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About the Author

General Series Editor: Andrew Gibson

James Joyce was born in Dublin on 2 February 1882, into a Catholic middle-class family with nationalist sympathies. Throughout the 1880s,  the nationalist Irish leader Charles Stewart Parnell dominated the country and its mood, and Ireland enjoyed a change in fortunes. So, too, did the Joyce family, prospering and improving its status. With Parnell’s fall from grace in 1890, however, the family declined into poverty. Joyce was nonetheless educated at excellent Jesuit schools, then at what would soon become University College Dublin. His interests became continental European as well as Irish (and also British): he studied French and Italian at university, then, after graduation in 1902, left for Paris. Back in Dublin in 1903, he became increasingly convinced that contemporary Ireland was too inert to support and nourish him in his aims. For this he needed Europe. In 1904 he met a young woman from Galway, Nora Barnacle, and persuaded her to go into exile with him on the Continent, where he would teach English. The young couple lived briefly in Pola (now in Croatia), then, from 1905 to 1915, in Trieste. They also spent seven months in Rome and visited Dublin three times.

In this way Joyce the late-colonial Irishman became a fully fledged European, meaning that the Irish literary renegade could also be read as a paragon of European modernism. His first book, the poetry collection Chamber Music, was published in 1907. Dubliners, a book of short stories, appeared in 1914. Then came A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916) and Exiles, a play (1918). The First World War obliged the family to move to Zürich, where they remained until 1919. After a brief return to Trieste, Joyce decided to move to Paris for the sake of his great epic project, Ulysses. The novel appeared in 1922, bringing him international fame, and he began his second encyclopaedic work, Finnegans Wake. This book, like Ulysses, was both an address to a would-be independent Ireland and an avant-garde modern masterpiece. Joyce completed and published it in 1939, in spite of eye troubles and his daughter’s mental illness. After the outbreak of the Second World War, the family lived in unoccupied France, then, in December 1940, secured permission to return to Zürich. Joyce died there on 13 January 1941, and was buried in the Fluntern Cemetery.

Andrew Gibson is Professor Emeritus of Modern Literature and Theory at Royal Holloway, University of London, where he had previously been Research Professor. He founded and for thirty years directed the university’s research seminar on Joyce’s Ulysses. His many publications include Joyce’s Revenge (on Ulysses, 2002, 2005); The Strong Spirit (on Joyce’s early work, 2013); and James Joyce: A Critical Life (2006).
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Chronology

1882 2 February: born James Augustine Joyce, the eldest surviving son of John Stanislaus Joyce and Mary Jane (‘May’) Joyce in Rathgar, Dublin.

Leader of Irish Parliamentary Party Charles Stewart Parnell released from arrest.

Phoenix Park assassinations of Chief Secretary and Permanent Under-Secretary for Ireland by ‘The Invincibles’, a breakaway group of the Irish Republican Brotherhood.

1884 Foundation of the Gaelic Athletic Association.

James’s brother Stanislaus is born.

1886 British Prime Minister William Gladstone’s Home Rule Bill defeated, ending his government.

1887 John Stanislaus moves family to Bray.

1888 James enrols at Clongowes Wood College, Co. Kildare.

1889 Captain William O’Shea files for divorce from his wife Katharine on the grounds of her adultery with Parnell.

1890 Parnell ousted as leader of Irish Parliamentary Party.

1891 Parnell dies.

James is removed from Clongowes. John Stanislaus loses post as rates collector. James writes the poem ‘Et Tu, Healy’, on betrayal of Parnell by Ireland and his lieutenant Tim Healy.

1892 John Stanislaus moves his family to Blackrock, then central Dublin.

National Literary Society founded.

1893 Children sent briefly to Christian Brothers School; then James and his brother Stanislaus enter Belvedere College. Last Joyce child born into a family of ten.

Gaelic League founded.

W. B. Yeats publishes The Rose and The Celtic Twilight.

1894 Irish Trades Union Congress founded.

John Stanislaus disposes of last inherited family properties in Cork. Family moves to Drumcondra, then North Richmond Street, north Dublin.

1895 Conservative government elected in Britain, with Lord Salisbury as Prime Minister.

1896 James Connolly founds the Irish Socialist Republican Party.

1898 Irish Local Government Act, setting up elective county and district councils, inaugurating a new, modern, democratic culture in Ireland.

Joyce’s first reviews. Leaves Belvedere and enters Royal University (now University College Dublin).

1899 Yeats publishes The Wind Among the Reeds. First production of the Irish Literary Theatre. Joyce attends the première of Yeats’s The Countess Cathleen. Refuses to sign letter of protest against it.

1900 D. P. Moran founds the independent-minded Irish nationalist journal The Leader.

Joyce delivers paper ‘Drama and Life’ to the University Literary and Historical Society. Writes Ibsen review, published in Fortnightly Review. Writes prose and verse plays, poems, epiphanies.

1901 Writes ‘The Day of the Rabblement’, attacking the Irish Literary Theatre.

Accession of Edward VII.

1902 Joyce leaves university and registers for Royal University Medical School. Writes essay on Catholic Irish poet James Clarence Mangan. Reviews for Dublin Daily Express. 1 December: leaves Dublin for Paris.

1903 Returns to Dublin for mother’s illness. 13 August: mother dies. Continues to write reviews.

Formation of Independent Orange Order.

Wyndham Land Act ensures the Irish people’s universal proprietorship over the land, decisively empowering agrarian Catholic Ireland relative to the landlord class.

Editor of the Express Ernest Longworth sacks Joyce as reviewer.

1904 Joyce writes essay ‘A Portrait of the Artist’ and publishes three stories later included in Dubliners. Begins work on Stephen Hero. Writes and publishes poems later collected in Chamber Music. Leaves family home. Teaches in Clifton School, Dalkey.

10 June: first meets Nora Barnacle. 16 June: first walks out with her. Spends week with Oliver St John Gogarty in Martello Tower, Sandycove. 8 October: leaves Dublin with Nora, first for Zürich, then a post at Berlitz School in Pola.

1905 Joyce and Nora move to Trieste. Son Giorgio born. Stanislaus joins them.

Chamber Music submitted to publishers. Dubliners submitted to Grant Richards.

Arthur Griffith launches Sinn Féin.

Formation of the Ulster Unionist Council.

1906 Joyce finds a post with a bank in Rome. Family move there.

Richards withdraws offer to publish Dubliners. Joyce begins ‘The Dead’. First idea for story ‘Ulysses’.

1907 Family returns to Trieste. Joyce writes three articles on Ireland for Il Piccolo della Sera. Lecture on ‘Ireland, Island of Saints and Sages’ at the Università del Popolo in Trieste. First eye troubles. Publication of Chamber Music. Daughter Lucia born.

Begins rewriting Stephen Hero as A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. Completes ‘The Dead’.

1909 Sends Dubliners to Maunsel & Co. and later signs contract with them. Takes Giorgio to Dublin and Galway. Returns to Trieste with sister Eva and Giorgio, then returns to Dublin to open the Volta cinema.

1910 Returns to Trieste with sister Eileen. Volta fails. Publication of Dubliners delayed.

Accession of George V.

1911 Wrangles over Dubliners with George Roberts of Maunsel. Joyce writes open letter of complaint, published in Sinn Féin.

1912 Third Home Rule Bill introduced in House of Commons. Unionist resistance to it grows in Ulster and Britain, culminating in half a million people signing Ulster’s Solemn Lengue and Covenant in September.

Joyce lectures at the Università del Popolo. Writes ‘L’Ombra di Parnell’ (‘The Shade of Parnell’) for Il Piccolo della Sera. Nora and Lucia and then Joyce and Giorgio travel to Ireland. Negotiations with Roberts fail. Joyce publishes broadside Gas from a Burner.

1913 Home Rule Bill defeated. Formation of the Ulster Volunteers, then the Citizen Army and Irish Volunteers.

Joyce continues to lecture at the Università del Popolo. Is contacted by Ezra Pound.

