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yet, we find that Joyce, while engaged in the process of 
writing Ulysses, had very similar concerns: 

 
While working on The Wandering Rocks Joyce bought at 
Franz Karl Weber’s on the Bahnhofstrasse a game called 
“Labyrinth,” which he played every evening for a time with 
his daughter Lucia. As a result of winning or losing at the 
game he was enabled to catalogue six main errors of 
judgment into which one might fall in choosing a right, left 
or centre way out of the maze.6 

 
It is clear from Budgen’s account that the lessons drawn for 
this evening recreation were not lost for the elaboration of 
the labyrinth of “Wandering Rocks.” We might surmise that 
Joyce’s reflection on accessibility and inaccessibility had a 
more general bearing on Joyce’s literary aesthetics.  

To return to Possible worlds theory, it became quite 
popular in the second half of the twentieth century and it 
was introduced in various fields. In the eighties and nineties, 
it was widely used in theories of fiction. It has been con-
vincingly proven that these attempts were not logically rig-
orous and used the system more as an analogy than as 
coherent model. We should take it as such and accept it, as 
long as the analogy is productive and opens new insights. 

It is easy to understand why one would want to bring to-
gether fiction and possible worlds. Fiction is a kind of coun-
terfactual and it is quite as embarrassing logically. For 
traditional logic, propositions such as “Molly Bloom lives in 
Dublin” or “Stephen Dedalus is Hungarian” have no truth 
value, that is to say, they are neither true nor false, although 
we would not hesitate to fail a student who would deny the 
first proposition or assert the second one. On the other 
hand, counterfactuals are small novels, peopled with fic-
tional creatures (a Caesar who listens to the soothsayer, a 
Joyce who doesn’t wear glasses and who paints, to take up 
my former examples).  
 

 
 6  Frank Budgen, James Joyce and the Making of Ulysses (Indiana University 

Press: 1960) 123. 
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Fig. 2 Board for the game of “Labyrinth” 
 
Bloom himself treats fiction as a counterfactual when he is 
reading “Matcham’s Masterstoke” and remarks that “life 
might be so.”  
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Quietly he read, restraining himself, the first column and, 
yielding but resisting, began the second. Midway, his last 
resistance yielding, he allowed his bowels to ease 
themselves quietly as he read, reading still patiently, that 
slight constipation of yesterday quite gone. Hope it's not too 
big bring on piles again. No, just right. So. Ah! Costive one 
tabloid of cascara sagrada. Life might be so. It did not move 
or touch him but it was something quick and neat. Print 
anything now. Silly season. (U 4.511) 

 
The sentence is ambiguous, but what Bloom is probably say-
ing is that there is one possible world, accessible from the 
world of his experience, in which Life is “so”, that is to say, 
the way Philip Beaufoy describes it, and he is also saying 
that the world of “Matcham’s Masterstroke” is accessible 
from the world of his own experience. He then mentions an-
other kind of literary accessibility that is time dependent: 
“Print anything now. Silly season.” Not everything is possi-
ble, in the sense of publishable, at all times. 

Possible world semantics has been used in literary theory 
by Umberto Eco, Marie-Laure Ryan, among others, and par-
ticularly by Lubomír Doležel (who was educated here in 
Charles University, and can be considered as a disciple of 
the Prague Linguistic circle) in his book Heterocosmica.7 
Three years ago Margot Norris, in a very interesting article 
called “Possible Worlds Theory and the Fantasy World of 
Finnegans Wake,” applied Marie-Laure Ryan’s interpretation 
of accessibility to the relation between the different planes 
of fictional reality in Finnegans Wake.  

My topic is quite different, although it is not unrelated: I 
want to see if such a construction can help us to understand 
something about the status of the genetic documents and 
their relation to Joyce’s printed texts. Again, this is nothing 
more than a different way of expressing problems, so there 
is no miracle to expect. We can simply hope that it will bring 
out different aspects of the question, make things clearer 
and help us on the way of finding new solutions. 

 
 7  Lubomír Doležel, Heterocosmica (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 

Press, 1998). 
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Materiality and virtuality 
We must remember that possible worlds are virtual entities, 
posited by logicians. Saul Kripke (the inventor of possible 
worlds semantics) warns us that possible worlds are not 
something we can observe, like a distant planet, they are 
“stipulated, not observed through a powerful telescope.”8 
But manuscripts are actual entities (Joyce’s manuscripts 
would not be sold for so many million Euros if they were 
purely virtual). Manuscripts are not virtual, they are there for 
us to look at. We can use instruments to decipher them, 
magnifying glasses, for instance. Joyce precisely uses the 
telescope image, as if the manuscripts were a distant planet: 

 
I composed some wondrous devices for Shaun d during the 
night and wrote them out in the dark only to discover that I 
had made a mosaic on top of other notes so I am now going 
to bring my astronomical telescope into play. (L I 234) 

 
Manuscripts are actual, it is true, and so is the writing on 
them, they offer us all the resistance of material objects, but 
they are the basis for something immaterial, for a set of 
complex stipulations. We must remember that a draft is not 
a text; it is a protocol, a series of prescriptions for the even-
tual making of a text. The manuscripts are the material basis 
for something that remains virtual until it is incarnated in the 
final text. 

As an emblem of this status, we could take an 
inconspicuous notation on a Ulysses manuscript: “Molly 
likes left(?) side of her face best.”9 There is a question mark 
between brackets after the word “left”. This apparently 
means that Joyce was undecided about what the favourite 
side of Molly’s face would be. We could say that three 
possible worlds are accessible from this point, a world in 
which Molly likes the left side best, one in which she prefers 
the right one, and one in which this detail will be left 
undecided. Eventually, it is the last one which will be 
chosen. Such question marks between brackets are not very 
frequent in Joyce’s manuscripts, although there are a few 
 

 8  Saul Kripke, Naming and Necessity (Oxford: Blackwell, 1981) 44. 
 9  Buffalo V.A.5-15. 
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Joyce’s manuscripts, although there are a few other exam-
ples, but they could be applied to every part of the “avant-
texte” to mark its virtual status. 

In order to clarify this, we can go back to another figure 
of the “Prague Linguistic Circle,” Roman Jakobson, and his 
now classic distinction between two dimensions of lan-
guage, the paradigmatic and the syntagmatic axes. He calls 
them the axis of combination and the axis of selection, but 
also the axis of virtuality and the axis of actuality. At each 
point of the syntagmatic chain, a number of possible words 
present themselves (they can of course be described as pos-
sible worlds that become accessible at this point) but they 
remain virtual, until one of them becomes actualised. The 
manuscripts give us access to the virtual world of the para-
digm and allow us to study the process of actualization. 

This appears very clearly on the Buffalo “Proteus” draft, 
at the point when Stephen composes his vampire poem (so 
it is a kind of second degree drafting).10 In the earlier frag-
ments, now in the National Library of Ireland, Joyce had first 
written “a man’s lips to her kiss” and then revised it to 
“mouth to her mouth’s kiss.” On the Buffalo draft (and in 
the final text) the hesitation is dramatised. The phrase 
comes fully formed to Stephen’s mind. He then considers 
another possibility but he decides against it “Mouth to her 
kiss. No. You must have two of em. Glue em well together. 
Mouth to her mouth's kiss.” In Stephen’s poem, then, one 
version replaces the other, but in the “Proteus” draft (and in 
the final text of Ulysses), the two possibilities are actualised 
one after the other. The second however has the status of a 
rejected variant and this juxtaposition of the accepted and 
the rejected helps us to understand what is at stake here, 
what Stephen’s aesthetic criteria are (he is looking for sym-
metry, for a particular rhythm, he wants to insist on the car-
nality of the kiss…). 

After that Stephen attempts a much more startling varia-
tion (“His lips lipped and mouthed fleshless lips of air: mouth 
to her moongmbh.”). Moongmbh is not something that we 
would normally consider as part of the relevant paradigm. 

 
10  V.A.3-15, reproduced in JJA 12:253. 
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There is no world, accessible at this point, in which 
moongmbh is a valid choice, we would have thought, or at 
least someone reading over Joyce’s shoulder as he was 
writing would have thought so, at the time. (The problem is 
precisely a refusal to choose one single possibility, one sin-
gle element of the paradigm: “mouth” is still there, but 
“moon”, “womb” and “tomb,” at least, are also present.) 

Apparently, it was a problem for Joyce himself, since he 
immediately crossed out this impossible world: “moongmbh” 
and started trying out, in the form of a list in the margin, a 
long series of possible substitutions. Surprisingly however, 
the permutations of the components do not seem more ac-
ceptable lexically or phonetically: “Moongb /Moongmbwb / 
moongbm / moongmb / moongbhmb / moongb / 
moongmbhb / moongbh / moombh.” The words deployed in 
the margin are partial (and provisional) actualizations of a 
paradigm, and it is not the paradigm that was to be ex-
pected. We discover that the possible worlds (and the pos-
sible words) accessible at this point of the writing are quite 
surprising. The normal rules of accessibility are suddenly 
modified. 

Some genetic critics consider that the final work is only 
one of the possible actualizations of the matrix that pro-
duces it. The text we have in hand is only one of the poten-
tialities of a system that could have produced other 
actualisations, or rather that did produce other actualisa-
tions, the existing variants that we find in the manuscript. It 
is an interesting idea, that changes our vision of the work of 
art, but ultimately this view is much too static. It is a ver-
sion of a romantic or platonic idea of creation. Manuscripts 
show us that it is not the matrix that produces the actualiza-
tions, but the actualizations that produce the matrix, or at 
least modifies the matrix dynamically. What is possible 
changes all the time. 

To return to the margin of the Buffalo “Proteus” draft, we 
see that the last element of the array of potential variants is 
actualized into the main text, just after the crossed out 
“moongmbh” (so that we know that the revision is not an 
afterthought, it is contemporary with the writing of the 
paragraph). At the next stage, on the Rosenbach manu-
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script, this element will be modified again, simplified into 
“moomb.” And in the final version, it will be replaced (per-
haps by mistake) by a mere “womb.” This normalization can 
be interpreted as a consequence of the insertion that follows 
immediately on the Buffalo draft. It is literally an unpacking 
of the portmanteau: “Oomb, tombwombing 
^+allwombing+^ tomb vowel. His mouth moulded 
^+issuing+^ breath, unspeeched […].” This could be taken 
as a perfect illustration of Roman Jakobson’s analysis of the 
poetic function of language as a projection of the axis of se-
lection upon the axis of combination. The elements of the 
paradigm that has been piling up in a list are linearised, rear-
ranged and projected on the syntagmatic chain of a sen-
tence. But it is clearly a watering down of the subversive 
force of the compound. It is as if Joyce had progressively 
discovered that the laws of accessibility were still valid and 
that such a lexical monstrosity was not one of the available 
possibilities in 1917, when this draft was written. 

In spite of this superficial disappearance, we can consider 
that the history of this transformation remains present and 
active, its traces can be found disseminated in the final text 
and we can say that this “womb” is teeming with all the po-
tentialities that surrounded its genesis (and we can say, 
more generally, that the published text is paradoxically preg-
nant with all the potentialities that had to be abandoned to 
engender it and that indirectly contributed to its final 
form11). 

By the time Finnegans Wake was written, the conditions 
of accessibility had changed (to be more precise, we see 
them changing throughout the manuscripts of Ulysses and 
the early manuscripts of the Wake). In Finnegans Wake, 
such lexical compounds are possible and even expected. 
Thanks to these portmanteaus, vacillating between several 
possible lexical and phonetic actualizations, poised between 

 
11  For an interpretation of the mechanism active in this negative shaping of 

the work by its discarded variants, see my “Variant and Variation: Towards 
a Freudo-bathmologico-Bakhtino-Goodmanian Genetic Model?,” Genetic 
Criticism and the Creative Process: Essays from Music, Literature, and 
Theater, eds. J. E. Jones & W. Kinderman (Rochester : University of Roch-
ester Press, 2009). 
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different potential forms and different potential meanings, 
the printed text of the Wake retains some of the character 
of virtuality that it derives from the manuscripts. 
 
Accessibilities 
The notion of accessibility can be used to express very dif-
ferent kinds of relations. Let us take three statements by 
Joyce that involve the notions of possibility and necessity: 

The first one comes from a letter of May 1924: “to write 
a book like this I should have a study of my own where I 
could quickly get at my books and papers. Otherwise it is 
impossible” (L1 p. 214, 24 May 1924, my emphasis). What 
Joyce is saying is that there is no world accessible to him in 
which Finnegans Wake (or rather “Work in Progress”) can be 
written, outside of a field of active intertextuality, but also 
without a minimum of favourable material conditions. This 
could remind us of A Room of One’s Own, in which Woolf 
explores the crucial importance of such questions of material 
accessibility. 

The next statement is addressed to the printers of Ulys-
ses, in French, on top of a “Circe” proof sheet: “corrections 
si encore possibles,” that is to say: “the corrections marked 
on this set of proofs should be made if it is still possible” 
(JJA 13:46-7). As can be seen from the dates stamped be-
low, the corrections arrived too late and were returned 
without being implemented. In this note to the printers, 
Joyce is asking if there is an accessible world in which the 
corrections can still be made (in this case accessibility is de-
fined by the material conditions of the printing process). But 
the question also declares implicitly that there was a world, 
accessible to Joyce at this point of time (and now accessible 
to us, readers of this genetic document), in which those cor-
rections (and very interesting corrections they are) were 
valid, as valid as the text that was finally printed (and even 
more valid, at the particular moment when Joyce wrote this 
sentence). This does not mean that those corrections 
should, or even could, be integrated now into the text of 
Ulysses, but they open the access to an alternative textual 
world. 
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Our third statement comes from a letter of February 
1931: “such an amount of reading seems to be necessary 
before my old flying machine grumbles up into the air” (L I 
299, my ephasis). Here Joyce is simply saying that in every 
accessible world in which Finnegans Wake can be written, a 
great deal of reading takes place — or that the writing of the 
text of Finnegans Wake is only accessible from a world in 
which other texts are being read. 

Jed Deppman, in his excellent chapter in How Joyce 
wrote Finnegans Wake, asks “if the author cannot write this 
text without ‘such an amount’ of ‘necessary’ reading, then 
can the reader read it?”.12 This is a most interesting ques-
tion and the answer depends on what we call “reading.” It is 
indeed possible to read Finnegans Wake without having ac-
cess to all the reading that went into it, otherwise, no one 
could claim to have read it: as we edit the notebooks and 
uncover new sources, new books and newspapers that 
Joyce read in order to be able to write Finnegans Wake, we 
are painfully reminded of all the sources that remain uniden-
tified. On the other hand, having access to these sources 
certainly alters our way of reading the text, we could even 
say that it gives us access to a different kind of reading. 

Jed Deppman’s question leads us directly to the question 
of symmetrical (or non-symmetrical) accessibility. Saying 
that (World 2) is accessible from (World 1) doesn’t imply 
that (World 1) is accessible from (World 2). The example 
that is usually given in manuals of logic to explain non-
symmetric accessibility is the example of the telephone. In a 
world where telephones exist, it is easy to imagine a world 
without a telephone, while in a world without telephones, it 
is impossible to imagine a world where telephones exist. In 
the same way, in a series of drafts, each stage is easily un-
derstandable from the point of view of the next one, but not 
the other way round: going from one state to the next re-
quires a conceptual leap, a transgression of the frame of 
reference that determines the earlier draft. But, as Umberto 

 
12  “A Chapter in Composition: Chapter II.4,” How Joyce Wrote Finnegans 

Wake. A Chapter-by-Chapter Genetic Guide, eds. Luca Crispi & Sam Slote  
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2007) 338. 
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Eco has remarked, in spite of the impossibility to conceive 
the telephone in a telephoneless world, Graham Bell in-
vented the telephone. Somehow he gained access to the 
theoretically inaccessible. In the same way, Finnegans Wake 
in its final form seems absolutely inaccessible from the 
world of the early sketches, but Joyce eventually accessed 
it nevertheless.  

The access however was mediated through a number of 
stages. This can be expressed by another property, transitiv-
ity. If (World 3) is accessible from (World 2) and (World 2) is 
accessible from (World 1), it doesn't imply that (World 3) is 
accessible from (World 1). When Joyce wrote the first 
words related to Finnegans Wake on VI.B.10,13 Finnegans 
Wake was completely inaccessible to him. Although this 
page is the starting point of a chain of accessibility that ul-
timately leads to Finnegans Wake, Finnegans Wake is not 
accessible from this page in any way. In the same way, the 
last chapters of Ulysses are totally inaccessible from the 
early drafts, written in the initial style. 

Another characteristic of accessibility is that it can be re-
flexive. A world can be accessible to itself or not. In Figure 
3, only (World 2) and (World 3) are accessible to them-
selves.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
13  James Joyce, The Finnegans Wake Notebooks at Buffalo: Notebook 

VI.B.10, eds. Vincent Deane, Daniel Ferrer & Geert Lernout (Turnhout: Bre-
pols, 2001). 
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This property or its absence has strange implications. We 
have said that something is possible in a world if it is true in 
one of the worlds accessible from this world, and that 
something is necessary if it is true in all the worlds accessi-
ble from this world. Now what happens if there is no acces-
sible world at all?  

For instance an isolated world  
for instance (W4) in Figure 3 
or the last world in a chain of asymmetric accessibilities 
for instance (W5) in Figure 3  
This is a very strange case: we must admit that in such a 

world, nothing is possible and everything is necessary. Noth-
ing is possible, since there is not a single accessible world in 
which any proposition can be true, and everything is neces-
sary, since there is not a single accessible world in which it 
is not true (since there is no accessible world at all). Stated 
like this it sounds absurd, a logical paradox with no practical 
application. 

But if we stop to think, we can see that works of art can 
be considered as worlds of this kind. From the point of view 
of the creative process, we know that the final work is ac-
cessible from the last draft, or corrected proof (lets say from 
the last genetic document), but no subsequent stage is ge-
netically accessible from it, it is a kind of cul-de-sac.  

(Draft1)→ (Draft2)→(…)→ (DraftN)→ (Work) 
This implies that in this world, in the work of art in its fi-

nal stage, everything is necessary, every part, every word, 
must be considered as necessary, and nothing further, no 
change is possible. There is something intuitively right in this 
strange paradox. But, one is tempted to object, changes 
may not be logically possible, but they do occur. Editors of 
every kind introduce changes in the text. How can they do 
it?  

This is where reflexivity comes in. What happens if the 
world at the end of the chain is self-reflexive? Genetically it 
looks like this.  

(Draft1)→ (Draft2)→(…)→ (DraftN)→ (Work)<⊃ 
In such a world, possibility is reopened, but it is a possi-

bility limited to what is already there, so how can it allow 
changes? 



55 

Let us take a concrete example: in the 1922 text of Ulys-
ses, in the “Sirens” chapter, there was a passage reading 
like this:  

 
– … . ray of hope … . 
Beaming. Lydia for Lidwell squeak scarcely hear so ladylike 
the muse unsqueaked a ray of hopk. 

 
But in the 1926 edition, the proof corrector changed “hopk” 
to “hope”. Why did he do it, and on what authority did he 
make the change? What was the implicit logic behind it (for 
there is always a logic of error)? Obviously, to the proof cor-
rector of 1926, there was no accessible world in which 
“hopk” was a valid choice, therefore, considering that the 
text was coherent in spite of its oddities (that it was acces-
sible to itself), he extrapolated from the context as he un-
derstood it, concluding that it warranted a change from 
“hopk” to “hope” (or in other words, since “hopk” was a 
typo in every possible world accessible to him, a change 
was necessary). 

We know better. Why? One of the reasons is that the 
manuscripts are accessible to us: we know that it was not a 
typo, and that Joyce wrote “hopk” in his own hand as a 
deliberate change.14 Another reason why we would not 
make the change, even if we had no access to the 
manuscripts, is that we now understand better what the 
context is, we know that applying the text to itself does not 
warrant any change here. We know that “hopk” is perfectly 
coherent with Joyce’s aesthetics at this point (late “Sirens” 
revisions, several years after the “Proteus” draft that we 
discussed earlier), because we have had a chance to study 
Ulysses more attentively than the unfortunate proofreader, 
but also, probably, because Finnegans Wake (with all its 
portmanteaus) is now accessible to us, and we cannot help 
reading Ulysses through it, in the same way as we read 
Dubliners and the Portrait through Ulysses. 

(Draft) → (Ulysses) ← (Finnegans Wake 

 
14  See the proofs for “Sirens” kept at the Rosenbach Foundation 

(EMS1292/25, p. 263), not reproduced in the JJA.  
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As can be seen in this diagram, even if we consider that 
the drafts and Finnegans Wake open new access to it, Ulys-
ses remains a “last world”, no world is accessible from it, so 
the relation of necessity still prevails. 

This is distinct from the genetic chain of Finnegans 
Wake, which of course runs through Ulysses:15 

(Drafts) → (Ulysses) → (…) → (Finnegans Wake) 
which is short for: 
(Drafts) → (Ulysses) → (Draft1)→ (Draft2) → (…) → (DraftN) 
→ (Finnegans Wake)  
 
This however cannot be construed as a symmetrical relation 
of accessibility, because we are speaking of two different 
forms of accessibility. Ulysses is a crucial element in the 
genesis of Finnegans Wake but not the other way round, of 
course. On the other hand we can read and we do read 
Ulysses through Finnegans Wake, but it is not possible (in 
spite of some attempts to the contrary) to read Finnegans 
Wake from the point of view of Ulysses: as you know, the 
early readers of the Wake, who had been enthusiastic about 
Ulysses, were completely baffled by Finnegans Wake, ex-
cept for those who had carefully followed all the partial pub-
lications that progressively brought them to a point where 
Finnegans Wake was accessible. 

Or less inaccessible — for I am not sure that it is still fully 
accessible to us, or rather I am sure that it is not. It is cer-
tainly not accessible in the sense that we can understand all 
of it (it has not become “readable” in the sense of Barthes), 
but it is not writable either, we are not come to the point 
where we could write it. It is still beyond us, inaccessible in 
that sense. It is not, and I guess it will never be, in spite of 
all our efforts to the contrary, accessible to itself, in the 
sense that I suggested earlier: (FW)<⊃. If we try to apply Fin-
negans Wake to itself, the result is no longer Finnegans 
Wake: (FW)<⊃ .  

 
15  In Morris Beja’s counterfactual Buffalo paper that I mentioned earlier, it was 

clear that a world without Ulysses implied a world without Finnegans 
Wake. 
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Some of us think that they can outguess Joyce, or at 
least be more careful than he was and restore some of the 
text that he had intended and that was inadvertently marred 
by carelessness. I am of course alluding to the idea of pub-
lishing a new edition of Finnegans Wake. The fact that such 
an edition never happened before is not due to the laziness 
of Joycean scholars or even to the obstruction of the James 
Joyce Estate. It never happened before because such an edi-
tion is a logical impossibility. 

We cannot do what we do with other texts (rightly or 
wrongly), that is to say apply the text to itself, extrapolate 
from what is there to what is not there, because we can 
never be sure that we understand what Joyce is trying to 
do. There is a tendency to identify with the authors that we 
study, in particular when we spend so many hours over their 
manuscripts. One of my French colleagues calls this genetic 
paranoia, the feeling that we have, when we turn the manu-
script page, that we know what we are going to find on the 
other side.16 We often have this impression with Joyce. We 
often say: oh yes, of course, that is just like Joyce, he 
would have done that. But it is a retrospective illusion: when 
we discover a source, for instance, we see the words Joyce 
noted and we feel that we know why he noted them, but if 
we try to take a source and guess, blindly, which words 
Joyce took down in his notebooks, we almost never suc-
ceed. 

We can go further: Joyce himself was often baffled by 
his own choices. He often forgot what he had done. When 
we become aware of this, we would like to remind him of 
the excellent points that he has forgotten. But the Joyce 
who revised a passage is different from the Joyce who had 
written it and he may have had a different point of view. 
Correcting errors results in a terrible chronological mixture 
and can only be attempted on the assumption that the rele-
vant context, spatial and temporal, is limited and that the 

 
16  Pierre-Marc de Biasi, “Paranoïa-genèse. Remarques sur l'identité des recher-

ches en génétique textuelle,” Leçons d'écriture. Ce que disent les manus-
crits : hommage à Louis Hay, eds. Almuth Grésillon & Michael Werner 
(Paris: Minard, 1985). 
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different parts of the text ignore one another, which is par-
ticularly absurd in the case of Finnegans Wake. Such an at-
tempt towards the “best possible edition of Finnegans 
Wake” has the same characteristics as Leibniz’s theory of 
the “best possible world,” it is a-chronological and it is 
based on a static system of values. 

But we can go even further. If we come back to Joyce’s 
statement in VI.B.14 that we quoted earlier (“JJ no gambler 
because / his style gambles / infinitely probable”). The prob-
lem is not Joyce, and his human failures, it is Joyce’s style, 
it is the textual machinery that he has set up, a machine 
that never fails, that cannot lose, because it is infinitely 
probable, a machine that can digest any error and invent 
new contexts and new reasons for them, that transforms 
contingency into necessity. 

It is of course immensely interesting to try to know what 
happened and to make accessible to the reader all the traces 
that document the state of Joyce’s intentions at every stage 
and reconstruct all the virtual worlds that each of them 
opened – or closed. In other words, what we need is not a 
new edition, but a complete genetic annotation of the exist-
ing text. We do not want a new universe, artificially rectified 
(or warped), to take the place of the existing universe, we 
want to be able to circulate within a constellation of inter-
connected worlds and to contemplate an infinity of possibili-
ties appearing and disappearing along the way. 
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Steve McCaffery  
A POET’S JOYCE 
 

 
I must make clear at the outset that I make no claim what-
soever to being a Joyce specialist and scholar but rather to 
being a poet whose own creative practice has been radically 
vitalized and is constantly challenged by the linguistic rami-
fications of Finnegans Wake. The polysemic register within 
that last word offered me through the 1970s and 1980s the 
cluster of clarion calls that resonated in poetry and theory 
alike. It was a call for textual turbulence, excess and a hy-
draulic force within signifying practice. Additionally there 
was also a call to the death of the subject and the lyric 
alike, that offered the imperative to wake up to the state of 
discourse under late Capitalism and the Vietnam-then-
Thatcher eras. Finnegans Wake was also catalytic to my 
decade and a half of poetic research with Jed Rasula into 
the linguistic imaginary. This research appeared (in a se-
verely truncated form I might add) as the book Imagining 
Language. It was the Wake’s egregiousness to the canonical 
spectrum and the broad context of modernism, its custom-
ary dismissal as “unreadable” that formed the nodal point of 
our investigations into a two and half millennia of specula-
tion on the written and spoken sign. It took us on a voyage 
of discovery to a diversity of historically and geographically 
separated practices that included (to name but a small frac-
tion) the Rongo-Rongo writing system of Easter Island, Fran-
cis Bacon’s Biliteral cipher, a Monolog by Novalis, 
Athanasius Kircher’s 72 Names of God, the Divine Emana-
tion of Marcus the Valentinian, Alfred Kallir’s psychogenetic 
explanation of the letter “B,” Erasmus Darwin’s Pronuncia-
tion Machine, the Lord’s Prayer in Formosan, Giacomo 
Balla’s Onomatopoeic Noise of a Printing Press, Hélène 
Smith’s record of Martian script, visual-lip poems by Ernst 
Jandl, and Jean Paul Brisset’s vertiginous homophonic 
analyses in support of his claim that human beings and hu-
man language alike descend from frogs. In all of this our 
beacon was Joyce’s text of delirium. Our concerted design 
was to contextualize Finnegans Wake in a linguistic riverrun 
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of over two millennia of linguistic conjecture, in a history 
parallel to that of general linguistics but utterly heretical to 
it. The most specific catalyst that worked on me, like a crys-
talline critical attractor, was the haunting phrase: “The pro-
teiform graph itself is a polyhedron of scripture.” Joyce uses 
the sentence in a letter to Harriet Shaw Weaver and in the 
first draft of the “Mamafesta” episode, dating from 1924 
the phrase reads “The proteiform graph is a polyexegetical 
piece of scripture.” Joyce’s subsequent revision to a more 
general statement is a calculated improvement, rendering 
morphogenesis itself as already being a multifaceted and ar-
chitected work of writing. 

This address then avoids the Wake’s multiple themes, nor 
does it offer a new hermeneutic reading of the book or a 
part thereof. Rather it advances a few reflections on two 
dominant dynamics, or poetics, of Finnegans Wake, dynam-
ics that allow the work to be considered less through formal 
and genetic methodology, than as an economy, a vast circu-
lation of nodes and intensities through which circulate a 
spectacular rivalry between the products of two literary fig-
ures: acrostic patterning, and portmanteau condensations. 
Through both is delivered the dazzling and dizzying wordplay 
that some believe render the Wake unreadable and others as 
the highlight culmination of 20th-century Modernism. I will 
touch too on the Wake’s creative legacy before finishing 
with a couple of pieces of my own creative candle-lit sorties 
into the Book of the Night. As a poet then I’m not attracted 
to the hermeneutical complexities and critical readings that 
make up the vast corpus of literature on Finnegans Wake, 
readings that primarily address the question “What does it 
mean?” or “How is it Written?” but rather “what does it do 
and how does it do it?” In this respect the two most invigo-
rating texts I’ve encountered are Philippe Sollers’s “Joyce & 
Co.” and Chapter 7 of Derek Attridge’s book Peculiar Lan-
guage entitled “Unpacking the Portmanteau; or, Who’s 
Afraid of Finnegans Wake?” to which I would add A. 
Grésillon’s magisterial study of the portmanteau La Règle et 
le monstre: le mot valise. 

It’s common knowledge that Giambattista Vico’s Scienza 
nuova (1744) was a constant influence on Joyce’s writings 
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and one particular assertion of Vico’s: that “among the 
Greeks ‘name’ and ‘character’ had the same meaning”1 ob-
tains a profitable pertinence to any entry into the acrostic 
economy of Finnegans Wake. For Vico, the divine materiality 
of the letter and the sovereign semantics of the name are 
interchangeable. Joyce dilates this territory of the proper 
name by way of recurring instances of geoglyphs, or carto-
graphical grammata, at the same time disseminating the 
proper name into a plenum of acrostic compounds. (And 
here I would suggest that interested parties read Jean 
Baudrillard’s critique of Saussure’s investigations into the 
letter threads or paragrams in early literatures, “The exter-
mination of the Name of God” that concludes his book Sym-
bolic Exchange and Death.) These acrostic threads, along 
with the portmanteau word, constitute the fundamental 
structuring principle of the entire book. The two eponymous 
heroes Humphrey Chimpden Earwicker and Anna Livia Plura-
belle proliferate anagramatically, disseminating a series of 
phrase clusters that tessellate the book beneath, or within, 
its narrative economy: Hermyn C. Entwhistle, Huges Caput 
Earlyfouler, Helpless Corpses Enactment, Howth Castle and 
Environs, Human Conger Eel, Haveth Childers Everywhere, 
Humphrey, champion emir, Herod with the Cromwell’s ec-
zema, Hocus Crocus Esquilocus. Amnis Limnia Permanent, 
Annushka Lutetiavitch Pufflovah. Such “proteiform graphs” 
circulate among less obvious configurations. There are, for 
example numerous specimens of reversal: Emancipator the 
Creman hunter, erect, confident and heroic. In addition ana-
grammatic variants occur like Ecce Hagios Chrisman, and 
telestic renditions such as Honuphrias is a concupiscent ex-
service major. The most complex and versatile manifestation 
comes in an actual allusion to the Viconian cycle of return, 
which in Joyce’s hand, takes the form of a double acrostic 
palindrome of the form HCE ALP PLA ECH: 

 
 1  Giambattista Vico, The New Science, trans. T.G. Bergin and M.H. Fisch 

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1968) 433. 
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Have we cherished expectations? Are we for liberty of 
persuasiveness? – A plainplanned liffeyism assemblements 
Eblania’s conglomerate horde. (FW 614.23-5)  
 

Through an intense and complex proliferation of letter 
threads Joyce distributes a profoundly complex, polysemous 
textuality as a network of latent and manifest interactions. 
And – significant to Gérard Genette’s claim that Finnegans 
Wake is a para-logocentric text constructed out of a fragile 
oral economy of the sign that is constantly counteracted by 
an eruptive and irreducibly graphic disposition – these acros-
tics depreciate the phonic values of signs with a counter in-
sistence on their visual, graphic potential to initiate and 
determine intra-syntagmatic patterns.2 Susan Stewart sup-
ports Genette’s claim, noting the acrostic to be “a surplus of 
signification in written discourse [that takes on] an added 
dimension through the process of reading the text on the 
page.3 [In the acrostic] the temporal act of reading is redi-
rected into a spatial act of perception” The law of the acros-
tic ensures not only that texts function as decentered 
generators of meaning, but also that the nature of interpre-
tation remains dialogic as its minimum condition. Acrostic 
implants approach the nature of an alien semiosis operating 
within the text at large redirecting the message to the very 
materiality of linguistic signs. The alien laws of the acrostic 
letter-thread can be understood as implementing in a ten-
sional manner not only a formal constraint but also a seman-
tic delirium. Acrostics, through their sheer preponderance, 
ask of the reader a developing alertness to their subliminal 
presence; what is not evident comes to be detected, what is 
insignificant assumes significance to the extent that the 
book’s narrative is transformed across the structural field of 
the acrostic patterning. Derrida traces in Finnegans Wake a 
generalized equivocity precluding history, and argues Joyce 
is repeating and assuming responsibility “for all equivocation 
itself, utilizing a language that could equalize the greatest 

 
 2  Gérard Genette, Mimologics, trans. Thaïs E. Morgan (Lincoln: University of 

Nebraska Press, 1995) xlvii. 
 3  Susan Stewart, Nonsense Aspects of Intertextuality in Folklore and Litera-

ture (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989) 97. 
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possible synchrony with the greatest potential for buried, 
accumulated, and interwoven intentions within each linguis-
tic atom, each vocable, each word, each simple proposition, 
in all worldly cultures.”4  

The reference to “linguistic atoms” suggests the impor-
tant place of Lucretius in Joyce’s grammatological lineage. 
Unlike Democritus’ earlier deterministic model of an invari-
ant, vertical fall to atoms, Lucretius’ account of atomic the-
ory outlined in his poem De rerum natura (On the Nature of 
Things) installs the random inclination of the atoms as its 
basic law. Lucretius explains this law of parenklisis or clina-
men in the following passage: “While the first bodies are be-
ing carried downwards by their own weight in a straight line 
through the void, at times quite uncertain and uncertain 
places… they swerve a little from their course, just so much 
as you might call a change in motion.”5 The collision of at-
oms then is both inevitable and unpredictable initiated upon 
the minimal order of the manifest without temporal or spatial 
determination. As the being-of-movement, the clinamen be-
comes apparent to itself only in the disappearance of stabili-
ties. Like a slip of the tongue or the Joycean portmanteau 
the clinamen is less a “performance” than a “happening.” At 
a key point in De Rerum natura Lucretius draws the analogy 
between atoms and letters explaining that “basic bodies 
take a certain structure, and have defined positions, and ex-
change their blows in certain ways. The same bodies, with 
only a slight change in their structure, are capable of form-
ing wood or fire. Like letters in the words for these same 
things ignes and lignum: with slight transpositions, they can 
be nominated ‘flames,’ or ‘beams.’”6 Atoms are to bodies 
what letters are to words: heterogenous, deviant and com-
binatory constituents. There are grammatological implica-
tions in Lucretius’ analogy that should not be overlooked. 
Conceived as atoms, letters emerge as meta-sensory organi-

 
 4  Jacques Derrida , Edmund Husserl’s Origin of Geometry: An introduction, 

trans. John P. Leavy (Stony Brook, New York: Nicolas Hays, 1978) 102. 
 5  Jeffrey Mehlman, Cataract: A Study in Diderot  (Middletown: Wesleyan 

University Press, 1979) 10. 
 6  Titus Carus Lucretius, On the Nature of Things,  trans. Palmer Bovie (New 

York: Mentor, 1974) 908-915. 
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zations of events strictly defined by their dynamics. Per-
petually and unpredictably volatile they introduce libertine 
deviance as the basic rule of grammata: precisely the dy-
namic of the Joycean letter-thread-compounds. At this point 
Giordano Bruno, whose name occurs so often in Finnegans 
Wake needs to be petitioned. In a radical revision of the Lu-
cretian analogy Bruno remarks that atoms are to matter 
what dots and strokes are to words, thus we enter the sub-
lettristic world of the gesture.7  

Does Joyce’s “proteiform graph,” which is itself a 
“polyhedron of scripture,” name the precise relation of a 
shifting acrostic economy, caught in the fixed dimensions of 
the page, and also arrested in the obtuse materiality of the 
book? I believe it does and in major places the relationship 
of self-identity is at the same time an antinomian relation. 
Let me draw attention to the book’s ending, which Phillipe 
Sollers reads as a paradoxical negation: 

 
Finnegans Wake: a waking and negation of the end, wake of 
the negation of the end. The end of what? The beginning 
again of what? Of the generative sleep which sweeps speak-
ing humans away in their dreams. Active negation, present 
participle, of all teleology.8 

 
However, if we turn attention to the book’s bibliographical 
code, its bibliographical temporality, we note an antinomy 
between the text’s constructed finitude and the infinite cir-
cularity of the textual narrative. Starting with an non-
originary “riverrun” and ending with the indefinite article 
“The,” we are forced to engage blank space as an under-
codified phenomenon. The proteiform here takes on the as-
pect of an incompleteness that the polyhedron anulls; the 
beginning negates the end just as the end negates the be-
ginning in a circularity that one code supports but only post 
facto. Suddenly, the Wake evokes Mallarmé’s dream of 

 
 7  Giordano Bruno, “De triplici minimo et mensura” in Opera I, iii. 119-361. 

Bruno’s poem was first published by Johann Wechel and P. Fischer, Frank-
furt, 1591. 

 8  Philippe Sollers, “Joyce & Co.,” In the Wake of the Wake, ed. David Hay-
man, TriQuarterly 38 (Winter 1977): 115. 
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gathering all reality into a book, the ideal because impossible 
book, suggesting almost subliminally that both continuities 
and eschatologies are elective within the material cosmos of 
the book. (I am tempted to read this theologically as a witty 
comment on Christ’s resurrection as a text from the top of 
the book.) 

If God speaks in thunderclap words, then his angels 
speak in puns and portmanteaux and I for one embrace Fin-
negans Wake alongside Swedenborg’s Heaven and its Won-
ders and Hell as a quintessential angelic text. The 
portmanteau was not Joyce’s invention, indeed the origins 
of this method may lie buried in the Anglo-Saxon kennings, 
those conceptually compound words such as beodaleana 
meaning “battlelight” – i.e. a sword. However, the honour 
of its origin we normally bestow on Lewis Carroll by way of 
his character Humpty Dumpty, and Joyce carries it to dizzy-
ing levels, contributing the other major linguistic element in 
the Wake’s turbulent internal dynamics. As Aristotle is the 
first to note, metaphor emerges as a need precipitated from 
a state of linguistic scarcity, (a quantitative imbalance be-
tween things and the words to name them), so Attridge de-
tects the fundamental relation of portmanteau to an over-
abundance of linguistic ambiguity. The observation allows us 
to situate the portmanteau in a counter-metaphorical procliv-
ity whose basic dynamic is fusion, disjunction and conden-
sation rather than substitution. Gertrude Stein, as well as 
the Objectivists, and later Language Writers, share a distrust 
of metaphoric writing, but none turns to the mot valise de-
spite the latter offering the potential to launch a powerful 
poetics of counter-metaphor. Through the portmanteau 
Joyce powerfully presents language as a sedimentary phe-
nomenon moving to suggest its almost autopoietic potential. 
The latter, of course, results from the condition granted 
words in the Wake not as fixed designations but morphemic 
wanderers, promiscuous and capricious molecules con-
stantly grafting into hybrid forms. Attridge is certainly cor-
rect in calling the portmanteau word “a monster, a word 
that is not a word, that is not authorized by any diction-
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ary”;9 it is an ascription too that Grésillon had used in 1984. 
Its unauthorized existence emphatically installs the portman-
teau in the linguistics of délire and the remainder, on the 
dark side of language among chimerical hybrids, grotesques 
and fakes, where Messerschmitts meet Mittelschmertz in a 
riotous carnival of agglutinations. Capitalism, as I’ve written 
elsewhere, commences when you open a dictionary, anar-
chy when you close it, and it’s Eugene Jolas, multilingual 
poet, supporter and admirer of Joyce’s Work in Progress 
who in his February 1928 defense of the language of the 
Wake embraces the portmanteau as the new language of 
the future. It is Jolas too who, twenty years later (in his 
“Elucidations of James Joyce’s Monomyth: explication of 
Finnegans Wake”) claims the Wake to be “at the same time 
the requiem for a civilization and the announcement of a 
new era” asserting this against the fancied background 
sound of Viconian thunderclaps echoed in “the terrible roar 
of the bomb of Hiroshima.”10 It is salient to return to Jolas 
as arguably the most insightful of Joyce’s contemporaries. 

Let me return, however, to Attridge and Grésillon and 
itemize what I consider the most salient points in their 
analyses, points relevant to poets today and some of which 
have been engaged in a manner different than Joyce. Put 
simply, the portmanteau involves two separate meanings in 
a single new meaning: 1. Unlike the pun the portmanteau is 
a monster which subverts all narrative aspirations to theme, 
character and plot and which remains the parte maudite in 
the institution of literature; 2. The portmanteau denies the 
steady equation of a word to a single, or a single cluster of 
meanings; 3. It demonstrates that meaning “is an effect” of 
language, not a presence within or behind it,11 and like 
Kristeva’s psychoanalytic outline of language’s semiotic dis-

 
 9  Derek Attridge, Peculiar Language: Literature as Difference from the Renais-

sance to James Joyce (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988) 196. 
10  Eugene Jolas, Critical Writings, 1924-1951 (Evanston: Northwestern 

University Press, 2009) 420. 
11  Attridge, Peculiar Language, 197. 
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position, it is uncontrollable and highly volatile12; 4. “The 
portmanteau undermines the notion of authorial intention”13; 
5. The principles of this monstrous construction are pre-
cisely the same principles as those supporting the construc-
tion of all legitimate linguistic articulation. In the field full of 
folk the heteroclyte, pariah and maverick share the same 
comportment as the clergyman, businessman and Dr Frank-
enstein himself. 

In fact the portmanteau is a compressed paradox, a dis-
junctive synthesis (to adopt Deleuze’s term). The paradox 
underscores the negativity embodied in the portmanteau 
whose component parts have meaning but whose synthesis 
does not. Where the pun “America isthmus” carries a clear 
designation whose phonic value evokes a further meaning 
“A Merry Christmas,” “Chaosmos” carries a zero designation 
but broken down into “chaos” and “cosmos” renders de-
light. The proliferation of portmanteaux guarantees that Fin-
negans Wake will be both a stuttering text and a profoundly 
decentered one. The general instability of meaning derives 
from the portmanteaux’s seductive lure to anatomy; we at-
tend less to the compound “meaning” (which is ultimately 
empty of designation) than to identifying and analyzing its 
parts. Take “penisolate war” from the second sentence of 
the book. Confronted with this non-lexeme we isolate its 
part into a loose cluster of words “pen” “is” which are 
themselves an anatomization of “penis,” “isolate” (rendering 
“I” “so” and “late” and additionally suggesting “peninsular.” 
This tendency to ramify through syntactic condensation 
matches the polysemeity of much else in Finnegans Wake; 
let’s look at Carroll’s “Snark” for example as the disjunctive 
synthesis of “snake” and “shark.” But ramification becomes 
instantly apparent in the presence of multiple other sugges-
tions: “snarl” and “bark” which locates it in a verbal rather 
than nominal series, or “snail” and “lark” thus returning us 
to a nominal series, and “snook” and “stark” etc. We quickly 

 
12  Julia Kristeva, “Towards a Semiology of Paragrams,” The Tel Quel Reader, 
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enter labyrinths of plurality and suggestions whose architec-
tures are strictly (and solely) governed) by a phonotactic law 
(a “sn” series and an “ark” series). This is precisely in ac-
cord with Jakobson’s definition of poetry as the projection 
of the axis of selection onto the axis of combination. 

Lest we assume Joyce to be a solitary figure along the 
path of neologism we need to distinguish Finnegans Wake, 
the book, from its serial manifestations in the pages of tran-
sition and in Eliot’s Criterion supplements as Fragments of a 
Work in Progress. Certainly the portmanteau style was not 
only discussed but employed by Joyce’s contemporaries. In 
transition’s “Revolution of the Word Dictionary,” published 
more than a decade before the publication of Finnegans 
Wake, Jolas includes alongside those of Joyce himself, sev-
eral other portmanteaux by Mary Godwin, A.L. Gillespie Jr., 
Theo Rutra, Laurence Vail, Stuart Gilbert, anonymous Rialto 
slang, the New York tabloids, Sidney Smith, Charles Duff 
and several portmanteaux by Jolas himself. It is clear that 
Jolas’ endeavour in the “Dictionary” is clearly to establish a 
portmanteau “moment” within both a cultural historical 
change and a lexicographical project of a new word thesau-
rus en route toward a new language.  

If the Joycean portmanteau shatters signifying stability 
and annuls authorial intention, it also explodes the bounda-
ries that establish national languages. Attridge refers en 
passant to the polyglottal nature of many of Joyce’s port-
manteau constructions but it is Philippe Sollers who eluci-
dates the politics of this style. “Since Finnegans Wake was 
written” he claims “English no longer exists. It no longer ex-
ists as a self-sufficient language, no more indeed than does 
any other language.”14 The English language as we know it 
ends in 1939 with the Wake effecting two deaths, that of 
the Name of the Father and that of the Mother Tongue – we 
inherit a language world of splendid orphans and Artaud for 
one happily assumed this condition in his mad pursuit to re-
cover the languages of all his lives.  

 

 
14  Sollers, “Joyce & Co.,” 107. 
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JE RETROUVERAIS LES LANGUAGES DE TOUTES MES 
VIES 

 
In Sollers’ estimation Finnegans Wake radically repositions 
the function of English from that of a base language to that 
of filter. The English Language now serves as a sieve 
through which other languages pass and by filtration renders 
other languages visible. This allows the Wake to carry a phi-
lological as well as political and prophetic burden. Dead lan-
guages resurface, forgotten and unknown tongues make 
their presence heard and the contemporary languages of 
Europe, as well as the subaltern language of empire are all 
filtrated. It is this polyglottal quality that renders the Wake 
the paramount interbellum text of Europe looking back to 
World War I as it ominously enters Word War II. The 
achievement and legacy of Finnegans Wake is to a large ex-
tent recuperative and the link between war and language 
along nationalistic lines had already been noted by the 
Zürich Dadaists (with whom Joyce was familiar). In 1915, in 
their capacity as editors of the literary magazine Der Mistral, 
Hugo Kersten and Emil Szittya launched a prescient attack, 
not on the current military conflict of World War I per se, 
but on the linguistic structures that support the institutions 
and ideology of the bourgeois – religion, law, politics, the 
current linguistico-culture industry – that collectively com-
prised a “grammar of war.” To supplement this editorial pol-
icy (so anticipatory of Foucault’s work on discourse and the 
later critique of referential language launched by some Lan-
guage Poets) poems were included and chosen on the basis 
of their deliberate undermining of grammatical and syntactic 
norms, hence the appearance of Apollinaire’s calligrammes 
and Marinetti’s parole in libertà.15 In Tristan Tzara’s “The 
Admiral is Looking for a House to Rent,” sound, text, dis-
crepant noises, whistles, cries and drums interweave in a 
sonic version of collage. Interlocution proper gives way to a 
texture of promiscuous parlance and polylogue at the same 
time as linguistic fragments, in French, German and English, 

 
15  Matthew S. Witkovsky, “Chronology,” Dada, ed. Leah Dickerman (Wash-

ington: Distributed Art Publishers, 2005) 421. 



70 

intersect and combine into efficacious new amalgams. (It is 
no coincidence that the three languages utilized are respec-
tively those of the three combatants in the Great War and 
most fitting to the quadralingual tongues of neutral Switzer-
land.) Hugo Ball’s explorations into a poetry without words 
or lautgedicthe (sound poetry) as he also termed it offer a 
more extreme Dada attack on conventional language. Where 
Tzara (and Joyce) pulverize national lexemes, Ball moves to 
abolish language entirely in order to preserve the innermost 
alchemy of the word. Translation becomes unnecessary and 
national boundaries no longer impede or intimidate interna-
tional communication.  

It was Sollers too who first described Joyce’s portman-
teau method as the syllogistic development of a certain con-
densation towards a knotted thematic and he exemplifies 
this with Joyce’s SINSE: “ever since sense, there is sin; ever 
since sin, there is sense; ever since since (time) there is sin 
and sense.”16 Without doubt the grafting of lexemic parts 
across discourses and languages engenders new encounters 
with enriched semantic possibilities, encounters which often 
allow for wide interpretation on the part of their readers: this 
is Joyce’s legacy to reader response theory, the open text 
and Language Poetry alike. What remains unclarified in 
Sollers’ reading is how the syllogistic development does not 
function according to the Hegelian-Marxist rules of the dia-
lectic, but rather by way of the Aristotelian enthymeme, a 
truncated dialectic in which the third term is neither stated 
nor induced but added at the thinker’s volition. I also wish to 
draw attention to the parallel between the portmanteau con-
densation and the method of a non-anglophonic system of 
writing that proved influential on Ezra Pound’s method of 
composition: the character of the Chinese ideogram. I do not 
know whether Joyce was familiar with the manuscript of 
Ernest Fenollosa’s research into the Chinese written charac-
ter. Pound inherited the manuscript in 1913 after Fenollosa’s 
death and in 1919 it was published, severely edited by 
Pound, as The Chinese Written Character as a Medium for 
Poetry – well before work commenced on Finnegans Wake. 

 
16  Sollers, “Joyce & Co.,” 113. 
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Suffice that I point toward one important congruence here 
of the Chinese ideogram and the portmanteau. Both involve 
the use of simple glyphs to produce compound glyphs, but 
where the ideogrammatic linkage has a pictorial basis (for 
example the simple glyphs of “sun,” “legs” and “branch” 
when superimposed produce the compound glyph “East” 
(understood as a person standing before a tree looking at 
the rising sun through the branches). The portmanteau, of 
course, operates on a phonotactic, and non pictogrammatic 
paradigm. This, however, does not negate the affinity. There 
is another affiliation with Pound that can be deduced 
through certain descriptions of the portmanteau method. 
Susan Stewart describes its dynamic in the following way: 
“each word contains within itself a multiple nest of other 
words, other meanings, converging into etymologies and the 
near infinite possibilities of their combinations.”17 As well as 
seriously challenging Derrida’s claim that Finnegans Wake 
precludes history, the passage indicates how nidification is 
not static, but ignites a centrifugal potential to near vertigo. 
Stewart’s continued reflections, however, call for a different 
remark. “The multiplicity of the word” she observes, “spins 
in a vortex towards its roots and out towards its borrow-
ings, modifications and nuances…“ In other words its eccen-
tric trajectory is in seeming accord with Pound’s revised 
theory of the poetic image, now conceived as “a radiant 
node or cluster… from which, and through which, and into 
which ideas are constantly rushing.”18 Where the image as 
vortex gathers its intellectual material centripetally, the 
portmanteau decenters outward, yet the kinetic intellectual 
dynamic remains the same. We are thus left pondering 
whether Joyce is indebted to Pound, or whether Joyce of-
fers the counter-phenomenon to the poetic image.  

 
Remember those wheels into whales? Those wholes into 
squires and squares into wheres? To entre possé by a com-
moditous viscus (it’s Sid sidereal sir real again) half-cousin 
to Ebonics. Snouts down to the red tripe that lox them in 
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the same biro of invastigation into a trinitarian of excology 
via Plural Livlier Anagrams (“huge chain envelope” indeed!) 
where your tsin tsin tsin meets a mitz mitz mitz. “Bay bay 
black ship have you any will?” For Herpes Trismachrissmas 
in his try all and horror, but steel mussent crumple missed 
oui? Its still a dine and fun day toady for bone happy tots in 
an Archie typical Mahitobel winery of biting off our choice 
buffet and feast til ya bust on the gourmet gonearrear 
(Shem’s Choice) the order of atomic a tome meant. 

Thinkagains Week. Severn passed oral dairy dear days 
with his ten comcondiments snailed up as cargo in all the do 
not shops and a zam zam zam beezi boni bia oviposited 
through the lower Sophias of Whorll Marts and Ear tones 
and Simpering Sons and chapped ears and Wheel warts and 
Troys ‘r Us and Rodeo Shocks and Honor’s Dead’s and 
Black bastard feardios. All profighting cervix wither smile. I 
sphincter there for I hammer. Sadder the manner wither 
stutterer. This is theory if heiffer the war’s won through 
foodnotes and margarinealia to lovehers of the siam sound (i 
mean the homo-fin not the anguish patient) the hummer 
phone (bee still stung) to decollate my imutilated menu-
scraps. Hear to greet Lou Creases his clinamen in clinatown 
there to meet Charlie Chance and his number one sound go-
ing Greek via the Homer phone (most ill he had and odd he 
seest). Gavel gavel gavel! Membrains of the gyrey! Weir 
atolled that Hell’s stinky and that the lust to finnish is a 
cissy. Thinagainst Weight. So the race is un. Tame terns 
times as the bitter fly slips on its catterpillow and a merry 
chrysalis to all wish a rhyme to change it. Blosssom times 
sodomites inkwells blossomdom’s blooming removing the fat 
facts of missed her choice (blue j blue j) by a kinder kinky 
liffisuction. It’s as sinful as Hoy Buoy Soya.“and-all-of-the-
letters-coming-together-into-a-bit-of-a-rumble-like-this-isnt-
all-to-your-eye-ears-to-clamp-on-to-it” in witch i see obelisk 
and i see tobit and i see Erin and i see Erse and sum royal 
hip laws got from the aristoclaps in unland’s groin and peas-
ant gland.  

 
I present this section from my own portmanteau work Roll 
on Bards to illustrate the relative simplicity of its phonotactic 
construction. Like Dada, portmanteau is a state of mind.  

I want to move on to the influence on and relevance of 
Finnegans Wake to subsequent writing and in so doing re-
kindle a major interest of the late 1970s, precisely the time 
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when Language Writing was being formulated: that State of 
Writing in the wake of the Wake. I need not repeat the his-
torical document David Hayman supplies to the Introduction 
to TriQuarterly 38 that appeared toward the end of 1977 
and which explores the book’s rich creative legacy, instead 
let me list the names of writers who contributed creative 
works to that issue: Haroldo and Augusto de Campos in 
Brazil (both seminal foundational forces in the international 
Concrete Poetry movement), Maurice Roche, Héléne Cixous, 
Philippe Sollers, Arno Schmitt (author of Zettlestraum), 
Christine Brooke-Rose, Samuel Beckett, Raymond Federman 
(the inventor of surfiction), Gilbert Sorrentino, William Gass, 
Italo Calvino and John Cage. In hindsight this appears as a 
luminous roster, a veritable Who’s Who of 20th-century in-
novative writing. I will focus, however, on John Cage after 
first interposing a haunting text from an earlier epoch: the 
1499 Hypnerotomachia Polyphili, (The Strife of Love in a 
Dream), a work attributed to Francesco Colonna and totally 
justified for inclusion in the pantheon of Joyce. Joscelyn 
Godwin offered the first English translation of the entire text 
in 1999 but in a style that admittedly betrays its original. It 
is that original style that allows us to judge the work (in the 
spirit of Oulipo) as a “plagiary by anticipation” of Finnegans 
Wake. Colonna’s method involves writing in Latin while 
obeying the grammar and syntax of vernacular Italian. I 
quote Godwin’s own version of this style from his Introduc-
tion: 

 
In this horrid and cuspidinous littoral and most miserable site 
of the algent and fetorific lake stood saevious Tisiphone, ef-
feral and cruel with her viperine capillament, her meschine 
and miserable soul, implacably furibund.19  

 
The closest approximation in English of the time is Thomas 
Urquhart (the co-translator of Rabelais) whose Logopandec-
teision (replete with a chapter titles such as “Neaudethau-
mata,” “Chrestasebeia” and “Cleronomporia” attest to a 
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17th-century appreciation of Soller’s notion of the Anglo-
phone filter.  

But allow me now to talk at more length about John 
Cage’s engagement with the Wake. His investigations into 
systematic-chance composition are well known as too his 
Buddhist inspiration (to achieve a writing from within the 
non-ontological condition of non-ego). Cage employs a 
mesostic (middle acrostic) method to reorganize (and re-
duce) texts in order to spell a certain theme word or name 
arranged upon a vertical axis of capital letters. Cage outlines 
the mode of production in the case of Finnegans Wake in 
the following passage: “first [I find] a word with J that 
didn’t have an A, and then a word with A that didn’t have 
an M, and then an M that didn’t have an E, etc.”20  

Although Cage applied the writing-through method to 
several other texts (most notably and extensively Thoreau’s 
Journals) its application to the Wake seems surprisingly 
canny. Indeed Cage’s method of systematically tracking 
words, names and letter threads bears a natural affinity to 
the Wake’s own method of acrostical composition of the 
HCE and ALP occurrences and both methods grant a valence 
and a value to the letter over that of the word. It’s well 
known to Joyce scholars but less so to poets that Joyce 
would frequently indulge, or have others indulge, in me-
thodical transcriptions of certain mundane textual occur-
rences, whether it be all the passages in which “Finn” is 
mentioned in Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn, or all the titles 
of Thomas Moore’s Irish Melodies. The projects for precom-
positional reading, tracking and itemizing are numerous. 

Finnegans Wake has not proven a salient influence on the 
style within much contemporary Language Writing. Lyn 
Hejinian, for instance, is one poet who confesses the influ-
ence of Stein’s syntactic estrangements on much of her 
early work. Likewise Ron Silliman’s, Carla Harryman’s and 
Barrett Watten’s excursions into the prose poetics of the 
New Sentence seem to be derived from phenomenology, 
Russian Futurism and, stylistically, partly from Stein. It 
seems to be in the east coast and the “third coast,” New 
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York City and Toronto that we detect a proclivity to excess 
and festive expenditure, particularly in the highly disjunctive 
writings of Bruce Andrews. But Andrews utilizes neither the 
polyphony, fluidity nor the linguistic sedimentation of Finne-
gans Wake. Joyce’s proclamation that “the proteiform graph 
itself is a polyhedron of scripture” is seemingly being played 
out in other contemporary poetry between the poles of two 
vastly different writings that might fashionably be termed 
“post-Language.” The proteiform graph is manifesting in 
Australian poet Tim Gaze’s investigations into a poetics of 
the doodle that he calls “asemic writing,” while Kenneth 
Goldsmith’s Day, a mammoth and absurd verbatim transcrip-
tion of a single copy of the New York Times offered to its 
“thinkership” as nutritionless, uncreative writing, stands ma-
jestically and polyhedronically as the stele (and one hopes 
the cenotaph) of appropriative writing. However, the relation 
between the two is one of scale within a common poetic of 
semantic negativity but not in a relation of self-identity; the 
challenge of the latter still awaits contemporary creative 
writing. Gaze’s theorizing of a continuum between abstract 
asemic and legible is available on the Prague-based webblog 
blatt-blog (posted as textimagepoem) and develops in a new 
way Roland Barthes’ own idea of “contre écriture” that he 
both practiced and theorized in his writings on André Mas-
son’s “semiography” itself a development of Henri 
Michaux’s experiments into picto-verbal liminalities within 
gestural inscription.21 

Through the portmanteau Joyce resuscitates not only the 
Baroque dream of an ars combinatoria but the Baroque’s 
love of artifice as a material strategy; it is picked up again, 
after Joyce, by the late British poet Veronica Forrest-
Thomson whose 1978 Poetic Artifice remains a valiant at-
tempt to reinstall artifice as a powerful poetic strategy of 
linguistic de-fetishization. Artifice, unlike plot, and “authen-
tic” lyric “sincerity,” does not conduct its readers to an ex-
tra-linguistic world but confronts them with the obdurate 
materiality that language is. Joyce is the great practitioner 

 
21  See Roland Barthes, “Masson’s Semiography,” The Responsibility of Forms, 

trans. Richard Howard (New York: Hill and Wang, 1985) 153-56. 
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of artifice and surfaces – precisely the qualities that Artaud 
despised in Lewis Carroll; it further shatters both univocity 
and authorial centrality. I would not suggest a resuscitation 
of the portmanteau in contemporary poetry but a new en-
counter (or reencounter) with the wider consequences of 
portmanteau poetics: errancy, plurality, autopoesis, artifice 
and materiality. Language Writing embraced these qualities 
as desiderata in its poetic productions and petitioned Finne-
gans Wake not once. 

Let me conclude with two of my own pieces that relate 
to, or encounter, the Wake. The first is a short section from 
Anticollabora written in September 1977 and comprising an 
“anamorphic” excavation of the entirety of Finnegans Wake. 
Taking the 1959 Viking Press edition, it records the premier 
portions of all the words fractured at a line end and carried 
over to the next line for semantic completion. As such it 
stages the clash of two codes: textual and bibliographic. 
Each line of Anticollabora corresponds to one page in the 
Wake and stanza breaks correspond to textual breaks in the 
source text. The vocabulary then comprises 50% of the to-
tal of lexemic units Joyce would have considered semanti-
cally incomplete and arbitrarily broken. (The reader will note 
that some of the part-words are words in their own right.) 
The section reproduced is the anamorphic transcript derived 
from the final section of Finnegans Wake (Section Four) that 
occupies pages 593 to 628 in the Viking edition. Anamor-
phic painting was a popular minor genre through the Ba-
roque. The painting when viewed from an orthodox angle, 
yields an extremely distorted and unrecognizable image, 
which would transform into a recognizable one when viewed 
from an extreme angle. – The most famous, of course, is 
Hans Holbein’s 1533 “The Ambassadors.”  

 
Surrect Mac Te gen carry 
umprin quan club Fan ducks yellow Ceol 
good Amsu Naman bargainbout 
milch hearth consecrated Dig ex in any 
tittle sourd sponth pura break evera re admini 
with In wander stuble Dor This yeaster accousto to house 
na condi Nomo Aecquo 
appa Moyla re pro Mainy 
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Perlan Bella 
perfect woodtoo Potter ques Reli allthe 
backen night declaina 
there primi buz smool pro Eyr tim 
en guid hiber epi am there 
trans wis sacra Nuota de along 
maxi Mac one heopon spring whither Boerge good 
confraterni Bally bled cockly better ohahn upper pass 
popu gwendo them Hoc mana tono 
paridi turf 
to pura re to top pat comprhen melan grassbelong nigger 
com please Em periparo completamen seeming quite 
trampa plan luxuriotia charnel one ptimo ort 
lather dap Whenast Inni peru teradoma a verypet 
Colum hoophaz Cockalooralooraloo thin commend 
egg manun missile 
Morn preadam 
to leather here con 
 
me Dodd sleep 
ruck clutter Mineninecy be 
Fleming 
mutther Shaugh strulldeburg uncon 
tuf mara cum 
beard bar pro poor new wedding 
Anna big swag hilly bay 
Think alla 
thous 

 
Finally Mr Fish also Eye a homolinguistic translation of the 
first page of Finnegans Wake. Following the principles of al-
lusive referential, it was the ambitious project of a young 
writer to out-Wake the Wake and take on the impossible 
challenge of translating Joyce’s magnum opus into a differ-
ent English. It was wisely and mercifully abandoned after 
completing the first page in 1975. 

 
neep streems was time of noun and name’s S from the 
dodged – was it water end? – to round of sea womb coming 
to the roaming imperial ease and commodity italicized ital-
ianate aestheticated vittgensteinian gertrudism banked flow-
ing to an oily spine at the question’s article rooked and 
hinter steel. a musical knight with a night’s music instru-
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mental to the pond-stepped passengers embarking for new-
tique land from small hamlet’s middle state and underaged 
continental pugilists circa 1810 twained by the frank and 
cintra’s conventional fish fin marked on his gut and river-
stoned gall by a heavy (if financially suggestive) hyperbole 
moving to the beauty of some stone faced dancer-for-money 
in green sward county’s city duplicated entrance to the 
sound-sick and absolute chronology. but never a sound from 
a flame (flambloyant blewsie or jumbled catholic saint) nor 
yet the meat’s own time scheme never that nor cigaretted 
and margarined blew up in smoke never that nor the prophet 
of braille never the war loved and the mirror catching nicety 
of issues to the family’s familiar associations. red of the 
pepper measuring the brewer’s dad’s dadaism in biblical ref-
erence to names suggestively chinese the beer smell geo-
metrically traced in the bulb’s glow lighting a certain 
scottish lad in munich labelled olympic and post shavian. to 
heer hugo ball’s notation of a fortunate fortissimo miltonic 
slip: (banananananaonooooooolalalarastaatavatororapeelolor-
ussollolaffantataragugoonavastanaboomeskimomomondo – 
dodomalion) splitting the a-thomistic dolores spaced in a de-
serted liberty torch lit battery of gleenotes from his lute ex-
tracting with a bedstead fastic narrative inclined toward an 
ontologically fresh flat aire’s religiosa. the city being de-
stroyed and laterally neck-wise Berlin to China town down 
the phil of sophical implication a jump into para declarations 
that Mr. Fish Also Eye with all of his nordic opucity human 
and nurseried topographically directed to even a bee’s own 
definition – existentially on time to deliver one interroga-
tively foreign sun set sound to the chiropractical tympani: 
shaking their speares along a barb of haven rapped where 
the cars outspanning print of colour places on the bumper 
peel with a clubfoot lust one rutting taxonomist 
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Jean-Michel Rabaté 
JOYCE OR KAFKA?*  
 
                                              
Since we are in Prague, I’ll start with a living link that this 
city has kept between Joyce and Kafka: the link is no other 
than Milena Jesenská. In order to make it explicit, I will have 
to call upon the Austrian novelist Hermann Broch, often 
dubbed the “Austrian Joyce.” Just after WWI, in the literary 
cafes of Vienna, Hermann Broch was starting a literary ca-
reer. There he would frequent intellectuals like Robert Musil 
and Franz Blei, with whom he often debated. In these cafes 
he met Milena Jesenská Polak, a talented Czech journalist 
and translator. Milena had come from Prague to Vienna with 
her husband and was struggling to make a career. In 1918, 
for a few months, Broch took Czech lessons with the beauti-
ful Milena. This led to an affair that lasted until the end of 
1918. Milena’s affair with Broch was an open secret at Café 
Herrenhof, where she and her husband, Ernst Polak, were 
regulars. One finds echoes of this passionate but tumultuous 
relationship in Broch’s depiction of Ruzena Hruska, who is 
von Pasenow’s promiscuous Czech in the first section of 
The Sleepwalkers. However, soon after Broch left Milena for 
Ea von Allesch, a former nude model, who was called “the 
Queen of Café Central.” Then Broch lived with Ea between 
the wars while having other affairs. This untimely desertion, 
also evoked in The Sleepwalkers, left Milena free to devote 
herself to Franz Kafka.  

Early in 1919, Milena read Kafka’s story “The Stoker,” 
and then wrote to ask for permission to translate the story 
into Czech. Franz and Milena began a passionate correspon-
dence. They met only twice: four days in Vienna, one day in 
Gmünd. In 1923 Kafka broke off the relationship as Milena 
refused to leave her husband. Later, Milena translated other 
texts by Kafka into Czech. The rest belongs to the letters 

 
 *  A version of this paper has appeared in a Festschrift for Rosa Maria Bosi-

nelli, Joyceful of Talkatalka from Friendshapes (Bononia: Bononia University 
Press, 2011) 331-341. 
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sent by Kafka: in one of them, Kafka describes vividly the 
impact of Milena’s letters:  
 

these letters which begin with exclamations […] and end 
with I know not what terror, then Milena, I actually begin to 
tremble as under an alarm-bell, I can’t read them and yet 
read them I must, as a thirsting animal drinks, at the same 
time fear and more fear, I search for furniture under which I 
can hide, trembling and almost unconscious I pray in the 
corner that you may fly out of the windows as you have 
rushed in your letter, I cannot after all keep a storm in my 
room; in these letters you must have the magnificent head 
of Medusa, for the snakes of terror hiss around your head 
and indeed around mine the snakes of fear hiss even 
wilder.1  

 
Meanwhile, Hermann Broch was drafting his monumental 
trilogy, The Sleepwalkers, and in the process identified more 
and more with Joyce. My focus will not be biographical but 
theoretical: one needs to know Broch’s theory of literature 
and his philosophy of values if one wants to understand the 
stark alternative that he set between Joyce and Kafka. My 
title, “Joyce or Kafka?” should be heard as a true question. 
The “either… or” that it contains affirms, with Broch, that 
one needs, at some point, to make a choice between writing 
styles. This will have to be an ethical rather than a literary 
choice. Indeed, the choice has often been made by critics—
apart from translators like Edwin Muir in the thirties and 
Mark Harman today, there are not many scholars who are 
conversant with the works of both Joyce and Kafka, or even 
familiar with the two cultural continuums, on the one hand, 
the well-known trinity of Dublin-Paris-Zürich, on the other 
the Vienna-Prag-Berlin axis… And writers who prefer Kafka 
to Joyce, like Milan Kundera, tend to follow Broch’s theo-
retical concepts. 

