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Introduction

Consuming Joyce: 100 Years of Ulysses in Ireland

James Joyce, like Leopold Bloom, was fascinated by advertising, sales and consumption, and by the ways in which the attention of consumers was won and held. This was particularly true when it came to Ulysses. He was fully engaged in the complex process of both its material production and its promotion. For both artistic and commercial reasons, he was understandably invested in seeing that it was bought, consumed and, to borrow a term from Finnegans Wake, ‘receptionated’ (FW 370.18) by the largest body of readers possible. His two principal earlier publications, Dubliners and A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, had enjoyed but scant commercial success and brought little or no financial reward: after an exhausting seven-year battle, Dubliners was published in 1914 just two weeks before the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the event that triggered the outbreak of the First World War. By the end of that year, just 499 copies of Dubliners had been sold (120 of which Joyce had purchased and sold on to his Triestine English language students). Joyce would have been paid rights only upon achieving 500 sales over the year. In the first half of 1915, a mere twenty-six copies were sold and sales dwindled to just seven over the second six months.

Little wonder, then, that when it came to Ulysses, there was hardly a moment in the initial life of the book that he did not follow closely and try to manage and influence. While many press notices saw his novel in the terms he later used himself – as ‘his usylessly unreadable Blue Book of Eccles’ (FW 179.26–27) – Joyce and Sylvia Beach, his eternally patient and generous publisher, were careful to market it not only as a unique artefact but also as an expensive, profit-making commodity, which would initially have to win over wealthy book purchasers rather than so-called common readers. Many of these early purchasers must have hoped their initial outlay would prove a canny long-term investment. Joyce was fully cognizant of the power of reviews to generate sales and can be seen commenting, for example, in a letter to Robert McAlmon in March 1922, about the 136 orders which came about as a result of a ‘notice (first to appear) from the Observer’ (L1, 182). Given the limits within which Shakespeare and Company was working, quality and price would have to predominate over any hopes of mass production. Worn down by seven years of tireless work, everything was at stake for Joyce whose critical reputation, in 1922, was still very much in the making.

How his novel would be bought and consumed in Ireland would particularly preoccupy him and is the principal subject of this study. The verb ‘to consume’ suggests multiple meanings such as ‘to do away with completely’ (destroy); ‘to spend wastefully’ (squander); ‘to use up’ (finish); ‘to enjoy avidly’ (devour); ‘to engage fully’ (engross); ‘to utilize as a customer’. All of these meanings are relevant to the fate in Ireland of Ulysses in particular and of Joyce more in general over the past 100 years. There is little doubt that many people in Dublin would have preferred if Joyce had never been heard of again following his flight to the continent in 1904 with Nora Barnacle, and many more would have had little or no sympathy with his notorious publication travails, believing (not entirely incorrectly) that he had brought many of them on himself through his uncompromising stances. On 11 September 1912, the Dublin printer John Falconer had gone so far as to burn the entire run of 1,000 copies of Dubliners in sheets intended for the first edition to be published by Maunsel & Co. Like many others, Falconer believed that Joyce had spent his talent poorly. When the collection was finally published, many Irish reviews endorsed this view. The Irish Daily Independent described Dubliners as an ‘example of muck raking [. . .] That sort of realism which we thought had been safely interred (amid hoots) in the French Pantheon’. Joyce had broken ‘a silence which might with advantage to himself have been left intact’ and his book was an unfortunate example of ‘Talent wasted’.1 While Ulysses, as we shall see, would be greeted with similar hostility in Ireland (as elsewhere), it also attracted a small yet conspicuous number of readers who engaged with it avidly from the start and others, who enjoyed it fully and were, we might even say, consumed by it.

