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‘Refreshingly unreverential … A delight from start to finish, and achieves the near impossibility of giving a thoroughly fresh view of Joyce’

Humphrey Carpenter, Sunday Times

‘If you are a Joyce addict, O’Brien’s study will deepen your appreciation. Even if you aren’t, it makes a gripping story’

John Gross, Mail on Sunday

‘A brief and brisk biography of the great penman, in which, as in all good ‘Lives’, the work is given its fair share of attention’

Daily Telegraph

‘In just 50,000 words she has caught him, man and writer’

Independent

‘Accessible and passionate, it is a book which should bring Joyce in all his glory and agony to a new and very wide audience’

Irish Independent

‘Ms O’Brien’s narrative is as skilful, stylish and pacy as one would expect from so adept a novelist’

Sunday Tribune

‘Edna O’Brien tries to make Joyce comprehensible to the general reader – and mainly succeeds … the conviction with which Miss O’Brien writes should tempt us into a deeper study of Joyce, and one that will pay the dividends of pleasure and discovery’

Country Life
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Whack folthe dah, dance to your partner

Welt the flure, your trotters shake,

Wasn’t it the truth I told you,

Lots of fun at Finnegan’s Wake.

Irish Song



ONCE UPON A TIME

ONCE UPON A time there was a man coming down a road in Dublin and he gave himself the name of Dedalus the sorcerer, constructor of labyrinths and maker of wings for Icarus who flew so close to the sun that he fell, as the apostolic Dubliner James Joyce would fall deep into a world of words – from the ‘epiphanies’ of youth to the ‘epistomadologies’ of later years.

James Joyce, poor joist, ‘a funnominal man, supporting a gay house in a slum of despond’. His name derived from the Latin and meant joy but at times he thought himself otherwise – a jejune Jesuit spurning Christ’s terrene body, a lecher, a Christian brother in luxuriousness, a Joyce of all trades, a bullock befriending bard, a peerless mummer, a priestified kinchite, a quill-frocked friar, a timoneer, a pool-beg flasher and a man with the gift of the Irish majacule script.

A man of profligate tastes and blatant inconsistencies, afraid of dogs and thunder yet able to strike fear and subordination into those he met; a man who at thirty-nine would weep because of not having had a large family of his own yet cursed the society and the Church for whom his mother like so many Irish mothers was a ‘cracked vessel for childbearing’. In all she bore seventeen children; some died in infancy, others in their early years, leaving her and her husband with a family of ten to provide for.

‘Those haunted inkpots’ Joyce called his childhood homes, the twelve or thirteen addresses as their financial fates took a tumble. First there was relative comfort and even traces of semi-grandeur. His mother, Miss May Murray, daughter of a Dublin wine merchant, versed in singing, dancing, deportment and politeness, was a deeply religious girl and a lifelong member of the Sodality of Our Lady. She was a singer in the church choir where her future and Rabelaisian husband John, fourteen years her senior, took a shine to her and set about courting her. His mother objected, regarding the Murrays as being of a lower order, but he was determined in his suit and even moved to the same street so as to be able to take her for walks. Courtships in Dublin were just that, through the foggy streets under the yellowed lamps, along the canal or out to the seashore which James Joyce was to immortalize in his prose – ‘the deep green of the bays dissolving into the white breast of the dim sea’. His father and mother had walked where he would walk as a young man, drifter and dreamer, who would in his fiction delineate each footstep, each birdcall, each oval of sand wet or dry, the seaweed emerald and olive, set them down in a mirage of language that was at once real and transubstantiating and would forever be known as Joyce’s Dublin. His pride in this was such that he said if the Dublin of his time were to be destroyed it could be reconstructed from his works.

James Augusta Joyce was their second son, born 22 February 1882. An infant, John, had died at birth, causing John Joyce to indulge in a bit of bathos, saying ‘My life was buried with him’. May Joyce said nothing; deference to her husband was native to her, that and a fatality about life’s vicissitudes. John Joyce’s life was not buried with his first son; he was a lively, lusty man and for many years his spirit and his humour prevailed. But seventeen pregnancies later, and almost as many house moves, impecunity, disappointments and children’s deaths did make for a broken household. His enmity towards his wife’s family and sometimes towards his wife herself was vented at all hours – the name Murray stank in his nostrils whereas the name Joyce imparted ‘a perfumed tipsy sensation’. Only the Joyce ancestry appeared in photographs and the Joyce coat of arms was on proud display. He was a gifted man, a great tenor, a great raconteur and one whose wit masked a desperate savagery.