One is tempted to evoke Samuel Beckett as a possible 
mediator, yet it is almost amusing to see that, according to 
Ellmann’s biography it was Samuel Beckett who had alerted 

 
 1  Franz Kafka, Letters to Milena, ed. Willi Haas, trans. Tania & James Stern 

(New York: Schocken, 1965) 58-9. 
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Joyce to the fact that by the thirties, the new talk of the lit-
erary town in Dublin was Kafka’s posthumous work and not 
Ulysses. A faithful Joycean to the end, Beckett was always 
reluctant when critics attempted to compare him with 
Kafka, whom he professed not to like very much. One sees 
this in Beckett’s conversations with Adorno.2 Adorno 
thought that Kafka’s story “Hunter Gracchus” was a hidden 
model for the whole of Beckett’s work, an idea that was 
sternly denied by Beckett. I will only start from Broch, above 
all because he most visibly and symptomatically shifted his 
allegiance from Joyce to Kafka. In doing so, he sketched a 
writing program that ended up to be very similar to that 
chosen by Beckett in the late thirties. It had taken Broch fif-
teen years to “digest” Joyce, as he would say to his friends. 
In spite of the scattered interests of this versatile writer who 
was at ease in the fields of mathematics, philosophy, logic, 
engineering, cultural history, politics, applied psychology and 
literary creation at large, Broch’s ideas about literature were 
shaped by Joyce. Even though he could be severe with his 
Irish model, the latter remained a standard by which he 
would measure other writers, even Goethe. However, his 
discovery of Kafka was immediate and had the aspect of a 
sudden recognition. Soon he would add Kafka to the gallery 
of role-models, so as to posit an alternative: either Joyce or 
Kafka.  

This will make better sense if we have an idea of Broch’s 
rather sophisticated theory of literature. In his numerous 
critical writings, Broch insists on concepts of dialogue and 
“polyphony” within texts. Dialogism is for him a criterion of 
innovation and modernity; although he had not heard of 
Mikhail Bakhtin, who was developing similar intuitions at the 
same time, Broch’s ideas are surprisingly similar to those of 
the Russian critic, with whom he shares a neo-Kantian point 
of departure.3 A consequence of this principle is that Broch 

 
 2  I have touched upon this in “Philosophizing with Beckett: Adorno and 

Badiou,” in A Companion to Samuel Beckett, ed. Stan Gontarski (Oxford: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2010) 97-117. 

 3  See Manfred Durzak, “Die Aesthetik des polyhistorischen Romans: James 
Joyce,” Hermann Broch: Der Dichter und seine Zeit (Kohlhammer, 1968) 
76-115.  
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pays attention to the function of the reader in the text. This 
internal or intra-diegetic reader will be defined as a center of 
perception and judgment whose agency helps constitute the 
meaning of a text. The values embodied by narrators and 
characters alike will be activated by an observer who, as in 
Einstein’s theory of relativity, participates actively in the 
production of sense. Polyphonic responses and ethical inter-
actions are all built in from within the text, and any text can 
be connected to other texts with which it engages in dia-
logues, in a dialectic that for Julia Kristeva will constitute 
intertextuality. All these themes, often seen as deriving from 
the Constance School (Wolfgang Iser), or Bakhtin and 
Kristeva, are already present in Broch’s essays.  

A second feature in Broch’s conception derives from the 
first: it is the central place he grants to ethics. It is the key 
question the “responsibility” of works of art. How will art 
interact with people, how does it change the world, how 
does it situate the subject in the cosmic order? Such an in-
ter-subjective process, both within and without the text, 
needs to be related to the big Other, be it God, the Logos as 
ultimate site of rationality and absolute knowledge, or an 
Unconscious structured by language. For instance, a typi-
cally modernist tension between creation and destruction 
finds in The Death of Virgil a dialectical mode of operation, 
opening onto an ethical appeal to action and to a radical 
questioning of aesthetical values. Virgil, for Broch, was a 
precursor of Kafka who had asked that his literary executor 
Brod burn all his manuscripts at his death, much as Virgil 
had asked that the unfinished Aeneid be destroyed. It is 
within this framework that we can understand Broch’s hesi-
tation between Joyce and Kafka.  

Broch’s admiration for Kafka grew out his increasing dis-
satisfaction with Joyce in the thirties. Indeed, Broch had 
completed the first version The Sleepwalkers when read 
Ulysses, but then it threatened to reduce him to silence 
since he was awed by the perfection of such a model. He 
rewrote his trilogy several times, and only later understood 
that he had tried to move into a different direction. Here is a 
typical statement:  

 



83 

what I am striving to achieve and have only adumbrated in 
The Sleepwalkers is at the same something which does not 
lie in the direction of Joyce – something that my awe of 
Joyce had concealed as yet – which is the “theoretical 
novel” instead of the psychological novel, that is a novel in 
which one goes beyond psychological motivations to reach 
the fundamental attitudes of the theory of knowledge and 
the logics and credibility of values, exactly as the task of 
philosophy has been to get rid of psychologism.4  

 
Broch had studied Husserl’s phenomenology and was im-
pressed by the way in which the philosopher had rejected 
psychological association and subjectivist reductionism in 
the “logical investigations” that were to lay the foundations 
of phenomenology. The task that he saw for the novel was 
rigorously parallel, which is why he coined the concept of 
“erkenntnistheoretischer Roman,” a term that should not be 
translated by „novel of perceptual theory.” The concept im-
plies a whole epistemology, a theory of knowledge and not 
only of perception. The „epistemological novel” would pre-
sent all the sides of human nature, starting with the baser 
elements (the “irrational” drives) and linking all the ascend-
ing steps towards an ultimate and all-comprehending ration-
ality.  

In the same letter of 1930, the technique deployed by 
the “epistemological novel” is illustrated by a poetic frag-
ment from the last part of The Sleepwalkers. Broch quotes it 
and then writes “what I mean here is the anguish that al-
ways arises from the gap between ‘I think’ and ‘It thinks,’ a 
‘philosophical anguish’ which in the end can only be over-
come by a Platonician ‘I think’: that is logics within ethics.”5 
This passage reveals why Broch can at the same time criti-
cize Joyce for being trapped in romantic plottings of the 
psychology of his characters and affirm the need for an ab-
stract and impersonal “theoretical” subject of knowledge at 
the core of his fiction. What he calls a Platonician subject 

 
 4  Hermann Broch, letter from 07/16/1930 to Daisy Brody, Briefe I, ed. Paul 

Michael Luetzeler (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1981) 93.  
 5  Broch, Briefe I, 93.  



84 

should be understood as Husserl’s consciousness as an epis-
temological foundation. 

It was the idea of the theoretical novel that allowed 
Broch to develop a strategy of comprehension and resis-
tance facing Joyce. However, closer acquaintance with the 
text of Ulysses swept aside these early misgivings. Soon, 
Joyce was enlisted in Broch’s view of the development of 
the theoretical novel: he coined the term of “architectonic 
polyphony” a few months later his reading of Ulysses, even 
before he had read Stuart Gilbert’s commentary. The con-
cept was reinforced with notions like “poly-historic” or 
“polyphonic novels.” In 1931, it was in the name of Ulysses 
that he felt urged to introduce sections on his philosophical 
theory into his fiction. His novel was to unify individual 
fates, individual stories of given characters, and a general 
philosophy of history. It would be underpinned by the theory 
of the “degradation of values,” all laid out in ten “digres-
sions” interspersed among the narrative sections. 

Doing this, Broch was aware that he would be expanding 
the borders of the novel. A novel will have the task to “in-
clude” science, but not in the way usual science is written. 
Science attempts to build knowledge without a subject, 
whereas novels attend to the “impatience of knowledge” 
that derives from everyday needs and long for a lyrical af-
firmation of life. The new novel, say Ulysses or The Sleep-
walkers, should keep a scientific stratum but link it with a 
multi-faceted model of subjectivity. The polyphony of the 
new novel will move through all the levels at once, blending 
them and providing an intellectual apprehension of the irra-
tional leading back to the formation of values. 

Broch’s main essay on Joyce, “Joyce and the present 
age,” sums up neatly all these motifs while downplaying 
critical reservations expressed privately. The article was 
drafted in May 1931, read at a Conference in Vienna in April 
1932, and published in 1936. For Broch, Joyce’s novel is 
symptomatic of the “spirit of the times.” Ulysses has trans-
formed everyday life into a “universal daily life” by situating 
history within myth. This leads to a detailed analysis of the 
“chains of symbols” required by a literary method that grap-
ples with the impossibility of representing the modern world. 
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All stylistic means available in English have been exploited 
by Joyce, yet Ulysses paradoxically represents a mute 
world, a universe all the more silent as its language is exu-
berant. The stylistic hypertrophy of Ulysses finally confirms 
that language alone creates its subject-matter. When lan-
guage becomes intransitive and autonomous, it reaches a 
culmination when it becomes pure music as in “Sirens.” 
Such would be its utopia, a pure music of words echoing a 
meaningless and absurd reality.  

Broch’s qualifications to his praise of Joyce’s originality 
soon focus on the issue of values; Broch cannot fail to rec-
ognize the skepticism of Ulysses, its mistrust of values, and, 
still worse, Joyce’s refusal to allow for the subject a tran-
scendental point of view. This leads to a more ominous 
warning:  
 

For the nearer [Joyce] comes to the goal of a totality in 
which he does not believe, the narrower and more restricted 
becomes the net of symbols and associations in whose 
multiplicity all existence is to be imprisoned; and the more 
fundamentally the work of art undertakes the task of totality 
without believing in it, the more threatening the peril of the 
infinite becomes; the infinite and death are children of one 
mother.6  

 
This sentence accounts for Joyce’s investment in polyglot 
words and the music of foreign languages in Finnegans 
Wake. In his later work, Joyce attempts to pile up all the 
myths of universal history, to play with the totality of cul-
tures while not believing in their intrinsic values. The infinite 
movement of a language that borrows from all the dialects 
destroys “communication” because it subverts any “posi-
tion” which would posit a site outside linguistic processes. 
For Broch, this approximates a capital mistake: the text 
tends to become a cult object, a fetishization of language 
ultimately deriving from what he calls “romanticism,” that is 
the spurious infinitization of a single domain of values. If 

 
 6  Hermann Broch, “Joyce and the Present age,” Geist and Zeitgeist: The 

Spirit in an Unspiritual Age,  ed. and trans. John Hargraves (New York: 
Counterpoint, 2002) 94. 



86 

language becomes the object of such hypertrophy or exces-
sive investment, what takes place is an exchange between 
subject and object. Joyce ends up embodying the perverse 
narcissism of writers who identify their own selves, their 
personal histories, with language in itself. The last pages of 
the 1936 essay compare Joyce with Goethe, not Kafka. 
They resemble each other in their all absorbing and totalizing 
narcissism. For Broch, literature is possible only if the au-
thor’s narcissism is overcome—a new theme that he de-
tected in Kafka’s works and letters. It would be the task of 
The Death of Virgil to emulate the stylistic mastery of 
Joyce’s novels while showing that the artist must at some 
point question his or her own vocation. This is indispensa-
ble, if a writer is to have any ethical effect on his readers; 
he must pose the problem of his narcissism and then re-
nounce it, an effort that Joyce failed to complete.  

Such would be the example set by Kafka. Broch had re-
proached Joyce for his alleged domineering interest in the 
“psychology” of his characters. By contrast Kafka appears 
as free of narcissism as of psychologism. In his works, alle-
gory dominates, the psychological element is only one level 
of all the diverse narrative strategies. In that sense, Kafka is 
more “advanced” than Joyce, he would have left behind any 
regressive attachment to Romanticism. One sees this in an 
essay written directly in English in 1947:  

 
In Joyce one may still detect neo-romantic trends, a concern 
for the complications of the human soul, which derives 
directly from nineteenth-century literature, from Stendhal, 
and even from Ibsen. Nothing of this kind can be said about 
Kafka. Here the personal problem no longer exists, and what 
seems still personal is, in the very moment it is uttered, 
dissolved in a supra-personal atmosphere. The prophecy of 
myth is suddenly at hand. And like every true prophecy it is 
ethical: for where now are the old problems of poetry, the 
problems of love, marriage, betrayal and jealousy, hen 
murder and rape and degradation are threatening the human 
being at every moment of his life, and nothing remains but 
sorrow and mourning?7 

 
 7  Hermann Broch, “The Style of the Mythical Age,” Geist and Zeitgeist, 112. 
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Compared with Joyce’s verbal pyrotechnics, Kafka’s lan-
guage would embody ethical simplicity; this is how he can 
usher in a new prophecy. While Joyce looks to the past, 
Kafka looks to the future. Kafka is seen as a pure “abstrac-
tor” who seeks to overcome literature via literature—a 
thought that never came to Joyce.8 One might say, to con-
clude, that Broch’s latest novel, The Death of Virgil, pro-
vided a formal synthesis between Joyce and Kafka, since it 
offered both a “new myth“ and a new language. The book 
evokes the last eighteen hours of the Augustan poet before 
his death. It depicts his arrival to Brindisi, the feverish night 
in the palace during which the poet decides to burn the Ae-
neid, as Kafka instructed his friend Brod to burn all his 
manuscripts after his death. Finally, in a long dialogue with 
Augustus, Virgil allows him to preserve his poem. Having 
“given” the poem in the name of friendship and peace, Virgil 
resumes his journey: the nave of death takes him to a last 
trip that he experiences as an inverted genesis back towards 
the ultimate “word beyond speech.”  

The formal parallels with Finnegans Wake are numerous: 
the influence of Vico’s cyclic theory of history; the recur-
rence of four elements, four parts mirrored in almost each 
sentence; the symbolic predominance of the rainbow theme 
to express metamorphosis; the lurking anguish of death as 
ongoing trial and process. However, despite this conver-
gence, Broch’s aims are different. In a commentary on his 
own work, he writes: “Broch’s interior monologue could not 
be compared with that of Joyce, for the latter places the 
opposites side by side in a pointillist fashion […] Here, 
something radically new is attempted, which could be called 
a lyrical self-commentary.”9 This corresponds to a reproach 
found frequently in Broch’s letters: Joyce has not estab-
lished a logically coherent whole, providing only an impres-
sion of unity. Kafka alone can go beyond Joyce’s 
“psychoanalytical pointillism.” In The Death of Virgil, a lyri-
cal self-commentary moves at several levels simultaneously: 

 
 8  Broch,  “The Style of the Mythical Age,” 113. 
 9  Hermann Broch, Dichten un Erkennen, Essays I, Gesammelte Werke, Vol. VI 

(Zürich: Rhein Verlag, 1955) 266.  
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for instance it starts with the literal level (the actual boat on 
which Virgil lies), proceeding to the allegorical level (the bark 
of death), or the self-referential level when Virgil’s body be-
coming a sinking ship dissolving in the dark waters of his 
past. Each level becomes the basis for another that treats it 
as a motif to be varied upon. Music is not just a formal de-
vice, it articulates everything, from the general symphonic 
structure of the whole book, to the syntax of each sentence. 
When the tempo is rapid, the sentences are short; when it 
slows down, they spread over three or four pages. The 
whole novel unfolds as a symphonic poem verging on the 
didactic, at times purely musical as when it evokes the 
throes of death.   

To conclude, these considerations should help us per-
ceive numerous points of convergence between the later 
works of Joyce and Kafka’s unfinished novels, the Trial and 
the Castle. If we focus simply on the theme of the trial in 
Finnegans Wake, we can note that Kafka is not far: in both 
texts, a sin had already been committed, everyone glosses 
on its exact nature without defining it fully, and the story 
unfolds as a strange nightmare in which various characters 
attempt to justify themselves weakly. We might even be 
tempted to parallel Joyce’s famous sentence: “Guilty but fel-
lows culpows!” (FW 363.20) with the declaration made by 
Joseph K. to the priest in The Trial: “But I am not guilty […] 
it’s a mistake. And if it comes to that, how can any man be 
called guilty? We are all simply men, here, and as much as 
the other.” To which the priest answers: “That is true, but 
that’s how all guilty men talk.”10 The only way out of the 
nightmare is to follow the verbal “process”—another mean-
ing of Process in German—a “process” Joyce knew had to 
be as “warping,” as cunning and as punning as his “Work in 
Progress.” Joyce and Kafka were both “heretics” writing 
under a compulsion, both aware that God or Nobodaddy 
was somehow intent upon preventing them from writing. An 
early declaration of Kafka was: “God doesn’t want me to 
write but I—I must.” Both make you enter their universal 

 
10  Franz Kafka, The Trial, trans. Willa & Edwin Muir, rev. E.M. Butler (New 

York: Schocken, 1968) 210.  
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dreams with different means—either wild polyglot semantics 
or a twisted syntax imitating official discourse of the State—
as they both felt that they were “married to literature” 
(Kafka) or the Symptom of Literature as such (Joyce). Our 
guilt as readers will not be greatly assuaged when we 
choose to enter their literary “processes,” but it will be 
made much more productive.  
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Richard Brown 
JOYCE’S AND KAFKA’S “SIRENS”  
& THE MODERNITY OF THE SENSES 
 
 
Joyce and Kafka can be an odd linkage. Kafka’s world 
seems gloomy, disempowered, allegorical, hypersensitive, 
whilst Joyce’s is redeemed through its comedy, linguistic 
and physical exuberance and (albeit often surrealistic) grasp 
on the real. In what follows I propose one possible connec-
tion between them through their complementary versions of 
the story of the “Sirens”, seen as explorations of the mod-
ernity of the senses, with reference to Walter Benjamin and 
Michel Serres.  

The most influential of continental European critics have 
worked to bridge the gap between these writers whose 
names both invoke, in such different ways, the kind of “au-
thor function” explained by Michel Foucault.1 They live in 
what Walter Benjamin called “complementary worlds” and 
yet both are essential to the definition of twentieth-century 
European literary-cultural modernity.2 Benjamin himself 
wrote in a 1928 “Curriculum Vitae” that he had been “plan-
ning a book on the three great metaphysical writers of our 
day: Franz Kafka, James Joyce, and Marcel Proust,” but he 
did not complete the project.3 Hélène Cixous justified her 
combined “readings” of Kafka, Joyce and Clarice Lispector, 
in the book of that name, on the basis that she most ad-
mired writers who are “Near to the wild heart of life.”4 Gilles 
Deleuze and Felix Guattari, draw on Kafka’s famous 1921 
letter to Max Brod about his sense of displacement from the 
German language, and the “impossibility” of writing Jewish 

 
 1  Michel Foucault “What is an Author?,” The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul 

Rabinow (London: Penguin, 1984) 101-20.  
 2  The phrase comes from Benjamin’s essay on Max Brod’s biography of 

Kafka, in Illuminations (London: Fontana, 1970) 146. 
 3  Walter Benjamin, “Curriculum Vitae III,” Selected Writings Volume 2, 1927-

1934 (The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999) 78.  
 4  Hélène Cixous, Reading: the Poetics of Blanchot, Joyce, Kafka, Kleist, 

Lispector, and Tsvetayeva ed. Verena Andermatt Conley (Minneapolis: Uni-
versity of Minnesota Press, 1991) 1-27. 



 
 

91 

literature in German at the same time as the impossibility of 
not writing.5 From this situation they produce the concepts 
of the “minoritarian” and of “becoming minoritarian” which 
have been important for post-colonial studies and Joyce 
studies, whether one takes the more-or-less “minoritarian” 
positionalities of Stephen Dedalus, Leopold , Molly or even 
Milly Bloom (or of course Joyce himself) as a starting point.6  

There are many ways of bringing together these two ap-
parently disparate textual worlds and I shall attempt to, if 
not synthesize, then maybe synaestheticise them a little 
here if I can twist that term) by bringing them together in 
terms of the senses and through the reading of this narrative 
which they share in common. This strategy, may, I suppose, 
invoke the Deleuze of the Logic of Sense (in which Kafka 
does not appear though Joyce briefly does) more than that 
of his Kafka.7 I also draw on Walter Benjamin’s reading of 
Kafka both in itself and as a way of supplementing his si-
lence on Joyce.8 But I am especially indebted to the work of 
Michel Serres, Professor of the History of Science at Stan-
ford, whose 1985 book Les Cinq Sens was translated into 
English as The Five Senses: A Philosophy of Mingled Bodies 
in 2008.9 In Serres’s suggestive and seductive work the ex-

 
 5  Franz Kafka: Letters to Friend, Family and Editors (London: John Calder, 

1978) 286-9. Such discussions began to enter Joyce criticism during the 
heyday of theory such as in the “Deleuze-Guattari Cluster” in the James 
Joyce Quarterly, Volume 30, Number 2 (Winter 1993).  

 6  Gilles Deleuze & Félix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, trans. 
Dana Polan (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986). In such 
later work as A Thousand Plateaus, trans. Brian Massumi (London: Athlone, 
1998), the concepts of “becoming woman” and “becoming girl” become 
important aspects of their work.  

 7  Gilles Deleuze, The Logic of Sense, trans. Mark Lester(London: The Athlone 
Press, 1990).  

 8  Benjamin, “Curriculum Vitae III,” 78. 
 9  Michel Serres, The Five Senses: A Philosophy of Mingled Bodies, trans. 

Margaret Sankey & Peter Cowley (London: Continuum, 2008). We might 
usefully add here the discussion of the ethical dimensions of aesthetic sen-
sitivity to other people’s pain in Susan Sontag’s Regarding the Pain of Oth-
ers (New York: Farrar, Strauss & Giroux, 2003) which begins with the 
reading of Virginia Woolf’s reaction to photographs of war in Three Guineas 
(1938) and ends by paradoxically vindicating, whilst thoroughly problema-
tising, the ethics of sympathy (3-17, 119-26). 
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perience of the senses is paramount and his “mingling” of 
textual bodies provides if not an easy model to follow then 
at least an ample justification for an attempted “mingling” of 
Kafka and Joyce. He understands the Odyssey itself as a 
circumnavigatory voyage of the senses that informs his own 
discursive method and, inevitably perhaps, he adds in his 
own reading of the Sirens episode. 

The story of the Sirens from the Odyssey of which they 
all offer a version is one through which, I hope, I can allow 
these writers to speak to the character of the aesthetic, the 
synaesthetic, the sensual, science and the senses in modern 
culture in a number of suggestive and congruent ways.10 
Joyce and Kafka wrote their versions of the Sirens story re-
markably closely in time though with no apparent possibility 
of either having read or known about the version that was 
being produced by the other. So we can be open to notions 
other than those literal contacts to account for aspects of 
common feeling which their versions represent.  

Kafka's cunning prose sketch “The Silence of the Sirens” 
was written in October 1917, though first published after 
his death in 1931 and available in English as translated by 
Willa and Edwin Muir only in 1933.11 It is half story, half 
speculation, constructed out of a tricksy logical twist, a 
supposition or “what if”, suggesting the flattened fictional 
world of Borges almost as much as that of the Kafkaesque. 
What if, it supposes, the Sirens were not really singing at all 
but were silent? Ulysses’s sailors (and apparently also Ulys-

 
10  In the Joyce-Kafka-Homer triangulation, it’s intriguing to notice that Kafka 

in letter of 1921 (p. 270) imagines his Homer as an unwilling, rather timid 
figure amongst the turmoil at the gates of Troy who would have been 
bound to the domestic subject matter of home and hearth (“world history 
would have remained restricted to two rooms in his parental house and the 
threshold between them”) had it not been for the presence of the other 
more adventurous Greeks. There’s some congruence in this with the kind of 
Homer who Joyce found in Samuel Butler’s domestic version of The Odys-
sey, written by his supposed “authoress”, though there’s a courage in the 
modern encounter with the domestic and the everyday in his Bloom.  

11  Franz Kafka, Beim Bau der Chinesischen Mauer. Ungedruckte Erzählungen 
und Prosa aus dem Nachlass, ed. Max Brod (Berlin: Gustav Kiepenheuer 
Verlag, 1931). Franz Kafka, The Great Wall of China and Other Pieces, 
trans. Willa & Edwin Muir (London: Martin Secker, 1933).  
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ses himself in Kafka’s version) stuff their ears with wax so 
as not to hear and Ulysses straps (or chains) himself to the 
mast of his ship. According to Kafka the legendary power of 
the Sirens’ song was such that if they really had sung, not 
even these expedients would have protected the men from 
their charms. Yet in Kafka the Sirens’ more potent weapon 
is not their music but their silence. The German word “das 
Schweigen” in Max Brod’s title for the story (used of human 
subjects, as opposed to the more impersonal “die Stille”) re-
inforces for some readers (including Benjamin) the element 
of willed agency in this silence on their part. They don’t sing 
apparently either because they “thought that this enemy 
could be vanquished only by their silence” or else because 
the “look of bliss on the face of Ulysses […] made them for-
get their singing.” And the story proceeds as a complex mi-
cro-speculation on whether Ulysses’s trickery was conscious 
or unconscious, fortuitous or deliberate in its defensive pre-
tence of not hearing a song that wasn’t in fact even sung.  

Paradoxical as it might seem, in the Romantic tradition, 
silent Sirens are common enough. They occur in the Undine 
myth, for example, best known in The Little Mermaid ver-
sion transmitted from Hans Anderson to the popular Disney 
film. There’s an appropriate example embedded in the Czech 
cultural tradition since its first performance in Prague in 
1901 in Dvorak’s opera Rusalka in which the water nymph 
trades her voice to become human and experience human 
love and pain.12 Kafka’s version of the story probably then 
construes the classic incident through this Romantic tradi-
tion. Here, though, we may be struck by the modernity of 
the silence of Kafka’s Sirens and it is that which is examined 
by Benjamin.13  

 
12  An English translation of La Motte Fouqué’s Undine first published in 1815 

appears in Joyce’s Trieste library. Dvorak’s Rusalka was performed at the 
Czech National Opera in Prague during the week of the Joyce Symposium 
June 2010, as it was in a convenient coincidence or synchronicity in a re-
vival of the Opera North production first launched in 2003 which was per-
formed in Leeds the previous week. 

13  Walter Benjamin, “Franz Kafka, On the Tenth Anniversary of his Death,” 
Illuminations, 118. 
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Though much of the story proceeds by speculating on the 
paradoxical logic of Ulysses’s strategy of defence, its mod-
ernity is also affective and reinforced in those moments 
when Kafka mingles the senses and is synaesthetic in the 
sense that the aural is displaced and the visual comes to the 
fore. Ulysses, says Kafka, thought the Sirens were singing 
because he could see them, and emphasises the visual im-
pact of “their throats rising and falling, their breasts lifting, 
their eyes filled with tears, their lips half-parted.”14 Despite 
the seductions of these sights he escapes entrapment, his 
gaze is fixed on the distance and they “literally vanish […] 
before his resolution.” Whether or not they know that his 
ears are blocked, they are certainly aware of his gaze. 
Rather than being angry or disappointed, they seem 
strangely gratified by it. They “no longer had any desire to 
allure,” Kafka writes, “all that they wanted was to hold as 
long as they could the radiance that fell from Ulysses’s great 
eyes.”15 Superficially the story might seem almost misogy-
nistic in offering them no more than the fleeting and insub-
stantial kind of gratification of being the object of a gaze. To 
a more careful reading it can offer a deeper sensitivity to the 
positionality of the feminine in relation to the hegemony of 
the visual sense and of the masculine gaze in the culture of 
modernity and to the role of displacement between the 
senses in the production of aesthetic effects.16  

Steering such a course through the huge range of oppor-
tunities for interpretation offered by Kafka’s story, the 
reader, returning to the Joyce text, can find much to bring 
to their renewed reading of Joyce. Joyce’s Ulysses is tricksy 
and resolute, somewhat like Kafka’s, and, like Kafka’s, he is 

 
14  Some translations of the German especially emphasize the animality of the 

twisting necks.  
15  Kafka, The Great Wall of China, 431.  
16  Elizabeth Boa, in Cambridge Companion to Kafka, ed. Julian Preece (Cam-

bridge: 2002) 76-7, makes the connection between the abjection of the 
sensual world in the fragment and K’s rejection of Frieda in The Castle and 
this gets glossed as misogynist in, for example, Bill Dodd’s essay in that 
volume or in Ritchie Robertson’s essay where it is compared to a contem-
porary comment on the dangerousness of women in the Nachgelassene 
Schriften in A Companion to the Work of Franz Kafka ed. James Rolleston 
(Rochester, New York: Camden House, 2003) 111-2.  
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presented as being profoundly sensitive in the sense that he 
is subject to the pleasures of the senses to a high degree. Of 
course there is much singing and music in Joyce’s episode 
but since the odd central feature of Kafka’s Sirens is their 
silence, we might note that Joyce’s Ormond barmaids don’t 
sing much either or at least not as much as the main singers 
in the episode, Ben Dollard and Simon Dedalus who, at least 
according to some readings of the episode, may also be its 
Sirens in their own way. 

For such a musically driven piece of writing much of the 
singing and musical reference in Joyce’s episode takes place 
internally, in memory, in discussion between characters, or 
at the level of literary form. At the same time there’s an ex-
panded play of all the senses in Joyce, as in Kafka, and, as 
in Kafka’s story, the visual is often the most prominent of 
the senses. A sense of the complex reciprocity of the gaze 
is also built deeply into the narrative here. We see this from 
the very first glimpse of the “fellow in the tall silk” in the 
second carriage of the Viceroy’s procession that drives past 
the hotel window, a “frightful idiot” who, according to Lydia 
Douce, is “killed looking back” at her (U 11.77-9). Joyce’s 
barmaids may not be silent but they are definitely seen as 
much as they are heard and, what’s more, they are seen in 
the act of listening to music. Through interior monologue 
Joyce can make Bloom aware that they are aware of being 
looked at. “Doesn’t half know I’m…” (U 11.1044-5) Bloom 
thinks about Lydia as she listens to Ben Dollard singing “The 
Croppy Boy”, and the aposiopesis doesn’t need to be com-
pleted with the obvious missing word “looking” which can 
easily be understood. In his next thought Bloom thinks that 
Molly too is a “great dab at seeing anyone looking” (U 
11.454) and this is a quality confirmed in connection with 
her singing elsewhere in the book such as in the “Penelope” 
episode when she recalls that Lieutenant Gardner has said 
“no man could look at my mouth and teeth smiling like that 
and not think of it” (U 18.888-9). In Joyce’s Sirens episode 
the workings of displacement and transference between the 
senses are underscored by the presence, amongst all the 
voyeuristic material, of one character (the piano tuner) who 
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is blind and, amongst all the music, of another (the waiter) 
who is “bothered” or deaf.  

One apparent difference between Joyce’s and Kafka’s Si-
rens comes in the thought at the end of Kafka’s story that 
the strange, bird-like figures are content with nothing more 
than the satisfaction that they have held the gaze of the 
passing hero for however short a while. Joyce’s Ormond 
barmaids seem to have few such afterthoughts in the epi-
sode for Leopold Bloom. However they do look longingly at 
Blazes Boylan and enjoy and exploit being the objects of his 
and even Lenehan’s masculine gaze and the sympathetic at-
titude of Kafka’s Sirens may suggest to us, for example, the 
reciprocal texture of the extensive sensual gazing in Joyce’s 
episode. And this can cast us back to Joyce’s earlier work 
and to the lyrical moment in Chapter Four of A Portrait of 
the Artist as a Young Man where Stephen looks at the girl 
on the beach who “feels the worship of his eyes” and turns 
to him “in quiet sufferance of his gaze”.17 Joyce’s narrative 
(whether or not we see that as inflected by Stephen’s more 
or less adolescent poetic sensibility here) is quietly sensitive 
to her ability to “feel” being looked at and to the subtle na-
ture of her agency in that word “sufferance.”  

In following this train of associations we might easily find 
ourselves slipping from Joyce’s “Sirens” episode itself to the 
other more-or-less silent Siren in Ulysses, for whom the vis-
ual predominates over the aural: Gerty MacDowell in “Nau-
sicaa.” In “Nausicaa” (an episode of looking, paradoxically 
set as the daylight fades) the labyrinthine play between the 
visual and the auditory fields and what is felt to be seen or 
seen to be felt or heard is just as complex. Gerty registers 
Bloom’s gaze at a physical level (“tingling” U 11.514, “rush-
ing all over her” U 11.560), just as physically as Bloom has 
registered the sensations of music in “Sirens” and both are 
hypersensitive to what they see or hear or imagine that they 
see or hear of the other in the episode. The “censer” of in-
cense, “censes” (a strikingly active verb) the sacred mon-
strance that is being exposed in the Star of The Sea Church 

 
17  James Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (Oxford: OUP “The 

World’s Classics,” 2000) 144. See also “Distant Music” in The Dead. 
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nearby (U 11.553) as Gerty exposes her underwear to 
Bloom “literally worshipping at her shrine” (U 11.564). The 
episode becomes about the complex social ritual of her un-
derwear which is visual in its “wondrous revealment” (U 
11.731) but also (as Serres might say) “veils” and is tactile. 
Bloom “sees” the fabric “that caresses the skin” (U 11.725). 
It can also be “perfumed” (U 11.688). One of the mysteries 
of the eroticism of the lingerie that increasingly began to 
fascinate Joyce in later life, may consist in that it is under-
wear and so is at least partly unseen or imagined by the ob-
server and is in some sense tactile and yet also designed to 
be visual in a complex transaction with the observer who 
might see or imagine how it might feel to wear. 

At least two current usages of the word “synaesthetic” 
come to mind here. The first is the usage of the word by 
rhetoricians to describe these displacements between the 
senses or the registering one sense through the feelings of 
another in poetry which we have noted as operating here. 
The second (related perhaps to the range of paraesthesias 
and hyper-aesthesias which Freud found in hysterical symp-
toms and in the psychopathology of everyday life) is the us-
age in current psychology and neuroscience to describe 
special empathetic or sympathetic faculties that certain peo-
ple are supposed to have – such as “mirror touch synaes-
thesia” where one person simultaneously feels the 
sensations that another might be experiencing. It is tempting 
to speculate on the extent to which these two meanings 
might coalesce and such faculties might be enhanced, for 
example, in situations of profound aesthetic experience or 
shared intensities of affection and sexual desire.  

Benjamin, writing on Kafka ten years after his early death 
in 1924 (and indeed only six years before his own in 1940) 
duly recalls the story describing it as refusing “myth” and 
being instead “a fairy tale for dialecticians.”18 He quotes as 
much as analyses the story, which sits, for him, as part of a 
complex meditation in which Kafka’s pessimism about the 
human condition (that “our world is only a bad mood of 
God”) is posed against his sense that there can be seen in 

 
18  Benjamin, Illuminations, 117-8. 
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his work a hope “for others if not for ourselves.” He finds 
this hope in certain figures (“assistants”) who exist on the 
borderline between the domestic space and its others and 
they embody this hope in the form of music and singing and 
its highly complex and ambiguous social and psychological 
functions and meanings as these are elaborated in “Jose-
phine the Singer, or the Mouse Folk.” In relation to what he 
calls the “token of escape, token of hope” that music repre-
sents Benjamin repeats the point that “Kafka’s Sirens are si-
lent,” responding to the significance of the sensual register 
and reflecting that this may suggest that the “hope” is “not 
for us”. For him though, Kafka, like Ulysses, “is like the lad 
who set out to learn what fear was,” who finds himself in 
the cellar of the “Potemkin’s palace” of modern society and 
finds there a music which speaks of “something of lost hap-
piness […] but also something of active present day life, of 
its small gaieties, unaccountable and yet real and unquench-
able.” 

If only by its absence, then, Benjamin may see in Kafka’s 
Sirens a kind of song and offer a reading which is of course 
political and is also based on the ways in which aesthetic 
affect and meaning can be coded deeply and subtly within 
the labyrinthine displacements of the sensual, through the 
presence and absence of hearing and in consensual or empa-
thetic feelings: how we feel about what other people see or 
see in what other people feel. In these ways his Sirens 
speak across to those in Joyce and to Joyce’s “Nausicaa” 
and to scenes from A Portrait and elsewhere.  

Whilst Benjamin does not elaborate on the displacement 
of the aural into the visual field in the story in these terms 
we may see the prominence of the visual field as itself a 
significant feature of modern culture and one regularly the 
subject of his most familiar work on modern culture, on pho-
tography and on the cinema. Indeed his essay on Kafka itself 
at this point moves into a discussion of a photograph of 
Kafka as a child. Throughout cultural criticism of modernity 
the prominence of the visual sense is a recurrent theme, for 
instance, in the work of Guy Debord on The Society of the 
Spectacle or in that of Rachel Bowlby who writes in her 
book Just Looking on the modernity of the 1890s that in 
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modern consumerism “the pleasure of looking, just looking, 
is the commodity for which money is paid.”19  

Sara Danius, in her 2002 book The Senses of Modern-
ism,20 suggestively sketches a cultural history of the moder-
nity of the senses in which modernity is seen as a process 
of increasing abstraction, specialisation and exploitation of 
all the senses, where particular technologies including medi-
cal, cultural and cosmetic technologies develop and enhance 
or prosthetically replace the operations of each of the 
senses. Ulysses, with the specialised senses implied by the 
labelling of episodes in the Linati and Gorman-Gilbert plans, 
seems to her to be “a modernist monument to the eye and 
the ear,” “an index and an enactment of the increasing dif-
ferentiation of the senses.” Modernism especially represents 
a crisis of visibility for Danius. Abstracting this single sense 
for one part of her argument, allows her a striking applica-
tion of Foucault’s Birth of the Clinic in terms of the devel-
opment of the diagnostic medical gaze. Medical interest 
develops from the examination of the mechanical parts of 
the corpse or dead body in early anatomy to the medical ex-
amination of the symptoms or traces visible on the surface 
of the body in the general medical practices of the C18 and 
19 which may involve an examination of the more or less 
naked body of the patient. Beyond the threshold of the na-
ked skin, in the late nineteenth early twentieth century 
Wilhelm Conrad von Röntgen invented a proto-visual tech-
nology in the form of the x-ray, itself invisible but allowing, 
in the practice of radiography, a medical exploitation by 
which a hyper-visual gaze penetrates beneath the surface of 
the skin allowing previously invisible parts of the body to 
become visible in exciting and disturbing new ways.21 Brief 
mentions of von Röntgen in Ulysses (in “Lestrygonians” U 
8.1029-30, and “Eumaeus” U 16.752-53; 16.767) though 
not explored by Danius herself, can show us how relevant 

 
19  Rachel Bowlby, Just Looking (London: Methuen, 1985) 6. 
20  Sara Danius, The Senses of Modernism: Technology, Perception and 

Aesthetics (Ithaca: Cornell, 2002) 147-88.  
21  The Senses of Modernism, 73-82. An implied Joycean critique of the 

Danius’s bi-sensual approach can be found in Maud Ellmann’s “Noses and 
Monotheism” paper delivered at this conference. 
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these ideas might be to the modernity of Joyce’s Bloom and 
his curiosities about cultural phenomena from scientific 
technology to underwear.  

But if increasing abstraction is one side of the story of 
modernity associated with the histories if medicine and 
technology then a converse movement might be represented 
by the aesthetic drive towards the recovery or the “derègle-
ment” of the senses and the phenomenological account of 
experience in which the physicality of the senses is key.  

In the work of French philosopher Michel Serres we have 
a contemporary development of this converse movement in 
which an intensely aestheticised sensitivity to the experi-
ences of embodied being form an essential part. Serres’s 
book on the five senses (recently published in English trans-
lation) is an extraordinary work introduced over the last dec-
ade by the English cultural critical Steve Connor and 
others.22 It is perhaps describable as a merging of the phe-
nomenology of the senses in the work of Merleau-Ponty 
with the subtly associative and poetic interpretive strategies 
of Gaston Bachelard. Serres is a profoundly pleasurable 
writer to read and may be taken as something of a prophet 
of the postrational enlightenment or new hedonism of the 
postmodern in its attempts to articulate the experience of 
the senses in the way it does.  

Connor begins his introduction to Serres’s work with his 
phenomenological exploration of embodied consciousness or 
coenaesthesia—the first of his answers to the question 
about the location of the soul in the body—such questions 
as when your hand is in contact with your mouth whether 
that is experienced as touching your lips or as kissing your 
fingers, the thought that you might touch your shoulder with 
your hand but that your shoulder can’t in quite the same 
way touch you. Such thought experiments in Serres might 
remind Joyceans of Bloom: “I am cutting my nails” writes 
Serres: “Where is the subject determined?” 23 (The subjecti-

 
22  Steven Connor, Michel Serres: The Hard and the Soft (2009), Wherever: 

The Ecstasies of Michel Serres (2008) and “Topologies: Michel Serres and 
the Shapes of Thought,” Anglistik 15 (2004) 105-17.  

23  Serres, The Five Senses, 21. 
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fication of Bloom’s consciousness is rarely better captured in 
Ulysses than when in the “Hades” episode he sees Blazes 
Boylan and thinks “My nails: I am just looking at them: well 
pared” (U 6.204). 

Connor’s introduction invites us to consider the distinc-
tive five-part structure of Serres’s book – which echoes but 
both does and does not correspond directly to the five bodily 
senses – in which we might say the synaesthetic spaces, 
the overlapping between the senses, become the focus of 
interest as much as their specialisation and abstraction. It 
may serve to give a flavour of Serres’ book to briefly ex-
pand. These parts are “veils” (in which he treats the experi-
ence of birth, touch and the skin, tattoos, Pierre Bonnard’s 
Nude in the Mirror (1931) as an example of painting in 
which the canvas becomes the skin); “boxes” (the theatre of 
Epidaurus, silence as another veil, hearing, understanding 
the hard and the soft, sensation itself as a Beckettian black 
box); “tables” (a mediation on a bottle of wine, concerning 
the pleasures of taste and language and the smell), “visit” 
(an exploration of journeying, the direct as opposed to the 
indirect or exodic journey, Ulysses vs. Columbus, an ex-
tended argument based on the etymological association of 
looking and visiting, exploring the ambiguities of the French 
word sens in the sense of meaning as well as that of direc-
tion) and “joy” (a discussion of the body’s self-
transcendence and the nature of ecstasy).  

The story of Ulysses is, as one might expect then, a par-
ticular favourite of Serres, proving him with the opportunity 
to contrast, for example, the concept of the linear voyage 
(of sight, of the rational) with the more contingent and cir-
cuitous voyages of the visual or of the senses or embodied 
experience. To consider the ways in which Bloom’s journey 
is an odyssey of looking and of the gaze would be one way 
of responding to these thoughts in Serres. Though his Ulys-
ses is at times very much and in many different ways an 
everyday Leopold Bloom.  

If not addressing either Kafka or Joyce by name, Serres 
writes specifically on the Sirens episode of the Odyssey, in 
“Boxes” where the character of Ulysses is built out of a 
“mignling” and sustained complex contrast with that of Or-
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pheus and is in part made to represent the elusive integrity 
of writing and thought in relation to that of music. Silence is 
once again significant here and Kafka’s version of the story 
as a meditation on the senses is suggestively recalled. Ulys-
ses’ cunning is also emphasized by Serres. The Sirens as a 
metaphor for the process of the understanding or transmis-
sion whether of music or ideas or sensations, a process 
which Serres reads in terms of transitions from the hard to 
soft, is also explored.  

Serres constructs his own Kafka-esque “what if.” What if 
the song of the Sirens was in fact the Odyssey itself which 
Odysseus was later to recall and record? He constructs a 
story of the transmission of text through the technologies of 
its Siren audience which may indeed recall that of the mod-
ern avant-garde writer James Joyce: “Victory for the Sirens, 
woe betide creative man,” Serres laments at one point.24 
But Ulysses passes the Sirens and “his companions receive 
orders through the language of their captain”. Ulysses with 
his cunning wins; Orpheus the musician poet loses out. 
Then later on in the “Visit” chapter, Serres interpretsthe na-
ture of the Ulyssean voyage itself in a way that might recall 
Joyce’s Bloom. For him at this point Ulysses’s by-passing of 
the Sirens in a straight line is a rather feeble attempt to dis-
guise his vulnerability to sensual seductions and distractions 
of all kinds.25 Everything in Serres’s account of conscious-
ness returns to the sensual plane and this may seem hedon-
istic andindulgent in some respects but then also comes 
with a political dimension. Connor quotes Serres as saying 
that “If a revolt is to come, it will have to come from the 
five senses!”26  

To read Serres, then, can be to be reminded of both 
Kafka and Joyce in their account of Ulysses’s voyage in the 
Sirens episode as a voyage of sensation and sensual. It can 
be to be offered a challenging model for the exploration of 

 
24  Serres, The Five Senses, 125.  
25  Serres, The Five Senses, 127-30, 259-70. 
26  Michel Serres, Angels: A Modern Myth, trans. Francis Cowper (Paris, New 

York: Flammarion, 1995), 71. See also his essay in Mapping Michel Serres, 
ed. Niran Abbas (Ann Arbor: Michigan, 2005). 
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feeling and senses in aesthetic, philosophical and physiologi-
cal relations that is more confident and more nuanced than 
anything that would currently seem possible within the dis-
courses of the physical sciences. It can provide a model and 
challenge for reading, let alone writing, literary text which 
everywhere approaches a proper respect for the subtlety and 
complexity of its effects.  

Reading Serres on the Sirens can draw our attention to 
the extent to which the myth operates as a means of nego-
tiating changing experiences of the body and the sensual in 
the culture of modernity. It offers a ground for the “min-
gling” of two authors who share some intimacies that are 
not to be reduced to literal forms of contact. It provides an 
intellectual space in which Kafka, Joyce and Benjamin can 
meet.  

So. What do we hear or see when listening to or looking 
at the logic of the senses, the paradoxically silent Siren 
voices in Joyce and in Kafka these two names, so closely 
adjacent in the alphabet, yet invoking such different “author 
functions”, such differently complementary discursive 
worlds; two writers who have in common that they embark 
on an imaginative voyage into the same story? In my at-
tempt at the “mingling” or synaesthesis of their textual bod-
ies, inspired in different ways by writers as different as 
Michel Serres and by Walter Benjamin I think we find as-
pects of the shared modernity of the writers which can ex-
pand our sense of what they say about the modernity of the 
aesthetic, of science and of the senses at the same time.  
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Catherine Flynn 
JOYCE, KAFKA & THE SIRENS 
 

“Here human understanding is beyond its depths” 
“My joy is other joy”  

 
Joyce with Kafka; Joyce and Kafka; Joyce or Kafka: how 
can we bring these two writers into relation without erasing 
their differences? The worlds of the two writers might be 
seen as incommensurable: David Spurr convincingly de-
scribes Kafka’s writing as “insular fiction”; Ulysses is satu-
rated with the minutiae of modern urban life. If Kafka’s 
abstracted parables present characters whose interiority is 
sealed off from us, the Joycean stream of consciousness 
would seem to lay bare all. To understand this varied con-
junction, we might consider their different tellings of an old 
story, an ancient text which has been read by modernist 
writers and theorists as presenting the conditions of modern 
experience: the Sirens episode of Homer’s Odyssey.  

Parable and stream of consciousness, using ellipsis and 
pleonasm, Kafka’s “The Silence of the Sirens” and Joyce’s 
“Sirens” episode retell in strikingly different ways the story 
of Odysseus’ survival of the winged, singing women. Con-
sidering these retellings of an ancient story of individual tri-
umph over threatening forces alongside discussions of the 
Sirens by Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno and by Wal-
ter Benjamin, allows us to consider the liberatory possibili-
ties of the separation of performance from interiority. As 
Kafka and Joyce sing this song again, language becomes 
sound, as authority is skirted through performances in which 
affect and sensation, desire and pleasure, bind bodies to-
gether.Even in Homer’s Odyssey, Odysseus’ encounter with 
the Sirens is as a tale that is told and retold. The cunning 
wanderer Odysseus tells his Phaiakian hosts how the sor-
ceress, Circe, warned him of the Sirens, whose island lay on 
his path home to Ithaka: 

 
You will come first of all to the Sirens, who are enchanters 
of all mankind and whoever comes their way; and that man 
who unsuspecting approaches them, and listens to the Si-
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rens singing, has no prospect of coming home and delighting 
his wife and little children as they stand around him in greet-
ing, but the Sirens by the melody of their singing enchant 
him. They sit in their meadow, but the beach before it is 
piled with boneheaps of men now rotten away, and the 
skins shrivel on them.1 

 
In Circe’s account of the Sirens, it is the melody of their 
song that is fatal; its beautiful sound contrasts with the de-
structive effects it has upon those who listen to it. Circe 
tells Odysseus to close his men’s ears with wax so that they 
cannot fall prey to the song, although if he chooses he can 
have himself tied to the mast of the ship so that he can lis-
ten without danger. “Only I, [Circe] said, was to listen to 
them” Odysseus lies, as he tells his men of the Sirens before 
putting the wax in their ears.2  

The mysterious power of the Sirens’ song to strip indi-
viduality and life from the listener is more fully explained by 
their own account of their singing. Bound to the mast, 
Odysseus hears the Sirens’ “sweet utterance” and their 
promise regarding the content of their song: “we know eve-
rything that the Argives and Trojans/ did and suffered in 
wide Troy through the gods’ despite./ Over all the generous 
earth we know everything that happens.”3 A human life is 
insufficient to hear this song, which exceeds the lifespan of 
the listener’s body and drowns the particularity of individual 
subjectivity. Loss of individuation is thus the price of the to-
tal knowledge that the Sirens offer. This loss of distinction is 
hinted at by Sirens’ singing, the “sweet utterance” in which 
their individual voices cannot be distinguished.  

Tied to the mast while his crew row desperately, Odys-
seus is understood by Horkheimer and Adorno in the Dialec-
tic of Enlightenment as a prototypical bourgeois, a manager 
who issues commands to workers yet who can no longer 
himself feel pleasure. Horkheimer and Adorno read the dan-
ger posed by the song of the Sirens as that of dissolution in 

 
 1  The Odyssey of Homer, trans. Richmond Alexander Lattimore (New York: 

Harper & Row, 1967) xii.39-46. 
 2  The Odyssey of Homer, xii.160. 
 3  The Odyssey of Homer, xii.189-91. 
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nature. They see this struggle between the individual and a 
superior force as repeated in class politics, where the bour-
geois faces the threat of the proletarian many. Odysseus, 
they argue, survives by defining himself as a distinct homo 
economicus. He escapes the Sirens by obeying their de-
mand: their song is irresistible and he accordingly listens and 
is unable to resist, yet he has planned for this, having bound 
himself to the mast of the boat so that he cannot fully re-
spond to their seduction, however much he wants to. In 
saving himself, Horkheimer and Adorno argue, Odysseus 
saves a diminished self, a self no longer capable of delight, a 
self that will lack the knowledge that the Sirens offer, a self 
that will always exist in a present tense of command.  

In Horkheimer and Adorno’s retelling, the Sirens episode 
stages a change in the relation between the individual and 
nature and between language and power. Where once words 
possessed a magical power over the world, following Odys-
seus’ splitting of his body from his will a gap opens up be-
tween word and meaning. Language becomes designation 
rather than incantation. According to Horkheimer and 
Adorno, the devastatingly beautiful song of the Sirens is re-
duced by Odysseus’ strategy to a contract, “a mere object 
of contemplation,” a “concert” to be heard from a safe dis-
tance and left behind.4 They write: “Since the happily hap-
less meeting of Odysseus with the Sirens all songs have 
ailed; the whole of western music suffers from the absurdity 
of song in civilization.”5 Published some twenty years after 
Joyce and Kafka’s versions of the episode, The Dialectic of 
Enlightenment puts an end to the Sirens’ song.6 If Hork-
heimer and Adorno read Homer as staging the birth of in-
strumental rationality, this scene is not so much a singular 
event as an instant in a totalitarian modernity. Enlightenment 

 
 4  Max Horkheimer & Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment: Phi-

losophical Fragments, trans. Gunzelin Schmid Noerr (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2002) 27. 

 5  Horkheimer & Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, 47. 
 6  Kafka’s “The Silence of the Sirens” was written in 1917, some thirty years 

before Horkheimer and Adorno’s Dialectic of Enlightenment first appeared in 
Philosophical Fragments (1944). Dialectic of Enlightenment was published 
separately in 1947. 
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“amputates the incommensurable,” they declare and 
Homer’s Bronze Age tale becomes an illustration of a mod-
ern subjectivity that is defined by calculation.7 If Homer’s 
Sirens’ offered a total and therefore deadly knowledge, 
Horkheimer and Adorno’s reading of the Sirens episode of-
fers a total and deadly understanding. In this dead-end of 
modern rationality, Odysseus sails away yet is barely more 
alive than the piles of skin and bone on the beach. Yet, it is 
precisely understanding that Joyce and Kafka resist in their 
retellings of the Sirens episode. Horkheimer and Adorno’s 
rendering of the Sirens’ episode makes explicit concerns that 
are presented obliquely yet powerfully in Joyce and Kafka’s 
literary works: the intersection of subjectivity, society and 
song.  

In Kafka’s “The Silence of the Sirens,” Odysseus escapes 
once again. Yet, instead of the cunning Odysseus of Hork-
heimer and Adorno who instrumentalizes everyone including 
himself, Kafka’s Odysseus is a lucky blunderer, someone 
who succeeds not through reason but through emotion, 
through a “look of bliss.”8 The narrator describes Odysseus 
as heedless and irrational: he chains himself to the mast and 
puts wax in his ears to block out the Sirens song even 
though  

 
it was known to all the world that such things were of no 
help whatever … But Ulysses did not think of that, although 
he had probably heard of it. He trusted absolutely to his 
handful of wax and his fathom of chain, and in innocent 
elation over his little stratagem sailed out to meet the 
Sirens.9  

 
Kafka’s Odysseus does not know that the wax cannot keep 
out the singing. He does not know that the silence of the 
Sirens is more dangerous than their song. He even does not 
know that the Sirens do not sing to him. He is wrong to feel 
so joyful, yet it is precisely this look of “innocent elation” 

 
 7  Horkheimer & Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, 9. 
 8  Franz Kafka, The Complete Stories, trans. Nahum N. Glatzer (New York: 

Schocken Books, 1983) 431. 
 9  Kafka, The Complete Stories, 431. 



 

108 

that saves him. Why they don’t sing is unclear to the narra-
tor, who says it may be “because they thought that this en-
emy could be vanquished only by their silence, or because 
the look of bliss on the face of Ulysses, who was thinking of 
nothing but wax and chains, made them forget their sing-
ing.”10 The chains with which this Odysseus ties himself to 
the mast are not the tools of an individual no longer capable 
of experiencing pleasure but rather are a fiction that is in-
habited with delight. Odysseus wins not by strategy but by 
emotion. The narrator tells us: “Against the feeling of having 
triumphed over them by one’s own strength, and the conse-
quent exaltation that bears down everything before it, no 
earthly powers can resist.”11  

Instead of the contract through which Odysseus, accord-
ing to Horkheimer and Adorno, fulfills yet undermines the 
Sirens’ demand, the exchange between Odysseus and the 
Sirens in Kafka’s story takes the form of physical manifesta-
tions of desire. The narrator explains the Sirens’ irresistible 
power as the passion of those they seduce (it is translated 
more neutrally by Willa and Edwin Muir as “longing”). As 
Odysseus sails past, he gazes on their seductive forms: “for 
a fleeting moment he saw their throats rising and falling, 
their breasts lifting, their eyes filled with tears, their lips 
half-parted.”12 The Sirens for their part want this moment to 
continue: “lovelier than ever … all they wanted was to hold 
as long as they could the radiance that fell from Ulysses’ 
great eyes.”13 As Kafka’s Odysseus sails by, the Sirens’ 
song and their silence are as wonderful as ever. His survival 
does not come at their cost; as he escapes the danger they 
present, his elation is a tribute to their power and a source 
of pleasure to them.  

In “The Silence of the Sirens,” rational calculation not 
only does not play a role, it is obscured by bodily perform-
ances. In the display of emotion and desire, these are bodies 
rather than minds that encounter one another. The narrator 

 
10  Kafka, The Complete Stories, 431. 
11  Kafka, The Complete Stories, 431. 
12  Kafka, The Complete Stories, 431. 
13  Kafka, The Complete Stories, 431. 



 

109 

in fact tells us that the Sirens have no consciousness.14 This 
absence of cognitive activity is reflected on the level of the 
story’s own troubled workings. If it is unclear why the Si-
rens are silent, Odysseus’s thoughts also turn out to be in-
accessible to us. While throughout the story he is presented 
as not thinking (as ignoring the warnings he has heard re-
garding the deadly nature of the Sirens’, as forgetting that 
wax is useless, as not realizing that they are in fact not sing-
ing) immediately after the description of their exchange of 
looks, the narrator presents a codicil: “Ulysses, it is said, 
was so full of guile, such a fox, that not even the goddess 
of fate could pierce his armor. Perhaps he had really noticed, 
although this can no longer be grasped by human under-
standing, that the Sirens were silent, and held up to them 
and to the gods the aforementioned pretense merely as a 
sort of shield.”15 In this turnaround, Odysseus the fool be-
comes Odysseus the fox or, more precisely, we no longer 
know which one he is. In the face of fatal danger, innocent 
elation prevails or the appearance of innocent elation; what-
ever mental deliberations or lack of them, it is a bodily per-
formance of an affective state that makes possible his 
survival.  

Walter Benjamin comments on the importance of ill-
definition in his 1934 essay, “Franz Kafka: On the 10th An-
niversary of His Death.” He writes of the “beings in an un-
finished state” in Kafka’s writings, “it is for them and for 
their kind, the unfinished and the bunglers, that there is 
hope,”16 giving as examples a confidence man who is un-
masked, childish fools “who live in that town in the south 
and never get tired” and Don Quixote.17 “None has a firm 
place in the world, or firm, inalienable outlines,” he ob-
serves.18 While Benjamin does not state this explicitly, we 
might surmise that there is hope for the “unfinished and the 
hapless” because they make unexpected, deviant, irrational 

 
14  Kafka, The Complete Stories, 432. 
15  Kafka, The Complete Stories, 432, my revision of the Muir translation. 
16  Walter Benjamin, Illuminations, trans. Hannah Arendt (New York: Schocken 

Books, 1986) 799. 
17  Benjamin, Illuminations, 798. 
18  Benjamin, Illuminations, 799. 
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responses, in the form of “tricks,” “guile” and “even childish 
measures” that do not engage directly with the dangers that 
surround them.19 These physical actions shortcut or resist 
regulation. If for Horkheimer and Adorno, Odysseus’ calcula-
tion coincides with the designative nature of language, the 
possibility of fulfilling the letter but not the spirit of the law, 
for Benjamin the ambiguity of action or representation – the 
avoidance of “firm, inalienable outlines” - creates a space of 
freedom. Benjamin does not include Odysseus in the list of 
unfinished beings but with what Kafka calls his “little strat-
egy” (Mittelchen) he belongs there.20 Benjamin sees him as a 
liminal figure: “Ulysses stands, after all, at the dividing line 
between myth and fairy tale. Reason and cunning have in-
serted tricks into myths; their forces cease to be invincible. 
Fairy tales are the traditional stories about victory over these 
forces, and fairy tales for dialecticians are what Kafka wrote 
when he went to work on legends.”21 

Kafka’s Odysseus may be a “bungler,” the hapless fool 
he initially appears to be, or a cunning trickster; the ambigu-
ity of his motivation blurs his silhouette for us. We see him 
rather than understand him, as he sails away from the Si-
rens, his great eyes radiant. “Here human understanding is 
beyond its depths,” Kafka’s narrator tells us directly, yet 
clarity is also absent at the level of narration. The narrator, 
after all, has gotten the story wrong. In his amused and in-
conclusive account of Odysseus’ success, he himself seems 
to have forgotten what he heard about Odysseus and the 
Sirens from Homer, whose Odysseus does not stop his own 
ears with wax but only the ears of his crew. Kafka’s narra-
tor’s celebration of Odysseus’ triumph – like Odysseus’ own 
expression of joy – is made with stopped ears. This depic-
tion of Odysseus’ skirting of insuperable threats is thus a re-
telling that also refuses to or fails to obey authority.  

“The Silence of the Sirens” marks its resistance to prece-
dent by invoking the law. The story begins with the 
announcement that it is: “Proof that inadequate, even 
childish measures may serve to rescue one from peril.”22 
 

19  Benjamin, Illuminations, 799. 
20  Kafka, The Complete Stories, 431. 
21  Benjamin, Illuminations, 799. 
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measures may serve to rescue one from peril.”22 The term 
“proof,” or “evidence” (Beweis), is mirrored by a more ex-
plicitly legal term at the end of the story, “codicil” (Anhang). 
If this codicil suggests that the story is a kind of will, “The 
Silence of the Sirens” is centered on “childish measures” 
rather than the fulfillment of paternal demands. Whether this 
uncertain story counts as proof or evidence is not clear, yet 
its marked obscurity is the most apt embodiment of such a 
maxim. In translating the opening sentence, Willa and Edwin 
Muir offer “inadequate, even childish measures” for 
“unzugängliche, ja kindische Mittel” yet “unzugänglich” is 
better translated as “inaccessible” or “remote.” In this con-
text, “childish” signifies not immaturity or relative weak-
ness, but rather playfulness and freedom from conventional 
constraints. In facing deadly, inescapable power, a joyful 
performance that does not quite make sense is offered.  

For Horkheimer and Adorno, the law of myth is the force 
of the stronger. For Benjamin, it the rule of arbitrary author-
ity, manifested in the repetitive enactment of individual 
powerlessness in the face of social or natural forces. In 
Kafka’s “The Silence of the Sirens,” myth becomes merely a 
story that is “handed down” (überliefert): “it is said,” (sagt 
man) the narrator informs us. Authoritative precedent is 
taken up as a song that is sung with variations: Odysseus 
did not hear the silence of the Sirens, the narrator tells us, 
“to put it this way” (um es so auszudrücken). If the song of 
Homer’s Sirens promised total knowledge, Kafka’s retelling 
offers a performance that resists knowledge and that, like 
Odysseus’ appearance of bliss, is offered as “a sort of 
shield” (nur gewissermaßen als Schild entgegengehalten). As 
the Sirens share with Odysseus a gaze, a physical perform-
ance of desire, “The Silence of the Sirens” presents their 
encounter as an image without explanation, a body without 
a mind. Like music, the story does not purport to represent 
an essential truth but rather works upon us, in a perform-
ance of freedom and pleasure.  

Kafka’s compact parable presents a powerful contrast to 
Ulysses and its massive proliferation. Joyce’s novel might 

 
22  Kafka, The Complete Stories, 430. 
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declare, like Homer’s Sirens, “Over all the generous earth 
we know everything that happens.”23 This knowledge would 
appear to be of minor matters however and Joyce’s Odys-
seus seems to be concerned merely with private sensations 
and concerns. What after all is the peril that Leopold Bloom 
faces? The barmaids in the Ormond are pretty, flirtatious but 
unsympathetic. He must keep secret his epistolary affair 
with Martha Clifford. His wife is about to have an affair with 
another man. In the “Sirens” episode of Ulysses, Odysseus 
seems to take a bathetic turn. Yet, the ill-defined perform-
ance of Kafka’s Odysseus, with its uncertain relation to 
interiority and its securing of survival for himself and for the 
Sirens through mutual desire, allows us to consider again 
the relation of the performances of Joyce’s “Sirens” episode 
to survival. 

In his notes on the episode in the Gilbert and Linati 
schemata, Joyce identifies the Sirens as the barmaids, Lydia 
Douce and Mina Kennedy, a pretty redhead and a pretty 
blonde. Referred to throughout the episode as “bronze by 
gold,” the glitter of the two young women is reflected in the 
mirrors of the bar, the gleam of the bar taps, and the flash 
of the coins they take from customers. Just as the loveli-
ness of Kafka’s Sirens coincides with their danger, the 
gleaming surfaces associated with these Sirens suggest the 
reduction of the person to a locus of commerce and the ex-
tinction of the self in processes of exchange. These Sirens 
tear men apart with their mockery. Snorting and shrieking 
with laughter as they hide behind the bar, Lydia and Mina 
dissect the men who have shown desire for them, itemizing 
with delighted horror their “Greasy eyes!” “greasy nose!” 
“bit of beard!” and “goggle eyes” (U 11.146-170).  

Yet, as they imitate the “old fogey” from Boyd’s phar-
macy, Lydia and Mina are swept up by a wave of mirth and 
the two women lose themselves in laughter. This is not a 
moment of cold objectification but rather of pleasurable 
mimicry, a performance in which boundaries between indi-
viduals are elided: “In a giggling peal young goldbronze 
voices blended,” “bronze gigglegold,” “Kennygiggles” (U 

 
23  The Odyssey of Homer, xii. 191. 
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11.124-65). The narration itself joins in this fun, loosening 
words and dissolving them into one another, tickling the 
reader as it echoes the women’s hilarity in a play of sounds: 
“Shrill, with deep laughter, after, gold after bronze, they 
urged each other to peal after peal, ringing in changes, bron-
zegold, goldbronze, shrilldeep, to laughter after laughter. 
And then laughed more” (U 11.174-6). The threat these Si-
rens pose is counteracted by their susceptible bodies, “chok-
ing in tea and laughter, coughing with choking, crying” (U 
11.167-8).  

This performance is one of many in the “Sirens” episode 
in which individual boundaries are undone. Despite Joyce’s 
notes, the episode does not pit an individual Odysseus 
against two monstrous creatures but instead casts the char-
acters in the bar and restaurant of the Ormond Hotel as Si-
rens, presenting a series of performances in which 
individuals in a social environment work upon one another. 
Coming to the bar, Simon Dedalus rebukes Lydia for awak-
ening men’s desire by sunbathing on the strand during her 
holidays: 

 
That was exceedingly naughty of you, Mr Dedalus told her 
and pressed 
her hand indulgently. Tempting poor simple males. 
Miss Douce of satin douced her arm away. 
—O go away! she said. You're very simple, I don't think. 
He was. 
—Well now I am, he mused.  
(U 11.201-6) 

 
This engagement is pleasurable for both. Simon flirts with 
Lydia, and Lydia with Simon, even while each registers sus-
picion of the other. If Simon Dedalus begins with suave con-
fidence, pressing Lydia’s hand “indulgently,” he ends by 
stating his own vulnerability to desire. The narrator doubles 
this attitude, adding “He was.” The truth of this affirmation 
is difficult to assess, especially given the fake naivety of his 
next comment: “I looked so simple in the cradle they chris-
tened me simple Simon” (U 11.206-7). Rather than provid-
ing an authoritative insight into Simon Dedalus’ motivation 
at this moment, the narration joins in the play.  
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This performance, with its uncertain relation to interiority, 
opposes the consumption of one person by another that 
might be taken as the underlying danger of Joyce’s “Si-
rens.” The sense of the characters as engaged performers 
undoes the discrete positions of profit and loss. During the 
episode Blazes Boylan is en route to begin his sexual affair 
with Molly Bloom. A kind of predatory consumption is sug-
gested as he “grasp[s] his change” and leaves the Ormond 
bar after “sucking the last fat violet syrupy drops” from his 
glass while watching Lydia’s coquettish tricks (U 11.427). 
Yet, unlike the Odysseus of Horkheimer and Adorno, for 
whom all individuals, including himself, are instruments to 
be put to use, the characters of Joyce’s “Sirens” relate to 
their own and others’ bodies as instruments that are to be 
played skillfully to produce desire and pleasure. Lydia’s titil-
lation of Blazes and another customer as she raises her skirt 
and snaps her garter against her thigh (“Sonnez la cloche!” 
they cry (U 11.404)) recalls Bloom’s thoughts of Molly’s 
touch on Ben Howth: “We are their harps. I. He. Old. 
Young” (U 11.582-3). Men are musical instruments to 
women and this melodious relation also works the other 
way. Looking at Lydia, Bloom thinks: “See. Play on her. Lip 
blow. Body of white woman, a flute alive. Blow gentle. 
Loud” (U 11.1088-9). The awakening of pleasure in another 
is essential for life, Bloom thinks: “If not what becomes of 
them? Decline, despair. Keeps them young” (U 15.1087). 
This insight is repeated in his brief and elliptical explanation 
of why Molly will sleep with Boylan: “But how? She must. 
Keep young” (U 11.875). Like the performance of Kafka’s 
Odysseus in which a moment of shared desire preserves life, 
Joyce’s “Sirens” episode associates performances of desire 
with vitality and hope.  

While desire flows through bodies and binds them to-
gether with a life-giving force, the absence or sundering of 
this connection is associated with death. Bloom reflects: 
“Thou lost one. All songs on that theme… Cruel it seems. 
Let people get fond of each other: lure them on. Then tear 
asunder. Death. Explos. Knock on the head. Outtohellou-
tofthat. Human life” (U 11.803-5). Here, unnamed forces 
tear apart relationships and bodies. These observations re-
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situate the primary condition of myth, individual disempow-
erment, as emotional vulnerability and mortality. “Outto-
helloutofthat,” the sundering of intimate bonds, is an 
uncontrollable aspect of “Human life.” In contrast to the im-
personal forces that bring about separation, speech, music 
and play bind individuals together. While Simon Dedalus 
sings “M’appari,” evoking Bloom’s fears of losing Molly, 
Bloom entwines his fingers with a string: “Bloom unwound 
slowly the elastic band of his packet. Love’s old sweet son-
nez la gold. Bloom wound a skein round four forkfingers, 
stretched it, relaxed, and wound it round his troubled dou-
ble, fourfold, in octave, gyved them fast” (U 11.681-4). This 
action is taken in resistance to the sadness the song inspires 
yet, in binding himself, this Odysseus makes his body into a 
stringed instrument. Just before he thinks about the cruel 
separation of people from their loved ones, Bloom: 

 
ungyved his crisscrossed hands and with slack fingers 
plucked the slender catgut thong. He drew and plucked. It 
buzz, it twanged. While Goulding talked of Barraclough’s 
voice production, while Tom Kernan, harking back in a 
retrospective sort of arrangement talked to listening Father 
Cowley, who played a voluntary, who nodded as he played. 
While big Ben Dollard talked with Simon Dedalus…  

(U 11.795-800) 
 
This playing of the body as a musical instrument coincides 
with social interrelation and interconnectedness; talk and 
play mingle as they construct social and personal connec-
tions. The “human voice” is described in language that slips 
between literal and figurative as both bonds and music: 
“two tiny silky chords, wonderful, more than all others” (U 
11.791-2).  