James Larkin leads the Irish Transport and General Workers Union (ITGWU) in the Dublin Lockout, a major industrial dispute over workers’ rights and wages. The conflict sees thousands of workers locked out by employers, led by William Martin Murphy.

1914 Sends Pound Dubliners and first chapter of A Portrait. Pound begins serialization of A Portrait in The Egoist. Grant Richards publishes Dubliners. Joyce finishes A Portrait, writes Giacomo Joyce.

First World War begins. John Redmond pledges Irish support for British war effort.

Joyce begins Exiles and Ulysses.

1915 Stanislaus arrested and interned in Austrian detention centre. James finishes Exiles. Family moves to Zürich.

1916 Easter Rising in Dublin. Execution of rebel leaders.

Dubliners and A Portrait published in New York.

1917 Publication of A Portrait in England. Joyce has a serious eye attack and undergoes his first eye operation. Harriet Shaw Weaver begins financial support of the family.

Éamon de Valera elected President of Sinn Féin.

1918 Serial publication of Ulysses begins in the Little Review in New York. Military Service Act threatens conscription in Ireland.

Exiles published by Richards. Joyce co-founds a theatrical company, the English Players, in Zürich. Quarrels with British Consulate staff member Henry Carr, who acted with the Players; Joyce will later caricature Carr in Ulysses.

Armistice signed. Sinn Féin win large majority of Irish seats in elections.

1919 Anglo-Irish War begins. De Valera elected President of Dáil Éireann.

The Egoist publishes edited versions of four chapters of Ulysses. Exiles performed in Munich. Joyce family returns to Trieste.

Dáil declared illegal.

1920 Joyce family moves to Paris. Joyce meets Pound, Sylvia Beach, Valery Larbaud, T. S. Eliot, Wyndham Lewis. Final Little Review instalment of Ulysses (first part of episode 14) published.

1921 Editors of the Little Review convicted of obscenity. Publication of serialized Ulysses ceases. Sylvia Beach offers to publish Ulysses. Joyce agrees.

Truce between IRA and British Army.

Ulysses completed.

Anglo-Irish Treaty signed.

1922 Dáil Éireann approves Anglo-Irish Treaty.

Publication of Ulysses.

Arthur Griffith elected President of the Dail and becomes leader of what will eventually emerge as the Irish Free State. On the British government’s recommendation, the Joyces’ old enemy Healy appointed Governor-General. Irish Civil War begins.

Nora, Giorgio and Lucia visit Ireland, then return to Paris. Family travels to England. Joyce meets Harriet Shaw Weaver. Family return to Paris.

Griffith dies. William T. Cosgrave elected President.

1923 Joyce begins Work in Progress.

Irish Civil War ends. De Valera orders suspension of the republican campaign.

1924 First fragments of Work in Progress published in transatlantic review.

1925 Effective prohibition of divorce legislation in the Irish Free State.

1926 De Valera founds political party Fianna Fáil.

1927 Instalments of Work in Progress first published in transition. Pomes Penyeach published.

1928 Joyce meets Samuel Beckett, who will later serve informally as his secretary.

1929 Censorship Bill becomes law in Ireland.

1930 Giorgio marries Helen Fleischman.

1931 James and Nora marry in London. John Stanislaus dies.

Foundation of Saor Éire, left-wing political organization with communist leanings, promptly banned by the Free State.

1932 Son Stephen born to Giorgio and Helen Joyce.

Fianna Fáil win general election in Ireland.

Lucia’s first breakdown.

1933 Lucia hospitalized near Zürich.

Amending Acts reduce the power of the British crown in the Irish Free State.

1934 Random House publishes US edition of Ulysses. Lucia again hospitalized, and is placed in Carl Jung’s care.

1935 Contraceptives made illegal in the Irish Free State.

1936 The Bodley Head publishes Ulysses in London.

Amending Act removes references to the British crown and the Governor-General from the Irish Free State constitution.

1937 De Valera’s new constitution approved.

1938 Helen Joyce suffers mental breakdown. Joyce finishes Finnegans Wake.

Douglas Hyde becomes Ireland’s first President.

1939 Yeats dies.

Finnegans Wake published in London and New York.

Second World War begins. Ireland declares itself neutral.

Joyces leave Paris for St Gérand-le-Puy, near Vichy.

1940 France falls to Germany. Joyces move to Zürich.

1941 13 January: Joyce dies. Is buried in the Fluntern Cemetery, Zürich, with no last rites.




Introduction

After Parnell: A Shadow Over the Land

On 7 January 1922, the lower house of the Dáil Éireann, the new Irish parliament, approved the Anglo-Irish Treaty. This granted twenty-six of Ireland’s counties dominion status within the British Empire. It was a far from triumphant moment for Irish nationalism: dominion status involved a good deal less than the full independence that Irish republicans had long wanted. It also left out six northern counties, which became the newly designated Northern Ireland, comprising most of the old province of Ulster. But it did at least mean a form of Home Rule, and an end to Ireland’s colonial status, which had lasted from England’s first full conquest of the neighbouring island in 1536 (though the Anglo-Normans had first invaded and settled in 1169). So the occasion was historically extraordinary, momentous if troubled. On 10 January, Arthur Griffith, founder and leader of the Irish Republican party Sinn Féin, was elected President of the Dáil and what would soon become the Irish Free State. Less than a month later, in Paris – a city to which so many exiled Irish rebels had traditionally fled – on 2 February, his fortieth birthday, James Joyce published the greatest literary prose work of the twentieth century, Ulysses. It was a book for an independent Ireland, though the nation was scarcely aware of it at the time, and indeed, was embarking on a period of dreadful turmoil. Nonetheless, the great modern Irish poet W. B. Yeats, who understood the significance of Joyce better than most, hopefully suggested that Joyce’s masterpiece inaugurated a new period of Irish history.1

Irish independence as offered by the treaty seemed ironical, not least because dominion status meant that the British monarch remained King of Ireland. Joyce, however, had a deeply ironical mind to match. He was acutely aware of the many ironies threading their way through Irish history, politics and culture. He knew, not only how to work them into his writings, but how to treat them, transform them. He saw how to change their scope and proportions, not least by means of a lavish and profound laughter, a laughter of many different kinds. As the first hundred years of Ulysses have abundantly proved, he also understood how to make the new forms he was creating appeal to many different kinds of reader, not just Irish ones, who were initially few. Nonetheless, above all, Ulysses is Joyce’s response to what it quotes Irish Revivalist George Sigerson as saying: ‘Our national epic has yet to be written’ (p. 209). Ulysses is an epic, a prodigious, unique and special one, a modern Irish epic for a prospectively modern Irish nation. Looking back to its year of publication, coinciding as that did with the Anglo-Irish Treaty, the most significant way of understanding the book is by reconstructing the historical context out of which its wealth of meanings sprang. This also involves recognizing how Irish and indeed British history made it what it became.

James Joyce was born into a Dublin Roman Catholic family in 1882. During the 1880s, they prospered. His father, John Stanislaus, rose up the social scale, progressing from accountancy to secretaryship of the United Liberal Club to a post in the Collector-General’s wing of the Irish administration. There was talk of his running for public office. In marrying May Murray, he married into a business family of old Dublin stock. When his mother died, he inherited a set of tenanted houses in Cork, so he became an urban landlord. John Stanislaus and May were now, in Dublin terms, unusually affluent. As the decade wore on, they lived in smarter homes in smarter parts of Dublin. Theirs was a modest urban middle-class success story, not then a very common phenomenon in Catholic Ireland. To adapt Stephen Dedalus’s song at the beginning of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, the wild rose was indeed blossoming on the little green place.2

The ‘little green place’ was Ireland. The personal world coincided with the historical and political one, as it always does in Joyce’s work. He puts the two together with an intellectual power and exactitude seldom if ever rivalled. In 1882, Charles Stewart Parnell had become the Protestant leader of the Irish Parliamentary Party in the British parliament. Parnell was a towering figure, a charismatic, immensely capable politician. He owed much of his charisma to a profound belief in the justice and moral right of the Irish cause above all, but also in its irresistible, long-term political viability and indeed strength. In this he was at one with his great Catholic Irish predecessor Daniel O’Connell, ‘the Liberator’. Parnell was formidably serious, a politician of rare integrity. He stood out from his English contemporaries. His refusal of any compromise not in Irish interests won him huge backing in Ireland. Though he came from a wealthy, Anglo-Irish, landowning family, his supporters included the great majority of Irish Catholics. Parnell’s granite determination and intransigent hostility to the colonial English power meant that his priority was always Home Rule. He was not only emblematic of the possibility of Irish autonomy and self-respect, he seemed to embody it. Joyce would absorb the lesson with which Parnell presented him. With the ascent of Parnell, a new Ireland seemed surely possible. The fortunes of Catholic Ireland in particular improved, not least those of a new urban Catholic middle class. In 1829, O’Connell and the last phase of Catholic Emancipation had particularly empowered a section of it.3 Now another tranche was on the up. In Ireland, especially Catholic Ireland, the future seemed full of promise.