James, when young, was known as ‘Sunny Jim’ and being a favourite he would steal out of the nursery and come down the stairs shouting gleefully, ‘I’m here, I’m here.’ By the time he was five he was singing at their Sunday musical parties and accompanying his parents to recitals in the Bray Regatta Club. By then too he was wearing glasses because of being near-sighted. That he loved his mother then is abundantly clear, identifying her with the Virgin Mary, steeped as he was in the ritual and precepts of the Catholic Church. She was such a pious woman that she trusted her confessor more than any member of her own family. She was possessive of ‘Sunny Jim’, warning him not to mix with rough boys and even disapproving of a valentine note which a young girl, Eileen Vance, had sent to him when he was six:

‘O Jimmie Joyce you are my darling

You are my looking glass from night till morning

I’d rather have you without one farthing

Than Harry Newell and his ass and garden.’

His ‘nice mother’ with ‘her nicer smell than his father’ was the object of his accumuled tenderness and when he was parting from her he pretended not to see the tears under her veil.



JESUITS

THE GRIM STONE Castle of Clongowes Wood College was where he was enrolled at the age of ‘half past six’. His father wanting the finest education for his little prodigy sent him to the Jesuits where older boys ‘ragged’ him as to whether he had kissed his mother before he fell asleep. Admitting to it, he saw his mistake and henceforth denied it. The Jesuits he called in his adult life a ‘heartless order that bears the name of Jesus by antiphrasis’. Yet his indoctrination from them he thought invaluable. A photograph the day he left home shows James in Little Lord Fauntleroy outfit, kneeling by his mother who was flanked by her husband and her father, two men inimicable to one another, John Joyce calling the father ‘an old fornicator’ because he had been married twice and the father observing his quiet daughter becoming worn down with a pregnancy each year, infants to nurse and siblings to take care of.

Soon the reports were that James spent more time in the infirmary than in the classroom and to make his yearning all the worse he suffered an injustice which he never forgot and never forgave. Forgiveness was anathema to him. A boy had snatched his glasses and stood on them but the head priest believed that Joyce had done it himself to avoid lessons and gave him a ‘pandying’. He did not show his tears in public but at night he wept, fearing that he would die before his mother came to get him. He wrote a hymn to the two mothers, the earthly and the celestial one. As an altar boy, the ritual and liturgy of the Catholic Church engendered a kind of ecstasy in him and the Virgin Mother in her tower of ivory was the creature he adored. Church had all the pageantry of theatre until he became aware of the scarifying sermons which inhuman prelates boomed out, gloating in their versions of punishment and their seething visions of hell. He absorbed it all, remembered it all and transcribed it into the languid and lacerating autobiographical novel Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. But the fear was so ingrained in him that he used to envisage death creeping from his extremities, in the same way as Socrates had observed the flow of the hemlock, the bright centres of the brain extinguished one by one, just like lamps, the soul’s confrontation with God and then the designation for all time – heaven, purgatory or hell.

His stay there lasted just over three years and he left abruptly through lack of funds. So it was home to an even smaller house, where for months he tutored himself, wrote poetry and begun a novel which has vanished without trace; the stint with the Christian Brothers and then to Belvedere College, another Jesuit school – ‘a Jesuit for life, a Jesuit for diplomacy’ as he put it. But already from the mother he so loved he was distancing himself. When making his confirmation at Clongowes and being allowed to choose a saint’s name he chose Aloysius, the saint who, in imitation of Pascal, would not allow his mother to embrace him because he feared contact with women. In his new school James excelled at lessons and won prizes for the best English compositions. The money helped to buy clothes and food for the needy family and even allowed for little trips to the theatre. It was supposed that he would be a priest; so devout was he that he would stay on after Mass to have his private deliberations with God. His mother would boil rice especially for him because of his studiousness. When the family went picnicking to Howth or the Bull Wall at Clontarf he would bring little notebooks with summaries of history or literature, lists of French and Latin words, and while the other children swam he would set himself tests and get his mother to examine him. The priests who taught him recognized that he had a plethora of ideas in his head, one priest predicting that ‘Gussie’ would be a writer.