As a means of connection, Bloom’s elastic string is an 
emblem of the logic of the episode. Joyce’s “Sirens” does 
not pit an individual Odysseus against two monstrous crea-
tures but instead, using a collection of voices, presents a 
group of characters working upon one another in a social 
environment. Song, in this retelling, does not offer total 
knowledge or express an inner truth, but is an inhabitation 
of the body, a shared performance. Unlike the instrumental 
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calculation of Horkheimer and Adorno’s Odysseus, in which 
the individual becomes the manager of those around him, 
here, syntax breaks down as individuals join together in 
singing, as they do in desire, even as the songs are imper-
fectly performed with aging voices by bodies damaged by 
time and by alcohol. Listening to the songs Simon Dedalus 
sings, Bloom feels happiness flow through him: “good, good 
to hear” (U 11.677). His response to the singing resembles 
Kafka’s Odysseus’ “innocent elation” in that Bloom’s joy has 
a faulty link to interiority, while it is nonetheless effectual in 
restoring him. He observes: “That’s joyful I can feel. Never 
have written it. Why? My joy is other joy. But both are joys. 
Yes, joy it must be” (U 11.969); the emotion flows through 
him rather than springing from a source inside him. This im-
personal joy is also shared by all who listen to the song: 
“Good, good to hear: sorrow from them each seemed to 
from both depart when first they heard. When first they 
saw, lost Richie Poldy, mercy of beauty” (U 11.677-9). The 
lyrics of the song Simon Dedalus sings, “sorrow from me 
seemed to depart” (U 11.673), enter into the narration here, 
merging with the listeners’ experience. This co-involvement 
of being through a song of desire is given emphatic expres-
sion at the song’s end as listener and singer, Simon Dedalus 
and Leopold Bloom, are brought together in a new identity 
coined by the narrator, “Siopold!” (U 11.752). 

Yet the episode turns when a performance of song leads 
to a rehearsal of the extinction of the individual. Ben Dollard 
sings “The Croppy Boy,” a ballad in which a young rebel is 
captured when he confesses his sins to a yeoman captain 
disguised as a priest. Mortality pervades the song even be-
fore the boy’s capture: his hanging by the British troops 
merely forestalls the death he anticipates for himself at the 
upcoming Battle of Wexford which, as the listeners in the 
Ormond know, was a famously lethal battle for the Irish. 
The boy tells the priest that his father and brothers have 
died in battles at Ross and Gorey and he announces that he 
will go to Wexford and take their place: “Last of his name 
and race” (U 11.1065). The historical context of domination 
by a foreign power becomes a mythic landscape of inescap-
able extinction, while the melody of the song teaches acqui-
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escence: “The chords consented. Very sad thing. But had to 
be” (U 11.1121-2). Song recalls here its ancient role of in-
cantation, exercising an almost magical power as Dollard 
becomes a priest assembling a morose congregation, “the 
voice of the mournful chanter called to dolorous prayer” (U 
11.1132-3). Where the episode’s other performances con-
nected individuals in mutual and enlivening play—“Ha, give! 
Take!” Bloom observes jubilantly” (U 11.702)—the perform-
ance and reception of “The Croppy Boy” weld the customers 
of the Ormond together in a celebration of death, “wip[ing] 
away a tear for martyrs that want to, dying to, die” (U 
11.1101-2). For Bloom, the song has a mythic quality of 
primitive darkness; it seems to him to dwell “in a cave of the 
dark middle earth… the voice of dark age, of unlove, earth’s 
fatigue”; the song’s primeval, inexorable mortality effacing 
human individuality and potency, “Croak of vast manless 
moonless womoonless marsh” (U 11.1005-12). 

Bloom’s response is to: “Get out before the end” (U 
11.1121). While he has availed of the anesthetic power of 
music, turning to songs to avoid contemplating Molly’s af-
fair, “Wish they’d sing more. Keep my mind off” (U 
11.914), Bloom is also aware of the dangers of surrendering 
entirely to music. Once he has left the Ormond, he thinks: 
“Cowley, he stuns himself with it: kind of drunkenness. Bet-
ter give way only half way the way of a man with a maid” 
(U 11.1191-2). The earlier flirtations of the episode reappear 
in Bloom’s emphasis here on a partial engagement with the 
seductive appeal of music. While it is an ally against the 
painful workings of thought, the power of music to over-
whelm individual consciousness is dangerous. Surrendering 
entirely to music leads to an excess of body, a fleshy, un-
thinking passivity and an end to both cognition and mobility: 
“Instance enthusiasts. All ears. Not lose a demisemiquaver. 
Eyes shut. Head nodding in time. Dotty. You daren’t budge. 
Thinking strictly prohibited” (U 11.1192-4).  

If Kafka’s Odysseus is blessed by the impenetrability of 
his consciousness, as he offers a performance that masks 
either his inability to become aware of the insurmountable 
danger presented by the Sirens or his ability to hide his 
awareness of it, Joyce presents us with an Odyssean con-
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sciousness in process. In this, Bloom resembles in another 
way Benjamin’s “beings in an unfinished state,” the inhabi-
tants of an intermediate world. Bloom’s stream of con-
sciousness displays to us an ongoing interplay between his 
thoughts and the scene in the bar. Meanwhile, the narration 
of the “Sirens” episode stages its own lively interchange. 
While “The Croppy Boy” causes the dissolution of the indi-
vidual customers into one another—they “begged in one” to 
hear it and form a “General chorus off for a swill to wash it 
down” (U 11.1144-5)—the episode juxtaposes this morbid 
process of unification with glimpses of other events. As Ben 
Dollard sings, Lydia enacts her own seductive performance 
that, like the song, is addressed to the men in the bar, work-
ing upon them as upon one body:  

On the smooth, jutting beerpull, laid Lydia hand, lightly, 
plumply, leave it to my hands. All lost in pity for the croppy 
boy. Fro, to: to, fro: over the polished knob (she knows his 
eyes, my eyes, her eyes) her thumb and finger passed in 
pity; passed, reposed and, gently touching, then slid so 
smoothly, slowly down, a cool firm white enamel baton pro-
truding through their sliding ring.  

 
With a cock with a carra. 
Tap. Tap. Tap. 
I hold this house. Amen. He gnashed in fury. Traitors swing.  

(U 11.1112-20) 
 
Mingling the words of the song with descriptions of Ben Dol-
lard’s gestures, Lydia’s movements, the sounds of the blind 
piano tuner’s cane tapping on the street and Blazes Boylan 
knocking on the door of 7 Eccles Street, Joyce’s “Sirens” 
achieves a humorous conjunction. The dark lure of the ballad 
is entered into a medley of motion and sexual excitement. 
As the episode combines looking with listening, narrative 
with sound, this interplay of modes resists the twin evils of 
separation and unity, each mode countering the power of 
the others. The singing, flirting, bodily noises and storytel-
ling of Joyce’s episode oppose individual disempowerment 
with mutual engagement, staging a shared performance that 
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resists the forces that both tear individuals asunder and dis-
solve them into one another.  

Benjamin conjectures that the silence of Kafka’s Sirens is 
a sign of their fatality while music, on the other hand, is a 
sign of life: “Perhaps for Kafka music and singing are an ex-
pression or at least a token of escape, a token of hope 
which comes to us from that intermediate world – at once 
unfinished and commonplace, comforting and silly.”24 He 
goes on to quote Kafka’s description of the singing of Jose-
phine, the mouse singer: “Something of our poor, brief 
childhood is in it, something of lost happiness which can 
never be found again, but also something of active present-
day life, of its small gaieties, unaccountable and yet real and 
unquenchable.”25 The power of song inheres in its resistance 
to rational definition or categorical statement. Song is re-
lated to the foolish (albern), the unfinished (unfertig), the 
everyday (alltäglich) and the unaccountable (unbegreiflich). 
This resistance to clarity and meaning comes in the form of 
an alternative subjective state, one that is opposed to 
autonomous, rational adulthood. This childish, active gaiety 
is nonetheless rooted in the contemporary moment as it 
takes the form of play, happy, comforting and silly.  

While Joyce’s narration would seem to lay Bloom bare to 
us in a way that Kafka’s narratives would never do, the 
constant flow of observations and sensations leaves us no 
closer to defining him. A cuckold and an unconquered hero, 
Bloom is, like Kafka’s Odysseus, a fool and a fox at the 
same time, a character without “firm, inalienable outlines.” 
Simultaneously wise and unwilling to contemplate Molly’s 
adultery, Bloom is heedless in the way that Kafka’s Odys-
seus is heedless, looking away from what might destroy 
him. Despite their compelling versions of Odysseus, both re-
tellings of the Sirens episode emphasize shared experience 
rather than lone heroics. In both texts, we see faulty per-
formances that secure survival, interconnections that are 
temporary and unfinished yet life-giving. With these stories 
of contradictory connections between bodies that are swept 

 
24  Benjamin, Illuminations, 799. 
25  Benjamin, Illuminations, 799. 
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by emotion and desire, Kafka and Joyce sing around and 
through moments that others understand as representing the 
impasse of modernity. If Horkheimer and Adorno claim that 
“Since the happily hapless meeting of Odysseus with the Si-
rens all songs have ailed; the whole of western music suf-
fers from the absurdity of song in civilization,” Joyce and 
Kafka’s retellings of this ancient story concerning the danger 
of song for the self represent what modernist difficulty can 
achieve, even as it “can no longer be grasped by human un-
derstanding.” Instead of deadly total knowledge, identifica-
tion, self-expression, or the rehearsal of authority, these 
obscure performances achieve pleasure and freedom in in-
terconnection. 
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Katharine Streip 
JOYCE & KAFKA: VISUAL TECHNOLOGIES, 
PLEASURE & ANXIETY  
 
 
The work of James Joyce and Franz Kafka is profoundly in-
fluenced by the visual culture of their time, with complex in-
terrelations between vision, technology and narrative. Joyce 
brackets descriptions of photographs with the lyrical fluidity 
of his prose. In contrast, photography’s ability to blur the 
distinction between animate and inanimate sights, between 
movement and stasis helps Kafka to represent the merging 
of opposites such as sleep and waking, life and death, hu-
man and animal in his writing. Both writers recognize how 
the visual pleasure of photography and cinema also inspires 
a sense of exposure and vulnerability. Through a comparison 
of photographic and cinematic techniques and images in 
Joyce’s Ulysses and Kafka’s “The Metamorphosis,” we can 
explore the effects of different visual technologies on the 
authors’ depiction of the pleasure and anxiety of the specta-
tor/subject.  

Although both authors adopt an anti-realist conception of 
photography, Joyce advocates fluidity in representation and 
develops a cinematic mode of narration that emphasizes 
rhythm, movement and organic development rather than 
mechanical and static vignettes. Joyce was intensely inter-
ested in cinema and critics such as Scarlett Baron, Philip 
Sicker and Thomas L. Burkdall have traced the relations be-
tween Joyce’s writing and the emerging medium of film.1 
Photography, on the other hand, with its posing, staging and 
fixity, is frequently associated with limited perspectives and 
stereotypes in Joyce’s work.2 In his early essay “A Portrait 

 
 1  Scarlett Baron, “Flaubert, Joyce: Vision, Photography, Cinema,” Modern 

Fiction Studies 54 (Winter 2008): 689–714. Thomas L. Burkdall, Joycean 
Frames: Film and the Fiction of James Joyce (New York: Routledge, 2001). 
Phillip Sicker, “‘Alone in the Hiding Twilight’: Bloom’s Cinematic Gaze in 
‘Nausicaa,’” James Joyce Quarterly 36 (1999): 825-51.  

 2  For an optimistic view of the role of photography in Ulysses, see, Hsing-
chun Chou, “The Snapshots of the Daughter of Erin: Milly Bloom and Pho-
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of the Artist” (1904), Joyce argued for a mode of narration 
that presents subtle developments rather than static vi-
gnettes. Photography was unable to convey the “individuat-
ing rhythm” or “the curve of an emotion” that Joyce 
describes as necessary for art, nor could a photo do justice 
to history if “the past assuredly implies a fluid succession of 
presents.”3 This response resembles the reaction of impres-
sionist painters to the photograph: “The camera, they be-
lieved, was a liar. Its precision was false. Why? Because 
reality did not consist of static images. Because the camera 
stops time, which cannot be stopped; because it renders 
everything in focus […] Because the eye is not a lens, and 
the brain is not a machine.”4 Joyce queried, “can a photo-
graph be a work of art?” and answered: “A photograph is a 
disposition of sensible matter and may be so disposed for an 
aesthetic end but it is not a human disposition of sensible 
matter. Therefore it is not a work of art.”5 Photography only 
offers a mechanical perspective and so it cannot adequately 
convey emotional flux, revealing the centrality of the “hu-
man disposition” for Joyce. As Leopold Bloom says in Ulys-
ses, the photograph “simply wasn’t art in a word” (U 
16.1454-5); it can achieve aesthetic ends, but it is not art 
because it cannot represent the rhythmic emotional move-
ment of the human world. There is frequent irony around 
photographs in Joyce’s work, suggesting his preference for 
images in motion. Cinema, which combines images for aes-
thetic effect, comes closer to Joyce’s own narrative tech-
nique.  

Critics such as Wolfgang Jahn, Malcolm Pasley, Mark 
Anderson and Hanns Zischler have identified Kafka’s “filmic” 

 
tography,” NTU Studies in Language and Literature 20 (December 2008): 
131-48. 

 3  James Joyce, Poems and Shorter Writings, eds. Richard Ellmann, A. Walton 
Litz & John Whittier-Ferguson (London: Faber and Faber, 1991) 211. 

 4  Jonah Lehrer, Proust Was a Neuroscientist (Boston and New York: Hough-
ton Mifflin, 2007) 100.  

 5  The Workshop of Daedalus: James Joyce and the Raw Materials for “A 
Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man,” eds. Robert Scholes & Richard 
McKain (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1965) 55.  
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idiom,6 however, unlike Joyce, Kafka also embraced photog-
raphy as a visual paradigm and productive source of inspira-
tion.7 Kafka combines the mediums of film and photography 
in his desire for a new technology that could offer both 
cinematic motion and the stasis of the photograph. His wish 
for simultaneous motion and repose can be seen in his re-
sponse to the Emperor’s Panorama in Friedland: “The pic-
tures [of the panorama are] more alive than in the cinema 
because they offer the eye all the repose of reality. The cin-
ema communicates the restlessness of its motion to the 
things pictured in it; the eye’s repose would seem to be 
more important.”8 Movement needs to be tempered by still-
ness to convey reality. Kafka then wonders, “Why can`t 
they combine the cinema and the stereoscope in this way?”9 
This technological fantasy foreshadows Kafka’s own innova-
tive writing technique, which combines cinematic speed and 
photographic motionlessness.10 A close, “photographic” fo-
cus on particular sights as well as a rapid, cinematic stream 
of impressions informs Kafka’s narrative style. Indeed, 
Kafka’s characters suggest the influence of the photograph. 
As Anderson remarks, “Kafka’s characters emerge in vivid, 
sharp detail – often ‘present’ like photographic likenesses as 
they execute some striking gesture – but only as partial, flat 
surfaces without the depth of a past history or individual 
psychology.”11 Kafka, like Joyce, uses photographs to ques-
tion what it means to be human, but his exploration of sub-

 
 6  Mark M. Anderson, Kafka’s Clothes: Ornament and Aestheticism in the 

Habsburg Fin de Siècle (Oxford: Clarendon, 1992). Wolfgang Jahn, Kafkas 
Roman “Der Verschollene” (“Amerika”) (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1965). Malcolm 
Pasley, “Kafka als Reisender,” Was bleibt von Franz Kafka? 
Positionsbestimmung Kafka-Symposium Wien 1983, ed. Wendelin Schmidt-
Dengler (Vienna: Baumuller, 1985) 1-15. Hanns Zischler, Kafka Goes to the 
Movies, trans. Susan H. Gillespie (Chicago, London: University of Chicago 
Press, 2003). 

 7  For an excellent analysis of Kafka’s engagement with photography, see 
Carolin Duttlinger, Kafka and Photography (Oxford and New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2007). 

 8  Qtd. in Anderson, Kafka’s Clothes, 120. 
 9  Qtd. in John Zilcosky, Kafka’s Travels: Exoticism, Colonialism, and the 

Traffic of Writing  (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004) 13. 
10  Zilcosky, Kafka’s Travels, 13. 
11  Anderson, Kafka’s Clothes, 107. 



 

124 

jectivity, bodily experience, mental life and intersubjectivity 
explores the relation between representation and human na-
ture from a posthuman perspective.12 Joyce inscribes the 
mechanical revelations of photography within the temporal 
and emotional framework of human subjectivity, while Kafka 
allows photographs to challenge received understandings of 
reality.  

In “Nausicaa,” when Gerty MacDowell remembers an 
aborted group photograph, she carefully lists the partici-
pants: “her mother’s birthday that was and Charley was 
home on his holidays and Tom and Mr. Dignam and Mrs and 
Patsy and Freddy Dignam and they were to have had a 
group taken. No-one would have thought the end was so 
near” (U 13.316-9). This sentimental vision of the group 
photo cannot accommodate human mortality. Just as 
Gerty’s imagined liaison with the “pale, intellectual […] for-
eigner” never develops, this photo remains a fantasy be-
cause of Paddy Dignam’s sudden death. Gerty’s recollection 
suggests photography’s inadequacy for Joyce, as death’s 
interruption emphasizes the precarious relation between pho-
tography and memory.  

When Gerty fantasizes about her life as a married 
woman, she imagines “a beautifully appointed drawingroom 
with pictures and engravings and the photograph of grand-
papa Giltrap’s lovely dog Garryowen that almost talked it 
was so human” (U 13.213-33). Presumably the photograph 
itself is responsible for this reassuring impression, for we 
have just heard in “Cyclops” another account of “the lovely 
dog,” this time a “bloody mangy mongrel, Garryowen” (U 
12.119-20), a “mangy ravenous brute sniffing and sneezing 
all round the place and scratching his scabs” (U 12.485-6). 
The one consistent feature shared by these representations 
is the dog’s linguistic ability, as the Citizen starts “talking to 
him in Irish and the old towser growling, letting on to an-

 
12  Here I draw on Cary Wolfe’s discussion of posthumanism, in contrast to the 

posthumanism described by N. Katherine Hayles, which transcends em-
bodiment and “privileges informational pattern over material instantiation.” 
Cary Wolfe, What Is Posthumanism? (Minneapolis and London: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2010). N. Katherine Hayles, How We Became Posthu-
man (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999) 2. 
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swer, like a duet in the opera” (U 12.705-6). A subsequent 
interpolation actually supports Gerty’s assertion of the al-
most human dog, as Garryowen becomes a cyanthrope, a 
human who thinks he is a dog, reciting verse in public (U 
12.712-47). Although Maud Ellman points out that the 
dog’s true character is indeterminable when filtered through 
the opposing styles of “Cyclops” and “Nausicaa,”13 which of 
the two descriptions is more persuasive, Gerty’s photo-
graphic representation or the anonymous narrator’s account? 
Gerty’s sentimental photograph and the versifying Owen 
Garry raise questions about subject formation – how do 
forms of representation imply a certain kind of perceiving, 
experiencing subject? How do they index ways of seeing 
and experiencing the world? Joyce shows how forms of rep-
resentation influence our habits of reception.  

According to Sicker, Bloom’s formulates his erotic vision 
of Gerty MacDowell in distinctly cinematic terms.14 Gerty, 
on the other hand, experiences Bloom in relation to photog-
raphy and celebrity culture. Although Bloom later acknowl-
edges that the young woman returned his gaze: “Saw 
something in me. Wonder what” (U 13.833), he never learns 
that Gerty “could see at once by his dark eyes and his pale 
intellectual face that he was a foreigner, the image of the 
photo she had of Martin Harvey, the matinée idol, only for 
the moustache which she preferred because she was not 
stagestruck […] [her fantasy husband actually has a “care-
fully trimmed sweeping mustache” (U 13.237)], but she 
could not see whether he had an aquiline nose or a slightly 
retrousée from where he was sitting” (U 13.415-21). 
Gerty’s inability to interpret and evaluate Bloom’s nose is no 
accident. Bloom has carefully posed for her, just as she 
poses for him, and he later thinks, “Didn’t let her see me in 
profile. Still, you never know” (U 13.836), suggesting 
Bloom’s anxiety as spectator-subject.  

This fear of becoming a frozen spectacle for others shad-
ows the text. Baron points out how the word “tableau,” evi-

 
13  Maud Ellman, “Joyce’s Noises,” Modernism/Modernity 16:2 (April 2009): 

390. 
14  Sicker, “‘Alone in the Hiding Twilight,’” 830. 
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dence of photographic influence, occurs twice in “Nausicaa” 
– Gerty imagines Cissy Caffrey falling and freezes this image 
into a photographic still (U 13.484-6) and then adds another 
word with photographic connotations to confirm an associa-
tion between fixity, ridicule and photography: “That would 
have been a very charming exposé for a gentleman like that 
to witness” (U 13:487-8). “Tableau” also appears in 
Bloom’s interior monologue a few pages later as he envi-
sions the stereotyped behavior of chance encounters: (U 13: 
814-20).15 These imaginary photographs arrest time in static 
tableaux associated with artificiality, shame and cliché. 

Unlike these imagined photographic opportunities, actual 
photographs testify to the material reality of the gradual 
passage of time through their stains and creases. In “Eu-
maeus,” the faded photograph of Molly that Bloom shows 
Stephen may be intended as a seduction tool but it reveals 
stereotypes and formula as Bloom indicates with his initial 
questions: “- Do you consider, by the by, he said, thought-
fully selecting a faded photo which he laid on the table, that 
a Spanish type?” (U 16.1425-6). The material nature of the 
photograph clearly informs Stephen’s response: “Stephen, 
obviously addressed, looked down on the photo showing a 
large sized lady with her fleshy charms on evidence in an 
open fashion as she was in the full bloom of womanhood in 
evening dress cut ostentatiously low for the occasion to give 
a liberal display of bosom, with more than vision of breasts, 
her full lips parted and some perfect teeth, standing near, 
ostensibly with gravity, a piano on the rest of which was In 
Old Madrid, a ballad, pretty in its way, which was then all 
the vogue. Her (the lady’s) eyes dark, large, looked at 
Stephen, about to smile about something to be admired, La-
fayette of Westmoreland street, Dublin’s premier photo-
graphic artist, being responsible for the esthetic execution” 
(U 16.1427-36). Stephen identifies a plus sized woman with 
some perfect teeth whose fleshy charms are enhanced by a 
revealing gown, who is positioned near a piano displaying a 
once popular ballad, and he notes the photographer respon-
sible for the portrait. The portrait acts as a repository for 

 
15  Baron, “Flaubert, Joyce: Vision, Photography, Cinema,” 697-8. 
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adult fantasies. It serves as a blank screen for the projection 
of stereotypes and identity constructions which are part of a 
wider collective imagination of the “Spanish type.” This stu-
dio portrait becomes a paradigm for “the paradox at the 
heart of photographic portraiture, whose rituals of self-
fashioning resulted in the annihilation of the sitter’s individu-
ality.”16 

Bloom identifies the woman as his wife but carefully 
qualifies the photograph as a reliable representation: “Very 
like her then,” he observes, but adds, “As for the face it 
was a speaking likeness in expression but it did not do jus-
tice to her figure which came in for a lot of notice usually 
and which did not come out to the best advantage in that 
getup” (U 16.1438-9; 1444-6). The mechanical vision of the 
camera and the artificial setting of the studio cannot ade-
quately represent a human being, unlike the marble sculp-
tures that Bloom recollects from the National Museum, 
“Whereas no photo could because it simply wasn`t art in a 
word” (U 16.1454-5). In spite of the limitations of the pho-
tographic medium, Bloom wants to “leave the likeness there 
for a few minutes to speak for itself on the plea he so that 
the other could drink in the beauty for himself, her stage 
presence being, frankly, a treat in itself which the camera 
could not at all do justice to” (U 16.1457-60). Indeed, the 
material condition of the photo has as much interest for 
Bloom as the actual image when he views “the slightly 
soiled photo creased by opulent curves […]. In fact the 
slight soiling was only an added charm like the case of linen 
slightly soiled, good as new, much better in fact with the 
starch out” (U 16.1464 -70). The creased and soiled photo-
graph with its “opulent curves” reflecting Molly’s own 
curves testifies to the passing of time, as the recorded im-
age is in a process of fading which adds to its function as a 
memory prosthetic. The photograph testifies to imperma-
nence.  

Images do not stay static in Ulysses but vividly come to 
life, like the picture of the bathing nymph given away with 
the Easter number of the magazine Photo Bits (4.53). Bloom 

 
16  Duttlinger, Kafka and Photography, 26. 
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has framed the reproduction “in oak and tinsel” (U 15.3263) 
and hung it over his bed. The image confronts him in “Circe” 
with the accusation: “Unseen, one summer eve, you kissed 
me in four places. And with loving pencil you shaded my 
eyes, my bosom, and my shame” (U 15.3264-5). Compare 
the animation of this reproduction with the image Gregor 
Samsa frames in his bedroom and covers with his vermin 
body.  

The monstrous vermin of Kafka’s “The Metamorphosis” 
tends to be allegorized away by critics and we actually re-
ceive limited information about the creature. As Anderson 
points out, “Kafka reverses the camera angle, forcing us to 
see not so much the insect as the world of higher primates 
from the insect’s perspective.”17 Does the vermin have a 
human perspective, or does Gregor’s perspective evolve into 
a posthuman point of view as the story continues? Carolin 
Duttlinger points out how the photographic portrait and its 
significance for family power dynamics is a key theme in 
Kafka’s story. While emphasizing the role of photography for 
the construction of social, cultural, and personal identity, 
this story also shows how the power relations and hierar-
chies informing these constructs can be subverted through 
images. Duttlinger argues that Gregor Samsa’s previous con-
formity to photographic frameworks of identity is exploded 
when he transforms into the monstrous “other” of this or-
der.18 Only, as Stanley Corngold points out, Gregor is not a 
clearly defined “other” for either his family or for Kafka’s 
readers: “The metamorphosis in the Samsa household of 
man into vermin is unsettling, not only because vermin are 
disturbing, or because the vivid representation of a human 
‘louse’ is disturbing, but because the indeterminate, fluid 
crossing of a human tenor and a material vehicle is in itself 
unsettling.”19 This vermin/human mélange resists human 
thought and causes pain through its inexplicability. In this 
sense, Gregor’s consciousness parallels the mechanical vi-

 
17  Anderson, Kafka’s Clothes, 130. 
18  Duttlinger, Kafka and Photography, 12. 
19  Stanley Corngold, Franz Kafka: The Necessity of Form (Ithaca and London: 
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sion of a photograph, with its ambivalent condition between 
familiarity and foreignness.  

Gregor’s transformation is carefully framed by images in 
the story. For example, one testament to his formerly human 
existence is a photograph, a significant contrast to both his 
insect self and his previous existence as an exploited travel-
ling salesman: “On the wall directly opposite hung a photo-
graph of Gregor from his army days, in a lieutenant’s 
uniform, his hand on his sword, a carefree smile on his lips, 
demanding respect for his bearing and his rank”20 The photo 
represents a conflict between individuality and uniformity, as 
respect and a carefree smile are the result of a lieutenant’s 
uniform. As Duttlinger observes, the photo is strategically 
placed opposite the door through which the vermin Gregor 
first emerges, revealing his new identity to his family.21  

However, Gregor has carefully framed another illustra-
tion, a cut-out magazine picture, within his room:22  

 
Over the table, on which an unpacked line of fabric samples 
was spread out – Samsa was a traveling salesman – hung 
the picture which he had recently cut out of a glossy 
magazine and lodged in a pretty gilt frame. It showed a lady 
done up in a fur hat and a fur boa, sitting upright and raising 
up against the viewer a heavy fur muff in which her whole 
forearm had disappeared.23 

 
The illustration shows a woman whose body is partially cov-
ered by fur, an image which blurs the boundaries between 
human and animal. Does the hidden, raised forearm repre-
sent an aggressive gesture, or the disarming of a fist now 
muffled by fur?  

Both Leopold Bloom and Gregor Samsa have framed im-
ages of woman in their bedrooms, giving mass produced im-

 
20  Franz Kafka, The Metamorphosis, trans. & ed. Stanley Corngold (New York 

and London: Norton, 1996) 12. 
21  Duttlinger, Kafka and Photography, 107. 
22  Duttlinger notes, “Although many critics take the picture to be a photo-

graph, Kafka uses only the non-specific term ‘Bild’which he elsewhere em-
ploys in both photographic and non-photographic contexts” (110). 

23  Kafka, The Metamorphosis, 3. 
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ages an illusion of singularity. Gregor has framed this image 
while relaxing from work, as his mother explains to his of-
fice manager:  

 
He sits with us at the table, quietly reading the paper or 
studying train schedules. It’s already a distraction for him 
when he’s busy working with his fretsaw. For instance, in 
the span of two or three evenings he carved a little frame. 
You`ll be amazed how pretty it is; it’s hanging inside his 
room. You’ll see it right away when Gregor opens the 
door.24  

 
The first thing one sees upon entering Gregor’s room is the 
framed picture of the woman in fur, as if to emphasize its 
importance for Gregor’s private life.  

Later, when his mother and sister remove his belongings 
from his room to make it easier for the monstrous vermin to 
move around freely before they turn the room into a store-
house for useless junk:  

 
They were clearing out his room: depriving him of everything 
that he had loved; […] And so he broke out – the women 
were just leaning against the desk in the next room to catch 
their breath for a minute – changed his course four times, he 
really didn`t know what to salvage first, then he saw 
hanging conspicuously on the wall, which was otherwise 
bare already, the picture of the lady all dressed in furs, 
hurriedly crawled up on it and pressed himself against the 
glass, which gave a good surface to stick to and soothed his 
hot belly. At least no one would take away this picture while 
Gregor completely covered it up.25 

 
It is significant that Gregor’s only expression of open rebel-
lion against his family is over this image of a woman “disap-
pearing” into fur. Gregor’s body substitutes for the image in 
the gilt frame of a woman who may represent animality or 
transformation. Kafka’s attention to embodiment and mate-
riality with his depiction of a hybrid identity, part human, 

 
24  Kafka, The Metamorphosis, 8. 
25  Kafka, The Metamorphosis, 26. 
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part animal, suggests Gregor’s escape from the limits of his 
own human identity as expressed in his soldier photograph.  

Gregor replaces the image of the animal-woman with his 
own monstrous body and we then see how Gregor is indeed 
stuck with the protocols of representation. After his mother 
catches sight of Gregor as monstrous vermin, she calls upon 
God and faints. His sister addresses the framed Gregor for 
the first time:  

 
“You, Gregor!” cried his sister with raised fist and piercing 
eyes. These were the first words she had addressed directly 
to him since his metamorphosis. She ran into the next room 
to get some kind of spirits to revive her mother. Gregor 
wanted to help too – there was time to rescue the picture – 
but he was stuck to the glass and had to tear himself loose 
by force.”26 

 
The picture of the lady in fur may be a reference to Sacher 
Masoch’s “Venus in Furs”27 but it is also an image of 
transformation where the fist, so prominently displayed by 
Gregor’s father and even by his sister, disappears into ani-
mal fur. This ironic presentation of a magazine image recalls 
Gerty MacDowell, who also strives for a vision of perfection 
based on her limited culture and appreciates another roman-
tic illustration, appropriately hanging in the outhouse (U 
13.331-4).  

Both Joyce and Kafka depict imaginative and emotional 
engagement with photographic images and mechanical re-
productions while also pointing to their limitations as tools 
for visual mastery and self understanding. For Walter Benja-
min, photography reveals the “optical unconscious” of real-
ity with details, angles, and perspectives which escape the 
unmediated human gaze.28 Joyce rejects the presumption of 

 
26  Kafka, The Metamorphosis, 27. 
27  See Mark M. Anderson, “Kafka and Sacher Masoch,” Franz Kafka’s The 

Metamorphosis, ed. Harold Bloom (New York: Chelsea House, 1988); Ruth 
Angress, “Kafka and Sacher-Masoch: A Note on The Metamorphosis,” 
Modern Language Notes 85 (1970): 745-6; F. Kuna, “Art as Direct Vision: 
Kafka and Sacher-Masoch,” Journal of European Studies (1972): 237-46. 

28  Walter Benjamin, “A Short History of Photography,” trans. Stanley Mitchell. 
Screen 13 (Spring 1972): 5-26. 
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the image’s transparency and exhaustibility as he empha-
sizes the importance of human imagination for representa-
tion. Kafka explores the radical ambivalence of the 
photograph and asks us to reflect on the question of “who” 
experiences. Both authors express anxiety over identity for-
mation through the distorting exposure of photography.  
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Christine O’Neill 
FROM NÁCHOD TO DUBLIN VIA PRAGUE & 
BRNO: A EUROPEAN WAKEAN CALLED PETR 
ŠKRABÁNEK 
 
 
This article on Petr Škrabánek hopes to bring him to a wider 
audience while reintroducing him to his native land. Petr 
Škrabánek was a medical doctor who relished debunking 
conventional thinking and aimed to generate scepticism. He 
was also a Joycean who, from the early 1970s, contributed 
to Wake studies, publishing mostly in A Wake Newslitter 
and A Finnegans Wake Circular. His abiding interests were 
paronomasia and structure, and he drew on a wide and pro-
found knowledge of linguistics, religion, classical myth and 
history, though always with a playful touch. 

I was fortunate to befriend him and indeed his family 
when I first moved to Dublin in the mid-1980s. Fritz Senn 
who, at that stage, had not yet met him in person, had 
given me his name. Petr and Vĕra Škrabánek were generous 
hosts and kind friends, and they had their part in my intro-
duction to Joyce.  
 
Life (1940-1994) 
Petr Škrabánek was born in 1940 in Náchod, a small town in 
north-eastern Bohemia, now in the Czech Republic. He en-
tered Charles University, Prague, in 1957 to study chemistry 
and, following his studies, he was a researcher at the Insti-
tute for Toxicology and Forensic Medicine in Prague, gradu-
ating in 1962. At the early age of twenty-two, Škrabánek 
became the Head of the Toxicology Department at the Insti-
tute of Forensic Medicine at Purkynĕ University in Brno. The 
following year, he started to read medicine and, at the same 
time, began to study Hebrew privately with chief rabbi Rich-
ard Feder. 

He was granted a short-term research scholarship in 
1967 and, taking advantage of the lifting of travel restric-
tions into the West during Czechoslovakia’s reformist period, 
chose a one month stint at Galway Regional Hospital. He re-
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turned as a researcher the following year, 1968, this time to 
work at the Richmond Hospital in Dublin. His wife Vĕra 
Čapková, a linguist, joined him that August, and they met 
scholars working in Celtic Studies. It was while travelling in 
the West of Ireland that they heard the news of the Soviet 
invasion of Czechoslovakia, and they were so shocked that 
they decided not to return. They found themselves in Ireland 
with two backpacks and a tent. 

Petr and Vĕra quickly made friends who helped them set-
tle in Dublin. Soon Petr was admitted to the Royal College of 
Surgeons to finish his medical studies, and he qualified at 
the Society of Apothecaries in 1970. After working in neu-
rology in various Dublin hospitals, he joined the Endocrine 
Oncology Research team in the Mater Hospital in 1975. 

At the same time Škrabánek became interested in the 
wider issues of medicine, and he wrote both occasional arti-
cles on philosophical aspects of medicine and frequent let-
ters to editors. Eventually he became well known for his 
editorials in The Lancet, the eminent British medical journal, 
a professional achievement he valued highly. It was through 
The Lancet that he met James McCormick who, in 1984, 
offered him a position at the Department of Community 
Health in Trinity College. Škrabánek became tenured in 1986 
and was elected fellow of Trinity College in 1991 as well as 
of the Royal College of Physicians of Ireland. Shortly before 
his death from cancer in 1994 at the age of 53, he was ap-
pointed Associate Professor at Trinity College. He is hon-
oured with an entry in The Dictionary of Irish Biography.1 

Škrabánek acknowledged that human irrationality was an 
integral part of being human,2 but he was scathingly critical 
of dogma and wishful thinking in the areas of preventive and 
alternative medicine. He maintained his reputation as an 
original and fearless sceptic and critic while teaching at Trin-
ity College as well as in several hundred articles and letters. 
His unorthodox views and indomitable and often mischie-

 
 1  Cambridge University Press, 2009. 
 2  “Even the greatest thinkers, Descartes, Berkeley, [and] Newton could not 

resist the overpowering pull of their own wishful thinking…”From: “Demar-
cation of the Absurd,” The Lancet 327 (1986/8487): 960-1. 
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vous spirit is reflected in book titles such as Follies and Fal-
lacies in Medicine (1989) and The Death of Humane Medi-
cine and the Rise of Coercive Healthism (1994). Follies and 
Fallacies in Medicine has been translated into Danish, Ger-
man, Spanish, Italian, French, Dutch and Czech. A collection 
of Škrabánek’s writings on broader issues and philosophical 
aspects of medicine was published posthumously entitled 
False Premises False Promises: Selected Writings of Petr 
Škrabánek (2000) – the characteristic title False Premises 
False Promises taken from an article of his on breast cancer 
screening. 

Leading international scientists regularly invited 
Škrabánek to address major symposia and seminars in 
Europe and the United States. He was of independent mind 
and an unflinching critic. Having experienced totalitarianism, 
he abhorred intolerance and regulation. 

But he was more than a formidable intellect. He had an 
impish air about him and delighted, for example, in perform-
ing visual tricks for his medical students so as to disabuse 
them of the notion that whatever they thought they had wit-
nessed with their own eyes was necessarily ‘true’ or ‘a 
fact’. He wanted his students to “learn how to recover their 
natural subversiveness and to rediscover their joy of free 
enquiry.”3 Škrabánek was also quite the playful magician 
when, with the simple aid of hand soap and lukewarm wa-
ter, he used his hands to blow enormous – and I mean 
enormous – soap bubbles. 

Škrabánek was an accomplished Jazz pianist, and many 
have fond memories of him playing for friends late at night 
in his living room, the walls hung with his oil paintings and 
mixed media collages. Their subjects, unsurprisingly, tended 
to be irreverent; there was, for example, a copy he painted 
of Max Ernst’s Virgin Mary with the infant stomach-down 
across her lap and her hand raised high to smack his bot-

 
 3  “A Subversive Man,” The Lancet 334 (1989/8654): 94/5; rpt.: False 

Premises, False Promises (Withorn: Tarragon Press, 2000) 207. 



 

136 

tom. Škrabánek loved surrealism both in literature and art, 
especially the Czech avant-garde.4 

He was a Renaissance man with a European outlook. 
Keenly interested in languages both Indo-European and non-
Indo-European as his articles on the Wake show, he was 
helped in his studies not only by his many international 
friends but, first and foremost, by his linguist wife Vĕra, a 
scholar of comparative Slavonic and Indo-European lan-
guages. Škrabánek loved reading Montaigne and Rabelais, 
and together with phonetician Richard Walshe and composer 
Gerard Victory, he translated Les Chants de Maldoror by 
Lautréamont into English (the work was done in a pub on 
Saturday mornings). He also translated the poetic and ex-
perimental Czech novella Rozmarné léto (Midsummer Capri-
cio, 1926) by Vladislav Vančura which, however, remains in 
manuscript.5 

Škrabánek’s abiding literary passion however was Joyce. 
Already in Czechoslovakia he had become acquainted with 
the early Czech translations of Dubliners (1933), A Portrait 
of the Artist as a Young Man (1930) and Ulysses (1930).6 
Having seen the Russian tanks rolling into Prague on televi-
sion while in Ireland with Vĕra in 1968 and determining not 
to return, they worked on improving their basic English by 
reading a few pages of Ulysses every evening. Petr and Vĕra 
must have made fair progress as she gave him a copy of the 
Wake for Christmas 1969. Swiftly off the mark, he pub-
lished his first article in A Wake Newslitter in 1971 and re-
mained a regular contributor to it and, later, to A Finnegans 
Wake Circular. He also taught a graduate seminar on the 
Wake at UCD for about ten years. Škrabánek was an ama-
teur in the true sense of the word: his detailed exegeses are 
the product of his love and admiration of Joyce’s work. 

 
 4  Especially the Czech avant-garde painters, writers and theoreticians Jindřich 

Štýrský and Toyen. 
 5  A translation of the novella into English entitled Summer of Caprice by Mark 

Corner was published in 2006. 
 6  Škrabánek had first encountered the Wake through an excerpt of the ALP 

section translated into Czech by Zdenĕk Urbánek which had been published 
by the literary review Svĕtová literatura (World Literature) in 1966 (1:199-
202). The article included an introduction to the Wake. 
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Škrabánek the Wakean 
Fortunately, Škrabánek’s writings on the Wake along with a 
few book reviews and a radio lecture have been collected 
and carefully edited by Ondřej Pilný and Louis Armand in 
Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers. Petr Škrabánek: Studies in 
Finnegans Wake (Prague: Litteraria Pragensia, 2002). The 
editors also provide a substantial foreword and introduction, 
and this article is indebted to their work. The collection re-
flects throughout Škrabánek’s keen interest in languages 
both Indo-European and non-Indo-European. It should be 
noted that Škrabánek drew directly on original source mate-
rials in compiling his various ‘foreign word lists’ just as he 
did with his elucidations of the Wake sigla. 

His “Cushitic Cant: Kant in Afar”7 is a good example to 
start with. He explained that Afar8 was “an Eastern 
Cushitic9 language, spoken by the nomadic, camel-rearing 
tribe of the Danakils,10 who live along the coast and on 
small islands between Adulis Bay and the Gulf of Tajura, op-
posite Bab-el-Mandeb, ‘The Gate of Tears’ (cf. ‘A babble 
men dub gulch of tears’, 254.16)”11, between the Red Sea 
and the Gulf of Aden. Škrabánek traced the Afar/African 
theme generally (FW 169.07-177.04) and, in particular, how 

 
 7  Petr Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers. Petr Škrabánek: Studies 

in Finnegans Wake, eds. Louis Armand and Ondřej Pilný (Prague: Litteraria 
Pragensia, 2002) 142-5. 

 8  Afar (Qafár af) is a Lowland East Cushitic language spoken in Ethiopia, 
Eritrea and Djibouti. It is believed to have 1.5 million speakers, the Afar. 
The basic word order in Afar, like in other East Cushitic languages, is sub-
ject object verb. Its speakers have a literacy rate of between one and three 
per cent. Its closest relative is the Saho language. 

 9  The Cushitic languages are a branch of the Afroasiatic language family 
spoken in the Horn of Africa, Tanzania, Kenya, Sudan and Egypt. They are 
named after the Biblical figure Cush by analogy with Shem’s being the epo-
nym of Semitic. The most populous Cushitic language is Oromo with about 
35 million speakers, followed by Somali with about 15 million speakers, and 
Sidamo in Ethiopia with about 2 million speakers. Other languages with 
more that one million speakers are Hadia (1.6 million), Kambata (1.4 mil-
lion), and Afar (1.5 million). 

10  The Danakil Desert lies in north-eastern Ethiopia, southern Eritrea and much 
of Djibouti. The homeland of the Afar people, it is known for its heat and 
for the Afar Depression, lying up to 100 m below sea level. The Danakil 
Desert’s main industry is salt mining. 

11  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 142. 
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Shem “ran away, when the Irish eyes of welcome were smil-
ing daggers down their backs” (176.23), as far as he could, 
“to stay in afar for the life” (176.31). Škrabánek referred to 
Joyce’s list of exotic languages in Notebook VI.B.45.84 
which starts with “Kush afar” and showed the link between 
Cushitic, Cush the first son of Ham, and Shem and tracked a 
sentence Joyce had noted in Afar into FW (“pig stole on him 
was lust he lagging it was becaused dust he shook”)12 as 
well as the addition of the philosopher Kant and cant (eg, 
pig meaning “sixpence”; lag to “deport a convict”; dust 
“money”; shook “stole”). Škrabánek in the article acknowl-
edged a debt to his wife Vĕra Čapková, a professional lin-
guist, who, when asked whether there was any language 
“Kush Afar”, “thought of Cushitic and produced a little book 
of the grammar of Afar by G. Colizza: Lingua 'Afar nel Nord-
Est dell'Africa (Vienna: A. Hoelder, 1887).”13 And, amaz-
ingly, it contained the sentence Joyce had jotted down in his 
Notebook.14 

Škrabánek’s linguistic glosses referenced languages far 
and wide; eg, Greek, Latin, German, Irish, Danish, French, 
Czech, Polish and Russian when discussing “Wassaily 
Booslaeugh (of Riesengeborg) (5.05)”.15 Other articles re-
ferred to Hebrew,16 Arabic (and Russian);17 Basque and 
Dano-Norwegian (and German);18 Spanish and Old Church 
Slavonic (and Irish, Hiberno-English, Latin, German, French, 

 
12  Simple Kant/cant reading of Afar sentence: the lust of money made him 

steal a sixpence, and because of his theft he was put in prison. 
13  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 144. 
14  It contained the sentence “because I cannot find the camel I have lost, 

throw me some sand!” (Škrabánek’s translation). Joyce in the Notebook 
closely followed the peculiar Afar syntax in his interlinear translation. 
Colizza explains that “sand-throwing” was “a kind of divination by sand 
used for recovering lost objects and animals.” (ibid., 145). 

15  The name draws on a cycle of 15th c Russian epic poems, a Russian 
equivalent of Fionn MacCumhaill. Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand 
Tiers, 38. 

16 He specifically glossed Hebrew in “More Hebrew”; a gloss on over a hun-
dred words in FW in addition to “the many important entries” supplied by 
Roland McHugh and Matthew Hodgart. Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 
45-8; 45. 

17  “The Chess Elephant in the Belly,” Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 78. 
18  “Basque Beginning,” Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 79. 
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Polish, Russian, Greek, Dano-Norwegian);19 Slovenian, Japa-
nese20 and Chinese (Czech, Irish);21Armenian22 and Ruthe-
nian.23 He noted in 1976 the “perverse situation” where 
there existed Basque and Bulgarian but not Hiberno-English 
glossaries for the Wake, hence he provided one,24 and he 
commented on the Ainu words Joyce listed in Notebook 
VI.B.45, Ainu being “a curious language of the original in-
habitants of Japan, now surviving in Hokkaido, Sakhalin and 
the Kurile Islands.”25 Some of Joyce’s spellings and minor 
mistakes in Ainu forms led Škrabánek to think that he had 
used a “second-hand, as yet undiscovered French source.”26 
In “Cunniform Letters (198.25)”,27 he maintained that the 
“decipherment of cuneiform script is a fascinating story, 
bearing some similarities to the work of cryptographers and 
of Wakean scholars.”28 Škrabánek discussed the trilingual 
inscriptions in Persian, Elamite and Babylonian found in Per-
sia which were written “in alphabetical, syllabic and ideo-
graphic cuneiforms, respectively”29 and traced the languages 

 
19  “The whole gammat (492.04),” (Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 76-7) is 

a gloss on the gamut of the Wake week (492.05-07): “loonacied! Marterd-
yed!! Madwakemiherculossed!!! Judascessed!!!! Pairaskivvymenassed!!!!! 
Luredogged!!!!!! And, needatellye, faulscrescendied!!!!!!!” 

20  “St Patrick’s Nightmare Confession (483.15-485.07)” is an extended 
Japanese gloss. Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 99-113. 

21  “Epscene License (523.34),” Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers,  80-1. 
22  “Notes on Armenian in FW,” Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 123-36. 
23  “Notes on Ruthenian in II.3”. Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 137-41). 

“Russian and Ukranian have the same ancestor – old Russian, which was 
the language of Kiev Rus until the 13th century.” (ibid., 137) Škrabánek 
sets out to tie up “a few loose ends” since his Slavonic list, displaying as 
usual great historical knowledge (eg, p. 140 regarding Khorasan). 

24  “Anglo-Irish in Finnegans Wake”. Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers,  60-9; 
60: “O Hehir’s Gaelic Lexicon does not even acknowledge the distinction 
between Irish and Anglo-Irish.” 

25  “Anna’s Ainu,” Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 146-8; 146. Referring to 
the Letter chapter (I.5), “littered with the most unlikely languages”, the Hen 
wants to “talk straight turkey meet to mate” (113.26). Škrabánek explains 
that the Turkey is, in fact, Ainu. For his interpretation he used the Ainu-
English-Japanese Dictionary by John Batchelor (1926). 

26  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 147. 
27  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers,  149-50. 
28  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 149. 
29  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 149. 
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and references to cuneiform clay tablets in FW.30 On a 
lighter note, he added that “Joyce’s interest in Persian his-
tory is understandable, considering that the chief protagonist 
of Finnegans Wake has a name betraying his Persian royal 
affiliation: Persse O'Reilly, ‘Perseoroyal” (358.20).31 

Škrabánek glossed across the millennia, the globe, its his-
tories, literatures and languages. He wrote about Dublin 
place names32 and music hall33 just as he glossed exten-
sively the application of Gematria, the “most complicated 
method of the Cabbala by which words can be calculated 
into numbers” and vice versa, to the tenth chapter of FW.34 
In a note entitled “Cheka and OGPU”, he discusses the 
names of the secret police of various countries, and the sen-
timent he expressed in the opening line is characteristic: “It 
seems that even Joyce realised that the extreme right and 
extreme left are not antagonistic ends of a straight line.”35 

Škrabánek obviously delighted in exploring “Havvah-Ban-
Annah (38.30)”, referring to “a minor controversy flourishing 
among the biblical exegetes of the nineteenth century.”36 
The controversy was about the “trans-sexualism” of a pas-
sage in which reference is made to Anah either as the father 
or mother of Oolibama who is one of Esau’s wives. The sev-
eral references to Anah in the masoretic texts37 (Genesis 
and 1 Chronicles) are inconsistent regarding Anah’s sexual-
ity as either daughter or son of Sibeon. To harmonise these 

 
30  “Dariaumaurius,” 113.04; “Artaxerxes,” 337.35 (Artaxerxes was the son 

of King of Kings Darius I, 525-486 BCE); ibid.  
31  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 150. 
32  “Imaginable Itinerary through the Particular Universal,” Night Joyce of a 

Thousand Tiers, 36-7. 
33  “Infinite Variety” is a gloss on Eugene Watters and Matthew Murtagh’s 

book Infinite Variety: Dan Lawrey’s Music Hall 1879-97 of 1975. Ibid.,  58-
9. 

34  “O Quanta Virtus Est Intersecationibus Circulorum,” Night Joyce of a 
Thousand Tiers, 41-4. 

35  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 11. 
36  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 40. 
37  The Masoretic Text is the authoritative Hebrew text of the Jewish Bible 

regarded almost universally as the official version of the Tanakh. It defines 
not just the books of the Jewish canon, but also the precise letter-text of 
the biblical books in Judaism. 
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lines, “the Samaritan Septuagint38 and Syriac Peshitta39 and 
some modern biblical scholars (and Joyce)”40 read the lines 
in Genesis 36:2 as ‘ben-anah’, ie, son of Anah. Škrabánek 
obviously delighted in exploring the sources’ contradictory 
rendering of gender as did Joyce who elaborated the “trans-
sexualism”41 of the passage in contextual references (“Ruah 
of Ecclectiastes” 38.29; “writress” 38.30). 

He discussed the “Structure and Motif in Thunderwords: 
A Proposal” and warned against arbitrary syllabification 
which leads to “arbitrary reading and over-reading” in which, 
ultimately, “anything goes”.42 As a reviewer, Škrabánek 
predictably did not mince his words. Discussing James 
Joyce 1. ‘Scribble’ 1. Genèse des textes, he wrote rather 
devastatingly: “Derrida’s introductory piece ‘Scribble (pou-
voir/écrire)’ is reprinted from his introduction to an edition of 
W. Warburton’s essay on hieroglyphs, and though it has no 
apparent bearing on hieroglyphs, it is even less enlightening 
for students of Joyce.”43 

An article suggestively entitled “The Condom Conundrum 
of a French Letter”44 reads like a sophisticated introduction 
to the Wake. Škrabánek touches on the work’s structures 
and themes elucidating many a resonant word or phrase. 
Like his essay “Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers”45 from 
which the Armand/Pilný collection borrows its poignant title, 
it is the kind of textual elucidation he used in his graduate 
seminars at UCD. 

 
38  The Septuagint derives its name from Latin Interpretatio septuaginta vi-

rorum, “translation of the seventy interpreters”.  
39  The Peshitta (Classical Syriac for “simple, common, straight, vulgate”) is 

the standard version of the Syriac Bible. The Old Testament of the Peshitta 
was translated from the Hebrew, probably in the 2nd century. The New 
Testament of the Peshitta, which originally excluded certain disputed books 
(2 Peter, 2 John, 3 John, Jude, Revelation), had become the standard by 
the early 5th century. 

40  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 40. 
41  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 40. 
42  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 50-5; 50. 
43  James Joyce, 1. “Scribble,” Genèse des textes, ed. Claude Jacquet (Paris: 

Lettres Modernes, Minard, 1988), Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 158-9. 
44  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 93-8. 
45  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 1-10. 
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Whether he sketched the overall structure of the book, 
referred to a pattern or honed in on a particular phrase or 
word, Škrabánek always deployed eloquent and often less 
than reverent erudition. When discussing Odysseus calling 
himself no-one, Noman (outis), in the Cyclops episode, 
Škrabánek in “Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers” spins a 
thread from the Phoenix Park murders and the Invincibles to 
“The Day of the Rabblement” to Finn MacCool, Jacob, Isaac 
and Esau, to the Wake and to Jesus: 

 
Another no-man was Jesus, half-God, half-man, also known 
as The Lamb. He slipped out from a cave too. When his 
disciples came back to the cave where he was buried, he 
was gone. “He is not here, for he is risen” (Matthew 28:5). 
And in The Acts of the Apostles we read: “when we had 
opened, we found no man within” (Acts 5:23) [cf. “The 
Condom Conundrum”, p. 97]. But the Noman of the Wake is 
a black-sheep, or rather half-man, half-goat. A pun on the 
god Pan. A fauny-man, a funny man. Finnegans Wake is a 
fairy tale with the furry tail and the furry head of the 
hairwigged Earwicker.46 

 
In concluding this synopsis of Škrabánek’s Wakean writings, 
it is worth drawing attention to his work on a “Slavonic Dic-
tionary,”47 published in A Wake Newslitter in 1972, and on 
“Slavonicisms in Finnegans Wake,”48 published in Irish-
Slavonic Studies 2 in 1981.49 

Škrabánek reckoned that there were “more than 600 
words and phrases of Slavonic origin and at least twice as 
many with Slavonic overtones or connections, all relatively 
evenly dispersed throughout the text, except for a massive 
accumulation in section II.3 (‘Russian General’).”50 Though 
Finnegans Wake is basically English, it is “assembled from 
seventy-odd languages, or, as Joyce puts it in an under-
statement: ‘wordloosed over seven seas crowdblast in cellel-

 
46  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 9. 
47  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 12-35. 
48  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 84-90. 
49  Rpr. Litteraria Pragensia 4 (1994/8): 92-9. 
50  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 12. 
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leneteutoslavzendlatinsoudscript’ (219.16), ie, Celtic, Hel-
lenic, Teutonic, Slavic, Zend (=Iranian), Latin and San-
skrit.”51 In 1972 Škrabánek wrote that there are “about 
1260 common ‘panslavonic’ words (PS), with similar or 
identical spelling or pronunciation and various shades of 
meaning. In about 350 cases the meaning is identical. By 
‘panslavonic’ we would consider words present at least in 
five Slavonic languages.”52 Škrabánek mentions the many 
substantial difficulties in trying to “allocate any panslavonic 
word used in Finnegans Wake to an individual Slavonic lan-
guage if the context or a special spelling are not helpful.”53 
On occasion, though, Joyce did “exploit semantic shifts oc-
curring in these ‘panslavonic’ words in individual Slavonic 
languages.”54 Škrabánek notes that Slavonic languages 
other than Russian and Czech appear infrequently; there is a 
small cluster of Ukrainian (pp 340/1) and Bulgarian (pp 
346/7),55 and the Polish material in Finnegans Wake 
amounts to about fifty entries. However, Hiberno-Slavic 
puns abound.56 

One of the first translations of Ulysses was into Czech by 
Ladislav Vymĕtal and Jarmila Fastrová in 1930.57 Škrabánek 
pointed out that it was Tomáš G. Masaryk, philosopher and 
first president of the Czechoslovak Republic, who brought 
Ulysses to the attention of Czech literati. This was at a time 
when the book was banned in many countries in the West. 
After the war, Poland may have been the only country in the 
communist bloc in which an interest in Joyce beyond his 
short stories and A Portrait was not positively discouraged. 

 
51  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 84. 
52  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 12. 
53  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 13. 
54  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 87. 
55  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 90. 
56  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 89. The Battle of the Boyne is 

also “bloodstained boyne” (Ukranian boinya, “battle”, Russian boinya, 
“massacre”). The Crimean Balaclava merges in “balacleivka” (341.09) with 
Baile Atha Cliath (the Irish name for Dublin) and Russian balalaika. A Iago-
nian greeting: “How are you, my black sir?” becomes hardly recognisable in 
“kak, pfooi, bosh and fiety, much earny, Gus, poteen?” (125.22) (kak vy 
pozhivayete, may chyornyy gospodin?). 

57  “Slavonicisms in Finnegans Wake,” Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 84-5. 
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The first Russian translation of A Portrait appeared in a liter-
ary magazine as late as 1976.58 Škrabánek wrote in 1981 
that Slavonic studies of Finnegans Wake in Eastern Europe 
did not exist and that Western commentators usually lacked 
a knowledge of Slavonic languages sufficient to unearth and 
savour Joyce’s puns. Joyce’s knowledge of Slavonic lan-
guages was superficial, but, as Škrabánek maintained, he 
was able to cook a rich meal from a few ingredients. He was 
more interested in words than Slavonic literary style, so that 
Russian literature gets only scanty attention in Finnegans 
Wake – usually in the form of allusions to an author’s or 
hero’s name or a book title. 

Škrabánek also sketched Joyce’s early encounters with 
Slavonic culture in Pola and Trieste.59 Joyce’s sister Eileen 
married in Trieste the local Czech bank official František 
Schaurek who supplied the writer with Czech words during 
their joint stay in Trieste 1918 to 1920. Škrabánek cor-
rected an anecdote related by Ellmann who had interviewed 
Eileen forty years after her wedding and which related to the 
names Joyce and Schaurek. Joyce apparently joked that Tri-
estine Slavs mispronounced his name as “yoyce” which 
sounded like their expression for “egg”. “Jajce” indeed 
means “eggs” or “testicles” in Slovene (not Czech), and the 
Czech form of the name Schaurek (šourek) means “scro-
tum”. Škrabánek pointed out that Joyce was surely aware 
that Ei in Eileen meant “egg” in German and that all this au-
gured well for fertility. In Paris, Joyce took Russian lessons 
from Alex Ponisovsky, a Russian émigré. Another Russian 
émigré and a friend of Joyce’s was Paul Léon, his Parisian 
secretary. 
 
Titbits from Škrabánek Medical Publications 
To complete the picture of Petr Škrabánek, his Wakean con-
tributions are presented here alongside a few quotations 
from his medical writings. It is the same spirit that animates 
both: sticking to empirical data and resisting fashions while 

 
58  Dzheyms Dzhoys, “Portret khudozhnika v yunosti,” Inostrannaya Literatura 

10 (1976): 171-98; 11 (1976): 119-74; 12 (1976): 139-82. 
59  Škrabánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 86. 
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never losing the playful touch. The selection comes with a 
health warning as it does not in any way reflect the scope 
and complexity of his medical writings.60  
 

As spiritual faith declines, the doctrine of redemption 
through health has taken over. The Good Life has been 
replaced by the good lifestyle: the holy trinity of abstinence, 
exercise and self-control.61 

 
In capitalist societies […] “health” has become a marketable 
commodity. […] Traditionally, doctors used to be “called in” 
when needed. […] When a doctor is “on call” he is available 
to be summoned by the patient at short notice. But this is 
now changing. Increasingly it is the doctor who calls the 
person in by issuing an invitation. Healthy people are asked 
to visit the surgery for a “check-up,” or “screening”, when 
their computerised records show they are “due.” Non-
attendance is known as “noncompliance,” indicating an 
element of recklessness and irresponsibility.62 

 
Although the preventionists have now compiled a list of 
“risk factors” for coronary heart disease – a mere 247 items 
– they missed an important one: having English as a mother 
tongue. The highest rates of heart attacks are reported from 
English-speaking countries.63 

 

 
60  Škrabánek was deeply sceptical of Utopian promises, and his articles testify 

to his keen sense of the absurd. He courageously challenged dogma and 
rigorously exposed what he considered wishful thinking. In particular, he 
questioned the drive towards mass and systematic health screening. Need-
less to say his was not a popular message. In fact, Škrabánek provoked 
considerable personal hostility which, however, he managed to note with 
detached amusement. 

61  “Medicine and Morality,” Vogue (1989/January). Škrabánek often wrote 
about the “danger posed by healthism – the ideology of the ‘health of the 
nation’ – to our right to do as we like with our lives, to our autonomy to 
pursue our kind of happiness, to the liberty of the Savage in the Brave New 
World. All totalitarian ideologies use the rhetoric of freedom and happiness, 
with false promises of a happy future for all.” Petr Škrabánek, The Death of 
Humane Medicine and the Rise of Coercive Healthism (The Social Affairs 
Unit, 1994) 11. 

62  Škrabánek, The Death of Humane Medicine, 29. 
63  Škrabánek, “Medicine and Morality,” Vogue (1989/January). 
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Saving human lives is a noble deed. The famous Saint 
Bernard dog, Barry, now stuffed and exhibited in the 
museum of Natural History in Bern, saved 42 human lives – 
more than any health promotionist I know.64 

 
Some attempts to prolong life are counterproductive. It has 
been calculated that jogging ten miles a day until the age of 
eighty shortens life effectively by nine years – that is the 
tune used up by the jogging itself. […] There are many who 
yearn for immortality who do not know what to do with 
themselves on a rainy Sunday afternoon.65 

 
The main curse of civilisation is that we are deprived of 
dying young, when still healthy, of simple diseases, such as 
the plague, smallpox, or tuberculosis. Now we have to face 
senility with an even chance of dying of some cancer or a 
heart attack.66 

 
Life is a vale of tears, but there is no point crying about it. 
Many of us were born to meet a miserable death, but, as 
Montaigne asked, isn’t it worse to fear all manner of death 
than to suffer one?67 

 
There are fates worse than death. Longevity drags if you 
have buried your children. Poverty, loneliness, incontinence, 
dependence, and dementia are some of the final rewards. 
Not everyone hopes for a long life followed by death from 
boredom.68 

 
Finally 
I remember asking Petr what he would do if he was given 
the gift of a year without any work duties, a completely 
‘free’ year, a year ‘off’. He thought for quite a while, then 
said with one of his characteristic smiles that he would sim-
ply keep on doing what he was doing presently. Professor 
Tom O’Dowd mentioned in his Appreciation in the Irish 

 
64  Škrabánek, The Death of Humane Medicine and the Rise of Coercive 

Healthism, 41. 
65  Škrabánek, “Medical Fashions, Fears and False Alarms,” 7. 
66  Škrabánek, “Medical Fashions, Fears and False Alarms,” 6. 
67  Škrabánek, “Medicine and Morality,” Vogue (1989/January). 
68  Škrabánek, “Preventive Medicine and Morality,” The Lancet (1986) 143-4. 
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Medical Times69 that he had asked Škrabánek shortly before 
he died how he would like to be remembered, and 
Škrabánek said: “as someone who did not take himself too 
seriously but others did.” 

In that spirit, we recall Petr Škrabánek with two charac-
teristic quotations, one impish, the other poetic: 

 
Who would like to be remembered as someone who spent 
every day of his life “keeping fit”, avoiding the sun […], cho-
lesterol and smoking friends, and depositing daily bulky 
stools?”70 

 
The last page is Joyce’s swan song, the last leaf, the last of 
the Liffey, the last tea leaf. “Where there’s leaf, there’s 
hope” (227.18). “Only a leaf, just a leaf and then leaves” 
(619.22). “They lived and laughed ant loved end left” 
(18.20). And Joyce’s advice to the reader is: “tare it or leaf 
it” (118.43) – take it or leave it.71 

 

 
69  1 July 1994. 
70  Petr Škrabánek, The Death of Humane Medicine and the Rise of Coercive 

Healthism, 1994: 50. 
71  “Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers,” Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers, 5. 
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Vincent J. Cheng 
JOYCE, KUNDERA & NATIONAL FORGETTING* 
 
 
William Faulkner wrote famously that in the American South 
“The past is never dead. In fact, it’s not even past” (from 
Requiem for a Nun). Indeed, for the modern world the past 
seems a burden that one—whether an individual or a com-
munity—has to carry around in the present. Many twentieth-
century thinkers have been thus engaged in a “memory cri-
sis” arising out of this obsession with the power—and the 
burden—of the past, what Milan Kundera calls “the burden 
of memory.”1 Freud of course (and psychoanalysis generally) 
was fascinated with the power of the past over the present; 
but, as Anne Whitehead points out, Freud became increas-
ingly aware that “[a]nalysis cannot remove the burden of the 
past, which we are fated to always carry within us […] for 
we cannot simply ‘extinguish’ the memory of the past; all of 
our attempts to do so are, indeed, paradoxically greeted by 
its more aggressive revival or return.”2  

I have previously written about Ernest Renan’s influence 
on Joyce, and of Renan as one of the few staunch advo-
cates of forgetting, of the need to forget in the face of the 
burdens of history and memory.3 Karl Marx, too, in his essay 
on “The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte” (1852), 

 
 *  There is a striking similarity between Joyce’s and Kundera’s relationships to 

their own countries: both were expatriates/exiles living abroad, both writing 
about their homelands while living in Paris–and both as a result have been 
resented and reviled by their own people for supposedly abandoning, and 
being so critical of, their own countries. 

  1  Milan Kundera, The Book of Laughter and Forgetting, trans. Michael Henry 
Heim (New York: Penguin, 1981) 187. 

  2   Anne Whitehead, Memory (New York: Routledge, 2009) 101. 
 3  At the 2008 International James Joyce Symposium in Tours, I spoke on 

“Amnesia, Forgetting, and the Nation in Joyce’s Ulysses ”; a longer version 
of that paper is forthcoming in James Joyce and Cultural Memory, eds. 
Oona Frawley and Katherine O’Callaghan, Volume IV of Memory Ireland: 
Explorations in Irish Cultural Memory (Syracuse University Press). This cur-
rent essay is a companion piece to (and extension of) that earlier essay. 
Both essays are adapted from a chapter on “Amnesia, Forgetting, and the 
Nation” in my current book-in-progress, tentatively titled The Will to Forget: 
Amnesia and Forgetting in Modern Literature. 
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discusses how the burden of the past haunts and dictates 
the present, specifically how the French “could not free 
themselves of the memory of Napoleon.” Marx thus advo-
cates a turning against memory: “The social revolution of 
the nineteenth century can only create its poetry from the 
future, not from the past.” For, as Marx writes memorably in 
the opening of his essay, “The tradition of the dead genera-
tions weighs like a nightmare on the minds of the living”4 – 
a line often translated more directly as “History weighs like a 
nightmare upon the brain of the living.” 

Joyce’s Stephen Dedalus echoes Marx’s statement 
when, in the “Nestor” episode of Ulysses, he complains fa-
mously that “History […] is a nightmare from which I am 
trying to awake” (U 2.377). Stephen’s mind is obsessed by 
the nightmare and burden of history/memory on his psyche. 
Indeed, Stephen might well have been prone to what I call 
“amnesia fantasies” (which I used to have when I was 
young)–that is, wish-fulfillment fantasies in which I imagined 
that I found myself suffering from amnesia, and having no 
idea who I was. In that condition, I could be, of course, un-
burdened of my own troubles, and free to move on. I sus-
pect I am not alone in having had such fantasies: after all, 
who has not, in periods of unhappiness, wished to be some-
one else–or at least wished to be able to slough off one’s 
own past and identity and the nightmare of history? And 
what more attractive and dramatic fantasy—even more at-
tractive perhaps than Freud’s “family romance”—than to 
obliterate one’s own personal past and identity by finding 
oneself an amnesiac? 

Stephen’s personal dilemma is also the collective di-
lemma of the Irish people in the face of a traumatic colonial 
history. To describe history as a nightmare from which one 
wants to awake implies a complex relationship between the 
past, trauma, suffering, sleep, waking, forgetting, memory, 
amnesia, and repression. Similarly, as I have argued else-
where (“Amnesia”), “for Stephen and his fellow Irishmen 

 
 4  From The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. In Theories of Memory: 

A Reader, eds. Michael Rossington and Anne Whitehead (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2007) 97-101. 
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imperial history is very much an oppressive nightmare of the 
present from which it is hard to awake—if for no other rea-
son than that its oppressive presence and hegemonic, dis-
cursive terminology is written all over the face of Ireland and 
of its cultural constructions, and thus forms the [unavoid-
able] hour-by-hour subtext and context of all their thought 
and experiences”—as, for example, in the “Hades” episode 
of Ulysses, as the funeral carriage conveys the Irishmen first 
past the statue of William Smith O’Brien, a patriotic hero of 
the failed rebellion of 1848, then past “the hugecloaked Lib-
erator’s form” (U 6.249), Daniel O’Connell’s statue; then 
“Nelson’s pillar” (U 6.293), the hated English imperial sym-
bol; then the “Foundation stone for Parnell” (U 6.320; now 
the Parnell Memorial in Parnell Square); and so on. The 
streets of Dublin become themselves a concrete text which 
one is never allowed to forget, a constant reminder of one’s 
oppressive colonial past and one’s continued colonial sub-
servience, denying the attractions of forgetting, denying the 
possibility of any relief from the nightmare of history. The 
inability to forget and the sensory overload of too much 
memory produce an agonizing paralysis, a nightmare from 
which one cannot awaken. 

