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Introduction

Few figures in Irish history are as well-known as James Joyce. He was born into hardship in a country mired in political conflict, but rather than allow himself to get bogged down, he used his experiences to revolutionize the art of literature. His work, in his time, was both subversive and controversial. On the one hand, it made publication difficult, which contributed to Joyce spending the majority of his life in poverty. On the other, the politics surrounding the publication of his work led to free publicity and broader public interest, which eventually led him to success.

James Joyce did not achieve all this alone; his life was replete with colleagues, friends, and fellow artists who supported him financially, encouraged him to keep writing, and even self-published his books in spite of the potential legal consequences. People believed in James Joyce, and thanks to their unflinching aid, we are today blessed with some of the most well-regarded modernist literature ever written.


Chapter One

An Artist is Born

“Children must be educated by love, not punishment.”

—James Joyce

James Augustine Joyce was born on February 2, 1882, in Dublin, Ireland, to parents John and May. Of their ten surviving children, James was the eldest. Like his six sisters and three brothers after him, he was baptized a few days after his birth into the Roman Catholic Church, as was the custom and expectation at the time.

The Joyces were a relatively well-to-do family with a long history of entrepreneurial success throughout Ireland. John’s side of the family owned a salt and lime works in County Cork, and his father (James’s grandfather) had married the daughter of a prominent Cork politician who also owned a drapery business and several properties throughout the city of Cork.

In 1887, John became a rate collector for the Dublin Corporation. A rate collector was, in essence, a debt collector—his duties would have included collecting weekly interest on loans or mortgages, as well as collecting fees for city services such as power, gas, and other utilities. While it was not a well-loved position in the public eye, it was well-paid, which allowed the Joyce family to move to the up-and-coming town of Bray, a few miles outside Dublin. This prosperity would not last long for the Joyces, however, as in just a few years, serious financial troubles would come knocking at their door.

Young James developed several unique phobias during these early years of his childhood, including a fear of dogs after a neighbor’s dog bit him and a fear of thunderstorms. His uneasiness around storms was attributed to a superstitious aunt, who used to tell Joyce that the thunder was a sign of God’s wrath. To a young boy from a staunchly Roman Catholic family, this would have been frightening indeed.

At seven years old, James was then sent off to Clongowes Wood College near Clane, County Kildare. Attending a boarding school was normal at the time and expected of the eldest sons of the family. It was, in essence, the beginning of Joyce’s education, and he would excel during his time there. Here, in 1891, a nine-year-old James Joyce produced his first piece of published writing—a poem titled “Et Tu, Healy,” which he penned upon the death of Charles Stewart Parnell. His father had it printed and distributed to friends and family; he even sent a copy to the Pope.

Parnell had been a prominent Irish political figure during this period in history and had led the Home Rule Party, whose primary goal was to establish the independent sovereignty of Ireland from the United Kingdom. This was a contentious issue at the time, with violence becoming more and more common on both sides. Parnell made friends of the Fenian activist groups as well as the Irish Republican Brotherhood (a precursor to the later IRA, or Irish Republican Army) and helped further their goals by engaging in political action—most often obstruction of legislation that would prosecute such groups or lead the Irish government away from demanding and establishing independence.

Unfortunately, a personal scandal in Parnell’s life would cause significant controversy in both the Irish and British Parliaments. It is unclear how the information came to light, but it was revealed that Parnell had been engaged in an extramarital affair for years, which led the Home Rule Party to split, with a majority aligning themselves separate from Parnell. Many British liberals, upset by the revelation, also distanced themselves from Parnell. The scandal was further exacerbated by the fact many Catholic bishops publicly denounced him for the affair, in essence ending his political career.

The poem that Joyce wrote upon Parnell’s death largely echoed the opinions of his father, John, who felt that the Home Rule Party, the British liberals, and the Catholic Church itself had betrayed Parnell, and that was the reason the Irish failed to secure home rule in the British Parliament. These sentiments would have a profound effect on the young James Joyce as he got older, and many of these emotions and ideas would become apparent throughout his work.