This book focuses principally on Ulysses, which is the book that defines Joyce in the public consciousness in the same way that La Divina Commedia defines Dante for Italy and the world or War and Peace, Tolstoy. Yet when tracing the history of the reception or consumption of Ulysses in Ireland, it is impossible to separate that single work from Joyce’s entire output or from Joyce himself. Down through the century since Ulysses was published, Joyce’s overweening personality has encroached constantly and, at times, it has felt impossible to separate the dancer from the dance.
This is the first book that attempts to provide a reasonably representative picture of the Irish reception of Ulysses. It follows various, often inter-connecting channels in its explorations of the book’s treatment in academia, in schools, in newspapers, in theatre, in subsequent Irish creative writing and in popular Irish culture more generally. Ulysses and the Irish State are exact contemporaries, and as Irish society grew and developed down through the decades so did our acceptance and understanding of Joyce’s novel. This book presents an initial map of how Ulysses was consumed and received in Ireland, one that will benefit from more detailed investigation and analysis in the future. It engages with the vast body of international Joyce criticism only in so far as it is refracted through Irish responses.

Certain things can never be known about how Joyce was and is consumed in Ireland (or elsewhere). We can only speculate on private reading experiences and the opinions that have been recorded about Ulysses are not in the main from ‘plain’ readers, but rather come from (predominantly male) academics, journalists, politicians, religious leaders and letter-writers and tend to represent sharply defined and crafted positions.

In the Ireland of the early decades of the twentieth century in particular, women had to go to great lengths to make themselves heard in most public spheres. Mary Colum, one of Joyce’s foremost Irish supporters in the United States, was an exceptional example of a critical voice who managed to make herself heard at home and abroad but even she recalled how Yeats had advised her that if she wished to pursue a career in literary criticism, she should specialize and, more importantly, assume a man’s name, given that ‘men still regarded criticism and philosophy as their own province, and would be sure to resent a woman’s pushing in’.2

As we shall see, the journey of Ulysses in Ireland was also affected both by Joyce’s earlier publications and by the drip feed of costly segments of Work in Progress in the twenties and thirties. The initial negative reaction to Ulysses would not have come as any great surprise to Joyce and often seemed driven by a desire to keep the book as far away as possible from Irish readers, as if it were a primer for revolution against the increasingly dominant Church or the fragile new infant State. Side by side with this, however, came a slow, intermittent and partial understanding of the work’s importance in its own right as the great Irish book of the twentieth century, the one work that most fully encompasses the complexities of the Ireland to which it gives voice. This more positive judgement came belatedly, decades after the post-colonial State and state of mind gradually grew more confident and independent. While Ulysses was dismissed or ignored by the majority, it was always appreciated by a very small group of intellectuals and writers even in the dark inward-looking decades of the 1930s and 1940s. By the 1950s, a more open endorsement of Joyce and Ulysses began to emerge with, for example, the celebration of Bloomsday from 1954, even if Irish academics continued to shy away from the novel (and from most contemporary writing), fearful of its difficulties and put off by much of its criticism of the country and of the Church, which made it too hot to handle. They also felt little affinity with the academic Joyce industry that was taking shape in the United States from as early as the 1930s in Harvard. As Brian Fox has shown, ‘in the 1940s, Harvard provided the setting for pioneering works on Joyce by Harry Levin and Joseph Prescott, with the former’s 1941 James Joyce: A Critical Introduction being credited by Geert Lernout with “making Joyce academically respectable”’.3 Dirk Van Hulle has cited Edmund Wilson’s 1932 Axel’s Castle as a key intervention leading to a ‘shift away from Paris to the United States, where the centre of the Joyce industry has remained ever since’.4 In the decades following the Second World War, scholarship in the United States became, partly because of its relentless professionalism and its relegation of Irish contexts and themes to a position of secondary importance, something of an obstacle to a more concerted Irish engagement with Joyce. Equally, most Irish critics looked askance at European Structuralist and post-Structuralist approaches and it was not really until the 1980s that a proper Irish appraisal of the novel and of Joyce finally began to take shape. Slightly anticipating this critical appreciation, there had been a more popular reclaiming of Joyce with several key Joyce locations, most especially the Tower in Sandycove, becoming well-trodden places of pilgrimage. There had also been an explosion of Joyce-related theatre, which helped to acclimatize an ever-larger public to Joyce’s works – albeit in adapted formats.

