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Destined to be elusive

James Augustine Aloysius Joyce
(1882—1g41), writer, was born at 41 Brighton
Square, West Rathgar, Dublin®, on 2 February
1882, the eldest surviving son of John Stanis-
laus Joyce (1849—1931) and his wife, Mary Jane
{May) (1859—1903), daughter of John Murray
and Margaret Theresa Murray. The Joyces were
a Catholic middle-class family who had enjoyed
moderate commercial prosperity in Cork and
Dublin throughoul the nineteenth century. The
family was aligned on both sides with constitu-
tional nationalism, although the Joyces were the
more substantial property-owners and the more
socially sccurc representatives of the cmerging
Catholic bourgeoisie?. They boasted® a connec-
tion with Daniel O’Connell® through Joyce’s
paternal grandmother. Purportedly® descended
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from Thomas de Jorce, John Stanislaus laid some-
what specious claim to a heraldic® coat of arms
bearing the legend Pernobilis et pervetusta familia

(*Most famous and ancient family’).

Parents and family

Joyce called his father ‘the silliest man I ever
knew’, but he also attributed to him his own ‘good
tenor® voice, and an extravagant licentious? dispo-
sition’ (Ellmann, Joyce, 643). John Joyce is the
model for Simon Dedalus in A4 Portrait of the
Artist as a Young Man (1916) and Ulysses (1g22),
and-—somewhat more diffusely—the model for
Earwicker in Finnegans Wake (1g39). He plays a
larger role than any other relative in an ceuvre®
which T. S. Eliot® later found so pervasively autobi-
ographical. Interest in Joyce’s family background
seems ‘not only suggested by our own inquisi-
tiveness®, but almost expected by {Joyce] himself’
(preface to S. Joyce, My Brother’s Keeper, 11—12).
Throughout his life James Joyce tirelessly revis-
ited his own family history as well as the wider life
of the city in which he was born, transforming the
‘sluggish® matter’ of experience into the ‘imper-

ishable®’ substance of art—as his autobiographical
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alter ego® Stephen Dedalus pronounces in the

Portrart.

John Stanislaus Joyce was born on 4 July 18449.
After a short time at school, and to improve his
health, he was sent out on pilot ships of the
transatlantic steamers from Queenstown(Cobh )®,
which coloured his vocabulary in ways he trans-
mitted to the next generation. His taste for oper-
atic music also greatly influenced the novelist’s
sensibility. He became active in Fenian® politics
before moving in the mid-1870s to Dublin, where
he sang in public and private to such effect that he
earned the name ‘a successor to Carnpanini@’. He
also sang in the company of Barton M’Guckin® at
the Antient Concert Rooms—a distinction echoed
by his son when he sang at the same venue in company

with John McCormack®some thirty years later.

At the end of the 1870s John Stanislaus entered
into partnership with one Henry Alleyn in the
Dublin and Chapelizod Distillery® bul lost his £500
investment when Alleyn embezzled® the com-
pany’s funds (an injury that James Joyce avenged
in naming the disagreeable solicitor in ‘Counter-

parts@’ after him). In 1880 he became collector
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of rates for Inns Quay and Rotunda wards, a
reward for services to the United Liberal Club. On
5 May 1880 he married May Murray, ten vears
his junior. She was the daughter of an agent for
wines and spirits from co. Longford—a family
background that John Stanislaus Joyce consid-
ered inferior to his own and often disparaged®: ‘0
weeping God, the things I married into’ (Ulysses,
47). They married against the wishes of both their
parents, and John Stanislaus’s mother never for-
gave him for it. But May was brought up well
enough to have been a fellow pupil of Katharine
Tynan® at Misses Flynn School, where dancing,

® and the piano were taught (providing

politesse
the setting for “The Dead’), and May's sister-in-
law Josephine (née Gilirap) was the older relative
for whom Joyce had the most respectful, good-
humoured, and affectionate regard throughout his

life.

John Stanislaus and May Joyce settled at 47
Northumberland Avenue, Kingstown (now Dun
Laoghaire). A first child, John Augustine Joyce,
was born in 1881 but did not survive. In
December of that year John Stanislaus took out
the first of a succession of mortgages which

marked his economic decline in future years.
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James, the first surviving child, was baptized? at St
Joseph’s Chapel of Kase, Roundtown, Dublin (now
St Joseph’s Church, Terenure®), on 5 February
1882, when he was erroneously® registered as
James Augusta Joyce. In the ensuing® twelve years,
May Joyce endured thirteen more pregnancies,
bearing four boys and six girls, with three mis-
carriages®. The writer’s siblings® were Margaret
Alice (Poppie) (1884—1964); (John) Stanislaus
(1884—1955), the writer’s ‘whetstone’; Charles
(1886—1941); George Alfred (1887-1g02); Eileen
(1889—1963); Mary Kathleen (May) (18go—1¢66);
Eva (1891—1957); Florence (18g2—1973); Mabel
(1893—1911); and Freddie (born and died in 1894,).
Her son was probably thinking of May Joyce when
he called the long-suffering maternal principle of
Finnegans Wake ‘Crippled-with-Children?”.

Childhood and schooling

In May 1887 the family moved to 1 Martello Ter-
race in Bray, co. Wicklow®, a rapidly developing sea-
side resort. The household now included William
O’Connell, a widowed uncle of Mr Joyce who had
failed in business, and Elizabeth Conway, who was
reduced to family dependence when her husband
absconded® with her inheritance. Called ‘Dante’
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in the family (from ‘Auntie’), she served as gov-
erness to the children and taught Joyce his letters.
There were lively visits from friends including
Alf Bergan, Tom Devin, and—a somewhat sen-
sational acquaintance—1John Kelly, a Fenian who
had been incarcerated® by the government and
came to recuperate® with the Joyces. Kelly was a
man of forceful character whose sense of convic-
tion inspired the writer. There were also convivial®
singing parties with the neighbouring protestant@
family of James Vance. The young Joyce attended
Miss Raynor’s infant school® with Vance’s daughter

Hileen.

In 1888 Joyce was sent to Clongowes Wood Col-
lege, a boarding-school® for Catholic gentry@ at
Clane, co. Kildare®. He soon acquired the nickname
‘Half-Past Six’, arising from his answer to a query
about his age. As the youngest boy Joyce suffered
from homesickness and feelings of insecurity, and
the class bully® pushed him into a square ditch
(a cesspool®). He was also beaten on the hands
for offences including the use of vulgar language.
Father James Daly, the director of studies who
administered one such punishment, is the model
for Dolan in the Portrait, where he is depicted

as an ignorant and brutal man. In daring to take

O ©UER) ZE O KFH @ FEEN O 4R ©F
B¥KE O #HLME BRI (MFRREBER) O R
aHnE O W