The transition he underwent in just a few years has all the determination of a Samurai. He went from childlike tenderness to a scathing indifference, from craven piety to doubt and rebellion. His first sexual arousal happened when he was twelve and walking home with a young nurse who told him to turn away while she urinated. The sound of this was an excitement to him. A year later he was stopped by a prostitute and the wavering faith was soon to be quenched for ever as he realized that he could not lead a life of sinlessness or celibacy. First it was covert, his life at home and at school one thing, his inner life quite another as he began to question the tenets of Church and family. Before long he went to the brothels and a fascination for these forbidden houses remained with him all his life. He viewed them to be the most interesting places in any city. He wrote about them in Ulysses and endowed them with a thrilling hallucinatory life that was hardly true of the seedy dungeons which he frequented. The girls he had met earlier, those vestals with whom he had played charades at Christmas parties, were prim and hypocritical – no match for one who had determined ‘to sin with another who would exult with him in that sin’.

The Jesuits began to notice this laxity and questioned Stanislaus whose role in life was that of a beleaguered younger brother, ‘as useful as an umbrella’. Unnerved by their questioning of him, Stanislaus let it slip that James had a habit of romping in the bedroom with a young maid and so Mrs Joyce was summoned. She dismissed the maid and warned the neighbours of the girl’s transgression. Chastity at all costs and this in a house with only three bedrooms, eight or nine children, further conceivings and a father who came home drunk, irate and boisterous. ‘Ride bed, child bed, bed of death – ghost candled’ – the young James was witness to it all.

After the death of yet another child, Frederick, the desperate father tried to strangle the mother, seized her by the throat, shouting ‘Now by God is the time to finish it.’ As bedlam broke out, with younger children in terror, James knocked his father to the floor and pinioned him there while his mother escaped to a neighbour’s house. A few days later a police sergeant called to give the father a severe talking-to and while the beatings might have stopped, the threats and the shouting went on. For John Joyce, finding no outlets for his wayward gifts, his frustration had to be vented on his family. Walking across Capel Street Bridge half drunk one night, escorted by the young James, he decided that the boy needed a formative experience and held him upside down in the Liffey for several minutes. Yet no wrong done by that father wrankled because they were both ‘sinners’.



INKPOTS

OVER THE YEARS they moved to less and less salubrious districts, from south Dublin with its semblance of respectability, to the seaside at Bray, then back to Dublin to a small terraced house and then to humbler abodes on the north side of the city; near slums with cracked fanlights in the doorways and women in the nearby streets behind their barrows selling cabbages and potatoes. As they pitched tent in different quarters James drew a skeleton map of the city in his mind, his father predicting that if that young lad was set down in the Sahara he would draw a map of it. James was already envisaging his escape. He recognised that family was a net which one must flee, but he also knew that those stranded and imprisoned creatures, the passive mother, the furious father, the cowed and baffled brothers and sisters, were the potent material for his future works. For him as for Sophocles, great stories began in the family cauldron. He had seen a lot and a lot was required of him. As his young brother George was dying in the house of peritonitis and crying, ‘I am too young to die’, James sat at the piano and played a tune which he had composed for a Yeats poem; a lyric which he regarded as the most beautiful he had ever read: ‘Who will go drive with Fergus now/And pierce the deep wood’s woven shade’.

He doubled as father and son to the grieving family. But that night when everyone had gone to sleep he came back downstairs to look at the little corpse, and noted that the blue of his eyes was still visible under the lids that had been closed too late. This eerie tenderness with which his stories, Dubliners, would be infused was something he kept to himself. With everyone in the family he was distant. He read voraciously, borrowing books from Capel Street library and of course incurring the wrath of the librarian when he took out questionable material. Sometimes he sent his brother Stanislaus to get the book or to pawn something for him. He had conquered the household and was fearless of any strictures either from them or his teachers. The priests at Belvedere thought he might secure a job as a clerk in Guinness’s brewery, his father thought he was cut out for the law. On a whim, he decided on medicine but really only dabbled in it and was at the same time considering travelling around England, a minstrel with a lute. He seldom went to lectures, prepared nothing at home, absented himself from examinations and walked the streets thinking up his epiphanies, the syllables worked and reworked to resemble ‘many hued prisms’.

