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FOREWORD BY RÓNÁN HESSION

Perhaps more than any other author, James Joyce encapsulates all that is good and bad about the idea of greatness in literature. To his admirers he is a writer whom it is impossible to ever know fully; to the rest he is a writer whom it is difficult to get to know at all. Big thick books full of genius and cleverness have a habit of dividing the dance floor into those who dig it and those who don’t—with the latter suspecting the former of faking it.

My introduction to James Joyce came through the inclusion of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man on the school curriculum. I went to O’Connell School on North Richmond Street in Dublin’s working class inner city. Joyce went there too, albeit for a brief time, as did his brother Stanislaus. He also lived on North Richmond Street, where my grandparents later lived, and where my parents spent the first few years of their marriage, before I was born.

I recall my mother saying that my father had recommended Ulysses to her father (his father-in-law) who later returned it to him quietly on account of the filth in it. This impressed me doubly: first, that my father had read it, and knowing what was in it, had the temerity to recommend it to the father of the woman he was sleeping with; and second, that my grandfather had the frankness to return the book—presumably unread—as though doing so were some sort of virtue test he had passed.

There were bits of Portrait that spoke to me, bits that bored me, but mostly it struck me that I didn’t see what was so great about this writer. As a self-doubting teenager, I figured the problem was with me. I read Dubliners after that, but still didn’t feel the juice in Joyce.

I parked Joyce until adulthood, when I revisited him as part of the Ulysses anniversary commotion in 2004. I had prepared myself for a monumental effort: I would have to read it aloud; I would need a companion volume of footnotes; I would need to study the book, not just read it; it could take me months—all year perhaps. Instead, what I found was a book of incantatory beauty and intelligence and wizardry, that I simply let flow through and ignite my imagination. I felt grateful that Joyce had made himself accessible after all, and rued that I had listened to all those who created such needless resistance by over-preparing me for difficulty, in much the same way that teenage virgins talk to other teenage virgins about how complicated sex is.

Thinking back, I wish the first person I had asked about Joyce had been David Collard, who coincidentally started reading Joyce in the year I was born (which was nice of him). I wish that the first time anyone heard about Joyce was from David Collard. And I especially wish my grandfather had had a David Collard available to him when he first opened—and closed—Ulysses.

I first met David through his hosting and curation of the lockdown online literary salon ‘A Leap in the Dark’, and its anagrammatic successor, ‘Carthorse Orchestra’. Whether in person or on the page, David is good company. He has that quality of a great host: an enthusiasm about drawing your attention so that he can direct it elsewhere—never towards himself. He uses his curiosity boundlessly, his scepticism sparingly, and his sense of humour unrepentantly. Most of all, he just has that knack for knowing what’s interesting.

I say all this not to embarrass David, nor to win the reader over with adjectival blurby fluff. I think of a book’s foreword as a sort of safety demonstration before the book proper gets underway. It is for the benefit of those wavering over whether they are in good hands. After all, the question of whose hands Joyce should be left in has been perennially to the fore in decisions about the Joyce estate ever since his death.

In the dense thicket of writing about Joyce, the essays in Multiple Joyce are the pickable wildflowers that help us make the journey our own. Within its pages are the kitsch, the serious, the scholarly, the creative, the playful and the heartfelt—qualities that are found in abundance in Joyce, though none of them alone could lay claim to defining his work. For the serious Joyce reader, there is much here to enrich the reading—or no doubt, rereading—experience. For the newcomer, it is reassurance that Joyce is in fact interesting and rooted in the real life of his time and the time since. But most of all, it speaks to the Joycean-in-progress. The half-finished reader; the reader who needs some encouragement to keep going; or the reader who, like, me is Joyce-fluid—who feels Joyce is like a posh restaurant, where I would enjoy the meal so much better if I didn’t feel like I was doing things wrong all the time.

I’m not sure I’ll ever start Finnegans Wake, but at least with Multiple Joyce, the idea feels more welcoming to me. Multiple Joyce reaffirms the idea that Joyce is not there, Everest-like, to be conquered. He is not a reading challenge. He is not a ‘1001 books to read before you die’ (though you’ll die anyway). Rather, he is, like all great literature, full of life. And like Life, he is there to be experienced, even if not understood.

—Rónán Hession




INTRODUCTION


‘From the sublime to the ridiculous is but a step. Pyjamas, let us say?’

—Ulysses



‘We are still learning to be James Joyce’s contemporaries’ wrote Richard Ellmann at the start of his magnificent 1959 biography and now, more than sixty years later, that’s still the case. James Joyce is also learning to be ours, and his cultural presence today takes countless forms, many of them reflecting the values and priorities of our hyper-consumerist, late capitalist times.

You need pyjamas? Of course you do. But do you need Joyce pyjamas? Then check out the online retailer Cafe Press which—at the time of writing—offers not only branded Joycean nightwear but also mugs, hip flasks, shot glasses, face masks, baby clothes (a cute onesie with ‘yes I will’ printed on the front), bumper stickers, bookmarks, tote bags, badges, fridge magnets, sweat shirts, hoodies, flip flops, posters, mousepads and greetings cards. There’s also a t-shirt for dogs, although Joyce feared and hated dogs. You name it, the chances are Cafe Press have stuck a Joyce quote on it.

Other online retailers offer Joyce shower curtains, iPhone covers, scented candles, quilts, teabags, finger puppets, articulated paper dolls, pendants, etchings, framed quotations and . . . but you get the idea. That all this merchandise has nothing much to do with the author and his works amply demonstrates Walter Benjamin’s notion of the ‘aura’ that surrounds a work of art, and of the many cultural rituals attached to it, something he called the ‘fabric of tradition’. In Joyce’s case this aura exists because of the work and the life, but has only an intermittent and haphazard connection with either. No other great writer is more commemorated and commodified, and no other great writer is less read and understood.

Joyce’s colossal literary reputation derives from a modest tally of books published during his short lifetime: Chamber Music (poems, 1907), Dubliners (short story collection, 1914), A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (novel, 1916), Exiles (play, 1918), Ulysses (novel, 1922), Pomes Penyeach (poems, 1927) and Finnegans Wake (novel, 1939).