In contrast to the streets of Joyce’s Dublin, the streets of 
Prague—as described by Milan Kundera in The Book of 
Laughter and Forgetting (1979)—are sites of forgetting, of 
the loss of memory and history: “Prague in [Kafka’s] nov-
els,” Kundera writes, “is a city without memory. It has even 
forgotten its name. […] Time in Kafka’s novels is the time of 
humanity that has lost all continuity with humanity, of a 
humanity that no longer knows anything nor remembers 
anything, that lives in nameless cities with nameless streets 
or streets with names different from the ones they had yes-
terday, because a name means continuity with the past, and 
people without a past are people without a name.” In Kun-
dera’s own novel, written during the Communist era, Prague 
is similarly a city suffering from a collective, national amne-
sia: “There are all kinds of ghosts prowling these confused 
streets. They are the ghosts of monuments demolished – 
demolished by the Czech Reformation, demolished by the 
Austrian Counterreformation, demolished by the Czechoslo-
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vak Republic, demolished by the Communists. Even statues 
of Stalin have been torn down. All over the country, wher-
ever statues were thus destroyed, Lenin statues have 
sprouted up by the thousands. They grow like weeds on the 
ruins, like melancholy flowers of forgetting.”5 While Joyce’s 
Dublin is full of monuments recording its long history of co-
lonialism and the burdens of memory and the past, Kun-
dera’s Prague is a palimpsest of forgotten histories and 
vanished monuments. 
 
Joyce’s writings are obsessed by the nightmare and burden 
of history on turn-of-the-century Irish culture, at both the in-
dividual and the national levels. Stephen’s thoughts in the 
“Nestor” episode of Ulysses are revealing in terms of this 
tension between history/memory and alternative possibili-
ties. Teaching a history lesson to his class of young school-
boys, Stephen thinks of history as a destroyer, an ouster of 
possibilities: 

 
Had Pyrrhus not fallen by a beldam’s hand in Argos or Julius 
Caesar not been knifed to death. They are not to be thought 
away. Time has branded them and fettered they are lodged 
in the room of the infinite possibilities they have ousted. But 
can those have been possible seeing that they never were? 
Or was that only possible which came to pass? (U 2.48-52) 

 
In these crucial lines, Stephen is referring to Aristotle’s no-
tion (in the Metaphysics) that there is a room of infinite pos-
sibilities, of untapped potential–but history limits, and 
chooses from that room one possibility, thus destroying all 
others. History, then, is seen by Stephen as a usurper and a 
destroyer of creative potential, a restrictive force which lim-
its other, perhaps more interesting possibilities. To Stephen 
(as also to Aristotle), the conflict lies between the nightmare 
of history and the infinite possibilities of poetry and imagina-
tion; as he puts it, “It must be a movement then, an actual-
ity of the possible as possible” (U 2.64-66). 

 
  5  Kundera, Book, 157-8. 
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Indeed, Stephen’s desire is for a form of what Kundera 
(in The Unbearable Lightness of Being, 1984) calls “light-
ness,” specifically a form of amnesia that erases the night-
mare of the past and the burdens of history, allowing for 
new and other imaginative possibilities. Friedrich Nietzsche, 
like Renan, was himself an advocate of such forgetfulness. 
Like Stephen, Nietzsche regarded history as a burden we in-
evitably carry around and which weighs us down. In his es-
say “On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life” 
(first published in 1874), Nietzsche expresses an envy of 
cattle for their ignorance of history and memory, for their 
consequent happiness which is based on their continual for-
getting: “Consider the cattle, grazing as they pass you by: 
they do not know what is meant by yesterday or today, they 
leap about, eat, rest, digest, leap about again, and so from 
morn till night and from day to day, fettered to the moment 
and its pleasure or displeasure, and thus neither melancholy 
nor bored.” A human being, by contrast, is weighed down 
by the crushing and accumulated weight of the past; and as 
a result, Nietzsche suggests, a human envies the cattle’s 
obliviousness to history and memory: “for though he thinks 
himself better than the animals because he is human, he 
cannot help envying them their happiness–what they have, 
a life neither bored nor painful, is precisely what he wants.” 
For “the man says ‘I remember’ and envies the animal, who 
at once forgets and for whom every moment really dies, 
sinks back into night and fog and is extinguished for ever. 
Thus the animal lives unhistorically: for it is contained in the 
present.” For Nietzsche, as for Marx, happiness is to live in 
the present moment, unburdened by the nightmare which 
weighs on the brain of the living, and is defined by the “abil-
ity to forget”: “In the case of the smallest or of the greatest 
happiness, however, it is always the same thing that makes 
happiness happiness: the ability to forget or, expressed in 
more scholarly fashion, the capacity to feel unhistorically 
during its duration.” Thus, memory is the enemy of inner 
peace, for the burden of a remembered history causes pa-
ralysis, and forgetting is thus necessary to happiness. Mem-
ory and “the historical sense” are detrimental equally to a 
person or to a society, for “it is altogether impossible to live 
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at all without forgetting […] whether this living thing be a 
man or a people or a culture.”  

As a result, Nietzsche advocates a practice of “active 
forgetfulness,” a willed forgetting. Responding to the crush-
ing burden of history, Nietzsche thus writes a defense of 
forgetting, in particular the forgetting of history. In the end, 
Nietzsche suggests, both remembering and willed/active for-
getting–what Nietzsche calls the “historical” and the “unhis-
torical”–are necessary to the health and happiness of an 
individual, as well as of a nation: “This, precisely, is the 
proposition the reader is invited to meditate upon: the unhis-
torical and the historical are necessarily in equal measure for 
the health of an individual, of a people and of a culture.”6 
But, if health lies somewhere between total remembering 
and amnesia, between the nightmare of history and what 
Kundera calls “unbearable lightness,” what is the right bal-
ance? As the great Jewish philosopher and historian Yosef 
Yerushalmi asks: “given the need both to remember and to 
forget, where are the lines to be drawn? […] How much his-
tory do we require? What kind of history? What should we 
remember, what can we afford to forget, what must we for-
get? These questions are as unresolved today as they were 
then; they have only become more pressing.”7 

In The Unbearable Lightness of Being, Kundera refers to 
Nietzsche’s ideas in introducing the dualities–heaviness and 
lightness–which dominate and obsess his book. Like 
Nietzsche, Kundera too is concerned with the burden of the 
past and of remembrance. In citing Nietzsche’s concept of 
“eternal return,” Kundera seems to agree with Nietzsche 
that recollecting the past is an intolerable burden: 

 
In the world of eternal return the weight of unbearable re-
sponsibility lies heavy on every move we make. That is why 
Nietzsche called the idea of eternal return the heaviest of 
burdens (das schwerste Gewicht). 

 
 6  Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life, in 

Theories of Memory: A Reader, 101-4 (Nietzsche’s emphases). 
 7  Yosef Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory (New York: 

Schocken Books, 1989) 107. 
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If eternal return is the heaviest of burdens, then our lives 
can stand out against it in all their splendid lightness.8 

 

Kundera’s contrasting notions of heaviness and lightness 
thus seem connected to Nietzsche’s views on memory and 
forgetting, on the burden and weight of memory and history 
that necessitates the relief of forgetting. Heaviness for Kun-
dera is related to both the intolerable burdens of “love’s bit-
ter mystery” and to the “nightmare” of history (specifically, 
in the novel, the stifling oppression in Czechoslovakia under 
Communist rule), those heavy realities—both personal and 
national—from which one would wish to escape from into 
amnesia or oblivion. “Splendid lightness,” on the other hand, 
is made possible by forgetting and by freedom from those 
weighty burdens. Kundera asks: “But is heaviness truly de-
plorable and lightness splendid?” 

For Nietzsche, forgetfulness is the necessary and desired 
relief from the intolerable burdens of “love’s bitter mystery” 
and the nightmare of history; for Kundera, on the other 
hand, lightness, the ability to be free of one’s heavy bur-
dens, renders one only partially real (just as amnesiacs are 
deprived of their identity and “realness”): 

 
The heaviest of burdens crushes us, we sink beneath it, it 
pins us to the ground. But in the love poetry of every age, 
the woman longs to be weighed down by the man’s body. 
The heaviest of burdens is therefore simultaneously an im-
age of life’s most intense fulfillment. The heavier the bur-
den, the closer our lives come to the earth, the more real 
and truthful they become. 
 Conversely, the absolute absence of a burden causes 
man to be lighter than air, to soar into the heights, take 
leave of the earth and his earthly being, and become only 
half real, his movements as free as they are insignificant.9  

 
Kundera goes on to ask: “Which then shall we choose? 
Weight or lightness?” As Edward S. Casey puts it, the 

 
 8  Milan Kundera, The Unbearable Lightness of Being, trans. Michael Henry 

Heim (New York: Harper & Row, 1985) 5. 
 9  Kundera, Unbearable, 5. 
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choice Kundera proposes can be interpreted thus: “what will 
we choose–the way of remembering or the way of forget-
ting? … Might we then take seriously once more the genuine 
weight of memory instead of mindlessly opting for the spu-
rious lightness of forgetting?”10 

In Kundera’s novel, this choice—“Weight or lightness?”—
takes the form of the question repeatedly confronting the 
main character Tomas about his love and his feelings of re-
sponsibility for his lover Tereza: “Was it better to be with 
Tereza or to remain alone?”11 As Kundera’s narrator points 
out, “When we want to give expression to a dramatic situa-
tion in our lives, we tend to use metaphors of heaviness. We 
say that something has become a great burden to us. We 
either bear the burden or fail and go down with it, we strug-
gle with it, win or lose.”12 Tomas’s own instincts and de-
sires run towards lightness, preferring to engage in short-
term love affairs unencumbered by any personal commit-
ment, responsibility, or emotional connection: “thus in prac-
tically no time he managed to rid himself of wife, son, 
mother, and father”; “the unwritten contract of erotic 
friendship stipulated that Tomas should exclude all love from 
his life.”13 Sabina, his mistress, and Tereza, the woman who 
loves him and wants him exclusively for her own, embody 
this choice between lightness and heaviness: “Tereza and 
Sabina represented the two poles of his life, separate and 
irreconcilable, yet equally appealing.”14 Sabina herself seeks 
to live a life with no strings attached, no burdens or respon-
sibilities: “Her drama was a drama not of heaviness but of 
lightness. What fell to her lot was not the burden but the 
unbearable lightness of being”;15 “Tereza and Tomas had 
died under the sign of weight. She wanted to die under the 
sign of lightness. She would be lighter than air.”16  

 
 10 Remembering: A Phenomenological Study, 2nd ed. (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 2000) 4. 
11  Kundera, Unbearable, 8. 
12  Kundera, Unbearable, 122. 
13  Kundera, Unbearable, 12, 13. 
14  Kundera, Unbearable, 28. 
15  Kundera, Unbearable, 122. 
16  Kundera, Unbearable, 273. 
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Kundera, however, sides with heaviness, suggesting that 
it is the more “real” condition: “The heavier the burden, the 
closer our lives come to the earth, the more real and truthful 
they become.” The “splendid lightness” that comes from 
forgetting, while it can relieve the burdens of existence and 
Stephen’s nightmare of history, in fact leaves us feeling only 
“half real” and “lighter than air,” “insignificant” and unsub-
stantial. The heaviness of memory and responsibility, on the 
other hand, connects us to others and grounds us in truth-
fulness and emotional depth. Kundera depicts, in the course 
of the novel, how Tomas’s and Tereza’s love grows in sub-
stance and weight because they learn to accept the burden 
and responsibility for each other over time–in spite of 
Tomas’s ongoing desire for lightness. Thus, while Kundera 
agrees with Nietzsche and Stephen Dedalus that the burdens 
of memory and responsibility are crushingly heavy and that 
consequently the lightness of forgetting is desirable, for 
Kundera memory and heaviness also carry an ethical dimen-
sion and a moral responsibility – for a life of lightness in our 
modern world would be more “unbearable” than to carry, 
like Atlas, the heavy burden of one’s responsibilities. 
 
Stephen Dedalus’s case, and the case of Tomas and Tereza 
in Kundera’s novel, are instances of individuals struggling 
with personal issues of memory and forgetting. But both 
Joyce and Kundera are also concerned with the parallel is-
sues on the collective and national levels. In his well-known 
1882 lecture and essay Qu’est-ce qu’une nation? (“What Is 
a Nation?”), Ernest Renan argued that if a people desires to 
live together as a nation, what is required is a process of na-
tional forgetting. For purposes of a nation’s collective well-
being, some things are better forgotten: 

 
Forgetting, I would even go so far as to say historical error, 
is a crucial factor in the creation of a nation, which is why 
progress in historical studies often constitutes a danger for 
[the principle of] nationality. Indeed, historical enquiry brings 
to light deeds of violence which took place at the origin of 
all political formations, even those whose consequences 
have been altogether beneficial. Unity is always effected by 
means of brutality; the union of northern France with the 
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Midi was the result of massacres and terror lasting for the 
best part of a century. 

 
If unity is a forced condition, achieved through brutality, 
then the maintenance of that unity requires a shared willing-
ness to forget the brutal past. Indeed, Renan notes that the 
ability of a nation’s people to feel things in common depends 
on the erasing of memories of discord and violence against 
each other: “Yet the essence of a nation is that all individu-
als have many things in common; and also that they have 
forgotten many things. No French citizen knows whether he 
is a Burgundian, an Alan, a Taifale, or a Visigoth, yet every 
French citizen has to have forgotten the massacre of Saint 
Bartholomew, or the massacres that took place in the Midi 
in the thirteenth century”17 (many thousands of Huguenots 
were massacred in Paris on Saint Bartolomew’s Day, August 
24, 1572–a historical event Joyce also refers to twice in 
Ulysses, 8.622-4 and 15.2385). 

Such forgetting, however, is a convenient luxury of the 
winners. It is clearly beneficial to the unity of a sovereign 
state or empire—in Kundera’s case, the Soviet empire—for 
its subjects to be able to forget the history of bloody con-
quest if they are to partake in a collective identity as mem-
bers of such sovereignty. But such collective, national 
amnesia—at both the individual and the national levels—is 
precisely what Kundera takes issue with in his earlier (1979) 
novel, The Book of Laughter and Forgetting. Kundera opens 
the novel by describing a famous photograph taken on the 
21st of February 1948, in which Czech Communist leader 
(and later President) Klement Gottwald “stepped out on the 
balcony of a Baroque palace in Prague to address the hun-
dreds of thousands of his fellow citizens packed into Old 
Town Square. It was a crucial moment in Czech history.” 
Standing next to Gottwald was his fellow politician Vladimir 
Clementis: “There were snow flurries, it was cold, and 
Gottwald was bareheaded. The solicitous Clementis took off 
his own fur cap and set it on Gottwald’s head.” The famous 

 
17 “What is a Nation?”, trans. Martin Thom, in Nation and Narration, ed. Homi 

K. Bhabha (New York: Routledge, 1990) 3. 
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photograph taken of that moment showed Gottwald speak-
ing on the balcony, fur cap on head and Clementis by his 
side; thousands of copies of the photograph were then dis-
tributed by the Communist Party’s propaganda machine: 
“On that balcony the history of Communist Czechoslovakia 
was born. Every child knew the photograph from posters, 
schoolbooks, and museums.” But when, four years later, 
Clementis was charged with treason and hanged, the Party’s 
propaganda section immediately airbrushed him out of all the 
photographs – and out of history: “Ever since, Gottwald has 
stood on that balcony alone. Where Clementis once stood, 
there is only bare palace wall. All that remains of Clementis 
is the cap on Gottwald’s head.”18 

In the novel, Kundera’s characters—including Mirek—
suffer under “the burden of memory”;19 like Stephen Deda-
lus, Mirek wishes to forget or erase the personal past. 
Twenty-five years earlier Mirek had had an affair with an 
ugly woman named Zdena and now wished to erase all 
memories of her (“he was particularly gratified to note that 
he had completely forgotten their copulations”):20 “The rea-
son he wanted to remove her picture from the album of his 
life was not that he hadn’t loved her, but that he had. By 
erasing her from his mind, he erased his love for her. He air-
brushed her out of the picture in the same way the Party 
propaganda section airbrushed Clementis from the balcony 
where Gottwald gave his historic speech.”21 Here, Kundera’s 
narrator correlates individual with national amnesia in a 
shared urge to erase the burdens of the past, the individual 
urge implicating the national (and vice versa): “Mirek is as 
much a rewriter of history as the Communist Party, all po-
litical parties, all nations, all men. People are always shout-
ing they want to create a better future. It’s not true. The 
future is an apathetic void of no interest to anyone. The past 
is full of life, eager to irritate us, provoke and insult us, 

 
18  Kundera, Book, 3. 
19  Kundera, Book 187. 
20  Kundera, Book, 5. 
21  Kundera, Book, 21. 
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tempt us to destroy or repaint it. The only reason people 
want to be masters of the future is to change the past.”22 

Mirek himself is aware of the parallels, for “[I]t is 1971, 
and Mirek says that the struggle of man against power is the 
struggle of memory against forgetting.”23 The repaint-
ing/forgetting of the past, as suggested by Renan, is being 
practiced by the Communist Party to try to erase the mem-
ory of dissension and forge an imagined national unity:  

 
And just to be sure not even the shadow of an unpleasant 
memory could come to disturb the newly revived idyll, both 
the Prague Spring and the Russian tanks, that stain on the 
nation’s history, had to be nullified. As a result, no one in 
Czechoslovakia commemorates the 21st of August, and the 
names of the people who rose up against their own youth 
are carefully erased from the nation’s memory, like a mis-
take from a homework assignment.24 

 
Similarly, Kundera points out that “Husák, the seventh 
president of my country, is known as the president of for-
getting” for dismissing some hundred and forty-five Czech 
historians from universities and research institutes who were 
deemed to be threats to the regime’s control over both ide-
ology and memory. As one of these historians, a character 
in Kundera’s novel, points out: “The first step in liquidating a 
people […] is to erase its memory. Destroy its books, its cul-
ture, its history. Then have somebody write new books, 
manufacture a new culture, invent a new history. Before 
long the nation will begin to forget what it is and what it 
was. The world around it will forget even faster.”25  

After all, “in times when history moved slowly, events 
were few and far between and easily committed to mem-
ory”; but the modern world—with its speed, technology and 
information overload—makes it very easy to forget things: 
“The bloody massacre in Bangladesh quickly covered over 
the memory of the Russian invasion of Czechoslovakia, the 

 
22  Kundera, Book, 22. 
23  Kundera, Book, 7. 
24  Kundera, Book, 14. 
25  Kundera, Book, 159. 
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assassination of Allende drowned out the groans of Bangla-
desh, the war in the Sinai Desert made people forget Al-
lende, the Cambodian massacre made people forget Sinai, 
and so on and so forth until ultimately everyone lets every-
thing be forgotten.”26 Our contemporary world is one where 
historical amnesia is motivated by the nightmare of history–
and is assisted by a memory overload. 

In a 1980 interview with Philip Roth, Kundera, notes 
that—in the wake of a half-century during which Czechoslo-
vakia experienced “democracy, fascism, revolution, Stalinist 
terror, as well as the disintegration of Stalinism, German and 
Russian occupation, mass deportations, [and] the death of 
the West in its own land”—the nation “is thus sinking under 
the weight of history.”27 But this nightmare of history must 
not allow one to forget that forgetting itself “is also the 
great problem of politics”: 

 
When a big power wants to deprive a small country of its 
national consciousness it uses the method of organized for-
getting. This is what is currently happening in Bohemia. 
Contemporary Czech literature, insofar as it has any value at 
all, has not been printed for twelve years; 200 Czech writers 
have been proscribed, including the dead Franz Kafka; 145 
Czech historians have been dismissed from their posts, his-
tory has been rewritten, monuments demolished. A nation 
which loses awareness of its past gradually loses its self. 
And so the political situation has brutally illuminated the or-
dinary metaphysical problem of forgetting that we face all 
the time, every day, without paying any attention. Politics 
unmasks the metaphysics of private life, private life un-
masks the metaphysics of politics.28 

 
In short, as Kundera tells Roth, at the core of The Book of 
Laughter and Forgetting “is the story of totalitarianism, 
which deprives people of memory and thus retools them into 
a nation of children.”29 
 

 
26  Kundera, Book, 7. 
27  Kundera, Book, 231. 
28  Kundera, Book, 234-5. 
29  Kundera, Book, 236. 
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By way of conclusion, let me return briefly to Nietzsche’s 
and Yerushalmi’s questions about how much we should re-
member and how much we should forget: “Given the need 
both to remember and to forget, where are the lines to be 
drawn? […] How much history do we require? What kind of 
history? What should we remember, what can we afford to 
forget, what must we forget?” Given the choice between 
too much memory and too little, Yerushalmi takes a very 
clear stance: “I will take my stand on the side of ‘too much’ 
rather than ‘too little,’ for my terror of forgetting is greater 
than my terror of having too much to remember.” After all, 
he points out, we live in a world in which  
 

it is no longer merely a question of the decay of collective 
memory and the declining consciousness of the past, but of 
the aggressive rape of whatever memory remains, the delib-
erate distortion of the historical record, the invention of 
mythological pasts in the service of the powers of darkness. 
Against the agents of oblivion, the shredders of documents, 
the assassins of memory, the revisers of encyclopedias, the 
conspirators of silence, against those who, in Kundera’s 
wonderful image, can airbrush a man out of a photograph so 
that nothing is left of him but his hat – only the historian, 
with the austere passion for fact, proof, evidence, which are 
central to his vocation, can effectively stand guard.30  

 

This is a position, I would argue, endorsed in essence by 
both James Joyce and Milan Kundera.31 
 
 

 
30  Yerushalmi, Zakhor, 106, 116-7. 
31  Kundera’s condemnation of national forgetting is unequivocal. Joyce’s 

stance, as I have argued elsewhere, is somewhat more complex: like Kun-
dera, he shows that national forgetting allows winners to distort history; 
but he also shows that attempts to hold on to a national memory and iden-
tity are inevitably distorted by the lenses of nostalgia and sentimentality, 
and are thus themselves also an amnesia of sorts–that, in a sense, memory 
and authenticity are irretrievable.  
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Katarzyna Bazarnik 
WHO’S HE WHEN HE’S AT HOME?  
THE FIGURE OF THE CENTRAL-EUROPEAN JEW  
IN JOYCE’S & PEREC’S FICTION 
 
 
On 29 April 2004, two days before the official accession of 
Poland and several other Central European states to the 
European Union, my husband and I were flying via London 
to Letterkenny in Ireland as guests of the official celebra-
tions. On the way to catch the connecting flight at Gatwick 
we had to go through the immigration control so, with pass-
ports in the hands, we entered hurriedly one of the lanes 
leading to the checkpoints. There we were promptly stopped 
by an airport guard, who having glanced at our IDs, redi-
rected us towards an enormous, multicoloured queue with 
the words: “You are not Europeans yet.” 

Funny – we had always thought we were, and consid-
ered our country to lie in the middle of Europe. Yet it is true 
that Poles, just as Czechs, Slovaks, and Hungarians, (to 
name only a few of the qualifying nationalities), have always 
felt that their European identity has been perceived as 
somehow dubious. After all, why else would we feel this 
necessity to stress the undeniably Western roots of our cul-
ture, emphasize Copernicus’ and Chopin’s Polish descent, or 
avoid “Eastern” as a possible prefix to “Central” in the title 
of this essay? 

This is because we come from this paradoxical region, 
which – though often called “central” – is usually seen as 
peripheral, of marginal importance, when one conceptualises 
“Europe.” It has been a place of shifting boundaries and un-
certain identities, a melting pot (or rather a boiling cauldron) 
of blending ethnicities and forced migrations, a kind of black 
hole at the heart of the continent. The guard’s response 
simply confirmed the stereotype, which presents Central 
Europe as such an ambiguous entity, a locale simultaneously 
in and outside “Europe proper.” In his introduction to 
Europe, A History Norman Davis notices that: “[t]he ‘heart 
of Europe’ is an attractive idea which posses both geo-



 

163 

graphical and emotional connotations. But it is peculiarly 
elusive. One author has placed it in Belgium, another in Po-
land, a third in Bohemia, a fourth in Hungary, and a fifth in 
the realm of German literature.”1 In the following fervent ar-
gument the British historian demonstrates how this part of 
the continent has been excluded from Western accounts of 
“European” history and civilization, perceived as unworthy 
of attention, inferior and suspiciously “oriental.” Davis men-
tions, among many examples, Maurice Keen’s The Pelican 
History of Mediaeval Europe, which passes neatly over Po-
land and Hungary, the two largest states of the late mediae-
val era with just two fleeting remarks, and Handbook to the 
History of the Western Civilization, which omits any discus-
sion of the rise of Scandinavian, Baltic and Slavic states. He 
also quotes a political theorist for whom national ambitions 
of the Slavs appear markedly different from those of the 
Germans, or Italians, and closer to those of the Africans and 
Asians since these ethnic groups had been allegedly “much 
worse equipped culturally.”2 

Davis’ summaries of how East-Central Europe has been 
viewed or rather overlooked by the Western historians, ex-
posing wariness and condescension with which its peoples 
have been treated in Western literature, reminds me of how 
Bloom is perceived by his fellow Dubliners. He is simultane-
ously one of them and a stranger, a “bloody dark horse” (U 
12.1658), whose identity is uncertain and sympathies sus-
picious. Of course, the primary reason is his Jewishness, 
identified by scholars investigating this question in Joyce’s 
writings as the "central icon of difference."3 But being a 
Central European Jew, Bloom seems to be doubly foreign. 
The company gathered in Kiernan’s pub are well aware of 
his descent “from a place in Hungary” (U 12.1635) and his 
plotting appears doubly devious to them as “it was he drew 
up all the plans according to the Hungarian system”(U 
12.1635-6), as Joe comments on Bloom’s alleged involve-

 
 1  Norman Davis, Europe. A History (London: Pimlico, 1997) 13-4. 
 2  David, Europe, 19-21. 
 3  Marilyn Reizbaum, James Joyce's Judaic Other (Stanford, CA: Stanford 

University Press, 1999) 5. 
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ment. They also take a note of the change of his family 
name: “A wolf in sheep's clothing, says the citizen. That's 
what he is. Virag from Hungary! Ahasuerus I call him. 
Cursed by God” (U 12.1666-7). Perhaps in his eyes such a 
change of the name serves as metaphorical “sheep’s cloth-
ing” to conceal Blooms’/Virags’ true identity, while the se-
lection of the gentle “Flower” as the family eponym only 
betrays their insidious nature. An aggressive emphasis is put 
on both Bloom’s original name and the country of his origin 
as if they were terms of abuse, as if they were intended to 
hurt; and indeed, we know too well how the company in the 
pub work themselves up into a stronger verbal, and physical 
attack on Bloom at the end of the episode. In a series of 
verbal insults directed at him (spoken aloud or thought in si-
lence), his Anglicised name is back-translated into “Virag”, a 
foreign word smacking of derogatory “virago,” “Ahasuerus,” 
“mean bloody scut” and “a shithouse rat” (U 12.1760-1), 
exploding in corrupted Hungarian: “Visszontlatasra, kedves 
baraton! Visszontlatasra!”4 (U 12.1841) and in “oriental” 
“ben Bloom Elijah” (U 12.1916). Once called by this fic-
tional, Biblical, parodistic name, the hero is transported mi-
raculously to heaven – his true, imaginary homeland, by the 
narratorial account. 

But in fact “Virag” is not Bloom’s original family name – 
it is just a “flower of speech,” a metonymy possibly refer-
ring to someone’s occupation, or a translation of some origi-
nary Hebrew name that has been long lost during the 
family’s migrations. But who knows whether “Virag” or 
“Bloom” were actually chosen or rather forced on Bloom’s 
forefathers? The genial name could conceal a history of 
symbolic violence. It is a documented practice that the func-
tionaries of the oppressive states: local clerks, teachers, and 
registrars in Ireland, in Polish territories occupied by the 
Austro-Hungarian empire, Prussia and Russia in the 19th cen-
tury, recorded strangely sounding local names after chang-
ing them into familiar forms. Hence, at the core of Bloom’s 

 
 4  Farewell, my dear brother, farewell! 
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identity there is perhaps a “wounded name,”5 definitely an 
absence and loss, a dark hole that has generated a series of 
substitutes which, though intended to domesticate his folk, 
only expose their strangeness and alienation. The questions 
of displacement and dispossession, the linguistic legitimacy 
and domination, are embedded in yet another name that 
Bloom comes into; he is known as a cuckold, a “cuckoo,” 
“the word of fear” that haunts him throughout the day (U 
9.1025). In connection with this Marilyn Reizbaum notices 
that “in being a symbol of the eternally displaced, being de-
fined by what it lacks, seeking always to relocate but being 
always somewhere else, […] the cuckoo becomes an em-
blem of the way in which the Jewish figures and Joyce's 
text inhere in one another, are in a family way.”6 Its surfac-
ing at crucial moments in the narrative points out to Bloom’s 
identity as a dispossessed husband forced out of home into 
exile, and of the changeling who is reminded continually and 
painfully of his illegitimate status and his usurped name. 

The one character in Georges Perec’s Life a User’s Man-
ual who undergoes a similar, but even more radical meta-
morphosis of the family name is Cinoc, also a Jew coming 
from the northern part of the former Austro-Hungarian Em-
pire, a village of Szczyrk in the Beskidy Mountains (now in 
Southern Poland). His great-grandfather purchased the name 
of “Kleinhof” from the Registry Office of the County of Kra-
kow, but 

 
from generation to generation, from passport renewal to 
passport renewal, either because the Austrian or German 
officials weren't bribed sufficiently, or because they were 
dealing with staff of Hungarian or Poldavian or Moravian or 
Polish origin who read "v" and wrote it as "ff" or who saw 
"c" and heard it as "tz," or because they came up against 
people who never needed to try very hard to become 

 
 5  In a fascinating discussion on words and wounds Geoffrey Hartman expli-

cates how the motif of the wounded name is linked to the question of self-
identity, to representation, and to flowers in the case of, among others, 
Jean Genet. Cf. Geoffrey H. Hartman Saving the Text. Literature, Derrida, 
Philosophy (Baltimore and London: John Hopkins University Press, 982) 
118-57. 

 6  Reizbaum, James Joyce's Judaic Other, 53-4. 
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somewhat illiterate and hard of hearing when having to give 
identity papers to Jews, the name had retained nothing of 
its original pronunciation and spelling and Cinoc remembered 
his father telling him that his father had told him of having 
cousins called Klajnhof, Keinhof, Klinov, Szinowcz, Linhaus, 
etc.7 

 
Reading this chain of names resembles tracing the Jewish 
history in Central Europe. Just as most probably the 
Blooms’, Cinoc’s family’s original Hebrew name is lost. The 
new, purchased name had literally domesticated them, that 
is, provided them with a home since “Kleinhof” means a 
“small mansion,” or “small courtyard” (were they called so 
because they bought a small house?). However, it soon be-
came corrupted to its opposite: “Keinhoff,” that is “no 
house” and “no courtyard”, then to “Klinov” as if derived 
from Polish “klin,” i.e., a wedge, and to “Szinowcz,” sound-
ing nearly as “synowiec,” an archaic word for one’s 
brother’s son.8 It is as if Jews, the “older brothers in faith” 
(“nephews”) or adopted sons of the land, were initially wel-
come as part of the “household folk,” yet gradually became 
seen as a separate and dividing presence, driven out of their 
homes, caricatured9 and reduced to a muted presence. It is 
perhaps not without significance that in Cinoc’s case this 
process of symbolic eviction and silencing was executed 
rather by the officials of the oppressor’s state, and that the 
local population was treated with similar negligence. Józef 
Tischner, a Polish philosopher coming from Łopuszna, a vil-
lage lying at the feet of the Tatra mountains, recalled that 
his family’s Polish name “Stolarczyk” was translated in the 
19th century into its German equivalent “Tischler” by one 

 
 7  Georges Perec, Life A User’s Manual, trans. David Bellos (Boston: David R. 

Godine, 1987) 287. 
 8  The word is out-dated but it is noted as a Polish family name occurring with 

the highest frequency in and around Krakow. 
 9  One of the possible forms of the name that Cinoc quotes is “Khinoss”, 

sounding as if it were an echo of “Ki nos?” (“What kind of nose it is?” as in 
the saying “Ki diabeł”, “What the deuce?” or “kinol”, a derogatory word for 
the nose. On the caricatured representations of the Jews’ body see Sander 
L. Gilman’s The Jew’s Body, especially the chapter “The Jewish Nose”, 
169-193). 
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Austrian clerk and corrupted into “Tischner” by another, 
thereby branding the family as foreign in their home country. 
So Cinoc arrives in Paris with a name received from a French 
clerk in the form that makes it unutterable. Inscribed on his 
door it features as Derridean absent voice, silent writing, the 
dead letter of the survivor muted by the horrors of history 
executed in the dark hole of Central Europe by the Kurtzes 
of the 20th century. Hence, in both Ulysses and Life the sto-
ries of the Jewish names function in the way that Christine 
van Boheemen describes as: 

 
Some forms of writing, the symptomatic “art of trauma” of 
a Joyce or a Celan [or a Perec, we might add – KB], [which] 
re-enact an occurrence of an act of violence which affects 
symbolization itself, and add to history a new dimension, a 
spot of numbness or failure of articulation, which becomes 
an unconscious within discourse, adding a psychic dimen-
sion to discourse. The muted suffering of colonial oppression 
may be understood as an actual historical event which 
inscribed the experience of death-in-life into history and 
subjectivity, encrypting an ontological void.10 

 
“What’s in a name?” asked Shakespeare’s Juliet with a con-
viction that behind the arbitrary signifier there was a true 
presence, that Romeo was not an imaginary signified, but a 
true person. (But we know that both Romeo and Juliet are 
simply literary fictions.) In the library episode Stephen re-
peats her question: “What's in a name?,” and answers him-
self, “[t]hat is what we ask ourselves in childhood when we 
write the name that we are told is ours” (U 9.927). He 
speaks about the gap that separates the name from the sub-
ject who cannot recognise himself in it; the name consti-
tutes an unanswerable question because a language in 
which it could be answered is lost or perhaps has always be-
longed to the realm of fantasy. Cinoc’s name puzzles his 
neighbours precisely because they do not know how to say 

 
10 Christine van Boheemen-Saaf, Joyce, Derrida, Lacan, and the Trauma of 

History: Reading, Narrative and Postcolonialism (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999) 8. 



 

168 

it. Finally, they come up with twenty possible variants of its 
pronunciation:11 

 

 
 
“Sinok”, the pronunciation that seems most likely to them, 
is simultaneously the one they would like to avoid most as it 
means “nutcase” (as if to reveal yet another prejudice asso-
ciated with Jewishness that scholars indicate12). However, 
what at first glance seems to point out to a vicious bias may 
in fact contain a term of endearment, an expression of love 
and care, an echo of the parental address. Since “sinok” 
sounds quite like Russian and Polish “synek” – “my little 
son” – the word Cinoc (and his author) could have heard in 
their childhood.13 So Cinoc’s name cannot be uttered, of 
course, because those who could call him so that are gone. 

“What (CO) is in a name?” Absence. Nothing (NIC). 
NICOŚĆ. A void. CINOC. Read backwards, in accordance 
with the Hebrew tradition Cinoc’s name can be split into a 
brief dialogue: “CO? NIC?”, “What?” “Nothing”, as if point-
ing to the ontological void described by van Boheemen in 
such kind of writing. But “CONIC” can be also read as 
“konik”, or a small horse and a chess piece shaped like the 
horse's head. Unreversed CINOC could be in turn split into 
“CI NOC”, or “a night for you”, reinforcing the link between 
darkness and “night-knight”. Is, then, Cinoc “the bloody 
dark horse himself”, the figure responsible for the pattern of 
the readers’ movements in the textual space of Perec’s 
novel in which the order of the chapters is determined by 
the knight’s tour?14 Does Cinoc-Conic provide us with an-

 
11  Georges Perec, La Vie Mode D’Emploi (Paris : Hachette, 1978) 360. 
12  The opposition of “madman” and “my dear little son” that echoes in “Ci-

noc” points out to another basic duality entailed in his name: “SI” – “NO”, 
“yes” – “no”. 

13  Perec’s parents were Polish Jews from Lubartów who emigrated to Paris in 
the 20’s.  

14  Perec’s schemata and constraints employed in Life are discussed in details 
in several sources, including The Games of Fiction: Georges Perec and 
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other pattern of pursuit, an alternative to the metaphor of 
the puzzle? Does he bring us home this other way? 

Cinoc pursues a “curious profession”: he works as a 
word-killer pruning Larousse dictionaries of out-dated terms 
and names. He is responsible for their elimination to provide 
more Weltraum for the new, living vocabulary. “When he re-
tired in nineteen sixty-five, after fifty-three years of scrupu-
lous service, he had disposed of hundreds and thousands of 
tools, techniques, customs, beliefs, sayings, dishes, games, 
nicknames (…); and cohorts of geographers, missionaries, 
entomologists, Church fathers, men of letters, generals, 
Gods & Demons had been swept by his hand into eternal 
obscurity”.15 In other words, he himself is responsible for a 
lexical holocaust whose victims include “Léopold-Rudolph 
von Schwanzenbad-Hodenthaler, whose outstanding cour-
age at Eisenühr allowed Zimmerwald to carry the day at 
Kisàszony”.16 To earn his living Cinoc must turn himself into 
an obedient servant and a subversive reader, reading dic-
tionaries “against the grain,” not to learn from them but to 
“unlearn”, not to remember the things past, but to let them 
fall into oblivion. Yet, there seems to be no forgetting 
through reading, as reading (even if it were only dictionaries 
and obscure books) generates more reading. Following ver-
bal threads, Cinoc initiates a reverse process and compiles a 
dictionary of “lost” words so as to rescue those that still 
appeal to him. “In ten years he gathered more than eight 
thousand of them, which contain, obscurely, the trace of a 
story it has now become almost impossible to hand on”, in-
cluding “GIBRATLAR (masc. nn.) / A kind o cake.” It is a 
story that could be only told in the dead language (or the 
language of the dead), a story of an imaginary past, traced 
back through words, hence, a fiction – the only true country 
for the people coming from non-existent states, who are 
foreigners in the places where they were born. This trace 

 
Modern French Ludic Narrative by David Gascoigne (Oxford, Bern: Peter 
Lang, 2006), who also mentions Perec’s indebtedness to the Irish writer in 
this respect. 

15  Perec, Life, 288. 
16  Perec, Life, 288. 
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shows us the way to the only place where they can feel at 
home – to the house of fiction. 

In “The Art of Memory: Joyce and Perec” Jacques Mail-
hos reminds us that both writers envisaged their books in 
terms of the house, the major topos of their novels. He also 
points out that it is in Perec’s Life that Leopold Bloom is able 
to realize his dream and built his imaginary home.17 This, 
naturally, requires another metamorphosis of the name. 
Hence, as Henry Fleury, he is employed by Madame Moreau 
as an interior designer to convert her flat into a posh resi-
dence of a prosperous business woman where she could re-
ceive and entertain her business partners. He does his job 
exceptionally well, turning her flat into an object lesson is 
artistic design, successfully combining several different 
styles to suits different tastes. Among many decorative ob-
jects he puts on display in her “smoking room-cum library” is 
“a doll’s house (…) dating from the late nineteenth century 
and representing a typical English cottage down to the 
smallest detail,” all reproduced with greatest accuracy, fol-
lowed by a half-page long passage lifted verbatim from Ulys-
ses (U 17.1520-34; Perec, Life, 99). The citation breaks off 
before the phrase “expurgated language”, as if to counter 
Cinoc’s professional practice. Since in Joyce’s and Perec’s 
houses of fiction there is room for any word and any name. 

 
17  Jacques Mailhos, “The Art of Memory: Joyce and Perec,” Transcultural 

Joyce, ed. Karen R. Lawrence (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1998) 154-6. 
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Mary Libertin 
“TWO PLANES JOINED”: THE TURN OF THE 
SCREW OF SYNECDOCHE IN JAMES JOYCE & 
ROMAN JAKOBSON 
 
 
Why does no one notice Stephen screwing in Ulysses? In 
Ulysses James Joyce depicts Stephen Dedalus as a literal 
screw to join two planes while saying “Synecdoche. Part for 
the whole.” Roman Jakobson demonstrates his awareness 
of the operation of asymmetry in synedoche by stating that 
there is a joining of two planes via the principle of synecdo-
che in the poetics of literary fiction. The two planes joined 
primarily refer to the operation of syntagmatic and paradig-
matic planes in Jakobson and, in Joyce, these correlations 
and others, such as writing and speech, discovery and rep-
resentation, and encryption and interpretation as they are 
exhibited in narrative time and space.1 

But it is not just narrative time and space, for Joyce’s 
ends and means were the process of thought itself (commu-
nication through signs or semiosis) For example, we can al-
most hear Stephen Dedalus on Sandymount Strand think, “A 
very short space of time through very short times of space.” 
But we do not hear at all “relict of the late Patk MacCabe, 
deeply lamented” on the same page (and there is no period 
after Patk, who remains Patk throughout the book, with only 
one exception). Like Stephen, readers experience the move-
ment of thought between the first entelechy or the struc-
tural rhythm and the second entelechy or being itself. The 

 
 1  Thanks to Michael Anderson, Shippensburg University’s technology expert, 

for magically pulling this document from oblivion. Since the earlier version 
of this paper, “’Part to Hole Duty’ (FW 18.31): Synecdoche in Roman Ja-
kobson and James Joyce,” which was published in the Hypermedia Joyce 
Studies Prague edition, I have further investigated the operation of synec-
doche and markedness. There is an inherent connection or overlap between 
markedness and synecdoche. I emphasized absence and presence as the 
main operation in synecdoche, using GroUniversity Press Mu as a primary 
source. But addition and sUniversity Presspression could not fully explain 
Stephen’s operating as a screw. I have realized that the connection be-
tween markedness and synecdoche is found in the operation of asymmetry. 
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novel is meta-analysis of this movement of semiosis. While 
we readers watch Stephen learn how to think, we learn how 
to learn. When in “Circe,” episode 15, Stephen performs 
synecdoche by becoming a screw, he says he is a “most fin-
ished artist.” He disappears from his “handiwork” and is 
completed. On Sandymount Strand we are watching an art-
ist developing an intelligence that is adaptable to unpredict-
able situations. This is what scientists are teaching robots: 
in a recent article, “Automaton, Know Thyself: Robots Be-
come Self-Aware” Charles Q. Choi describes droids who are 
trying to meet “the challenge of perceiving their self-image 
and reflecting on their own thoughts.”2 In a sense, Stephen 
is being shaped and created to be the author and the reader 
is being trained and entertained to be an interpretant, in the 
Peircean sense referred to by Michael Shapiro, below. Rec-
reating or duplicating how to think in a plural universe, 
evaluate the process and product, and adapt—as I explain in 
“The Play of Musement in James Joyce’s Ulysses”—requires 
a three-dimensional system.3 The system is the artistic text 
and the process is the movement of thought turning 
(troping) in a spiral, as if one were observing an imaginary 
movement around a piece of sculpture from the outside and, 
simultaneously, from an inside perspective, being rotated. 
As the novel operates it turns in an artistic space that re-
peats itself both prospectively and retrospectively; one con-
structs the artistic theory while being deconstructed; like a 
screw it turns a trick that is itself. Synecdoche is the turn. 
Stephen (as character and as author of the story he will tell 
about himself as another) is a screw and screwed in Bella 
Cohen’s. His left hand is higher than the right in an index of 
what allows for the downward spiral; his hands are a span 
from his body, his palms downward. This looks like the 
corkscrew cross that he is wearing around his neck. He is 
translating a passage from Omar Khayyam using gesture and 

 
 2  Charles O. Choi, “Automaton, Know Thyself: Robots Become Self-Aware” 

(Scientific American, February 24, 2011). 
 3  Mary Libertin, “The Play of Musement [of Charles Peirce] in James Joyce’s 

Ulysses” (Diss. University of Tulsa, 1983). 
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enacting transubstantiation, turning this into that, i.e. per-
forming synecdoche. 4 

The monumental achievements of Joyce and Jakobson 
cast a huge shadow upon the current state of disjuncture 
between grammar and semantics and the seeming chasm 
between the humanities and sciences. With regard to the 
former, Michael Shapiro in The Grammar of Sense: Language 
as Semeiotic explains the need for us to connect linguistics 
and semantics. Although this can be taken farther,5 he sug-
gests that Jakobson’s concept of markedness can be under-
stood as the interpretant in Charles Peirce’s pragmatic 
philosophy or semiotics.6 Jakobson himself calls Peirce a 
pioneer and aligns himself with Peircean semiotics.7  

If markedness can be understood as the interpretant in 
Peircean semiotics the pieces fall into place. The marked-
ness function involved with synecdoche would operate like a 
logical screw, which is what synecdoche is. Both Joyce and 

 
 4  See the article by Carole Brown, “Omar Khayyam in Monto: A Reading of a 

Passage from James Joyce’s Ulysses.” Neophilologus 68.4 (1984): 623-
36. She mentions the concept of transubstantiation in relation to the loaf of 
bread and jug of wine, but she does not notice Stephen’s literal or artistic 
turn of the screw (which transubstantiates Stephen as character into 
Stephen as artist). In fact, no one has ever claimed Stephen is screwing or 
screwed, literally or otherwise, in the novel. 

 5  Charles Lock, “Jakobson, Roman,” Encyclopedia of Semiotics, ed. Paul 
Bouissac (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998) 327-30. Lock writes, “[i]t 
might be that, unknown to speakers, the semantic is linked to or even de-
pendent on the acoustic in every utterance. Saussure’s axiom assumes and 
entirely nonaesthetic use of language; Jakobson is one of the very few lin-
guists to place poetics at the center of inquiry.” Lock continues, “By insist-
ing that to some degree the poetic function is present in all messages, 
Jakobson suggests that any word or phoneme may be selected not exclu-
sively for its place in the semantic or intelligible chain of signification but 
also for its place in an acoustic chain, the order of sounds” (328). This 
would come full turn in Joyce who insists the phoneme is connected to the 
aesthetic use of language. 

 6  Michael Shapiro, The Grammar of Sense: Language as Semeiotic (Blooming-
ton: Indiana University Press, 1983). 

 7  Synecdoche is not commented on by Shapiro; it is not ruled out but the link 
between synecdoche and markedness is logical and never denied by 
Shapiro. Both Jakobson and Joyce were aware of Peirce and pragmatism, 
as I have mentioned in earlier publications. 
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Jakobson use and/or discuss synecdoche, so it is important 
to understand the context. 
 
The Part to Whole Concept (Synecdoche) in Modernism  
Of course Jakobson never read Ulysses or Finnegans Wake, 
or he would have mentioned it, but one wonders. One thinks 
of his counterparts in Lacan and Derrida and understands 
how much still needs to be done to understand Joyce. A 
good start is to look at the masters of twentieth century 
synecdoche. We can observe how the part to whole concept 
is the essence of modernism, a movement that began a 
paradigm shift in the arts and sciences at the turn of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Synecdoche, the trope 
of the part standing for or equaling the whole, was essential 
to the artists of the modernist movement. Their “polyphony 
of creation,” according to Jakobson’s autobiographical 
“Retrospect,” was “intimately allied to their unique feeling 
for the dialectic tension between the parts and the uniting 
whole.” Jakobson explains: “Those of us who were con-
cerned with language learned to apply the principle of rela-
tivity in linguistic operations; we were consistently drawn in 
this direction by the spectacular development of cubism, 
where everything is ‘based on relationship’ and interaction 
between parts and wholes, between color and shape, be-
tween representation and the represented.”8 

During the modernist period, as William Everdell shows, 
“a dialectic of parts and wholes was inescapable” in the arts 
and sciences.9 Everdell discusses this “dialectic” in the lives 
of Georg Cantor, Ludwig Boltzmann, Georges Seurat, Santi-
ago Ramon y Cajal, Sigmund Freud, Max Plank, Bertrand 
Russell, Max Plank, Albert Einstein, Pablo Picasso, and oth-
ers, including James Joyce. Tellingly, the word “synecdo-
che” does not appear in his index, nor, as far as I can tell, 
the entire text, but his eminently readable “profile of 

 
 8  Roman Jakobson, “Retrospect,” Selected Writings I, qtd. in Krystyna 

Pomorska “Introduction,” Language in Literature by Roman Jakobson, eds. 
Krystyna Pomorska & Stephen Rudy (London: Belnap Press of Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1977) 4.  

 9  William Everdell, The First Moderns: Profiles in the Origins of Twentieth-
Century Thought (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997) 79.  
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thought” provides a necessary context for Joyceans to un-
derstand the modernist part and whole philosophy. 

Even more impressively, Frederik Sternfelt in Diagramma-
tology: An Investigation on the Borderlines of Phenomenol-
ogy, Ontology, and Semiotics explains how mereology, or 
the science of parts and wholes, informs the operation of 
linguistics, ontology, and semiotics; at the time of Jakob-
son’s work in the Russian Formalist movement and the Pra-
gue Linguistic Circle, Husserl had published volume two of 
his Logical Investigations in which his six theorems of 
wholes and parts was foundational.” Sternfelt convincingly 
shows how mereology is foundational to Jakobson’s major 
linguistic contribution, which is the definition of the “pho-
neme,” and his “most well-known contribution to the formal 
research of language, his notion of the ‘marked’ versus 
‘umarked’ units of language.” Markedness refers to “a para-
digmatic opposition between parts which are defined by 
asymmetric dependency.”10 Jakobson, according to Stern-
felt, several times underlined his view of linguistics as a sci-
ence investigating a hierarchy of wholes and parts.  
 
Jakobson’s Use of Synecdoche and Asymmetry (Marked-
ness) in Defining Literature as Art  
Groupe μ in The General Rhetoric explain that synecdoche is 
the key trope or figure of thought because, at its most ba-
sic, it is a suppression of something and an addition of 
something. They write, “if a synecdoche does not operate 
through simple addition or suppression, we are working un-
der an illusion and […] our examples […] are either meta-

 
10  Frederik Stjernfelt, Diagrammatology: An Investigation on the Borderlines of 

Phenomenology, Ontology, and Semiotics, vol. 336, Synthese Library: 
Studies in Epistemology, Logic, Methodology, and Philosophy of Science 
(Dordrecht: 2007) 165. A semantic example of markedness shows the logi-
cal division of the word/concept “cow” by gender into “cow” and “bull” 
with “bull” being the unmarked term. There are two meanings of “cow”—
specific and general. Jakobson shows the unmarked term as having zero-
meaning while the unmarked term “now oscillates between referring to the 
marked feature being absent on the one hand or referring to the absence of 
any marked feature on the other” (165-6). This opposition between the 
specific and general is what, in my opinion, allows for Joyce to show what 
Sternfelt calls “logical and grammatical nonsense” (164). 
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phors or metonymies.”11 As I see it, this “addition or sup-
pression” involved in the operation of synecdoche is analo-
gous to the operation in markednes which is basically an 
asymmetrical hierarchy in which structurally-based opposites 
are organized based on a paired feature that is either present 
or absent and wherein a dominant term, which is unmarked, 
masks or suppresses its recessive term, which is marked.  

Roman Jakobson is credited with the concept of marked-
ness, the phoneme, and the six-function communication 
model (“Linguistics and Poetics”; see below). The “poetics” 
part of his presentation has lost currency in the last fifty 
anti-structuralist years. Jakobson uses his a communication 
model as a template for the self-reflexivity and representa-
tion in a work of art.  
Functions 1 referential (= contextual information) 2 aes-
thetic (= auto-reflection) 3 emotive (= self-expression) 4 
conative (= vocative or imperative addressing of receiver) 5 
phatic (= checking channel working) 6 metalingual (= 
checking code working) 

 

 
 
The functions of the above six elements of the model be-
come artistic functions, primarily because of the operation of 
markedness and asymmetry found in synecdoche. In the 
paragraphs after his diagram Jakobson explains the second 
half of the title of his essay: poetics. He uses his definition 
of the word poetic to include what “promot[es] the palpabil-
ity of the signs [and] deepen[s] the fundamental dichotomy 
of signs and objects.” It is not simple and not simply literari-
ness. What distinguishes the second poetic model from the 

 
11  GroUniversity Presse μ (J. Dubois, F. Edeline, J.M. Klinkenberg, P. Minguet, 

F. Piere, H. Trinon), A General Rhetoric, trans. Paul B. Burrell & Edgar M. 
Slotkin (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988) 22. 
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first linguistic model is in the fact that “[t]he poetic function 
projects the principle of equivalence from the axis of selec-
tion [synecdoche] onto the axis of combination [meta-
phor].”12 In Ulysses, the paradigmatic plane could contain 
the syntagmatic plane if time were altered or erased.13 

The principle of equivalence allows for a sign function to 
operate, wherein one thing can stand for or represent an-
other. The triadic operation of semiotics includes the 
thought process within the text. It is synecdochic: A thing is 
never just a thing. In art, a word is never just the object it 
represents. Jakobson suggests the asymmetrical relationship 
of markedness when he writes, “Virtually any poetic mes-
sage is a quasi-quoted discourse with all those peculiar, in-
tricate problems which ‘speech within speech’ offers to the 
linguist.” Jakobson continues, “the supremacy of the poetic 
function over the referential function does not obliterate the 
reference but makes it ambiguous. The double-sensed mes-
sage finds correspondence in a split addresser, in a split ad-
dressee, as well as in a split reference.”14 This split animates 
Joyce’s works because it is part of a sign function. It is also 
the message. 

This is what keeps us attuned to the details and ideas in 
Ulysses. First, synecdoche works at the level of perception, 
as Kenneth Burke explains.15 A detail a character senses is 

 
12  Roman Jakobson, “Linguistics and Poetics,” Language in Literature, eds. 

Krystyna Pomorska & Stephen Rudy (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1987) 62-94. Also relevant to the discussion is Jakobson’s discussion of 
word language versus phoneme language at the end of his third lecture in 
Six Lectures on Sound and Meaning, trans. John Mepham, preface Claude 
Levi-Strauss (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1978) 45-69. He writes, “This pho-
neme language is the most important of the various sign systems, it is for 
us language par excellence, language properly so-called, language tout 
court, and one might ask whether this special status of phoneme language 
is not due precisely to the specific character of its components, to the 
paradoxical character of elements which simultaneously signify and yet are 
devoid of all meaning” (67). It is this vein of paradox that Joyce mined. 

13  The element of time would be only one of many aspects of fiction to be 
inverted, erased, added, or removed. 

14  Jakobson, “Linguistics and Poetics,” 85. 
15  Kenneth Burke, “Appendix D: Four Master Tropes,” A Grammar of Motives 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1969) 508. He writes: “Sensory 
representation is, of course, synecdochic in that the senses abstract certain 



 

178 

“thought through my eyes.” The sense object is also a 
thought about the sense object in context of the work as a 
whole system. He writes:  

 
the fact remains that, as regards such a ‘universe’ as we get 
in a well-organized work of art, at every point the paradoxes 
of the synecdochic present themselves to the critic for 
analysis. Similarly, the realm of psychology (and particularly 
the psychology of art) requires the use of synecdochic 
reversals. Indeed, I would want deliberately to ‘coach’ the 
concept of the synecdochic by extending it to cover such 
relations (and their reversals) as: before for after, implicit for 
explicit, temporal sequence for logical sequence, name for 
narrative, disease for cure, hero for villain, active for 
passive.16 

  
Burke also discusses transubstantiation and consubstanti-
ation as they involve synecdoche. He shows how synecdo-
che works from perception to analysis by being able to 
combine not just things but also processes. Notice Burke’s 
focus on analogy itself above (“before for after … temporal 
sequence for logical sequence”). Joyce makes synecdoche 
his key trope or turn because of this ability to present ob-
servation without a phenomenal veil and join the syntag-
matic and paradigmatic (and other) planes. Why does Joyce 
train our focus on analogy itself as a transparent incomplete 
synecdoche: “Cranley’s arm: his arm” (U 1.159)? To get us 
to understand, like Stephen’s students in Nestor, how a pier 
is a bridge, in other words, to force us to look for relation-
ships rather than to look at dead objects. To show us how 
to learn and become more and more aware. To teach (us as 
well as Stephen and himself) what art makes possible. The 
fiction was as much a discovery process for Joyce as it is 
for Stephen and for us. This explains why, at a higher level, 

 
qualities from some bundle of electro-chemical activities we call, say, a 
tree, and these qualities (such as size, shape, color, texture, weight, etc.) 
can be said ‘truly to represent’ a tree. Similarly, artistic representation is 
synecdochic, in that certain relations within the medium ‘stand for’ corre-
sponding relations outside. There is also a sense in which the well-formed 
work of art is internally synecdochic.” 

16  Burke, “Appendix D,” 508-9. 
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we see metaphors or the mechanisms of stagecraft or magic 
in the communication process; Buck in episode one carica-
turing transubstantiation as art and mocking Stephen, for 
example. At a higher level we see thought itself turned into 
a stage with stage directions in episode nine, Scylla and 
Charybdis. We become part of the text thinking about 
sound, phonemes, alliteration, homonyms, puns, and the 
principles behind them. What is no sound? Does a word ex-
ist without one of its letters? The letter “t” represents the 
missing interpretant and becomes the message, literally. 
There are many similar cases that keep us thinking, for ex-
ample, “e.d.:ed” (U 16.21) and “Table: able. Bed: ed” (paral-
lelism based on sound or rhyme, able as part of the word 
table but also meaning, in context, a whole: potentiality 
from an animate or human perspective, etc. “ed” is found to 
be different than “e.d.:ed” in that the missing letter is what 
is added to its meaning; in addition “ed” is part of a word 
that is neither a morpheme or a letter). The concept of 
markedness is exemplified. The letter “t” has been missing 
at the level of representation or perception in “ha__” which 
gives or makes the first letter of table an addition of mean-
ing.  

And what else is “U.p.:up” besides synecdoche? It can 
be seen as a microcosm concerning linguistic principles be-
cause it is questioning the relationship between letters (pho-
nemes vs. graphemes) and sememes (syllable or word) and 
the presence or absence of space (period versus no period). 
It can be self-referential (with the letters referring to Ulysses 
and Portrait) or seem to have no referent. What are the 
minimal units of and the boundaries of and essential con-
stituents of meaning? Parts join, combine, break the micro-
linguistic boundaries in the sound of “U” to join with the “P” 
to become a word, which may become a prefix to another 
word (even “up” may be part of a larger unit: up____) or it 
could be a direction; it is a direction, literally, one with 
asymmetry and markedness. The boundaries of an artistic 
text are asymmetrical and sometimes in marked or bounded 
relationship to an outside. There is an ambiguous sender and 
ambiguous message taken out of context to be interpreted 
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by others including the law. Each of the six-part aspects of 
Jakobson’s diagrams is in play.17  
 
Joyce’s Use of Synecdoche and Asymmetry in Defining 
Literature as Art 
We begin our analysis as early as 1903, after Joyce’s writ-
ing of epiphanies, poems, some short stories, the essay “A 
Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man,” and the beginning of 
Stephen Hero.18 March 25, 1903, in Paris, Joyce elaborately 
writes out his “Aesthetic Notebook”: 

 
Rhythm seems to be the first or formal relation of part to 
part in any whole or of a whole to its part or parts, or of any 
part to the whole of which it is a part… . Parts constitute a 
whole as far as they have a common end. [Joyce’s 
ellipses]19 

 
This entry seems to be misunderstood. It requires a non-
Euclidian perspective, a non-Kantian interpretation of reality, 
the opposite of the current, orthodox interpretation of 
Joyce’s aesthetic theory.20 Joyce’s aesthetic theory is based 
on parts equaling a whole if the parts have a “common 
end.” Rhythm is distributed throughout the whole because 
the “common end” accommodates the parts in a system; 

 
17  An interesting read of the variables is in James Ramey, “Intertextual Me-

tempsychosis in Ulysses: Murphy, Sinbad, and the ‘U.P.:University Press’ 
Postcard,” James Joyce Quarterly, 45 (2007/1): 97-114. 

18  Joyce published “Humanism” in Daily Express [Dublin] (12 Nov. 1903), on 
Friedrich Schiller, Humanism: Philosophical Essays. Humanism refers to 
pragmatism and Peirce as its founder. Perhaps influenced by the word 
“pragmatism,” Joyce uses the term “practical” as he writes his aesthetic 
theory. Peirce’s influence also can be found in Joyce’s borrowing of the 
concept Philips Drunk and Sober and in some of Joyce’s innovative use of 
Berkeley’s philosophy from a pragmatic perspective. I have discussed these 
ideas in earlier publications. 

19  “Aesthetics (1903/04),” The Critical Writings of James Joyce, eds. Ells-
worth Mason & Richard Ellmann (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989) 
145. 

20  Thomas Staley, Re-viewing Classics of Joyce Criticism, ed. Janet Egleson 
Dunleavy (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1991). Umberto Eco, Aes-
thetics of Chaosmos: The Middle Ages of James Joyce (Cambridge: Har-
vard University Press, 1989). 
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rhythm is the logical result of an end-means accommodation 
in a system. Fractals and holograms operate on the same 
principle of the part equaling the whole. Joyce’s aesthetic is 
post-Euclidian. The whole can be found in each point on a 
line. Each point is three-dimensional. 

On March 27 Joyce substitutes Aristotle’s mimesis, with 
two processes and presents sculpture as synecdoche (rather 
than symbol) for verbal art: 
 

e tekhne mimeitai ten physin — this phrase is falsely 
rendered as "Art is an imitation of Nature." Aristotle does 
not here define art; he says only, "Art imitates Nature" and 
means that the artistic process is like the natural process… . 
It is false to say that sculpture is unassociated with 
movement in as much as it is rhythmic; for a work of 
sculptural art must be surveyed according to its rhythm and 
this surveying is an imaginary movement in space. It is not 
false to say that sculpture is an art of repose in that a work 
of sculptural art cannot be presented as itself moving in 
space and remain a work of sculptural art. 21 

 
Rather than simply reversing art imitating nature, as Oscar 
Wilde and other esthetes did, Joyce suppresses mimesis and 
adds or substitutes it with a system. The system implied by 
the whole is based on this doubling process, and the word 
process implies a movement or development allowing for en-
telechy, what Aristotle and others describe as internal 
growth from a seed to a finished being. 

Joyce stipulates that sculpture remains “an art of re-
pose,” despite its rhythm. In fact, it is because of the 
rhythm that it is “art.” One surveys sculptural art by its 
rhythm, and surveying is “an imaginary movement in 
space.” In this passage, sculptural art is synecdoche for ver-
bal art. Both are spatial or three-dimensional and both have 
rhythm found in the surveying from a hypothetical dimen-
sion. To view the whole through its individual parts is to 
shape an object in space through time. Joyce’s real and ap-
plied aesthetics are revolutionary, just as are Stephen’s real 
and “applied” Aquinas in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young 

 
21  “Aesthetics,” 145; The ellipses are Joyce’s; the italics are mine. 
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Man. Stephen Hero points to the error of his interpreters 
who think his aesthetic is “flowery.” He says, “This is the 
first of my explosives” (SH 81). 
 
Synecdoche in Joyce’s Aesthetic Theory 
Aristotle’s concept of growth as entelechy fits Joyce’s theo-
retical concept of the artistic and natural processes. In Circe, 
Stephen considers “rendering visible not the lay sense but 
the first entelechy, the structural rhythm” (15.105-108). 
Implied by the “first entelechy” or structural rhythm, is a 
“second entelechy,” or “being in action.” Stephen promptly 
turns being into action at the structure of the artistic text. 
He solves the problem of there being two Stephens, one 
temporal / syntagmatic (the character) the other spatial / 
paradigmatic (the creator). He turns himself into a screw. 
Literally: 

 
[Stephen] holds out his hands, his head going back till both 
hands are a span from his breast, down turned planes 
intersecting, the fingers about to part, the left being higher 
(U 15.124-7; emphasis mine). 

 
The blades of a screw are asymmetrical as are his hands; 
Stephen the character is removed. Markedness reveals the 
usurpation by the hand of the artist of the character whose 
hand is hurt as it is being twisted down. Up: up is the 
movement of the artist.  

Later the act is caricatured: “[Stephen’s] thumbs are 
stuck in his armpits and his palms outspread. Round his 
neck hangs a rosary of corks ending on his breast in a cork-
screw cross. Releasing his thumbs, he invokes grace from 
on high with large wave gestures […]” (U 15.2658-68; ital-
ics Joyce’s).  

Near the end of the episode the reader is reminded of the 
screwing together of the syntagmatic and paradigmatic 
axes. We are told that Stephen has hurt his hand. Synecdo-
che, of course, the hand standing for the writer. He says, 
“Hurt my hand somewhere” (U 15.3720), then “Hand hurts 
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me slightly” (15.4414).22 Later he says: “Hand hurts” 
15.4414). In Eumaeus, “Who? The other, whose hand by 
the way was hurt, said” (U 16.9296).  

The Stephen who remains at the end of Circe has wood-
shavings on his shoulders (U 15.4891; 15.4922; 15.4936). 
The shavings are presumably what has been twisted out of 
the two planes during the rotation or turning of the screw. 
One Stephen is repressed or subtracted from the surface 
while the other remains as a character who will not speak 
again, ever, in his own voice: “No voice. I am a most fin-
ished artist” (U 15.2508). Stephen says, “[…] synecdoche. 
Part for the whole” (U 15.4402-3).  

Stephen learns his lesson from “The Siamese twins, 
Philip Drunk and Philip Sober, two Oxford dons with lawn-
mowers [who] appear in the window embrasure. Both are 
masked with Matthew Arnold’s face.” In Telemachus 
Stephen creatively thinks “Shouts from the open window 
startling evening in the quadrangle. A deaf gardener, 
aproned, masked with Matthew Arnold’s face, pushes his 
mower on the somber lawn watching narrowly the dancing 
motes of grasshalms” (U 1.172-5). It is impossible in real 
time to watch time turn like dustmotes in the sun while 
mowing, but this is just what Stephen needs to accomplish 
within the novel as character; he must duplicate himself as 
the author and remove himself as a character. Philip sug-
gests “Work it out with the buttend of a pencil” (U 15. 
2539). One can suppress the action of time by folding the 
synchronic onto the diachronic. STEPHEN “Out of it now. 
(to himself) Clever” (U 15.2535). “PHILIP DRUNK AND 
PHILIP SOBER (their lawnmowers purring with a rigadoon of 
grasshalms) Clever ever. Out of it out of it. By the bye have 
you the book, the thing, the ashplant? Yes, there it, yes. 
Cleverever outofitnow. Keep in condition. Do like us” (U 
15.2535-9). Over 2,000 lines earlier Stephen screwed to-

 
22  In making notes for his aesthetic theory, Joyce copied from this passage 

from Aristotle’s “On the Soul”: “It follows that the soul is analogous to the 
hand; for as the hand is a tool of tools, so the mind is the form of forms 
and sense the form of sensible things” (432a). 
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gether the two planes, the syntagmatic and paradigmatic 
planes that define an artistic text.  

Synecdoche comes alive in Episode 9, Scylla and 
Charybdis, which is a tour de force of verbal art. The dou-
bleness in Hamlet intersects with the doubleness of Stephen 
as character and potential author. There is an asymmetrical 
doubleness that allows for surprising, revolutionary interpre-
tations. It can also be seen as a plea for literary criticism to 
awaken literature. Stephen’s “audience” for his Hamlet im-
provisation, A.E. George Russell, Mr. Best, John Eglinton, 
and later Buck Mulligan, take stage in the Dublin National 
Library.” Eglingon, who has just been with Bloom (who was 
checking on an ad for “Keyes”), returns. The room is quiet. 
Stephen thinks: 

 
Coffined thoughts around me, in mummycases, embalmed in 
spice of words. Thoth, god of libraries, a birdgod, 
moonycrowned. And I heard the voice of the Egyptian 
highpriest. In painted chambers loaded with tilebooks.  

They are still. Once quick in the brains of men. Still: but 
an itch of death is in them, to tell me in my ear a maudlin 
tale, urge me to wreak their will (U 9.352-3).  

  
Synecdoche is most known for taking dead metaphors and 
making them new and, in this case, the library is synecdo-
che for the literary ones. Stephen feels “the itch of death,” 
an addition and suppression to the meaning of death; death 
is alive; death “itches” its need to be reborn, asking for a 
symbolic synecdoche to make itself new, asking for new in-
terpretations. Because their synecdoches are becoming 
hackneyed, clichéd, or maudlin, they urge Stephen to 
“wreak their will” – will as a literal document whose “inheri-
tance” would be “their extinction.” “Their will”—at another 
level—refers to institutionalized readers, past, present, and 
future – who repeat prior interpretations. Whosoever’s “will” 
or purpose is thus erased. Thoth the god of creativity, figu-
ratively present, is invoked, recalling Professor MacHugh in 
the newspaper office in the Freeman’s Journal who regales 
Stephen and the others with his version of a classic of ora-
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tory by John Taylor, which was never written down.23 Each 
reference to it or performance of it is its own interpretation. 
MacHugh’s is different than Yeats, who also quotes from 
Taylor’s speech in his autobiography, a proleptic reference. 
As a quote in Stephen’s mind it stands as performance art 
with which he himself is enacting. Perhaps to reinforce the 
call for individual interpretations as performance art, Joyce 
chose this speech from Ulysses to record. Both Joyce and 
Stephen realize they are at the intersection of the written 
and spoken at a level where tools are needed to decipher as 
well as to record the message. Within the thought is a 
thought, which we know because of the italics: “In painted 
chambers loaded with tilebooks.” The italics also are literal 
italics since it is an actual quote. Richard Bliss locates the 
source of the quote as Richard Jefferies’ The Story of My 
Heart: My Autobiography. The full sentence is “Remember 
Nineveh and the cult of the fir-cone, the turbaned and 
bearded bulls of stone, the lion hunt, the painted chambers 
loaded with tile books, the lore of the arrow-headed writ-
ing.”24 This “arrow-headed” writing is glyphic or carved and 
it is grooved. An anaglyph is double writing just as it is the 
term for glasses used to view pictures in stereoscopes. They 
point to mechanism needed for interpretation. Like 
Stephen’s ashplant in episode one, which creates a groove 
that speaks his name to him, “Steeeeeeeeeeeen” his “famil-
iar” (U 1.629), it is the tool or needle that etches sound-
grooves into vinyl that is important. It must have seemed 
like what a holograph is to us, carrying a visual performance 
in three-dimensions. Is the “celluloid doll” (U 15.289) in 
Circe a precursor? An encryption that resurrects a moment 

 
23  I am using Gifford’s invaluable Ulysses Annotated. As Paul Ricoeur makes 

clear, “Analogy operates between ideas; and idea itself is to be understood 
not ‘from the point of view of the objects seen by the spirit’ but ‘from the 
point of view of the spirit that sees’.” The Rule of Metaphor: Multi-
disciplinary Studies of the Creating of Meaning in Language, trans Robert 
Czerny (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1979) 57-8, quoting Pierre 
Fontanier, Les Figures du discours (Paris, 1830) 45. Ricoeur only mentions 
synecdoche in this one passage in his study of metaphor.  