Parnell had become a popular figure even in England and forced Home Rule on to the programme of William Gladstone’s Liberal party and government. The Irish Roman Catholic church had felt it had to support him. Then came scandal and disaster. In 1889, Captain William O’Shea, Irish officer in the British army and for a time a nationalist MP, sued his wife Katharine for divorce. What came to light in the process was Parnell’s ten-year adulterous liaison with her. Now both Catholics and Liberals could turn on Parnell, and too many of them did. He became a victim of moral outrage and self-righteousness on both sides of the Irish Sea. His party split, with only a minority supporting him. In the end, the Fenians, revolutionary republicans willing to countenance armed resistance, and radical nationalists took Parnell’s side as not before, but the new alliance represented only a last-ditch act of defiance. In 1891, Parnell died, defeated. In his wake came bitter schism and division. This was the political world of Joyce’s adolescence, and it deeply affected the concerns in his work, most of which is set in the immediately post-Parnell period, between 1891 and 1904.

The 1890s were a period of complex political trends, not all of them retrograde. From 1895, a Conservative Unionist government and its Irish supporters adopted a cosmetic brand of enlightened thinking. They spoke of ‘constructive Unionism’, a ‘union of hearts’ between Britain and Ireland.4 The Local Government Act of 1898 turned out to be a crucial step in the direction of democracy, decisively transferring power from the largely Anglo-Irish and Protestant landlord class to Irish Catholics. The democratic Wyndham Land Act of 1903 was a similar step forward, ensuring the people’s proprietorship of the land and decisively empowering agrarian Catholic Ireland, as opposed to the landlords. Both acts were a serious advance in the fitful process of Irish modernization. Yet passing comparatively humane legislation was not the same as granting independence. To those who remained devoted to Parnell, he was the ‘Uncrowned King’ of Ireland destroyed by his own people. Social reforms emanating from London, however well intentioned they might be, could hardly compensate for his loss, and the loss of what he had embodied, political inspiration. For former Parnellites, a shadow had fallen over the land. They frequently fell into melancholy, bitterness or worse.

Not surprisingly, given such a defeat, enterprising Irishmen and women now directed their energies into fresh, often retrospective ventures in Irish culture. There was a lot of interest in exploring and reasserting, if in some degree reinventing, Ireland’s Gaelic heritage. Yeats for one hoped that this would offer an ‘unpolitical form for national feeling’.5 Fostering new kinds of awareness, it seemed, might accomplish what had not been achievable by politics. The period sees the beginnings of the Gaelic League (1893) and Inghinidhe na hÉireann, an Irish nationalist, feminist movement (1900). Founded in 1884, the Gaelic Athletic Association flourished. Most importantly of all, 1892 saw the start of the Irish Literary Society and the National Literary Society, part of what became famous as the Irish Literary Revival, spearheaded by Anglo-Irish writers (Edward Martyn, George Moore, Lady Augusta Gregory, J. M. Synge and Yeats, the genius among them). Yeats, Martyn and Lady Gregory went on to found the Irish Literary Theatre (1899). Yet none of this bridged the gap between Anglo-Irish and Catholic Irish culture that Parnell had done much to reduce. Among Irish Catholics and nationalists, separatism and ‘Anglophobia’ gained ground.6 Given his religious, cultural and class background, Joyce had no liking for the term ‘Revival’. The Revivalists were not ‘his people’, a concept to which both he and Yeats sometimes resorted, with different sections of the community in mind.7 Yet Joyce was much influenced by the emergence of the Revival. A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man subjects it to intense scrutiny, and Ulysses and Finnegans Wake repeatedly anatomize, satirize and mock it. But they also recognize what could be the Revival’s seductive power and beauty, notably in the case of Yeats.

No literary or cultural project, however, could altogether mitigate the effects of the defeat of Parnellism. As Joyce’s work copiously suggests, this was particularly true of the new Catholic middle class, not often much connected to the Revivalists. They were certainly the ones he felt for most, though at length he had to extricate himself, from not only their culture, but its mood. Like his father, Joyce had loved and revered Parnell and never exactly ceased to, although his thought about Parnell changed over time. John Stanislaus, however, went into a post-Parnellite decline. The family was seemingly if rather distantly related to O’Connell, to whom Stephen pays heartfelt tribute in Ulysses (‘Love and laud him’, p. 156), and revered both him and Parnell. Joyce père was not about to abandon the Uncrowned King. His life and career took a steadily downward turn. He had long been a drinker, but now his drinking got worse. His finances crumbled, and by 1893 he was more or less bankrupt. He had to sell off the Cork houses. His relationships with his wife and most of his family deteriorated. They lived in ever more squalid, cramped and dilapidated accommodation, fleeing from properties at night to avoid the bailiffs. John Stanislaus made half-hearted stabs at a number of different jobs, but he was scarcely a breadwinner any longer. Meanwhile his resentments accumulated, and he became more and more intemperate, especially with his daughters. He was nonetheless an extraordinarily important figure for Joyce’s work.

So, too, was James’s mother, May Joyce, but for different reasons. She also came of a respectable middle-class Catholic family. As a young woman, she had had musical ability, energy, gentleness and humour. She liked the theatre and music hall. From early in their marriage, she had to exercise great patience with John Stanislaus. In the confessional, she spoke of running away from him, but was told not to. As his alcoholism deepened, he increasingly maltreated her and eventually attacked her physically. She died, worn out by childbirth, poverty and his ill-use, at forty-four. ‘When I looked on her face as she lay in her coffin …’, Joyce wrote, ‘I understood that I was looking on the face of a victim and I cursed the system which had made her a victim’.8 He partly loved his father as a survivor, as indeed, for all his habits, destructive of himself and others, he turned out to be. James loved his mother as a sufferer: a victim of a colonial political and social system both underwriting and underwritten by patriarchy. It was a system which ensured only a limited set of roles for women and proscribed others.

May Joyce was also a victim of the Irish Catholic church. She was neither a moralizer nor holier-than-thou, but her piety was undoubted. She was a dutiful churchgoer. As far as Joyce was concerned, any adequate response to her fate was bound to combine a radical politics of gender with irreligion and an anti-colonial and late-Parnellite politics.9 Neither he nor his father forgot the role of the church in Parnell’s downfall. Repeatedly throughout history, the Roman Catholic church had proved complicit with English (or British) power, if in various and sometimes not uncontested ways. This had particularly been the case since the appointment of the ultramontane Paul Cullen as Archbishop of Dublin in 1852 (ultramontanes being conservatives who believed in the supreme, unquestionable authority of the Pope). Both Joyce and his father assumed that opposition to church and state went hand in hand. They also inherited deeply from a fiercely irreverent and sometimes atheistic, even outrageously blasphemous tradition of anticlericalism by no means uncommon among radical nationalists, notably the Fenians. It is sprinkled all over Joyce’s work. The fate of Parnell appeared further to emphasize the anti-clerical lesson. In Ireland, church and state had repeatedly colluded in Irish servitude. That was especially true for Irishwomen. There is a large element in Joyce’s work of (non-violent and often engagingly comic) revenge for his mother’s fate, on the state, but above all the church, and the cultures of both.

