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Finnegans Wake

James Joyce was born in Dublin on 2 February 1882. He was the oldest often children in a family which, after brief prosperity, collapsed into poverty. He was none the less educated at the best Jesuit schools and then at University College, Dublin, where he gave proof of his extraordinary talent. In 1902, following his graduation, he went to Paris, thinking he might attend medical school there. But he soon gave up attending lectures and devoted himself to writing poems and prose sketches and formulating an ‘aesthetic system’. Recalled to Dublin in April 1903 because of the fatal illness of his mother, he circled slowly towards his literary career. During the summer of 1904 he met a young woman from Galway, Nora Barnacle, and persuaded her to go with him to the Continent, where he planned to teach English. The young couple spent a few months in Pola (now in Croatia), then in 1905 moved to Trieste, where, except for seven months in Rome and three trips to Dublin, they lived until June 1915. They had two children, a son and a daughter. Joyce’s first book, the poems of Chamber Music, was published in London in 1907 and Dubliners, a book of stories, in 1914. Italy’s entrance into the First World War obliged Joyce to move to Zürich, where he remained until 1919. During this period he published A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916) and Exiles, a play (1918). After a brief return to Trieste following the armistice, Joyce determined to move to Paris so as to arrange more easily for the publication of Ulysses, a book on which he had been working since 1914. It was, in fact, published on his birthday in Paris in 1922 and brought him international fame. The same year he began work on Finnegans Wake, and though much harassed by eye troubles and deeply affected by his daughter’s mental illness, he completed and published that book in 1939. After the outbreak of the Second World War, he went to live in unoccupied France, then managed to secure permission, in December 1940, to return to Zürich, where he died on 13 January 1941. He was buried in the Fluntern Cemetery.

Seamus Deane is General Editor for the works of James Joyce in Penguin. He is Keough Professor of Irish Studies at the University of Notre Dame, Indiana.






Introduction

FINNEGANS WAKE

The first thing to say about Finnegans Wake is that it is, in an important sense, unreadable. In order to pay it the attention it so impertinently and endlessly demands, the reader must forego most of the conventions about reading and about language that constitute him/her as a reader. The advantage to be gained from doing so is considerable; the conventions survive but they are less likely thereafter to dwindle into assumptions about what reading or writing is. Joyce’s last great work is an extraordinary performance, a transcription into a miniaturized form of the whole western literary tradition; it is Joyce’s outstanding mastery of that form and his amazing powers of transcription that show this to be an unrepeatable, solo performance that need, in a sense, only be looked at rather than ‘read’ to provide a sufficient impression of its radical, unique status. It is difficult to say that the Wake is a novel; equally difficult to deny it. Few works erase the author as individual voice and genius more effectively; none affirms that role more loudly and scandalously. It is a book that opens itself to all of history, culture and experience; yet no book is more closely imprisoned within a conception of art as a specialized activity that relies for its preservation and interpretation on a cadre of dedicated specialists. The Wake has a narrative drive that allows us to believe that it has within it one governing and completed story; but it also has so many digressions and repetitions that it is only with some desperation that the reader can sustain a belief in the primacy of this narrative impetus. When its primacy comes into question, then the whole issue of what is central and what is digressive arises with such force that the practice of reading ‘for the story’ has to be abandoned. These conflicts are deeply embedded in the various traditions, literary and historical, that Joyce inherited and elaborated, but no writer excavated them with a comparable thoroughness and glee.

The language of the Wake is a composite of words and syllables combined with such a degree of fertile inventiveness that new sounds and new meanings are constantly ingeminated. Joyce involves himself and us in an extremely complex series of translations that are endless because there is no original and no target language to supply a limit to the visual and sonar transactions that are negotiated by the text. Indeed, it may be that the only assumption that permits us to embark upon the activity of translation is itself the source of the work’s conflictual and prolific nature – viz. that the original language is the target language. The book is written in the English language and also against the English language; it converts itself into English and perverts itself from English. In the process it crosses and re-crosses the spectrum from sheer noise – the hundred-letter ‘word’ that signifies the annunciatory thunder that presages the fall into language and culture – to polyglottic babbling to lucid and lyric sense. It forces the reader to pay attention to the various genealogies of words and their functions – how they are, in the most basic sense, composed of letters and combined into syllables, how they are heard and how they are seen, what historical weight and valencies they bear, what psychological, political and social functions they perform, their proximity to and their distance from grunts and noises, their liberating and their repressive effects, their dependence upon syntax and grammar and their capacity to generate meaning, wildly and anarchically, when freed from those systems of governance and communication.

Sometimes a single word, or part of a word, can present the reader with a problem; sometimes the unit that causes trouble may be a sentence, a paragraph, a whole interlude, a section, the relation of one Part to another within the whole work. It may be that the smallest problematic detail is an instance of the largest architectonic problems the work poses. Many readers of the Wake prefer to believe that it is so saturated in its preoccupations, so dominated by its own techniques of presentation and explanation, that the whole is contained within every part. That may be the case; but it is also possible that there are moments in the Wake where the text, so to speak, goes into free fall, where there is ‘unlimited semeiosis’, where the author is written by, rather than the writer of, the language. Further, since it is one of the narrative’s implications that the myth of the Fall can be understood as a fall into language, then the secondary, post-lapsarian nature of language might be the very thing the Wake seeks to overcome by replacing it with that putative directness of communication that preceded the Fall. A language not patrolled by frontier guards, an English Pale not secure from the wild Irish beyond, a writing that is not performed under the shadow of the Censor is, appropriately enough, a species of dream language. The problem with dreams is that they are always re-presented in language; the priority of the dream over the language in which it is narrated cannot be established linguistically. That which is beyond language can only be indicated through language. This crux is absorbed into the Wake’s narratives, always posing a threat that is denied by the very action of posing it.

But the difficulties of reading the Wake are not separable from the pleasure we take in their enactment. It is a joyous work. Rather than being inhibited by the various problematic issues with which it deals, it is stimulated by their intractability and the opportunities they offer for dwelling upon their capacity to paint themselves into corners. Joyce often renders philosophical and linguistic problems in the spirit of a great slapstick comedian. Some of the Wake’s most famous moments are those brilliantly cameoed situations in which large issues are disputed between brotherly pairs that belong more to the comic strip or the early cinema than to the tradition of Socratic dialogue or any other form of philosophical duologue. Mutt and Jute, the Mookse and the Gripes, Glugg and Chuff, Kevin and Jerry and the Ondt and the Gracehoper, not to mention the many variations played upon the Shem and Shaun opposition, are some of the best-known of these. Their blend of portentous matter with comic routines is reproduced and of course rewritten in a sharper and bleaker idiom by Joyce’s friend and compatriot, Samuel Beckett, most especially in his plays. But in the Wake, these disputes, although they do come up out of the text like episodes that are brailled and highlighted like anthology pieces, also serve to frustrate and even bore the reader who wishes to bypass such digressions and get on with ‘the story’. This in itself is an indication of a formal characteristic of the Wake, already anticipated in Ulysses, that might to some degree account for the boredom that afflicts many readers of both books.