At the turn of the new millennium, this process accelerated to such an extent (especially with the National Library’s vastly expensive purchases of Joyce manuscripts) that at times in June each year it seemed as if Joyce was the only game in town. This eventually provoked a backlash and genuine Joyce scholars and enthusiasts would have to fight to retain and reinstate the integrity of Ulysses in the face of an increasingly consumerist approach to the book. The tension between both a popular and a critical appreciation of Joyce, and a more hard-edged exploitation of his image for commercial reasons continues to this day, after what was, for Ulysses, a long and tortuous journey from oddity to commodity. That journey should not be seen uncritically, as Mr Deasy in the ‘Nestor’ episode might put it, as a progressive one. For all the recognition that Ulysses currently receives in being the iconic literary symbol of brand Ireland (a great little country for doing culture in), this comes at a price. Being culturally consecrated and given iconic status often coincides with the object of veneration being stripped of meaning. This is certainly the case with Ulysses, whose critical and even subversive potential as a means through which to read Irish society, past and present, is often muted. Although Ulysses is also hugely entertaining, it is not just a song at twilight. It is not a nostalgic reeling in the year 1904 that it may sometimes seem to Dublin visitors in mid-June. For all of Ireland’s changes in the hundred years since Ulysses was first published, it is too facile to imagine that a writer of Joyce’s radical power would somehow find himself at home in the secular and profoundly materialist Ireland of today. In all probability, he would find much that would surprise him and which he would celebrate but he would also turn his scrupulous gaze on the new injustices that challenge the country and doubtless be far ahead of the crowd now (as he was then) in dismantling the received wisdoms that are so often taken blindly for truth. We do not need Joyce to come back for our critical antennae to be on the alert because now, in this centenary year, Ulysses remains a precious resource to help us towards a more mature and critical appraisal not only of Joyce’s times but also of our own, of human nature, the nature of fiction and the possibility and limits of language and therein lies much of the enduring power of Joyce’s great novel. The question posed by Elizabeth Bowen back in 1941 with regard to Joyce, ‘are we ready to know ourselves?’,5 is as relevant today as it ever was. If we are, the ‘cracked looking glass’ that is Ulysses is one of the best places to start.

 



1 A copy of this review is held in the Stuart Gilbert papers at the Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas, Box 17, folder 10.

2 Mary M. Colum, Life and the Dream (New York: Doubleday, 1947), 372.

3 Brian Fox, ‘“land of breach of promise”: James Joyce and America’, Unpublished PhD Thesis, Royal Holloway, University of London, 2014, 154.

4 Geert Lernout, The French Joyce (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1992), 22. For Joseph Prescott, see Dirk Van Hulle, ‘Genetic Joyce Criticism’ in John McCourt, ed., James Joyce in Context (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 116.

5 Elizabeth Bowen, ‘James Joyce’, The Bell 1.6 (March 1941), 40–9. Reprinted in Eibhear Walshe, ed., Elizabeth Bowen’s Selected Irish Writings (Cork: Cork University Press, 2011), 69–74, 69.


CHAPTER ONE

‘Regrettable celebrity’: Joyce in Ireland before Ulysses

‘Ireland is all through him and in him and of him; and Dublin, its streets and its buildings and its people, he loves with the whole-hearted affection of the artist. [. . .] He may live out of Dublin, but he will never get away from it. [. . .] Ireland at present will probably not love Mr. Joyce.’ 1