Taken together these seven volumes amount to around two thousand pages which, along with a Collected Poems (1936) and Stephen Hero (the early draft of A Portrait), take up about eight inches of my bookshelves. Alongside them are several more shelves of correspondence, biography, criticism, commentaries, concordances, a bibliography, a few academic volumes (mostly unexplored), topographical studies of Dublin and sundry Joyceana. That’s the lot. By the standards of most Joyce enthusiasts I’m a featherweight. A true Joycean with money to burn is likely to acquire dozens of new books every year, many of them linking our man with another literary figure and with titles such as Beckett and Joyce, Shaw and Joyce, Derrida and Joyce, Joyce and Aquinas, Joyce and Lacan, Joyce et Mallarmé, Vico and Joyce, Joyce and Jung, Virgil and Joyce, Joyce/Shakespeare, Joyce/Foucault and so, endlessly, on. With Multiple Joyce my aim is not so much to lower the bar as remove it entirely.

This book was written in London during a period of pandemic lockdown, without access to libraries or archives and without any opportunity to travel beyond my immediate neighbourhood so, apart from my very basic library, I had to rely entirely on the internet for my researches. This unexpected constraint became a liberating advantage because, as I soon realised, Joyce is a ghost in the machine with, at the time of writing, more than 130,000,000 online citations. Only Shakespeare, with a head start, beats that. To get a sense of his astonishing ubiquity all you have to do is enter ‘James Joyce’ on a search engine then add any other word or phrase that occurs to you, randomly: ‘James Joyce + Beyoncé’* for instance, or ‘James Joyce + entropy’ or ‘James Joyce + Freud’ or ‘Spongebob Squarepants’† or ‘Jürgen Habermas’ or ‘pornography’ or ‘whiskey’ or ‘Sontag’ or ‘football’ or ‘feminism’. There’s a prize every time, or nearly, and many of these essays arose from my casually entering the two elements, clicking ‘Search’ and exploring whatever seam was exposed. As a methodology this lacks academic rigour, and is warmly recommended.

In setting out to navigate Joyce’s vast cultural legacy I found myself looking less and less at the author and his works and more and more at everything else. My first essay begins in a retail warehouse, where the chance discovery of a plastic action figure prompted the line of speculation that led to to this book. What other unregarded, unrecorded examples of Joyce’s cultural aura were out there? Could I attempt a preliminary audit? What would I find?

Multiple Joyce won’t much appeal to the purist or the doctrinaire and that’s fine, because the purist and the doctrinaire don’t much appeal to me. I’m not an academic and not, come to that, much of a scholar. My approach throughout is partial in both senses of the word: incomplete, and biased. And I’m not at all ashamed to be a literary hack or, as Joyce put it in a letter to his friend George Antheil on 3rd January 1931:


I am quite content to go down to posterity as a scissors and paste man.



*www.facade.com is ‘the first and most popular web site devoted to Tarot, Runes, I Ching, Biorhythms, Numerology, and other forms of spiritual introspection. offering statistical evidence of celebrity compatibility’. As matchmaker to the stars it gives James Joyce and Beyoncé a surprisingly high ‘compatibility’ rating of 64%, which breaks down thus: Physical 17%, Emotional 99%, Intellectual 77%.

†Reviewing The Spongebob Movie: Sponge Out of Water for the Santa Barbara Independent (11th Feb 2015), the film critic D.J. Palladino wrote: ‘This whole movie would make James Joyce happy; it’s brimming with puns, narrative loops, and complicated satirical references to philosophical issues.’




MULTIPLE JOYCE




1. MEET FINNEGAN WAKE™


They hailed him cheeringly, their encient, the murrainer, and wallruse, the merman, ye seal that lubs you lassers.

—Finnegans Wake



For James Joyce an epiphany was a brief spiritual manifestation that offered an insight into the truth of things. This could take the form of something overheard or glimpsed in daily life, something quite mundane. Joyce applied the term to a series of prose sketches he wrote between 1898 (when he was 16) and 1904. These have been described as ‘snapshots’, or perhaps a more accurate comparison would be with magic lantern slides (and we’ll return to these towards the end of this book).

Joyce himself never defined the meaning of epiphany but his character Stephen Daedalus in Stephen Hero (the earlier version of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, in which Stephen would become the more familiar Dedalus) describes it as ‘a sudden and momentary showing forth or disclosure of one’s authentic inner self.’ These were ‘the most delicate and evanescent of moments,’ to be scrupulously recorded by the artist. Stephen’s first experience of an epiphany occurs, significantly, in Eccles Street, later home to Leopold and Molly Bloom in Ulysses. One misty evening he overhears an exchange between a young woman standing on the steps of ‘one of those brown brick houses which seem the very incarnation of Irish paralysis’ and a young man ‘leaning on the rusty railings of the area.’ The words spoken are entirely inconsequential but make an intense impression on young Stephen’s sensibility. (It would be a nice metatextual moment if the young woman overheard by Stephen turned out to be Milly Bloom, flirting with a local lad while her parents prepare supper in the basement kitchen.)

[image: images]

My epiphanic moment happened in a North London branch of the now-defunct retail chain Toys “R” Us. Trips to this cavernous warehouse involved a joyless immersion in the aesthetic and commercial priorities of the corporations behind the multi-million dollar global franchises responsible for Thomas the Tank Engine, Peppa Pig, Bob the Builder, Fireman Sam and—here’s the Joyce connection—Finnegan Wake™, the wheelchair-using teenage punk merman who once featured in a television cartoon series called Monster High. He sits on my desk as I write this.

Not so much an epiphany, more of a lightbulb moment. An idea flickered dimly, briefly, when I first set eyes on this foot-high plastic figure and, a few minutes later, in the mild trance that comes with gratuitous acquisition, I took my place in the line of grown-ups at the check-out counter with Finnegan Wake™ in my basket. I had, to quote the Wake, found my vacation in life. If Joyce’s work could percolate into the wider world in such an indirect and possibly unacknowledged way there must, I thought, be many other examples out there, ‘ringsome on the aquaface’, awaiting discovery and annotation.

The Monster High brand (‘Be Yourself, Be Unique, Be a Monster’) was created in 2010 by the designer Garrett Sander, who had noticed that lots of young girls were interested in something darker and edgier than the wholesome Barbie. Monster High fashion dolls—around 70 different designs—were the main product and, quite astonishingly, more than 700 million were produced before the range was discontinued in 2018, a figure equivalent to the combined populations of Indonesia, Pakistan and Brazil. The merchandise was linked to an animated web series, which appeared on YouTube in 185 episodes and 15 feature films between 2010 and 2017.

The student cohort at Monster High is arranged on binary lines. There are ‘Ghouls’ (i.e. girls) and ‘Mansters’ and, despite the gothic undertow and gestures towards transgressive behaviour, they all seem equally bright, aspirational and full of co-operative high spirits.