By and large, John Stanislaus had little time for his children – apart from James. James was his father’s favourite, and he was determined to provide him with a distinguished education. In 1888, Joyce started at Clongowes Wood College, the best Irish Catholic boarding school, Jesuit-run, but with a family resemblance to English public schools. He stayed only until 1891: John Stanislaus was running short of money. After a short period at a (for John Stanislaus, downmarket) Christian Brothers school, James continued to Belvedere, like Clongowes Jesuit-run, also for the sons of gentlemen and, importantly, free to an academically able boy. Though the institutions themselves left him disaffected, his ‘sumptuous’ education, as his well-heeled Catholic friend Oliver St John Gogarty was to describe it,10 was crucial to the young James’s development. He went on to study Modern Languages – he had a gift for them – at what from 1882 had been University College, on St Stephen’s Green. His father was ambitious for him, in a middle-class kind of way: perhaps his son could pursue a career in law, medicine or the Dublin Corporation? But James was frequenting the National Library, attending meetings of the College’s Thomas Aquinas Society and its Literary and Historical Society. He was an inveterate and avid reader. He was also spending many hours traversing Dublin, lodging practically innumerable features of it in his memory. Though he had some comparatively classy friends, like Gogarty and the Catholic family of David Sheehy, MP, he was also drinking and visiting prostitutes. He was by now a young poet and autobiographer, in that he was writing Stephen Hero, an immensely long version of what eventually became A Portrait.

Meanwhile, Irish political prospects looked if anything more stymied. The turn of the century seemed to hold out some possibility of serious change, which in turn affected the general mood. There was much talk of a national ‘resurgence’ (the term Joyce preferred to Revival).11 The nationalist United Irishman, which Joyce called ‘the only newspaper of pretensions in Ireland’, found a ‘hopeful spirit evinced’ throughout the country.12 In F. S. L. Lyons’s words, the relatively humane legislation of 1898–1903 made for ‘the improvement of economic and social conditions’, notable in different ways in Irish life. The Tories appointed increasingly emollient governors. Ex-MP William O’Brien had formed the United Irish League, which seemed to be healing the Parnell split. It promised to recast the style of nationalist politics ‘along new, conciliatory lines’.13 Nationalism was now finding a focus ‘at the level of the lives of the ordinary people of Ireland’,14 the level on which Joyce was principally to cast his work. A more optimistic mood prevailed in Catholic higher educational culture, too, at the very time Joyce was a student.15 Importantly, the Local Government Act spelt major political gains for Irishwomen, the Irish Catholic middle classes and even the working class and peasantry. Joyce’s work would have been different without this radically changed context.

Then, in November 1903, the political mood altered, and did not change again until December 1905, with a new Liberal government in England. Once again, the problem was the breakdown of fledgling forms of the kind of solidarity that, it now seemed, Parnell had been very uncommon in creating. Nationalism began to fissure once more. O’Brien resigned from the United Irish League and the Irish Parliamentary Party. Chief Secretary for Ireland George Wyndham’s attempt to incorporate Home Rulers into the political process fell foul of the so-called Devolution Crisis of 1904–5. Nationalists objected that the 1903 Land Act continued to cheat tenants and left the nation in long-term debt to England. The year Joyce left Ireland, 1904, saw the beginning of a period of political failure, the breakdown of progressive nationalism and any hope of nationalist unity, a growth in sectarianism, gains for an obstructive Unionism and a growing belligerence among Ulster Protestants. University policy stalled. The educated, professional, Catholic middle classes, towards which the young Joyce’s career seemed to be pointing him, were left to contemplate a more problematic future. In Dubliners, which Joyce completed in 1907, he took what he called the ‘paralysis’ or stagnation of the time and read it back into the period 1898–1903, suggesting it had been the truth about the culture for some time.16 Ulysses itself is set at the time of downturn.

Ambitious for a career as a writer, Joyce decided to spend some time in Paris. Dublin felt more and more like a cul-de-sac in which self-realization would be impossible. Furthermore, the family was finally breaking down. ‘We were, at last, on the same level as the navvies and farm-labourers around us’, said James’s brother Stanislaus.17 Joyce’s sense of belonging where the middle classes start to blend with lower classes, and of wanting to make something imperishable out of this seemingly inauspicious conjunction, is seldom very far from his work. Some snobbish Dubliners thought he should never have got beyond that twilit world. Sir John Pentland Mahaffy, for example, by 1914 provost of the long-established, superior, Anglo-Irish Trinity College, Dublin, asserted that Joyce in himself was proof that it had been ‘a mistake to establish a separate university for the aborigines of this island – for the corner-boys who spit into the Liffey’.18 For his part, Joyce knew the Mahaffys and their grandiose, overbearing voices were nearing their historical sell-by date. But he was impatient to see them disempowered more speedily than they were ready to go. So he left himself, on 8 October 1904, taking the night ferry to Holyhead in north Wales.

Journey into Modernity

Joyce was on his way to continental Europe, supposedly to teach English in Switzerland. He was also eloping with Nora Barnacle, a fact which was to give rise to scandal and gossip. Nora was an attractive city girl from Galway in Connacht in the west. Her father was a baker who drank, her mother a seamstress and dressmaker with a successful brother, Michael Healy, who was a collector of customs in Galway. She had left Galway for Dublin, where she had found work as a maid in Finn’s Hotel on Leinster Street. They met on 10 June 1904 and probably had their first date on 16 June, the date on which Joyce was to set Ulysses. He had told Nora that he cared nothing for ‘the whole present social order’ in Ireland, with its ‘religious doctrines’ and ‘classes of life’ and its concern with ‘the recognised virtues’.19 Their relationship was partly a function of his implacable drive to put church and state and their shibboleths emphatically behind him.

The teaching post in Zurich did not materialize. Joyce moved to the edge of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, as he had previously lived on the edge of the British one. This might seem to be a matter of chance. But the ‘errors’ of a ‘man of genius’, Joyce was to write – mistakes but also wanderings, from Latin errare, to wander or stray – ‘are volitional and are the portals of discovery’ (p. 207). He took up a teaching post at the Berlitz school in Pola, a city on the Adriatic, and the Austro-Hungarian Empire’s great naval base. By spring 1905, he and Nora had moved to the Berlitz school in Trieste, close to the Italian border and intellectually, culturally and socially much more propitious. Their first child, Giorgio, was born in 1905. In 1906, Joyce took Nora and baby to Rome, where he found work as a bank clerk. But they disliked the city, so thick with a sense of two empires, and by early 1907 were back in Trieste, where their second child, Lucia, was born that same year. There Joyce taught English, produced some literary and political journalism of serious interest, gave a few lectures at the university and spent time in the company of interesting European friends, like the Italian novelist Italo Svevo (Ettore Schmitz). Family members came out to join him, his brother Stanislaus, his sisters Eva and Eileen. He endured eye troubles that were subsequently to dog him throughout his life and suffered the first of his eye operations (in 1917). After a variety of difficulties with publishers, in 1914 had he brought out Dubliners and begun serialization of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man in The Egoist. A Portrait was published in book form in 1917. By then, the family was living in neutral Swiss Zurich, where they had moved in 1915 after the outbreak of the First World War. In 1919 in England, instalments of Ulysses were published in The Egoist – and the book was subsequently banned until 1936. A little before that, in America, episodes of Ulysses had begun to appear in the Little Review, which continued to serialize it as far as the first part of the fourteenth episode. As a result, the Review was convicted of publishing obscene materials. By that time, having briefly returned to Trieste in 1919, the Joyces were living in Paris. There James both completed and brought out his greatest work.