24  Richard Bliss, “Note: ‘In painted chambers loaded with tilebooks’,” James 
Joyce Quarterly 46 (2008/1): 129-30. 
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in time requires a unique interpretant or replay device. The 
gramophone in Circe is personified: “a gramophone rears a 
battered brazen trunk” (U 15.605). “Are you all in this vibra-
tion?” (U 15. 2199-200). It is all about preserving what is 
living at a higher level of encryption.  

The context of Taylor’s speech points to the context of 
Stephen’s own “speech” or improvisation with Eglingon, 
McHugh, and A.E., living men, authors, who are mouthing 
traditional interpretations of Hamlet. The uniqueness of the 
performance, whether it be literature or literary criticism, is 
what must live. The interpretations, the written, should con-
tain the “life” or the “spoken” or the “performance,” much 
like the sound in the grooves of a record that “asks” to be 
heard to live. Synecdoche is a foundational concept. Juri 
Lotman shows how an artistic text operates at what I call 
the “screwing” of the paradigmatic and syntagmatic 
planes,25 Synecdoche twists and screws itself and the 
reader into a space-time, hypothetical dimension. It does 
“the part hole duty” (FW 18.31). It is the combining tool of 
asymmetry and markedness. The appearance and disappear-
ance that exchange places in the operation of synecdoche 
allow for the knower to be in the known. In this way 
Joyce’s Wake is a “strangewrote anaglyptics”26 that can be 
understood as a kind of cultural product that Juri Lotman 
calls a “semiosphere.”27  

 
25  Juri Lotman, The Structure of the Artistic Text, trans. Gail Lenhoff & 

Ronald Vroom, Michigan Slavic Contributions No. 7 (Ann Arbor: University 
of Michigan Press, 1977). Especially important to this study are the follow-
ing chapters: “Text and System,” and “Structural Principles of the Text” 
which is divided into the following three sections: The Paradigmatic Axis of 
Meaning; The Syntagmatic Axis in the Structure of an Artistic Text, and 
The Mechanism of Intra-textual Semantic Analysis.” 

26  “strangewrote anaglyptic” (FW 419). “Ana” means “again,” “glyptic” 
means “written or chiseled." “Strangewrote” is past tense. “Strangewrote 
anaglyptics” is synecdoche for Finnegans Wake. The lithograph by M.C. 
Escher called “Drawing Hands” provides a fitting image: In it we see one 
hand drawing another, just like itself, in what Douglas Hofstadter in Godel, 
Escher, and Bach, calls a strange loop or a tangled hierarchy. For the right 
hand draws the left hand, a seeming paradox resolved only by imagining 
the invisible author (Escher) drawing it. 

27  Juri Lotman, Universe of the Mind: A Semiotic Theory of Culture (Blooming-
ton: Indiana University Press, 1990) 126-7. 
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Liliane Rodriguez 
FROM MOZART TO JAKOBSON: THE CUBIST 
DON GIOVANNI IN JAMES JOYCE’S ULYSSES 
 
 
1. Introduction 
On October 27th, 1787, the mythical figure of the Don en-
tered the beautiful city of Prague as the main character of 
Mozart's opera, Il dissoluto punito, ossia il Don Giovanni 
(The Rake punished, or Don Giovanni). Mozart's opera buffa 
is the perfect music version of the myth, in classic fashion: 
the Don is the main character of the opera, just like he is the 
main character in other eponymous works preceding or fol-
lowing the opera, until… 1922. Joyce's Ulysses contains a 
radically different form of the myth,1 a Cubist version, never 
heard of before.  

This article explores the myth of Don Giovanni in its Joy-
cean configuration as part of the artistic movement that 
gained momentum in the first years of conception of Ulys-
ses, Cubism. Our correlation between Joyce's reshaping of 
the myth and the major artistic revolution of the 1900s is 
based on several of Roman Jakobson’s concepts. As I was 
writing this article, I realized that some of the great linguist’s 
essays shed light on the great novel, but also that, con-
versely, Joyce’s Ulysses demonstrates the depth of Jakob-
son’s thinking. 

I will first present the Jakobsonian concepts used here to 
define the main features of Cubism. Then I will focus on the 
attributes of Don Giovanni, and analyze how they operate in 
Ulysses. This demonstrates why Joyce's rethinking of the 
myth and its careful staging in the novel allowed Jakobson 
to define Joyce as a poet of “structuration.”2  

 
 1  They are various definitions of the term “myth”, whether the mythological 

figure is of divine, human, animal or meteorological nature. The origins of 
myths can also be discussed from different perspectives. Don Giovanni and 
Faust, both recent modern myths, evolved from aspects of human nature, 
and are euhemeristic in origin (based on the glorified life of a real person, 
rather than on a religious projection.) 

 2  Roman Jakobson and Luciana Stegagno-Picchio, “Les Oxymores Dialecti-
ques de Fernando Pessoa.” Roman Jakobson: Selected Writings III: Poetry 
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2. “The Dominant”  
In one of his early essays, Jakobson defines the “The domi-
nant (…) as the focusing component of a work of art: it 
rules, determines and transforms the remaining components, 
which guarantees the integrity of the structure.”3  

Jakobson gives several examples of dominants: in 14th 
century Czech poetry, the dominant was the rhyme, not the 
syllabic structure, while in 19th century Czech realist po-
etry, the dominant became the syllabic scheme, rather than 
the rhyme. In the Renaissance, the aesthetic acme was the 
visual arts, whereas in 19th century Romantic art the domi-
nant was music. At the end of the 19th century, with real-
ism, it was the verbal art. 

But Jakobson warns against simplifying literary history by 
thinking dominants appear in clear-cut historical succession. 
On the contrary, they bring a “shift,” a “synchronic phe-
nomenon” of “two orders: the traditional canon and the ar-
tistic novelty as a deviation from that canon” and “Formalist 
studies brought to light that this simultaneous preservation 
of tradition and breaking away from tradition form the es-
sence of every new work of art.”4 Ulysses is a magnificent 
case in point of what a “shift” is. 

So, what can be designated as the dominant in the first 
quarter of the 20th century? Just like in the Renaissance, it 
was the visual arts, and particularly painting –this time, Cub-
ism. To describe Cubism in a nutshell, and its place in art 
history, one could say that it is the parent of all abstract art 
forms. In the mid-1850s, Courbet’s forceful realism and ir-
reverence for traditional subjects suddenly broke up with the 
tradition, followed by Manet and Cézanne. On another front, 
Monet and the Impressionists started blurring the contours 
of their models. In the 1880s, the Nabis introduced a new 

 
of Grammar and Grammar of Poetry, ed. Stephen Rudy (The Hague: Mou-
ton, (1960) 1981) 639. 

3   Roman Jakobson, “The Dominant,” Selected Writings III: Poetry of Grammar 
and Grammar of Poetry, ed. Stephen Rudy (The Hague: Mouton, 1981) 
751. In Roman Jakobson, Selected Writings, 2nd Expanded Edition (The 
Hague: Mouton, 1971-1981), Vols. I, II, III, & IV. 

 4   Roman Jakobson, Selected Writings III: Poetry of Grammar and Grammar of 
Poetry, 756. 
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palette of pure colours, and volumes seen as two dimen-
sional. Then, the innovative use of wild, bold, colour by 
Gauguin and Matisse (leader of the Fauves in 1905), opened 
the door to Cubism, and the turning away from excessive 
realism and figurative painting. The name itself was coined 
by Matisse, as a pun inspired by new paintings observed in a 
gallery. Cubism was officially born at a meeting between Pi-
casso and Braque organized in 1907 by Apollinaire and 
Kahnweiler, a German collector, gallery owner and art critic. 
In his Méditations Esthétiques, Apollinaire describes Cubism 
as “énergique”5 (energetic), the fruit of unprecedented artis-
tic energy, the signature of Modern Times.  

The “energy” of Cubism was so powerful between 1905 
and 1914 that it gave way, from 1910 on, to several related 
European movements: Orphism with Souza Cardozo and the 
Delaunays; Russian Rayonism with Larionov; British Vorti-
cism with Wadeworth; Abstraction with Picasso, Picabia, 
Brancusi, Archipenko, and Kandinsky, just to name a few. 
The energy swept across Europe. Czech artists like Frantisek 
Kupka and sculptor Otto Gutfreund embraced the change. 
From 1910 to 1916, Futurism, the first Italian modern art 
movement, also developped from Cubist principles. In 
Northern Europe, the Expressionist revolution emerged with 
Kircher, Heckel and other painters in the 1905 Brücke 
movement from Dresden. It bloomed with Kandinsky, Marc, 
Klee, Jawlensky and other members of the Munich Blaue 
Reiter. It is not my purpose here to compare all of these 
movements of the first quarter of the 20th century, but their 
common intent can be summarized: they all rejected tradi-
tional figurative representation, and all shared in the “en-
ergy” of Cubism.  

 
3. The Attributes of Cubism  
Now I will focus on the main attributes of the dominant, 
Cubism, and examine their literary influence, in particular on 
Joyce's handling of Don Giovanni. 

 
 5  Guillaume Apollinaire, Les Peintres Cubistes: Méditations Esthétiques (Paris: 

Berg International Editeurs, 1986) 30. 
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The essence of Cubism is best grasped by observing a 
Cubist painting, for instance the 1912 Picasso piece entitled 
Verre et Bouteille de Suze6 (Glass and Bottle of Suze). Three 
profiles (a long white triangular Suze bottle, its cap, and a 
glass) stand in the centre of the canvas. They rest on the 
blue gouache oval of a table, seen from above. The flat 
background is a collage of peachy beige newspapers clip-
pings, posted on a wall, with some of the wallpaper show-
ing, in the same shade as the newspapers. Three dented 
black charcoal rectangles emphasize the vertical line of the 
bottle and create the offset shadows of the objects repre-
sented.  

The defining features of Cubism are all present in this 
picture. Jakobson's classic terms for the six functions of 
communication7 can efficiently explain how the tension be-
tween signifier and signified is present in the painting, and 
why this painting is communicating with the observer in 
Cubist manner. 

The first noticeable Cubist feature is the presence, right 
in the picture, of the concept, or poetic (aesthetic) message. 
In this case, the small subtitles in the newspaper clippings 
read as a Cubist minimanifesto: Le meeting en plein air (The 
outdoor political meeting), L'ordre du jour (The agenda) and 
La dislocation (Dislocation). The referential background (the 
newspaper clippings) cleverly becomes the poetic message 
per se.  

A second Cubist feature is the multiplicity of viewpoints. 
Different planes of the scene are visible, as if the painter or 
the observer were moving around the objects in the painting 
(a bottle, its cap and a glass on a table with newspapers). 

 
 6  See Appendix. Located at the St Louis Washington University Gallery of 

Art, it is reproduced in David Cottington, Cubism in the Shadow of War: 
The Avant-Garde and Politics in Paris, 1905-1914 (New Haven: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 1998) 127.  

 7  The six functions are: poetic (aesthetic), referential, expressive, conative, 
phatic, and metalinguistic. Roman Jakobson, “Linguistics and Poetics,” 
Style in Language, ed. Thomas Seobock (Cambridge MA: M.I.T. Press, 
1960) 350-77. Just like there is a “dominant” at a defined historical time, 
any writing has a “dominant,” and the aesthetic function is the “dominant” 
in literature, and art in general. See Roman Jakobson: Selected Writings III: 
Poetry of Grammar and Grammar of Poetry, 753. 
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The painting has a referential value indeed, but again the 
poetic message (the multiplicity of viewpoints) overrides it. 

A third Cubist feature is the preference for the geometry 
of the objects represented over their expected detail. Detail 
is only suggested (the table has no leg, just a top, the cork 
is generic, etc.). Again, the referent (table, top, cork, etc.) is 
represented, but the poetic message (the geometrical back-
bone) controls it. 

A fourth Cubist feature, derived from the previous three, 
is the surprise created by the whole scene, which engages 
the observer to reconstruct the object in the picture. Here 
the conative function, attached to the addressee (the 
viewer), is part of the poetic message: the viewer has a 
more active role to play in this new art form: “Cubist paint-
ing […] is intended to coax the observer into a constant, ac-
tive search for a connexion between direct seeing and 
knowing.”8 

A fifth Cubist feature is the novel presence of daily 
events in the picture: the tiniest letters in the clippings re-
port on a Socialist meeting, Balkan War scenes, and other 
contemporary events. Picasso appended the metalinguistic 
function to the poetic function by adding the written code of 
the article to the graphic code of painting. The poetic state-
ment here is that art is not entrapped in a single code. 

A sixth Cubist feature is the change in the actual me-
dium, or contact, of the painting: the newspaper, for exam-
ple, is a real object, compensating for the disappearing 
image of the table and bottle. This metonymic replacement 
of the referent by the contact adds another layer to the ar-
tistic message: the contact, with its phatic function, also 
takes part in the poetic message. 

Finally, the sixth function of communication, the emotive 
function (attached to the painter’s concerns and visible 
excitement at engineering such compositions) is present in 
his choice of colours and shapes. His concerns and feeling 
of joy coincide with our own. The equating between the 
painter’s emotion with the viewer’s, through the conative 

 
 8  Maly and Dietfried Gerhardus, Cubism and Futurism: The evolution of the 

self-sufficient picture (Oxford: Phaidon, 1979) 7. 
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function in the painting, may be one of the raisons d'être of 
art. In this particular case, like in many Cubist works, the 
emotions of the painter/viewer are about violence, parody, 
verbal and pictorial joy.9  

While defining what the painting is telling, we realize that 
how it is told is also featured in the painting. The medium is 
part of the Cubist aesthetic agenda, with all the functions of 
communication converging to sustain the poetic message. 

 
4. Cubism and Literature 
But can a Cubist visual spatial message translate into time-
based literature? Although denied by some, Cubist literature 
exists. The Cubist features just discussed are found in the 
literary works of Georges Polti, Paul Dermée, Max Jacob10 
and Apollinaire, particularly in his Bestiaire and Cal-
ligrammes. Based on the “dislocation” feature alone, André 
Breton lists the works of Fargue, Joyce, Desnos and Leiris 
among the most recent “attempts at a poetic dislocation of 
language.”11 Like Breton, Jakobson pays tribute to Joyce's 
Cubist generation, and analyzes the linguistic “tension” at 
the core of the dislocation process, in one of the best com-
ments ever written, if indirectly, on Cubism: 

 
Perhaps the strongest impulse toward a shift in the 
approach to language and linguistics, however, was – for 
me, at least – the turbulent artistic movement of the early 
twentieth century. The great men of art born in the 1880's 
– Picasso (1881- ), Joyce (1882-1941), Braque (1882- ), 
Stravinsky (1882- ), Xlebnikov (1885-1922) and Le 
Corbusier (1887- ) – were able to complete a thorough and 
comprehensive schooling in one of the most placid spans of 
world history (…). The leading artists of that generation 
keenly anticipated the upheavals that were to come and met 
them (…). The extraordinary capacity of these discoverers to 

 
 9   The often light, or sunny, colours of Cubist painting contrast with the dark 

tragic tones of Expressionist painting, although both share similar concep-
tual elements. 

10  See Gerald Kamber, Max Jacob and the Poetics of Cubism (Baltimore and 
London: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1971). 

11  “essais les plus récents de dislocation poétique du langage,”  André Breton, 
Anthologie de l'Humour Noir (Paris: Editions du Sagittaire, 1950) 192. 
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overcome again and again the faded habits of their own 
yesterdays, together with an unprecedented gift for seizing 
and shaping anew every older tradition or foreign model 
without sacrificing the stamp of their own permanent 
individuality in the amazing polyphony of ever new 
creations, is intimately allied to their unique feeling for the 
dialectic tension between the parts and the uniting whole, 
primarily between the two aspects of any artistic sign, its 
signans and its signatum.12  

 
Jakobson describes the common ground between these art-
ists, whether they be writers, painters or architects. As part 
of their creations, they made visible the relationship be-
tween the signifier and the signified, and the “tension” be-
tween the two parts of the sign.  

Jakobson also underlines the convergence between lin-
guists and artists of the time: all “learned to apply the prin-
ciple of relativity (…) [and linguists were] consistently drawn 
in this direction by the spectacular development of modern 
physics and by the pictorial theory and practice of cubism, 
where everything is based on relationship and interaction 
(…) between the representation and the represented.”13 

Ulysses is a perfect example of a work of art where the 
tension between the two parts of the sign is visible (whether 
the signifier is seen as fixed, in a Saussurian approach, or as 
ever moving, attracted by another signifier, in a Derridean 
sense). This tension is very palpable in Joyce’s representa-
tion of the mythical Don. It holds the same elements as the 
Picasso painting: the myth as presented in a dislocated 
manner; the multiple viewpoints; the figure of the Don as 
recognizable, even from a distance, with detail only sug-
gested. Like a Cubist painter, Joyce creates surprise, and 
engages the readers in the reconstruction of the myth 
(which is what we are presently attempting!) Finally, he infil-
trates the myth with his own linguistic intent. 

 
12  Jakobson, “Retrospect,” 632.  
13  Jakobson, “Retrospect,” 632. 
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5. Don Giovanni and his Attributes 
Before proceeding with Joyce's version, the main attributes 
of the Don need to be recalled. First of all, Don Giovanni is 
insatiable, his energy always focussed on his next prey. In 
Spanish (the original language of Don Juan), there is only 
one word, querer, meaning to love and to want. In Ulysses, 
voglio (I want) and vorrei (I would like) are key-words with 
various consequences, but with a single motive: the expres-
sion of the pursuit of desire, embodied by Molly, Bloom and 
Boylan.  

The insatiable pursuit of carnal love has ethical conse-
quences: the Don lies, cheats, and kills to conquer. More 
cruel in the 17th century, more calculating in the 18th, more 
romantic in the 19th century, he is always the dissolute, 
with too much energy, as shown in the closing aria of Act II 
of Mozart’s opera, the Dionysian Finch' han dal vino Calda la 
testa (Now that the wine has set their heads whirling), 
when, in a fast verbal swirl, he lists all the dances he en-
gages in with the ladies, and his desire for more. 

More than his affluence, his two main seducing weapons 
are the smooth charm of his education and the sharp arrow 
of his wit, which combine into a bold, brazen tone, quite ef-
ficient to overawe his victims, women and men alike, and 
convince them, at least for a while, to do what he wants. 

Because of his main purpose in life (seducing ever differ-
ent women), and because of the consequences of his ac-
tions, he is light and fast, always on the move, light on his 
feet, and in need of hiding or fleeing on a regular basis. He is 
also light in a different way: he is a free spirit. He does not 
want anyone to weigh on him, or to yield to anyone, includ-
ing to God. He is the 18th-century libertine. He refuses to 
serve, from a religious or sentimental point of view. He only 
accepts to be the prisoner of his own desire —and desire 
has no past, no future: it is pure present. His obsession with 
the body also leads him to materialism, atheism and death, 
when he mockingly defies God as he invites the Commanda-
tore (that he killed at the beginning of the opera) to have 
dinner with him. 

But Don Giovanni's program bears a paradoxical flaw: he 
fails to seduce. In Mozart's opera, he does not “conquer” 
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any woman. All his conquests are analeptic: they took place 
before the story begins. There is no love scene with the 
three women in the score, Donna Anna, Donna Elvira and 
Zerlina. In that sense too, he is punished, even before the 
final toll. 

However, he has not always failed, therefore one of the 
main leitmotifs associated with Don Giovanni is the “cata-
logue” of his conquests. In Scene 2 of Act I, the Don's ser-
vant, Leporello, sings the famous Madamina, il catalogo é 
questo Delle belle che amò il padron mio (My dear lady, this 
is a list of the beauties my master loved), a list of women, 
of various appearance and geographical origin: 640 in Italy, 
231 in Germany, 100 in France, 91 in Turquey, and in 
Spain, a total of 1003 (mil e tre). The virtuosity of 
Leporello's aria matches the Don's virtuosity in the aria men-
tioned earlier. 

Before Joyce’s Ulysses, all the above attributes of the 
Don were combined in one single character. This modern 
European myth entered the literary scene with a bang, with 
El Burlador de Sevilla y combidado de piedra, by Tirso de 
Molina, in 1630. In the 1950s, over 2,200 versions of the 
myth14 had been created, most of them plays, and some in 
novel, short story, and musical form. A very reduced cata-
logue of authors, composers and painters would have to in-
clude Pouchkine, Goldoni, Gazzaniga, Dumas, Mérimée, 
Delacroix, Gluck, Laclos, Baudelaire, Régnier, Barbey 
D'Aurevilly, Barrès, Anthiome, Anna de Noailles, Stendhal, 
Yourcenar, Michel Butor, George Farquhar, Rosimont, Tho-
mas Shadwell, John Fletcher, Stravinsky, Apollinaire, above 
all, Molière, with Dom Juan in 1665, and Mozart in 1787. 
Human fascination for Don Giovanni is unending (that is why 
he is a mythic character), and Mozart's lyric version repro-
duces the enticement, with the unforgettable arias. 

 
6. The Cubist Don Giovanni in Ulysses 
Joyce was not exempt from the fascination created by Mo-
zart. As we know, the music lingers throughout Ulysses, its 

 
14  Armand Edward Singer, “A Bibliography of the Don Giovanni Theme, 

Versions and Criticism,” West Virginia University Bulletin 54 (1954/10-1). 
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remanence momentous in the auditorary memory of Bloom, 
Molly, and other characters. But Joyce's version of Don 
Giovanni is unique because, for the first time, in 1922, the 
Don's features appear in several characters. Joyce invites us 
to rediscover the myth from such different angles, and to 
recompose it, just like we would a Cubist painting. 

Joyce frames his Cubist Don linguistically, with only six 
occurrences of the name “Don Giovanni” in the entire novel. 
These six occurrences are carefully placed as if on each of 
the six sides of a cube! All of them, save for one, are quotes 
from the opera: two in “Lestrygonians” (U 8.1040 and 
1053), one in “Sirens” (U 11.965), two in “Circe” (U 
15.352 and 1886), and one in “Eumaeus”, when Bloom an-
nounces his taste in music, as “favouring preferably light 
opera of the Don Giovanni description” (U 16.1753). Like 
the seventh side of the cube, the side of imagination, the 
seventh occurrence is in Spanish or French: “Don Juan” (U 
15.1064) in “Circe.” 

What characters in Ulysses are pieces of the Cubist Don? 
Those characters who share in his many attributes. The first 
and most obvious is Blazes Boylan, light and fast on his feet, 
all “jingle jaunty jingle” in “Sirens” and elsewhere. He gazes 
at women, at bartenders, who gaze back, at the flowershop 
girl who does not, and he ignores everybody outside his im-
mediate pursuit. He is associated with the leitmotiv duettino, 
La ci darem la mano, that Molly will rehearse with him, that 
afternoon, for her next recital, while reiterating the adulter-
ous temptation that Mozart's Don Giovanni exerts on Zer-
lina, the peasant girl on her way to marry Masetto.  

Boylan may also become a role model for a younger ver-
sion of himself, Milly's boyfriend, “Bannon who sings Boy-
lan's song about, ‘those seaside girls’. Bannon—Boylan—
Juan. The ineluctable modality of the audible! When Bannon 
plays the part of Don Juan, Bloom is forced into the role of 
the father, the Commandatore.”15 Such is the second Don 
on the cube. 

 
15  Vernon (Jr.) Hall, “Joyce's Use of Da Ponte and Mozart's Don Giovanni,” 

PMLA 66 (1951/2): 80. Hall describes how some characters in Ulysses per-
form some of Mozart’s opera parts. 
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The third one is Bloom. He is the Don just as much as he 
is Odysseus. He, too, is fascinated by the mythical seducer. 
He is obsessed with Mozart’s music; as Beryl Schlossman 
writes, “Flaubert anticipated Bloom's obsessive admiration 
of the opera.”16 Flaubert loved the opera, and started writing 
a Don Juan play, but never completed it. (In a way, Joyce 
met Flaubert's goal!)  

Bloom takes part in the myth first because he is haunted 
by the music of the opera, by the Commandatore role, and 
the La ci darem duet. When he links the latter to Boylan and 
Molly, practicing the piece at 4 o'clock that day, Bloom 
shifts to the role of Masetto. But Bloom is also a Don in his 
own right. In the mythical land of Circe, things come into 
focus with Mrs Breen's comment: “You were the lion of the 
night with your seriocomic recitation and you looked the 
part. You were always a favorite with the ladies.” (U 
15.448) Joyce's choice of the word “seriocomic” is a direct 
hint at the opera, a dramma giocoso. “Squire of dames” (U 
15.450), Bloom has his own “catalogue” of conquests: 
Molly, Martha, Gerty, Mrs Breen, the maid, plus all his fic-
tional favorites. In “Nausicaa”, just like Boylan elsewhere, he 
aims his gaze at Gerty, and she gazes back. In “Circe,” he is 
accused by Mrs Melvin Tolboys: “This plebeian Don Juan 
observed me from behind a hackney car and sent me in 
double enveloppes an obscene photograph.” (U 15.1064-65) 
Molly also acknowledges the Don in Bloom when she calls 
him “Don Miguel de la Flora,” and the “great Suggester Don 
Poldo de la Flora.” (U 18.773 and 1428) 

The Don-Bloom's obsession with the flesh insidiously 
brings to his mind thoughts of death, and the two correlated 
themes explain the recurrence of Mozart's music at the 
cemetery in “Hades” with Molly combing her hair while 
humming Voglio e non vorrei from the La ci darem duet. (U 
6.238) 

As paradoxically as in Mozart's opera, Bloom does not 
secure an actual conquest in the novel, but he too has a 
past, which forces him to flee the scene. There is no funnier 

 
16  Beryl Schlossman, “Che vuoi? Don Giovanni and the Seduction Art,” La 

Revue des lettres modernes 953-958 (1990): 133. 
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parody of Mozart's Don, accused and assaulted by the other 
characters at the end of Act II, than Joyce's hue and cry 
staging of Bloom's trial in “Circe,” the “Stop Bloom! [and 
the] Helterskelterpelterwelter” (U 15.4364), which lead to 
his exit. This is where the giocoso infuses the dramma. But 
Joyce's version is more giocoso than Mozart's. In Mozart, 
the Don kills the Commandatore at the beginning of the op-
era which drives him to his death at the end, while Bloom 
does not kill anyone, and therefore does not have to die! 
However, the noisy trial and headlong escape are identically 
funny in both works. 

A fourth unexpected character shares in the myth: 
Stephen. He carries with him the freedom statement of the 
Don, and in the same language. The opera opens with 
Leporello's furious aria of revolt against the demands of his 
master, E non voglio più servir (I do not want to serve (him) 
any longer). But, of course, Leporello, apparently echoing 
Lucifer, is only a comic version of the darker Don.17 Mozart 
introduces here, in the opening scene, and in light mode, the 
tragic No that Don Giovanni will throw at the Commandatore 
at the end of the opera. Three times he is asked to repent, 
Pentiti, scellerato! Four times he refuses to comply, with a 
resounding No, only to be engulfed in the flames of hell. Of 
course, Stephen is the holder of this No, a sombre motif as-
sociated with Stephen refusing to pray at his mother's 
deathbed. The scene is clearly replayed in Mozartian mythi-
cal terms in “Circe.” As the Commandatore, the mother 
commands, “Repent! O, the fire of hell.” (U 15.4212) 
Stephen, claiming his artistic freedom, answers, “The intel-
lectual imagination! With me all or not at all. Non serviam!” 
(U 15.4228) 

Stephen is also the character who coins the word 
“dongiovannism.” In this case, he is commenting on Shake-
speare's conjugal fate: “Assumed dongiovannism will not 

 
17  Beryl Schlossman, in Objects of Desire: The Madonnas of Modernism 

(Ithaca NY and London: Cornell University Press, 1999) 81, relates Stephen 
with Leporello, but does not comment on the fact that Leporello is a gro-
tesque version of the Don, while it is Stephen who actually relates to the 
Don in this case. 
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save him. No later undoing will undo the first undoing” (U 
9.458), which describes quite well Bloom's attitude with the 
ladies, and his response to Molly's trysts. 

So we have Boylan, Bloom, Bannon, Stephen … but who 
is on the fifth side of the cube? Molly. Her own catalogue of 
lovers in “Ithaca” is famous. Whether the lovers be real or 
imagined —“Mulvey (…), Penrose, Bartell d’Arcy, professor 
Goodwin, Julius Mastiansky, John Henry Menton (…) Hugh 
E. (Blazes) Boylan and so each and so on”—( U 17.2133-
2142), it is the catalogue motif that counts. In another cata-
logue of hers, this time of red-hot rendez-vous places, she 
dons the Don's energetic and defiant tone, as if she were 
erupting from the opera: “all the bits of streets Paradise 
ramp and Bedlam18 ramp and Rodgers ramp and Crutchets 
ramp and the devils gap steps well small blame to me if I am 
a harumscarum I know I am a bit I declare to God I don't 
feel a day older than then.” (U 18.1468-1471) Her sexual 
energy and her driving tone reveal her Don qualities.  

And finally, who is on the sixth side of the cube? None 
other than Joyce himself. His authorial distance in Ulysses is 
such that one may forget that he is behind it all. Like 
Gounod, and Flaubert, and Apollinaire, and Bloom, Joyce 
loved Mozart's opera with a passion, as much as he loved 
myths, and the references to the opera are many in the 
novel, including to discreet arias like La tua pace19 in “Aeo-
lus” (U 7.717-719). 

There is another reason why I think Joyce holds the sixth 
side of the cube: he had one close tie with a real-life Don, 
Casanova: a linguistic tie. Casanova's mother tongue was 
Friulian, as we learn from his autobiography: “At the end of 
their dialogue in the Fruilian language, my grandmother gave 
the witch a silver ducat.”20 Casanova knew that Friulian is 

 
18  With the word “Bedlam” Joyce connects Molly with Don Giovanni: the 

Bedlam asylum is the eigth and final plate of the The Rake's Progress, 
painted by William Hogarth (1732–1733). This is where his Don ends his 
life. The plates inspired Stravinsky's opera. Literature, painting and music 
converge on the myth. 

19  Seldom performed on stage, due to its difficulty. 
20  Giacomo Casanova, Adventures of Casanova: Episodes form the history of 

his life (London: Folio Society, 2007) 15. 
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not an Italian “dialect.” It is a full-fledged Rhaeto-Romanic 
language, spoken in Friuli and Trieste, in North-Eastern Italy. 
Its name derives from Forum Julii, a Roman city, and Joyce 
spoke it fluently. His recreation of the myth had to be of a 
linguistic nature: the temptation was too great. Besides, he 
also created his own catalogue of women, as dazzling as 
Bloom's, or Molly's, or Mozart's, but the list of female char-
acters in Ulysses is far too long to be included here. 

 
7. Conclusion 
To conclude, we may say that literary Cubism is alive and 
well in Ulysses, particularly with Joyce's version of the Don. 
In “Ithaca,” the reference to Cubism is discreetly present, in 
a sort of geometric vision of language: “Across the page the 
symbols moved in grave morrice, in the mummery of their 
letters weaving quaint cups of squares and cubes.” (U 
2.155-156) The “squares and cubes” of Cubism in this sen-
tence form an elongated chiasm with a second sentence fur-
ther on: “the systematisations attempted by Bode and 
Kepler of cubes of distances and squares of times of revolu-
tion.” (U 17.1111-1112) These are the only occurrences of 
the two words (“squares” and “cubes”) in the novel. A light 
touch, indeed! Such is Joyce's reverie on language, and 
such his accuracy in his literary use of Cubism.  

One may be tempted to widen the scope, and ask: is all 
of Ulysses a Cubist novel? Puzzling enough, Joyce once 
“asked Budgen if the Cyclops episode did not strike him as 
futuristic.”21 So, Cubism or Futurism? Why not both? In the 
same manner as Joyce introduced successive stages of the 
English language into “Oxen of the Sun,” he wove into his 
Odyssean prose various aesthetics of European literature, 
not in historical succession this time, but from complex liter-
ary clay. There is Naturalism in Ulysses, and Symbolism, and 
Expressionism, and Futurism, and certainly Cubism, as in 
Joyce’s rendering of the Don Giovanni myth. Ulysses is 
definitely a fabulous example of what an aesthetic “shift” is, 

 
21  Richard Ellmann, James Joyce (New York: Oxford University Press, 1959) 

443.  
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to let the great linguist, Roman Jakobson, have the last 
word. 
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Benoît Tadié 
LINGUISTIC DISORDER IN JOYCE & JAKOBSON 
 
 
The relevance of Jakobson’s views on aphasic disorder to 
Joyce’s linguistic practices is perhaps not a wholly new 
theme. This paper, however, does not so much seek to ap-
ply Jakobson’s theory to Joyce’s fiction as to suggest that 
similar historical, political and artistic contexts shaped both 
authors’ visions of language, however different their modes 
of writing, and that, in both, linguistic disorder becomes the 
focus of a modernist questioning of the ambivalence be-
tween linguistic art and linguistic deficiency.  

I will thus argue that in both Joyce and Jakobson’s 
works, one can distinguish an uncanny relationship between 
the poetic and the pathological dimensions of language, or 
between language transcended into art and language col-
lapsing into aphasia. In order to describe this ambivalence 
and connect it to the historical forces and cultural back-
ground against which both writers’ linguistic experiments 
were first developed, I will begin by briefly looking at some 
of Jakobson’s early views on poetry and history and to sug-
gest analogies with Joyce’s own experience, as translated in 
particular into the early stories of Dubliners. I will, in a sec-
ond stage, look more specifically at Jakobson’s theory of 
aphasia, a theme which he first directly addressed in 1941 
and to which he returned with increasing frequency and in-
tensity during the remainder of his career. Jakobson’s 
treatment of this theme, which he defines as a loss of equi-
librium between the metonymical and metaphorical proc-
esses in language, chimes with Joyce’s representation of 
breakdowns in communication – an issue that occupies a 
central place in the Joycean canon from Dubliners on. In-
deed, one can roughly characterize Dubliners as a bipolar 
text, in Jakobson’s sense, where speech tends to separate 
into two antagonistic and discontinuous modes, the meto-
nymical and metaphorical, and where speakers and listeners 
are rarely, if ever, on the same wavelength.  

My suggestion here, ultimately, is not only that Jakob-
son’s theory of aphasia may help us interpret certain impor-
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tant aspects of Joyce’s writing, but also – although Jakob-
son first wrote about aphasia only in the year Joyce died – 
that his treatment of the problem grew out of a similar vi-
sion of history, culture and language – or, in other words, 
that a similar politics hides beneath their poetics.  
 
Language and History 

 
Though the linguistic textbooks of our college years used to 
define language as an instrument of communication, chief 
attention in these manuals was paid to the pedigree of its 
disjecta membra. No answer appeared to the crucial 
questions: how do the diverse components of this tool 
operate? What is the multiform relationship and interplay 
between the two sides of any verbal signs – its sensuous, 
perceptible aspect, which the Stoics labeled signans (the 
signifier), and the intelligible or, properly, translatable 
aspect, which they termed signatum (the signified)? […] 

Perhaps the strongest impulse toward a shift in the ap-
proach to language and linguistics, however, was – for me, 
at least – the turbulent artistic movement of the early twen-
tieth century. The great men of art born in the 1880’s – 
Picasso (1881-1973), Joyce (1882-1941), Braque (1882-
1963), Stravinsky (1882-1971), Xlebnikov (1885-1922), Le 
Corbusier (1887-1965) – were able to complete a thorough 
and comprehensive schooling in one of the most placid 
spans of world history, before that “last hour of universal 
calm” was shattered by a train of cataclysms. […] The 
extraordinary capacity of these discoverers to overcome 
again and again the faded habits of their own yesterdays, 
together with an unprecedented gift for seizing and shaping 
anew every older tradition or foreign model without 
sacrificing the stamp of their own permanent individuality in 
the amazing polyphony of ever new creations, is intimately 
allied to their unique feeling for the dialectic tension 
between the parts and the uniting whole, and between the 
conjugated parts, primarily between the two aspects of any 
artistic sign, its signans and signatum.1  

 

 
 1  Roman Jakobson, “Retrospect” (1962), Selected Writings, vol. 1: Phono-

logical Studies (The Hague: Mouton, 1962) 631–2. 
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Jakobson’s destiny as a linguist was, as he explains in this 
“Retrospect,” partly shaped by his interest in the avant-
garde movements that swept across Europe around World 
War I. It is especially revealing to see the extremely varied 
experiments associated with such writers, painters, com-
posers and architects coalesce here into a questioning of the 
nature of the linguistic sign. In particular, two aspects of 
this historical recapitulation fit in with a Joycean context: 
first, the idea that avant-garde art denaturalizes and makes 
apparent the processes that are embedded in language as an 
“instrument of communication.” Thus, everyday language 
and modernist practices are contiguous, and the latter con-
stitute a sort of expressionistic or cubist deformation of the 
former that helps us grasp—or question—its hidden logic. 
Secondly, it is clear from this slightly nostalgic recapitulation 
that Joyce was, for Jakobson, part of the last formation of 
international avant-garde artists to have benefited from a 
prewar, pre-apocalyptic environment that vanished forever 
with World War I and the Russian revolution. The feeling 
here is both tragic and cosmopolitan, a combination that is 
characteristic of much modernist thought of the period.  

More specifically, Jakobson’s intellectual development 
suggests analogies between his experience and Joyce’s own 
response to the pressures of cultural and historical change. 
In each case, we find a similar pattern of departure and ex-
ile: both writers decided to leave their respective countries 
in their early twenties; both were somewhat less than en-
thusiastic about the upheavals that established new states 
in them. Both went through the experience of exile and the 
replacement of a lost country by a coterie or circle in Euro-
pean capitals. In each case, this process resulted in a reaf-
filiation of the deterritorialized writers with cosmopolitan and 
multilingual formations (the Prague Circle or Joyce’s Paris 
circle) that may have retrospectively enhanced, by contrast, 
the feeling that their original countries were frozen in a state 
of cultural paralysis.  

Which brings us to the perception, important in Jakobson 
as, before him, in Joyce, of an arrested historical momen-
tum: for Jakobson, this was marked by the destruction of a 
generation of Russian poets who had, somewhat apocalypti-
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cally again, been promising a new creative dawn. Above all, 
his friend Mayakovsky was the symbol of a vital impulse 
checked and shattered by forces of inertia. In his 1930 arti-
cle “On a Generation That Squandered Its poets,” written 
after Mayakovsky’s suicide, Jakobson opposes in clear 
terms the energy of the lonely poet looking to the future and 
the stagnation of the world around him, forever engulfed in 
an unchanging present: 
 

Opposed to this creative urge [of the poet] toward a 
transformed future is the stabilizing force of an immutable 
present, overlaid, as this present is, by a stagnating slime, 
which stifles life in its tight, hard mold. The Russian name 
for this element is byt. It is curious that this word and its 
derivatives should have such a prominent place in the 
Russian language (from which it spread even to the Komi), 
while West European languages have no word that 
corresponds to it. Perhaps the reason is that in the European 
collective consciousness there is no concept of such a force 
as might oppose and break down the established norms of 
life.2  

 
One can here point to the analogy between Jakobson’s 
recognition of a specific Russian disease, the byt or 
“stagnating slime” that “stifles life in its tight, hard mold” 
and the similar identification by Joyce of an indigenous 
inertia specific to Ireland, which he would also name in his 
early work, as shown by the opening lines of “The Sisters” 
or the well-known 1906 letter to Grant Richards in which he 
describes Dublin as “the centre of paralysis” (L II, 134). Byt 
is very close to paralysis, not least because, in Jakobson as 
in Joyce, such negative forces are seen as specific to 
countries (Ireland or Russia) placed on the outer margins of a 
healthier, more central Europe. Byt is also close to the idea 
of stagnation that fills Joyce’s early texts, insofar as it is 
active rather than passive. Like byt, “paralysis” is not simply 
a gradual loss of the ability to move but very much a force 

 
 2  Roman Jakobson, “On a Generation That Squandered Its poets” (1930), 

Language in Literature, eds. Krystyna Pomorska and Stephen Rudy (Cam-
bridge and London: Harvard University Press, 1987) 277. 
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that is at work on people: “I longed to be nearer to it and to 
look upon its deadly work”, says the narrator in “The 
Sisters” (D 1). This shows also in the narrative logic of 
Dubliners, as characters with a strong initial élan, or vital 
impulse, stray from their planned trajectories, use up their 
energies and become bogged down in unforeseen 
contingency, choked by the “tight, hard mold” of life: thus 
the boy in “Araby,” Jimmy in “After the Race,” Eveline in 
“Eveline,” Bob Doran in “The Boarding House,” Mr Duffy in 
“A Painful Case,” Gabriel in “The Dead” and so on. All these 
vanishing hopes and trajectories that run out of steam, 
bringing the short stories to their exhausted, frozen ends, 
find a historical echo in Joe Hynes’ poem about the death of 
Parnell: a man with a vision for his country (“who would 
have wrought her destiny”) but was “brought low,” leaving 
behind him an unfillable void. One remembers that, in “Ivy 
Day in the Committee Room,” Joe Hynes’ recitation is 
followed by “a burst of clapping,” the sound of a cork flying 
out of a bottle of beer and the icy compliment bestowed by 
Mr Crofton on what he calls a “very fine piece of writing,” 
all detached against a background of heavy silence. Parnell, 
once a vital force in history, has become the subject of a 
hackneyed poem, and the arrested momentum of history has 
given way to a deadly public commemoration. In subtly indi-
rect ways, not only the Dubliners stories but also the very 
“scrupulous meanness” of their style thus appear to be 
partly born out of the collapse of political heroism as 
embodied by the betrayal and fall of Ireland’s “Uncrowned 
King” (D 131-3).  

A similar logic, though expressed in stronger terms, char-
acterizes Jakobson’s sense of tragedy following the death of 
Mayakovsky, an event that, for him, both overshadowed 
and defined a historical moment: 

 
Meanwhile the voice and emotion of that generation have 
been cut short, and its allotted quota of feeling – joy and 
sadness, sarcasm and rapture – have been used up. And 
yet, the paroxysm of an irreplaceable generation turned out 
to be no private fate, but in fact the face of our time, the 
breathlessness of history. […] All we had were some 
compelling songs of the future; and suddenly these songs 
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are no longer part of the dynamic of history, but have been 
transformed into historico-literary facts. When singers have 
been killed and their song has been dragged into a museum 
and pinned to the wall of the past, the generation they 
represent is even more desolate, orphaned, and lost – 
impoverished in the most real sense of the word.3  

 
This is not the Jakobson that most students know, but for 
who reads such remarks or those on Lermontov and Pushkin 
(both killed a century earlier in suicidal duels),4 it becomes 
clear that admiration for their work is somewhat inextricably 
tied up with a sense of historical pessimism. From a theo-
retical point of view, a sign of this pessimism can perhaps 
be read in the gradual substitution, in Jakobson’s theory of 
language, of aphasia for poetry as a central focus and a 
dominant source of our understanding of language. This 
move from poetry to aphasia is, in a sense, rather chilling: 
with the substitution of the aphasiac for the poet, the main 
speaking subject at the center of Jakobson’s system is no 
longer a lord of language, but a victim of language. 
 
The Ambiguities of Aphasia 
The shift can be traced to Jakobson’s early texts as, histori-
cally, the theme of the bipolar nature of language – one of 
the key aspects of Jakobson’s theory that he would later 
strongly link to the question of aphasia – first emerges in 
the course of his analyses of the Futurist poets. This bipolar 
logic was initially embodied, for him, by the contrast be-
tween Mayakovsky and Pasternak:  
 

In Majakovskij’s poems the metaphor, sharpened by the 
tradition of Symbolism, is not only the most characteristic 
but also the most essential poetic trope, determining the 
structure and development of the lyric theme. […] Metaphor 
works through creative association by similarity and 
contrast. […] However rich and refined Pasternak’s 
metaphors may be, they are not what determines and guides 
his lyric theme. It is the metonymical, not the metaphorical, 

 
 3  Jakobson, “On a Generation,” 300. 
 4  Jakobson, “On a Generation,” 296. 
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passages that lend his work an “expression far from 
common.” Pasternak’s lyricism, both in poetry and in prose, 
is imbued with metonymy; in other words, it is association 
by contiguity that predominates.5  

 
From this focus on metaphor and metonymy, Jakobson 
would later derive his general theory of the twofold charac-
ter of language:  
 

The two opposite tropes metaphor and metonymy, present 
the most condensed expression of the two basic modes of 
relation: the internal relation of similarity (and contrast) 
underlies the metaphor; the external relation of contiguity 
(and remoteness) determines the metonymy.6  

 
Thus, there is a direct link between Jakobson’s early articles 
on Futurist poetry and his subsequent theory of aphasia, 
which grew out of a steady stream of articles, the best-
known of which is “Two Aspects of Language and Two 
Types of Aphasic Disturbances” (1954). Instead of treating 
aphasia as a mainly neurological problem, as had been the 
dominant practice in Hughlings Jackson, Bergson or Freud,7 
Jakobson gives his consideration of the pathology a 
linguistic twist, or turn, by presenting it as a deficiency of 
one or the other of the two basic relations between 
linguistic units: “of the two modes of relation, similarity and 
contiguity, the aphasic suffers impairment or at least great-
est deterioration of only one mode in his verbal behavior.”8  

The theory is well-known, but what is interesting for our 
purpose is that, for Jakobson, the hidden processes of lan-
guage should now no longer be uncovered by linguistic effi-
ciency (that of poets like Mayakovsky or Pasternak) but by 

 
 5  Jakobson, “On the Prose of the Poet Pasternak,” 306-7. 
 6  Jakobson, “Aphasia as a Linguistic Topic” (1953), Studies on Child Lan-

guage and Aphasia (The Hague and Paris: Mouton, 1971) 41. 
 7  See for example John Hughlings Jackson, “On Affections of Speech from 

the Disease of the Brain” (Brain 1878; 1: 304-30); Sigmund Freud, On 
Aphasia, trans. E. Stengel (New York: International Universities Press, 
1953); Henri Bergson, Matière et Mémoir, trans. Nancy Margaret Paul & W. 
Scott Palmer (London: George Allen & Co., 1912).  

 8  Jakobson, “Aphasia as a Linguistic Topic,” 44. 
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linguistic deficiency: “Metaphor is alien to the similarity dis-
order, and metonymy to the contiguity disorder”9 (67) The 
two main instruments of poetic language are now defined in 
absentia, as what is opposed, or alien, to two types of dis-
orders; in other words, in Jakobson’s system, linguistic dis-
orders have now become the central focus of an 
investigation into the bipolar logic of language. This reversal 
goes together with a gradual broadening of the perspective 
which brings Jakobson to treat aphasic disorder not as an 
isolated pathology but as part of a deficient communication 
process, involving an addresser (or encoder) and an ad-
dressee (or decoder). Thus, in his 1963 article, “A Linguistic 
Typology of Aphasic Impairments”, Jakobson assimilates the 
similarity disorder to an encoding impairment and the conti-
guity disorder to a decoding impairment. His reasoning is 
here worth quoting at length, because it brings together the 
multiple dimensions of his approach of language (the theory 
of communication, linguistic pathology and poetics): 

 
The encoder begins with an analytic operation which is 
followed by synthesis; the decoder receives the synthesized 
data and proceeds to their analysis. In aphasic disorders the 
consequent is impaired, while the antecedent remains intact; 
combination, therefore, is deficient in the encoding types of 
aphasia, and selection in the decoding types. […] Thus, the 
difference between encoding and decoding troubles merges 
with the dichotomy of contiguity and similarity disorders. 
[…] Now that we have discussed, on the one hand, 
selection, based on similarity, as the first stage of the 
encoding process, and, on the other hand, combination, 
based on contiguity, as the start of the decoding operation, 
let us confront two kinds of poetry: lyric, which as a rule is 
built primarily on similarity; and epic, which operates chiefly 
with contiguity. We recall that metaphor is the inherent 
trope in lyric poetry, and that metonymy is the leading trope 
in epic poetry. In this connection, the lyric poet, we note, 
endeavors to present himself as the speaker, whereas the 
epic poet takes on the role of a listener who is supposed to 
recount deeds learned by hearsay. Here again, on another 

 
 9  Jakobson, “Two Aspects of Language and Two Types of Aphasic Distur-

bances,” Studies on Child Language and Aphasia, 67. 
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level, we observe the parallel relationship of encoding with 
similarity, and of decoding with contiguity; and this 
corresponds perfectly to the evidence provided by aphasia 
about the higher stability of similarity relations in encoding 
and of contiguity relations in decoding.10  

 
As I would now like to argue, Joyce conflates precisely 
these three same planes (communication, linguistic pathol-
ogy and poetics) in his representation of verbal communica-
tion as deeply problematic. Thus, to return to our initial 
examples, the strange verbal behavior of the boy in the early 
stories of Dubliners shows both a lyric inclination and a fail-
ure to communicate. His speech is poetic, with a strong fo-
cus on isolated words, like “paralysis”, words mentioned 
rather than used, oft-repeated in an incantatory way and ab-
stracted from any form of socialized context. On the one 
hand, these utterances recall Vigotsky’s theory of egocentric 
children’s speech as “speech directed inward […] interiorized 
psychologically before it is interiorized physically”11; on the 
other hand they also have the magic quality of a homeo-
pathic ritual (with the word “paralysis” summoning up a 
magic agency), linked to what Jakobson called the meta-
phorical pole of language. The boy conflates, as a speaker, 
the characteristics of an egocentric child and a lyric poet (in 
Jakobson’s classification, he is more of a young Ma-
yakovsky than a Pasternak), while, as a listener, he appears 
as a weak decoder and a poor interpreter. Thus, in Cotter’s 
speech he perceives only what isolated words interest him, 
for their sound value rather than for their meaning:  
 

Tiresome old fool! When we knew him first he used to be 
rather interesting, talking of faints and worms, but I soon 
grew tired of him and his endless stories about the distillery. 
(D 1)  

 

 
10  Jakobson, “Toward a Linguistic Typology of Aphasic Impairments,” Studies 

on Child Language and Aphasia, 84-5. 
11  Qtd. in Jakobson, “Anthony’s Contribution to Linguistic Theory,” Studies 

on Child Language and Aphasia, 31. 
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But on the other hand he fails to grasp his interlocutor’s ut-
terances in full: 
 

Though I was angry with old Cotter for alluding to me as a 
child I puzzled my head to extract meaning from his 
unfinished sentences. (D 3)  

 
The boy shows an inclination to detach words from obscure 
sentences, but no gift to understand sentences in which a 
word is missing, which appear to him as an alien flux of lan-
guage. Similarly, in his perception of Father Flynn’s speech, 
what is emphasized simultaneously is the overbearing quan-
tity of language needed to explain the mysteries of the 
church and his own weakness at engaging in an extended 
verbal exchange with his mentor: 
  

I was not surprised when he told me that the fathers of the 
Church had written books as thick as the Post Office 
Directory and as closely printed as the law notices in the 
newspaper, elucidating all these intricate questions. Often 
when I thought of this I could make no answer or only a 
very foolish and halting one. (D 5) 

 
As against these aphasic stops, Cotter’s and Flynn’s speech 
is marked by yarn-spinning continuity: “endless stories” for 
the one, “stories about the catacombs and about Napoleon 
Bonaparte” for the other (D 1, 5). The linguistic modality 
here described is quite strongly opposed to the boy’s: we no 
longer have a summoning up of isolated magic words by a 
lyric speaker, but an uninterrupted monotonous flux of sto-
ries produced with very little personal involvement by would-
be historians.  

Joyce’s first published story thus shows a redistribution 
of the poetic functions of speech along the same antagonis-
tic lines as are found in Jakobson’s theory. Its linguistic 
world is characterized by an imbalance and opposition be-
tween metonymical and impersonal adult speech and in-
tensely personal and metaphorical child talk, a linguistic 
divide that is a source of mutual alienation and affects not 
only communication but also social and familial ties. We find 
the same dichotomy in “Araby,” where the boy is caught up 



 

212 

in the aura emanating from the magic world of the title and 
displays an incantatory, intensely emotional and egocentric 
use of language (“I pressed the palms of my hands together 
until they trembled, murmuring O love! O love! many times” 
[D 23]), while adult characters seem to appear in the story 
only as the vehicles of a meaningless and impersonal linguis-
tic flux, enhancing the boy’s sense of linguistic alienation 
and exposing him to a kind of verbal torture: 
 

When I came downstairs again I found Mrs Mercer sitting at 
the fire. She was an old garrulous woman, a pawnbroker’s 
widow, who collected used stamps for some pious purpose. 
I had to endure the gossip of the tea-table. (D 25)  

 
This episode highlights the connection between the boy’s 
lyric nature and his poor grasp of surrounding verbal con-
texts. To use Jakobson’s terminology, the metaphorical and 
metonymical processes are here shown to be distributed an-
tagonistically, with the metaphorical speech of the child set 
firmly against the metonymical drabness of adult talk. This 
verbal opposition grounds social maladjustment in linguistic 
difference and suggests the link between the lyric faculty of 
the boy and a social alienation for which, as “An Encounter” 
and “Araby” show, penance or punishment are to be ex-
pected.  

Thus Joyce takes us back where we started: to the op-
position between the poetic language of the individual and a 
verbal environment marked by inertia. We find here too, in 
Dubliners, “a generation that squanders its poets,” but the 
poets are children for whom the experience of growing up is 
tied to the recognition of the invisible codes which turn the 
Dublin world into a prison house of (metonymical) language. 
This may perhaps explain why the characters of the volume, 
who all seem so peripheral to the group, are also profoundly 
symbolic of it, since the linguistic disorders which affect 
them make visible the collective order which invisibly 
governs their lives.  
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Robbert-Jan Henkes 
EDITING THE WAKE 
 

 
In April 2002, Finnegans Wake came out in a Dutch transla-
tion, published bilingually and with an entirely reset English 
text. On the slipcase it was called a “dutchification” – the 
word “translation” the publisher was not allowed to use, be-
cause, in the plump estately words of Stephen Joyce, “the 
Wake cannot be translated.” Still, Erik Bindervoet and I 
translated it, and it took us seven years to do it.1 

Now Finnegans Wake is not your ordinary run-of-the mill, 
one-go novelette, and while the two of us were busy break-
ing our heads and disassembling the manylayered words and 
reassembling them into Dutch, we found that the troubles of 
translating, which were huge, were sometimes overshad-
owed by the problems of plainly understanding what was 
being said, before we could even start to translate.  

On the whole, the Wake syntax is fairly grammatical Eng-
lish, and the words, however skewed and abstrusified, can 
in most cases be broken down to something that does make 
sense in the flow of the story, some straw to clutch at in 
the Wake’s hitherandthithering waters, with or without the 
help of Roland McHugh’s Green, Blue or Brown Book of An-
notations in its first, second and third edition. 

It was Bill Cadbury who first showed us that certain 
words and phrases might have gone astray in the sixteen 
years of the book’s gestation,2 and it was Dirk Van Hulle of 
the Antwerp Joyce Center who pointed us to the James 

 
 1  James Joyce, Finnegans Wake, Dutch by Erik Bindervoet & Robbert-Jan 

Henkes (Amsterdam: Athenaeum—Polak & Van Gennep, 2002). The pre-
sent paper is partly based on earlier reports about the growth of the transla-
tion, e.g. Robbert-Jan Henkes & Erik Bindervoet, “Finnegans Wake, the 
Corrected Text,” Genetic Joyce Studies, (Issue 4, 2004), 
www.geneticjoycestudies.org/ 

 2  For Bill Cadbury’s excavations, see for instance “The Development of the 
‘Eye, Ear, Nose and Throat Witness’ Testimony in I.4,” Probes: Genetic 
Studies in Joyce, eds. David Hayman & Sam Slote, European Joyce Studies 
5 (Amsterdam & Atlanta: Rodopi, 1995) 203-54; his paper on the Bywaters 
case, www.geneticjoycestudies.org/plebiscite_paper.html, and his contribu-
tions to the online forum fwake-l. 
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Joyce Archive.3 In this 63 volume bottom of the iceberg, the 
Ur-Wake, or “Work in Progress,” comprises the last twenty 
volumes, that is roughly eight-thousand facsimile pages, not 
counting the 16 volumes of Finnegans Wake Notebooks. 

Consulting the textual development whenever we didn’t 
understand a word or phrase, which was practically con-
tinually, often lead to enlightenment. Sometimes because 
we managed to discover the original intention behind the 
ceaselessly proliferating undergrowth, but in many cases 
because indeed unwanted and unwarranted errors had been 
perpetrated in the course of the innumerable transmissions, 
from draft to fair copy to typescript to magazine to galley 
proof with many stages in between, during which the text 
progressively deteriorated and became more and more un-
stable, while complete syntaxes were being wrecked, words 
were being ruined, and many a valuable addition was being 
inadvertently skipped or ignored. 

Because the Wake as we know it is a mess. It is em-
phatically not the best possible Finnegans Wake, and far 
from infallible. You might even call the edition we’ve had up 
till now “Finnegans Wake, The Corrupted Text.” Ever since 
Dalton in 1966 called for a complete overhaul of the text, 
this has been known. He estimated a number of 7 000 
emendations would prove to be necessary to restore the 
Wake to the book the author intended.4 

What we came up with in the end, after seven years of 
deepwakediving and delving into the Archive each time we 
were at a complete and total loss, was a preliminary list of 2 
235 so-called “transmissional departures,” 2 235 cases in 
which, by finding a wobbly transmission to the textual his-
tory, almost epiphanically, the mist dissolved to make the 
passage demistified – uncovering what Joyce really wrote 
and wanted, and making the text more clearly unclear. In 
other words, 2 235 textual items that we thought – and 

 
 3  Dirk Van Hulle is editor of the online Genetic Joyce Studies, 

www.geneticjoycestudies.org. We first met him during the seminal Ant-
werp “Genitricksling Joyce” conference of May 20-21, 1997.  

 4  Jack Dalton, “Advertisement for the Restoration,” Twelve and a Tilly, eds. 
Jack Dalton & Clive Hart (London: Faber and Faber, 1966) 129. 
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think – should be repaired or at least made publicly avail-
able, if only for future translators, to spare them the troubles 
we had.5 

To give an impression of just how horrendously messy 
the 1939 Faber text is, I’ll zoom in on a few randomly cho-
sen examples on the first two pages of chapter 4 of book 1, 
the lion is his teargarten, before moving on to our bilingual 
edition and the question of how a restored, corrected Eng-
lish edition of the Wake would, could or should look like.  

 
The Scandal of Finnegans Wake 
Here’s a phrase which bogged us for many a moonless 
month. Humphrey Chimpden Earwicker is in hiding, being 
persecuted, but nonetheless he prays that his enemy will 
prosper and multiply himself. But what does it say in the 
text: He “prayed” “and bred”. Why “and bred”? It means 
nothing! 

 

 
[JJA 46:161] 

 
Here we see how the words came there: Joyce added “and 
bred” on the the first run of proofs for transition, to make “a 

 
 5  About our genetic delvings and troubles and discoveries, see Erik Binder-

voet & Robbert-Jan Henkes, Finnegancyclopedie, Amsterdam, Athenaeum—
Polak & Van Gennep, 1995 (Dutch), and at the Antwerp Genetic Joyce 
Studies site, <www.geneticjoycestudies.org/>, Robbert-Jan Henkes & Erik 
Bindervoet, “Finnegans Wake, the Corrected Text” (Issue 4, 2004), and the 
Lost & Found page (ibid.). A number of Variants found their way into the 
third edition of Roland McHugh’s Annotations to Finnegans Wake, The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006, and the 2012 Oxford University 
Press edition of Finnegans Wake, ed. by Finn Fordham, Robbert-Jan Henkes 
and Erik Bindervoet features an appendix with a selection of 1329 Variants. 
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born and bred engles”. But the parableptic typesetter 
eyeskipped and inserted the words one line too high, before 
“with unfeigned charity”. And so they were typeset and so 
they remained up to the present day. To make matters 
worse, Joyce then decided (on JJA 46:191) to change his 
original “a born engles” into “an engles to the teeth” – mak-
ing sure nobody would ever know, in many academic centu-
ries to come, what this strange insertion “and bred” was 
doing here.  

Incidentally, the word “engles” itself is already a typo: 
Joyce wrote “engels,” the typist followed suit, after which 
the transition typesetter jumbled the letters. But then, on the 
second set of transition proofs, Joyce explicitly approves of 
the change.6 This very seldom happens, by the way. Most 
of the time Joyce is weeding typos like a furiously gardening 
Mr. Gum, unable to cope with the myriads of errors which 
spring up as if by magic on the fertile ground of his night 
language. 

Anyway, “engles” is not a major oil-spill. But what to 
think of the following casualty? The prayer that Earwicker 
allotted to his persecuting enemy Herr Betreffender, who 
was cursing him from outside the door of his hiding place, 
which in the dreamlogic language of Joyce is becoming a 
stony grave, ends in Finnegans Wake like this: “thereby at 
last eliminating from all classes and masses with directly de-
rivative casualisation” etc. — eliminating what? There is no 
object to the verb. A reader can read on, and act as if his 
nose bleeds, as we say in Dutch. But what does a translator 
have to do? The Wake may be unreadable and unwritable, 
but we had to translate the monster. 

The manuscriptural evidence shows that at a very late 
stage, in preparing the Finnegans Wake galley proofs, the 
typesetter, in the service of MacLehose in Scotland, grinding 
his teeth and wishing Joyce to a warm place, in a fit of par-
blepsis accidentally skipped a whole line, jumping hap-
lographically from one “from” to the next. The sentence was 
supposed to end with: “thereby at last eliminating from the 

 
 6  For the gradual deterioration of this fragment at FW 75.19, see JJA pages 

46:31, 46:131, 46:161, 46:180, 46:191. 
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oppidump much desultory delinquency from all classes and 
masses”… But the line was disastrously lost, defenestrated 
as it were in good Pragensian fashion, and never restored. 

 

 
[JJA 49:99, 49:395] 

 
And while we’re on this galley page, what happened to the 
word “ouxtrador” that Joyce added when he was plundering 
his West-Armenian word-list? “Ouxdador” means “pilgrim” 
but is appended here as an epithet to Herr Betreffender to 
emphasize his factual position, standing outside the door in-
veighing against HCE, as an “ouxtrador wordwounder.”7 
This word was never typed out and remained, as it were, 
suspended in Heterocosmica, missing even before action.8 

 
 7  FW 75.19: “his ouxtrador wordwounder”: see JJA 49:395, 49:394. 
 8  We uncovered many more textual vicissitudes in the JJA for these pages 

75 and 76 of Finnegans Wake, missed words, deleted passages, vagrant 
punctuation and typographical errors, perpetraded by Joyce, out of des-
peration or for literary reasons it is hard to decide sometimes, and by his 
typists and helpers. E.g.: FW 75.14: “wasted, petrified within” (JJA 46:31, 
46:67). FW 75.18: “malorum, with” (JJA 46:31, 46:161, 46:180, 
46:191). FW 76.09: “hobedience” (JJA 46:90, 50:107). FW 76.12: “turn 
in handy later” (JJA 46:31, 46:68). FW 76.14: “thinghowe. On the occa-
sion of his liberal mission’s jubilee, any” (JJA 46:31, 46:68) [ROH read 
“mission’s” as “unionist’s”]. FW 76.18: “existence in a watertight will, as” 
(JJA 46:10, 46:22). FW 76.23: “limniphobes, amid the anfractuosities of 
which the remains of an epileptic were to have been laid to rest as soon as 
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The Dutch Emended Edition  
What to do with all these findings? Our hands were itching, 
but we weren’t allowed to change one letter in the English 
text. We were told in so many words by the Estate “not to 
muck around in it.” The English text was to be as stet as 
stetfast, sancrosanct and letterperfect to the original edition. 
But we couldn’t just continue translating obvious oversights, 
glaring errors and howling mistakes, could we? Moreover we 
wanted to read everything what Joyce wrote for Finnegans 
Wake, and we supposed everybody would feel the same as 
we did in this respect. 

So what we did was to incorporate as many pertinent 
findings as we could in our translation, our Dutch half of the 
book, in which we could muck around as much as we 
wanted. In this way we managed to salvage, or rather to 
give new life in our translation to about 98% of the lost and 
found items. (For this reason Geert Lernout in a review 
trumpeted our translation tongue-in-cheekily as “better than 
the original”.) 

To expand the Dutch text and still have it run parallel to 
the English one, was not an easy job. The Dutch text was 
going to have more words in any case, as with all transla-
tions. The solution I found was first of all using a wide and a 
narrow version of the typefont, Trinité, the wide one for the 
English text (which is entirely reset, and now to all intents 
and purposes faultless in a digital form) and the narrow ver-
sion for the Dutch text.  

But the real trick that made it tick was juggling and fid-
dling with the margins of the Dutch text, to make them 
wider or narrower as the need arose (mostly wider). Human 
eyes are more sensitive to varying lengths of columns than 

 
he was regarded as dead but which nobody living had ever been man 
enough to dig still less to occupy, it being all rock.” (JJA 46:3, 46:13, 
46:31, 46:68). FW 76.24: “kettlekerry after” (JJA 46:31, 46:68, 46:90, 
46:132). FW 76.29: “now, brown peater everipple, Whoforyou lies … curst 
Hun (may their … somnolulent  form in the bed … Donawhu!)” (JJA 46:3, 
46:13, 46:22, 46:31, 46:68, 46:90, 46:132, 46:162). FW 76.35: “up the 
tourist” (JJA 50:276, 50:106). FW 77.06: “sternboord” (JJA 46:68, 
46:90). FW 77.17: “result (a perfect fit, as it turned out), with” (JJA 
46:33, 46:68). 
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to a varying width. In most cases it is hardly noticeable that 
the Dutch pages are of a different width. In this extremely 
timeconsuming way, page by page fitting the text in, I could 
keep the same amount of lines as the original, that is 36 for 
a full page (though there are two pages with 37 lines, p. 
528 and 563) while making the overflow to the next page at 
around the same word.  

This is the thinghowe it looks like, page 75 with the ex-
tras, the changes, the sneaky doubledutch emendations 
highlighted. In this way, even complete sentences and pas-
sages can be restored and put back, keeping in line with the 
unchanged original English text and without too much over-
flow to following pages. 
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The list of Variants Edition as a First-Aid Do-It-Yourself 
Repair Kit 
For the benefit of the eternally curious reader, who will 
wonder where these changes and additions come from that 
he can’t trace on the left page, we appended a Syllabus Er-
rorum, a list of thirty pages of “Variants” to account for the 
changes, with their page numbers in the James Joyce Ar-
chive, the places where the words originated, where they 
were last seen alive and healthy, and the places where they 
either disappeared or appeared transmogrified by the little 
scribal demon Titivillus. We called them – for modesty as 
well as estatical reasons – “variants” but we think of them 
more as prodigal children recollected into the fold.  

This is all very nice for the Dutch readership (4.500 to 
date and the counter not counting any more: the edition is 
sold out) – but how does this help the poor English sods 
with only one, flawed and faulty Wake in their grasp? Them 
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left-handed invalids, so to speak? How can they benefit from 
this Dutch doorstepwiping springcleaning of the Wake?  

Well, this our thirty page list of Variants at the same time 
functions as a universal First-Aid Do-It-Yourself Repair Kit 
for making your own private Corrected Text. You just take 
your own copy of the Wake and start applying the variants 
that you think are valuable. A very safe and impeccably un-
controversial way too: no editor decreeing from above 
where Joyce made mistakes and how passages should be 
read etc. The text stays as it is, and everybody can make up 
his own mind whether he thinks a change agreeable or not. 
If not: leave it out! 

The result will be somewhat like my private working copy 
of Finnegans Wake. Maybe I can persuade the messrs. Faber 
& Faber to bring this out in a gilt-edged facsimile edition. 

 

 
 
The Variorum Edition 
But in the end, the whole world should amount to a book, as 
Mallarmé said. All this research is crying out for an ideal 
Critical Variorum edition. Such an edition, if ever, and if ever 
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on paper, would perhaps best be constructed on the basis of 
the wellknown Arden Shakespeare series, with its textual 
footnotes that pinpoint the differences between the Folio 
and the Quartos, and underneath those the editorial foot-
notes explaining what Shakespeare really meant. Along 
these scholarly lines, I designed some sample pages of what 
a Variorum edition of Finnegans Wake could look like.  

We get of course two sets of page and line numbering, 
one for the 1939 (plus Joycean corrections) text and one for 
the present edition; the textual variants are listed in the ob-
long footnote, while in the two columns at the bottom of 
the page expanded justification is given for the emendations 
in the text. Where, when and possibly how elements went 
astray and awry and AWOL.  

 

 
 
I devised a handy new system to refer to the sometimes 
overfull manuscript pages, to trace the insertions and addi-
tions more quickly than in the old system, which had people 
looking for Left Margin Additions, or Interlinear Additions, 
which could be anywhere in a chockfull margin and any-
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where in a completely interlined typescript. Instead, I took 
over the air traffic controllers’ and pilots’ system of mapping 
the horizon as if it were a clock, so now I can point to a 
phrase on the brink of extinction, say, at 1100 hours, or a 
word sighted for the last time at a quarter past three. I think 
it will save a lot of time and trouble.  

In this ideal Variorum text, the unconscious or semicon-
scious editor who slumbers in each and everyone of us, is 
allowed read along over the shoulder of the writer at the 
moment when his poor eyesight makes him commit all kinds 
of blatant errors. The reader is actually present, overlooking 
the overlooking writer, as it were, acting as JJ’s glasses and 
constructing the edition we would have had if his eyesight 
had been better. It will come as no surprise that such an edi-
tion is hard bound to grow into a wonderfully voluminous 
multithousand page set of tomes, which is great. I’ll buy one 
immediately, and a copy for my mother. 