It would be foolish to deny that this is a common reaction; indeed, were it not, these late works of Joyce would lose much of their point. For they are ‘alternative’ works, books in which a whole tradition of writing is, rather eclectically, recuperated and an alternative to it proposed. It is the force and presence of that tradition, by no means cancelled by Joyce’s challenge, that creates the boredom to which I refer. Joyce was aware of the risk; indeed he could not be otherwise, so dispiriting was the reaction of his brother and many of his friends and supporters to the Wake as it emerged, in discrete episodes, in various journals under the title Work in Progress. In 1926 he wrote to Harriet Shaw Weaver, the woman who gave him the financial independence necessary for his survival as a writer, that:



One great part of every human existence is passed in a state which cannot be rendered sensible by the use of wideawake language, cutanddry grammar and goahead plot. (Letters, III, 146)



Finnegans Wake is constructed on principles other than these. Joyce supplied several analogues for what he was trying to do, among them the great Irish illuminated manuscript of the Gospels, the Book of Kells, famous for its fantastic elaboration of design. Digression and elaboration in Joyce are not divagations from a central developmental imperative, a ‘goahead plot’. They belong rather to an art of exfoliation from a central device, construed with infinite care, highly dependent for its appreciation upon subtly graded inflections and expansions, all of which bear within themselves the figure of the originating device that endures like a watermark throughout repetition and alteration. In so far as literature can achieve synchrony, Joyce’s writing does. He is consciously refusing to follow the linear impetus of the canonical novel-form, even though this remains as a shadowy presence in his text and as a more substantial one in its interpretations. Boredom is most often occasioned by what many readers experience as a loss of narrative impetus in the Wake (and also in Ulysses). But the impetus has not been lost: it was never there; it was absent from the beginning. As in a dream, where the conventions of time, grammar and plot are elided or unknown – almost in the sense that they have not yet been invented – and where the most astonishing elaborations can be produced around a central obsession, so the Wake dwells unrelentingly on a version of the Fall. But this is not the dream of one individual. This is a communal dream, a dream of the human family, with the ‘history of the world’ as its memory.

Not surprisingly, this is a highly literary version of world history that is remembered. The Wake echoes with the sounds of famous phrases and names from world literature. James Atherton’s famous The Books at the Wake (1959) is still one of the essential commentaries upon it, even though it has by now been amplified in a number of directions. But whatever the canonical status of the writers quoted or named (or misquoted or misnamed), there is no implied hierarchy of authors in the Wake as there is in Ulysses, where Homer and Shakespeare, although in quite different ways, assume an (ironized) patriarchal presence. Giambattista Vico is certainly a patriarchal figuré in many important respects but, even though he was being rediscovered during the years of the Wake’s composition, he is not, like Homer, a father figure of the classical tradition, so-called, of the West. His New Science, as its title implies, inaugurates something alternative to, but not necessarily exclusive of, the classical tradition. Formally speaking, it is such a miscellaneous and apparently disorganized work that it broke every shibboleth of the test that ‘classical form’ set for art ever since Europe discovered in the Greeks that originary perfection that it claimed for its own. Vico’s presence in Joyce’s work does not signal the presence, intertextually implied, of a hierarchy or a hegemony of form over delinquency. The reverse is the case. The Viconian presence in the Wake legitimizes the work’s subversion of dictatorial and authoritative modes, the executive orderings of experience that belong to the ‘daylight’ canon and not to the disorderly and uncontrollable experiences of the night. In the Wake, the Greeks don’t get a look-in. The ‘history of the world’, as imagined here, is not the history of those ‘imagined communities’, in Benedict Anderson’s phrase, that achieved an aesthetic perfection for which Attic Greece was the ingeniously invented model. It is, instead, a history of repression, both in its political and psychological sense, a history that concedes, in Freudian terms, to pay the high price of ‘night-time’ neurosis for the daytime of civilization. In similar vein, ordered language and novels driven by the motor of plot belong to civilization. Joyce is exploring in the Wake what civilization belongs to, what darkness produced such light, what fertility of experience was sacrificed for such discipline. Thus the world’s ‘great authors’ have to take their fragmentary chances with many lesser lights, literary language has to live within the market-place, the conscious with the unconscious, English with other languages and all languages with those scarcely articulate sounds out of which they all derived on the way to the development of civil society.

A refusal of the canon is not a repudiation of order; it is a repudiation of a coercive order. A conception of literature that constructs itself as a historically developed hierarchy is ultimately a defence of necessity. That is to say, it legitimizes the view that what has happened in literature necessarily took the form it did; there is, within an apparently chaotic realm of possibility, a sequence that makes sense, a sequence that happened because it had to happen. Such a sequence can be understood as providential; the history of a literature or of a nation or of a civilization is thus ratified as belonging to the order of things. So viewed, history is destiny. Canons, literary and other, are the narratives that explain the form destiny takes. Joyce, as a member of a nation that had for long been a victim of such ‘explanations’, sought ways to subvert them and, in addition, to subvert their equally coercive and destiny-bound counter-explanations. He was no more impressed by the Irish nationalist argument against colonialism than he was by the colonialist argument itself. Both shared the same premisses, each legitimizing itself in terms of a national, providentially ratified ‘story’ or ‘history’. What was true for the British—Irish conflict was also true in a more general sense. Both Britain and Ireland were part of a European system that had established hegemony over others in the name of an historical necessity or destiny for which culture provided the most powerful sanction. Culture and, in this instance, literature in particular, provided an account of historical development that was based on the notion that, independent of particular regional circumstances, European civilization had produced the most fully developed account of the ‘human spirit’. Literature showed what was universal in the European achievement and thereby relieved it of the charge of being culture-bound and therefore only one among a number of possible readings or articulations of human experience. This European claim was threatened by those intramural disputes that endlessly disrupted its ostensibly coherent civilization but it was resourcefully sustained through cultural agencies until the First World War brought it to the point of collapse. Much modern literature is preoccupied with that collapse and with the search for finding systems of authority that would overcome it. But Joyce, unlike T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, D. H. Lawrence and many others, saw that collapse as a disintegration that was to be welcomed because it had been brought about by the coercive exercise of that very patriarchal authority that many other writers wished to rescue and re-establish.