The character of Finnegan Wake™ was introduced—or launched—in 2013.* Here’s the product description taken from the Amazon website (and quite possibly run through a translation engine at some point):


The son of a mermaid sits in the wheelchair and is always “ready to go, free and capable” for everything—except for standing still! Finnegan makes his debut as a monster doll in his cool sports outfit, sitting in his typical wheelchair. Shimmering in different shades of blue, he wears a yellow muscle shirt with the number 01, which brings out his tattoos and makes his scale-studded, articulated tail fin competitors. Axe [sic] accessories include Finnegan’s swimming goggles, racing gloves and a backpack that can be attached to the wheelchair. In it, his monster-crass diary with spooky information about his life in the water and on land is perfectly stored. The wheelchair has flames instead of spokes, a coating with structure and silver armrests. All monster friends can roll off with the favourites of the Monster High fans, the Aquarius with Moha’s cut, who pushes the door to monster-grassy fun with handicap with his passion for speed!



Finnegan Wake™ is, if you will, the Finnegans Wake of toys—a complex, cryptic, multi-layered bundle of signifiers, not all of them comprehensible. First of all, what on earth is a ‘monster-crass diary’? Next—why the wheelchair? A merman on dry land is a fish out of water and his tail, whether fully functional or not, would be a disabling impediment. One of the many fan websites explains that ‘he needs a wheelchair due to a condition he was born with, a motor disability in his tail which he justifies as “I was just born this way. My tail just never worked.” ’†

So his immobility is not down to being out of his natural element. By way of compensation he has some lexical zingers at his disposal, although they’re all quite humdrum by Joycean standards. He’s a self-styled ‘scaredevil’, the things he approves of are ‘spoketastic’ and ‘clawsome’ and his ‘skultimate pet’ would be a ghost cheetah ‘because they’re the fastest creature in the monster world . . . but they’re too wild to be tamed.’ He is endowed with a range of upbeat, mildly rebellious attitudes, which feature on the Monster High™ website:


If it isn’t extreme and it isn’t now, it has very little chance of getting Finnegan’s attention. Adrenaline rushes are what he lives for and suggesting he should be more careful does little but seriously tick him off.



The Scaredevil cultivates his inner Hipster by ‘going for cardio exercises and making himself some healthy smoothies.’ How the hell did we get here?

Well for a start it’s quite possible that our merman is actually named after the traditional (and apostrophised) ballad Finnegan’s Wake rather than the unapostrophised novel (and we’ll be tackling that problematic apostrophe later, and more than once). The websites run by fans of Monster High come down equivocally on either origin, or both.

Did Garrett Sander or his creative associates settle on the name as a way of showing that their intellectual allegiances extended beyond the world of dolls and cartoons, that they aspired to something now increasingly remote in their lives but which, for a while, when they were younger, had value and meaning—the search for beauty and truth?

Is Finnegan Wake™ beautiful? Is he—or it—true?

We can rope in Thomas Aquinas here, or rather Stephen Daedalus’s brisk exposition of Thomas Aquinas in Stephen Hero: 


The three things requisite for beauty are, integrity, a wholeness, symmetry and radiance. Some day I will expand that sentence into a treatise.



In fact Stephen pretty much does so on the spot, and we can follow his lead. Confronted with a hypothetically beautiful object—a plastic toy punk merman in this case—the mind contemplates the form of the object, and its symmetry, and immediately recognises the object as a thing, or as a ‘definitely constituted entity,’ which is to say an organised structure. The term ‘radiance’ initially baffles young Stephen but then he hits on it—in the moment which he calls the ‘epiphany’—namely, the recognition of the object’s soul, or ‘whatness.’


The soul of the commonest object, the structure of which is so adjusted, seems to us radiant. The object achieves its epiphany.



Now it’s a big ask to expect my readers to recognise Finnegan Wake™ as an object of beauty or symmetry or epiphanic ‘whatness’, but here I can rope in Aquinas once again, who defined beauty as something ‘the contemplation of which pleases’.

I’m looking at my model of Finnegan Wake™ right now, and I have to say it pleases me, so I guess it’s beautiful, or at least attractive. Of course ‘looking at’ is not quite the same thing as ‘contemplation’, but cut me some slack here—it’s a plastic toy.*

In ‘Jouets’, the short essay in Mythologies (1957), Roland Barthes compared the simple wooden toys of his childhood and the plastic ones of the present day (or his present day, in the middle of the last century). The former are, he says, the product of nature, the latter of chemistry. He was among the first commentators to write about, and question, the function and influence and legitimacy of gendered toys, and the way they shape children into their roles as adults:


French toys always mean something, and this something is always entirely socialised, constituted by the myths or the techniques of modern adult life.†



Not only French toys, surely? The fact is that most toys literally prefigure the adult world and all that’s in it.* Dolls, for instance, prepare or condition girls to ‘the causality of house-keeping’ and a future role as a mother, while other toys equip boys to be soldiers, mechanics, engineers and so on. Faced with more complex plastic playthings, says Barthes, the child is an owner or a user but never a creator, unable to do more than implement ‘actions without adventure, without wonder, without joy.’ There is no comparable sense of discovery in ready-made plastic toys as there is in a simple set of building blocks. Barthes laments the disappearance of the wooden toys of his own childhood, carved by craftsmen from ‘a familiar and poetic substance, which does not sever the child from close contact with the tree, the table, the floor’. This is not nostalgia merely, but a sense of real loss, and not only on behalf of today’s children. Of the now-forgotten plastic ancestors of Finnegan Wake™, he observes:


These toys die in fact very quickly, and once dead, they have no posthumous life for the child.†



Joyce’s novels have something in common with Barthes’ wooden toys. They are a product of the past, expertly crafted, timeless, inexhaustible and, in common with other great novels, communicate to the reader ‘le plaisir, la douceur, l’humanité du toucher’ (the pleasure, the sweetness, the humanity of touch). They have a posthumous life. They are radiant.

Is there, speaking of toys, a market for a range of Joycean action figures? Buck Mulligan in a yellow dressing gown, ungirdled, with shaving accessories; Stephen Dedalus with Latin Quarter hat, detachable ashplant and brothel chandelier; lonely Miss Emily Sinico with a carrier bag full of empties, Shem the Penman, Anna Livia Plurabelle, Humphrey Chimpden Earwicker?

The journalist Frank McNally has thought along these lines. Writing in The Irish Times in 2014 he suggested that there might be a niche market for a Lego version of Joyce’s Dublin, which would come with a copy of Ulysses as an instruction manual. ‘Then, finally,’ he concluded, ‘enthusiasts could test Joyce’s claim that, if it ever proved necessary, the 1904 city could be reconstructed from his pages, brick by brick.’