Between 1914 and 1918, Joyce was more affected by events in Ireland than he was moved by the First World War. European upheaval or not, he already had many centuries of horror and wrong to brood on in Irish history, chiefly the colonial history that had led to the events in question.20 While he went back only three times, twice in 1909 and once in 1912, he kept in close contact with Ireland and constantly had news of it. Yet, at the same time, what Diarmaid Ferriter calls ‘the breakdown of the established order and the mayhem’ that was repeatedly apparent between 1913 and 1923 were turning it into a country much less familiar to him.21 In 1913, police killed striking workers during labour riots. The atmosphere of Dublin changed: ‘mass rallies, funerals, election meetings, military drilling and protests were paramount’.22 The Ulster Crisis of 1912–14, obstructing Home Rule, effectively split Ireland afresh, further entrenching quite recent forms of fierce, sectarian hostility to southern, Catholic and nationalist culture in a Protestant north-east supported and egged on by (often very unscrupulous) English Tories. The Easter Rising of 1916 saw a band of romantic, republican idealists and principled socialists lacking deep-rooted popular support rise up in what seemed a hopeless defiance of English power. In the immediate aftermath, the British executed sixteen of the Rising’s leaders. A seventeenth, Sir Roger Casement, was executed for treason in Pentonville prison in August. British artillery reduced parts of central Dublin to rubble. In Ulysses, Joyce was lovingly to recreate the city he had known before the damage occurred in meticulous detail. In doing so, he would also take his readers back to a historically distinct Irish world, one which, in more enlightened circumstances, might have followed a different path to the one it actually took.

So, with a world war starting, Irish Home Rule on hold and a more violent Irish future imminent, Joyce began writing his national epic from a fruitful distance. But in 1914 another factor was crucial to its fate. In 1913, Yeats was sharing a Sussex cottage with Ezra Pound. Pound was on his way to becoming a major American modernist poet. He was also a mover and shaker increasingly set on breaking up what he thought of as the costive pieties of the Victorian and Edwardian English and, to a lesser extent, European literary and artistic scenes, modernizing and even revolutionizing them. He was putting together an anthology of what he (and others) had started to call Imagist poetry. Imagism would shortly become a cornerstone or key starting-point for literary modernism. At Yeats’s suggestion, Pound approached Joyce for material, then read Dubliners and A Portrait. Like Yeats, he was quick to recognize Joyce’s sublime talents and could see the contribution they might make to his modernist movement.

Joyce was deeply versed in medieval allegory, notably Dante’s, especially the way in which it produced meaning simultaneously on several different levels, in distinct but related worlds, and thus appealed to distinct types of reader. He was also cunning, astute about how to promote his own work. Grant Richards, who published Dubliners, was one of various people to tell Joyce that literature focused on Ireland – certainly his Ireland – didn’t really sell.23 Might it not be wise to marry his agenda with one that would appeal to Europe and indeed beyond, whilst owing nothing ‘to British taste’?24 Initially, Pound was the ideal instrument for such a project. Joyce never lost sight of Ireland. He meditated on it constantly: ‘every day in every way’, he told his old Dublin friend Constantine Curran, ‘I am walking along the streets of Dublin and along the strand’.25 He was repeating an age-long habit of Irish refugees on the continent, especially in Paris.26 Yet when the critic Herbert Gorman asked him who his ‘spiritual father’ was, he answered: Europe.27 From early on, Joyce supplied different kinds of people with different spheres of reference with different accounts of his project. Among the ever-expanding circles of his European and American enthusiasts, Joyce would encourage a reading of his Irish epic as central to and paradigmatic of the European high modernist enterprise, what eventually became known as international modernism, and therefore more or less Poundian. He was wise to think in both sets of terms. Doing so secured his reputation for good; in 1922, the single-minded promotion of a modern Irish epic would not have. But it was the act of overturning the world from an Irish vantage-point that itself enabled him to break ‘modernistically’ with old forms of art, thought and life and discover new ones.

The so-called ‘Homeric analogy’, the parallel Joyce established between Ulysses and Homer’s Odyssey, has been key to the modernist understanding of Ulysses. Even before the publication of Ulysses as a whole, tabular accounts of its structure, the ‘Linati schema’ (1920) and the ‘Gilbert schema’ (1921), showed how the analogy worked. Joyce apparently gave each of the episodes, as he called them, a Homeric title associating it with an aspect of the Odyssey (and also with a particular Dublin setting, hour of the day, art or science, colour, organ of the body and ‘technic’ or technique). Before long, T. S. Eliot was writing of Joyce’s ‘mythical method’. The book, he said, ‘manipulat[ed] a continuous parallel between contemporaneity and antiquity’, thereby establishing ‘a way of controlling, of ordering, of giving a shape and a significance to the immense panorama of futility and anarchy which is contemporary history’.28 This influenced scholars and readers for decades to come. But it was more a function of Eliot’s mindset than Joyce’s. Nonetheless, Richard Ellmann thought of Ulysses as a deferential tribute to classical and orthodox traditions in English and European culture. In his earlier writings, eminent Joyce scholar Hugh Kenner saw the book’s Homeric apparatus as standing in ironical judgement on Joyce’s pathetic modern Dubliners.29 Both obviously owed a certain debt to Eliot and heralded much future work.

Yet the critics raised more questions than they answered. Unlike Eliot, the mature Joyce was not really an artist who brooded long and melancholically on futility. Equally, Ulysses is one of the least deferential texts in the Western canon, and, far from looking down superciliously on his Irish inadequates, Joyce often shows great relish if not deep affection for them, not least their language, inventiveness and natural wit. This isn’t surprising, because he’d known a lot of them in real life, particularly through his father. If Homer and the Homeric vision are so central to Ulysses, why did Joyce choose the Romanized version of his hero’s Greek name (Odysseus) for his title? Why are some of the parallels with Homer indeterminate, footling, and sometimes unhelpful and implausible? Joyce titles the third episode ‘Proteus’, for instance, after the shape-changing sea-god of Greek myth. But in the relevant book of the Odyssey, Proteus himself is not present. In Book 10 of the Odyssey, Circe advises Odysseus to descend into Hades, the world of the dead. But ‘Hades’ is the title of the sixth episode in Ulysses, ‘Circe’ of the fifteenth. The Odyssey alludes to the Wandering Rocks, which supply the title of Joyce’s tenth episode. But the Wandering Rocks themselves don’t appear at all. Some of the Homeric ‘correspondences’ look as though they might possibly be arrière-pensées, rather than the foundations of Ulysses. After all, Joyce actually returned to certain episodes at a late stage and added Homeric details to flesh out the parallels, or make them look more convincing.30

So, was the great mainstay of the Homeric enterprise really at the forefront of his mind from the start? Indeed, was the basis of the book really very Greek or classical at all? The schemata suggested that it was founded on an elaborate system of rectangular cells or compartments, as Dante’s hell had been founded on a system of concentric circles. Joyce was concerned to reconnect Ireland with Catholic European tradition, at least intellectually and aesthetically. Might he not have inherited a geometrical principle of structure from Dante? It was of crucial importance not only in the Divine Comedy but Dante’s Vita Nuova and, more theoretically, the Convivio. Dante took the geometrical principle to be theological, cosmological and aesthetic together. Perhaps the scheme of Ulysses was more rooted in a medieval, Catholic love of the ‘divine science’ of geometry than in Homer, and thus a declaration or confirmation of cultural allegiance? After all, the ‘science’ was profusely evident in the great Gothic cathedrals spread across Europe. The architects and masons had conceived of their design work as a geometry and used architectural drawings as geometric templates. The cathedrals are among the towering achievements of Catholic European culture, and Joyce might seem to belong with them more than Greece. He associated Molly Bloom in the final episode of Ulysses with roses – ‘Id love to have the whole place swimming in roses,’ thinks Molly (p. 829)31 – and the rose window had often been the last glorious touch added to the Gothic cathedral. Joyce also shared the Gothic architects’ and craftsmen’s prodigious love of detail, detail for its own sake, detail whose significance others could detect only with great difficulty, if at all. Joyce’s cathedral is admittedly a dark, deeply perverse and (very certainly) a modern one. But then other modern European lodestars had been producing astonishing, new if more pious versions of Catholic forms, including the cathedral: the devout Catalan architect Antoni Gaudí, who designed Barcelona’s Sagrada Familia, for instance.