The Wake’s fragmentation of canonical names and citations is, therefore, more than a display of Joyce’s learning. The shrapnel of voices follows upon the explosion of culture. Authors have their authority decimated and, as a consequence, narrative becomes problematic. History and culture can no longer provide fumigated versions of human experience. Instead they are to be understood as powerful detergent elements within it, not explanations of it. It is arguable that there are authors referred to in the Wake whose presence is, like that of Vico, more privileged because they are themselves subversive presences within the culture, authors who never became quite amenable to conscription into the canonical army. Primary among these would be Jonathan Swift (especially the young Swift of A Tale of a Tub) and Laurence Sterne – also Dublin-born – whose Tristram Shandy casts the whole problematic of writing and its relationship to experience in comic form. But Joyce’s critique of writing has its roots, in the Wake as in his other works, in the phenomenon of the Irish experience of mutilation and catastrophe and the inadmissibility of ‘go-ahead plot’ as a form of narration that could encompass or characterize it. By offering Irish experience as a microcosm of human experience, he destabilizes the official version of both Irish and world history, the story told by the victors and ratified by what the victors liked to think (or liked the defeated to think) was providence.

A zoom-lens shot of world history reveals Irish history. History is a strange object for contemplation since it is both a body of writing that has been formed in very specific ways according to the demands of certain principles – objectivity, the need to defend a particular position and so on – and yet it is also that unprocessed material that cannot be reached except through the activity of the writing that processes it. Irish historiography is a case in point. The British versions of Irish history and the Irish versions, however different they may be, share the same assumption – that there is a story to be told about the people who lived on the island of Ireland and that each ‘age’ is an unfolding of a chapter in the long saga. The question of periodization is important. It is one of the structuring principles in the Wake and it is the more so because Joyce had seen the transformation of Ireland in the period 1916–22 from a colony and a constitutional part of the United Kingdom into two states, the new Irish Free State and the equally new statelet or province of Northern Ireland, still a part of the United Kingdom. In other words, the contemporary period of Irish history, from 1922, the date of the Treaty that effected the transformation (and the date of the publication of Ulysses) and the beginning of the Second World War, is coincident with and absorbed deeply into the composition of Finnegans Wake. So arcane a work seems, by virtue of its obscure and hermetic nature, to be far removed from history and politics. Yet this is a deceptive appearance. History and politics, especially in their contemporary forms, provided startling examples of the ways in which a miscellaneous series of events could be converted into an historical pattern and could even be regarded as the final completion of a pattern that had been forming slowly over the centuries. In historical writing, as in literature, there are canonical interpretations. Joyce includes these in order to inspect their authority and give voice to their tacit assumptions. The assurance of historical interpretation is destroyed by the disintegration of the language that was both created by and creator of that assurance. Many of the disputes in the Wake involve assaults on and defences of language; the most important division is that between male, patriarchal language that is always seeking to impose order on diverse materials and female language that revels in heterogeneity and ridicules authority. By transmuting the philosophical problem of historical (or any) writing into a gender division, Joyce finds a point of vantage that includes colonial oppression, the canonization of authority and the authorizing of canonicity, the relationship between fully formed language and the inchoate sounds from which it is derived and over which it is constantly reasserting itself. Ultimately, he also finds here the comprehensive figure for self-division, for a broken world in which the masculine and the feminine are separated, the first made dominant over the second, with the consequent and subsequent neuroses, rebellions, maimings and nightmares. Still, the Wake does not offer a reconciliation between masculine and feminine languages or divisions. Were there to be such, then (the implication would seem to be) there would no longer be history or narrative. For then we would not have to suffer any longer the consequences of the Fall into language. We would be redeemed back to that original directness of knowledge that preceded language, the mark of our inescapable secondariness. The secondariness of language is reproduced in every other form of secondariness that the world knows, most particularly the secondariness of female against male and thereafter all the varieties of oppression of which this is the most basic and enduring.

Given the immense scholarship generated by the Wake since its publication in 1939, the contemporary reader has a considerable advantage over those who first saw it in print. One of the features of modernist literature is its insistent calling upon the monuments of the very culture which it believes the modern readership to have abandoned. It may be that ‘the originality of a work is directly proportional to the ignorance of its readers’; today’s reader is at least equipped to overcome that ignorance by adverting to the various guides, concordances, lexicons and annotations that have been provided for the Wake. Still, it is surely a strange experience to find that a book such as this one is so deeply indebted to earlier writings. In the earlier Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, the famous hell-fire sermon in Chapter III is so derivative of a standard Jesuit text that it might almost be called a plagiarism. But we tend to dismiss that as an inappropriate charge and replace it with more anodyne or glamorous descriptions such as ‘quotation’ or ‘intertextuality’. It is indeed the case that Portrait deploys an intricate system of quotation throughout and that this instance of the sermon is a tactic in an overall strategy. But the earlier novel reminds us that this issue seemed to exert a certain fascination on Joyce. Ulysses and the Wake are saturated in quotations from and references to writings by other people. If we do not recognize these or their sources (and, for the most part, we do not without the help of guidance from Joycean scholars), are we in some sense disqualified as competent readers? It seems the answer must be ‘yes’, even though our incompetence is itself already incorporated into modernism’s diagnosis of ‘modernity’. We ratify these texts by being helpless before them and then are taught the full range of our incompetence by having the full extent of the plagiarism or system of quotation the texts encompass revealed to us. But since that revelation is one of the characteristic procedures of such works, we are obliged to recognize the high strategy involved in the plundering of the past (‘The last word in stolentelling!’ FW, 424.35) and rechristen it as one of the forms that intertextuality takes in modernist writing. The problem with this apotheosis of intertextuality is that it canonizes obscurity as one of the signs of ‘Art’ and institutionalizes those works (not just in literature) that very often found in just such obscurity a strategy of subversion. Along with the institutionalizing of the work of art, there is a corresponding institutionalizing of the modern reader as a cultureless recipient. This in part explains the consequent withdrawal of art into a ghetto for specialists whose task it is to ‘translate’ the work in such a way that the cultural impoverishment of the mass audience can both be confirmed (otherwise there would be no need for such an army of specialists) and relieved. Finally, works of art, just in virtue of being so regarded in this context, are politically neutralized. They rejoin the canon they took so much trouble to subvert. This is part of the history of Finnegans Wake, as it is part of the general history of modernism in all the arts. The book is a titanic exercise in remembering everything at the level of the unconscious because at the conscious level so much has been repressed that amnesia is the abiding condition.