For all its squalor, he determined to observe the life around him, to write about it and fling it abroad ‘amid planetary music’. He managed always to seem insouciant and if he had a sign on his person it would be ‘Beware of the miserare’. He would outgrow ‘the grave of his childhood’, or so he thought. To live, to err, fall, to indulge the ‘lust of the McLochlanns’ which ran in his veins was his motto. Prostitutes did not cost much – ‘all prick and no pence’ as the bawd in Ulysses would say when Stephen Dedalus and Leopold Bloom enter the den of iniquity. According to Stanislaus, one prostitute in the brothel where Joyce went, was so fond of him that she offered him money to enter for a singing competition but he was ‘too fecking proud’ to take it. He was proud. When it was pointed out to him that his name was up on a board at the university college because of his fees not being paid he affected blindness.

Discovering Ibsen ranks for Joyce as definitive as Saint Paul’s conversion on the way to Damascus. Ibsen he placed above Shakespeare as a dramatist, Ibsen he revered because of his contempt for falsity and hypocrisy. A letter written to Ibsen’s translator reveals Joyce the intending warrior identifying with Ibsen’s battles, those as he said ‘fought and won behind the forehead’. Ibsen had set an example to him to walk in the light of his inner heroism. ‘But we always keep the dearest things to ourselves,’ he wrote, a telling confidence sent to a famous man who was unable to read English and a poignant admission of how emotionally bereft Joyce really was. The equivocation, the sarcasm, the hauteur was merely a mask. At the end of the letter he wrote, ‘Your work on earth draws to a close and you are near the silence. It is growing dark for you.’ He was nineteen at the time. Young men do not usually know such things unless there is already on them a premonition of their own darkness. The rows, the deaths, the hunger, a constant scraping for money had been his bitter schooling and led to disdain for family and for country. Coming away from a play by Sudermann in which a family were pitilessly dissected, he told his parents that they need not have gone, the genius that they had seen on stage was breaking out in the home and against the home. He warned that it would happen in their own life.

For amusement, he wrote reviews of plays either in the manner of Carlyle, Macaulay or Cardinal Newman and then next day compared his with the review in the paper written by some ignoramus. This lack of intellectual vigour he classed as the ‘venereal condition of the Irish’. He made no secret of his repulsion for the intellectual torpor around him and the craven adherence to mother church. Like the wild geese he wanted to go elsewhere. He wanted to be continentalized. He had a dream of Paris – that ‘lantern in the wood of the world for lovers’. He remembered his dreams and transcribed some of them into a copybook. They have all the marks of a prodigal and disturbed imagination – a fairy-tale landscape full of mist and snow threatened by the presence of a beast, an archetype which he has to conquer. One beast muttered words he did not yet understand which of course prefigured his own assault on language, his dizzying escalations, words strung together to take on another light, another lustre; multiple meanings, the wayward litanies of one who chose to believe that Jesus was more son of God than of Mary.

He broke with the Catholic Church while he was still in his teens but in another sense he never left it, he couldn’t, the indoctrination from mother and priests had been too intense. On both mothers he would wage open and unrepentant war, calling the Catholic Church ‘the scullery maid of Christendom’. The sermons of the priests filled him with terror and then repugnance. Jackpriests he called them, bullying, excoriating in their snorted Latin, tonsured and oiled, their bodies burly and fat ‘with the fat of kidney wheats’. They had spoken of the damned falling into hell like hailstones and in one memorable outburst a priest had told them that if all the ills of the world, all the wars of the world and all the evils of the world could be avoided by the committing of one venial sin, it was still better that that venial sin be not committed. It was preposterous.