Since 2015 the German dramatist and director Michael Sommer has been using Lego Playmobil® figures to create more than sixty short films based on novels and plays, from Antigone to Büchner’s Woyzeck. His choice of texts is impressively highbrow (for the most part) and includes an engaging take on Ulysses.* Perhaps he’s the man to develop McNally’s whimsical proposal.

It’s too late to attempt any reconstruction of Toys “R” Us. In 2018 the company declared bankruptcy and announced that it would close all of its U.S. and British stores. If you’re keen to acquire a Finnegan Wake™ of your own you’ll have to look elsewhere.

*In Series 3, episode 45 Ready, Wheeling and Able. ‘When Rider rolls into Monster High, the ghouls learn there’s more to this wheelchair-bound new student body than meets the eye.’

†Perhaps the creative team who came up with Finnegan Wake™ were aware of the British comedy film Miranda the Mermaid (1948), in which Glynis John (Miranda) is disguised as an invalid patient by the London doctor she has captivated. At one unsettling point we see her vacant wheelchair parked in the street, its implied fishy aroma sniffed at enquiringly by some cats.

But this does prompt a question. Any mermaid or merman out of their natural element would need to use a wheelchair, or some other mobility aid, to get around. The fact is that our hero is doubly disabled, unable to swim in water or walk on land. Interestingly enough the show’s creator insists that the character is ‘pansexual’, although all his close friendships (with Lorna McNessie, Robecca Steam and especially Gigi Grant, an unbottled djinn) appear to be heteronormative, or whatever the Monster High equivalent to that is. Finnegan Wake™ is one of 11 ‘Mansters’ in the franchise. As they are unlikely to have pinged your radar I’ll name them here: Clawd Wolf, Deuce Gorgon, Garrott DuRocque, Gillinton “Gil” Webeber, Heath Burns, Invisi Billy, Jackson Jekyll/Holt Hyde, Neighthan Rot, Porter Geiss and Sloman “Slo-Mo” Mortovich. Any one of which, or of whom, might have leapt from the pages of the original Finnegans Wake.

*Finnegans Wake has a shoal of mermen references: ‘Yussive smirte and ye mermon answerth from his beelyingplace below the tightmark, Gotahelv!’ (262.F1), ‘Enjoy yourself, O maremen!’ (312.10), ‘And still a light moves long the river. And stiller the mermen ply their keg.’ (399.16) and ‘One two moremens more’ (628.06—at the end of the novel, when the river meets the sea).

†‘la matière plastique y a une apparence à la fois grossière et hygiénique.’

*‘l’Armée, la Radio, les Postes, la Médecine (trousses miniatures de médecin, salles d’opération pour poupées), L’École, la Coiffure d’Art (casques à onduler), L’Aviation (parachutistes), les Transports (Trains, Citroëns, Vedettes, Vespas, Stations-Services), la Science (Jouets martiens).’ (The Army, Broadcasting, the Post Office, Medicine (miniature instrument-cases, operating theaters for dolls), School, Hair-Styling (driers for permanent- waving), the Air Force (Parachutists), Transport (trains, Citroëns, Vedettes, Vespas, petrol-stations), Science (Martian toys). Translated by Annette Lavers (Hill and Wang, New York, 1984)

†‘Ces jouets meurent d’ailleurs très vite, et une fois morts, ils n’ont pour l’enfant aucune vie posthume.’

*http://mwsommer.de/ulysses-english/




2. JJ FROM A TO B

Here’s the opening sentence of Graham Greene’s novel Brighton Rock (1938):


Hale knew, before he had been in Brighton three hours, that they meant to murder him.



Who wouldn’t read on? Here’s another opening sentence, from another novel:


A man called Berg, who changed his name to Greb, came to a seaside town intending to kill his father . . .



On the face of it this is a similar first line, but something trickier is happening, as the self-conscious and artificial reversal of ‘Berg’ to ‘Greb’ suggests, and the vague setting of ‘a seaside town’. This is the opening sentence of Berg, a novel written by Ann Quin (1936–1973), published in 1964. Quin wrote three more novels—Three (1966), Passages (1969) and Tripticks (1972)—before walking into the sea to end her life near her home town, which happened to be Brighton, at the age of 36. She is among the vanishingly small cohort of women experimental writers, and one of the most compelling. She is not to be valued simply because she’s rare, of course, but because she’s a thrilling and original talent. (By the way I tend to avoid the term ‘experimental’ when referring to contemporary fiction, not least because it suggests something provisional, unformed, contingent and—for the ordinary reader—daunting. Lucy Ellmann, on winning the Goldsmiths Prize for her novel Ducks, Newburyport, said that she preferred the term ‘adventurous fiction’, and so do I.) Quinn and Ellmann are both exemplary ‘B-writers’.

That certainly doesn’t mean they’re second-rate. It was Anthony Burgess (whose shade will haunt the pages of Multiple Joyce) who proposed that novelists could be divided into two classes, as ‘Awriters’ and ‘B-writers’. The A-writer, he said, is essentially a storyteller, concerned above all with plot and character and psychological motivation. Most novelists throughout history fall into this category—Daniel Defoe and Jonathan Swift and Jane Austen and George Eliot and Harper Lee. Think of Robinson Crusoe, Gulliver’s Travels, Pride and Prejudice, Middlemarch and To Kill a Mockingbird, and then think of E.L. James’s best-selling Fifty Shades of Grey (the two categories have nothing to do with literary merit). A-writers are part of a long tradition, and add to that tradition without much changing it. They are part of the literary mainstream and tend to work within popular forms, or genres—the crime novel, the horror story, romantic fiction, science fiction and so on. Not all A-writers are great writers, or even good ones, but some certainly are.

B-writers, on the other hand, often employ plot and character and so on to a high degree of sophistication and accomplishment, but their real interest is in language and form and structure, and the potential of the novel to say new things in a new way. They are explorers, and they are seldom if ever popular in the way that some A-writers are popular. Burgess saw himself with good reason as a B-writer, but often managed to be both.

B-writers tend to be highly original, adventurous, ‘difficult’ even, and do not as a rule attract a large readership. Not all B-writers are great writers, or even good ones, but many are.

Anyone aware of the Burgess categories will think twice before dismissing a novel that doesn’t deliver the consolations of character and a page-turning plot, a novel that aims elsewhere, and perhaps higher. Joyce is certainly the greatest of B-writers and Ulysses the very greatest of all B-novels and, while we’re at it, let’s agree that it’s the greatest novel of all full stop, and to hell with categories. I shall not be taking any questions at this time.