Joyce’s Ireland was a perfect example of this dual state of remembering and forgetting everything. For fifty years before the publication of the Wake, the country had been engaged in rewriting its past in the hope of realizing for itself a future other than that of a peculiar kind of colony within the United Kingdom. The Irish Revival, with the Abbey Theatre as its centrepiece, the Gaelic League, with its programme for the revival of the Irish language and the de-Anglicization of Ireland, Sinn Féin, a political organization that took two forms, one constitutional and nationalist, the other revolutionary and republican, the IRB, the IRA, the political parties of the 1920s and 1930s in the new Free State were the most prominent of a number of movements that aimed at the reconstruction of the past and the present. In the period after the Civil War of 1922–3, revolutionary Ireland became a fortress island, aided by the Catholic Church in the establishment of a notion of Ireland as ‘different’, especially within the English-speaking world, because it had remained traditional, anti-modern, loyal to the old faith and to the pieties that the old faith claimed were integral to the Irish heritage and its own teaching. In a sense, much of what Joyce had feared and written of came to pass – Ireland (or part of it) freed itself from the British yoke only to submit ever more slavishly to the Roman. But both the revolutionary and the conservative impulses shared the determination to define Ireland as a special place, radically different from all others – especially Britain – and definitively not of the ‘modern’ world. In each case, the Irish spirit was essentialized and a history of its emergence was widely propagandized. It was Celtic, Gaelic, Anglo-Irish, Catholic – the combination did not matter quite so much as did the readiness to seek and find within the past the destiny of any one or any combination of these pre-inscribed elements. It would be wrong to say that Joyce was the only Irish writer of this period to espouse a more heterogeneous version of the past; but it was he more than any who found a means of enacting it in fiction with a thoroughness that brought the issue of tradition, heritage, destiny and all the rest of those big words that make us so unhappy to the point of collapse – ‘the abnihilisation of the etym’ (FW, 353.22). This is truly the Dublin ‘where motley is worn’; instead of Yeatsian apocalypse, secret doctrine and aristocracy, here we have the sovereign rule of ‘gossipocracy’ (FW, 476.4).

Writing to his friend Arthur Power, Joyce declared:


For myself, I always write about Dublin because if I can get to the heart of Dublin I can get to the heart of all the cities in the world. In the particular is contained the universal.



Perhaps, with his usual blend of the astonishing and the trite, Joyce is here announcing a programme for both Ulysses and the Wake. To know something in all its particularity, to see it so that ‘the object achieves its epiphany’ (Stephen Hero, Chapter XXV) was the aesthetic ambition of Dubliners, Stephen Hero and Portrait. But in the later works, that ambition is not abandoned. Instead, it is recognized as belonging to one form of discourse, that of the heroic individual or author. Expanded to produce another kind of writing, the single white light of the epiphanic seizure, refracted through the prism of language, is emitted as the spectrum of all the colours. The figure is Joyce’s own. It dominates the Colloquy of Saint and Sage in the Wake’s Ricorso (611.4–613.5), one of the earliest episodes of Work in Progress to be composed (July–August, 1923). Balkelly (incorporating Bishop Berkeley), the archdruid, explains to Patholic (St Patrick), a theory of colours that is embodied in his own druidical dress,


his heptachromatic sevenhued septicoloured roranyellgreen-lindigan mantle finish (FW, 611.5–7)



as opposed to the dress of


his mister guest Patholic with alb belongahim the whose throat hum with of sametime all the his cassock groaner fellas of greysfriaryfamily (FW, 611.7–9)



In this vaudevillean rerun of St Patrick’s dispute with the archdruid, Joyce resumes some of the preoccupations of the earliest drafts of the Wake. Along with the first sketches of ‘Roderick O’Conor’, ‘Kevin’, ‘Tristram’ and the ‘Mamalujo’ episode, it signals his interest in finding in the history of Ireland a pattern of ‘world history’, as in Dublin he would find all cities, as in the particular he would find the universal. However, the particular is not a category that is set over against the universal; it is a fragmentary aspect of it. The particular bears the imprint of the universal upon it and the universal is never the thing-in-itself but the composite of everything particular that is:


…he savvy inside true inwardness of reality, the Ding hvad in idself id est, all objects (of panepiwor) allside showed themselves in trues coloribus resplendent with sextuple gloria of light actually retained, untisintus, inside them (obs of epiwo). (FW, 611.20—24)



Balkelly and Patholic cannot be taken as ‘characters’ in this set piece. Equally, Joyce is not seeking to achieve the sculptured ‘style’ that had distinguished Dubliners and Portrait. He is authorizing the language but he is opposing the monochromatic ‘Patholic’ voice of the traditional author who would rinse the world of its colour by authoring it, by making it conform to his doctrinally defined self. The distinction between authorizing and authoring (‘genuine authorship and holusbolus authoritativeness’, FW, 118.3—4) is so fine that it often becomes blurred. Joyce is like the deconstructionists of our own time in that he can indicate the virtual existence of a site or condition of otherness that he cannot wholly (or perhaps at all) possess. But this is inescapably a function of the position adopted. Everything is relativized, including the statement that it is so, in an endless, ludic regress. The Wake is the most recognizable of all ‘styles’ because it has no ‘style’ as such. Like the Irish material that inseminates so much of its activity, it is ‘a collideorscape!’ (FW, 143.28). The triteness of the particular that contains the universal, of ‘the same told of all’ (FW, 18.19—20), is the source of the work’s extravagance, its mingling of finicky, precise systems of ordering (e.g. the frequent listings of seven items, the variations played on a thousand and one, as in the ten thunderwords that make one word of a thousand and one letters, etc.) and anarchic disorder. The tedium of the book, its frequently announced sameness (‘one thousand and one stories, all told, of the same’, FW, 5.28—9) is also part of its fascination. It is both a chaos and a cosmos, ‘the chaosmos of Alle’ (FW, 118.21).