When Ulysses was finally published in book form in 1922, James Joyce’s name was already much maligned in Ireland where he enjoyed what Fr George O’Neill, one of his former Jesuit teachers of English at Clongowes Wood College, called ‘regrettable celebrity’.2 Dubliners (1914) and A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916) had seen to that. Years earlier, when leaving the country, Joyce had slammed the door behind him by publishing broadsides that took aim at many of the literary figures who had helped him and at many contemporaries who would be in a position to shape his future reputation. Stanislaus Joyce recalled that his brother’s decision to go into exile in Europe was seen as just ‘another of his escapades’.3 When he left, ‘he was written off, with unconcealed jubilation, as a failure’.4 Stanislaus claimed that Joyce ‘had spurned what he called their temporising and poltroonery, their attitude of timid, covert revolt on all issues not purely national, their fear to be the same in act and valour as they were in desire; and they, for their part, with the patient memory of many a jibe, took offence at his hectoring manner’. In reality, Joyce’s move to Trieste had a permanent feel to it and Joyce effectively erected a barrier between himself and his home in the irreverently titled satirical broadside, ‘The Holy Office’ (1905), which he fired off shortly before his departure and eventually printed in Trieste. Calling himself ‘Katharsis-Purgative’, Joyce announced that he would not write under any fellow Irish writer’s shadow and rejected the frame of the Irish literary Revival. In constructing his voluntary exile in Europe, he rather disingenuously ignored the well-established continental literary connections of several senior Irish contemporaries, such as Yeats, Shaw, Edward Martyn and George Moore. Disrespectfully echoing and parodying the rhymes and rhythms of Yeats’ ‘Address to Ireland in the Coming Times’, he wrote:

But I must not accounted be

One of that mumming company –

With him who hies him to appease

His giddy dames frivolities

While they console him when he whinges

With god-embroidered Celtic fringes. (P&E, 103)

Much of this was posturing and Joyce would engage deeply with and borrow widely from the Revival authors. But as he set out, he deliberately positioned himself apart from the architects of the Irish Literary Revival who had sought to help (and enlist) him. His exilic dissent was a necessary condition for his literary path and he would have no choice but to ‘recognise myself an exile: and, prophetically, a repudiated one’ (LII 125) and to stand, as the poem puts it, ‘unfellowed, friendless and alone’.5

The publication of Dubliners and A Portrait burnt more bridges. Quite aside from his controversial views of Irish nationalism and Irish Catholicism, Joyce’s uncompromising portraits of his fellow Irishmen and women caused resentment. Writing about Ireland from abroad was never going to be simple and many thought he was fouling the nest from which he had flown. While it is true that Joyce was not as uniformly ostracized as he might want us to believe, in the early decades following his departure, his Irish admirers, in what was an increasingly Catholic country, were few and far between and usually kept their heads down. During his last visit to Ireland, in 1912, when he was engaged in a bitter and ultimately useless row with George Roberts of the Maunsel publishing house that had agreed, years earlier, to publish Dubliners, Joyce turned to his old friend, Thomas Kettle, asking him to intervene on his behalf. But Kettle, by then a respected reviewer, warned him: ‘I will slate that book.’ If Kettle, whom Joyce described in 1909 as ‘the best friend I have in Ireland’, and with whom he had studied at University College Dublin, where both were prominent in the Literary and Historical Society, ‘disapproved of the unpatriotic candour of Dubliners’ (JJ 63, 329), it is hardly surprising that the more general reception of Joyce’s works would be hostile.

A Portrait did slightly better in a review in the Freeman’s Journal, entitled ‘A Dyspeptic Portrait’, which praised Joyce’s prose for its ‘terseness and force’, adding that ‘even his most casual descriptions haunt the mind by their vividness and wonderful economy of line’. Unfortunately, Joyce’s pen, instead of pointing to the stars, is ‘degraded into a muck-rake’ and Joyce ‘drags his readers after him into the slime of foul sewers’. What bothers the reviewer most is that Joyce is washing dirty Irish linen before the eyes of the English reading public with his negative portrait of Dublin, of Ireland and of Irish Catholic practice. What made this all the more alarming was that influential English critics, such as H. G. Wells, were vouching for the authenticity of Joyce’s portrayal:

Like some of the best novels in the world it is the story of an education; it is by far the most living and convincing picture that exists of an Irish Catholic upbringing. It is a mosaic of jagged fragments that does altogether render with extreme completeness the growth of a rather secretive, imaginative boy in Dublin. The technique is startling, but on the whole it succeeds.6

In response to (or in anticipation of) reactions like this, the Freeman’s Journal review sought to disown Joyce, to play down his Irishness, deny the racial background of A Portrait and claim that it was simply ‘an accident that Mr. Joyce’s book should have Dublin as its background’. Stephen Dedalus might just as easily have been placed as a rebellious youth ‘in an English cathedral town or an American industrial centre’ and ‘he would have pilloried them in just as repellent a fashion’. Therefore it was wrong of ‘English critics’ to hail Joyce ‘as a typical Irishman, and his book as a faithful picture of Irish life. It would be just as accurate to declare that De Quincey’s Opium Eater embodied the experience of the average English youth’ (CH 1, 98–9).