 
The Rose and O’Hanlon Edition 
In the meantime, only our bilingual edition with the Do-It-
Yourself kit was able to provide a semblance of a refur-
bished Wake. That is, until recently, when the Danis Rose & 
John O’Hanlon edition saw the light of day, after some 35 
years of preparation and what Danis Rose appositely calls 
“listening to the text”.9 The two must have started when 
they were asked to edit the Finnegans Wake parts of the 
James Joyce Archive, in the mid-1970s,10 and now, appar-
ently by a stroke of luck and a smiling countenance of the 
fates, they finally managed to pull it off.  

I purchased the cheaper edition, the threehundred euro 
Volksausgabe, not the 900 euro deluxe edition bound in 
human leather, and I must say it is a mighty accomplish-

 
 9  The Restored Finnegans Wake, ed. by Danis Rose and John O’Hanlon, 

Houyhnhnm Press Limited, Dolphins, The Parade, Mousehole, Cornwall, 
2010; republished by Penguin in 2012. The ‘listening to the text’ comment 
was made in an e-mail to the author. 

10  David Hayman, in his preamble to the European Joyce Studies 5 in 1995 
mentioned in passing “the current project of Danis Rose and John 
O’Hanlon, who have spent years establishing a Gablerian synoptic text, a 
truly heroic project.” 
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ment. The text feels new and fresh, and reads as new. Their 
emendations, 9000 in all, so they state, seem to be entirely 
defensible, from what I found from a random and cursory 
probing of the Archive.  

Their reconstructions and ours overlap a good deal, but 
there are also differences. They retrieved things that Joyce 
missed that we missed as well, for instance the “still” with 
two l’s instead of one on FW 75.05,11 a case where in their 
opinion the lectio facilior praestat. The old English expres-
sion “gone for aye” one line down is far nicer than the 
“gone for age” that the typist reads (JJ’s y’s and g’s are 
easily confusable). But bear in mind that our list was only 
preliminary, and born out of translational necessity and de-
spair. It wasn’t a goal as such that we set ourselves, to hunt 
for transmissional errors in order to make a Corrected Text. 

Some new repairs of Rose and O’Hanlon are very enlight-
ening indeed and will have repercussions on our revised 
translation in the making. For instance, the first paragraph 
ends with the words “to mark a bank taal she arter”, words 
we hadn’t the foggiest notion about what they could mean. 
Yes “taal” is language in Dutch, and there’s more Dutch on 
these pages. Reverting to the Archive didn’t help us, but lo 
and behold, the spying eyes of Rose and O’Hanlon deci-
phered Joyce’s hobbledescribbles as “to mark a lank taal 
she arter,” which comes a lot closer to the underlying layer 
of “to make a long tale shorter,” ripped to whatever Wakean 
shreds.12 This discovery alone makes my money well spent, 
and there are hundreds of such instances to be found. 

But sometimes they have less than we. For instance they 
don’t include the “born and bred” anymore and other exten-
sions they leave out as well. But this is only natural. Every 
editor will make his own decisions, ad hoc, on the spot, as 
educated guesswork. He can’t be dogmatic or guided by 
principles. “These are my principles,” Groucho Marx said, 
“and if you don’t like them, well, I have others.” Words that 
every editor should have embossed on his forehead.  

 
11  Most of their changes for FW 075-076, Rose and O’Hanlon take over from 

Joyce’s last fair copy of March 1927, JJA 46:67-68. 
12  An addition to the second set of galley proofs, see JJA 49:394-395.  
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Let it be said that there is nothing inherently wrong with ed-
iting Finnegans Wake, as long as the editor provides justifi-
cation for what he does, and works with skill, intelligence, 
experience and affinity with the text. There’s no way any 
new edition will oust or supplant the old one and send it to 
the land of oblivion. There will always be Finnegans Wake, 
the 1939 Text, the Ausgabe letzter Hand, just as there is 
now Ulysses, the 1922 Text, in the shops.  

So, in general I’m very much in favour and favour of the 
new edition, were it not for two things: the total lack of jus-
tification for their changes, and the abandonment of the 
time-honoured 628 page, 36 line structure. An editor can 
and should be verifiable and falsifiable. And this, to take the 
Rose by the thorns, is the main flaw of this edition. There is 
no apparatus, no list of variants whatsoever. The reader is 
not able to check anything for himself. I understand that at 
one moment in the future the entire database will be made 
available on an information carrier that hasn’t been invented 
yet, far beyond the capacity of your oldfashioned dvd or 
blueray or what have you. But this does not alter the fact 
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that a simple additional booklet with JJA page numbers, 
along the lines of what we did with our list of Variants, 
would have been most welcome, and I think wouldn’t have 
been too difficult to compile. On the other hand, who wants 
to throw 35 years of scholarly work to the Joycean wolves 
just like that, let alone to the Estate? Still, the complete ab-
sence of rationale is a tad disappointing. 

The other major flaw of the edition is their letting go of 
the time-honoured and traditional 628 page, 36 line struc-
ture, which from time memorial has served for universally 
applicable references. No more recourse to the Annotations 
or any other work, unless by the roundabout way of com-
paring in elaborate tables the new and the old page num-
bers, as was the case for a long time for the different 
editions of Ulysses, until Gabler reset the standard. 

I approached Danis Rose asking why this radical devia-
tion, and he answered that principally it was chapter II.2 
that dictated the new page size. He added that a side bene-
fit was that if consulting the Wakean glossaries would prove 
too inconvenient, then perhaps a reader might give up trying 
to understand the details and just get on with reading the 
book. 

Which is not a very valid argument, I think, because the 
reader who doesn’t want to bother about the details, might 
just as well leave the Annotations unopened and still get on 
with reading the 1939 Finnegans Wake. The point is that it 
is now wellnigh impossible to consult any reference work, 
even if somebody is so derivatively curious to want to read 
what it is about more than the thing itself. 

Moreover, I found that chapter II.2 can be very well en-
tirely reset and emended and expanded with lost and found 
items in the old 628-page form. In my view, the real chal-
lenge for a new, corrected edition is to have and the fresh 
new text with all the necessary emendations (plus room for 
the justifications) and to keep to the unshakeable 628 page 
structure, in other words to have your cake and eat it. 
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The Ideal Sleepless Reader’s and Critical Edition 
 

 
And I think it can be done. I prepared some sample pages of 
my Ideal Sleepless Reader’s Edition of Finnegans Wake, in-
cluding the emendations that Rose and O’Hanlon propose, 
plus the additions and changes that they discarded but we 
thought would fit in seamlessly, but within the 628 page 
framework.  

By manipulating the margins, it is very possible to make 
the new text run parallel to the old one. Like this we can 
keep the 628 pages, though we will lose some of the exact 
line references, as words inevitably will start moving about a 
little on the page. But they will never be very far away. 

And then the real ideal text will emerge, for once the 
parallel text has been established, we can discard the old 
text and use the lefthand page for scholarly purposes, to 
pinpoint the locations in the Archive and offer some minor 
explanations and doubtful readings, a bit like the 3 volume 
Gabler Ulysses did, only slightly more reader-friendly.  
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There would be place enough to accommodate all the 
justification you need, as well as provide interesting peeks 
behind the scenes of the Making of Finnegans Wake, and 
the Making of a brandnew Finnegans Wake, the Corrected 
Text. It would be a scholarly, critical, variorum and reader’s 
edition in one, from the sleepless writer through the sleep-
less editor to the sleepless reader. Now the only thing to do 
is to do it. 
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Lawrence K. Stanley 
“IN THE UNBEWISED”: REVISION & THE 
CONSTRUCTION OF DEGREE ZERO IN “ANNA 
LIVIA PLURABELLE” 
 
 

As he walked thus through the ways of the city he had his 
ears and eyes ever prompt to receive impressions. It was 
not only in Skeat that he found words for his treasure-
house, he found them also at haphazard in the shops, on 
advertisements, in the mouths of the plodding public. He 
kept repeating them to himself until they lost all 
instantaneous meaning for him and became wonderful 
vocables. He was determined to fight with every energy of 
soul and body against any possible consignment to what he 
now regarded as the hell of hells—the region, otherwise ex-
pressed, wherein everything is found to be obvious.  

(SH 30) 
 
Stephen Daedalus, wandering through an interior monologue 
of declarative sentences, dramatizes the awareness, the 
consciousness, of a mind that meditates on words, gather-
ing them from where they are to be found: from an etymo-
logical dictionary and from the street, written and spoken 
words, gathered and then recited until they become vo-
cables, sound combinations returned to unsignifying prelin-
gual nonsense. This soundness of words, the way they float 
in the air and drift lightly through human consciousness—
Anthony Burgess’s “mouthful of air” and William Gass’s 
“born of babble”—recovers their primitive wholeness, their 
power to invoke delight in the nonverbal and the prelingual, 
their capacity “to fight […] the region […] wherein every-
thing is found to be obvious.” It represents a cognitive pat-
tern that persists throughout James Joyce’s writing: an urge 
toward the “unbewised,” the unproven and the unconscious. 
It is not surprising then to read the sentences that introduce 
Anna Livia Plurabelle, which, while not breaking down to the 
level of vocables, pulse with the rhyme and rhythm of a 
nursery song: “But there’s a little lady waiting and her name 
is A. L. P. And you’ll agree. She must be she” (FW 102.22-
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4). Drawn out of the context of other sentences, they seem 
to be from the region of the obvious, yet even as they trace 
the features of a key figure in Finnegans Wake, a figure who 
will emerge in her own chapter out of “a chattering dialogue 
across a river by two washerwomen who as night falls be-
come a tree and a stone” (L I, 213), we have a sense of the 
enchanting impossibility of a character who nearly a hundred 
pages later will invoke repetitive imperatives: 
  

O tell me all about Anna Livia! I want to hear all about Anna 
Livia. Well, you know Anna Livia? Yes, of course, we all 
know Anna Livia. Tell me all. Tell me now. (FW 196.1-5) 

 
She is invoked in the sound cadences of liturgy and the 
Lord’s prayer— “In the name of Annah the Allmaziful, the 
Everliving, the Bringer of Plurabilities, haloed be her eve, her 
singtime sung, her rill be run, unhemmed as it is uneven!” 
(FW 104.1-3)—and she emerges again and again as Anna 
Livia, trinkettoes (FW 215.13), as Anna Livia, oysterface 
(FW 207.19), as Alma Luvia, Pollabella (FW 619.16), as 
Hanah Levy, shrewd shroplifter (FW 273.11), as appia lippia 
pluvaville (FW 297.25), as Levia, as alp, as ∆1, emerging out 
of the hitherandthithering waters of (FW 216.4), emerging 
out of more than a dozen substantive revisions between 
1923 and 1938 during which James Joyce worked with “an 
almost unrelenting will and a Brueghelesque prodigality of 
detail, draft after draft, producing Art from Nature.”2  

This “Bringer of Plurabilities” forms and is formed by 
nominative mutations, but what actually emerges out of 
these noisy sounds of chattering dialogue persistently chal-
lenges readers of the novel. 

In early drafts of the “Anna Livia Plurabelle” chapter, we 
find relatively accessible materials, texts that we can read 
with a strong sense of what is going on; they resemble 
ready-made interpretations created from conventional lan-

 
 1  ∆, the triangle-delta symbol for ALP (and consider how the letters hold 

things together, the phonetic et cetera), an empty square, a space to think 
in, not a simple ideogram—but then maybe is. 

 2  Fred H. Higginson, Anna Livia Plurabelle: the Making of a Chapter (Minnea-
polis: The University of Minnesota Press, 1960) 3. 
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guage which we re-cognize as we read. It is probably rea-
sonable enough to state that they are teleologically deter-
mined by conventions of literary language and by the more-
or-less agreed-upon codes of literature. However, subse-
quent revisions blur lexical boundaries and make reading the 
final versions much less straightforward and much less cer-
tain, for what Joyce constructs is the immediacy of revision, 
the unteleogical fumbling toward increasing possibilities and 
thus creates or preserves what de Biasi defines as “the 
process […] of development [that] reflects a logic inter-
sected by many possible becomings.”3 Writers’ drafts and 
revisions, the journeys that take them from roughed out no-
tions to finished texts, often get cleaned up into versions 
that bear no marks of the journey; missing from the final 
copy are the stages of combination and of integration, the 
very becomings that structuralists have taught us to be 
aware of, the transformations that take pieces and in com-
bining integrate them into higher forms of cognition and 
meaning. Given this then, we need a mode of reading that 
worries its way through the traces of the cognitive journey.  

So, what is the story about? If that reading-question re-
mains bound by referentiality, by the assumption that the 
extralingual is the source of meaning, it will fail to see how 
meaning has been generated lingually. Questions of referen-
tiality are necessary. Words mean, and scholarly inquiry into 
what Joyce was reading and with whom he was conversing 
and what he was experiencing has identified referential 
points that plot the sense of discourse; scholars have hunted 
down innumerable possible references, innumerable con-
structs of meaning, innumerable linguistic twists and seman-
tic torques. Such inquiry often centers on words, on Joyce’s 
idioglottic inventions, and disentangles the pieces from each 
other and then chases down the possible roots of those 
pieces. Referentiality, inevitably, persists in readers’ inquiries 
into Finnegans Wake (as demonstrated in the ‘NB’ section of 

 
 3  Pierre-Mar de Biasi, “Toward a Science of Literature: Manuscript Analysis 

and the Genesis of the Work,” Genetic Criticism: Texts and Avant-Textes, 
eds. Jed Deppmann, Daniel Ferrer & Michael Groden (Philadelphia: The Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania Press, 2004) 38.  
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the TLS of 14 May 2010 in James Campbell’s response to 
Peter J Reichenberg’s dismantling of the discombobulated 
narrative in HCE’s public house4). This readerly urge to iden-
tify what exactly a word or phrase represents obviates the 
pointillistic achievement of Joyce’s portmanteau language 
whose lexical compressions enact a Jakobsonian poetic pro-
jection; to shift beyond the literal, interpretation needs to 
reconceive the structure of composition and the effects of 
revision. 

Joyce’s idioglottic inventions, exemplified by “Anna Livia 
Plurabelle,” can be read as plurisigns,5 as combinations and 
integrations with simultaneous multiple meanings. In a way, 
the various renamings of Anna Livia look as though Joyce 
had taken her name and shaken it, and all those other words 
came tumbling out as empirical evidence of the bits that 
created the combinations. Strong though that impression 
might be, the Plurabilities of Anna Livia as plurisigns have 
more of the sound-sense of music than of prose, of some-
thing existing on the verges of the prelingual. 

The oddities of Joyce’s words should make us mindful of 
the persistence of chaos in cognition, in ordinary conscious-
ness and writing: that codes do not control as much as talk 
about codes might encourage us to believe. In his pioneering 
work on the stream of thought, William James observed: 
“No one ever had a simple sensation by itself. Conscious-
ness, from our natal day, is of a teeming multiplicity of ob-
jects and relations, and what we call simple sensations are 
results of discriminative attention, pushed often to a very 
high degree.” To be conscious is to live in the fluidity of 
thought, and “the thought by which we cognize it [a fact] is 
the thought of it-in-those-relations, a thought suffused with 
the consciousness of all that dim context.”6 In a remarkably 

 
 4  Reichenberg hearing “Loose afore” as either a 2-2 draw in a soccer match 

or a four-goal defeat, Campbell (perhaps somewhat whimsically) playing off 
local legends hearing it as “Lucifer’s portion.” And so on. 

 5  The term was coined by Philip Wheelwright (cf. The Burning Fountain 
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1954)). 

 6  William James, The Principles of Psychology (New York: Henry Holt, 1902) 
224, 233. 
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similar vein, Virginia Woolf in her essay “Modern Fiction”7 
wrote: 
 

Examine for a moment an ordinary mind on an ordinary day. 
The mind receives a myriad impressions—trivial, fantastic, 
evanescent, or engraved with the sharpness of steel. From 
all sides they come, an incessant show of innumerable 
atoms; and as they fall, as they shape themselves into the 
life of Monday or Tuesday, the accent falls differently from 
of old; the moment of importance came not here but there; 
[…] life is a luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelope 
surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness to the 
end.  

 
Instead of codes, we have labyrinths that are often strongly 
prelingual; we have the labyrinthian messiness of teeming 
multiplicity of object and relation, the incessant show of in-
numerable atoms rather than the orderliness of semantic 
codes. 

Codes, as Roman Jakobson perceived them, give us 
means for checking up on verbal exchanges and determining 
the degree of semantic agreement among speakers; our 
codes are often referential—extratextual or literary—and of-
fer a stand-back perspective from which to contemplate the 
labyrinths of immediate sensation. So our understanding of 
Joyce’s words typically depends upon their relative adher-
ence to or deviation from those codes. For Umberto Eco, 
however, “the code is not so much a mechanism which al-
lows communication as a mechanism which allows trans-
formation between two systems”8, “systems which 
communicate among one another.” This notion of transfor-
mation, of the generative potential inherent in codes, gets 
closer to what happens in Joyce’s idioglottic inventions. As 
the narrator in chapter 3 of Finnegans Wake—talking about 
“The prouts who will invent a writing”—says: “What can’t 
be coded can be decorded if an ear aye sieze what no eye 
ere grieved for” (FW 482.31, 34-6); that seminal word, 

 
 7  Virginia Woolf, The Common Reader (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1925). 
 8  Umberto Eco, Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language (Bloomington: 

Indiana University Press, 1988 [1984]) 168. 
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placed where we expect the word “decoded,” prompts re-
thinking of codes and their functions and the extent to 
which this text is about what cannot be coded. Stephen 
Daedalus’s ears and eyes become ear aye and eye ere. Philip 
Wheelwright noted that some plurisigns lack denotative 
meanings and their referential capacity is essentially zero; 
they resist coding. What cannot be coded can only be 
decorded, not recorded, because it is too singular to be 
named or to have an agreed-upon denotative identity.  

What is the story about? recomposes itself: what are the 
words about? 
 
While Joyce’s idioglottic words must have some vaguely 
referential function, their poetic evocations stretch out syn-
tagmatically, syntactically rather than lexically, projecting in 
single words the propositional rather than the nominative. 
Put simply, Joyce’s composite words perform more like sen-
tences than single words and have built into them traces of 
predication that turn them into propositions: “Anna was, 
Livia is, Plurabelle’s to be” (FW 215.24). It is as if every 
new manifestation of Anna Livia’s name evokes this past-
present-future narrative and has built into it a sense of the 
syntagmatic. 

An idioglottic word is a labyrinth and hence has the ca-
pacity to decord its narrative of discovery. Skeat includes 
the word “labyrinth” in his Etymological Dictionary of 1910 
and defines it as “a place full of winding passages.” Um-
berto Eco describes a type of labyrinth, the kind that mean-
ders and is “antigeneological;”9 it is an encyclopedia rather 
than a dictionary, constructed in the mind so it cannot be 
graphed bi-dimensionally, a structure that continually 
changes; and this thinking leads Eco, winding along in ency-
clopedic fashion, to Deleuze & Guattari’s appropriation of 
the word “rhizome” from biology and application to episte-
mology; Eco concludes: “in a rhizome blindness is the only 
way of seeing (locally), and thinking means to grope one’s 
way.”10 

 
 9  Eco, Semiotics, 81. 
10  Eco, Semiotics, 82. 
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In The Limits of Interpretation,11 Eco briefly expands his 
notion of the encyclopedic labyrinth to reading how Joyce 
generates his puns (“it was possible to invent the pun be-
cause it is possible to read it).” “The encyclopedia model,” 
he says, “is based on the assumption that every item of a 
language must be interpreted by every other possible linguis-
tic item which, according to some previous cultural conven-
tions can be associated with it. Every sign can be 
interpreted by another sign that functions as its interpre-
tant.” This is in the memory. Signs can “penetrate, from the 
center to the farthest periphery, the whole universe of cul-
tural units, each of which can in turn become the center and 
create infinite peripheries;” they attract and repulse as “a 
tissue of events that the epiphanic intuition can correlate in 
different ways, finding out new meanings from an unheard-
of correlation.”12 

Joyce, rather like his peripatetic Daedalus, gropes his 
way through labyrinths of collected words back to pho-
nemes and morphemes and combines them into idioglottic 
words that at once preserve the basic elements and inte-
grate into something new for which the elements cannot ac-
count or fully account (as, e.g., phonemic combinations (r + 
e + d giving us “red”, or morphemic combinations—red + 
neck giving us redneck).13 So Joyce first gives us three let-
ters, A. L. P., and these become alp which expands to Anna 
Livia Plurabelle which expands to include myriads as the au-
thor meanders about in his encyclopedic mind. No simple 
causal act effects the idioglottic word; even though we can 
recover some of Joyce’s cognitive journeys, the words 
themselves remain stubbornly antigeneological. Not surpris-
ingly, the reader of Finnegans Wake will find nearly every-
thing fitting into the project of interpretation: St. Thomas 
Aquinas, George Berkeley, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Walter 

 
11  Umberto Eco, The Limits of Interpretation (Bloomington and Indianapolis: 

Indiana University Press, 1994). 
12  Eco, Limits, 140-5. 
13  (after + math is an intriguing instance: from Old Saxon, “math” means 

mowing, so “aftermath” a second or later mowing of a field; the original 
meaning is long gone from contemporary uses of the word—wrenched from 
its engendering referentiality).  
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Pater, et alii, those whose writing influenced Joyce’s read-
ing; and those who came after: Susanne Langer, Paul Ri-
coeur, Roman Jakobson, Umberto Eco, Deleuze and 
Guattari. Almost any reader can make a credible list. 

Seeing the idioglottic as plurisign does not give sufficient 
perspective to perceive the syntactical complexity of these 
words. 

Paul Ricoeur has redefined the concept of metaphor from 
the traditional practice of identifying its deviation from stan-
dard language with nouns (“deviance was mistakenly as-
cribed to denomination only”) to recognizing that “the bearer 
of the metaphorical meaning is no longer the word but the 
sentence as a whole.”14 That is, in reading metaphor we 
need to see the “interaction between a logical subject and a 
predicate;” in short, metaphor is not substitution but predi-
cation or proposition: 
 

The maker of metaphors is this craftsman with verbal skill 
who, from an inconsistent utterance for a literal 
interpretation, draws a significant utterance for a new 
interpretation which deserves to be called metaphorical 
because it generates the metaphor not only as deviant but 
as acceptable. In other words, metaphorical meaning does 
not merely consist of a semantic clash but of the new 
predicative meaning which emerges from the collapse of the 
literal meaning, that is, from the collapse of the meaning 
which obtains if we rely only on the common or usual lexical 
values of our words. The metaphor is not the enigma but 
the solution of the enigma.15 

 
The early drafts of Anna Livia are narrative maps that adhere 
more or less to conventional literary codes; the latter drafts 
and copy are rhizomatic labyrinths made of words whose 
“metaphorical meaning” depends upon a “new predicative 
meaning.” The distinction matters. The quidditas, the what-
nesss, the irreducibility of Joyce’s idioglottic words, pre-

 
14  Paul Ricoeur, “The Metaphorical Process as Cognition, Imagination, and 

Feeling,” On Metaphor, ed. Sheldon Sacks (Chicago and London: The Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1979) 141-157. 

15   Ricoeur, “The Metaphorical Process,” 144. 
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serves their cognitive journey, their intellectual and aesthetic 
movements of combining and integrating into words whose 
combinations compress into themselves the horizontal space 
of narrative that coincides word and syntax16 and hence 
creates narrative transformations in single words. The com-
pression elides the predicate; the word seems denominative, 
to name a thing; but the word actually makes a proposition 
and to do so must predicate. And perhaps this then is the 
fiction, the word that performs as if the predicate is there.  

In “How Do We Recognize Structuralism,”17 Gilles 
Deleuze defines the “empty square” or “degree zero” as that 
which lacks its own identity or meaning and upon which 
structuralism depends. This designation occurs after a string 
of short sections that play off (“juxtapose a system of ech-
oes”) Lacan and Foucault and J.-A Miller and Frege and oth-
ers and lead to Jakobson’s basic metaphor/metonym 
structure and his denotation of a “zero phoneme which does 
not by itself entail any differential character or phonetic 
value, but in relation to which all the phonemes are situated 
in their own differential relations.”18 It is this sense of de-
gree zero as something “missing from its place” that gives 
structure its transformational capacity to generate, out of 
two other terms or meanings, a third term or meaning of an-
other order than the one out of which it is generated.  

Deleuze postulates six criteria, of which his 3rd, 5th and 
6th are relevant here. The 3rd (the differential and the singu-
lar) specifies three types of relation (real, imaginary, sym-
bolic; in the latter, elements have no determined value: all 
values are determined relationally—as in differential calcu-
lus); the 5th criterion (serial) “sometimes makes structuralism 
seem close to music:” in a series “the terms […] are in 
themselves inseparable from the slippages [décalages] or 
displacements that they undergo in relation to the terms of 
the others” closing in on Eco’s thinking (Deleuze notes La-

 
16 “That branch of mathematics which deals with the various arrangements of 

a number of things, as permutations, combinations, and the like” (OED). 
17  Gilles Deleuze, “How Do We Recognize Structuralism?” Desert Island and 

Other Texts 1953-1974, trans. Michael Taormina (Los Angeles and New 
York: Semiotext(e), 2004). 

18  Deleuze, “How Do We Recognize Structuralism?” 186. 
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can’s assertion that the unconscious “is neither individual 
nor collective, but intersubjective”); and finally and most im-
portant his 6th criterion (the empty square): “One might say 
that it is its own metaphor and its own metonymy.” “Games 
need the empty square, without which nothing would move 
forward or function. […] No structuralism is possible without 
this degree zero […] zero, defined as lacking its own iden-
tity.” For Joyce (like Carroll), idioglottic words “ensure the 
coincidence of verbal sound series and the simultaneity of 
associated story series. […] It is incorrect to say that such a 
word has two meanings; in fact, it is of another order than 
words possessing a sense. It is the nonsense which ani-
mates at least the two series, but which provides them with 
sense by circulating through them.” It perpetually displaces, 
“ceaselessly dislocates [décaler] the series in relation to 
each other.” This is how nonsense is not the absence of 
signification but, on the contrary, the excess of sense, or 
that which provides the signifier and signified with sense. 
Sense here emerges as the effect of the structure’s func-
tioning; “it cannot be fixed to one place.”19 

This gives us ways of understanding metaphoricity in 
terms of Jakobson’s concept of poetic projection and of 
Eco’s definition that “metaphor or catachresis invents a new 
term using at least two terms that are already known (and 
expressed) and presupposing at least another one that is un-
expressed,”20 but here I would argue as encyclopedic laby-
rinth—which helps us understand why we have to read 
Finnegans Wake as we do, slowly accumulating information 
from scholars and through scholarship, but also why the ac-
tions of reading and comprehending and understanding are 
perpetual, and must be. Here words constantly signify other 
words through an encyclopedic process of unlimited and 
unlimiting lines of connection and correlation that exists in 
the mind of the reader as the reader engages with the work 
itself. It is also metaphoricity in the sense that it is never 
false, is a created world in which the actual does not control 
the imagination, as night and sleep release human con-

 
19  Deleuze, “How Do We Recognize Structuralism?” 183-8. 
20  Eco, Semiotics, 108. 
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sciousness from logical and causal relationships. And like 
metaphors generally, it dismantles apparently unchallenge-
able assumptions. 

“Unbewised” comes into Finnegans Wake as the object 
of a preposition which comes at the end of a vocable rewrit-
ing of the opening of St. John’s gospel: “In the buginning is 
the woid, in the muddle is the sounddance and thereinofter 
you’re in the unbewised again” (FW 378.29-30). This single 
sentence narrates the evolution of vocables into idioglottic 
words and renders into syntax something abstract enough to 
be so full of meaning as to be empty of meaning, its own 
words unbewised, at once unproved and unconscious (deno-
tatively, if its derivation comes from the German unvewiesen 
and unbewusst). Such language is the empty space that 
makes more thinking possible (as Foucault observed) while 
further opening the question of dealing rigorously with the 
challenges of interpretation effected by radically reconstitut-
ing signified-signifier relations. Sounddance as the words 
sounding into the dance of vocables in the head of the word 
collector. 

  
In coming to terms with his reading of Aquinas, Stephen 
Daedalus mulls over Aquinas’s unusual use of a figurative 
term: 
 

I have solved it. Claritas is quidditas. After the analysis 
which discovers the  second quality the mind makes the 
only logically possible synthesis and discovers  the third 
quality. This is the moment which I call epiphany. First we 
recognise that the object is one integrated thing, then we 
recognise that it is an organised composite structure, a thing 
in fact: finally, when the relation of the parts is exquisite, 
when the parts are adjusted to the special point, we 
recognise that it is that thing which it is. Its soul, its what-
ness, leaps to us from the vestment of its appearance.  

(SH, 213) 
 
It is tempting to close off an inquiry into Joycean meaning 
with the notion of epiphany, to write with the elegant confi-
dence of “I have solved it;” and it would not be an incredible 
stretch to see how the unbewised nature of idioglottic 
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words can provoke epiphanic moments for writer and 
reader. Yet if idioglottic words resist reduction to nominative 
meanings, their resistance must happen at the level of the 
prelingual, the unconscious or preconscious; and if this is 
the case, we can then take one final fragment clue, this 
from Roland Barthes’ “The Struggle with the Angel”21 
wherein he explicates his reading of Genesis 32, a “meto-
nymic montage” in which “themes […] are combined, not 
‘developed’” and “significance [remains] fully open” primar-
ily because “Metonymic logic is that of the unconscious.” 
Deleuze argues that degree zero or the empty square is both 
metaphor and metonymy; this seemingly impossible paradox 
is achieved imaginatively in the syntactical evocations of 
Joyce’s idioglottic words. And in Anna Livia, Bringer of Plu-
rabilities, we find the ultimate figure of the empty square, 
the figure whose language performs the unbewised within 
which nothing intimates regions of the obvious and every-
thing hovers on the borderline of the unconscious in the 
“teeming multiplicity of object and relation.” By Viconian 
commodius vicus of recirculation the words that run through 
her refuse referentiality and retain their ability to generate 
ceaselessly. 

 
21  Roland Barthes, “The Struggle with the Angel,” Image-Music-Text, trans. 

Stephen Heath (New York: Hill and Wang, 1977) 140-1. 
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Cliff Mak  
“THE BEAST OF BOREDOM”: LETTING JOYCE’S 
ASS BE IN FINNEGANS WAKE 
 

“Let each one learn to bore himself.” (FW 585.36) 
 
Joyce’s Ass is understudied, or underappreciated, even. 
Criticism to date tends to ignore the Ass, concentrating in-
stead on the Four Old Men after whom the Ass often ap-
pears. I’d like to make an initial stab at the Ass’s role in the 
Wake, then, and propose that one of the discourses circling 
around the Ass is that of one of our most stubborn affective 
or psychic states, boredom, and that through this constella-
tion of animality and boredom we might articulate an ethics 
of reading. Along the way, I’ll make a detour into Giorgio 
Agamben’s recent book The Open, in which he critiques the 
way our humanity has often been negatively defined against 
“the animal” at the expense of others, an expense that in 
modern totalitarian states has amounted to genocide. He 
calls this the “anthropological machine.” In his discussion, 
Agamben critiques the link Heidegger makes between bore-
dom and humanity: I would like to play around with the so-
lution he proposes, offering the vision of the Wake as a 
complication and perhaps clarification.  

We can start this a simple observation: boredom and the 
Ass are never far apart in Finnegans Wake. As early as page 
5, in a passage briefly listing Earwicker’s achievements as 
the circumstances around his fall, Shem is called the “mer-
linburrow burrocks” while Shaun is probably “the bore the 
more” (FW 5.35-6). This characterization of the twins is ap-
propriately ambivalent: Shem, though endowed with magical 
powers, is nevertheless a donkey; Shaun, though named in 
Irish as the “main road,” is still an overwhelming bore. The 
relative social status and charisma of each is succinctly en-
capsulated in each designation; this is the milieu out of 
which the Wake begins. This ambivalence between the 
twins is undone and redirected as the book goes on. In I.7, 
Shaun tells us that Shem or “Mr Himmyshimmy” gives “un-
solicited testimony on behalf of the absent, as glib as 
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eaveswater to those present (who meanwhile, with increas-
ing lack of interest in his semantics, allowed various sub-
conscious smickers to drivel slowly across their fichers), 
unconsciously explaining for inkstands, with a meticulosity 
bordering on the insane, the various meanings of all the dif-
ferent foreign parts of speech he misused,” and so on (FW 
173.27-36). Shem’s art bores his audience, so much so that 
they begin to drool.  

Later on, in the parenthetical interlude of “Night Les-
sons,” we find a long denunciation of Dolph-Shem-Joyce, 
where Shaun again accuses Shem of being the “Dean of 
Idlers” (FW 287.18). Shem is described as a “goodforno-
body” whose literary work, though fashionable, is to be re-
jected by the “beast of boredom, common sense” (FW 
292.14). It is now Shaun who is accusing Shem of being 
boring, Shaun who announces his own boredom and his re-
jection of all that bores him. And somewhat oddly, Shaun 
implicitly sets up his “beast of boredom” against Shem as 
the Ass, the beast of burden; for his beast is superior and 
has apparently gone to Eaton. Literary currency and bour-
geois moral utility are now troped in terms of animality and 
class. Boredom is the burden the sensible man gladly bears 
against the tides of fashion. 

Boredom, of course, is the term for an affect or mental 
state through which we too easily define ourselves against 
others—others who bore us or feel bored themselves. 
Patricia Meyer Spacks, for example, notes in her literary his-
tory of boredom that  

 
From the eighteenth century on, one can note a tendency to 
attribute boredom to members of groups other than the 
writer’s own. Middle-class journalists in the eighteenth 
century believe the nouveaux riches to be bored. In the 
nineteenth century (encouraged by Lord Byron) the middle 
class assigns the condition to the aristocracy. The old think 
the young are bored. The young think the same of the old. 
Given the residuum of moral opprobrium some circles attach 
to being bored, many people vigorously deny boredom in 
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themselves while seeing it in others, in those of another 
“kind.”1  
 

Boredom understood this way constitutes a way to con-
struct one’s own identity, both psychological and social, at 
the expense of one’s others. Working both ways, we elevate 
ourselves above other classes and groups: those who get 
bored become boring to us, and we who don’t get bored are 
just more interesting people. The discourse of boredom thus 
generates and sustains hierarchical chauvinism. 

But is there a way to recover boredom productively, fun-
neling it back into more progressive social and psychological 
constructs, even into the way we understand our own hu-
manity? This first asks us to diagnose the particular failures 
of what we might call an “immature boredom.” Spacks ob-
serves that moderns who are bored act as if they have the 
“right to expect” further stimulation from the world, as if it 
were the world’s duty to entertain and please us. A good 
example of a boredom that feels entitled to further stimula-
tion might be Stuart Gilbert’s notorious reaction to Joyce’s 
process of mechanically composing Anglicized puns from 
city names found in the Encyclopedia Britannica for the 
“Haveth Childers Everywhere” episode: 

 
The insertion of these puns is bound to lead the reader away 
from the basic text, to create divagations and the work is 
hard enough anyhow! The good method would be to write 
out a page of plain English and then rejuvenate dull words 
by injection of new (and appropriate) meanings. What he is 
doing is too easy to do and too hard to understand.2 
 

Gilbert’s reaction is an illustrative example of the genetic fal-
lacy at work, of the desire to find some primordial narrative 
or skeleton key which Joyce outlined first and only then 
used as a base onto which he added harmoniously succes-
sive layers and textual permutations; when, in fact, as our 

 
 1  Patricia Meyer Spacks, Boredom: The Literary History of a State of Mind 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995) x. 
 2  Stuart Gilbert, Reflections on James Joyce (Austin: University of Texas 

Press, 1993) 21. 
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access to Joyce’s notebooks has shown, this is not how 
Joyce worked at all.3 Rather, although Joyce did often start 
by sketching out the narrative of each episode, what we 
now take to be the “meaning” of a passage often did not 
accrete until very late in the composition of the Wake, and 
then quite felicitously. 

Does this anecdote of Gilbert’s frustration not at some 
level register Gilbert’s feeling of boredom, then, of being 
bored with what amounts to Joyce’s rather mechanistic 
creative technique? Gilbert is functioning on the assumption 
that he, as Joyce’s reader, has the “right to expect” some-
thing more out of the Wake, out of the textual material pro-
duced by Joyce. It is the assumption that the only valid 
stimulation would be the originary skeleton narrative, a nar-
rative that in a way is supposed to “transcend” and be ex-
ternal to the immediate text.  

This frustration generated by boredom and the desire for 
stimulating narrative is, moreover, represented in the narra-
tive of the Wake. We can easily identify the voice of the 
parenthetical interlude in “Night-Lessons” as one of Joyce’s 
actual critics. Toward the end of the parenthesis, especially, 
it becomes clear that this critic is from one angle none other 
than Wyndham Lewis: “Spice and the Westend Woman” is 
praised, for example, as “that most improving of round-
shows” (FW 292.6) and his final recommendation in the 
name of “common sense” is that “you must, how, in undi-
vided reawlity draw the line somewhawre” (FW 292.31)—an 
echo of Lewis’ famous indictment of Joyce’s seeming ex-
cess. What prompts this final panning of Joyce is “the beast 
of boredom,” as we noted at the beginning of this paper, 
but, furthermore, Shaun’s/Lewis’ boredom precisely mirrors 
Gilbert’s as well. He complains that Shem-Joyce’s “house of 
thoughtsam” is but a “jetsam litterage of convolvuli of times 
lost or strayed, of lands derelict and of tongues laggin too” 
and that you, the reader, “would real to jazztfancy the novo 

 
 3  See, for example, Jean-Michel Rabaté, “The Fourfold Root of Yawn’s 

Unreason: Chapter III.3,” How Joyce Wrote Finnegans Wake: A Chapter-by-
Chapter Genetic Guide, eds. Luca Crispi & Sam Slote (Madison, WI: Univer-
sity of Wisconsin Press, 2007) 304-46.  
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takin place of what stale words whilom were woven with 
and fitted fairly featly for, so” (292.14-21). That is, what 
bores him is how Shem-Joyce merely takes random and dis-
parate words and refits them for new use. What bores him 
and what he finds detestable is that Shem-Joyce is, in con-
trast to himself, a bricoleur with no concern for moral im-
provement—morality always being a sort of external and 
originary narrative of “meaning.” Without even having to 
discuss Lewis’ fascist politics, we cannot fail to see that 
such criticism carries menacingly political and imperial over-
tones as well: “common sense” is given an upper-class 
“Eaton” collar and is invoked in a Tennysonian moment “half 
a sylb, helf a solb, holf a salb onward” upon the “Huggin 
Green,” which Issy in the footnotes tells us is “Where 
Buickly of the Glass and Bellows pumped the Rudge en-
gineral” (292.F1). The act of judging the Wake “boring” is 
thus an act of imperial aggression, common sense charging 
on what it deems to be boring, and Shem-Joyce is set up as 
the underdog hero Buckley “symibellically” biting the Rus-
sian General in the Ass. Thus Gilbert, too, in his immature 
boredom ends up writing Joyce off as a “provincial Dub-
liner” for whom “Foreign equals funny,” setting himself up 
as more continental, more cosmopolitan, more universalist 
than our disappointingly Irish Joyce.4 And what he wants 
from Joyce, and what he himself is guilty of, is what Joyce 
ends up calling “egoarchy” (FW 188.16), the recapitulation 
of every culture, history, religion, and personality in a single 
master-ego that always remains bigger, better, and external 
to the others it has subsumed.  

In Wakean terms, this is the destiny of Shaun as he ma-
tures into HCE, subsuming the voices of all the other figures 
in Finnegans Wake, metastasizing into their sole oracle in 
III.3. The motivation he announces for his self-improvement 
plan is, of course, to relieve his boredom. In III.2, in his in-
carnation as Jaun, toward the end of his monologue-sermon, 
or “soapbox speech,” he declares, “I’m as bored now bawl-
ing beersgrace at sorepaws there as Andrew Clays was 
sharing sawdust with Daniel’s old collie. This shack’s not 

 
 4  Gilbert, Reflections, 21. 
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big enough for me now” (FW 468.32). Our big baby Shaun 
has outgrown his station; his immediate surroundings are 
clearly too provincial for him. For when he next reappears as 
Yawn in III.3, he is described in cosmopolitan, Orientalist, 
and cosmic terms, “languishing as the princeliest treble trea-
cle or lichee chewchow purse could buy” (FW 474.10), with 
a body of “meteor pulp,” a “seamless rainbowpeel,” “His 
bellyvoid of nebulose with his neverstop navel,” “his veins 
shooting melanite phosphor, his creamtocustard cometshair 
and his asteroid knuckles, ribs and members” (FW 475.12-
5). Yawn is the “egoarch” supreme: he has literally become 
the cosmos (though perhaps not the “chaosmos”).  

Yet the orgasmic absurdity of Yawn’s anatomy under-
mines any pretention or aspiration to totalization immedi-
ately. Compare the unflattering portrait of Shem in I.7, 
where his “bodily getup” includes such gems as a “megageg 
chin” and “two fifths of two buttocks” (FW 169.11-8). 
Shaun is likely the narrator of this chapter, so it only makes 
sense when we learn that “Shem was a sham and a low 
sham and his lowness creeped out first via foodstuffs. So 
low was he that he preferred Gibsen’s teatime salmon 
tinned, as inexpensive as pleasing, to the plumpest roeheavy 
lax or the friskiest parr or smolt troutlet that ever was 
gaffed,” and so on (FW 170.25-9). Shem is portrayed as ut-
terly provincial, but I argue that the shared absurdity of both 
portraits ends up contaminating and damaging Shaun’s aspi-
rations more than Shem’s: for Shem comes off as a real 
character, almost, while Shaun ends up more like a recent 
James Cameron movie: colorful and great to laugh at, but 
ultimately boring. In fact, Shaun’s role in this chapter is pre-
cisely the one he assigned to Shem in I.7: it is now Shaun 
as Yawn who is giving “unsolicited testimony on behalf of 
the absent, as glib as eaveswater to those present” and 
“unconsciously explaining for inkstands, with a meticulosity 
bordering on the insane the various meanings of all the dif-
ferent foreign parts of speech he misused”; of course, now, 
instead of misusing “different foreign parts of speech,” he is 
misusing different cultures, nations, cities, and histories as 
well. Though Shaun accuses Shem of being boring, it is he 
who ends up the most boring of all—though he goes a step 
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further and consumes the world while he’s at it. Boredom 
and the act of pronouncing others boring in order to elevate 
yourself thus come back in a vicious “commodius vicus of 
recirculation” to bite you in the Ass.  

What can we say is the way forward, then? I want to 
propose that Giorgio Agamben’s critique of Heidegger’s no-
tion of “profound boredom” provides a useful switch with 
which to untangle the dangers implicated in an immature 
boredom. For Agamben, the contours of a post-human “new 
creation” beyond the violent churnings of the anthropologi-
cal machine can only consist in letting the animal be, in let-
ting it be outside of being.5 This is the “supreme category of 
Heidegger’s ontology,” articulated as a new sort of knowl-
edge that is actually an “aknowledge,” from the Latin igno-
scere. This is to render the animal, the object of our 
aknowledge, “unsavable,” by which Agamben means that a 
redeemed post-humanity would be, via Benjamin, in a space 
that “awaits no day, and thus no Judgement Day… The 
saved night.” It means pushing toward a history without a 
telos, free of a metanarrative that silences and expropriates 
our others. Thus Agamben, on one hand, rejects Heidegger’s 
definition of humanity as an awakening “from its own capti-
vation to its own captivation,” or, more pointedly, as a re-
maining-open “to the closedness of the animal.”6 This is also 
a rejection of Heidegger’s formulation of “profound bore-
dom” as the constitutive structure of being, since boredom 
for Heidegger problematically holds man as man insofar as 
he is set negatively against his own animal captivity. As 
Agamben summarizes:  

 
While we are usually constantly occupied with and in things, 
[…] in boredom we suddenly find ourselves abandoned in 
emptiness. But in this emptiness, things are not simply 
“carried away from us or annihilated”; they are there but 
“they have nothing to offer us”; they leave us completely 
indifferent, yet in such a way that we cannot free ourselves 

 
 5  Giorgio Agamben, The Open: Man and Animal, trans. Kevin Attell (Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 2004). 
 6  Agamben, The Open, 70, 73. 
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from them, because we are completely riveted and delivered 
over to what bores us. […] 

In being left empty by profound boredom, something vi-
brates [in man] like an echo of that “essential disruption” 
that arises in the animal from its being exposed and taken in 
an “other” that is, however, never revealed to it as such. 
For this reason the man who becomes bored finds himself in 
the “closest proximity”—even if it is only apparent—to 
animal captivation.7 
 

Agamben’s problem with Heidegger’s formulation here is 
that it continues to instrumentalize and dominate the animal 
other: for if man is human only insofar as he is awake to his 
own animality and thus to the disconcealedness of the 
world, then man is still trying to unearth the closedness of 
the animal, to secure and master the mystery of his animal 
other, leading too easily to a totalitarian biopolitics. 

On the other hand, Agamben figures his solution of 
“aknowledge” as a sort of boredom as well, although he 
doesn’t seem to recognize this explicitly. The illustration he 
offers of his post-human space is the post-coital pair of lov-
ers in Titian’s The Three Ages of Man, who share a common 
attitude of “mutual disenchantment from their secret.” They 
have reached “a higher stage beyond both nature and 
knowledge, beyond concealment and disconcealment.” The 
lovers “mutually forgive each other and expose their vani-
tas” after having sex. This forgiveness and letting-go takes 
place when “their condition is otium, it is workless.”8  

But what is otium, leisure, if not, in a sense, the accep-
tance of boredom, a slight modulation of boredom? The 
state of “worklessness” is a relinquishing of the “right to 
expect” stimulation that boredom believes itself entitled to. 
Once you give up the agitation for “something more,” the 
anxiety and frustration that often accompany boredom dis-
appear, and you can enjoy true leisure in boredom itself. 
Yawn, then, might at first seem to offer a Joycean equiva-
lent to Agamben’s otium. His name alone seems to indicate 
that he is both in a state of listless boredom and in the mo-

 
 7  Agamben, The Open, 64-5. 
 8  Agamben, The Open, 87. 
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ment of waking up from it, perhaps even accepting it. It 
would only be fitting for Yawn to be in a state of leisure at 
the beginning of III.3, then, and yet we find him wailing like 
a baby, with “earpiercing dulcitude” (FW 474.13). If any-
thing, the scene emerges as a Joycean parody of pastoral 
setting: all the trappings are there—the “dulcitude,” “a blos-
somy bed,” “daffydowndillies,” and even “epicures waltzing 
with gardenfillers”—but Joyce as usual punctuates the 
scene with Yawn’s horrendous crying—“Feefee! phopho!! … 
aggala!!!!” (FW 475.1-2). Yawn is presented to us as the 
hope of the Earwicker family, the hope of history and the 
cosmos, but he comes prematurely. Even the messianic ges-
tures of “Haveth Childers Everywhere” later in III.3 are not 
enough: Yawn’s declaration of love for ALP as he matures 
into HCE still needs to be consummated. We, along with the 
Four Old Men, are left asking why (or Y for Yawn), claiming 
our right to expect something more. Thus the Four Old Men 
drag the Ass around with them rather prominently in this 
chapter: the animal is kept close by, in clear captivity, and 
“thass withumpronouceable tail” is explicitly designated as 
their “dragoman,” or interpreter (FW 479.9). It is through 
the animal Ass that the Four Old Men can keep tabs on 
what they hope to be a redemptive humanity: despite the 
“earpiercing” volume of Yawn’s wailing, it is only the Ass, 
we learn, that can “hear with his unaided ears the harp in 
the air, the bugle dianablowing” of Yawn’s wail (FW 
475.36-476.1).  

In other words, that which allows us to interpret, which 
interprets for us, is precisely the “unpronounceable,” that 
which cannot be interpreted. Yawn can only become father 
Earwicker—the “hump” in “withumpronounceable”—through 
the Ass, though he must accept becoming not the head of 
the Ass, or the one who leads, but the tail, dragged behind. 
True Agambenian otium and aknowledge, then, cannot just 
be assumed as a change of clothes or turn of the page—
especially not by an infantile egoarch. For Yawn, however 
much he wants to appear a post-human redeemer, still both 
requires an animal other and emits from the depths of his 
immature boredom his own asinine wails. We are thus re-
minded by the opening lines of the next chapter that we still 
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do not know why, however—that whatever Yawn has just 
spoken remains obscure: “What was thaas? Fog was 
whaas?” (FW 555.1).  

Yet as the chapter transforms into a kitschy cinematic 
love scene, we learn that whatever answer we have been 
searching for is not an originary and morally improving narra-
tive: it is instead the very immediate, almost intrusive act of 
HCE and ALP’s lovemaking—not in any pornographic climax 
but in its banal resolution into the humdrum listlessness of 
post-coital daily life. Right after “O yes! O yes! Withdraw 
your member! Closure,” we find a series of interjections re-
minding Anna Livia and Earwicker to tidy up the house: 
“Anny, blow your wickle out! Tuck away the tablesheet! 
You never wet the tea!” (FW 585.31). 

 Most markedly, though, after all the banality and ex-
citement of the lovemaking, we are told to “Retire to rest 
without first misturbing your nighboor, mankind of baffling 
descriptions. Others are as tired of themselves as you are. 
Let each once learn to bore himself,” in these “hours so de-
voted to repose” (FW 585.34-586.3). Like Titian’s lovers, 
the Earwickers have come to terms with their vanitas, which 
is fittingly expressed as kitsch in this chapter, and have 
found a space of “repose,” leisure, otium. Yet what the Four 
Old Men add to Agamben’s vision of post-humanity here is 
the imperative to bore oneself. Where Agamben asks us to 
let our others be, Joyce adds that we should let ourselves 
be as well, to accept ourselves as boring, relinquishing and 
thereby neutralizing our dangerously messianic delusions. 
This is not, however, a call to complacency and quietism. 
What I am calling mature boredom should not be a mere ne-
gation of immature boredom. It is to realize that the meaning 
and purpose we so desperately seek in texts and in history 
are not ancient and originary but generated anew every day 
and night before our eyes, just as the redemption and awak-
ening of the Earwicker clan is found ultimately not in 
Shaun’s egotism but in the rather unspectacular and regular 
sex of the parents.  

“The meanings we want to use for our interpretive ap-
proaches,” writes Jean-Michel Rabaté, “tend to be given not 
earlier with the first-draft elements but very late, when 
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Joyce reread once more an almost completed text and be-
came his first reader, this time just a little ahead of us.”9 My 
suggestion is that Joyce as his own “first reader,” or the 
“genreader” in general, is homologous to the shift into ma-
ture boredom: the reader of mature boredom, unlike Stuart 
Gilbert or Wyndham Lewis, reserves her interpretation for 
the moment just before she has perceived everything, seek-
ing her interpretive mechanisms not in any supposed exter-
nal and originary narrative but in the immediate material of 
the text before her. The reader of mature boredom does not 
reject the text as boring when its meaning remains obscure; 
she accepts the text’s capacity to bore her with its excess 
of material and nevertheless presses on, finding what she 
can in the text to enjoy and redeploy within her own ever-
growing interpretive matrix.  

In some ways, it is to replicate Joyce’s own nearly auto-
matic composition process, which we have seen combat Gil-
bert’s elitism. As the Wake itself states, it is “idlers’ wind” 
that is “turning pages on pages,” “the leaves of the living in 
the boke of the deeds, annals of themselves timing the 
cycles of events grand and national, bring fassilwise to pass 
how” (FW 13.29-32). Our own reading practice, our own 
reading ethics, will end up “timing” the rhythm of world 
history—the outcome of which will depend on how we learn 
to be bored. Our facile whys will pass how.  

And before you become too thoroughly bored by this al-
most-completed paper, we should remember that the true 
resolution of the Wake is not even III.4 but Book IV, where 
Anna Livia’s love flows out and accepts, forgives, and revi-
talizes her husband. In Book I, she announces her dissatis-
faction with her pathetic fallen husband: “For the putty 
affair I have is wore out,” and she waits for him “to wake 
himself out of his winter’s doze, and bore me down like he 
used to” (FW 201.7-11). By the end of the Wake, HCE has 
done so, boring her well in both senses of the pun; in her 
final postscript, she says that “So has he as bored me to 
slump. But am good and rested” (FW 619.32). This letting-
be is accompanied by her acceptance of her husband not as 

 
 9  Rabaté, “The Fourfold Root,” 407-8. 
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an admirable man defined negatively against the animal Ass 
but as a likeness of the Ass itself: “somebrey erse from the 
Dark Countries” (FW 620.9). In Ana Livia’s love, the “clos-
edness” of the animal becomes not something to be secured 
and mastered but just one possible identity among others. 
She loves her husband, be he cosmopolitan hero or boring 
Ass.  

The odd construction of the line “So has he as bored me 
to slump” (echoing Shem’s gloss after the Night-Lessons in-
terlude: “WHY MY AS LIKEWISE WHIS HIS,” FW 293.R1-3) 
might be read as a implying that Anna Livia has bored her 
husband as well. He’s bored me to slump as I’ve bored him. 
The “as,” then, rather cutely cues us into the Ass’s role as a 
sort of subjective switch, a comparison that turns our others 
into ourselves, revealing our own internal contradictions. 
“The sehm asnuh,” she says (620.16): the Shem asinus, or 
Latin for ass, is the same as/Ass now and the same as/Ass 
new. This is what it means to bore yourself: both to accept 
yourself as old news, the same as now, but also to see 
yourself as strange, as a split subjectivity capable of boring 
itself, thus same as new. This auto-boredom is thus the 
same Ass, as well—the internalization of the Ass. Just as 
mature boredom is finding the interpretive key not outside 
the text but within it, so the key to understanding our hu-
manity lies not outside ourselves in a captive animal other 
but in the short-circuit that finds the inexplicability originally 
identified with the animal instead in ourselves, in our own 
strangeness. In boring ourselves, we become our own Ass, 
and, like ALP, become “good and rested.” 
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Mia L. McIver 
ASH IN THE TROPOSPHERE: THE CENTURY OF 
JOYCE OR, INFRAREADING 
 
 
The distance between Ulysses and Finnegans Wake is often 
measured by the difference between Stephen’s meditation 
on “the ineluctable modality of the visible” (U 3.1) and the 
elusive darkness that covers up HCE’s crimes and generates 
“darktongues” (FW 223.28). Finnegans Wake’s sensory 
challenges have long fascinated readers, many of whom 
have taken the book’s difficulty as an occasion to study the 
historical, psychoanalytic, and phenomenological dimensions 
of sensory perception. Because of the way its “gossipa-
ceous” (FW 195.4), polyglot language favors hearsay, ru-
mor, and song over referential visualization, the Wake’s 
dominant sense is usually considered to be sound. For ex-
ample, Steven Connor explains the effect of the Wake’s lan-
guage as follows: “the force of sound is made so pervasive 
as to interfere with the processes of visualization that are 
otherwise to the fore in reading.”1  

Throughout his career, Joyce was interested in blind 
characters, in vision as a perceptual mode of apprehension, 
and in “narration under a blindfold,” as Margot Norris has 
called Joyce’s early narrative technique.2 Roy K. Gottfried 
has directly attributed Ulysses’s difficulty to Joyce’s eye 
problems, arguing that “the opacity of Joyce’s vision makes 
the particular density of Ulysses.”3 That sight is problematic 
in the Wake has made it all the more attractive as an object 
of inquiry: the conjunction of visual and referential opacity 
described by John Bishop has attracted scholars like moths 

 
 1  Steven Connor, “The Modern Auditory I,” Rewriting the Self: Histories from 

the Renaissance to the Present, ed. Roy Porter (London: Routledge, 1997) 
222-3. 

 2  Margot Norris, “Narration under a Blindfold: Reading Joyce’s ‘Clay,’” PMLA 
102 (1987/2): 206-15. 

 3  Roy K. Gottfried, Joyce’s Iritis and the Irritated Text: The Dis-lexic Ulysses 
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida) 8. 
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to a flame.4 Rather than expounding the biographical, cine-
matic, photographic, or Lacanian aspects of the gaze, how-
ever, I want to suggest that the visual and conceptual 
difficulties the Wake presents are connected to the book’s 
pervasive tropes of pollution, waste, and excess. In doing 
so, I will take some first steps toward reading Joyce with 
the work of French philosopher Alain Badiou; I will offer a 
new reading of FW 143.22-8, the “collideorscape” passage, 
identifying a reference to one of Prague’s most famous resi-
dents; and I will reflect on the possibilities of genetic criti-
cism. What links these concerns together is their 
simultaneous investment in dirt, grime, and visibility. 

In April, 2010, plumes of ash from the Icelandic volcano 
Eyjafjallajökull grounded Europe’s air traffic and threatened 
to grind the economy to a halt, too. Ash dispersed through 
the troposphere, the lowest layer of the atmosphere that 
stretches from 4 to 12 miles above the Earth’s surface. The 
media narrative about Eyjafjallajökull’s eruption focused on 
the uncanny experience of the stranded, many of whom 
could see no first-hand visible evidence of the fine-grained 
particles—essentially tiny bits of glass—that were causing 
all the trouble. For much of the nine-day period, blue skies 
and lovely days prevailed. Sunsets of liquid fire were the 
main evidence that, farther up in the troposphere, the invisi-
ble ash threatened to stall even the most powerful and pre-
cisely-engineered jets. Compare this to the BP oil spill 
disaster in the Gulf of Mexico, which began the next month 
when the Deep Sea Horizon oil rig collapsed and started 
leaking plumes of oil from the ocean floor. Despite originat-
ing a mile down in the darkest water, the gushing leak was 
viewable on camera 24 hours a day and produced surface 
pollution that seeped into every secret curve of shoreline. In 
contrast to Eyjafjallajökull, the BP oil spill created a mess all 
too sickeningly visible. 

This brief prelude on inverse relationships between sight 
and pollution sets out some of the key terms for my argu-
ment about Finnegans Wake. Joyce was interested in Ice-

 
 4  John Bishop, Joyce’s Book of the Dark: Finnegans Wake (Madison: Univer-
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landic volcanoes; references to the volcano Hekla are scat-
tered throughout the text. More globally, pollution is a gov-
erning trope for the Wake, with its midden heaps and 
excremental offenses. Plumes of ash and oil are figuratively 
connected to the act of writing through the French la plume, 
or pen. To travel between pollution and writing—a thor-
oughly Joycean connection—one need only follow the turn 
of a bird who donates her feather, une plume, for a quill, 
and then takes flight, rising and blooming. The Wake’s tro-
posphere is such a field of messy, wafting, proliferating 
tropes. The bird that rises from its own ashes is the phoe-
nix, a trope exploited by both Joyce and Alain Badiou. 

Joyce and Badiou share a profound interest in thinking 
the relationship between history, universality, and formaliza-
tion. The question of novelty—how do new thoughts, new 
forms, new actions enter the world?—is itself an explicit 
theme informing both Joyce’s fiction and Badiou’s philoso-
phy. Though Badiou’s work primarily emerges from the 
mathematics of set theory, it is deeply informed by litera-
ture. Badiou self-affiliates most closely with Beckett, on 
whom he has written an entire book of essays.5 In The Cen-
tury, which examines how the twentieth century defined it-
self politically and aesthetically, Badiou offers readings of 
Brecht, Pessoa, and Mandelstam; elsewhere he alludes to 
Celan and Mallarmé.6 He posits that the aesthetics of mini-
malism signal what he calls “the passion for the real”: the 
historical, not ideological, certainty that the “new man” can 
be finally realized through destruction that is both lethal and 
creative. The passion for the real is a conviction that trav-
erses art, science, and politics to characterize the twentieth 
century. Abstract modern art brings the relative universe of 
representation to ruin and couples destruction with the de-
finitive. The goal of such art would be to have the last word. 
Badiou focuses on the stripped-down, subtractive aesthetic 
of minimal difference that characterizes abstract painting 

 
 5  Alain Badiou, On Beckett, eds. Alberto Toscano & Nina Power (Manchester: 

Clinamen, 2004). 
 6  Alain Badiou, The Century, trans. Alberto Toscano (Cambrider: Polity, 
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(for example, Malevich’s “White on White”) and Beckett’s 
prose. 

Joyce makes just one tantalizing appearances in The 
Century. Badiou uses Joyce’s “odyssey of forms” to illus-
trate that “formalization [was] the great unifying power be-
hind all the [twentieth] century’s undertakings.” 7 Badiou 
here is thinking of Ulysses. Nicholas Brown has asserted 
with respect to Badiou, “the Event that was Ulysses needs 
no further elaboration.”8 Badiou’s concept of the event is his 
mostly highly developed contribution to philosophy. The 
event is a historical irruption that arises in an unprecedented 
configuration, shifts paradigms, and compels fidelity in its 
aftermath. In Badiou’s terms, a subject is retrospectively 
constituted through her fidelity to an event, and an event is 
recognizable only through the universal fidelity of the sub-
jects who are true to it. When Brown names Ulysses an 
Event, he means that we must be faithful to the way Ulys-
ses taught us to read; we cannot read otherwise but in the 
shadow of Joyce. But if Ulysses can be called evental be-
cause of the way it transformed reading practices, what of 
the “etymological inferno,” as Seamus Deane calls it,9 of 
Finnegans Wake, forever in need of further elaboration be-
cause, as Derek Attridge reminds us, “reading the Wake is a 
never-ending activity”?10 The Wake resists Badiou’s claim 
that formalization was the great unifying power behind all 
the twentieth century’s undertakings. I am proposing that 
Joyce is Badiou’s blind spot. The deformations and permuta-
tions of Finnegans Wake challenge the contention that the 
century’s drive was essentially subtractive. The goal of the 
Wake—and the goal of reading the Wake—is not to see clear 
minimal outlines, but to see what happens in the murk of 
history, myth, and desire. 

 
 7  Badiou, The Century, 160. 
 8  Nicholas Brown, Utopian Generations: The Political Horizon of Twentieth-

Century Literature (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005) 211 n.120. 
 9  Seamus Deane, “Finnegans Wake,” The Novel: Forms and Themes, ed. 
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Nevertheless, some of Badiou’s statements can illuminate 
our reading of Joyce. Visibility is crucial to Badiou’s state-
ments about art. For Badiou, modernist aesthetics are, on 
the one hand, principally performative: one pole is the 
ephemeral moment of the dance, which exists on stage and 
then disappears, never to be exactly replicated. On the 
other, they are also infinitely repetitive: the other pole is the 
mechanical projection of the cinema, which can be activated 
over and over. These two poles mark the extremes of visual 
temporality. The question is whether our glimpse of the aes-
thetic is punctual or sustained. Either the artwork is visible 
only in the moment of its execution (as on stage), or persis-
tence of vision keeps it before our eyes (as in the darkened 
movie theater, the frames whizzing by). Or both. “The twen-
tieth-century artwork is nothing other than the visibility of 
its own act,” Badiou writes. 11 This means more than simply 
the familiar privileging of aesthetic process over aesthetic 
product. It also frames modernist aesthetics as phoenix-like, 
displaying its own self-consumption. 

In Badiou’s account, modernism’s grand ambition is to 
exhaust itself in the finite terminus of its execution. Yet 
demonstrating that exhaustive finitude requires repetition. 
The repeated performance of finitude (like a phoenix’s re-
burning) therefore leaves infinite traces (like a phoenix’s 
ashes) that are themselves separate from what is repeated. 
Irretrievably consigned to repetition, the artist “confer[s] 
visibility upon the pure act immanent to any repetition.” 12 
Such a pure act is unique, singular, and paradoxically uncor-
rupted by the degrading repetition to which it is immanent. 
Thus Badiou quickly reverses the momentary/perpetual val-
ues associated with dance and cinema: what is unrepeatable 
endures as a trace, while repetition forms the backdrop into 
which the trace blends and recedes. Art cannot then be 
properly called a work, because it is never fully present be-
fore us, never fully accomplished. Art, it seems, is a dream 
at which we can only snatch upon waking, a pure act 
whose purity is forever lapsed. 

 
11  Badiou, The Century, 159. 
12  Badiou, The Century, 159.. 
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The post-lapsarian blackness, blankness, and blindness of 
the Wake, in which so much is submerged beneath percep-
tible wavelengths, speak to this predicament. Bishop has de-
scribed the world of the Wake as “a universe whose visible 
surfaces lie beyond—below—the red end of the spectrum.”13 
As has been clear from the moment of its publication, its 
opacity demands alternatives to conventional visualization 
and insight. The Wake’s obsession with the color spectrum 
points to the dubious utility of analysis performed by the 
light of day (and, as Vicki Mahaffey notes, according to 
Enlightenment values14). A prism separates wavelengths into 
light’s components, but the sum of the parts falls short of 
the whole. At one point, for example, Shem consumes 
“some sort of a rhubarbarous maundarin yellagreen funkle-
blue windigut diodying applejack” (FW 171.16-7), and with 
it gulps down the red-orange-yellow-green-blue-indigo-violet 
wavelengths, but it leaves him “wheywhingingly sick of 
life,” (FW 171.16), mild, bland and complaining. 

Far more exciting are those passionate “flores of speech” 
(FW 143.4) that bloom in the red light of dusk, when color 
stains the sky because particulate matter interferes with the 
sunlight, and only the longest wavelengths reach our eyes. 
The phoenix, the devil, the heliotrope, the volcano: these 
powerful figures that crop up over and over in the Wake are 
linked through their association with the red that symbolizes 
ripeness, pleasure, sin, and anger. Although all our color 
perception is to some extent a matter of interference—we 
perceive the wavelengths that have not been absorbed by a 
given object and that are reflected back to our retinas—we 
perceive red in the atmosphere at times of maximal interfer-
ence. Sunrise and sunset, the periods that frame the night, 
appear red because shorter wavelengths have been scat-
tered during their long trip through the troposphere. Red is 
the visible color closest to darkness; infrared technologies 
using wavelengths below the visible spectrum are most 
commonly used in night vision tools. 

 
13  Bishop, Joyce’s Book of the Dark, 224. 
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In the Wake, none of the figures tracks the light directly 
because tropes do not achieve figuration in a straightforward 
manner. Something interferes by diabolically bending the 
light of reason. It is a commonplace of poststructuralist the-
ory that all tropes involve such refraction. Paul de Man, for 
instance, declared “blindness to be the necessary correlative 
of the rhetorical nature of literary language.”15 Figurative 
language procures insight by obscuring sight. The Wake’s 
troposphere is filled with detritus because the cluttered near-
darkness offers the most possibility for linguistic refraction 
and diffraction. 

Despite his resistance to and arguments with poststruc-
turalism, Badiou assents to this haze. Of twentieth century 
literature, he writes, “It is not a tranquil light that bathes this 
nascent world. It is a sun made for the Phoenix, and we can 
never forget the ashes from which it arose…. Yes, the cen-
tury is an ashen sun.”16 Ash, like the snow of “The Dead” or 
the rain of Woolf’s The Years, settles on people and things 
and renders them continuous and indistinct. It is a reminder 
of ruin and devastation. This dampening can be a deadening, 
but it can also be an equalizing. An ashen sun stills life in-
stead of nurturing it, as at Pompeii, but it leaves behind 
negative spaces that testify to the outlines of the forms it 
has abstracted. It is for this reason that Badiou calls twenti-
eth-century aesthetics “starkly anti-humanist” and “overhu-
man.”17 He sees little evidence of interest in human 
specificity or particularity, but much interest in excavated 
forms that univocally proclaim “an indifference towards the 
judgement of men.”18 Univocity is, for Badiou, an indication 
of the passion for the real, the result of the reduction of art 
to the act. 

Badiou’s assertion that “the century will have been the 
century of univocity” is another point where we might ques-
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tion where Joyce fits in Badiou’s century.19 The polyvocal 
Wake can, as Clive Hart noted in 1962, make readers feel as 
if they were in “a permanent state of multiple vision” (34).20 
For example, the phoenix trope in Joyce’s work is closely 
related to the volcano trope. Both bird and magma lie dor-
mant and then explosively erupt in a cyclical pattern. (Vul-
can, like Satan, also endures a long fall through the 
heavens.) Our double vision is further complicated because 
the volcano and the phoenix come together in HCE, who is 
both sleeping mountain and Phoenix Park lurker. All three 
stand as figures for the interplay between ordinary time and 
evental moments: long periods of sleepy normality punctu-
ated by brief cataclysmic explosions. But this rhythm does 
not tell the whole story, because it leaves out the ash that 
drifts and falls following the immolation of both the phoenix 
and the volcano. That ash is the trace of the unrepeatable in 
the act; it is also a noxious pollutant that refracts the white 
light. The ash situates us in a dim world. It forces us to see, 
like Glugg, through “lavabad eyes” (FW 240.16) vision laved 
or bathed in lava. Since his eyes are situated in a lavabed, 
these are bedroom eyes, trying to see desire through an ob-
sidian blackness. Vicki Mahaffey has described how the 
starlight in which Bloom and Stephen regard each other in 
the “Ithaca” chapter of Ulysses functions as “the impossible 
cause and fulfillment of our desires.”21 Mahaffey explains 
that the gentle illumination of the dark both provokes and 
prevents relationships through its mediation. In Finnegans 
Wake, the foul air performs a similar function in a much less 
idealized fashion. The ambivalent desire that it stokes is pri-
marily a desire for comprehension. 