In Portrait of the Artist Stephen Dedalus would say, ‘I tried to love God’ but implicit in this defection is his revulsion for God’s ministers. Poets were the keepers of spirituality and priests the destroyers and usurpers. The bodies of the damned crying out for mercy, their tongues, balls of fire, were as real to him as the flames of hell so vividly described. Escape it he did but leaving the Church is not the same as leaving God. Religious motifs would permeate his work, the sermon in Portrait of the Artist would send shivers through the sensibilities of future readers and parodies of prayer and ejaculation would be strewn in his work both in defiance of, and in homage to, his raving mentors. He would carry his work ‘like a chalice’ and all his life he would insist that what he did ‘was a kind of sacrament’. Father, Son and Holy Ghost along with Jakes McCarthy informed every graven word. On a more secular note he liked blackberry jam because Christ’s crown of thorns came from that wood and he wore purple cravats during Lent.



REBELLION

OF ALL THE GREAT Irish writers, Joyce’s relationship with his country remains the most incensed and yet the most meditative. Beckett, a much more cloistered man, was unequivocal; he made France his home and eventually wrote in French and though his elegiac works carry the breath of his native land, he did not expect Greystones, his birthplace, to be etched in the consciousness of the world. Joyce did. He determined to reinvent the city where he had been marginalized, laughed at and barred from literary circles. He would be the poet of his race. In one of his early verses he likened himself to a stag, antlers charging upon the land.

J. M. Synge regretted every night he had lived out of Ireland and Yeats believed that the spirit of the ancients was his birthright and the inner source of his poetry whereas Joyce’s birthright was a plaster virgin in Fairview, perched fowl-wise on a poll, the smell of rotting vegetables and a confraternity of rotting souls. To call this man angry is too temperate a word, he was volcanic. No one who has not lived in such straitened and hideous circumstances can understand the battering of that upbringing. All the more because they had come down in the world, a tumble from semi-gentility, servants, a nicely laid table, cut glasses, a piano, the accoutrements of middle-class life, relegated to the near slums in Mountjoy Square, the gaunt spectral mansions in which children sat like mice in the gaping doorways. It would be a downfall as far-reaching as Humphrey Earwicker’s disgrace in Phoenix Park once his sexual misdeed is put about.

The young James would walk across the sloblands of Fairview thinking and reciting ‘the silver-veined prose’ of Cardinal Newman in an endeavour to banish from his mind the sparring household, the enamel basin in which he had washed himself and the kitchen clock which was one hour and twenty-five minutes fast. His journey led him along the waterlogged lanes, past rubbish, offal, dripping trees, corner shops, a stone-cutting works that recalled the spirit of his hero Ibsen, and the docks in which the black arms of the tall ships told of distant nations, places he longed to escape to. He would never relinquish the anger that he felt then, revolt at the sight of the grey block of Trinity College ‘set heavily in the city’s ignorance’, or the statue of Thomas Davis, the national poet, covered in vermin. Even the guileless flower girl entreating him to buy flowers exasperated him and reinforced his fury over his own poverty. No Proustian Madeline would summon up this rigorous landscape. For him, as Auden would say of Yeats – ‘Mad Ireland hurt you into poetry’.

The priests warned his mother of his waning faith, calling him an infidel because he refused confession or communion, and she knew without knowing that he had fallen into mortal sin. Her influence over him was gone. Packing his secondhand clothes as he prepared to set out for Paris she told him of her prayer, that away from home he might learn what the heart is and what it feels. Piety and sentiment he spat on. It unnerved and disgusted him. Just as his country did. He left it, so he said, for fear he might succumb to the national disease which was provincialness, wind-and-piss philosophising, crookedness, vacuity and a verbal spouting that reserved sentiment for God and for the dead. But though he had taken himself emotionally away from his mother he was haunted by her memory and bore her a grudge that persisted to her deathbed and ever after.

Her letters to him in Paris are a cry for reconciliation and her own strangled longing for recognition. She was not, she wished him to know, as stupid as he thought her to be and her ignorance was not for want of a longing desire to better herself. Here was a woman over forty, ten children living, five dead, a husband who invariably drank his pay-packet, writing to her gifted son of his ambitions and the prospects which lay ahead for him. Her solicitude is heart-breaking, he is not to touch the drinking water unless it is filtered or boiled. She assures him that another money order will be sent the moment she can get some. That she had the time let alone the stamina, when she was already, though unknownst to herself, a dying woman, makes the letters all the more poignant.
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