At any rate, it was the same year, in 1891, that the Joyce family fortunes would take a turn for the worse. This sudden shift into poverty was a paradox of gradual and all at once, as it was a result of Joyce’s father mismanaging the family finances, as well as his worsening drinking problem. By the end of that year, John Joyce’s name was listed in Stubbs’ Gazette, which had a list of local debtors and those who were bankrupt, essentially making it impossible for them to borrow from any other institutions. This also had personal ramifications, as after John’s name was published in the Gazette, he was suspended from work. John’s temporary suspension then became permanent in January of 1893 when he was dismissed from his position. James had to leave his boarding school around the same time, since his father could no longer pay the fees.

With James now back at home, he continued to study on his own. He attended the Christian Brothers O’Connell School in Dublin for a short time, but funds were too tight in the family to justify a continued enrollment. Then, a bit of luck for the young Joyce came in the form of his father having a random encounter with a Jesuit priest who tangentially knew the family and their struggles. John Conmee, the priest, arranged for James and his brother Stanislaus to attend Belvedere College in Dublin on full scholarships beginning in 1893.

James thrived once he was back in an educational environment. At the age of 13, he was elected by his classmates to join the Sodality of Our Lady. This was a religious brotherhood for young boys who devoted themselves to attending Mass daily, confession weekly, communion monthly, and meditating daily for at least a half-hour. In addition to this, the brotherhood would perform charitable works. To join the Sodality of Our Lady was a great honor at the time, and Joyce’s membership would also influence his later writing.

Joyce graduated in 1898 after five years at Belvedere College. In his final two years before graduating, he won first place for English composition, perhaps a preview of the literary success that would come in the following years of his life.


Chapter Two

Forming Bonds and Forming Ideas

“All things are inconstant except the faith in the soul, which changes all things and fills their inconstancy with light.”

—James Joyce

Following his graduation from Belvedere College, Joyce attended University College in Dublin with a focus on English, French, and Italian. He particularly enjoyed the works of Thomas Aquinas, which he was introduced to during his university studies. The writings of Aquinas would have a profound effect on Joyce’s personal worldview and, subsequently, his professional works.

Thomas Aquinas, a medieval Italian priest of the Dominican Order, was one of the earliest proponents of natural theology—the idea that logic, reason, and even science could be used to prove the existence of a divine entity such as God. This view differs from most other theological arguments that depend on the scripture or other religious texts, or a priori from general life experiences. Unlike other philosophers and theologists of the Catholic Church in Aquinas’ time, he admired and drew heavily from Aristotle and dedicated a large portion of his writing to marrying Aristotle’s principles with those of Christianity as a whole. He also wrote extensively on metaphysics, ethics, and politics, and his writing is the basis of much of our modern-day philosophical schools of thought.

While at University College, Joyce became heavily involved in Dublin’s literary circles and theatrical community. He became close friends with several individuals who would later become influential figures of their generation in Ireland. These included Tom Kettle, a politician and poet who injected new life into the Irish Parliamentary Party after Parnell’s departure. He was a gifted speaker, and Joyce considered him to be his best friend while at school. Kettle was later killed in action on the Western Front during World War I.

Another was Oliver St. John Gogarty, who would later serve as the basis for the character Buck Mulligan in Joyce’s masterpiece Ulysses. Gogarty was a published poet and infamous prankster, and during the Irish War of Independence, he had a key role in the movement of IRA volunteers. Later, as a politician, he advocated staunchly for improved housing and school health services.

Francis Sheehy Skeffington was another close friend of Joyce’s in his university days and was the model for the character MacCann in Joyce’s later work A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. Skeffington and his wife were leaders in the women’s suffrage movement in Ireland, and they both supported Irish home rule. Skeffington would later be killed during the Easter Rising of 1916 (an armed insurrection by the Irish to oust British rule).

These colleagues encouraged and inspired Joyce’s writing during his university days. In 1900, his first work—a review of Henrik Ibsen’s play When We Dead Awaken—was published in The Fortnightly Review. Inspired by Ibsen’s work, Joyce wrote his own play shortly thereafter, entitled A Brilliant Career. He was unhappy with the finished product, however, and later destroyed it. Only the dedication page of the play still remains. It reads, “To My own Soul I dedicate the first true work of my life.”

In November of 1901, Joyce wrote
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