Finnegans Wake is the most extreme example of B-writing, a book in which language ‘is not about anything but is the thing itself’ as Samuel Beckett put it in his essay on the novel in Our Exagmination Round His Factification for Incamination of Work in Progress (1929).

 Beckett’s take sums up the challenge that faces any reader of adventurous writing, and can be applied not only to books but also to films and music and theatre and art. It’s a line I tend to quote whenever I’m faced with something new that I like and admire, or want to like and admire but don’t understand, which is often the case.* 

We might also consider the corresponding categories of ‘A-readers’ and ‘B-readers’—those who find what they need in the literary mainstream (and there’s nothing wrong with that) and those who seek elsewhere (and there’s nothing wrong with that either).

In ‘Fail Better’, an incisive essay published in The Guardian newspaper in 2007, Zadie Smith wrote:


Readers fail writers just as often as writers fail readers. Readers fail when they allow themselves to believe the old mantra that fiction is the thing you relate to and writers the amenable people you seek out when you want to have your own version of the world confirmed and reinforced.



This is well said, I think, although I’m unaware of the ‘old mantra’ she mentions. I absolutely agree that fiction should function as a window to other worlds, not as a mirror to our own, and readers who favour only novels that reflect their own experiences, or that endorse their personal tastes and values, or feature ‘relatable’ characters, hardly qualify as readers at all. Misogyny and envy aside, it seems to me that the critical ire directed at the immensely popular novelist Sally Rooney, author of Conversations with Friends, Common People and Beautiful World Where Are You, is aimed at her readers as much as it is at her. But we’ll be taking a look at Rooney later on. She manages to be both an A and B writer, and neither, and all at the same time.

B-readers, sympathetic to the aims of B-writers, are better equipped to navigate the challenges of fictions that do not offer the traditional consolations of plot and character. They are not necessarily better readers, but they do have different expectations. Some A-readers tend to react with suspicion and hostility to B-writers and, indeed, to B-readers. Hey-ho.

When it comes to fiction I’m like the character played by Isabelle Huppert in Hal Hartley’s film Amateur (1994), a former nun and now an erotic writer who is also, we learn, a nymphomaniac virgin. When invited to explain how it’s possible to be both, she explains with a shrug: ‘I’m choosy.’

I’m choosy too. I prefer the work of a brilliant A-writer to that of a merely average B-writer, and that of a brilliant B-writer to a merely competent A-writer. Now what constitutes ‘brilliant’ or ‘average’ or ‘competent’ is very much a matter of taste and judgement, and I’m not setting myself up as any kind of arbiter or gatekeeper here, although if you rate (say) Terry Pratchett above V.S. Pritchett we’re unlikely to find much common ground. But we can still be friends and, in the handy phrase attributed online to Ezra Pound, Winston Churchill and many others, ‘when two people agree about everything, one of them is unnecessary.’

*Brendan Behan once said: ‘I like Waiting for Godot. I don’t know what it’s about. I like a swim in the sea. I don’t know what that’s about either.’




3. DEGREES OF CELEBRITY

How famous is James Joyce?

The website famousbirthdays.com tells me that, of those born in 1882 and deemed worthy of mention, Joyce (born on 2nd February) is ‘the 6th most popular for the year’ after Franklin D. Roosevelt, A.A. Milne, Virginia Woolf, Bela Lugosi and Igor Stravinsky. Popularity is based, apparently, on ‘user activity’.

Joyce is also the ‘18th most popular Aquarian named James’ in a list headed by the actor James Dean, and the 12th most famous Irish author of all time, beaten by the likes of ‘award-winning fashion, beauty and lifestyle blogger’ Cliona Kelly and Suzanne Jackson (another blogger, with a particular interest in wedding planning). Beckett comes in 26th.

In 2014, when I first started gawping at this website, Joyce was the fifteenth most famous Irish person on a list headed by Liam Neeson, Oscar Wilde, Saoirse Ronan, Siva Kaneswaran and Colin Farrell. Our man came just after Bono. By the time I came to check the site again while editing this book I discovered with a sinking heart and rising gorge that practically every category was now dominated by bloggers and vloggers and stars of YouTube or TikTok or other social media platforms. Of the current ‘top fifty famous Irish people’, the only names on the list who are not bloggers or TikTok stars or reality TV celebrities are Cillian Murphy (12th), Pierce Brosnan (28th), Bono (32nd), Michael Gambon (35th), Richard Harris (41st) and the singer Enya (43rd).

As for the other 44, a chap called Jacksepticeye can stand for them all. He’s an ‘energetic video game commentator whose YouTube channel has over 26 million subscribers,’ which is more than the population of Australia.

There are at the time of writing and, one fears, for the rest of history, no authors at all in the top fifty famous Irish people, unless you include Graham Norton. When you filter for Irish writers—or rather ‘writers born in Ireland’—Joyce comes nowhere in a list headed by Oscar Wilde and, in second place, Cecilia Aherne, author of A Place Called Here, Thanks for the Memories and P.S., I Love You. She happens to be the daughter of Bertie Aherne, the Taoiseach (Prime Minister) of Ireland between 1997 and 2008 and her books, we learn, ‘have won numerous accolades.’

Joyce has never been and never will be popular in the sense that, say, Cecilia Aherne is popular. But he is unquestionably famous, at least to the extent that describing him as famous is, or should be, tautologous. Everyone used to know the story of Lord Reith, the rather terrifying Director-General of the British Broadcasting Corporation who, on hearing somebody described on the wireless as ‘a famous lawyer’ fired off this peppery memorandum to his subordinates:


The word famous. If a person is famous, it is superfluous to point out the fact; if he is not, then it is a lie. The word is not to be used by the BBC.



Reith died on Bloomsday, in 1971.




4. HOW MANY POETS ARE THERE?

There’s an episode in Tom Stoppard’s play Travesties (1974), based on events in real life, in which Henry Carr, a minor British embassy official in Zürich, sues James Joyce over a pair of trousers used in an am-dram production of The Importance of Being Earnest. Goaded beyond endurance by an imagined insult, he launches into an underdog outburst:


For every thousand people there’s nine hundred doing the work, ninety doing well, nine doing good, and one lucky bastard who’s the artist.



Applying the Stoppard-Carr ratio to the Republic of Ireland’s population of 4.7 million (in the 2016 census) we get 23,420 artists, roughly equal to the population of Tralee in County Kerry.