All this dust and interference may make us wish someone 
like the “Clearer of the Air,” who appears at the end of “The 
Mime of Mick, Nick, and the Maggies” (FW 258.20). Clear 
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air would facilitate our vision of celestial universality from 
our entrenched position here on earth. Clear air would allow 
us all to be astronomers, solving the mysteries of the heav-
ens. Even as astronomers, few of us could live up to the 
reputation of Tycho Brahe, who remarkably wore a false 
nose after his real nose had been sliced off in a duel. Ac-
cording to his protégé Johannes Kepler (in whose story there 
is much to be doubted), Tycho died of a ruptured bladder 
because he was so hospitable that he refused to excuse 
himself from a banquet one night. “Tycho Brache Crescent” 
appears as a place-name at FW 260.10-11, and in “Scylla 
and Charybdis,” Stephen Dedalus thinks skeptically of 
Tycho’s observation of a “daystar” (U 9.928), the 1572 su-
pernova that supposedly heralded Shakespeare’s 1564 birth. 
Joyce might also have been aware of Tycho’s dismissal of 
Giordano Bruno of Nola, the heretic astronomer whom Joyce 
adopted as a patron for the Wake. When Bruno the Nolan 
sent Tycho a copy of his 1588 Acrotismus camoeracensis, 
Tycho inscribed it with a pejorative note that began “Nul-
lanus,” a pun on “Nolan” that suggested Bruno’s work was 
worthless.22 Tycho, like Joyce, lived much of his life in self-
imposed exile, choosing Prague over his native Denmark. In-
scribed above his tomb in the Church of Our Lady before 
Tyn in Prague is his personal motto: “Esse potius quam 
haberi,” or “Better to be than to seem to be.” 

In Finnegans Wake I.6, the quiz chapter, question nine 
inquires about obstructed vision when it asks about “an ear-
sighted view of old hopeinhaven” (143.9-10). The question 
finishes, “Ah how starring! but Heng’s got a bit of Horsa’s 
nose and Jeff’s got the signs of Ham round his mouth and 
the beau that spun beautiful pales as it palls, what roserude 
and oragious grows gelb and greem, blue out the ind of it! 
Violet’s dyed! Then what would that fargazer seem to 
seemself to seem seeming of, dimm it all?” (FW 143.22-7). 
The bit of nose, the bursting of the blue blow-out that leads 
to violet/violent death, the fargazer-stargazer, the potentially 
inauthentic dyed shade of violet, the repetition of “seem,” 
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and the earlier references in this passage to Brahe’s home-
town, Copenhagen, and to Hamlet, a Danish kinsman who 
also claims that he knows not seems, all point to Brahe.23  

The answer to the question is “A collideorscape!” (FW 
143.28). Brahe and kaleidoscopic vision come together be-
cause the passage chops up Brahe verbally, just as he was 
chopped up physically, and just as a kaleidoscope chops up 
light. This passage laments and celebrates the impossibility 
of clear perception, as the colors run and light “dims and 
deeps and dusks and darks” (FW 226.12-3). Philip Kitcher 
has recently focused on this passage as support for his ar-
gument that the Wake’s overall thrust has to do with an 
aged dreamer looking back over his life, which is nearly at 
an end.24 Reading Tycho Brahe in this passage casts 
Kitcher’s reading into doubt. Thanks to his discovery of a 
supernova in the constellation Cassiopeia in 1572, Brahe is a 
figure for the new and the novel. The supernova is another 
explosive novelty, like the phoenix and the volcano, and like 
those other figures can be apprehended through traces of its 
own happening. Importantly, in this passage, Brahe is situ-
ated in the “dinmurk”: the dim and din of a murky Denmark 
(FW 143.7).  

Badiou considers the dim to be emblematic of Beckett’s 
subtractive ontology: “dim,” he notes, “is the name of what 
exposes being.”25 He means that Beckett’s works are largely 
set at dusk because it is then that contraries can meet and 
become superimposed on each other without dialectically 
synthesizing. In that atmosphere, a universal truth may be 
revealed. “Reaching the truth of being requires that one 
think the in-separate, the in-distinct […] This cardinal state-
ment about being pollutes the entirety of language.”26 Lan-
guage reaches its saturation point of pollution in Finnegans 
Wake, Joyce’s book of the dim. Our ability to read that pol-
lution without sanitizing it depends on our accepting that 
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polluted vision is, figuratively, the channel through which we 
arrive at new knowledge.  

According to Badiou, twentieth-century aesthetics at-
tempted unsuccessfully to vacuum away the ashen tropo-
sphere when it attempted to have the last word on the new 
man. “What the century desires […] is a universality without 
remainder, without adherence to any particularity whatso-
ever […] the kind of functionality that has forgotten every 
instance of stylistic particularity,” he writes.27 Bauhaus ar-
chitecture epitomizes such remainder-less functionality. One 
might think that a complete reduction of form to function 
would make a designed object quite user-friendly. But no: 
Badiou describes this aesthetic desire to discard style as a 
desire to be above quotidian needs. He describes modernist 
aesthetics as chillingly abstract: “An art far removed from 
the business of humans. Infinite in its act, art is not the least 
bit destined to the satisfaction of human animals in their 
tepid everyday life.28 This is a sort of functionality so inten-
sified that it transcends utility altogether. Badiou continues, 
“The art of the century is an art of the overhuman.”29 He 
means that non-representative art eludes the trap of materi-
ality in which humanity is mired. Austere and aloof, this 
non-mimetic art aspires to needing no human response or 
interpretation. Resisting human contamination, it aspires to 
speaking entirely for itself, to be entirely self-evident. This, 
for Badiou, is another dimension of the twentieth-century’s 
desire for exhaustiveness and univocity.  

If Badiou reads the century (and particularly Beckett) as 
desirous of universality without remainder, Beckett reads the 
early version of Finnegans Wake, Work in Progress, as ex-
clusively remainder, entirely lacking universality. He 
shrewdly notes that this universal remainder is a negative 
universality, distinguished by the “absolute absence of the 
Absolute.”30 Finnegans Wake is content to let the ashes 
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drift; pollution is the only constant. Beckett’s own analysis 
of Vico finds that subtraction to the minimum and prolifera-
tion to the maximum are continuous, not opposite, ex-
tremes. This means that we might well call Finnegans Wake 
an art of the underhuman: an art consumed with human 
messes. This is one reason it requires infrareading, infra- 
meaning under or below. Reading beneath the language of 
the Wake is reading for the sub-perceptible frequencies that 
can help us see in the dim and make sense of the Wake. In-
frareading, reading below the lines, is reading rhetorically in 
order to discover how the text’s troping makes its medium 
visible. To put a fine point on it, this is not quite Stephen 
Dedalus’s “shut your eyes and see” (U 3.9). Just as squint-
ing can bring something into focus, infrareading means at-
tending to the interference that can paradoxically clarify. 
Infrareading names a critical practice that has been aban-
doned by certain forms of genetic criticism. 

At its best, genetic criticism thinks of itself as dispelling 
darkness by making Finnegans Wake visible as an act in-
stead of as an object. Certainly Joyce expended consider-
able energy preserving his own manuscripts, and genetic 
criticism has made a tremendous amount of progress in ren-
dering Joyce’s writing visible as a historical process. To do 
this is to combine the theoretical and philological approaches 
to reading that genetic criticism is capable of at its best.31 
But relatively few genetic critics are willing to convert their 
documentation of that process into new interpretive gam-
bits. 

The “gray canon” of manuscripts, typescripts, letters, 
notes, and marginalia employed by genetic critics is an ap-
propriate term.32 It is gray because its status is unclear. To 
those who privilege the published text as the basis for inter-
pretation, the gray canon can seem at best irrelevant and at 
worst a hindrance. But given the Wake’s investment in ob-
scurity, it can be a form of fidelity to the event of Finnegans 
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Wake to root around in this detritus, these leavings, to see 
what there is to discover. In other words, to work in the 
gray canon is to sift through the ashes of everything that 
combusted to make the troposphere. 

I find, however, that the most illuminating genetic criti-
cism does not raze the distinction between avant-texte and 
published text. The tension between linguistic invention and 
linguistic repetition that genetic criticism thrives on is most 
convincingly motivated toward interpretation when the pub-
lished version of the text is not considered to be simply one 
of many drafts. After all, it is the published text around 
which the majority of Joyce’s reading communities have 
been constituted. And these reading communities also exer-
cise the fidelity through which the Wake can be conceived 
of as evental. In other words, Finnegans Wake leaves a trail 
of ash in both directions in history: backward from its publi-
cation through its composition, and forward from its publica-
tion through its reception. As Derrida objects in Ulysses 
Gramophone, one does not need privileged access to the ar-
chive in order to see the refractions Joyce’s texts perform. 

According to Badiou, formalization resides not in the 
work of art itself but in what the work gives rise to, in the 
new thinking authorized by the aesthetic act. A Badiouan 
reading of Joyce, then, would ask what exceptional thinking 
the Wake pushes us to, what forms of thinking it authorizes 
rather than what form it takes (or took in draft form). The 
wake of Finnegans Wake can be read as the aftermath of a 
Badiouan event. Thus I would have to revise my earlier 
statement about Tycho Brahe and declare that Finnegans 
Wake privileges not the new itself—neither birth nor awak-
ening nor arousal—but the long trace of the new, what we 
might call the refraction period. In Joycean terms, this im-
plies that to remain faithful to the event is, in some sense, 
to soil ourselves and not to clean it up: “In the wake of the 
blackshape […] from ennemberable Ashias […] the Phoeni-
cian awakes” (FW 608.28-32). As the backwash of history 
surges forward, the phoenix never shakes itself free of its 
own ashes. Or, in terms of our volcanic trope, the ash and 
lava emitted by the mountain become its slope. 
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A Joycean reading of Badiou, on the other hand, would 
require us to revise his claim that the distinguishing feature 
of the twentieth-century artwork is a non-mimetic univocity 
that needs no interpretation because it speaks for itself. This 
description simply does not apply to Joyce. More than any-
one else, Joyce shows us that an apparent univocity is 
never univocal, and that any attempt “to do all the diddies in 
one dedal” (to do everything at once, to cram all the forefa-
thers into one thimble or one figure like Daedalus, to sing all 
tunes simultaneously [FW 179.17]) requires careful, sus-
tained, skeptical examination of the historical particularities 
that are blended together, conjoined with expansive and 
creative thinking that pushes interpretation forward. 

Because collideorscapic analysis—that prismatic study—
can be a dazzling dead end if it merely ends at an empirical 
catalog of component parts. The work of thinking must 
press ahead not in search of the last word, but in search of 
the next word. The Wake deals in refraction to expose itself 
as a medium, to make visible its own act. “Dimm it all,” the 
troposphere is inevitably cloudy (FW 143). Nevertheless we 
must shine our infraread light, a light that protects the expo-
sure of being, and describe what we sort-of see. 
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Cat Gubernatis Dannen 
“GENGHIS IS GHOON FOR YOU”:  
GUINNESS, COLONIALISM, & CAPITALISM IN 
FINNEGANS WAKE 
 
 
In the first chapter of Finnegans Wake the Irish folk hero Tim 
Finnegan (an alter ego of H.C.E.) is described as being laid 
to rest with a barrel of whiskey at his feet and “a barrow-
load of guenesis hoer his head” (FW 6.27). The word “gue-
nesis” in this phrase combines “Guinness” with “genesis” 
and enables a barrel of the dark creamy stout to express 
themes of origins and beginnings. This passage is the earli-
est appearance of the word “Guinness” in the Wake where it 
is mentioned frequently: sometimes it signifies a beer in a 
list of other alcoholic drinks, sometimes it refers to the 
brewery itself, a prominent Dublin landmark, or sometimes it 
represents the Guinness family, which played an important 
role in nineteenth- and twentieth-century Irish politics. Guin-
ness was certainly a ubiquitous institution in early twentieth-
century Ireland, and the intimate relationship between this 
company and this country suggests that these references to 
Guinness in Finnegans Wake are meant to signify Irishness. 
But when Joyce chooses to combine the word “Guinness” 
with others to form new words in the Wake, however, two 
interesting themes emerge that complicate ideas about the 
beer’s Irish identity and reveal the history of Guinness’ rela-
tionship with Great Britain in the early years of the Irish Free 
State. In this paper, I argue that Joyce’s frequent combina-
tions of the word “Guinness” with the word “Genghis” or 
“guinea” in Finnegans Wake are actually a critique of the 
company’s renewed business relationship with the United 
Kingdom during the late 1920s and 1930s. This commen-
tary contributes to the complicated nationalistic and anti-
imperial discourse in Joyce’s fictional works and extends his 
specific ideas about independence and economics in his 
early writings to the project of nation building.  

Certainly the word “Guinness” appears in the Wake un-
adulterated or changed, but in the first and last chapters of 
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the book, Joyce deliberately combines the name of Ireland’s 
famous beer with the name of an ancient and feared war-
rior—Genghis Khan. In Book I, Chapter I, when mourners at 
Finnegans’ wake address the fallen hero, they urge him to 
remain “in the land of souls with […] Nobucketnozzler [Ne-
buchadnezzar] and the Guinnghis Khan [Genghis Khan]” (FW 
24.28-34). Here “Guinness” is combined with “Genghis,” 
associating the Guinness institution with a leader of a group 
of barbarians. A short excerpt from the book Genghis Khan, 
The Emperor of All Men (1927) by Harold Lamb allows mod-
ern readers to gain a fuller understanding of how the Mongol 
king was portrayed by Joyce’s contemporaries. Lamb 
writes, “When he marched with his horde, it was over de-
grees of latitude and longitude instead of miles; cities in his 
path were often obliterated, and rivers diverted from the 
courses; deserts were peopled with the fleeing and dying, 
and when he had passed, wolves and ravens often were the 
sole living things in once populous lands.”1 Lamb’s descrip-
tion here emphasizes how this foreign invader not only 
slaughtered innocent people but also annihilated the very 
structures of civilization, reducing them to a scavenger-
infested wasteland.  

Another instance when the word “Guinness” is combined 
with “Genghis” is at the beginning of Book IV, the last sec-
tion of the Wake, when HCE is called to rise up. His pub will 
be reopened and has the “highest gratifications in announc-
ing to pewtewr publikumst of pratician pratyusers, genghis 
is ghoon for you” (FW 593.16-8). Here Guinness stout is di-
rectly equated with Genghis. And instead of being “good,” 
like in the well-known advertising slogan, “Guinness Is 
Good For You,” “Guinness”/“Genghis” is “ghoon” for you. 
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word “goon” 
was a popular slang term, originating in America in the 
1920s. Life Magazine defined it by saying: “The word 
‘Goon’ was first popularized by college students who used it 
to mean any stupid person. Labor union lingo has given it a 

 
 1  Special thanks to Diageo PLC for permitting the reproduction of their 

images in this essay; Harold Lamb, Genghis Khan (New York: Robert M. 
McBride & Co., 1927) 13. 
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second meaning: a tough or thug. Rival unions and factions 
speak of another's ‘Goon Squads.’”2 So even in this hopeful 
invitation for HCE to rise, “Guinness” is “Genghis” and 
“ghoon,” an idiot or an enforcer. Both of the above refer-
ences, therefore, draw parallels between the Irish company, 
their product, and a mythic figure associated with otherness, 
savagery, and destruction. 

Joyce also repeatedly combines the word “Guinness” 
with the word “guinea,” a unit of money in the United King-
dom. A guinea is the equivalent of one pound one shilling 
and was frequently used to quote the price of luxury goods, 
associating this monetary unit with the English upper class.3 
Joyce highlights the imperialistic connotation of the word 
“guinea,” and the “gin” sound it shares with the word 
“Guinness,” in the story of Jute and Mutt in Book I, Chapter 
1. After a set of failed exchanges, Jute, the invader, tries to 
“bribe” the indigenous Mutt, referencing the sale of Manhat-
tan to the Dutch from the Native Americans.4 Jute says, 
“One eyegonblack. Bisons is bisons. Let me fore all your ha-
sitancy cross your qualm with trink gilt. Here have sylvan 
coyne, a piece of oak. Ghinees hies good for you” (FW 
16.29-31). In this tale of the colonized and the colonizer, 
Jute urges Mutt to just let things go, let “bygone be by-
gones” and offers him “trink gilt,” or “a gilt trinket” or “a 
“trinkgeld,” (the German word for “tip”), along with a “syl-
van coyne” or a wooden nickel.5 He ends his offer by trying 
to convince Mutt that “Ghineese hies good for you,” that 
“guineas,” the money of the imperialists, is “good” for the 
locals. The context of the narrative in this passage empha-
sizes the connections the word “guinea” has to the English 
aristocracy, reminds readers of the colonization of Ireland, 

 
 2  “goon, n.” OED Online, March 2012, Oxford University Press, 

http://www.oed.com/. 
 3  “Guinea, n.” OED Online, March 2012, Oxford University Press, 

http://www.oed.com/. 
 4  William York Tindall, A Reader’s Guide to Finnegans Wake (New York: 

Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1969) 43. 
 5  Roland McHugh, Annotations to Finnegans Wake (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1991) 16. 
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and suggests that the Guinness institution is involved in this 
exploitive relationship.  

The “Guinness” / “Guineas” association is also evident in 
Book I, Chapter 5, in the phrase “Allfor Guineas,” one of the 
many names for ALP’s manifesto (FW 106.30). In this title, 
Joyce bastardizes the founder of the brewery’s name, “Ar-
thur Guinness,” substituting “all for” for Arthur and “guin-
eas” for the last name “Guinness.” This wordplay suggests 
that either the founder, or the company itself, is “all for 
guineas,” all about making a profit or furthering the interests 
of the British upper class. A comparable set of associations 
is formed in Book II, Chapter 3 in a phone conversation 
about nature and fertility.6 The speaker exalts “And till Ar-
thur comes againus and sen peatrick's he's reformed we'll 
pose him together a piece, a pace. Shares in guineases!” 
(FW 361.3-5) Once again, “Guinness” is replaced with 
“guineas,” demonstrating how the company and its revenue 
are conflated. And with a nod to the English legend of 
Camelot, the speaker here implies that when Ireland’s king 
Arthur, Arthur Guinness, comes back from the dead, he’ll 
present the people shares of the company stock, instead of 
true salvation—a self-interested, monetary offering. This 
passage questions the benefits the Guinness company pro-
vides to the Irish population and reminds readers of the fam-
ily’s loyalty to England, something Joyce would not have 
forgotten. Joyce’s father was the secretary of the United 
Liberal Club in Dublin, and during one of the elections, the 
older Joyce was responsible for counting the votes. After a 
conservative loss, John Joyce “had the pleasure of telling” 
Sir Arthur Edward Guinness (the founder’s great-grandson) 
and his colleague James Stirling “that [they were] no longer 
club member[s].”7 This story is commemorated in Finnegans 
Wake itself in Book II, Chapter II when it is noted that: “the 
same Messherrn the grinning statesmen, Brock and Leon, 
have shunted the grumbling coundedtouts, Starlin and Ser 
Artur Ghinis” (FW 272.24-7). 

 
 6  Tindall, A Reader’s Guide, 202. 
 7  Richard Ellman, James Joyce (New York: Oxford University Press, 1959) 

15-6. 
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Joyce’s use of the word “Guinness,” especially when the 
name itself undergoes some sort of linguistic change, asso-
ciates the black stout with two things. Combining the word 
“Guinness” with the word “Genghis” gives the resulting 
portmanteau words, like “Guinnghis Khan,” a sinister conno-
tation, insinuating that Guinness is ruthless, destructive, and 
foreign. Combining the word “Guinness” with the word 
“guinea” as in “Ghineese” and “Allfor Guineas” highlights 
the company’s single-minded drive to turn a profit. This im-
plies that Guinness might be using suspect or even unethical 
means to generate sales and infers that the company has 
sacrificed its morals for money. Both variations of the word 
“Guinness,” therefore, are hypercritical of how Arthur Guin-
ness, Son, and Company conducts itself in the marketplace. 
In addition, most of these oblique references to “Guinness” 
in the Wake have another thing in common: the above 
phrases appear in chapters of the book that were composed 
and revised around the same period of time. All were started 
in the early or middle 1920s but had finishing touches added 
in either 1936 or 1938, directly after St. James’ Gate had 
gone through several radical transitions in order to revive the 
stagnant company. In order to understand why Joyce might 
have been so critical of Guinness, let us examine how the 
company’s business strategy and its relationship to England 
evolved during this time period.  

During the late 1920s, as other nations were recovering 
from World War I and Ireland worked to establish itself as a 
stable nation state, Arthur Guinness, Son, and Co. faced 
similarly significant challenges. Sluggish markets, export 
taxes, changes in consumer lifestyles, and lagging postwar 
sales lead Guinness board member Ben Newbold to believe 
that the company’s future rested on its ability to further tap 
into the English beer market. Guinness was being enjoyed on 
several continents at this point, but Newbold believed that 
the market with the most potential for growth was England. 
At this time England had twenty times more beer drinkers 
than Ireland and persuading them to choose a Guinness 
when ordering at the pub would more than make up for any 
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money lost to taxes exporting the product.8 Newbold pro-
ceeded to devise a multi-tiered business plan to revitalize in-
terest in the company’s product in England, making 
Guinness’ future rest on the success of rebuilding its rela-
tionship with Ireland’s former colonizer.  

Newbold’s first recommendation was to create a new 
department in the company devoted to nothing but English 
trade, spearheaded by a “coordinating official” who would 
be based in Britain. He also advocated increasing the gravity 
of Guinness Extra Stout (and thus the alcohol content), mak-
ing the product more appealing to British and Northern Irish 
pub goers.9 Moreover, he believed that Guinness should ac-
quire an existing British bottling business, a move that 
would strengthen the company’s brand.  

Newbold’s most revolutionary and controversial proposal, 
however, was that Guinness begin advertising in the United 
Kingdom. After convincing a reluctant chairman, Edward 
Cecil Guinness, that advertising was “the quickest and 
cheapest means of increasing our trade in England,” in 1927 
the company hired London-based advertising agency S.H. 
Benson to create an engaging marketing campaign for its 
British customers.10 Benson began with market research in 
order to discover what made Guinness so popular, and sur-
prisingly, most respondents answered that they drank Guin-
ness because it was good for them, laying the foundation 
for the classic Guinness slogan. This brilliant but simple tag-
line reinforced commonly held beliefs about the beer’s health 
benefits, which would appeal to current drinkers, and gave 
new costumers a compelling reason to try the black stout 
for the first time.11 Starting in 1928 in Scotland and 1929 in 

 
 8 Bill Yenne, Guinness: The 250-Year Quest for the Perfect Pint (Hoboken: 

John Wiley & Sons, 2007) 90-1. 
 9 Yenne, Guinness, 90; “How do brewers measure the alcohol in beer?” 

Discovery Communications, 
http://recipes.howstuffworks.com/question532.htm. 

10  Yenne, Guinness, 91, 93. 
11 Brian Sibley, The Book of Guinness Advertising (Great Britain: Guinness 

Books, 1985) 38. 
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Great Britain, “Guinness is Good For You” began to appear 
in daily papers and pub posters (Figure 1).12  
 

 
 
The now famous and catchy Guinness slogan was soon 
paired with artist John Gilroy’s cartoons. Some of the com-
pany’s most beloved spokesanimals and spokespeople were 
created by Gilroy for this campaign in the 1930s, and new 
variations on the “Guinness Is Good For You” theme were 
added. British beer drinkers were soon introduced to the su-
perhuman blue-collar workers of the “Guinness for Strength” 
ads and the wacky zoo animals (including the sea lions, os-
trich, and toucan) and the frazzled zookeeper, who were 
paired with the tagline “My Goodness, My Guinness.”13  

Gilroy’s Guinness advertisements, which are still in pubs, 
bars, and restaurants and which have become symbols of 
Ireland for many people, were not originally created for an 
Irish audience—they were created for a British one. In fact, 
none of these well-known Guinness ads appeared in Ireland 

 
12  Yenne, Guinness, 93. 
13  Yenne, Guinness, 98. 
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until the latter half of the twentieth century; it was only dur-
ing the 200-year anniversary of the brewery’s founding 
when Guinness began a large-scale advertising campaign di-
rected to the Irish market.14 In the words of Guinness archi-
vist Eibhlin Roche, “You would not have had billboards or 
posters with the toucan or the other Gilroy circus animals [in 
Ireland] as there were in the United Kingdom. Press advertis-
ing, bus signs, and poster advertising didn’t start in Ireland 
until 1959.”15 Another less well-known series of ads, one 
that parodied scenes and characters from the children’s 
novels Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass 
(Figure 2) further demonstrated how Guinness’ marketing 
strategies were aimed largely at a British consumer base. 
 

 
 
Just as Newbold had predicted, “Guinness Is Good For 
You,” was good for business. Guinness captured 5.5 per-
cent of the British drinking market through 1931, up from 
4.8 percent.16 And with the beginning of the global depres-
sion in the 1930s, hardly any companies produced signifi-
cant earnings, but Guinness sales were up from previous 
years. Headlines in the Irish Times like “Success of English 
Advertising Campaign” attributed the company’s profits to 
its marketing, while simultaneously broadcasting the com-
pany’s business plan.17  

 
14  Yenne, Guinness, 138. 
15  Yenne, Guinness, 138. 
16  Yenne, Guinness, 96 
17  “Guinness Meeting: Success of English Advertising Campaign,” The Irish 

Times (August 9, 1929): 14. 
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What Joyce called “the wine of the country” was becom-
ing so popular in England that in 1936 Guinness opened the 
Park Royal Brewery outside of London, despite the negative 
influence it would have on the Irish economy.18 According to 
The London Times’ article, “Guinness Branch for England,” 
“the mere suggestion that part of [Guinness’] trade is about 
to be transferred to England has come as a shock to [the 
Free State],” depicting the startled public’s reaction to the 
news.19 The same article also gives a detailed explanation of 
the company’s financial contributions to the national Irish 
economy: “[Guinness] is by far the biggest industry in the 
26 counties and has paid as much as ₤16,000,000 in Gov-
ernment duty in a single year […] Furthermore the firm is a 
model employer and pays more than union rates. If, there-
fore, any substantial portion of its business should be with-
drawn from Dublin, a very heavy blow would be dealt at the 
Irish Free State.”20 These statistics show that Guinness was 
not only the biggest manufacturer in a largely agrarian coun-
try, but it was one that strove to take care of its employees, 
and thus the loss of jobs at the well-paying brewery would 
affect other business and industries, and eventually the en-
tire country. With the gradual transfer of Guinness’ produc-
tion to Park Royal, the ultimate result of Ben Newbold’s plan 
was that the identity of the Guinness company underwent a 
transformation in the mid-1930s; in the words of Bill Yenne, 
author of Guinness, The 250 Year Quest for the Perfect 
Pint, “Despite its early origins, Guinness was as much a Brit-
ish beer as it was Irish.”21  

Guinness’ affiliation with England was not particularly 
new. Unlike most of its workforce, the Guinness family was 
Protestant and members of the Anglo-Irish aristocracy. In 
the nineteenth century, England was the beer’s largest im-
porter, and the black stuff was enjoyed by some of the most 
famous members of Victorian English society: Prime Minister 

 
18  James E. Held, “The Thirsty Mariner,” Maritime Life & Traditions 29, 

(2005): 60-69; Yenne, Guinness, 107. 
19  “Guinness Branch For England,” The London Times (August 13, 1934): 15.  
20  “Guinness Branch For England,” 15. 
21  Yenne, Guinness, 107. 
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Benjamin Disraeli commented on the Guinness and oysters 
he enjoyed at the Carlton Hotel in a 1837 letter; Charles 
Dickens wrote about the Irish stout in Sketches by Boz; and 
Guinness was made available and enjoyed by officers all 
over the Empire.22 What made this moment in the com-
pany’s history so unique is that the company and the prod-
uct itself were now tied to England, that Guinness chose to 
rely on this specific market for its survival and growth, and 
that this newer, stronger relationship between Guinness and 
English would have been exposed to the public via the me-
dia. Thus in order to survive during difficult economic times, 
the Guinness institution had aligned the company with 
“Genghis,” the English, the former colonizers, and in the 
process had sold out, becoming “Allfor Guineas.” Joyce 
would have been aware of these changes within the Guin-
ness corporation. He famously kept in touch with current 
event in his homeland by reading the newspapers, corre-
sponding with family members, and visiting with friends. He 
also traveled to England in the summers of 1929, 1930, and 
1931, during the height of the “Guinness Is Good For You” 
campaign and therefore would have witnessed first hand the 
new English advertising strategy for the Irish stout. It is 
even rumored that he was so attracted by the force of Guin-
ness’ first advertising campaign that he actually submitted 
his own slogan to Guinness—“The free, the flow, the frothy 
freshener”—in the hope it would become Benson’s succes-
sor.23  

In light of the brief history described above, Joyce’s lin-
guistic corruption of the word “Guinness” in Finnegans 
Wake is actually a commentary on how the Guinness corpo-
ration and the beer it produced was slowly adopting a Eng-
lish identity and a critique of the company’s plans to 

 
22  Held, “The Thirsty Mariner,” 60. 
23  Yenne, Guinness, 97. Although the story of Joyce’s ad is known in the 

public domain, no evidence has been found to corroborate its physical exis-
tence and prove that this story about Joyce and Guinness is true. For more 
on the urban legend of this supposed advertisement, see my article, “The 
Facts and Fiction behind ‘The Free, The Flow, The Frothy Freshener’: The 
Guinness Brewery and the Story of Joyce’s Lost Ad,” forthcoming in the 
James Joyce Quarterly. 
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aggressively develop the English market in order to increase 
its limping sales. Joyce’s combination of the words “Guin-
ness” and “Genghis” draws parallels between the infamous 
invader and the biggest company in Ireland, suggesting that 
the Guinness institution is actually ruthless, destructive, and 
tyrannical and highlighting the family’s connections to the 
English aristocracy; what is “good” for these outsiders 
makes them “goons” or thugs to others. And the interchang-
ing of the similar sounding words, implies “Guinea” / “Guin-
ness” is all about money. Guinness has sold out because of 
this increased alliance with imperialistic Great Britain, aban-
doning their ethics and their Irish heritage for an increase in 
dividends. The word “Guinness” in these contexts then is 
not a reference to Ireland like what might be initially sup-
posed. It is a reminder of Guinness’ renewed and more visi-
ble relationship with Great Britain, and thus a part of the 
larger anticolonial and nationalistic discourse in Joyce’s writ-
ings. In their foundational work, Semicolonial Joyce, critics 
Derek Attridge and Marjorie Howes articulate the compli-
cated attitudes Joyce had towards Irish politics. They argue 
that Joyce’s writings should be viewed as “semicolonial,” 
because “in their dealings with questions of nationalism and 
imperialism they evidence a complex and ambivalent set of 
attitudes, not reducible to a simple anticolonialism but very 
far from expressing approval of the colonial organizations 
and methods under which Ireland had suffered during a long 
history of oppression, and continued to suffer during 
[Joyce’s] lifetime.”24 Joyce’s critique of Guinness’s business 
relationship with England in Finnegans Wake, found in his 
portmanteau words and linguistic games, are an example 
then of how Joyce’s texts can contain a strong anticolonial 
position. And because Joyce specifically criticizes Arthur 
Guinness, Son, and Co.’s business practices, these refer-
ences to the word “Guinness” demonstrate Joyce’s interest 
in the relationship between capitalism and nationalism, a 
topic that he had previously explored in some of his Triestine 
political lectures and essays. 

 
24 Semicolonial Joyce, eds. Derek Attridge & Marjoire Howes (Cambridge: 
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In 1907, Joyce was asked to contribute some articles on 
Ireland for the nationalist paper, Il Piccolo della Sera, and he 
used this opportunity to articulate some of his beliefs about 
the current state of Irish politics. One of the pieces he com-
posed for these Italian readers was titled “Fenianism: The 
Last Fenian,” which described the last years of John O’Leary 
and how the Fenian movement he helped found was even-
tually transforming into “ourselves alone” or Sinn Fein.25 
Joyce writes:  

 
[Sinn Fein has] established a direct ferry link between Ireland 
and France. They boycott English goods, they refuse to 
become soldiers or swear an oath of alliance to the British 
crown. They are attempting to develop the industry of the 
whole country and, rather than fork out one and a quarter 
millions each year to maintain the eighty deputies in the 
English parliament, they want to institute a consular service 
in the principal world ports with the aim of merchandising 
industrial produce, without the intervention of England. From 
many points of view, this latest form of Fenianism may be 
the most formidable.26  

 
By discussing Sinn Fein’s goals to make Ireland more inter-
nationally connected, to develop Ireland’s ability to produce 
products, and to export these goods without Britain’s col-
laboration, Joyce endorses the new direction this party had 
taken as it focused on nonviolent and financial initiatives. 
And comparing the economic components of Sinn Fein’s 
new tactics to the changes Guinness corporation made in 
order to increase English sales demonstrates why Joyce 
would have been so critical of the new business plan at St. 
James’ Gate: the actions taken by the Guinness corporation 
in the 1930s are almost completely opposed to the goals of 
Sinn Fein that Joyce found so “formidable.” Instead of de-
veloping industry in Ireland, by building another brewery (or 
even a bottling company there) Guinness expanded Eng-
land’s crucial manufacturing sector. And instead of forging 
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independent connections with other countries, an idea im-
plicit in the “direct ferry link between Ireland and France,” 
Guinness strengthened its bonds with imperialist Britain, 
which resurrected colonial hierarchies. As the largest brew-
ery in the world and one of the largest businesses in Ireland, 
the company’s financial reliance on England ultimately en-
couraged the newly-independent Ireland to be more eco-
nomically dependent on England. Joyce’s censuring of 
Guinness’s British business plans in the Wake is a focused 
and biting critique of the relationship between colonialism 
and capitalism. This commentary, which is both a reaction 
to and criticism of the way Guinness further exposed and 
strengthened its relationship to England in the 1930s, ex-
tends Joyce’s ideas about Irish independence to the politics 
of the adolescent Irish Free State, reveals Joyce’s knowl-
edge about the way business relationships can recreate co-
lonial hierarchies, and demonstrates Joyce’s understanding 
about the ways which economic policy is an important com-
ponent of nation building. 

As Guinness embarked on new advertising campaigns, 
founded breweries in Africa and Asia, developed technology 
to improve draft beer, and marketed new products (such as 
Harp Lager) in the 1950s, 60s, 70s, and 80s, Joyce’s com-
mentary on the company’s British identity, forged by their 
economic connections to England in the 1930s, has become 
even more relevant. Bill Yenne notes “By the 1980s, the 
identity of Guinness was more and more that of a British, 
rather than an Irish company […] this author observed in 
conversations in British pubs that many people assumed 
Guinness to be a British, rather than an Irish product. In a 
sense they were correct.”27 But as Guinness began to diver-
sify their product line in the late 1980s and 1990s, they 
started to both recognize and capitalize on the Irish heritage 
of their most prominent product, Guinness stout, especially 
in countries that had welcomed large numbers of Irish immi-
grants. The black and white “Fractionals” campaign, a spin-
off of the popular “Man with the Guinness” TV commercials, 
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used green in their print ads to recognize St. Patrick’s Day;28 
the “Win Your Own Pub in Ireland” contest that ran for sev-
eral years boosted both sales and product awareness;29 and 
recently the exploits and inventions of the animated St. 
James Gate brewmasters had Americans buying more bot-
tled Guinness and using the word “brilliant” with an alarming 
frequency (Figure 3).30 Today Guinness has undergone a “re-
guenesis,” re-inventing themselves as an Irish business, 
even though the word “Guinness” in Finnegans Wake is si-
multaneously a representation of Irishness and a target of 
Joyce’s larger commentary on the economic and political re-
lationship between Great Britain and its former colony of Ire-
land in the 1930s. Regardless of the company’s present 
image, in Joyce’s eyes Guinness will always have a strong 
relationship with England—Guinness will always be “goon.” 

 
28  Jim Davies, The Book of Guinness Advertising (Enfield: Guinness Publish-

ing, 1998) 209. 
29  Yenne, Guinness, 197. 
30  Theresa Howard, “Consumers think Guinness-in-the-bottle ads are 'bril-

liant!'”, USA Today, March 7, 2004, http://www.usatoday.com/.  
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Onno Kosters 
NOT-SO-SMOOTH OPERATOR:  
HAVING THE NERVES IN “EUMAEUS” 
 

We live mythically and integrally … In the electric age, when 
our central nervous system is technologically extended to 
involve in the whole of mankind and to incorporate the 
whole of mankind in us, we necessarily participate … in the 
consequences of our every action.1  

 
Apart from anything else, “Eumaeus” is an evasive episode. 
It is (what a cliché it is to say so) the least discussed epi-
sode of Ulysses, and seems to leave readers bewildered 
rather than comforted after the rigours of “Circe.” Part of its 
function is to show, through both story and style, how 
Stephen and Bloom find a quiet place to cool down and re-
cuperate, talk, and immerse themselves in vague adventures 
(or in wild accounts thereof) before making their way to 7 
Eccles Street. At the same time, plot, story, incidents and 
(near) accidents in “Eumaeus” (one thinks of Bloom’s narrow 
escape when the prostitute whom he saw earlier enters the 
shelter, U 16.704ff), however, keep slipping from our read-
erly and analytical grip. Sometimes the action falls where we 
expect it to rise, sometimes sentences become entangled in 
their own complexity or sheer inanity, sometimes, like 
Stephen, we lose our way and become unfocused, mean-
while doing our “hardest to recollect for the moment 
whether we have lost as well we might have or left” (U 
16.186-7).  

The object here is to focus on a number of elements to 
do with the episode’s stylistic and narrative dynamics: on 
the nervous system that operates it, that makes it tick, or 
twitch uncontrollably. I shall discuss the relevance of the Li-
nati schema’s “organ” (“nerves”) as represented in Ell-
mann’s Ulysses on the Liffey2 for the episode, and probe its 

 
 1  Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (New 

York: McGraw Hill, 1964) 4. 
 2  Richard Ellmann, Ulysses on the Liffey (London: Faber & Faber, 1972). 
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consequences for the episode’s narrative and stylistic char-
acter.3  

The question arises as to why Joyce would have made 
“nerves” the “organ” of the episode. In order to find our 
way towards a possible answer, we need, first of all, to take 
a look at how the nervous system in the mammalian body in 
fact works. Neurology usually distinguishes three basic func-
tions in nervous systems: sensory input, integration, and 
motor output: 

 
Sensory input can be in many forms, including pressure, 
taste, sound, light, blood pH, or hormone levels, that are 
converted to a signal and sent to the brain or spinal cord. 
Integration and output. In the sensory centers of the brain or 
in the spinal cord, the barrage of input is integrated and a 
response is generated.  

The response, a motor output, is a signal transmitted to 
organs than can convert the signal into some form of action, 
such as movement, changes in heart rate, release of hor-
mones, etc.4  

 
Nervous systems in themselves are traditionally subdivided 
into the somatic and automatic nervous system. As I shall 
argue later, the “nerves” in “Eumaeus” are those operating 
in the automatic nervous system, “responsible for controlling 

 
 3  In Joyce, Medicine, and Modernity (University of Florida Press, 2010), Vike 

Martina Plock dedicates an entire chapter to the role of neuroscience in 
“Eumaeus.” I did not have the chance to peruse her work before I pre-
sented this paper in the panel on “Eumaeus” in the XXII James Joyce Sym-
posium in Prague, but I have since. There are a number of overlaps 
between my work and Plock’s, and hers is more detailed particularly where 
she provides a thorough reading of the episode in the context of the early 
stages of neuroscience Joyce was aware of. My own paper focuses more 
closely on the stylistic consequences within the episode. Further research 
on my part will certainly deal with Plock’s work in greater detail; for now, 
one quote has to suffice: “Ironically, whereas ‘Eumaeus’ formally imitates 
Stephen’s and Bloom’s mental condition through its linguistic ineptness, it 
is precisely this stylistic incompetence that creates a self-conscious script, 
which, in turn, establishes new synaptic connections between the text and 
the reader” (105).  

 4 “Nervous Systems,” http://www.emc.maricopa.edu/faculty/farabee/ 
biobk/biobooknerv.html#Nervous%20Systems. 
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involuntary functions such as certain aspects of heartbeat, 
respiration, digestion and blood pressure.”5 

Clearly, in “Eumaeus,” Bloom and, to a lesser extent, 
Stephen undergo sensory input from a great number of 
sources, that they integrate and respond to in a motor out-
put “such as movement, changes in heart rate, release of 
hormones, etc.”6 Taking this particular phrase as my cue, let 
me focus for a while on the “etc.” here. “Etcetera” is always 
an interesting linguistic phenomenon, but in the light of this 
investigation even more so. The Oxford English Dictionary 
defines it as follows: “And the rest, and so forth, and so on, 
indicating that the statement refers not only to the things 
enumerated, but to others which may be inferred from anal-
ogy.”7 Indeed, but “etcetera” is also used when a writer or 
speaker is unable to think of anything else, or when the 
number of possibilities following the already mentioned in-
stances is overwhelming or does not really make sense, in 
fact rendering the very same number of possibilities that 
were mentioned irrelevant. Which brings us to the use of 
“etc.” in “Eumaeus.” Here is an example from the episode, 
in which by the mere conclusion with the abbreviation 
“etc.,” the whole enumeration becomes quite pointless: 

 
Added to which was the coincidence of meeting, discussion, 
dance, row, old salt of the here today and gone tomorrow 
type, night loafers, the whole galaxy of events, all went to 
make up a miniature cameo of the world we live in 
especially as the lives of the submerged tenth, viz. 
coalminers, divers, scavengers etc., were very much under 
the microscope lately. (U 16.1222-27; emphasis mine) 

 
Or, more strikingly even, because preceded by “and”: 

 
On the other hand he might be only bluffing, a pardonable 
weakness because meeting unmistakable mugs, Dublin 

 
 5  “Nervous Systems,” http://www.emc.maricopa.edu/faculty/farabee/ 

biobk/biobooknerv.html#Nervous%20Systems. 
 6  “Nervous Systems,” http://www.emc.maricopa.edu/faculty/farabee/ 

biobk/biobooknerv.html#Nervous%20Systems. 
 7  “Etcetera.” The Oxford English Dictionary. 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford UP, 

2010). 
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residents, like those jarvies waiting news from abroad would 
tempt any ancient mariner who sailed the ocean seas to 
draw the long bow about the schooner Hesperus and 
etcetera. (U 16.841-45 ; emphasis mine) 

 
It is worth mentioning here that according to H.W. Fowler’s 
1926 Dictionary of Modern English Usage, “to resort to &c. 
in sentences of a literary character … is amateurish, slov-
enly, & incongruous.”8 Even if Fowler’s work was published 
four years after Ulysses, Joyce will have been aware of the 
bad form that the usage of “etc.” in a work of literary art 
will have been. 

Etcetera, and so on, and so forth (see Appendix 1 for the 
other instances of these conjunctions in Eumaeus): all are of 
course closely connected with the simple conjunction I em-
phasized already: “and” – and here is another word that 
seems to rule the Eumaeun nervous system:  

 
Quite a number of stories there were on that particular Alice 
Ben Bolt topic, Enoch Arden and Rip van Winkle and does 
anybody hereabouts remember Caoc O’Leary, a favourite 
and most trying declamation piece by the way of poor John 
Casey and a bit of perfect poetry in its own small way. (U 
16.424-28; emphases mine) 

 
Or: 

 
And it left him wondering why. Possibly he had tried to find 
out the secret for himself, floundering up and down the 
antipodes and all that sort of thing and over and under, well, 
not exactly under, tempting the fates. And the odds were 
twenty to nil there was really no secret about it at all. (U 
16.633-37; emphases mine) 

 
“Thank God for the full stop,” one might say; at the same 
time, conjunctions like “etcetera” and “and” as well as their 
various near-synonyms inform the nervous style the episode 
adopts, and thereby the laughter the episode triggers. Which 

 
 8  H.W. Fowler, A Dictionary of Modern English Usage (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1926) 151.  
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brings us back to the nervous system. As we have seen, the 
first basic function performed by the nervous system is to 
receive sensory input from internal and external environ-
ments. Sensory input can take on many forms, including 
pressure, taste, sound, light, blood pH, or hormone levels, 
that are converted to a signal and sent to the brain or spinal 
cord. So here is a clue: internal and external environments 
rule the waves of folly in “Eumaeus.” There is Stephen’s 
blood pH, for example, which will have been dramatically 
affected by his recent intake of huge quantities of alcohol 
and which makes him tired, hung over and, significantly for 
this episode supposedly celebrating the atonement of the 
two male protagonists, wholly unresponsive to whatever 
Bloom is “woolgathering on” (U 16.626). One of the notable 
exceptions to his aloofness, incidentally, comes when Bloom 
suggests that Stephen, too, shouldfind a job. Despite being 
lost in his own inner space, he manages to protest a little:  

 
Over his untastable apology for a cup of coffee, listening to 
this synopsis of things in general, Stephen stared at nothing 
in particular. He could hear, of course, all kinds of words 
changing colour like those crabs about Ringsend in the 
morning burrowing quickly into all colours of different sorts 
of the same sand where they had a home somewhere 
beneath or seemed to. Then he looked up and saw the eyes 
that said or didn’t say the words the voice he heard said, if 
you work. 
—Count me out, he managed to remark, meaning work. (U 
16.1141-48) 

 
Clearly, Bloom’s internal environment is a different kettle of 
fish altogether. In his nervously busy state, “disgustingly 
sober” (U 16.62) and eager to impress his newly found 
companion, he fidgets about both physically and mentally, 
unable to stop himself, getting lost in his own mind that 
seems to have a life of its own, that seems unable to put 
any restraint on his enthusiasm, his assessment of Stephen, 
his recollection and fond showing off of Molly – betraying a 
raised hormone level – his “Sherlockholmesing up” (U 
16.831) of Murphy, and, indeed, his sentences, some of 
which become as long as and many of which become much 



 

286 

 

longer and even more difficult to follow than this one. 
Bloom’s is a nervous system unable to control itself – it has 
become a neurotic system; by extension, and naturally so, 
the whole episode is affected by Bloom’s having the nerves. 
It is this quality that, to an important extent, creates the 
episode’s comedy. 

Like real mammals, the characters in “Eumaeus” respond 
to the various sensory stimuli in a motor output. As said be-
fore, what I wish to suggest here is that the motor output in 
“Eumaeus” is triggered largely by the automatic nervous 
system, “responsible for controlling involuntary functions 
such as certain aspects of heartbeat, respiration, digestion 
and blood pressure.”9 The “organ” of Ulysses, “nerves,” 
sets minds and bodies in it in motion, causes reflexes or mo-
tion, physically or mentally, that runs out of control; e.g.:  

 
Between this point and the high at present unlit warehouses 
of Beresford place Stephen thought to think of Ibsen, 
associated with Baird’s the stonecutter’s in his mind 
somehow in Talbot place … (U 16.51-54; emphases mine) 

 
The characters’ motor output in “Eumaeus” seems to have a 
life of its own; the narrative, by extension, does so too – I 
propose, therefore, that it is not so much a Narrator or an 
Arranger organising, writing (or wronging) the episode, let 
alone Bloom, as is often suggested, no: there is an autono-
mous agent at work here, a nervous Operator of the verbal 
system known as “Eumaeus.” It would seem the time of 
night and Bloom and Stephen’s states of fatigue are to 
blame. Bloom’s exhaustion makes him exhaustive and lack-
ing control, Stephen’s slow detoxication makes him over-
sensitive to Bloom’s eager efforts to continue their get-
together for a bit longer but, unable to help himself – driven 
by his own autonomous nervous system – he will in the end 
suffer Bloom to take him home.10 

 
 9  “Nervous Systems.”  <http://www.emc.maricopa.edu/faculty/farabee/ 

biobk/biobooknerv.html#Nervous%20Systems>.  
10   I use the verb “suffer” deliberately here. Much like a sleepy Stephen 

“suffers” Buck Mulligan to have a lend of his “noserag” (U 1.69) in “Tele-
machus,” in many ways an episode running parallel to “Eumaeus,” here 
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This is where another crucial element comes in: the semi-
autonomous Operator making the episode happen is the lan-
guage of “Eumaeus” itself. The language that does not stop; 
in its going on and on and on it never stops (or stoops) to 
correct itself, creating, by the repetition of words and 
sounds, almost endless verbal permutations that lead up 
blind alleys from which, at times, the traveller can return, 
but often fails to. Taking into account Fowler’s trusty hand-
book again, we can see that Joyce unconsciously, one has 
to assume, set out to prove the linguist right when it comes 
to repetition:  

 
Repetition of words or sounds. The first thing to be said is 
that a dozen sentences are spoilt by ill-advised avoidance of 
repetition for every one that is spoilt by ill-advised 
repetition.11 

 
Three examples of how Joyce does consciously not avoid 
the repetition of phrases will have to suffice:  

 
it struck [Bloom] a great field was to be opened up in the 
line of opening up new routes to keep pace with the times 
apropos of the Fishguard-Rosslare route…  
(U 16.531-33; emphases mine) 
sometimes had a terrible time of it in the wintertime…  
(U 16.649; emphases mine)  
As for the face it was a speaking likeness in expression … 
The spirit moving him he would much have liked to follow 
Jack Tar’s good example and leave the likeness there for a 
very few minutes to speak for itself.”  

(U 16.1444-57; emphases mine)  
 
In the episode, the repetition of sounds is also quite promi-
nent at times. Below, the Operator takes the initial letter “p” 
in Bloom’s “propose” as a cue for happily embellishing his 
own words with prominent alliteration: “—I propose, our 
hero eventually suggested after mature reflection while pru-

 
Stephen’s alcohol-induced passivity seems to make him respond not en-
tirely of his own volition. 

11  Fowler, Dictionary, 495, emphases mine. 
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dently pocketing her photo” (U 16.1643-44; emphases 
mine).12 In the next example, the Operator introduces a 
pointless half-rhyme, that for a reader of none-too sophisti-
cated prose will have been familiar, since it was all the fash-
ion to adorn what is now considered trivial literature of the 
time with such phenomena: “His questioner perceiving that 
he was not likely to get a great deal of change out of such a 
wily old customer” (U 16.624-25; emphases mine).13  

Fowler maintains that passages affected by the repetition 
of words and sounds are “spoilt” by them; in the case of 
“Eumaeus,” of course, the whole text is enriched by them. 
The emphatic presence of a self-conscious Operator in “Eu-
maeus” helps underscore the (partly self-)parodic qualities of 
the episode. Fowler defines the kind of repetition illustrated 
here as the opposite of “elegant variation” (more about 
which below), and then goes on to say that  

 
[t]he fact remains, however, that repetition of certain kinds 
is bad; &, though the bad repetitions are almost always 
unintentional, & due to nothing worse than carelessness, & 
such as their authors would not for a moment defend, yet it 
is well that writers should realize how common this 
particular form of carelessness is; the moral of the many 
examples that will be given is the extremely simple one – 
read what you have written before printing it.14 

 
12  One is tempted even too pronounce “photo” as “poto” here, lured as one 

might be into following the alliterative pattern to an abode whence one 
should never go. 

13  There are also a number of instances of the repetition of words and sounds: 
“… the fact, namely, that he had shared her bedroom which came out in 
the witnessbox on oath when a thrill went through the packed court literally 
electrifying everybody in the shape of witnesses swearing to having wit-
nessed him on such and such a particular date in the act of scrambling out 
of an upstairs apartment with the assistance of a ladder in night apparel” (U 
16.1372-77; emphases mine). 

14  Fowler, Dictionary, 495. Cf. also Martin Amis on “Eumaeus” in “The War 
against Cliché: Ulysses by James Joyce”: “The scene in the cabman’s shel-
ter is said to be a parody of dud journalism; but it is more like a parody of 
writing, a nightmare of repetitions, tautologies, double negatives, elegant 
variations, howlers, danglers …” The War against Cliché: Essays and Re-
views, 1971-2001 (New York: Hyperion, 2001) 444.  
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In “Eumaeus,” repetition, other than, it would seem, elegant 
variation, operates quite independently from any kind of 
post-production editing. Repetition, here, originates in the 
main protagonist’s nerves, clumsiness and lack of linguistic 
control, due to fatigue and the general obscurity of things 
late at night after him having painted the town “tolerably 
pink” (U 16.953). The Operator, or so it would seem, be-
comes infected by Bloom’s particular state of mind, causing 
him to act as Bloom’s puppet on a nervously handled string. 

The opposite of Fowler’s repetition, i.e., elegant varia-
tion, as Christine O’Neill has amply shown in her study of 
“Eumaeus,”15 is yet another stylistic device that seems to 
rule the episode. A most relevant example of the way in 
which “Eumaeus” elegantly varies is in the field of its dia-
logues, the renderings of which are governed by illocution-
ary verbs, i.e., by a number of marked synonyms of “say.”16 
Characters – with the exception, most of the time, of 
Stephen – in “Eumaeus” hardly ever simply say something; 
they are always, 51 years before J.L. Austin coined the 
terms in How to Do Things with Words (which could of 
course have been an alternative title for any book by Joyce), 
busy (or rather, the language transcribing their words and 
actions is) saying things in a particular manner. A handful of 
examples will have to suffice:  

 
—Take a bit of doing, boss, retaliated that rough diamond 
palpably a bit peeved in response to the foregoing truism.  

 
15  Christine O’Neill, “Not To Put Too Fine a Point On It”: A Stylistic Analysis of 

the Eumaeus Episode in James Joyce’s Ulysses (Trier: Westfalischer Verlag, 
1996). 

16  In one of his 1955 lectures collected in How to Do Things with Words 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962), J.L. Austin talks about the performative 
power of locutionary acts, coining the term “illocutionary verbs”: “When we 
perform a locutionary act, we use speech: but in what way precisely are we 
using it on this occasion? For there are very numerous functions of or ways 
in which we use speech, and it makes a great difference to our act in some 
sense … in which way and which sense we were on this occasion ‘using’ 
it. It makes a great difference whether we were advising, or merely sug-
gesting, or actually ordering, whether we were strictly promising or only 
announcing a vague intention, and so forth” (99). 
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To which cold douche referring to downfall and so on the 
keeper concurred but nevertheless held to his main view.  
—Who’s the best troops in the army? the grizzled old 
veteran irately interrogated. And the best jumpers and 
racers? And the best admirals and generals we've got? Tell 
me that. 
—The Irish, for choice, retorted the cabby like Campbell, fa-
cial blemishes apart. 
—That’s right, the old tarpaulin corroborated. (U 16.1012-
21; emphases mine) 
 
—Mind you, I’m not saying that it’s all a pure invention, he 
resumed.  
……………………. 
—Spaniards, for instance, he continued, passionate 
temperaments like that, impetuous as Old Nick, are given to 
taking the law into their own hands and give you your 
quietus doublequick with those poignards they carry in the 
abdomen.  
……………………. 
—The temperaments at the door, Stephen interposed with, 
were very passionate about ten shillings. Roberto ruba roba 
sua. 
— Quite so, Mr Bloom dittoed. 
— Then, Stephen said staring and rambling on to himself or 
some unknown listener somewhere, we have the 
impetuosity of Dante and the isosceles triangle miss 
Portinari he fell in love with and Leonardo and san Tommaso 
Mastino. 
— It’s in the blood, Mr Bloom acceded at once. 
(U 16.848-89; emphases mine)17 

 
Ironically, it is the other characters’ locutions that seem to 
impress Bloom; by contrast, his own seem to make no dif-
ference at all to his audience. We have already come across 
Stephen’s weak protest when he hears Bloom going on 
about the relevance of work – but is it really Bloom he 
hears? “Then [Stephen] looked up and saw the eyes that 
said or didn’t say the words the voice he heard said” (U 
16.1146-47). And how about this for Stephen’s being un-

 
17  A complete list of the episode’s illocutionary verbs may be found in Appen-

dix 2. 
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aware in whose company he is: “Then, Stephen said staring 
and rambling on to himself or some unknown listener some-
where” (U 16.885-86; emphasis mine). Poor Bloom, always 
trying his best, under whatever moniker,18 but always failing 
to really grab Stephen’s attention. Contrary to what Austin 
suggested, then, Bloom’s illocutions do not make any differ-
ence to his audience, particularly Stephen.  

To repeat, “Eumaeus” is ruled by variation and repetition, 
and both are part of the episode’s autonomously operated 
nerve system, in the synapses of which all protagonists are 
powerless puppets. All protagonists? No, there is one “wily 
old customer” (U 16.625), the real pseudo-Ulysses (see 
Ramey, passim)19 of the episode, W. B. Murphy, who out-
smarts the others by escaping the dangers of being trapped 
in the sleepy, but restless arms of Morpheus, otherwise 
known as “Eumaeus.” He “uses goggles reading” (U 
16.1678): it is a recommendation to do so ourselves while 
reading “Eumaeus,” or perhaps any episode in Ulysses – or 
perhaps any literary classic:  

 
— Are you bad in the eyes? the sympathetic personage like 
the townclerk queried. 
— Why, answered the seafarer with the tartan beard, who 
seemingly was a bit of a literary cove in his own small way, 
staring out of seagreen portholes as you might well describe 
them as, I uses goggles reading. Sand in the Red Sea done 
that. One time I could read a book in the dark, manner of 
speaking. The Arabian Nights Entertainment was my 
favourite and Red as a Rose is She. (U 16.1674-81) 

 
We can only become fully aware of the nervous spectacle 
that is “Eumaeus,” of what is going on in the cabman’s shel-
ter, if we look at it, read it with the spectacles offered by 
the episode’s Operator itself: the nervous verbal system. 
Clearly, also taking into account my earlier note on Plock’s 

 
18  Forms of elegant variation also occur in the quasi-Homeric epithets given to 

the quasi-Homeric heroes Bloom and Murphy. For a complete listing: see 
Appendix 3. 

19  James T. Ramey, “Intertextual Metempsychosis in Ulysses: Murphy, Sin-
bad, and the ‘U.P.: up’ Postcard,” James Joyce Quarterly 45 (2007/1): 97-
114.  
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work, this paper can only be a spring-board exercise; it can 
only suggest what a focus from the internal dynamics, from 
the point of view of the organ” of “Eumaeus” might produce 
in the way of expanding our insight in the episode. Nonethe-
less, I believe I have argued convincingly that it is those 
goggles we need to don; only then will we be able, eventu-
ally, to read this particular book in the dark, manner of 
speaking.  
 
Appendix 1: “etcetera,” “and so on,” “and so forth” in 
“Eumaeus” 
“However haud ignarus malorum miseris succurrere disco 
etcetera” (U 16.175); “In any case that was very ancient 
history by now and as for our friend, the pseudo Skin-the-
etcetera, he had transparently outlived his welcome” (U 
16.1070); “I looked for the lamp which she told me came 
into his mind but merely as a passing fancy of his because 
he then recollected the morning littered bed etcetera” (U 
16.1470-73); “Anyhow they passed the sentrybox with 
stones, brazier etc.” (U 16.1725). Synonyms of “etcetera” 
in Eumaeus are “and so on” and “and so forth”: “The trip 
would benefit health on account of the bracing ozone and be 
in every way thoroughly pleasurable, especially for a chap 
whose liver was out of order, seeing the different places 
along the route, Plymouth, Falmouth, Southampton and so 
on …” (U 16.509-13); “Another thing just struck him as a 
by no means bad notion was he might have a gaze around 
on the spot to see about trying to make arrangements about 
a concert tour of summer music embracing the most promi-
nent pleasure resorts, Margate with mixed bathing and fir-
strate hydros and spas, Eastbourne, Scarborough, Margate 
and so on …” (U 16.516-19); “Ireland expects that every 
man and so on …” (U 16.648); “To which cold douche re-
ferring to downfall and so on the keeper concurred but nev-
ertheless held to his main view” (U 16.1014-15); “So 
similarly he had a very shrewd suspicion that Mr Johnny 
Lever got rid of some £ s d. in the course of his perambula-
tions round the docks in the congenial atmosphere of the 
Old Ireland tavern, come back to Erin and so on” (U 
16.1075-78); “Dead he wasn’t. Simply absconded some-
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where. The coffin they brought over was full of stones. He 
changed his name to De Wet, the Boer general. He made a 
mistake to fight the priests. And so forth and so on” (U 
16.1304-06); “On the other hand what incensed him more 
inwardly was the blatant jokes of the cabman and so on…” 
(U 16.1529-30); “On the contrary that stab in the back 
touch was quite in keeping with those italianos though can-
didly he was none the less free to admit those icecreamers 
and friers in the fish way not to mention the chip potato va-
riety and so forth …” (U 16.865-68); “Briefly, putting two 
and two together, six sixteen which he pointedly turned a 
deaf ear to, Antonio and so forth …” (U 16.1195-97) (em-
phases mine, except in haud ignarus malorum miseris suc-
currere disco, Old Ireland, and Ireland expects that every 
man). 
 
Appendix 2: Dialogues and their Illocutionary Verbs in 
“Eumaeus” 
Dialogues separated by line space; B=Bloom, S=Stephen, 
M=Murphy, K=Keeper; the occurrences are preceded by 
the line-number in U 16. 
 
63 B spoke 
98 Stephen said 
111 Mr Bloom said 
113 Corley called 
155 C pursued,  
157 S told C,  
160 C replied,  
164 S informed 
194 C corrected,  
197 C answered 
 
231-32 S said laugh-
ingly,  
239 B observed eva-
sively,  
243 S responded,  
239 B ejaculated,  
248 B added with a 
smile,  
253 was S’s answer,  
255 B diplomatically 
returned,  
258 S answered uncon-
cernedly,  
260 B said,  
279 B repeated again,  
298 B ventured to throw 
out 
 
331 B ventured to plau-
sibly suggest,  

342 B remarked to his 
protégé in an audible 
tone of voice,  
349 S replied,  
350 B asked, subjoined 
pensively,  
362 S said,  
365 B unaffectedly con-
curred,  
366 B added 
368-69 M boarded 
Stephen, whom he had 
singled out for attention 
in particular, squarely by 
asking,  
373 S answered,  
378 M asked at length,  
379 S said,  
383 M affirmed,  
385 S rejoined,  
387-88 M turned to the 
other occupants of the 
shelter with the remark,  
392 M did his best to 
explain,  
398 M shouted once,  
401 M shouted twice,  
404 M adding blood-
thirstily,  
407 B asking,  
408 M said,  

409 pursued without 
flinching a hairsbreadth,  
410 M replied,  
414 B confided,  
415 M continued,  
417 S replied,  
418 M said 
 
441 M turned to one of 
the jarvies with the re-
quest,  
447 M said,  
443 M proceeded,  
449 K remarked,  
457 M answered upon 
reflection upon it,  
465 Jarvey put in,  
466 M said,  
479 M added, M in-
quired generally 
 
570 M related,  
573 M appetisingly 
added,  
575 M went on,  
585 M repeated he,  
589-90 somebody who 
was evidently quite in 
the dark said 
 
609 M broke in,  



 

294 

 

611 B inquired,  
614 B said,  
618 B interrogated,  
620 M answering,  
654 M proceeded,  
664 M answered,  
670 M remarked,  
677 M explained,  
683 M said,  
690 M sighed,  
697 M sighed again,  
700 M added with rather 
gallows humour, 
727 K said,  
728 B confided,  
735 S remarking,  
740 B said,  
748 B observed,  
754-55 S had to make a 
superhuman effort of 
memory to try and con-
centrate and remember 
before he could say,  
763 B rejoining,  
772 S expostulated,  
777 B objected 
 
788 S contrived to get 
out,  
807 B ventured to say,  
811 B urged,  
815 S said 
 
822 B remarked [to his 
confidante] sotto voce 
 
848 B resumed,  
873 B continued,  
882 S interposed with,  
884 B dittoed,  
885 S said,  
889 B acceded at once 
 
920 M said 
 
962 K said,  
969 K queried,  

978 M boisterously troll-
ing 
 
1012 M retaliated,  
1015 K concurred,  
1016-17 K irately inter-
rogated,  
1019 cabby retorted,  
1021 M corroborated 
 
1081 B declared,  
1091 S mumbled in a 
noncommittal accent,  
1094 B proceeded to 
stipulate,  
1105 S assented,  
1106 B thoroughly 
agreed, entirely endors-
ing the remark,  
1109 B said,  
1116 B remarked audi-
bly,  
1119 softly imparted in 
an aside,  
1148 S managed to 
remark,  
1150 S’s eyes observed 
or rather his voice speak-
ing did,  
1152 B hastened to 
affirm,  
1160 S retorted with a 
sort of half laugh,  
1163 B insinuated,  
1164 S interrupted,  
1166 B queried bending,  
1169-70 S repeated 
adding 
 
1268 S asked as soon 
as his bottom jaw would 
let him,  
1270 B said 
 
1295 B said,  
1296 S said,  
1297 cabman affirmed  
1349 B said,  

1353 K commented,  
1355 “Campbell” re-
marked,  
1357 K amusingly added 
 
1411 B said,  
1414 S answered,  
1418 B ejaculated, sur-
prised though not aston-
ished,  
1425 B said,  
1438 B indicated,  
1441 B intimated 
 
1572 B questioned,  
1574 S said,  
1575 B exclaimed,  
1577 S said 
 
1643 B suggested,  
1650 B assured 
 
1702 B counselled, 
1708 S said,  
1711-12 B replied with-
out a moment’s hesita-
tion, saying straight off,  
1713 B saying,  
1718 B said,  
1723 S said,  
1761 S said,  
1774 B inquired,  
1779 B jocosely remark-
ing,  
1799 S went on,  
 
1800 B intimated, plung-
ing in medias res,  
1810 B describing,  
1812 S sang,  
1818 B said,  
1882-83 S singing more 
boldly, but not loudly 
 
1885 The driver never 
said a word, good, bad 
or indifferent 

 
Appendix 3: Quasi-Homeric Epithets 
Murphy is called a “sailor” a significant 18 times in the epi-
sode, and is furthermore referred to by the following moni-
kers: “seaman bold” (U 16.382); “communicative tarpaulin” 
(U 16.479); “our friend” (U 16.498); “doughty narrator” (U 
16.570); “globetrotter” (U 16.575); “seaman” (U 16.603); 
“rover” (U 16.615); “soi-distant sailor” (U 16.620); “wily 
old customer” (U 16.625); “); “old seadog” (U 16.653); 
“Skibbereen father” (U 16.666); “exhibitor” (U 16.677); 
“that worthy” (U 16.681, 971); “Skipper Murphy” (U 
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16.726); “our mutual friend” (U 16.821); “the individual in 
front of him” (U 16.830); “a well preserved man of no little 
stamina, if a trifle prone to baldness” (U 16.832); “weird-
looking specimen” (U 16.835); “friend Sinbad” (U 16.858); 
“Shipahoy” (U 16.901); “the redoubtable specimen” (U 
16.983); “impervious navigator” (U 16.1011); “rough dia-
mond” (U 16.1012); “old salt” (U 16.1123); “grasswidower 
in question” (U 16.1626); “that equivocal character” (U 
16.1630); “ancient mariner” (U 16.1669); “the seafarer 
with the tartan beard” (U 16.1676); “and oilskin” (U 
16.1704).  

Bloom becomes “anything but a professional whistler” (U 
16.29); “the elder man” (U 16.44); “the other who was act-
ing as his fidus Achates” (U 16.54-55); “Mr B.” (U 16.594, 
1094); “Mr B” (U 16.618, 1178); “His questioner” (U 
16.624); “The elder man, though not by any manner of 
means an old maid or a prude” (U 16.739-40); “paterfamil-
ias” (U 16.744); “the more experienced of the two” (U 
16.777); “his good genius” (U 16.811); “that muchinjured 
but on the whole eventempered person” (U 16.1081-82); 
“L. Boom” (U 16.1260, 65); “Boom” (U 16.1274); “our 
hero” (U 16.1443); “B” (U 16.1652); “the neverfailing 
Bloom” (U 16.1711); and, finally, foreshadowing Bloom’s 
personal final full stop in “Ithaca,” “B.” (U 16.1765). 
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Thomas Jackson Rice 
JOYCE THE AMERICAN 

 
 

One of the first things readers of Ulysses learn about Leo-
pold Bloom when he heads out to buy a pork kidney for his 
breakfast is that he does not leave home without carrying a 
potato in his pocket (U 4.72-3). Joyce doesn’t explain this 
little mystery of the potato until much later in the book, 
principally in the Circe episode, where we learn that it for-
merly belonged to Bloom’s mother. He thinks of it as “a relic 
of [his] poor mama” (U 15.3513) who espoused the Irish 
folk belief in its virtue as a “panacea” (U 15.202).1The po-
tato plays a minor role in Circe—when Bloom briefly loses it 
to the prostitute Zoe (U 15.1309-16)—and shortly after this 
moment, it strangely becomes an emblem of the Circe epi-
sode in the twelfth and final verse in the Daughters of Erin’s 
litany of Bloom’s day: “Potato Preservative against Plague 
and Pestilence, pray for us” (U 15.1952). When Zoe lifts the 
potato from Bloom’s pocket, we discover that it is “hard,” 
“black,” and “shriveled” (U 15.1309-10), answering a ques-
tion that probably several readers of Ulysses have asked 
themselves: Namely, “Why would a lump of lemon soap in 
your pocket make you uncomfortable, if you’re the sort of 
person who walks around with a potato in your trousers?” 
I’m not sure any of these same readers notice that just a 
few pages after he loses his potato, Bloom himself “be-
comes shrunken” and “carbonized” and altogether like the 
potato: “black in the face” (U 15.1956, 1958). Bloom has 
more than this in common with his potato: Although they 
may not have had precisely the same roots, he and his po-
tato share similarly in the state of being deracinated. And 
this leads me to James Joyce, whom we’ve long considered 

 
 1  Dr. Dixon (presumably) in Oxen of the Sun disabuses Bloom (presumably) of 

any notion of the potato’s efficacy as a protection against rheumatism: 
“Sir? Spud again the rheumatiz? All poppycock, you’ll scuse me saying. For 
the hoi polloi” (U 14.1480-1). For this and other superstitions about the 
potato’s curative powers, see Gabrielle Hatfield, Encyclopedia of Folk Medi-
cine: Old World and New World Traditions (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 
2004) 276-80. 
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a kind of God the Father to his off-spring Bloom, and who 
was as uprooted as Bloom and Bloom’s potato are when he 
was writing Ulysses. In other words, I want to suggest that 
Bloom’s potato is the third entity of a consubstantial trinity, 
sharing in the nature of both the father and the son and thus 
joining them. 