THE WRITING OF FINNEGANS WAKE

It was difficult for Joyce to put Ulysses behind him. Recent scholarship has shown that he began taking notes for a new work in late October, 1922; but it was not until 10 March, 1923 that he overcame his writer’s block and produced two pages – a portrait of King Roderic O’Connor in the guise of a publican cleaning up after his bar-room has emptied. By the autumn of 1923, despite an intervening illness, he had completed in all half-a-dozen sketches. It was from one of these, the Earwicker fragment (now FW, 30—34.29), which was for several years the opening pages of the book, that the starting point for his new work emerged. It was in this way that work on Finnegans Wake, as we understand it, began in the winter of 1923—4. Having found this new direction, he worked energetically and continuously; by the beginning of 1926 he had completed Parts I and III. At this point, he paused to take stock. He next drafted the Geometry Lesson (FW, 282.5—304.4) and made tentative plans for the rest of Part II. It was in this year that he met Eugène and Maria Jolas who were planning to produce the literary magazine transition. They offered to publish Joyce’s Work in Progress – his working title for the unfinished book. Joyce, to whom deadlines acted as a spur to creativity, accepted the offer with delight. Accordingly, in the second half of 1926, he quickly wrote what is now the first chapter of the book; this appeared in the first issue of transition. At the same time, with serial publication now available to him, he began to revise and refine all of Parts I and III. This phase of the work – which included, in 1927, a second interpolation of a new chapter, namely 1.6, with its portraits of the protagonists, into the already written Part I – was completed by 1929. By contrast, in the 1930s, Joyce worked very slowly indeed. Family and health worries plagued him to such an extent that the exceptionally complex Part II took many years to compose. Between 1923 and 1930, Joyce had to undergo ten operations on his eyes. His father died in 1931. His daughter Lucia became schizophrenic in 1932. The first published sections of the work, free of the later additions they accumulated before the final publication in book form on 4 May 1939, met with a hostile reception from many of his friends and admirers, particularly from his brother Stanislaus and from Ezra Pound. In 1937 and 1938 he revised page proofs for publication, adding – as was his practice – copious amounts of new material. Late 1938 saw the final stages in the compositional process. Joyce retrieved early sketches that he had laid aside in 1923 and reworked them as best he could into the almost-completed work. It was into the newly drafted final and shorter Part IV, the Ricorso, that he incorporated this early material. So in this and in other respects, the final section brings us back to the beginning. The work, which he had begun with such energy that he hoped it might be finished by the end of the 1920s, took sixteen years to complete.

Throughout this time, the Joyce family lived in Paris, their financial worries greatly eased by the support of Harriet Shaw Weaver who was, in effect, Joyce’s patron from 1917 until his death. Still, even in Paris, the Joyces remained peripatetic as paupers. By the time they left the Hôtel Lutetia on the boulevard Raspail in December 1939 to escape the War, they had had over 120 different addresses, less than twenty of them in Paris itself, the others being holiday addresses, staging points on various visits to other parts of France, England, Wales, Germany, Switzerland, Belgium and Denmark – but never Ireland. Of the remainder, some were hospital and sanatorium addresses that Joyce’s and Lucia’s afflictions had made necessary. Joyce’s mobility all through his life was extraordinary. He had had more than twenty addresses in Dublin and he kept up the pace on his sojourns in Pola, Trieste, Rome and Zurich. It was only in Paris, though, that he became the centre of a nucleus of friends, helpers and admirers. Much of the time he had been driven from pillar to post by poverty, sixteen years of it between his departure with Nora from Dublin in 1904 and his arrival at 9 rue de l’Université in Paris in July 1920. Paris at least gave him the support of stable friendships, even though these were strained by the reaction to Finnegans Wake. Sylvia Beach, Adrienne Monnier, Valéry Larbaud and Stuart Gilbert were the chief supporters of Ulysses, the ‘daybook’, while Work in Progress, the provisional title for Finnegans Wake, the ‘nightbook’, was nurtured by Eugène Jolas and his American wife, Maria McDonald, the editors of the famous inter-war journal transition which published episodes from the great work at intervals over eleven years, from 1927 to 1938. Joyce also became friendly with Lucie and Paul Léon, to whom he entrusted many of his manuscripts during the German occupation. But his Parisian circle was wider than these few names would indicate. On 23 February 1934, in a temporary structure next door to the famous La Coupole restaurant in the Boulevard Montparnasse, a presentation of Work in Progress was organized by a number of Joyce’s friends. Louis Gillet, Léon-Paul Fargue and Edouard Dujardin were among the speakers who defended and praised the work. The audience included Samuel Beckett, George Antheil, Philippe Soupault and many others. Before, on 26 March 1931, there had been a public reading of the ‘Anna Livia Plurabelle’ section of the Wake (first published in Monnier’s journal Navire d’argent in October 1925), with Adrienne Monnier reading in French and Joyce in English. Most famously of all, Valéry Larbaud had delivered a lecture on Ulysses to 200 people (including the young Jacques Lacan) in Monnier’s bookshop on 7 December 1921; it was published in the Nouvelle Revue Française in 1922 and soon thereafter translated into English for inclusion in T. S. Eliot’s journal Criterion, thus launching Joyce in France and building a beachhead for him on the largely hostile English coast. Joyce was not only celebrated in Paris; he was aided and abetted in the most practical ways. Three women, Harriet Shaw Weaver, Sylvia Beach and Adrienne Monnier, were his most dedicated allies and friends. The latter two introduced him to the Parisian literary world, the outlines of which had already been sketched for him by Ezra Pound. It was Sylvia Beach’s Shakespeare and Co. that published Ulysses, Pomes Penyeach (1927) and the volume of essays in defence of the Wake, put together at Joyce’s instigation by a group of friends, under the cumbersomely comic title Our Exagmination Round his Factification for Incamination of Work in Progress (1929). No comparable support or contact had been at Joyce’s disposal when he lived in Zurich in 1915—18, where Lenin and his companions lived and where the Dadaists held court at the Café Voltaire. Only Dublin was more important to him. But in Dublin Joyce was regarded as much a ‘character’ as a writer. In Paris he was a writer pur sang. Maria Jolas tells of an occasion, at the British Institute in Paris, when Joyce was introduced to Sir James Frazer, the author of The Golden Bough:


‘What name?’ Frazer asked him.
‘Joyce, James Joyce,’ was the reply.
‘And what do you do?’ Sir James questioned politely.
‘I write,’ said Joyce.



That is sufficient. From Ulysses almost straight into Finnegans Wake, Joyce spent twenty-two years writing the two books that would become central to the twentieth century’s concept of modernism. Whatever else happened, he wrote. Yet no one so dedicated to that activity ever brought it into question as much as he did, particularly in those years he was based in Paris.

It has often been suggested, perhaps first by Stanislaus Joyce, that the admiration of a close circle of friends was harmful to Joyce because it closed him off from the world and allowed him to cherish his eccentricities to an inordinate degree. The charge is usually made by those who regard the Wake with hostility. Yet to dismiss Joyce’s last work as an unfortunate development is to take a strange view both of it and of its predecessors. It is perfectly possible to argue that the effect of the Parisian cénacle on the Wake was profound in the sense that it brought the question of the audience for the work into sharp focus. But the various attempts to present the Wake (and Ulysses) to the public were aimed at breaking Joyce out of his ghetto of admirers and making him known to a larger audience. Joyce himself was anxious to have his work ratified by public recognition. Nor was anyone more conscious that his Parisian circle for Ulysses was distressed by the path he took in the Wake. The admiration he received was not uncritical. Precisely because he had embarked on such a solitary and opaque project, he needed a microphone to announce and explain his labours to the world. Only Paris in the inter-war years had the cultural system to supply that. Above all, it had the journal transition and its indefatigable editor, Eugéne Jolas. He and Stuart Gilbert and later Jacques Mercanton were the Joyce-appointed trustees for his audience. They were to create the taste by which he would be received both by providing explanations and translations. The merciless and paradoxical task of translating Joyce’s later work preoccupied and amused Jolas. In his own words to the Czech artist, Adolph Hoffmeister, ‘Translaturi me salutant’.