At a time when the Easter Rising and its immediate aftermath were being acutely felt, it is not surprising that Joyce’s critical versions of Irish life would cause annoyance at home just as they were being read as representative and authoritative outside the country where knowledge of Ireland was very limited (and usually filtered through the British media, as Joyce pointed out in his Trieste journalism). Joyce’s novel could not have landed in the country at a worse time as it struggled in the initial stages of an inevitable post-colonial insecurity that was marked by extreme sensitivity to criticism, particularly when it came from beyond the borders. Joyce paid a price for challenging the sanitized and acceptable self-image of the Irish and he knew well that he could only do so ‘from the safe side of distance!’ (FW 228.24–25). That said, the attitude of pre-Independence Ireland was a little more open than what was to come after the founding of the Free State, when the space for dissenting views in the public arena shrank rapidly as the symbiotic relationship between Church and State solidified.

During the First World War, Joyce did receive some support from his senior Irish literary colleagues. In a letter to the Secretary of the Royal Literary Fund, Yeats wrote in praise of Joyce’s ‘most beautiful gift’ and described him as ‘the most remarkable new talent in Ireland to-day’ (CH 1, 79). Even if he thought most of the Dubliners’ stories ‘trivial and disagreeable’, George Moore told Edward Marsh that ‘The Dead’ ‘seemed to me perfection whilst I read it! I regretted that I was not the author of it.’ Yet this one story ‘does not prove that Joyce will go on writing and will end by writing something like a masterpiece’ (CH 1, 80). Beyond this small literary coterie, grudging or neutral nods were made to pre-Ulysses Joyce. The Irish Book Lover acknowledged that, in Dubliners, Joyce had written ‘pen portraits of great power’ of the city’s ‘many peculiar types of men and women, good, bad and indifferent’. Yet, ‘one naturally shrinks from such characters as are depicted in “An Encounter” or “Two Gallants”, and finds their descriptions not quite suited virginibus puerisque’ even if ‘one cannot deny the existence of their prototypes’. Joyce’s realism and stark language were such that ‘no clean-minded person could possibly allow it to remain within reach of his wife, his sons or daughters’.7 The same journal is more effusive in its praise of what it considers Joyce’s, albeit misdirected, gifts as shown in A Portrait with its jarringly ‘unsparing realism’. It concedes that he ‘is a master of a brilliant descriptive style and handles dialogue as ably as any living writer’ (CH 1, 102). More neutral acknowledgement came from Fr Stephen Brown SJ of Clongowes in his Ireland in Fiction. He singled out the ‘brutal realism’ in Joyce’s treatment of ‘the Dublin lower-middle class and lower classes’ from a ‘dark and squalid aspect’.8

Despite these responses, Joyce’s reception was not being framed primarily in Ireland. Quite the contrary. One of the principal architects of his early reputation was Ezra Pound. He saw Joyce as a realist who ‘describes the thing as it is’ and one who, with A Portrait, wrote the ‘best novel of my decade’.9 He twinned Joyce with Flaubert as the master of the histoire morale contemporaine but there is a contradiction when Pound claims that ‘it is surprising that Mr. Joyce is Irish. [. . .] He writes as a contemporary of continental writers’ (CH 1, 57). How could Joyce have ‘described the thing as it is’ if he did not retain the very local focus that Pound denies? Pound’s is, in John Nash’s words, ‘a calculated insult at Irish literature’ but also an assertion ‘that his writing bore an “international standard”’ and that Joyce was a writer ‘who had successfully shed his upbringing’.10 In fact, in his provocatively entitled piece, ‘The Non-Existence of Ireland’, Pound asserted that Joyce had ‘fled to Trieste and into the modern world’ and that ‘[h]e writes as a European, not as a provincial’.11 While Pound’s was a gross simplification and a heavy-handed overstatement, it did favour Joyce’s international status within modernism and helped to separate him from what Pound saw as the Irish Revival’s ‘Celtic imagination (or “phantasy” as I think they now call it) flopping about’ (CH 1, 67).