But how many of these lucky bastards are poets? Let’s say 5% might, at a stretch, be described as poetry practitioners, which is to say poets who are published and read, if only by other poets. That would amount to 1,171 poets, which seems quite a low figure to me, given that the population is likely to be closer to 5 million by now. So I contacted Poetry Ireland to see if they could shed any light and they very sensibly suggested that I should go to the website of each of the main poetry publishers in the Republic—around a dozen—and tot up the number of poets on their roster. Then be sure to add the Irish poets published outside Ireland, in the UK and the US and elsewhere.

I started to do this but soon gave up, because there’s not much to be said for counting poets. And of course these are just the published poets, and therefore the tip of a very large cultural iceberg. Let’s just say that the answer to my question (How many poets are there?) is: a lot. Which isn’t much of an answer.

Travesties was written in 1974 and we are in a position to make some very rough estimates. I have before me the hefty Directory of Contemporary Poets, published by Macmillan in 1970, when the UK population was 55.5 million. Limited to the UK (and we’ll get back to the Irish Republic in a moment), it lists around 1,100 poets from Abse, Dannie to Zurndorfer, Lotte, so either the Stoppard-Carr formula is flawed or my 5% estimate overgenerous, and should hover somewhere between one and two per cent. The 1970s turned out to be the boom years and subsequent editions of the Directory give lower figures—787 in 2001, rising slightly to 840 in 2014. So let’s say that Britain sustains a population of under a thousand poets. Not that any of them can earn a living as such, but that’s another matter.

Let’s look at the bigger picture. How many poets are working actively in the English language today? The International Who’s Who of Poetry (Routledge, 2011 and the most recent edition I could find) confirms that there are around 4,000 practitioners, all of them apparently with proper jobs to fall back on, from Aalfs, Janet (‘American writer, poet and martial arts instructor’) to Zyck, Adam (‘Polish psychologist, gerontologist, poet and translator’). The publishers make no claim to be comprehensive and there are likely to be many omissions, but 4,000 poets in a global anglophone population of 375 million (assuming that the readership of poetry is likely to be almost entirely made up of native speakers) is a vanishingly small proportion—around 0.0001%.

And of those four thousand poets, how many are any good? Not necessarily popular, just good (and I hope you’ll agree with what I mean by that). Could it be as many as a few hundred? And what of the even smaller cohort of great poets, past and (theoretically) present, whose work has lasted and will continue to circulate? Perhaps a dozen in all, writing in English in the twentieth century. Who are, or were, they? Hardy, Yeats, Pound, Eliot, Auden, Robert Lowell and . . . how many is that? Seven, and I do realise that ‘greatness’ and the very idea of a canon is old hat, and patrician, and elitist, and barely worth considering. A few years ago I met a bright young English graduate with a degree from a reputable university who insisted she had never even heard of T.S. Eliot because (as she quite reasonably pointed out) he wasn’t on the syllabus, and you can’t be expected to read everything. Which seems fair enough, although Eliot doesn’t strike me as optional and surely a graduate in any subject who hasn’t read The Waste Land is by any objective measure culturally impoverished. To her credit she wasn’t at all uncomfortable with her admission and to my credit neither was I. But still.

We used to care more, or some folk did. According to Julian Symons in his 1960 account The Thirties: a dream revolved, the interwar audience for poetry in Britain took the form of a pyramid, the broad base of which was formed by a million-strong intelligentsia. Above them a group numbering 50,000 subscribed to the handful of little magazines featuring the most recent work of new writers. This section of the pyramid was generally younger than the base and the social composition more complex, including working-class intellectuals, members of the lower-middle class educated at state or grammar schools (and in some cases at red-brick universities), and a general sampling of professional men and women (doctors, architects, lawyers, dons, economists etc). The artists themselves, around a thousand in number, lived, often precariously, at the top. Not, it should hardly be necessary to point out, that they were all wealthy, or even solvent. By ‘artists’ Symons meant novelists, poets, painters, composers and the like, and clearly wasn’t concerned with the applied arts, or with such popular media as the music hall and cinema—both of which would surely bump up the numbers. The UK population in the mid-1930s being around 46 million, that thousand-strong cohort represents a percentage too small to bother about, although it’s those very painters and poets and novelists, who today stand for the age—they are what we know of the period.

Not everyone at the time agreed with the proportions of Symons’ pyramid, and a jaundiced contemporary of his reckoned the population of serious poetry readers in Britain numbered around a hundred.

Symons admits that the image of a pyramid is over-simple and the set of assumptions on which his model was based now seems very old-fashioned, but what interests me most, and still, are his estimated numbers. The overall population has increased since 1935 by around twenty million (and let’s for the sake of argument assume that there has been a corresponding growth in the ‘intelligentsia’, not that such a label would be employed in a positive way today), but the greatest increase must surely have been in the number of artists. Post-war access to higher education, the growth of art schools, state sponsorship, the Arts Council, lottery funding and the wide-scale commodification of culture through new media—all have led to an enormous boom in practitioners to the extent that today one gets the impression that more people write poetry than read it. So what shape, metaphorically, are things in today? No longer a pyramid but perhaps a wonky sort-of oblong?

There are workshops and festivals and readings and signings and book clubs, and competitions (some even free to enter), and little magazines and big anthologies and reviews. There’s a radio presence, online activity and a handful of public poets who scrape a living through the practice of poetry and associated ‘poetic’ activities. Not much of this is very good, of course, but then not much of anything is very good. Poetry is, we are constantly reassured, ‘for everyone’—the nine hundred doing the work, the ninety doing well and the nine doing good. This is nonsense, of course, because poetry, like Matisse and Mozart and Miles Davis, like ragtime, rap and reggae, like ballet, baseball and baba ganoush, like Ulysses and Finnegans Wake and every other novel ever written, is not for everyone, and should never be for everyone. Poetry is for anyone.




5. CALL OF THE WILDE

At 11:45 p.m. on Friday July 6th 1923 the Irish medium Hester Travers Smith (1868–1949) conducted the tenth of eighteen seances in which she interrogated the ghost of Oscar Wilde, who had died in 1900.

She mediated his thoughts through automatic writing and a ouija board, later publishing the results in a strange little book called Oscar Wilde from Purgatory (1924). His eternal slumber rudely interrupted, Wilde is initially invited to pass critical judgement on such contemporary writers as Thomas Hardy and John Galsworthy, but eventually the talk turns to a particular book the medium claims never to have read, but with which Wilde seems surprisingly familiar.


What is your opinion of “Ulysses,” by James Joyce?