In addition, although Paris in those years was full of famous literary exiles – Hemingway, Stein, Scott Fitzgerald, Pound and many others – Joyce wore his exilic rue with a difference. Exile was not, for him, an experiment. It was a crucial element in his integrity as a writer and, more specifically, as an Irish writer. Ireland (perhaps we should say Dublin) remained central to his work at the cost of remaining peripheral in his life. He avoided it with an obsessional care, readily seizing on paranoiac excuses to keep out of it. When his wife, Nora, visited Galway in 1922 with her two children, the train she was travelling in was caught in the crossfire of a Civil War ambush. Joyce regarded this as no accidental matter. Like so much in his own work, the appearance of randomness was contradicted by the emergence of design. Ireland was dangerous to live in, to go to. Imaginatively, he remained there by staying away from it. So too he remained aloof from the glamorous Paris of the expatriates, keeping to his own favourite restaurants – Les Trianons, Fouquet’s and Chez Francis – eating hardly at all and drinking too much white wine. His friendship with Robert McAlmon and his admiration for Ernest Hemingway, although real, did not make him a member of the expatriate circle. Even though he had an excerpt, ‘Tales Told of Shem and Shaun’, published by the Black Sun Press of Harry and Caresse Crosby, the most professionally exotic members of the expatriate community, Joyce stayed aloof, a presence in Paris for other writers, forever elusive and shut away in one of his many addresses. His longing for Dublin was sustained by his never indulging it by actually paying it a visit. To Jacques Mercanton he described Ireland as ‘a wretched country, dirty and dreary, where they eat cabbages, potatoes, and bacon all year round, where the women spend their days in church and the men in pubs’. Then when his wife, Nora, protested, he smiled and said, ‘Dublin is the seventh city of Christendom, and the second city of the Empire. It is also third in Europe for the number and quality of its brothels. But for me it will always be the first city of the world.’ Ireland’s and Dublin’s squalor and glamour were always intertwined; so too was Dublin embedded in all his other cities, Trieste, Rome, Zurich and, most especially Paris. At Joyce’s birthday party on 2 February 1939, at the Jolas house in Neuilly, he chose his moment to reveal the title of what had hitherto been known only as Work in Progress:


That evening a table was prepared showing Dublin, the birthplace of the author and the subject of his book, symbolically wedded to Paris, the habitual residence of James Joyce: the Liffey, the river that runs through Eire’s capital and the night in ‘Work in Progress’, was running between a little Arc de Triomphe and a little Moulin de la Galette. At dessert there appeared another superb edifice which represented James Joyce’s books with their titles. Only one was missing… ‘Finnegans Wake’ pronounced James Joyce. And so Finnegans Wake made its solemn entry into the world.



THE STRUCTURE OF THE WAKE

The structure of the Wake is complex although it is based on simple principles. There is one abiding story, that of the Fall, which is repeated over and over again; there is one abiding dispute which in effect involves two questions – What was the Fall? and What were, or are, its consequences? There is one enduring group that engages in this dispute and suffers from this mysterious Fall – the Earwicker family of the suburb of Chapelizod in Dublin, consisting of the father (HCE), the mother (ALP), the sons (Shem and Shaun) and the daughter (Issy). They live in a pub above the river Liffey and the time of the novel is night; the setting is, despite endless mutations, always this one of Dublin and its river. The abiding trope of the book is that of the dream. It may be HCE that is dreaming, it may be a communal dream shared by them all; but it is definitively a world that is known, remembered, interpreted below the level of the conscious mind. The ‘dream-language’ of the work is a polyglot amalgam, involving words from sixty-five different world languages, occasionally observant of the conventions of English grammar and syntax but more usually subversive of them.

This is a family sorely exercised by its awareness of a fundamental crime committed by HCE. It is sexual in nature, it involves his daughter, Issy, and it happened in the Phoenix Park, Dublin’s equivalent of the Garden of Eden. The crime, so-called, has to do with the exposure of the genitalia, male and female, to a voyeuristic gaze. The father gazes on the daughter, the daughter on the father, each on him or her self; and both are gazed on by three soldiers who represent the Earwicker children themselves and also the violence that is intimately connected both with sexuality and its repression and with the Phoenix Park and its dominating monument, an obelisk – inevitably phallused in the text – to the triumph at the battle of Waterloo of the Irish Duke of Wellington who is also the embodiment of a certain stereotype of Englishness, just as his famous opponent, Napoleon, is an Italian-Corsican who is taken to embody a certain stereotype of Frenchness. It is the repression of this crime in the family subconscious that is the source both of its vitality and its distress. It is taboo to speak of it in day language, therefore unavoidable in night language. The crime is sexual and thus has at its heart a declaration of difference – difference between man and woman, difference between day and night, conscious and unconscious, word and world. Yet, within this endless differentiation, there is sameness, a unity that can only be inferred from the experience of the pain of difference.

Perhaps there is here a further distinction that is both crucial and elusive. Unity is not identical with sameness. The latter involves repetition, tedium, the inescapable return of one pattern through all variation. Unity is prior to all that; it is before history. It is a condition for which the family longs but can never reach. Sameness is the closest approximation to unity. There is no language for unity because unity precedes language. Language, which is fissiparous, lends itself to the heterogeneous, prismatic nature of experience. To permit or acknowledge such heterogeneity is to be feminine; to censor it, to dictate for it a pattern or patterns of order, is to be masculine. Women are forever the Greeks in an implacably male and Roman world. Thus the book enacts a struggle between the genders, between an acceptance of difference and a refusal of it, between fertile chaos and authoritarian order. The accounts of the work’s composition reflect this. The research into Joyce’s notebooks and the comparison of early with later drafts of various episodes would seem to indicate that the whole book is architecturally planned and constructed with minute care. On the other hand, much of the anecdotal material surrounding the history of its writing would indicate that Joyce took his luck with whatever came his way. Anything and everything could go into the Wake. Many of its local ‘meanings’ are randomly generated. Anything found is ben trovato, well-found, and, for many readers, is on that account also well-founded.