Two points about the Homeric reference now seem clear. Firstly, it is a blow in what for Joyce were Irish (and British) culture wars. He was partly aiming a satirical jab at self-aggrandizing Victorian and Edwardian appropriations of Greece. Here English and Anglo-Irish Revivalist identifications with the Greeks very much coincided with each other, even if the particular uses to which they put them didn’t. The classical scholar Gilbert Murray saw the spirit of progress as linking Greece and England. Poet Matthew Arnold and theologian John Henry Newman connected Imperial but democratizing Britain to what they projected as the elevated humanism and enlightenment of morally uplifting Athens.32 Meanwhile, Anglo-Irish Revivalists, notably Standish O’Grady and Yeats, were busily claiming the ancient Irish past for their culture, conveniently excluding its Catholic dimension (which Joyce notably includes). O’Grady was unearthing ancient Irish epic, conflating it and the so-called Irish heroic age with what he saw as their Greek equivalents. Yeats followed suit. Thus ancient Greece came to underwrite the Protestant Ascendancy and its grandiose conception of Irish history and culture and its own position in it. But this conception was political, highly partial and even fraudulent, and Joyce knew it.33 So he retorts by wilfully calling his Ulysses by his Roman not his hallowed Greek name and creates a host of often casual and throwaway analogies, not between lofty Greek and ancient Irish figures, but between ancient Greece and the down-at-heel Irish Catholic middle classes in 1904, many of the male members of whom spend a lot of time hanging out in pubs. This as much as anything else is the basis of Joyce’s Irish epic. When Yeats knowingly if ruefully remarked that Joyce had ‘a cruel playful mind like a great soft tiger cat’,34 he was indicating a rare and strange mixture of qualities, of which clearly a powerful, provoking, immensely teasing intellect was one.

Secondly, reliance on Joyce’s schemata tended to make Ulysses look like a primarily static work of art, or one that aimed to create a static effect. This view of it had been present from the start, in Eliot and the modernists’ reading of the book as ordering and shape-making. But the reading overlooked its kinetic or dynamic aspect. Ulysses is not only an architectural achievement, an aesthetic object for contemplation that happens also to be a masterwork. Like the Divine Comedy again, it is also a work that carries out a kind of work. It takes myriad features of the Irish past, of Ireland’s colonial and ecclesiastical culture, and operates on them, transforming them, or perceptions of them, relativizing them, changing their weight and significance, diminishing their hold. The process involves a great if deeply ambivalent labour of historical emancipation. The work of emancipation (or liberation) is clearly evident in Joyce’s audacious attempt to break with a host of English cultural, moral, literary and discursive norms and conventions. At times he appears, in Declan Kiberd’s phrase, to be ‘inventing Ireland’, in contradistinction to the Revivalists, by rewriting England.35

But the work in question is above all evident in Joyce’s many different uses of language and, in Ulysses, the book’s styles. From the beginning, commentators were fascinated by the question of why, from episodes 7, 9 and then, above all, 10, given his unparalleled powers of expression, his capacity for writing an English of incomparable, sometimes haunting beauty, his command of and exquisite feeling for Latin, French, Italian et al., Joyce should start experimenting with the English language, chopping it up, twisting and perverting it. We can find one clue in what he told his patron and supporter Harriet Weaver. ‘The word scorching has a peculiar significance’, he said, adding that ‘the progress of the book is in fact like the progress of some sandblast … each successive episode, dealing with some province of artistic culture … leaves behind it a burnt up field’.36 The metaphors are suggestive, in complex ways. Of course, Ulysses has a plot, if of a somewhat rudimentary kind, and follows the track of an odyssey of sorts, Leopold Bloom’s wanderings around Dublin on a single day. But Joyce clearly thought of the book’s most important forward movement in different terms.

Unsurprisingly, then, some of the cleverest readings of Ulysses also began to present its meaning as lying in a different kind of ‘progress’. They started to think of it as a self-modifying or self-transforming book. Kenner came to see it as increasingly turning round on itself and asking a set of sophisticated questions about its own realism, foregrounding its ‘arranging presence’.37 Karen Lawrence wrote of the book itself as a literary and intellectual journey, an ‘odyssey of style[s]’; this was a significant critical step forward.38

Meanwhile, Joyce scholars told us a lot we needed to know about Joyce’s Ireland. They did so, however, largely in factual, neutral glosses. Dublin and Ireland looked like inert if ample fodder for Joyce’s new, European, modernist machine, sounding boards for it, paltry specimens to set off its innovative glories by contrast. This became to same extent and remains the dominant view of Joyce. He was an international modernist, his most pressing concerns more abstract and theoretical, or at least unspecific, deracinated, than local, historical and material. Here and there, though, isolated Irish voices (Kiberd, Seamus Deane, Tom Paulin, Terence Brown) insisted that all of Joyce’s work was actually profoundly involved with Irish (and to a lesser extent British) historical, political and cultural experience.39 It began to seem possible that, after all, Ulysses might be hugely concerned with Irish society and culture, Ireland’s past and its possible futures.

Throughout the 1990s and after, spurred on by a new vogue for postcolonial theory and criticism, this concept of Ulysses gained momentum, at least, in outline. It continued to develop beyond the peak of the postcolonial wave and up to the present time.40 And since, as was everywhere clear in Ulysses, Joyce’s Ireland was still a part of Britain – indeed, he himself seems never to have wanted wholly to shrug off his British identity; he clung doggedly to his British passport till the end of his life – the concern with Irish contexts had to be a concern with British and Imperial ones, too.41 Furthermore, the Irish Ulysses increasingly looked more like a work of liberation, a book in process or a ‘work in progress’, to quote the initial title of Finnegans Wake, only dropped on publication. That in turn made it seem more and more like a book inextricably bound to the (imminent) autonomy of the Irish Free State – and its limits.

‘Eleutheriodendron [Tree of freedom]!’ Joyce wrote, in Finnegans Wake. ‘Spare, woodmann, spare!’42 It sounds as though he were putting in a plea for a growth he’d tried to tend, as late eighteenth-century revolutionaries had planted and tended real Trees of Liberty in Boston, Paris, Brussels and Rome. However, the last three words also contain an ironic reference to the title of an American poem that became a staple of Victorian parlours, an incongruous mixture of pastoralism and nostalgia (which also crops up in Ulysses, p. 354).43 What exactly is liberation, for Joyce? It hardly corresponds to any Irish definition of it at the time. Two sentences in Ulysses are key. In the ‘Circe’ episode (15), tapping his brow, Stephen Dedalus declares that ‘in here it is I must kill the priest and the king’ (p. 625). Ironically, he will soon be knocked down by a thuggish and inarticulate English soldier (whose vicious way with expletives Joyce captures with depressing accuracy). But we must nonetheless take what Stephen says seriously. He is identifying with attacks on the combined power of church and state that went back to the French Revolution, and were present in some of the greatest literature of the revolutionary period, notably the work of William Blake. But Joyce also has Stephen reject violence, not only the violence of the colonial invader or Protestant and Unionist violence, but a violence that was very much a part of the long traditions of nationalism and republicanism. These traditions were taking on a new dimension as he was writing. This didn’t mean he despised them or necessarily rejected their representatives, for some of whom he had great feeling. But he knew it was important to supersede them, and in that respect the most significant past was O’Connell and Parnell’s.