Yes, I have smeared my fingers with that vast work. It has given me one exquisite moment of amusement. I gathered that if I hoped to retain my reputation as an intelligent shade, open to new ideas, I must peruse this volume. It is a singular matter that a countryman of mine should have produced this great bulk of filth. You may smile at me for uttering thus when you reflect that in the eyes of the world I am a tainted creature. But, at least, I had a sense of the values of things on the terrestrial globe. Here in “Ulysses” I find a monster who cannot contain the monstrosities of his own brain. The creatures he gives birth to leap from him in shapeless masses of hideousness, as dragons might, which in their foulsome birth contaminate their parent . . . This book appeals to all my senses. It gratifies the soil which is in everyone of us. It gives me the impression of having been written in a severe fit of nausea. Surely there is a nausea fever. The physicians may not have diagnosed it. But here we have the heated vomit continued through the countless pages of this work. The author thought no doubt that he had given the world a series of ideas. Ideas which had sprung from out his body, not his mind!



Clearly Wilde’s punishment in the afterlife was to be stripped of quicksilver wit while condemned to chronic loquacity. His denunciation continues for some time, and Hester Travers Smith doesn’t let Joyce’s ‘great bulk of filth’ off the hook after Oscar has had his say, returning to the subject in her conclusion. She cannot resist a final dig:


I feel it is quite natural that Wilde should be revolted by a work like “Ulysses.” It is entirely out of harmony with his time and ideas. He might easily fail to see what the admirers of Joyce call the “vastness of the book.” It is completely ugly; that is enough. His horror of probing into the “inside” of a human being would naturally be aroused by a book which, I believe, practically deals with nothing else.



No personal animus there, no axe to grind. Joyce knew Smith’s book and, a good sport, incorporated a version of her supernatural dialogue with Wilde in Finnegans Wake:


Tell the woyld I have lived true thousand hells. Pity, please, lady, for poor O.W. in this profundust snobbing I have caught. Nine dirty years mine age, hairs hoar, mummeries failend, snowdrift tomy elpow, deff as Adder. I askt you, dear lady, to judge on my tree by our fruits. I gave you of the tree.



J.P. Mahaffy (1839–1919), the Irish classicist and Provost of Trinity College, held very low opinions of the dead Oscar Wilde and the living James Joyce, writing:


Thank God, they have both cleared out of Dublin, but not before they had squirted stink like a pair of skunks on all the decent people with whom they came in contact. It’s an ill bird that fouls its own nest. James Joyce is a living argument in defence of my contention that it was a mistake to establish a separate university for the aborigines of this island—for the cornerboys who spit into the Liffey.*



A question for any practising spiritualist: would it still be possible, theoretically, to summon up the shade of Oscar Wilde and see how he’s getting on? I mean, the afterlife is supposed to be unending, isn’t it? Perhaps he’s had second thoughts about Ulysses and would like to share them.

*Quoted by Gerald Griffin in The Collegians (1938).




6. THEIR HOSPITALITY

Martin Amis once told a Moscow literary gathering that Joyce was ‘a huge genius and no talent,’ a variant on what Harold Bloom said of John Updike: ‘a minor novelist with a major style.’ Amis, one might slice back, is a huge talent and no genius, but I enjoyed what he then went on to say about Joyce’s relation to his readers:


If you go to Nabokov’s house, metaphorically speaking, you get his best chair, in front of his fire, with his best wine. If you go to James Joyce’s house, you come into this big drafty edifice, and there’s no one there. And then you find him tinkering around in some scullery. And he offers you two slabs of peat around a conger eel, and a glass of mead.



This is in fact a buffed-up version of something Clive James had written about Seamus Heaney (or ‘Seamus Feamus’ as he is renamed) in his satirical epic Peregrine Prykke’s Pilgrimage through the London Literary World (1976):


These were the Belfast poets—all called Seamus–
Of whom the leading light was Seamus Feamus,
Who even now attacked his midday meal:
Two slabs of peat around a conger eel.



Martin Amis continued to repeat his version on the circuit, but it became baggier and less amusing as the years went by. In 2018 he wearily delivered the following, straight to camera:


The writer is like a host and the reader is a guest. When you visit a Nabokov novel it’s as if he has given you the best chair nearest the fire and given you his best wine . . . If you went round to Joyce’s house, you’d find the address didn’t exist. Then you would find some sort of outbuilding where Joyce lives, and then he wouldn’t be in. You’d shout for him and eventually a figure would appear and he would talk to you in a language you’d never heard of before. And instead of giving you a delicious dinner, as Nabokov does, Joyce would give you two slabs of peat around a conger eel and some repulsive drink he’d made himself.*



The bright bloom of the original has by now long faded. But speaking of food, Joyce was a great diner out and spent vast quantities of his patron Harriet Shaw Weaver’s money in fancy restaurants where, by all accounts, he drank gallons of white wine but rarely touched his grub:


Joyce ate obviously without appetite, he always toyed with his food as if searching for something, and would push back his plate with a disgusted look: he could put up with almost no food [. . .] He enjoyed entertaining his friends at restaurants, finding nothing too expensive and too refined for them; he was a regular customer of the Trianon and Fouquet’s where the luxury pleased him as a relaxation after his daily work, but at all these places he barely picked at his food, merely nibbling from his plate some leaves of salad or a piece of cake. He seemed to live on air.*



In Ulysses Stephen Dedalus has practically no interest in food at all. After tucking into a ‘plate of fry’ for breakfast in the opening ‘Telemachus’ episode he appears to eat nothing else for the rest of the day. Mr Bloom, on the other hand, is something of a trencherman—his budget for the day includes the purchase of a pork kidney, two Banbury cakes, lunch at Davy Byrne’s, a pig’s foot, a sheep’s trotter, some Fry’s plain chocolate, a square of soda bread, and coffee and a bun which he offers to Stephen in the cabman’s shelter in the early hours of the 17th June, and which Stephen flatly refuses.

*https://www.facebook.com/BigThinkScience/videos/1493171714128281

*Louis Gillet, ‘The Living Joyce’, 1941, published in Portraits of the Artist in Exile (ed. Potts), p. 170.




7. JOYCE . . . WOMEN. WOMEN . . JOYCE

In a Bloomsday blog about our man for the Times Literary Supplement (16th June 2016), Adrian Tahourdin noted what he believed was ‘the large gender imbalance in those who have published books about the writer’. He cited a broad selection of recent Joyce books, and he seemed to have a point.