It is proper that such a book should be concerned so radically with authoring and authority, with origin and repetition, with liberation and repression. From the start – if the first page can be called the start, since its opening sentence really begins on the last page – we are told that none of the events referred to have yet happened. More precisely, they have not yet happened again. Sir Tristram has not yet again arrived (‘had passencore rearrived’). We are before history and yet within a history that has happened over and over. The hundred letter word, signifying thunder and the Fall, or the double Fall, since there was a war in heaven and a Luciferian Fall before there was a human Fall and war on earth, is a kind of molten Ur-language that will flow into the various mouldings of diverse languages, its noise formed into sounds and the sounds assuming to themselves the property of signification. ‘Bygmester Finnegan, of the Stuttering Hand’ (FW, 4.18), we are told, ‘lived… toofarback’ before the Old Testament was written, before there were documentary records. That is, he lived back in the timeless zone of the unconscious, just as he lived in the back of his house above the pub and as he mimed the advice given to all Irish people by Sir Samuel Ferguson, one of the leaders of the Irish cultural revival of the 1830s, to ‘live back in the country they live in’ in order to regain their identity. Like Milton at the opening of Paradise Lost, Joyce is confronting the impossibility of writing, an activity that is the product of history (and also the producer of history), about that which is prior to history, even though the idea of priority is, in such a double-bounded context, itself historical. From the ‘beginning’, there is no beginning. But even the Wake has to start somewhere. So it starts at the end and by its famous ‘commodius vicus of recirculation’ leads us into the second sentence in which history has not yet begun to happen twice.

In Part I, representing the Theocratic Age of Vico, in which authority is both oppressive and feared, the sleeping and fallen father, H C E, is assailed by rumours and whispers of his crime. The whole Earwicker family is, in fact, the subject of comment and gossip, especially Shem, the son and ALP, the mother. History is a whispering gallery in which the voices are those of others and also of oneself. An old man is dying, and as he dies he reverts to his beginnings in the womb. The individual life encapsulates and is encapsulated by history. The investigation that dominates the book centres on a trial that has, as its documentary evidence, a letter that is unsigned, that tells a complex story that seems to indicate a crime has been committed, and that must be interpreted despite the many difficulties that it contains. Even the material on which it is written ‘has acquired accretions of terricious matter whilst loitering in the past’ (FW, 114.28—9); this makes the ‘teatimestained terminal’ (FW, 114.29—30) difficult to read. It has a particular style – ‘So why, pray, sign anything as long as every word, letter, penstroke, paperspace is a perfect signature of its own?’ (FW, 115.6—8) – that may be the ‘style’ of language itself, not that of an author, and language itself may be derivative of the language of sigh, grunt and groan, especially as they themselves derive from sexual pleasure and therefore from the act of coition which is the originating act and perhaps the original crime.


For if the lingo gasped between kicksheets, however basically English, were to be preached from the mouths of wicker-churchwardens and metaphysicians in the row and advokaatoes, allvoyous, demivoyelles, languoaths, lesbiels, dentelles, gutterhowls and furtz, where would their practice be or where the human race itself were the Pythagorean sesquipedalia of the panepistemion, however apically Volapucky, grunted and gromwelled, ichabod, habakuk, opanoff, uggamyg, hapaxle, gomenon, ppppfff, over country stiles, behind slated dwellinghouses, down blind lanes, or, when all fruit fails, under some sacking left on a coarse cart? (FW, 116.25–35)



If all texts and their commentaries were, at base, repressions of an original and inarticulate sexual pleasure that has through such biblical and other filterings been rendered ‘criminal’, then where would civilization be if this were to be admitted? Of course, it is admitted – in dreams. Joyce is treading in Freud’s footsteps in seeing civilization, at least in this theocratic and authoritarian form, as a fertile denial of its nevertheless inescapable origins.

The existence of a letter that incriminates the father implies a writer who is a son – Shem the Penman. The seventh chapter of Part I (FW, 169–95) provides us with a comic and savage portrait of the artist, Joyce’s later version of himself, as the ‘sham and a low sham’ (FW, 170.25), so given to filth that he makes his ink out of his own urine and faeces, writes on the ‘only foolscap available, his own body’ (FW, 185.35—6). Further, he ran away from Ireland in the revolutionary period and ‘became a farsoonerite, saying he would far sooner muddle through the hash of lentils in Europe than meddle with Irrland’s split little pea’ (FW, 171.4—6). In his exile, he cuts a sorry figure, or would have done had he ever been seen, writing Ulysses and preening himself on his genius:


It would have diverted, if ever seen, the shuddersome spectacle of this semidemented zany amid the inspissated grime of his glaucous den making believe to read his usylessly unreadable Blue Book of Eccles, édition de ténèbres… (FW, 179.24—7)



Joyce, having queried the nature, function and origin of language itself now turns his gaze upon the author and raises all the questions that his later work prompted in others – its unreadability, its randomness, its dissociation from history, its pathology and its privacy, its futility. The authority of the author is humiliated. His language too is full of repression, evasion; his exile is an escape from his origins to which he will again be restored by his mother, ALP. She comes to rescue him from his ‘fatherly’ writing and restore him to himself, rescuing him from his Luciferian sin and madness, ‘you, firstborn and firstfruit of woe, to me, branded sheep, pick of the wasterpaperbaskel’ (FW, 194.12—13).

Thus Anna Livia enters, bringing the rivers of the world with her, winding through history and nature, herself the subject of the gossip of the two washerwomen on her banks. As so often in Joyce, what is spoken of in one part of the work, becomes the speaker in a later part. This Anna Livia section anticipates the great final soliloquy of ALP as she descends in Part IV into the embrace of the ocean and as that embrace then gives birth to the river that runs back into history and the beginning of the tale again. History is well-named as his-story, for her story belongs to nature, river, mountain, tree and stone, from which history issues and to which it returns. It is writing that produces criminality; it is the rescue from writing that cancels it. Yet the criminality depends upon the transgression, the breaking of a taboo, the act which cannot be named. All through this work, that act is identified as sexual and, with the help of Anna Livia, we recognize that one of its most forbidden forms – that of incest – arises from the desire of father and sons for the daughter – Isabel, Iseult, Issy – after whom Chapelizod (Chapelle d’Iseult) is named. The male ‘story’ is, in effect, a repression of the desire for the feminine; from this repression emerges patriarchy; from patriarchy issues writing, war, neurosis and civilization itself, the rewriting of aborted desire as law, the legitimation of difference on the primary basis of the division of gender. Thus the brothers are quintessentially male in their division and opposition, their enhancement of difference and their consequent enmity. Mother and daughter, river and cloud, are, as their emblems suggest, always about to melt one into the other, individuated without hostility, intimate with one another without the shadow of taboo, repression or crime to separate them.