So Joyce’s concept of freedom is one that gives priority to escaping from the alien grip of mental structures, breaking what Blake called the ‘mind-forged manacles’.44 He understands that no major politics is feasible without that break. But he also knows how formidable and intimidating any demand for such a politics is. He was partly inclined to retreat into what he thought of as an inner sanctuary, ‘where for many ages the sad and the wise have elected to be’.45 He recognized the almost insuperable difficulty of achieving freedom. His concept of emancipation is therefore ironical, since he knows that the work it involves is quite possibly uncompletable, and all too easily compromised, tarnished or degraded. In his second great declaration, Stephen asserts that ‘History … is a nightmare from which I am trying to awake’ (p. 37). Joyce committed himself, precisely, to a trial, a struggle, a possibly unending task.

Joyce is quite often taken to be a modern mind par excellence. But modernity is not to be accomplished in a brusque, wide-eyed rupture with the past and a swift, untrammelled transition to an ‘exciting’ new future. After all, as Stephen also says, the nightmare can always give you ‘a back kick’ (p. 37). History leaves many obscure traps in its wake. The most enduring colonial history in the world, an age-long history of barbarity, domination and exploitation, is not a matter for quick oblivion or merely formal regret. Joyce’s work doesn’t leave history behind. It’s thick with it, everywhere. Yet at the same time it shoulders the burden of history, takes responsibility for loosening its clutches. Relentlessly, indefatigably, with a sense of an imperative and a duty quite beyond most of us, it treats history. This, for Joyce and Stephen, is what art can do. It is both a deeply personal matter, a question of individual consciousness, and a deeply Irish one, and therefore of political consciousness.

The Struggle with Irish History

In the first episode (‘Telemachus’), Stephen, whose background and situation are more or less Joyce’s at that age, is lodging with two other young men, Haines, an Englishman, and Buck Mulligan, an affluent Dublin middle-class Catholic. Stephen thinks of them partly in allegorical terms, as Ireland’s ‘conqueror and her gay betrayer’ (p. 15). Allegorical, but also very precisely historical: Haines brings with him the ‘kindness’ towards Ireland that was part of recent, ‘constructive’ Unionism. He suffers from ‘Agenbite of inwit’ (p. 17), a ‘remorse of conscience’ that Stephen knows is merely sentimental. It doesn’t mean to make any serious amends, and is therefore light as air. ‘The sentimentalist’, Stephen asserts, quoting George Meredith, ‘is he who would enjoy without incurring the immense debtorship for a thing done’ (p. 217). Haines is a sentimentalist because given to mild hand-wringing and a callow enthusiasm for things ‘Celtic’ while condescending and oblivious to any notion of historical debt or reparation. The most immediately relevant, practical issue, as Joyce knew and nationalists stressed, stemmed from the Childers Commission’s recent discovery that England had been vastly over-taxing Ireland for decades. Mulligan represents a privileged Catholic class that has prospered, but as a result of key compromises with English power and Englishness which to Stephen are poor if profitable. ‘Why don’t you play [the English] as I do?’ asks Mulligan (p. 18). In vain: Stephen’s intransigent response – ‘If he stays on here I am off’ (p. 5) – conveys his (mild) personal distaste for Haines, but also the impossibility of living with the colonial presence any longer. Yet Ireland seems incapable of shrugging that presence off, perhaps even finally unwilling to: ‘telling these Irish actors to hurry up …’, Joyce wrote, ‘is useless. I, for one, am certain not to see the curtain rise, as I shall already have taken the last tram home.’46

‘Telemachus’ formulates a problem that will be at the heart of the book. The second episode (‘Nestor’) recapitulates and amplifies one aspect of the problem. Its focus is on Stephen and Garrett Deasy, headmaster of the school at which he teaches. Joyce’s portrait of Deasy contains little or nothing that doesn’t fit with 16 June 1904. But it is unlikely that he would have thought of it before the Ulster Crisis of 1912–14 and its consequences for Ireland. Deasy stands for a stubbornly enduring British political and cultural presence. Not that the issues he represents are simple. In Joyce, such issues repeatedly turn out not to be. Deasy himself believes that ‘Old England is dying’ (p. 36), claims to have ‘rebel blood’ in him (p. 34) and, in his own way, believes in a united Irish nationhood (‘We are all Irish, all kings’ sons’, p. 34). After all, as he (rightly) notes, there had been a liberal and even subversive strand to Ulster Protestantism prior to Catholic Emancipation.47

Yet none of this can conceivably matter crucially to Stephen. For Deasy belongs to a people whose roots are in colonization and whose fundamental allegiances are English. This has two major consequences. Because he comes of colonizing stock, like Haines, Deasy has no way out of certain entrenched attitudes of superiority that remain a problem for both him and Stephen. From them stems condescension, again. The culture that, historically, has been politically and economically dominant cannot shed the voice of Ascendancy; which is why, in Ireland, questions of class are extremely divisive, yet never just about class. Beneath Ascendancy superiority lurks a habit of racism, one that Deasy compounds with anti-Semitism, which will be very important elsewhere in Ulysses. Deasy thinks of what was a victory for force as a victory for a superior culture. The English are hard-headed, practical, commonsensical, conservative empiricists. They have triumphed because they deeply understand economics, have a realistic belief in the primacy of money. What is their ‘proudest word’, Deasy asks? ‘I paid my way’ (p. 33). They even produce poets who are not too poetic to enrich themselves, notably Shakespeare. They recognize that generosity must always be shrewd, that is, limited or tempered by what they call justice. Catholic Ireland, by contrast, appears to Deasy as feckless, shiftless, spendthrift, irresponsible, ill-disciplined, dreamy, irrational. The difference between the two races has made things as they are in Ireland. For Deasy, any other view is strictly unthinkable. If it were not, whole conceptions of national identity and right, structures of historical understanding and justification, even a society itself, might crumble.

But like the English poets whom they love (Byron, Shelley, Blake), not least for their Irish sympathies and interests, Joyce and Stephen have the moral strength to confront the underside of Britain’s supposed cultural pre-eminence: ‘Glorious, pious and immortal memory. The lodge of Diamond in Armagh the splendid behung with corpses of papishes. Hoarse, masked and armed, the planters covenant. The black north and true blue bible. Croppies lie down’ (p. 34). This image of Ulster Protestant or, more exactly, Orange Order savagery is not intended as an instance of sectarian tit-for-tat or religious intolerance. It’s about a dominant people who, as the colonizing ‘planters’, have sole power, lynching the rebellious underdog. (Croppies were rebels of 1798, so-called because of their hair, close-cut like that of the French revolutionaries.) Atrocity and accompanying sadism: the syndrome is repeatedly traceable throughout the history of England in Ireland. Joyce refers to it in his work via images of hunting. They are metaphors, but not only that. There was a historical reality behind them.48

So, too, Joyce had intimate knowledge of the psychic devastation that Stephen momentarily conjures up in A Portrait as ‘a dull stare of terror in the eyes, the terror of soul of a starving Irish village in which the curfew was still a nightly fear’.49 The precise reference is to curfews during the Great Famine (1845–52); beyond that, to the curfews repeatedly if not invariably imposed by the Coercion Acts to which the British government ‘almost continuously’ resorted in Ireland, at the average rate of nearly one a year, during the whole of the nineteenth century, and which ‘made every expression of national feeling a crime’.50 It would be unJoyceanly naive and unimaginative to think that the terror of which Stephen is conscious – the havoc and devastation the invader, relatively safe from scrutiny, was all too capable of wreaking – did not go back a very long way indeed. However, the references to terror in Joyce’s work are consciously sparse. ‘A conqueror cannot be amateurish’, he writes. Ferocity unshackled is the very logic of conquest. The colonial project can seldom be other, ‘and what England did in Ireland over the centuries is no different from what the Belgians are doing today in the Congo Free State’.51 This sounds like a (self-consciously tough) bit of worldly wisdom. But it is also mordantly, darkly ironical, not least, as Joyce knew, because of what Roger Casement, Joseph Conrad and others were telling the world about Belgian inhumanity in the Congo. These, for Joyce, are the forms of a monstrous history one must face, but finally leave behind. The terse, tight-lipped, controlled, nonetheless intensely evocative power of the ‘Diamond lodge’ passage is part of the point. This is an image of an incontrovertible historical truth, Joyce is telling us, but one it does not help to dwell on unduly.