But, as many dissenting correspondents were quick to point out, there is a large cohort of women who have published books about Joyce, including, among many others, Adaline Glasheen (who wrote the magnificent Census of Finnegans Wake), Jeri Johnson (‘perhaps THE eminent Joyce scholar’), Katherine Mullin (‘James Joyce, Sexuality and Social Purity is fantastically good’), Maud Ellmann (daughter of Joyce biographer Richard and sister of the novelist Lucy), Jennifer Levine, Katherine Mullin, Margot Norris, Vike Plock and Vicky Mahaffey. There is clearly no shortage of female Joycean academics, and there are presumably just as many female readers. I hardly need add that Joyce was loyally and tirelessly supported by women throughout his writing career, including his publisher Sylvia Beach, his patron Harriet Shaw Weaver and The Little Review co-editors Jane Heap and Margaret C. Anderson. Among the earliest critics to recognise Joyce was Mary Colum (1884–1957), who wrote an influential review of Ulysses for The Freeman in 1922, followed by two memoirs including Our Friend James Joyce (1959). And then there was Nora. But that’s a whole other story.

Responding to Tahourdin’s observation, Professor Margot Backus of the University of Houston, author of Scandal Work: James Joyce, the New Journalism, and the Home Rule Newspaper Wars (University of Notre Dame Press, 2013) added, sardonically:


I ritually scan the TLS in hopes of finding that my recent book on James Joyce and the new journalist sex scandal has been reviewed. My heart leapt with joy when I saw “James Joyce” in a subject heading and I looked with interest to see if maybe my book was at last mentioned as case of scholarship on Joyce by a woman, but alas, no.



Another gender-related issue connected with Joyce scholarship is even more troubling. In January 2019 the people who run the Twitter account @JoyceanWomen (‘Celebrating women’s scholarship on Joyce since July 2018’) published an Open Letter in The Modernist Review with 130 signatories calling for ‘meaningful action to reduce the incidents of sexual harassment, inappropriate behaviour, abuse, and even assault at conferences, workshops, summer schools and any other events affiliated with the community.’

The ‘Concerned Joyceans’ cited cases of misogyny, voyeurism, abuse of power, harassment, assault and even rape at Joyce-related events. They were, they said, ‘tired of sending graduate and undergraduate students to conferences or summer schools with a list of unsafe individuals to avoid and/or behaviour of which to be wary or, conversely, tolerant.’

Not being part of any Joycean community, academic or otherwise, I had naively and complacently assumed that such things simply didn’t go on at such events, that somehow this aspect of the literary world (if no other) was exempt from such behaviour, so I read the Open Letter with alarm, dismay and despondency. It began thus:


The works of James Joyce are remarkable in their frankness about sexuality and their sensitivity to the value of women’s experience. Women’s scholarship within Joyce Studies is justly respected and celebrated. The spirit of Joyce’s works themselves, as well as the critical tradition emerging from it (which includes an important branch of feminist scholarship), is in sympathy with making the academic and social events that are central to the life of the community more accessible, more inclusive, and safer for women who are trying to make a name in the field.



To what extent this is down to a malignant handful of (presumably) male academics is unclear but it’s evidently a long-standing, embedded and institutional problem. Given the gravity of the claims, the signatories’ demands were perfectly reasonable: they called on the boards of Joyce societies, foundations, and journals to issue official statements condemning such behaviour, and to implement codes of conduct for workshops and the design and content of summer school materials, membership forms, and websites. Three months after it was published the Covid-19 pandemic began to bite, lockdowns began and travel was restricted. Workshops, summer schools, conferences and other academic gatherings became a thing of the future.

This needs fixing before things get back to normal. Or rather, we need a far better normal to get back to.




8. WRITE LIKE A KARDASHIAN


This is really random, but I thought it was kind of cool!!! The International Bowling Museum in Texas are doing a poll to see who should be inducted into the bowling hall of fame and I have been nominated! I probably shouldn’t admit it, but I’m not the best bowler haha. But that doesn’t stop me going and having a great time! Bowling to me is about spending time with friends and family! Where’s the fun in getting perfect strikes every time!? I’d rather have some fun trying and laugh at myself than get a perfect score.



That’s a sample of Kim Kardashian’s writing taken from a blog post attributed to her which, when run through an online app* confirms that the author whose style her writing most closely resembles is that of our man Joyce. The app, launched in 2010, is a statistical analysis tool created by a 27-year-old Russian software developer called Dmitry Chestnykh.

Of course there’s nothing remotely Joycean about Kardashian’s prose style, even if its fragmentary inconsequentiality does have distant echoes of Molly Bloom’s soliloquy. If Kim Kardashian writes like anyone it’s the plastic merman Finnegan Wake™.

But interest was snagged so I took part of the essay you’re currently reading and ran it through the same app and it seems that I, too, write like James Joyce and therefore like Kim Kardashian, which gets us nowhere much. Next I ran the opening paragraph of my introduction to this book, and it came up as James Joyce again. But when, with low cunning, I removed all references to Joyce from the same paragraph and re-entered it in the app I was told I wrote like David Foster Wallace.

Here’s the badge I printed off to prove it:

[image: images]

Now thoroughly alarmed, I cut and pasted other bits and pieces from Multiple Joyce and came up with H.P. Lovecraft, Bram Stoker and Edgar Allan Poe. (I am large. I contain multitudes.) Hooked, I carried on, feverishly cutting and pasting random fragments and clicking for an adjudication:

— the lyrics for Teddy Bear’s Picnic: Margaret Atwood;

— a passage from Gertrude Stein’s Tender Buttons: Oscar Wilde;

— the chorus from Joy Division’s Love Will Tear Us Apart: Charles Dickens;

— a paragraph from Lionel Shriver’s execrable novel The Mandibles: Jane Austen;

— Rónán Hession’s generous foreword to Multiple Joyce: James Fenimore Cooper.

Finally I cut and pasted the opening paragraph of Eimear McBride’s A Girl Is a Half-formed Thing. She writes like Ernest Hemingway, apparently.

A footnote. While researching this essay I came across the twitter account @KimKierkegaard, which blends Søren Kierkegaard’s philosophy with Kim Kardashian’s inanity, producing such magnificent mind-numbing aberrations as:


I have majorly fallen off my workout-eating plan! AND it’s summer. But to despair over sin is to sink deeper into it.



Late to this party, I noticed that around 30 writers and critics and poets I admire were already following the account, so I signed up immediately. There’s also a book: My Beautiful Despair: The Philosophy of Kim Kierkegaardashian (Gallery Books, 2018), of which a nameless reviewer in the Washington Post said this:


Basically what you have is profound ideas that exercise your brain, combined with mindless comments that lower your IQ. Put the two together and they cancel each other out, allowing your mind to do exactly nothing . . . it’s pretty entertaining.



I printed this off and stuck it above my desk while writing Multiple Joyce.

*“I Write Like” (iwl.me)
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