Part II is dominated by seeing and looking, although the third episode introduces again a variety of ways of hearing – radio, dialogue and a curious televisual section. Looking, like listening, involves both desire and the accompanying fear that the desire is shameful. All the ‘Longshots, upcloses, outblacks and stagetolets’ (FW, 221.22—3) of the children’s games in the first chapter end in the coming of night and the roll of thunder; the children are tucked away in their houses and policed by guards; their play is replaced by prayer. They have entered into the world of order, even as they are also enclosed in the world of law and censorship:


Thou hast closed the portals of the habitations of thy children and thou hast set thy guards thereby, even Garda Didymus and Garda Domas, that thy children may read in the book of the opening of the mind to light and err not in the darkness which is the afterthought of thy nomatter by the guardiance of those guards which are thy bodemen, the cheeryboyum chirryboth with the kerry-bommers in their krubeems, Pray-your-Prayers Timothy and Back-to-Bunk Tom. (FW, 258.28–36)



The policing of anything that threatens to be anarchic is the mode of repression favoured also in the following ‘Nightlessons’ chapter in which a Swiftian satire on the organization of the book as an instrument of knowledge (as in A Tale of a Tub) dwindles into a series of subject headings and mock essay titles under the governance of the figure that appears in the right-hand margin:


ENTER THE
COP AND
HOW.
SECURES
GUBERNANT
URBIS
TERROREM

(FW, 306.8–14)



The battle between anarchy and official sense is engaged in chapter III in the tale of Kersse the Tailor and the Norwegian Captain and in the Mutt and Jeff episode that recounts how Buckley shot the Russian general. These episodes are among the most difficult in the Wake, although it is clear that they are both designed to show the relationship, in the male world, between shame and violence. HCE, in his pub in Chapelizod, is the teller of the first tale (about a tailor and a sailor) but is forced to lower his voice and deepen his narrative to keep it out of range of the gossips (‘Guinnesses’, FW, 309.1). The point is that the parable, which concerns his marriage to ALP, should stay beyond the interpretive as well as the hearing range of the gossipy customers who are, at their nether end of the bar, very like readers of the text in their grasping bits and pieces and losing the general gist. In effect, HCE, who is dreaming in a drunken stupor, and who is in a sense hiding his story, not from the ‘Guinnesses’, but from himself with the aid of porter, staggers his narrative way – he is both a tribal and triple stammerer, ‘tribalbalbutience’ (FW, 309.2) – between sea and land, sailor and tailor, Ireland and the Vikings, young love and marital misery, in an attempt to make language speak the truth of experience. He fails because of his triple and male-tribal roles of ‘ship’s husband’ (FW, 311.21), ‘shop’s housebound’ (FW, 317.6) and ‘wife’s hopesend’ (FW, 320.23). He is thrice-married, to a ship, a shop and a woman, the Tailor’s daughter, and all three marriages have failed. All three are associated with violence (sea-battles, Vikings, alcohol, bar-fights, marital violence); the freedom of the sea and the imprisonment of the shop are both matched and countered by the condition his marriage offers, a compromise between the two which for him is neither rather than, from the feminine view, both. In the Butt and Taff episode, the shooting of the Russian general by Buckley is another bar-room tale that is itself framed within the Butt–Taff dialogue which in turn is part of the Shem–Shaun dispute. The Crimean War of 1853—6, fought between Russia and the allied forces of France and England, is this episode’s analogue for the wars of Brian Boru and the Norse invaders, evident in the Tailor and Sailor episode, but now more painstakingly detailed. As the wars and invasions fit one into the other, so too do the emblematic moments in the stories. The Russian general is shot with his trousers down. By a characteristic series of name-shadings (Russian Bear, Bruyant the Bref, Bruin the Bear, Brian Boru, Bruinoboroff etc.), he is associated with Brian Boru, the Irish king who defeated the Vikings, thence with HCE and the Norwegian captain and then, by reminding us that Brian was a usurper, with HCE himself and his crime, so-called, that others – including his sons – have seen. Now the sexual is associated with the faecal, in a manner reminiscent of Shem the Penman. In this instance, the perpetrator is shot, the son kills the father and the world is, in a strange mutation, rescued for the cleanly, fastidious and shrivelled Shaun the Post. Part II gives the emblematic history of a move from failed, sham authorship, both in the paternal and in the writerly sense, from filth, grime and violence, to the cleaner and more sanitized world of the figure who does not write but ‘delivers’ the letter. Shaun is, above all things, a commentator, a critic, someone who will take from the texts he re-presents the smell of desire and ordure out of which they arose. There is also, of course, the smell of drink, the badge of dishonour in the case of the various usurpers who cannot face their own betrayals. They crowd in the more thickly at the close of Part II, dominated by King Roderick O’Conor, the ‘last pre-electric king of Ireland’ (FW, 380.12—13), the drinker of the dregs left by others, the slumped, diminished king whose alcoholic haze hides what he has done and exposes what he has become. This is the world of breakdown, consequent upon invasion and betrayal, that Shaun wishes to disengage from, to deride. He is a version of the Stephen Dedalus of Portrait and Ulysses, attempting to disinfect himself of experiences that are both fundamental and humiliating. The story of how HCE/O’Conor brought ruin to himself and Ireland has to be told and in the last section of this book the ‘historians’ are brought in to describe what has happened. In groups of four, these ‘Mamalujo’ historians comprise various groupings – the evangelists, Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, the ‘Four Masters’ of the Irish ‘Annals’, a seventeenth-century historical compilation by four Donegal clerics led by Michael O’Clery, his brothers Conaire and Peregrine, and Fearfeasa O’Mulcrony, and other Irish historians of the Anglo-Irish ‘remembore’ school. They witness a betrayal. King Mark of Cornwall, prostrate and too old, is cuckolded by Tristram, whose love-making to Iseult both displaces the older generation and brings with its own originating force a shadowy criminality, a usurpation. The historians, faced with the fact that history is both forming and breaking up under their very eyes, labour to find a language that will describe it. Neither mythical nor scientific, history falls between these into the depths of discord that separates these two modes of historical writing favoured in nineteenth-century Ireland.

Part III is really the book of Shaun (or Jaun or Yawn, in his later mutations). Shaun is full of standardized wisdom, a petrifying confidence that, nevertheless, begins to waver when he reveals that he has the dread letter and that Shem is not really the author. There is no author – just an amalgam of others. Whereas Shaun has true authority:


… my trifolium librotto, the authordux Book of Lief, would, if given to daylight, (I hold a most incredible faith about it) far exceed what that bogus bolshy of a shame
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