When Pound suggested that ‘if more people had read The Portrait and certain stories in Mr. Joyce’s Dubliners there might have been less recent trouble in Ireland. A clear diagnosis is never without its value’,12 his words were both condescending and prescient. He was referring to the political upheaval started by 1916 but there were many other ‘troubles’ present in the early decades of the twentieth century that Joyce’s works would attempt to uncover. Describing his own literary technique to Arthur Power, Joyce talks about his ‘intellectual attitude which dissects life instead of puffing it up with romanticism’.13 Joyce’s readers could make their own diagnoses of the issues afflicting Irish society that his works laid bare. Apart from the obvious dissection of the dangers of nationalism and isolationism, many of the concerns expressed in Joyce’s works had to do with questions of justice and with the treatment of the young and vulnerable. Poverty, lack of opportunity and exploitation come under his literary lens as does the neglect and poor treatment of children and young people. Economic, political and sexual frustration and repression are recurring themes, so too religious extremism, suicide, alcoholism and abuse. Nearly all of these topics were taboo in the Ireland of the first half (at least) of the twentieth century. Silence was general and those who broke it were angrily turned on as Joyce, Lennox Robinson, Sean O’Casey, Liam O’Flaherty and many others found out to their cost.

By the time Ulysses was finally published, mainstream Irish commentators were but little disposed to greet it with sympathy. It was, by the legal standards of the time, seen as obscene, even by Joyce’s defenders such as Mary Colum, who, in her 1922 review, dismissed the attempts by Joyce admirers ‘to absolve Joyce from accusation of obscenity in the book’ and asked ‘Why attempt to absolve him?’ before answering: ‘It is obscene, bawdy, corrupt. But it is doubtful that obscenity in literature ever really corrupted anybody.’14

Unable or unwilling to see beyond the headlined obscenity, few Irish readers would have agreed with John Butler Yeats’ assessment as expressed in a letter to the Irish-American lawyer and man of letters, John Quinn:

Joyce is a man of genius, inspired by an intense feeling for what is actual and true, and he sees the whole world, especially in his own native city, Dublin, living luxuriously in the lap of falsehood. He would awaken these people. He is a patriot, above all an Irish patriot.15

Quinn feared that the country’s more conventional patriots would ‘claim that Ulysses is not a picture of Irish life and is incorrect and immoral’16 and that those US-based Irish critics, such as Ernest Boyd and Padraic and Mary Colum, who heralded Joyce’s essential Irishness, were not, for all their good intentions, actually helping Joyce’s cause in Ireland or abroad. In his view, it was better to promote Ulysses as ‘a European event’ in order to deny ‘the Irish patriots a chance to assail it as they had assailed The Playboy of the Western World’.17

While there is truth in Joseph Kelly’s view that Pound and Eliot ‘changed Joyce from an Irish writer into an avantgarde, cosmopolitan writer, shucking off his provincial husk’,18 it does not tell the whole story. The ‘European’ Joyce, influentially promoted by Valery Larbaud, Pound and T. S. Eliot, would prevail at the expense of an Irish Joyce for many decades. As early as 1922, Shane Leslie complained in the Dublin Review that ‘nothing could be more ridiculous than the youthful dilettantes in Paris or London who profess knowledge and understanding of a work which is often mercifully obscure even to the Dublin-bred’.19 Yet, a very different ‘Irish’ Joyce lingered in the undergrowth. The purpose of this book will be to explore its slow, often painful, but gradual emergence. First, however, it is necessary to take a step backwards and take a brief look at the publishing history of Ulysses.
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