The passage is a vivid example of what Stephen means by the historical ‘nightmare’. Joyce casts him as ‘Terribilia meditans’, ‘meditating on terrible things’ (p. 49). He has a powerful if spasmodic historical imagination and is grimly well-equipped for pitiless thought. Stephen is haunted by history. It comes to him in bursts, without warning, unbidden, in sombre epiphanies, abrupt surges of vivid awareness. In Joyce’s terms, there are various reasons for wanting to be free of such consciousness. It produces moods and, at length, a mental disposition that are disabling; it keeps on dragging Stephen backwards, rather than provoking him to look to a more uplifting future and to work for a modern liberation. It also breeds resentment. Ironically, resentment confirms a colonized people in unfreedom even while they lament it, because resentment continues bitterly to tie them to the object of their grudge. Resentment tightens rather than relaxes the grip of what is resented. Whether confronting Haines’s stiff and awkward attempts at goodwill, Deasy’s complacency tinged with triumphalism or Mulligan’s breezy insouciance, his lack of any serious ability to care, Stephen’s resentment is a problem. Mulligan, who knows him best, is not all wrong when he advises Stephen to ‘Give up the moody brooding’ and ‘come down … for all our sakes’ (pp. 10, 11).

But a different labour also begins in the second episode, one that then goes on to form the core of the third. This labour involves Stephen’s effort to extricate himself from history’s grip by intellectual or philosophical means. Historical givens, he tells himself, are bound fast in place, ‘branded’ and ‘fettered’ and ‘lodged in the room of the infinite possibilities they have ousted’ (p. 27; Stephen’s choice of metaphors is deliberate, recalling political prisoners, transported convicts, coerced Irish labour in the Americas in the seventeenth century). But the fetters of the historical narrative serve the interests of power, not truth. The truth, thinks Stephen, is that history is always ‘an actuality of the possible as possible’ (p. 28). Historical fact is what actually came to pass, as opposed to what might have occurred. It was the sole possibility in that it was the only one that happened to materialize, however inexorable its material form might now seem. One task of imagination, of art, is to grant the actual its place, but also to keep the sense of possibility alive within it, to rework the actual with the possible in mind. This is partly what Joyce was concerned to do in Ulysses. Indeed, from its publication in 1922, it hugely expanded the field of possible expression, as the art and thought that have followed it have repeatedly demonstrated.

Stephen extends and develops his meditation in a variety of ways in the third episode (‘Proteus’). Here he struggles to rethink his world from the perspective, not just of a vanished, forgotten or repressed history, but one that didn’t happen. It’s a task that might seem as nonsensical as reassembling a body blown ‘to bloody bits’ (p. 45). Yet the new modern marvel of the cinema can seem to put a dismembered body back together again: ‘Bits all khrrrrklak in place clack back’ (p. 45). Film invites us to speculate about a world more plastic than we’d supposed. So, too, Stephen struggles to conceive of history on the unstable basis of a shape-changing, Protean principle. Unsurprisingly, he gets dragged backwards again, to a fixed world ‘[t]here all the time without you: and ever shall be’ (p. 41); to a depressed sense of long-lasting Irish poverty and inaction (‘Houses of decay, mine, his and all’, p. 43); to his feeling of being bound, not only to a spiritually oppressive Ireland and its history, but to the passions history has stirred up (‘Green eyes, I see you. Fang, I feel’, p. 47). But the Protean principle, shape-changing, returns, too, and it encourages Stephen to adopt an insistently speculative, imaginative, enquiring relation to the real. It’s by means of this disposition that he grapples with ideas, consciousness, experience – and therefore history. In doing so, he runs counter to all Haines’s, Mulligan’s and Deasy’s more or less automatic presumptions. The points of reference he finds for his thought change, become more European, sometimes more explicitly Catholic, and richer as a result.

Yet, to his socialist friend Frank Budgen, translator of The Communist Manifesto, Joyce was very clear: he needed to move beyond Stephen, because finally, however Protean his mind can be, he also has ‘a shape that can’t be changed’.52 Captive as he is to the legacy of a catastrophic history, Stephen’s only possible weapon is intellect. Any other expedient risks leaving him overwhelmed. But Stephen’s commitment to unrelieved intellect makes him incapable of personal suppleness, variety of response, fluency and grace of feeling. Above all, it leaves him at a distance from ordinary life. So Joyce turned elsewhere, to the creation of Leopold Bloom. Bloom is a consummate achievement. He has become one of the best-known, most memorable and most loved characters in serious modern fiction. Many writers have admired and sought to imitate the tenderness, the unending inventiveness, the delicacy and finesse, the wit, humour and deep wryness with which Joyce portrays him. Bloom’s appeal has nothing to do with charisma, with any exterior power or glamour. In a series of episodes, most notably 4–6 and 8, what Joyce gives us is the inward Bloom. It’s his inwardness above all that beguiles us, though it’s an inwardness that is in one sense mundane, inseparably related and profusely responsive to the world around him. Critics have called the method by which Joyce presents it ‘stream of consciousness’ or ‘interior monologue’, and initially both terms seem appropriate, though neither fits Joyce’s various methods exactly. Finally, however, it is more important to characterize what Bloom and his mind represent.

Bloom is a Jew. Or rather, he isn’t, in the same way as, say, Dublin Jew Albert Altman, one of the possible influences on his make-up, was, but Svevo, another, was also not.53 For, like Svevo’s, Bloom’s father was Jewish but his mother wasn’t. She was Irish, and Jewish identity is matrilineal. In Ulysses, however, no one either knows this or cares. To everyone, Bloom is a Jew. This gives Joyce a certain flexibility in his use and treatment of his character, because, where the world around Bloom is concerned, what is at stake in him is always an image. But there is a second crucial aspect to Bloom’s identity. ‘Bloom Jewish?’ said Joyce. ‘Yes, because only a foreigner would do. The Jews were foreigners at that time in Dublin.’54 Bloom is detached from and often rather vague and indeed sceptical about Jewish ‘beliefs and practices’ (p. 766). Among other gains, this allows him to mingle quite freely in the kind of middle-class Dublin world that Joyce knew best. When asked what his nation is, he replies, ‘Ireland … I was born here. Ireland’ (p. 359). If Bloom is in the community, however, he is not of it. He is ‘a foreigner’, an outsider, but one with an often challenging and invigorating approach to restrictive, stale and unprofitable aspects of middle-class Catholic Dublin life. In a host of tiny ways, through Bloom, Joyce points the community in the direction of modernity and an enlarged world that, at the same time, never stops being the world of daily life. In the ninth episode, ‘Scylla and Charybdis’, Stephen laughs ‘to free his mind from his mind’s bondage’ (p. 231). Bloom clearly performed this function for Joyce, if not only through laughter.

We can see this aspect of Bloom vividly at work in a number of different ways. Like Stephen, he can be haunted by disaster both personal and political. His father suffered from ‘progressive melancholia’ and committed suicide (p. 766). His son Rudy died eleven years previously when only eleven days old, casting a pall over his marriage from then on. All this haunts Bloom sporadically throughout the book. Like Stephen, he can also be dragged down by an undertow of obscurely historical disquiet, as when he is suddenly caught up in thoughts of the Cities of the Plain and the Dead Sea: ‘The oldest people. Wandered far away over all the earth, captivity to captivity, multiplying, dying, being born everywhere … Desolation. Grey horror seared his ftesh’ (pp. 65, 66). Unlike Stephen, however, he does not sink into despair, or even let it influence him unduly. Robustly, comically, commonsensically, he bounces back from it:


Cold oils slid along his veins, chilling his blood: age crusting him with a salt cloak. Well, I am here now. Morning mouth bad images. Got up wrong side of the bed. Must begin again those Sandow’s exercises. On the hands down. Blotchy brown brick houses. Number eighty still unlet. Why is that? (p. 66)



‘I am here now’: as
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The End of Ulysses and the Beginning of Independent Ireland
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