To be frank, most readers probably don’t wait until the 
Circe episode for an explanation of Bloom’s potato. The 
standard guides, Stuart Gilbert and Harry Blamires, both in-
form such readers that it is a “talisman” and quickly move 
on, although Gilbert will return to the potato and identify it 
as “a literal recall” of the Homeric “moly” in his commentary 
on Circe.2 Don Gifford’s Ulysses Annotated offers a more 
complete explanation of Bloom’s talisman, emphasizing that 
it is a potent “reminder of the staple food of the Irish peas-
ant and of the potato blight that triggered the famine” of the 
mid-nineteenth century 3 It makes perfect sense for Gifford 
to assume that Bloom’s potato evokes the idea of Ireland. 
No nationality was and remains more firmly associated in 
Western consciousness with a potato diet than the Irish, 
largely and ironically because of the failures of this crop and 
this diet that led to the “Great Hunger” during the 1840s. 
What this association overlooks, however, is that the potato 
had become a staple of the Irish diet less than a century 
prior to the famine, after its nutritional value was discovered 
in the mid-eighteenth century. The potato had been found in 

 
 2  See Stuart Gilbert, James Joyce’s Ulysses: A Study (New York: Random 

House, 1952), 26 & 329, and Harry Blamires, The New Bloomsday Book: A 
Guide Through Ulysses (3rd ed., London: Routledge,1996) 24. Also see 
Frank Budgen, James Joyce and the Making of Ulysses and Other Writings 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1972) 236-7. 

 3  Don Gifford, with Robert J. Seidman, Ulysses Annotated: Notes for James 
Joyce’s Ulysses (rev. ed.  Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988) 
71. Gifford’s full gloss of the potato reads: “A talisman, symbolic of the 
continuity of life and, in Jewish tradition, a central dish in the ritual meal 
after a funeral. The potato is also a reminder of the staple food of the Irish 
peasant and of the potato blight that triggered the famine; see 2.269n. It 
was given to Bloom by his mother.” However, it seems clear from the text 
that Bloom carries his mother’s own potato talisman as a memento, “a relic 
of poor mama” (U 15.3513), rather than another potato that she had given 
him. Joyce pictures Ellen Bloom carrying—and dropping—this potato in the 
scene description when she briefly appears in Circe (U 15.289).  
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Europe for about two hundred years by the eighteenth cen-
tury, but it was used almost exclusively as cattle feed from 
the time of its introduction from the New World, along with 
other new products like tobacco, in the wake of the coloni-
zation of the Americas.4 Bloom himself is well aware of this. 
So, unlike us, to Bloom the potato carries associations with 
America, as he informs Zoe: “Sir Walter Ralegh brought 
from the new world that potato and that weed, the one a 
killer of pestilence by absorption, the other a poisoner” (U 
15.1356-58).5 The modern connection between the Irish 
and the potato, a commonplace social construction and a 
cultural stereotype, has masked its original identity as 
American. If I could reciprocate Bloom’s reduction to a 
shriveled potato in Circe by expanding his talisman into a 
human personage, I would accuse this potato of “performa-
tive ethnicity,” of being like an individual who adopts for 
himself a new identity by, in this case, a performance of 
Irishness. But I will reserve this charge for the other two per-
sons of this unholy trinity, to argue that both Leopold Bloom 
and the James Joyce of Ulysses and Finnegans Wake are 
models of ethnic performance. And let me add that Bloom’s 
and Joyce’s performances of ethnicity are, like the potato, 
oddly rooted in the New World; in fact, such forms of 
imposture seem to be a “uniquely American” tradition.6  

Performative ethnicity, like the similar performances of 
gender and race, emerges out of two fundamental and linked 
realizations: The first of these is the recognition that the in-
dividual is capable of fashioning the self, and the second is 
the understanding that ethnicity, like gender and race, is in 
great part determined by the perceptions of others rather 
than by essential features of the self. Ethnicity, gender, and 

 
 4  Gifford, Annotations, 470. 
 5  As Gifford notes, despite the traditional belief that Ralegh was responsible 

for the introduction of the potato to Europe, “various English and Spanish 
explorers are now given prior credit” (p. 470). Wikipedia speculates that the 
first potatoes were very likely brought from the New World by Spanish 
mariners; see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Potato 

 6  Qtd. at the Amazon web-site from the review of Laura Browder’s Slippery 
Characters in Spectator: http://www.amazon.com/Slippery-Characters-
Impersonators-American-Identities/ 
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race function, then, principally as social constructions. 
Complex and diverse cultural stimuli contributed to the phe-
nomena of ethnic, gender, and racial performance in West-
ern culture, but among the foremost of these influences 
were: (1) The transformative and transvestial rituals of the 
long carnival tradition; (2) The concept of behavioral self-
fashioning that emerges during the European Renaissance; 
(3)The performance of ethnicity, gender, and race on the 
theatrical stage—particularly in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries—and (4) The transfer of such performance 
into literature and popular culture during this same period. 
Let me touch on each of these factors briefly, all of which 
have left their traces in Joyce, and then I will turn to the 
question of why, despite this broad European background, 
performative ethnicity is apparently a characteristically 
American behavior. 

Mikhail Bakhtin has written most influentially about the 
emergence of the carnival out of the ancient theatre and 
about its transformative patterns, as well as its ultimate mi-
gration into the literature of the carnivalesque during the 
Renaissance. For my purposes, it is equally important to re-
member that the carnival rites that turned life “inside out” 
during special times of year also influenced daily life during 
the remainder of the calendar. Its rituals of “disguise”—with 
“carnivalistic shifts of clothing and of positions and destinies 
in life”—and its transformation of the community into an 
arena, a living stage for performance, made the possibility of 
inhabiting an altered self conceivable.7 As Leopold Bloom 
muses in Hades, “If we were all suddenly somebody else” (U 
6.836). And Bloom often is somebody else: He’s “Henry 
Flower Esq” for Martha Clifford (U 5.62), “Don Poldo de la 
Flora” for Molly (U 18.1428), or “Herr Professor Luitpold 
Blumenduft” (U 12.468), “Mr Cautious Calmer” (U 14.468-
69), and a few other identities and ethnicities for the readers 
of Ulysses. His family name Bloom was itself an invention to 
anglicize or Irishize the family’s Hungarian surname Virag. 
Indeed, John McCourt’s Years of Bloom contends that 

 
 7  M.M. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, ed. & trans. Caryl Emer-

son (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984) 122, 125. 
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Bloom would be much more likely as a Triestine than a Dub-
liner, and the more we look at Bloom through the lens that 
McCourt provides us, the more he seems to us—as he 
seems to his fellow Dubliners—to be an alien feigning 
Irishry.8 Gerty MacDowell, for instance, because she is 
“quick as anything about a thing like” this, can “see at once 
by his dark eyes and his pale intellectual face that he [is] a 
foreigner” (U 13.1300-01, 415-16). 

I do not think that Renaissance self-fashioning has been 
tied to the carnival tradition, but as Stephen Greenblatt has 
argued, this emergent concern for behavioral fashioning is 
clearly connected to the growth of the autobiographical 
mode in the arts.9 We might trace a lineage of self-
fashioning, then, from Rembrandt’s self-portraits, to Benja-
min Franklin’s Autobiography—perhaps the first work to 
claim this title—and on to Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as 
a Young Man, with countless other manifestations in be-
tween. In A Portrait Stephen Dedalus is clearly fashioning 
for himself the role of the artist, well in advance of becom-
ing such. And he continues to perform so in Ulysses when, 
for example, he tells his companions in Oxen of the Sun—as 
he has earlier told Lenehan (U 11.264-5)—that he’s earned 
money on June 16th “for a song which he writ” (U 14.287). 
To strengthen his appearance to others as an artist, on 
Bloomsday Stephen hides the inconvenient fact that he has 
earned a salary by teaching at Deasy’s school.  

Yet it is chiefly Bloom that carries the burden of this 
theme of self-fashioning in Ulysses, humorously in his aban-
doned attempts to mold his body via Sandow exercises (U 
17.1815-9), or in his other plans for self-improvement that 
typically depend on his gaining sudden wealth through vari-
ous schemes and stratagems (U 17.1672-1753), but more 
seriously in his well-formed traits of character. Bloom has 
developed such a reputation for temperance and moderation 
among his grudging fellow Dubliners that he is known by the 

 
 8  John McCourt, The Years of Bloom: James Joyce in Trieste 1904-1920  

(Madison, WI:  University of Wisconsin Press, 2000) 5. 
 9  See Stephen Jay Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to 

Shakespeare (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1980). 
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epithet, the “prudent member” (U 12.211 and passim). Al-
though this term may be an allusion to Bloom’s membership 
in the Masonic order, as Don Gifford assumes,10 I would like 
to suggest that, for Joyce, it also contains an allusion to 
Bloom’s brother Mason, the aforementioned Benjamin Frank-
lin. To the best of my knowledge, no one has noticed the 
probable influence the American Benjamin Franklin on the 
formation of Leopold Bloom, who is akin to the good Dr. 
Franklin as a businessman, an urbanite, and a “projector” 
possessed of a secular, scientific mind and similarly univer-
sal interests. Although the monomaniacal cataloguer of the 
Cyclops episode groups “Benjamin Franklin” among the 
“Irish heroes” (U 12.187, 176), Franklin became while still 
alive, and remained for long after, one of the most renowned 
embodiments of the idea of America in Western culture. In 
the nineteenth century in particular, Franklin was seen both 
as the preeminent example of the self-made man and as an 
exemplar of the prudential virtues, in great part as the con-
sequence of his Autobiography, the first American work to 
be taken seriously as literature in Europe.11 Often extracts of 
the Autobiography—pruned of those passages that were 
deemed “unfit for young readers”12—were published to-
gether with Franklin’s best known essays and maxims as 
improving reading for boys and girls, especially in America, 
Britain, and Ireland.13 One of the most popular scholastic 

 
10  Gifford, Annotations, 326. 
11  Leonard W. Labaree, Ralph L. Ketcham, Helen C. Boatfield, and Helene H. 

Fineman, “Introduction,” The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin (ed. Lara-
bee, et al., New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1964) 4-5, 11, and pas-
sim. Also see Benjamin Franklin and the American Character, ed. Charles 
L.Sanford (Boston, MA: Heath, 1955). 

12  Labaree, et al., “Introduction,” 11. 
13  The textual history of the manuscript of Franklin’s Autobiography is espe-

cially complex, with the first relatively complete publication occurring only 
in 1868, “ninety seven long years after Franklin began to write his mem-
oirs” (Labaree et al., 36; see 26-37). Nonetheless, various versions of the 
incomplete first English language edition (1793) were published, together 
with essays and supplementary biography, not to mention the countless 
publications of extracts, through the nineteenth century. “In the absence of 
adequate copyright laws, this collection [the 1793 edition plus added mate-
rials] was printed and reprinted in English in Great Britain, Ireland, the 
United States, and Canada, and translated into Danish, Dutch, French, 
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readings of Joyce’s or Bloom’s youth, for example, was 
Franklin’s essay “The Way to Wealth” (1758), which con-
tains pithy advice that, while far too prim for Joyce himself, 
clearly anticipates the attitudes that separate Bloom from his 
fellow Dubliners: “Women and Wine, Game and Deceit/Make 
the Wealth small, and the Wants great” (Poor Richard Im-
proved 1299).14 Since he was the representative American 
to many in Europe, the thrift Franklin praises as the way to 
wealth: “rather go to Bed supperless than rise in Debt” (Poor 
Richard Improved 1302), for better or worse, also came to 
be seen as the quintessential American virtue. It’s no sur-
prise that the proverb “A penny saved is a penny earned” is 
so frequently misattributed to Franklin; if he didn’t coin the 
phrase, it seems like he should have.15 However, much like 
those Dubliners who resent Bloom’s prudence or like those 
readers of Ulysses who may generally admire Bloom yet find 
his calculating, businessman’s world view disconcerting, 
readers of Franklin as various as Hawthorne, Sainte-Beuve, 
Melville, Mark Twain, Leslie Stephen, and D.H. Lawrence, to 
name a few, found his blend of “the acuteness of the phi-
losopher” with “the cunning of the trader” dismaying if not 
repellent.16 Judging from Ben’s role as a man-mountain like 

 
German, Polish, Spanish, altogether more than 150 times during the next 
seventy years. A surprising number of the imprints represent obscure print-
ers in small towns scattered throughout the English-speaking world” (La-
baree et al., “Introduction,” 31). Also see The Autobiography of Benjamin 
Franklin: A Genetic Text, eds. J.A. Leo Lemay & P.M. Zall (Knoxville: Uni-
versity of Tennessee Press, 1981) xv-lviii. 

14  “The Way to Wealth” was “reprinted at least 145 times in seven different 
languages before the end of the eighteenth century and countless times 
since” (Larabee et al., 164n2). Also known as “Father Abraham’s Speech,” 
“The Way to Wealth” originally appeared as the “Preface” to Poor Richard 
Improved (1758); see Franklin, Poor Richard Improved, in Benjamin Franklin: 
Writings (New York: Literary Classics of the United States, 1987) 1294-
1304. 

15  Franklin, however, did write “A Penny sav’d is Twopence clear” in his Poor 
Richard’s Almanack for 1737 (Benjamin Franklin: Writings, 1204). The 
“wiseGEEK” web-site traces several earlier versions of this maxim in the 
preceding century; see http://www.wisegeek.com/what-does-a-penny-
saved-mean.htm. 

16  Leslie Stephen, History of English Thought in the Eighteenth Century (New 
York: Smith, 1949) II, 300. Also see Larabee et al., “Introduction,” 13-16. 
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HCE in Finnegans Wake, Joyce possibly shared in such res-
ervations (see FW 28.10, 606.14, and 606.20), even 
though we might have expected a man who was as terrified 
of thunderstorms as Joyce to have been grateful to Franklin 
for his role in demystifying lightning.17  

We cannot know for certain, yet it is very likely that 
Joyce and Bloom would have formed their own varying re-
sponses to Franklin when they read selections of his writ-
ings as schoolboys, about the same time they presumably 
read Washington Irving’s similarly popular stories—“Rip Van 
Winkle” and “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow”—which either 
Joyce or Bloom confuses in Ulysses (U 13.1113-5). It’s 
tempting to suggest that Franklin’s famous list of virtues to 
cultivate in order to achieve moral self-improvement, which 
was invariably included in the scholastic extracts and 
abridgments of his Autobiography, could have provided 
Joyce a model for the sober bourgeois values of Leopold 
Bloom. Of Franklin’s thirteen virtues— Temperance, Silence, 
Order, Resolution, Frugality, Industry, Sincerity, Justice, 
Moderation, Cleanliness, Tranquility, Chastity, Humility—
only the penultimate item would seem to be alien to the 
character of Bloom, but maybe for Chastity we could substi-
tute “Equanimity?” (U 17.2177).18 And although Joyce 

 
17  Joyce did retain a copy of Franklin’s Autobiography (London: Dent, 1931) 

for his personal library, which he acquired in the 1930s when he was work-
ing on the Wake; see Thomas E. Connolly, comp., The Personal Library of 
James Joyce: A Descriptive Bibliography (2nd ed. Buffalo, NY: University of 
Buffalo, 1957) 16. It is possible that he discarded earlier publications by 
Franklin, or containing extracts from his work, when he “drastically re-
duced” his library “during the winter of 1938-39” (Connolly, p. 5). 

18  The full text of Franklin’s list of thirteen virtues to cultivate for his “Project 
of arriving at moral Perfection” in The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin 
(ed. Labaree, et al., “Introduction,” 148-50) reads: 

   1. TEMPERANCE 
   Eat not to Dulness. 
   Drink not to Elevation. 
   2. SILENCE 
   Speak not but what may benefit others or yourself. Avoid trifling 

Conversation. 
   3. ORDER 
   Let all your Things have their Places. Let each Part of your Business 

have its Time. 
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would probably not have known this, Chastity was equally 
alien to Franklin’s character. The best evidence that Joyce 
had Benjamin Franklin in mind as he wrote Ulysses, how-
ever, comes in the Oxen of the Sun Episode when Bloom di-
rectly cites Franklin’s “‘one fluid’ theory of electricity,” the 
“first major scientific advance to be made in North America” 
and the foundation for all future study of electricity.19 When 
Stephen Dedalus is terrorized by lightning and thunder in 
Oxen, Leopold, as both a famous phenomenologist and, at 
this point in the book, in the role of Mr Cautious Calmer, 
soothes Stephen by telling him “it was no other thing but a 
hubbub noise that he heard, the discharge of fluid from the 
thunderhead, look you, having taken place, and all of the or-
der of a natural phenomenon” (U 14. 425-8). And lest we 

 
   4. RESOLUTION 
   Resolve to perform what you ought. Perform without fail what you 

resolve. 
   5. FRUGALITY 
   Make no Expence but to do good to others or yourself: i.e. Waste 

nothing. 
   6. INDUSTRY 
   Lose no Time. Be always employ’d in something useful. Cut off all 

unnecessary Actions. 
   7. SINCERITY 
   Use no hurtful Deceit. 
   Think innocently and justly; and, if you speak, speak accordingly. 
   8. JUSTICE 
   Wrong none, by doing Injuries or omitting the Benefits that are your 

duty. 
   9. MODERATION 
   Avoid Extreams. Forbear resenting Injuries so much as you think they 

deserve. 
   10. CLEANLINESS 
   Tolerate no Uncleanness in Body, Cloaths or Habitation. 
   11. TRANQUILITY 
   Be not disturbed at Trifles, or at Accidents common or unavoidable. 
   12. CHASTITY 
   Rarely use Venery but for Health or Offspring; never to Dulness, 

Weakness, or the Injury of your own or another’s Peace or Reputation. 
   13. HUMILITY 
   Imitate Jesus and Socrates. 
19  Donald Cardwell, The Norton History of Technology (New York: Norton, 

1994) 154. Also see Peter J. Bowler, The Norton History of the Environ-
mental Sciences (New York: Norton, 1993) 107. 
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miss the allusion to Franklin here, moments later the text 
identifies Lenehan, who shares Stephen’s superstitious re-
sponse to the lightening and whose nature is the antithesis 
of Benjamin Franklin’s moderation and prudence, as “Mr 
False Franklin” (U 14.468-9). Bloom, on the contrary, seems 
close to the genuine American article, and like his potato, he 
may trace part of his origins to the New World. 

Although the Renaissance vogue of self-fashioning 
evolved into the Enlightenment idea of the self-made man 
like Dr. Franklin, initially it seems to have been an example 
of the co-evolution of nature and art, or in other words, as a 
kind of self-dramatization, self-fashioning could have been 
related to the new drama of the age or to the public theatre 
of the carnival. The increasing popularity of performed eth-
nicity in the eighteenth century, however, clearly springs 
from the stage. As Michael Ragussis has discussed, the the-
atrical representation of ethnicity was intimately connected 
to the formation of national identities. The staged represen-
tation of the Other to spectators shaped the “construction 
of ethnic identity to culture at large” and emphatically rein-
forced these constructions of both self and Other.20 Such 
was the birth of the “stage Irishman.” The construction and 
reinforcement of cultural stereotypes clearly also underlie 
the theatrical representation of gender and race as we move 
into the nineteenth century, despite the ironic fact that be-
cause gender, race, and ethnicity were so common as theat-
rical masks, their staging simultaneously communicated the 
subversive, anti-essentialist message that each of these is 
ultimately performative. Men in skirts were a staple feature 
of Joyce’s favorite childhood entertainment, the pantomime, 
as Cheryl Herr observes, and Bloom will illustrate the per-
formativity of gender, wearing skirts in Circe.21 On the other 

 
20  Michael Ragussis, “Jews and Other ‘Outlandish Englishmen’: Ethnic Per-

formance and the Invention of British Identity under the Georges.” Critical 
Inquiry 26 (2000/4): 778. 

21  Cheryl Herr, Joyce’s Anatomy of Culture (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois 
Press, 1986) 136-7. Herr  similarly observes that “the cross-dressed actor 
performed two messages at once. First, he or she denied the reality of an-
drogyny by playing off the cultural assumption that each person had to be 
either male or female; he or she thus acted out the culture’s confusion over 
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hand, both Ulysses and Finnegans Wake contain multiple 
references to male impersonators like Mrs Bandmann Palmer 
(U 5.194-6)—who played Hamlet at the Gaiety on June 15th 
1904—or like the “charming soubrette” Marie Kendall (U 
10.380-1)—who performed as a male throughout her early 
career—or like “BELLO” Cohen in Circe (U 15.2834) and 
Vesta Tilly in the Wake (FW 526.30, 536.18), and let us not 
forget John Eglinton’s mention of Edward Vining’s theory 
that Hamlet was herself a male impersonator (U 9.518-9) . 
Performances of race—the Native American, the Chinaman, 
the African American, and the Jew as both race and ethnic-
ity—were similarly staples of the legitimate stage and the 
pantomime that migrated readily into pulp literature, echoed 
variously by the young boy of “An Encounter” who reluc-
tantly plays the role of an Indian in neighborhood games (D 
20), by the Orientalizing of “Chin Chon Eg Lin Ton” in Scylla 
and Charybdis (U 9.1129), and most assuredly by the black-
face entertainers Eugene Stratton with his “thick niggerlips” 
(U 10.141-2), and Tom and Sam Bohee, “coloured coons in 
white duck suits, scarlet socks, and upstarched Sambo 
chokers” who “diddle diddle cakewalk” through Nighttown 
(U 15.411-26).22 Kate Bateman’s renowned performance as 
Leah might suffice as the representative example of perfor-
mative Jewishness in Ulysses (U 5.197-8), or perhaps I 
could enlist the gentile Reuben J. Dodd here, were it not for 

 
sexual identity—and its fear of deviations from the norm. Second—and 
somewhat contradictorily—this acting was a censored announcement that 
male and female need not be mutually exclusive categories or, indeed, even 
the principal categories used to identify the sexual dimension of human ex-
perience” (153-4). Herr discusses the influences of the pantomime tradition 
and its motifs of gender and racial performance on Circe (136-58), contend-
ing that Joyce attacks “the notion that any essence, any ‘pure’ selfhood 
exists beyond and above the scriptings of culture” (150). 

22  The Bohee brothers, whose actual names were James and George, were 
genuinely black entertainers who nonetheless performed stereotypically 
“coon” roles in minstrel shows. It’s unclear whether Joyce was under the 
impression they wore black-face—“They whisk black masks from raw 
babby faces” (U 15.424)—or, as Zack Bowen suggests, “extends his par-
ody by providing them with an under-layer of white skin to make them two 
white men imitating black men imitating white men imitating blacks” 
(“Joyce, Minstrels, and Mimes.” James Joyce Quarterly 39 [2002/4]: 817-
8). 
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the obvious fact that Leopold Bloom himself plays the role of 
the Jew. Bloom acknowledges such to Stephen in Eumaeus 
when he recounts his confrontation with the Citizen: 

 
He called me a jew and in a heated fashion offensively. So I 
without deviating from plain facts in the least told him his 
God, I mean Christ, was a jew too and all his family like me 
though in reality I’m not. (U 16.1082-5) 

 
To the same degree, Bloom performs gender, and not just in 
the transvestial sequence of Circe. His middle name is Paula, 
after all, and he apparently has his monthly periods, making 
him the “finished example of the new womanly man” earlier 
in Circe (U 15.1798-99). Through the “dark horse” motif of 
the book (U 12.1558 and passim), Joyce multiply associates 
Bloom, “black in the face” (U 15.1958), with African Ameri-
can stereotypes, and ultimately—as I argue in Cannibal 
Joyce—Bloom also inhabits the role of Native American sav-
age: He is “Caliban” (U 15.1760). 

But if such examples of self-fashioning and the perform-
ance of ethnicity, gender, and race are so abundant in Ulys-
ses and find their origins in such strong European traditions 
as the carnival, Renaissance codes of conduct, and the 
drama and the pantomime, on what basis do I make the 
claim that performative ethnicity is a particularly American 
phenomenon? 

The first answer is rather straight-forward. Laura 
Browder’s study Slippery Characters: Ethnic Impersonators 
and American Identities (2000) is an exploration of ethnic 
imposture in the construction of identities in American cul-
ture from colonial days to the near present. Browder surveys 
an impressive number of ethnic impostor autobiographies, 
including, for instance, upwards to 100 ersatz slave-
narratives written by white abolitionists between 1760 and 
1865; she discusses the staging of ethnicity in the Wild 
West Shows and the minstrel performances of the later 
nineteenth century that also toured internationally, introduc-
ing the world to the American penchant for dressing-up in 
war-paint and black-face; and Browder carries the story into 
the near present, examining such ethnic impostures as The 
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Education of Little Tree (1976), a pseudo-Cherokee autobi-
ography written by a white Alabaman, Governor George 
Wallace’s speechwriter Asa Carter, as well as the purported 
narrative of a Chicano activist, Danny Santiago’s Famous All 
Over Town (1984), written by the very WASP writer Daniel 
James.23 Browder doesn’t deal with the venerable American 
tradition of fraud in the name of religion—one thinks of the 
Reverend Alexander J. Dowie, whose career collapsed 
shortly after his return to Zion, Illinois, from his “Around the 
World” fundraising tour of 190424—or staying with the 
theme of literary imposture, we miss any discussion of an 
American best-seller of the 1830s, the anti-Catholic fraud-
autobiography, The Awful Disclosures of Maria Monk 
(1836), that Bloom “idly” peruses at the book-cart in “Wan-
dering Rocks” (U 10.585-6). On the other hand, she does 
discuss a pseudo-Jewish narrative, I am a Woman—and a 
Jew (1926), long considered one of the classics of immi-
grant autobiography, published under the pseudonym Leah 
Morton but written by a woman born of Baptist and Lu-
theran parents in Pittsburgh, not in Poland. At least this 
book is pro-Semitic, but its mere mention reminds us that 
there is a vigorous tradition of anti-Semitic narratives of im-
posture, most notoriously the Protocols of the Elders of 
Zion, that are European in origin. Ethnic performance is 
surely not an exclusively American phenomenon. But there 
clearly must be something in the water, or in the culture of 
America that makes this form of imposture especially preva-
lent in the USA. 

This observation prompts me to offer an additional reason 
why we might consider performative ethnicity as a particu-
larly American phenomenon: Namely, the North American 
colonies and subsequently the United States were them-
selves exercises in political self-fashioning, places which in-
vited newcomers, many of whom were escaping from the 

 
23  For more information about Browder’s project, also see her “Under Cover: 

Ethnic Imposture and the Construction of American Identities” 
http://www.has.vcu.edu/eng/symp/p_o.htm. 

24  Dowie’s fall from grace occurred in 1906. As Gifford notes, the evangelist’s 
European tour did not take him to Dublin, despite his appearance on 
Bloomsday in Ulysses (Gifford, 157).  
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nightmares of their personal histories, to reinvent them-
selves, to forge new identities, as the country was similarly 
inventing itself. Certainly Franklin’s ethos of self-
improvement and Emerson’s ideals of self-invention contrib-
uted to this cultural mix. Yet while aspirations toward such 
transformation may have long flourished, it seems to me 
that this self-invention often carries with it a nostalgia for 
the original. What I mean by this is that an enormous num-
ber of citizens in the United States still identify themselves 
not simply as Americans, but as Hispanic Americans, Ger-
man Americans, African Americans, Italian Americans, Irish 
Americans, and so on. It sometimes seems that the further 
they are from this origin and the less they know of it, the 
stronger is their carnivalesque impulse to perform this eth-
nicity, to effect the occasional return of the repressed. One 
has to ask if an indigenous Celt, someone like the “dumb-
founded old man” Myles Joyce standing before an English 
judge, whom Joyce sees as “a symbol of the Irish nation at 
the bar of public opinion,” would have had any awareness of 
himself as a symbol of anything or even as Irish per se.25 Put 
another way, I suspect that the Irish Pub with Guinness on 
tap and traditional music on Thursday nights was principally 
an American invention, as are the ubiquitous hamburger, 
French fries, or even the pizzeria, despite their old-worldly 
evocations. As Bakhtin has theorized about the development 
of linguistic consciousness, which occurs primarily in a poly-
linguistic setting, I would argue that ethnic consciousness is 
the product of ethnic diversity, and surely the New World 
was and continues to be especially diverse.26 But there is 
also a parallel here to the state of Ireland during Joyce’s 
formative years, when most of its population, while not par-
ticularly diverse, were nonetheless separated from their cul-
tural origins, not by space but by the calculated eradication 
of these origins over time. In this sense, the desires of the 

 
25  James Joyce, Occasional, Critical, and Political Writing, ed. Kevin Barry 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000) 198. 
26  M.M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination:  Four Essays, ed. Michael Holquist, 

trans. Caryl Emerson & Michael Holquist (Austin:  University of Texas 
Press, 1981) 60-1. 
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young Stephen Dedalus, and arguably of James Joyce, to 
“forge […] the uncreated conscience” of their race carry the 
innuendoes of recovery through self-fashioning and impos-
ture—that is through forgery—that we find in acts of per-
formative ethnicity (P 252). We have long known about 
Joyce’s fascination with impostors, frauds, and counterfeit-
ers like “Jim the Penman” (viz. FW 125.23), and clearly he 
was intrigued by the resemblance of art to “forgery,” but I 
don’t think anyone to date has suggested that his perform-
ance as an Irish writer was part of his art of counterfeiture. 
Yet some of the same factors that promoted performative 
ethnicity in American culture would have worked similarly on 
Joyce, initially in Ireland, and even more intensely after his 
self-exile to the Habsburg empire’s melting-pot of Trieste, a 
poly-cultural and linguistic environment that must, at least in 
these respects, have resembled the American colonies. 
Such, I think, is the unspoken subtext of McCourt’s Years of 
Bloom, which traces so much of Ulysses to Joyce’s location 
and experiences in Trieste, not Dublin, where he performed 
as the representative Irishman both in the pages of Il Piccolo 
della Sera and on the lecture platform. After reading Years 
of Bloom, it is tempting to see not just Bloom as a Triestine, 
but much of Ulysses as a nostalgic abstraction of Dublin 
perceived through the lenses of Trieste, Zürich, and Paris. 
Thomas Hofheinz’s study of Finnegans Wake, titled Joyce 
and the Invention of Irish History, even further clarifies the 
degree to which Joyce’s “spiritual country” had become a 
“game of improvisation.”27 

Of course, you will say, but James Joyce really was Irish. 
I agree, yet I would add that James Joyce was “really Irish” 
in a particularly American way that explains my facetious 
title. I’m even tempted to suggest that the American nature 
of Joyce’s Irishry could be one more reason, beyond the 
several factors that Joseph Kelly elucidates in Our Joyce, 
why his works were so enthusiastically championed initially 

 
27  Thomas C. Hofheinz, Joyce and the Invention of Irish History (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1995) 3. 
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by the American scholarly community.28 As Marlow says of 
his Lord Jim, he was “one of us.”29 Considering Joyce as a 
performer of ethnicity, moreover, has prompted me to revisit 
his famous statement to Frank Budgen that “if the city [of 
Dublin] one day suddenly disappeared from the earth it could 
be reconstructed out of my” Ulysses.30 I suspect this is true, 
but I also suspect that this reconstituted city of Dublin might 
have the same authenticity as the Main Streets of Disney-
land or Disney World, hyperrealistic worlds of illusion that 
the observer, Bloom-like, admires as a “genuine forgeries” (U 
16.781), worlds that Umberto Eco has described as “more 
real than reality.”31 What could be more American than this? 

 
28  See Joseph Kelly, Our Joyce: From Outcast to Icon (Austin: University of 

Texas Press, 1998). 
29  Joseph Conrad, Lord Jim (ed. Thomas C. Moser, 2nd ed., New York: Nor-

ton, 1996) 27 & passim. 
30  Budgen, James Joyce, 69. 
31  Umberto Eco, Travels in Hyperreality, trans. William Weaver (San Diego: 

Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1986) 45. 
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Greg Winston 
TALKING ABOUT VIOLENT EXERCISE”:  
JOYCE, SPORTS & MILITARIZATION 

 
 

Athletics and militarism move in practical lockstep through 
Joyce’s fiction, occurring frequently in the contested arenas 
of cultural ideology and national identity. Joyce situates 
sports—of the British garrison and traditional Irish varieties—
in complex roles that play out most pointedly in portrayals of 
educational practice and social discourse. These range from 
the football and cricket scenes in the schooldays segments 
of A Portrait to the barroom banter of Gaelic sports and 
shoneen games that leads to the volatile conclusion of Ulys-
ses’ “Cyclops” episode. In each instance, sports come to 
represent the militant values they helped foster on both 
sides of the Anglo-Irish divide. The British army had long 
used sports for a variety of purposes, including physical 
training, leisurely entertainment and community relations. By 
the late nineteenth century, some physical-force nationalists 
exploited the Gaelic athletic revival to similar military ends, 
seeing the movement as an effective vehicle for troop re-
cruitment, group cohesion, and covert drill. Drawing from a 
broader ethos of muscular Christianity and national effi-
ciency, English imperialism and Irish nationalism revealed a 
similar ironic tendency for developing the destructive func-
tions of the war machine by cultivating the healthful habits 
of followers. 

The focal point for such politicized, racialized, and violent 
athletic discourse is the Citizen, based on G.A.A. founder 
Michael Cusack, whose earlier portrayal in Stephen Hero as 
a “very stout blackbearded citizen” presiding over Gaelic 
League meetings was direct and indicting as to his alignment 
of national athletics with nationalist violence: under his lofty 
supervision and encouragement, “bodies of young Gaels 
conflicted murderously in the Phoenix Park with whacking 
hurley-sticks, thrice armed in their just quarrel since their 
revolution had been blessed for them by the Anointed” (SH 
62). In Ulysses, the critique of Cusack and his militant dis-
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course evolves into a deflating parody of the Citizen and the 
G.A.A. ethos in the sports talk and mock violence at Barney 
Kiernan’s.  

Citizen Cusack, as he was known in the Gaelic athletic 
movement, develops here into a highly ironic personification 
of militant nationalism, primarily through the purposeful ac-
cumulation of falsified athletic and historical records. Cusack 
would have been fifty-seven in June 1904, and, perhaps 
owing to the years gone by, his athletic career is misremem-
bered by Joe Hynes who dubs him “champion of all Ireland 
at putting the sixteen pound shot” (U 12.881-82). As Gif-
ford notes, the real champion and record holder for this 
event was not Michael Cusack but Denis Horgan.1 Cusack 
never won the all-Ireland but had in fact placed first in the 
16 and 25 lb shot events at a Dublin Amateur Athletic Club 
competition2 . Whether an honest mistake or exaggerated 
flattery, Hynes’s flawed fact occurs in the same breath as 
his equally erroneous claim that the Citizen was “the man 
that got away James Stephens” (U 12.881). Athletic prow-
ess and militant nationalism are so closely aligned in the 
public consciousness that the legendary deeds of each be-
come misattributed to the same source, at least by these 
barstool historians.  

Such historical falsehood needs a compliant audience if it 
is ever to become acknowledged as historical truth. These 
exaggerated triumphs are immediately perpetuated by Alf 
Bergan’s eager questioning and Bloom’s affirmative re-
sponse: “Is that really a fact? Yes…That’s well known. Did 
you not know that?” (U 12.887-88). The Citizen’s false 
modesty at a falsified accomplishment – “I was as good as 
the next fellow anyhow” (U 12.884-5) – is met with Hynes’ 
validating and punning reply, “Put it there, citizen…You 
were and a bloody sight better” (U 12.886), in which a glo-
rified, if distorted, recollection of sport is coupled with a dis-
figuring act of violence.  

 
 1  Don Gifford. Ulysses Annotated: Notes for James Joyce’s Ulysses, with 

Robert J. Seidman (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988) 342. 
 2  Marcus de Bùrca, The GAA: A History (Dublin: Gill and McMillan, 1999) 7. 
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Beyond its inflated accomplishments, the Citizen’s ath-
letic resumé reveals the hypocrisy of his response to the 
questions of nationhood formulated in “Cyclops.” For in 
competing at the shot-put he practices a militarized, Angli-
cized version of a traditional Irish and Scottish test of 
strength. The modern name of shot-put for the ancient event 
in fact derives from munitions, a result of British Army ath-
letes in the mid nineteenth century substituting a16-lb. can-
non shot for the traditional 14-lb. field stone used in the 
Tailtean and Highland games. Hynes uses the term “putting 
the sixteen pound shot” (U 12.882), while the narrator re-
fers to the event by its traditional Celtic name as “putting 
the stone” (U 12.890). In its substitution of manufactured 
ordinance for pastoral equipment, putting the shot was very 
much a red-coated British innovation of a traditional Irish 
pastime.  

British soldiers used the event for physical training, but in 
so-called friendly displays and competitions before the Irish 
public, it no doubt served quite handily as a clear reminder 
of the potent arsenal at their disposal. For instance, the 
sporting columns of The Cork Examiner for May 30, 1904, 
list “putting the shot” among several featured athletic 
events during the annual training of the Tipperary Royal Gar-
rison Artillery Militia.3 The re-equipping and renaming of the 
sport was emblematic of the British occupation in general. In 
the politically and racially charged discussion of “Cyclops,” 
the shot-put speaks to a social reality of athletic cross-
pollination. Doing so, it begins the process of undermining 
the Citizen’s cherished misconception of Irish sport as a 
pure, de-Anglicized cultural form. The word shot recurs in 
the parody of Biblical prose that marks the final phrase of 
the episode: “like a shot off a shovel” (U 12.1918) elides 
the Citizen’s ballistic behavior with Bloom’s heavenward as-
cendance. In that closing line, The Little Review printed 
short in its serialized publication of the episode, which Joyce 
corrected to shot the following year in the final typescript of 
the novel, cementing a parallel between the Citizen’s athletic 

 
 3  “Tipperary R.G.A. (Militia) Regimental Sports,” The Cork Examiner (30 May, 

1904) 7. 
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background and belligerent tendencies. The Little Review 
also printed the unrealistic weight of “56 pound shot.” Both 
late corrections to the typescript suggest Joyce’s concern 
with accuracy in the athletic and military details.  

The Citizen’s athletic history reveals the inherent G.A.A. 
problem of categorizing sports or other activities along strict 
racial or cultural lines. His own participation at the shot-put 
suggests, if not a violation, then at least a compromise of 
Gaelic Athletic Association regulations which, besides advo-
cacy of Irish games, featured a wholesale ban on non-native 
ones. Rule 42 forbade members from participating in Asso-
ciation football (soccer), rugby, cricket, field hockey, and 
other so-called “foreign games.” Track and field athletics, 
including shot-put, were never specifically banned, nor were 
they encouraged. Still, categorizing (and excluding) sports 
based on national or cultural affiliation is no easy task. In 
this regard, the hybrid reality of athletics resembles music, 
language and other dynamic attributes of national identity 
that accumulate across Ulysses. Like so many aspects of 
culture, sports are never as pure as the Citizen or the G.A.A. 
might imagine them to be. 

This becomes apparent when one sets the sports dis-
course of “Cyclops” in the context of the founding mission 
of the G.A.A. Tantamount to the Association’s focus on tra-
ditional Irish sports was its ban on foreign games, which 
originated in the 1884 correspondence of Cusack and 
Archbishop Thomas Croke that became for all intents and 
purposes the constitution for the new governing body of 
Irish sport. Such exclusionist thinking was extended two 
decades later in the G.A.A. annual congress for 1902 and 
1903 through the passage of motions that not only blocked 
Irish athletes from foreign games but foreign athletes from 
Irish ones. Of special interest were members of the military 
and constabulary, who were banned from future participa-
tion in Gaelic football or hurling by the January 1903 G.A.A. 
congress.4  

 
 4  Later that year, as Marcus de Bùrca notes, the ban was “extended to cover 

athletics meetings held under GAA laws, and also to include men receiving 
pensions from British forces. Finally the 1906 congress declared any athlete 
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Croke’s letter to Cusack in December 1884 to accept the 
position of first patron to the G.A.A. resonates with the di-
visive nationalist sporting ethos of “Cyclops.” It offers a 
catalog of “manly exercises” Croke encouraged for Irish ath-
letes. His enumerative distinction of Irish from foreign pas-
times–echoed in the sports talk at Barney Kiernan’s (U 
12.889-91) – became more or less the mission statement 
for the new organization: 

 
Ball-playing, hurling, football kicking, according to Irish rules, 
‘casting’, leaping in various ways, wrestling, handy-grips, 
top-pegging, leap-frog, rounders, tip-in-the-hat, and all such 
favourite exercises and amusements amongst men and 
boys, may now be said to be not only dead and buried, but 
in several localities to be entirely forgotten and unknown. 
And what have we got in their stead? We have got such 
foreign and fantastic field sports as lawn-tennis, polo, 
croquet, cricket, and the like—very excellent, I believe, and 
health-giving exercises in their way, still not racy of the soil, 
but rather alien, on the contrary, to it, as are, indeed, for the 
most part the men and women who first imported and still 
continue to patronise them.5  

 
Croke emphasized a strict Gaelic/foreign dichotomy of Irish 
sporting culture that became the foundation of Rule 42. 
Bloom’s identified favorite, “lawn tennis,” is notably first on 
the list of sports he discourages, and its favorable mention 
becomes a catalyst for the Citizen finally losing his temper.6 
Even so, the Archbishop does concede a certain value to the 
sport later in his letter – “there is something rather pleasing 
to the eye in the ‘get up’ of a modern young man who, ar-
rayed in light attire, with parti-coloured cap on and racket in 
hand, is making his way, with or without a companion, to 

 
ineligible for a GAA sports meeting if he had participated in any meeting 
sponsored by either the British military forces or the R.I.C.” The GAA: A 
History (Dublin: Gill and McMillan, 1999) 71. 

 5  Qtd. in P.S. O’Hegarty. A History of Ireland Under the Union (London: 
Methuen and Company, 1952) 612. 

 6  Patrick Ledden advances this point along with context on Croke and Cusack 
in “Bloom, Lawn Tennis, and the Gaelic Athletic Association” James Joyce 
Quarterly 36.3 (Spring 1999): 630-4. 
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the tennis ground”7 – though he makes it clear this is still a 
poor substitute for Irish pastimes. Most notably, Croke’s 
guidelines do not include the Citizen’s preferred event, shot-
putting, or even track and field events in general, an omis-
sion that recalls a fundamental difference between Croke 
and Michael Cusack in the early history of the G.A.A. From 
the start, Michael Cusack’s vision for the G.A.A. was as 
much anti-English as it was pro-Irish. He had been particu-
larly interested in reviving track and field athletics in which 
he felt Irish athletes could be more competitive with their 
English counterparts. In the late 1870s, he began to push 
for a revival of “what he called pure athletics” including the 
return of “weight and jumping events” in which he judged 
Irish competitors might excel against English opponents.8 
According to Archbishop Croke’s criteria, the Citizen’s own 
claim to athletic fame risks being at least as “foreign and 
fantastic” as Bloom’s preferred sport, and perhaps even less 
“racy of the soil.” 

The sports authorities at Barney Kiernan’s expose the 
internal fault-lines and inevitable contradictions of a native 
athletics movement whose self-definition purported un-
equivocal categories of nation and race. In this context, the 
escalating tension between the Citizen and Bloom is all the 
more significant in the ensuing talk of “Irish sports and 
shoneen games” (U 12.889-91), reproduced as it is in the 
parody of “the minutes of a meeting written up as disguised 
advertisement of a social or political organization” .9 The or-
ganization in question is the same group backing the MP 
Nannetti in his questioning of the House of Commons about 
the ban on Irish sports in Phoenix Park; its name Sluagh na 
h-Eireann (“Army of Ireland”) reinforces the identification of 
Gaelic sports with military drill. Archbishop Croke had rec-
ommended a public relations campaign for the G.A.A. 
movement that would enlist the support of “national jour-
nals,” and Joyce’s parody captures the unmistakable style 
of elevated diction and biased reportage typical of cultural-

 
 7  Ledden, ““Bloom, Lawn Tennis,” 630-4. 
 8  de Bùrca, The GAA: A History, 8. 
 9  Gifford, Ulysses Annotated, 342. 
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nationalist publications: “A most interesting discussion took 
place in the ancient hall of Brian O’Ciarnain’s in Sraid na Bre-
taine Bheag, under the auspices of Sluagh na h-Eireann, on 
the revival of ancient Gaelic sports and the importance of 
physical culture, as understood in ancient Greece and an-
cient Rome and ancient Ireland, for the development of the 
race” (U 12.897-901). The alliance with the Gaelic League 
and Irish language movement is also apparent in the over-
blown representation of “the well-known and respected 
worker in the cause of our old tongue, Mr Joseph McCarthy 
Hynes,” (U 12.907-8). 

In opposition to such militarized athletic discourse in “Cy-
clops,” Bloom suggests a version of physical culture tied to 
inward corporeal well-being in place of competitive external 
struggle. His view of physical fitness aspires to the promo-
tion of individual health rather than the destruction or self-
sacrifice of healthy bodies for a patriotic cause. Bloom is, 
after all, a man with a copy of Eugen Sandow’s Physical 
Strength and How to Obtain It. For him, the goal of exercise 
is to build oneself up, not cut others down. Like Stephen, he 
will not do service to ideologies of national efficiency or 
muscular Christianity. This demilitarized perspective is de-
nounced by the “Cyclops” narrator, who derides Bloom for 
his take on sports as self-improvement and individual well-
being: “of course Bloom had to have his say too about if a 
fellow had a rower’s heart violent exercise was bad” (U 
12.892-3).10 But Bloom’s purely medical assessment of the 
topic has little to do with what his listeners want to hear. 
Therefore, when Alf Bergan rejoins the conversation, he ap-
propriates Bloom’s phrase to very different effect: “Talking 
about violent exercise, says Alf, were you at the Keogh-
Bennett match?” (U 12.939-40). The conversation reverts to 
the baser function of sport in an even more highly politicized 
and nationalistic form: the symbolic warfare of theEnglish-
versus-Irish, military-civilian prizefight. The pugilistic proxy 
war between Dublin’s Pet Lamb and the Portobello Bruiser is 

 
10  The 1919 Little Review installment of the episode reads “weak heart,” thus 

the later emendation seems to add one more “shoneen game” to the list, 
this one with particularly upper-class Oxbridge connotations. 
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saturated with military language, much of which Joyce 
added during his late revisions of the episode, showing again 
his reworking of “Cyclops” in the wake of the violence of 
1916. The sports journalism parody makes the point that 
athletics, brought to its most fundamental, martial art, 
would become a catalyst to armed conflict.  

Nevertheless, the final word in “Cyclops” about milita-
rized sport comes from a corrupt athletic gesture by the Citi-
zen himself. Inaccurate as it may be, the earlier reference to 
the Citizen as All-Ireland shot-put champion, transmogrifies 
into his equally exaggerated act of throwing an empty 
Jacob’s biscuit tin at Bloom. In other words, a false reading 
of history generates a violent historical action. In the Ho-
meric architecture of the novel, the hateful gesture undoubt-
edly casts the former shot-putter in the role of wounded, 
insulted Polyphemous launching a boulder at the fleeing 
Odysseus and his crew.  

Alongside these mythic and athletic echoes, the hurling 
of the Jacob’s tin is also fraught with contemporary associa-
tions as it nods to one of the more practical, and peculiar, 
details of the Easter Rising. For, as they mustered on Easter 
Monday, members of the Citizen Army and Irish Volunteers 
were issued homemade bombs. The rudimentary hand gre-
nades were fashioned from milk cans and, in some cases, 
from Jacob’s biscuit tins. These were abundantly available 
to members of Thomas MacDonagh’s Third Battalion of Irish 
Volunteers who turned the immense biscuit factory on 
Bishop Street into their garrison headquarters. As Seamus 
Pounch, a member of the Third battalion at Jacob’s, re-
called, “The weapons we had were mixed and represented 
every class of gun and revolver used by Volunteers; to this 
was added tin-can bombs to be used in case of a close at-
tack from roof and windows on enemy troops.”11 Placed 
along the pavement surrounding the factory, Jacob’s tins 
also served as a makeshift alarm system to alert the Irish 

 
11  Seamus Pounch, “Statement by Seamus Pounch, 55, O’Curry Road, Fair-

brothers Fields, Dublin,” Bureau of Military History, 1913-21. WS 267. Na-
tional Archives of Ireland, 11. 
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Volunteers of a nighttime attack.12 Therefore, those occupy-
ing Jacob’s were constantly listening for “the sound of an 
old tinbox clattering along the street” (U 12.1857). Despite 
these precautions, things remained relatively quiet at the 
factory, due both to its distance from city centre and to the 
sheer immensity of the complex, which isolated the garrison 
from the streets outside. Apart from a few minor skirmishes, 
the Third Battalion at Jacob’s never saw action, and, as 
Charles Townshend remarks, most of its members “stayed 
in the biscuit-filled mausoleum for the rest of the week, 
waiting for an attack that never came.”13 Turning the famil-
iar product and location into resources in the fight against 
British power in Ireland had, much like the Rising itself, great 
symbolic resonance but minimal tactical impact. 

In this sense, the presence of the Jacob’s tin in “Cy-
clops” embodies the absurdity of the Easter Rising and hy-
pocrisy of a militarized nationalist politics. The last gesture 
of the one-man Citizen army conveys the futility of the 
homemade munitions and of the narrow-minded nationalist 
program that produced them. It is even more incongruous 
and ironic considering the cultural standing and history of 
Jacob’s biscuits: W & R Jacob was just the sort of Irish-
owned enterprise the Citizen would be prone to favor, given 
his discourse on native industry (U 12.1241-50).14 The bis-
cuit tin is further transfigured in the mock-journalistic ac-
count of Bloom’s funeral to an ornate, Gaelicized symbol of 
wartime casualty: “a silver casket tastefully executed in the 
style of ancient Celtic ornament, a work which reflects 

 
12  Michael Foy and Brian Barton, The Easter Rising (Phoenix Mill: Sutton, 

1999) 92. 
13  Charles Townshend, Easter 1916: The Irish Rebellion (London: Ivan R. Dee, 

2006) 181. 
14  Founded by brothers William and Robert Jacob in Co. Waterford in 1851, 

the bakery moved to Dublin a few years later and grew by the turn of the 
century into one of the city’s largest employers. The Jacob brothers grew 
up in a Quaker home, yet even the renowned pacifism of that denomination 
seems utterly lost or at least ironically betrayed when the symbol of their 
enterprise gets converted into deadly ordinance and the site of their busi-
ness transformed to a fortress of urban warfare. For a history of the com-
pany and factory, including its role in the Easter Rising, see Seamus 
O’Maitiu W&R Jacob: Celebrating 150 Years of Irish Biscuit Making. 
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every credit on the makers, Messrs Jacob agus Jacob” (U 
12.1823-25). Rural scenes and other traditional art on 
Jacob’s boxes in fact made them not just consumer con-
tainers but popular collectables in the period, prime exam-
ples of an early commodification of Irish identity. This 
conversion of consumer good to cultural artifact is undone 
by its refashioning as ordinance—and, to even darker effect, 
its transition from armament to coffin.  

“Cyclops” deflates revolutionary facts and cultural iden-
tity politics to absurd athletic parody. The Citizen’s hurl of 
the biscuit tin turns athletic feat to bellicose action and sug-
gests the distorting, hypocritical tendencies of a movement 
whose narrow vision turned the national athletic revival into 
a recruiting pool for the Volunteer movement. The moment 
suggests Joyce’s critique of the Easter Rising as the particu-
larly pointless and bloody long-term result of the native 
games movement. To be sure, there has been significant 
disagreement as to whether the G.A.A. originated as a non-
revolutionary cultural-nationalist athletic organization or as 
an outgrowth of the physical-force nationalism led by the 
I.R.B.15 For its part, Ulysses makes a compelling case that, 
on both sides, national athletic passions, unfiltered or un-
checked, can inspire violent, irreversible actions.  

 
15  See de Bùrca, The GAA: A History, and Padraig Puirseal, The GAA in Its 

Time, Dublin 1982, for the major pro and con positions in this discussion. 
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André Topia 
INCHOATE JOYCE: FLOATING FRONTIERS, 
BLURRED CYCLES 
 
 
Writing this paper was an experience akin to that of the en-
gineer to whom Joyce compared himself when writing Fin-
negans Wake, digging a tunnel under a mountain from two 
opposite sides, hoping that the two tunnels would meet in 
the middle. Our two tunnels explore various modes of incho-
ateness in Joyce, especially the blurring of the distinction 
between beginning and end, sequence and duration, succes-
sion and simultaneousness. And they start from two oppo-
site sides. One concerns an almost topological problem: the 
floating temporal frontiers in “The Sisters,” where perturbed 
cycles create an ambiguity between the terminal and the 
terminated. The other tunnel is more linguistic: it is the devi-
ant use of tenses and especially of past participles in the 
Joycean sentence, which disrupts the chronological order 
and results in a confusion between succession and simulta-
neousness. This disruption can be put in parallel with 
Flaubert's famous mixing of passé simple and imparfait in 
his sentences, especially in Madame Bovary, Salammbô, and 
Trois contes, which Joyce knew and admired.1 One may 
suspect that both phenomena, the symbolic one and the lin-
guistic one, are symptoms of the same underlying perturba-
tion: an impossibility both to end and to begin. 

In “The Sisters,” one of the most puzzling facts is the 
child's anxiety to assess as exactly as possible the precise 
moment of Father Flynn's death. This is particularly striking 
in the early version of the story, which seems to indicate 
that this anxiety is at the very core of the story. In the early 

 
 1  “Salammbô l'entoura autour de ses flancs, sous ses bras, entre ses genoux; 

puis le prenant à la mâchoire, elle approcha cette petite gueule triangulaire 
jusqu'au bord de ses dents, et, en fermant à demi les yeux, elle se renver-
sait sous les rayons de la lune.” Gustave Flaubert, Salammbô (Paris: Le Li-
vre de Poche) 271. “Antipas, bien vite, tira la médaille de l'Empereur, et, 
l'observant avec tremblement, il la présentait du côté de l'image.” Gustave 
Flaubert, "Hérodias,” Trois Contes (Paris: Le Livre de Poche) 147. 
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version, the child appears so obsessed by this verification, 
that he is almost like a surveyor, trying to map, as exactly 
as possible, the chronology of the priest's death. There is 
almost a competition between him and old Cotter concern-
ing which of them will be first in learning for sure that the 
priest is dead. Hence the child's frustration when he has to 
recognize: “So old Cotter had got the better of me for all my 
vigilance of three nights. It is often annoying the way people 
will blunder on what you have elaborately planned for” (JJA 
4:335). The actual chronology of the priest's death, such as 
it really happened, is thus reduced to a “blunder”, an unjusti-
fiable accident, compared to what the child had “planned.” 
This gap between the planned chronology and the actualized 
event will then irradiate all through the story, just as some 
invisible planets are discovered through the perturbations 
they produce in the neighbouring constellations.  

Why is it so essential for the child to know for sure this 
precise moment of the priest's death? It seems that it is be-
cause this moment is supposed to be a fixed point on the 
temporal chain: the child is anxious to fix a stable frontier 
line between the cycle of life and the cycle of death. But the 
chronological gap between old Cotter's knowledge and the 
child's makes this frontier unstable and moving. What 
makes it so disturbing for the child that old Cotter should be 
ahead of him in this race for a fixed point, is that it means 
that for a brief period Cotter knew that the priest was dead, 
whereas the child didn't, so that retrospectively the child 
feels as if he had been in a warped temporal zone, a time 
warp, as it were, a little as if he had built a faulty map and 
had continued to advance on a territory which had in fact 
collapsed — a little like Mr Duffy in “A Painful Case,” who 
realizes when reading about Mrs Sinico's death in his news-
paper that he had continued on the same trajectory while 
the ground had disappeared under his feet. 

This confusion of cycles is already contained in the first 
sentence of the story: “There was no hope for him this time: 
it was the third stroke” (D 9). The child seems to have en-
tered a phase which inevitably leads to death, but the mo-
ment of death properly speaking is not there yet, so that he 
finds himself in the paradoxical situation of a terminal zone, 



 

324 

 

where nothing guarantees that it is terminated. All we know 
is that we are at the end of a series, that of the three 
“strokes,” but nothing announces the next series yet. And 
the fact that the words “third stroke,” as it has often been 
noted, can also be understood as the three strokes of a 
clock makes this uncertainty even more disturbing. If the 
three stokes were medical they would announce an end, but 
if they are temporal, they may herald the beginning of a se-
ries, which may continue and thus contradict the closure as-
sociated with death. 

This impression of an open series with no indication that 
it will close is confirmed by the second sentence: “Night af-
ter night I had passed the house […] and night after night I 
had found it lighted in the same way” (D 9). One knows that 
the use of tenses is often most destabilizing in Dubliners and 
that the chronological frontiers tend to float. Here the plu-
perfect appears highly unstable: it is difficult to know for 
sure where exactly this sentence is situated in the chrono-
logical chain. Has the “third stroke” happened before the 
child began his exploratory walks? Or was it during one of 
these walks? Did the child begin to “study,” as he says, the 
window before, while, or after discovering that it was the 
“third stroke”? It appears that two temporal sequences keep 
overlapping: on the one hand, there is the period when the 
evolution of the priest's illness was still open and when 
there was still hope, which period ends with the “third 
stroke”; on the other hand, there is the cycle of death prop-
erly speaking. But the child floats through these two zones, 
and his knowledge only creates an unbearable gap: he 
knows, by his knowledge of the rules, that the first cycle 
must be over, but nothing allows him to tell that the second 
cycle has begun. He finds himself in the highly perturbed, 
and highly perturbing, situation of an end announced, but 
this end refuses to end and encroaches upon the next zone, 
which is supposed to succeed it. Unlike the great Yeatsian 
gyres, the apocalyptic ending which is necessary to intro-
duce the next cycle cannot be fulfilled and the cyclic suc-
cession remains frozen in inchoateness. So, when the child 
tries to “think of Christmas” (D 11) to protect himself 
against the priest's floating head, it is also to put stable cy-
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cles back in place, to find a fixed pivot stopping the over-
lapping generated by the priest's head, the birth of Christ 
being par excellence the beginning of a new cycle. 

But the cartography of his chronological mapping is 
proved wrong: the priest is always ahead of the child's 
planning, whether by his death, which was already accom-
plished whereas the child was still in ignorance of it, or by 
his occupation of the territory the child thought was his 
own, as when he arrives in the private territory of a “pleas-
ant and vicious region” (D 11) and discovers that the priest 
is already there, waiting for him. This error in planning is 
only one of the effects of the general perturbation of the 
time system in the story.  

Thus, when we learn that the priest was indeed dead, 
but that the beginning of the story, which adopted the 
child's point of view, had ignored it, this overlapping creates 
the disturbing feeling that the terminal series which punctu-
ated the beginning of the story—the medical series of the 
three strokes, the chronological series of “night after 
night”—have encroached beyond their limits and that no nar-
rative authority has been able to control the process and to 
position again at its exact place the frontier line separating 
death from life. The malevolent power of the priest is only 
the symptom of this original perturbation.  

At the centre of this time warp is a hesitation between 
several modes of refusing to end: survival, immortality, or 
mere continuation. The persistence of the priest in this 
strange intermediate zone between life and death has noth-
ing to do with immortality in the religious sense. It is simply 
a capacity of infinite continuation, of persistency in being, 
obstinate and almost obscene. Here is the early version of 
the story again: “He seemed like one who could have gone 
on living for ever if only he had wanted to; his life was so 
methodical and uneventful” (JJA 4:339-40) ; and this par-
ody of immortality is displaced to the priest's slippers: “his 
dogskin slippers were everlasting” (JJA 4:339). Both the 
natural cycle of life and death and the supernatural cycle of 
mortality and immortality appear cancelled by this scandal-
ous continuation. Whereas immortality denies and tran-
scends time, the priest's infinite persistence makes time 
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even more unbearable by stretching it endlessly. The child 
experiences in his own way this scandalous supplement of 
existence enjoyed by the priest between the moment when 
he dies and the moment when the child learns about his 
death from Cotter's mouth. But this short period of gratui-
tous survival will not stop and the corpse will continue to 
encroach and expand, with a life which no narrative author-
ity can control. Conversely, the meticulous preparation of 
the corpse by the aunts is an effort to provide a spatial anti-
dote to this temporal floating, to fill, cosmetically as it were, 
the temporal gaps by the spatial “laying out” (D 16) of the 
corpse, a verb which also suggests a spatial ordering, here 
an ordered mapping projected on the uncertainties of time. 

The tense system itself is affected by this perturbation. 
In the early version of the story, when the uncle says about 
the priest: “I thought he was sane enough—,” Cotter an-
swers: “So he was, at times.” And the child's comment is: 
“I sniffed the was apprehensively and gulped down some 
stirabout” (JJA 4:335). Indeed, the uncle used “was” as a 
simple grammatical agreement of tenses in a past context of 
indirect speech, thus covering a period which extends until 
the priest's death. On the contrary, Cotter, using the verb in 
a sentence in the direct speech, gives back to the “was” its 
meaning of past tense, thus rejecting the period of the 
priest's mental health into closed sequences of bygone time. 
The child's strange “sniffing” makes of him a parody of po-
lice detective smelling at a trace which he is trying to inter-
pret, as if suspicious in front of this ambivalent “was,” 
which can circulate through different zones of the past and 
illustrates this disturbing instability of the cycles.  

The word “gnomon” itself, with its original meaning of 
“inspector, indicator,” designating instruments serving as 
indicators, is associated with this marking of frontiers. The 
OED gives as one of its meanings “the teeth which indicate 
the age of a horse” and gives an example dated 1658 from 
a book on quadrupeds, mentioning the third and fourth teeth 
of asses and mules, which are called “gnomons” because 
they provide a fixed point of reference and allow to know 
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the age of the animal.2 This fixed point of reference, this 
scale of measurement, is what the child is vainly looking for 
at the beginning of the story to counteract the floating time 
scale. 

Finally, we can find in the encounter of the two lights in 
the death chamber, the light of- the setting sun and the light 
of the candles, a spatial equivalent of the perturbed chronol-
ogy of the story. The room is “suffused with dusky golden 
light amid which the candles looked like pale thin flames” (D 
14). The sentence must be read not only in terms of space, 
in the nebeneinander, but also in terms of time, in the 
nacheinander. The intermediate luminous zone in which the 
priest is lying, made of the mixture of the two lights — one 
representing an end (of the cycle of the day, but also of 
Catholic values), the other a beginning, that of the cycle of 
death — is also an iconic representation of this confusion of 
beginning and end. The word “suffused,” by its very ety-
mology (from fundere, to pour: “to overspread as with a 
fluid”) cancels any possibility of a fixed frontier line between 
the two luminous zones and makes it impossible to tell 
where one ends and the other begins, thus illustrating this 
floating zone where the frontier line between the end of a 
cycle and the beginning of another, keeps moving. The 
priest, who is bathed in this mixed light, seems to be smiling 
at this subversion of the order of beginning and end. 
 
When we pass to the other end of this exploration of 
chronological disturbance, we find a certain type of Joycean 
sentence characterized by the neutralization of succession 
by simultaneousness. Quite often (there are numerous ex-
amples in “Telemachus,” “Proteus,” “Sirens,” “Circe”) the 
frontier between the end of a sequence and the beginning of 
a new sequence seems to become a sequence in itself, but a 
vague, elastic sequence, whose length is impossible to as-
sess, and which seems to be moving along the sentence: 

 
 2  “An Asse and a Mule have 36 teeth… Their third and fourth teeth are called 

‘gnomons,’ that is ‘regulars,’ because by them there is a tryed rule to know 
their age.” Edward Topsell, The Historie of Foure-footed Beastes and Ser-
pents (1658) 18. (OED) 
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rather a duration than a sequence, blurring the distinction 
between end and beginning. It often seems that the Joycean 
sentence, even if it presents successive events and actions, 
cannot move, progress, advance, as is expected of a narra-
tive sequence. Something seems to be happening in its ar-
ticulations, which, instead of providing links, blurs and 
superimposes competing units, just as, in “The Sisters,” the 
end could not end and the beginning could not begin. 

In this destabilising process the participial clauses play a 
key role. Indeed, the difference between a present participle 
and a finite verb is that the present participle is not inde-
pendent, but depends on another chronological line accord-
ing to which it is positioned. It accompanies another action 
with which it is simultaneous, of which it is a modality. With 
Joyce it becomes a way of expanding or contracting the 
narrative sequence. One would almost be tempted to say 
that it is a way of including the descriptive without descrip-
tion, of counteracting the kinesis of narrative succession 
with descriptive stasis — but without description. 

At the beginning of “Telemachus,” Mulligan, while shav-
ing, makes fun of Stephen, and then stops: “Ceasing, he 
began to shave with care” (U 1.46). This is an extremely 
puzzling sentence, almost an impossible sentence. The use 
of the present participle thus in apposition at the opening of 
the sentence seems to imply simultaneousness rather than 
succession, as if the act of “ceasing” accompanied that of 
shaving. But you cannot cease to do something while at the 
same time doing something else. Normally, the act of “ceas-
ing” means the end of a process: it has no duration and is 
merely a point separating the end of a sequence and the be-
ginning of another. But here this point seems to acquire sub-
stance and duration, as if one could “go on ceasing” and do 
something else at the same time. As a consequence, the 
frontier line marking an end, here the end of the act of 
laughing, is itself endowed with a duration and expands in 
time. The analogy with the chronological disturbance in “The 
Sisters” is that the frontiers between the two temporal 
zones, the moment when Mulligan ceases to laugh and the 
moment when he starts shaving, seem to be porous and to 
encroach upon each other. Similarly we could say about the 
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priest in “The Sisters” that for the child, his “ceasing to 
live,” that is his death, is not punctual but continues, that 
the moment of death, the separation between life and death, 
is not a moment but an uncontrollable duration, and it is this 
duration of what should be a punctual frontier which be-
comes scandalous. The two examples have in common this 
question of chronological frontiers. The difference is that in 
“Telemachus,” this temporal perturbation has to do with his-
trionics, which is always latent in both Mulligan and 
Stephen: with Mulligan, even the punctual act of “ceasing” 
becomes a gesture and acquires an emblematic vibration. 

A little further in “Telemachus,” Stephen and Mulligan 
stop to look at the sea: “They halted, looking towards the 
blunt cape of Bray Head” (U 1.181). Again the sentence 
seems to oscillate between succession and simultaneous-
ness, between narrative continuity and static immobility. 
This is the reverse of the preceding example: the verb indi-
cating the end of a sequence is in the past (“They halted”), 
and the verb indicating a new action in the present participle 
(“looking”). But again the present participle “looking” sug-
gests simultaneousness: but with what? It cannot be with 
“halted”, because obviously they first halted and then 
looked. It is as if there were a missing link in the sentence, 
whose function would be to signal the transition from walk-
ing to looking, and the result of this absence is that, 
strangely and disturbingly, “halted” seems to continue and 
to encroach upon the next sequence, that of looking. But 
this is impossible, because “to halt” is an end, not a proc-
ess. Nevertheless “halted” is, as it were, contaminated by 
the present participle “looking.” So that, as was the case 
with Father Flynn's termination in “The Sisters,” an ending 
seems to continue as it were on the void, with no territory 
any more to support it. 

At the end of “Telemachus,” Mulligan makes a 
Nietzschean joke about his missing twelth rib and here again 
we find a present participle where we would expect a past: 
“He broke off in alarm, feeling his side under his flapping 
shirt” (U 1.707). Again the destabilising effect of the parti-
cipial clause is due to the fact that, as in the preceding ex-
ample, it seems to be simultaneous with an act which is the 
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end of a process and thus has no duration. There is an end 
for one sequence, but no beginning for the other. Moreover, 
the use of a participial clause, itself including an adjectival 
present participle, “flapping shirt,” emphasizes the gestual-
ity. It is as if the essential meaning were not the act itself in 
the narrative succession, but the manner in which it hap-
pens. This action does not have to begin because gestural 
histrionics originate in something so essential in Mulligan 
that his gesture seems to have been existing potentially, 
there, all the time, only waiting for an actualization. It was 
there even before it began, so that it's unnecessary to signal 
its beginning or its end, and the distinction between end and 
beginning is somewhat neutralized. The effect produced is 
that gesture seems to escape the law of succession and 
causality: it is, as it were, in a different time-space contin-
uum from the successive phases of the character's actions. 
It can be formulated directly as a present participle because 
it is a modality of an essential potentiality suddenly making 
itself manifest, to retreat again into the mere potential. The 
present participle, with its floating chronology, could be 
seen as the brief re-emergence in temporal succession of a 
latent potentiality which belongs to a totally different time 
system, where the notions of end and beginning are not 
relevant any more. 

We seem to be now very far from Father Flynn. But are 
we? Whether we have to do with static present participles 
in “Telemachus” or with frozen cycles in “The Sisters,” we 
always encounter this impossibility to end or to begin, as if 
Joycean time could not accept succession. This problematic 
nature of time in Joyce could be studied in a larger perspec-
tive in the context of cyclic conceptions of history. Joyce's 
inchoateness could be compared with Yeats's cyclic succes-
sion, as one way of complicating and subverting Yeats's in-
terpenetrating gyres. Another line of study would be D. H. 
Lawrence, who, under the influence of Joachim of Fiore's 
Trinitarian theories, was haunted by a dysfunctioning of cy-
clic succession, the new cycle remaining frozen in inchoate-
ness because the preceding cycle has failed to reach its 
apocalyptic fulfilment. But perhaps the seeds of the Joycean 
inchoateness are to be sought in Stephen Dedalus's medita-
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tion on history in “Nestor.” Like Stephen, the child in “The 
Sisters,” in his vain efforts to distinguish end from begin-
ning, is already is trying to awake from the nightmare of his 
personal history, and the paralysed temporality of the Joy-
can sentences in “Telemachus” could be seen as already re-
hearsing the coagulated blocks of memory which Stephen 
appears condemned to repeat. With its vertical subversion of 
horizontal succession, which echoes the “fluid succession of 
presents” to which the past is reduced in “A Portrait of the 
Artist” (P 27), inchoateness is at the centre of Joycean 
temporality. 
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