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Chapter One

Introduction

1. Why James Joyce

For many decades the “classic” reading of Joyce cast him as the
exemplary denationalized high modemist, the * great writer” and rev-
olutionary inventor who soared loftily above his many contexts, pick-
ing and choosing where he needed without ever fully engaging. Seen
in this way, Joyce’s art was conceived by a man largely indifferent to
his surroundings and changing times.

This casting of Joyce at a remove from the changing Irish and
European worlds in which he lived persisted and was cemented by the
academy in the years following his death up to, at least, the 1970s
and came at the partial expense of a thorough exploration of a vast va-
riety of the contexts within which he was writing. They included, to
name but a few, almost at random, the Ireland that formed him, the
Ireland that formed itself in his absence, the Austro-Hungarian Italian
city of Trieste, France and the French avant-garde, as well as the
plays, operas and films that he attended, the newspapers, pamphlets
and books that he read or leafed through.

In more recent years a vast body of excellent material has e-

merged on these and many other contextual areas offering a valuable
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contribution to our changing vision of Joyce’s life and works and allo-
wing us to see him a both the product of and an interested participant
in a whole variety of worlds which provide the contexts and co-texts
of his fictional output. The cost is perhaps that he seems to us today a
little less original and God-like, a little more accidental in his actions
and choices, a more human author, happy to lift and to cut-and-paste
carefully sifted material from a huge variety of sources before making
it indelibly his own, a writer who was very much of the world.

One could fill dozens of pages with book and article titles dealing
with each of the major contexts of Joyce’s writings but ultimately the
effect would be bewildering. While making no claims for exhaustive-
ly, this volume gathers a series of original, cohesive and concise
studies covering various significant contextual areas. Reviewing exist-
ing work in each of their fields of interest, these essays provide a se-
ries of overviews as well as closer case analyses of various Joycean
contextual fields and often suggest directions for future research.

Today, one hundred years after Joyce was writing, it is impor-
tant to reconstruct his principal contextual information — such as oth-
er fiction, politics, religion, ideology, popular culture, cinema, the
visual arts, music. It is important to know, for example, what vol-
umes he was using to study Aquinas when he was a young man, what
the political situation in Ireland was when he left and how it changed
when he was away in voluntary exile, what avant-garde movements
he was aware of during his life on the con-tenant. The contexts that
need to be illustrated today are perhaps very different from those that
needed explaining fifty years ago or will need explaining one hundred
years from now. One thinks, for example, of the daily practices of I-
rish Catholicism, bread and butter to Joyce’s contemporary Irish read-

ers but a world apart from readers in today’s post-Vatican Two and
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perhaps even post-Catholic world. Things that would have been old
hat to a “common reader” of Joyce even fifty years ago, such as
Thomas Moore’s Irish Melodies, today form part of a distant past,
largely beyond recall, but one vitally important for an understanding
of Joyce's use of Moore, and indeed of music, in his fiction.

During the years between the two world wars, for most of which
he was living in Paris, James Joyce was an international symbol of
modernity. The reputation of his novels, at that time unobtainable in
the most countries where they were admired — ensured him that sta-
tus. Even those who had read the novels were not quite certain where
its modernity ay but one thing was certain. Considered as a product
of technology it challenged comparison with the latest developments
in engineering. Only specialists could understand how it was con-
structed. It was a triumph of remote expertise.

Yeats personifies the artist as seer: Joyce looks like an engineer.
He has the inhuman look of a man whose glances are not to be re-
turned, because his eyes are devoted to the examination of mecha-
nisms. Indeed, his eyes are not even represented. The direction of
his spectacle lenses tells us all we need to know about vision. They
are not aimed outwards, at us, but focused intently downwards, as if
upon some technical problem, laid out for solution on a drawing
board or work bench. On the contrary, there is an air of comfort, al-
most of complacency, as of the star performer whose appreciation of
the difficulty of his task serves only to enhance his sense of mastery.

This is the face of the master, whom a young man stopped in the
street, requesting permission to Kiss the hand that wrote so many ex-
cellent novels. It is not, however, the face of the man who advised
against kissing that hand, because it had done other things too. James

Joyce was not merely the vehicle of his art, and was capable of dis-
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tinguishing his power as an artist from his weaknesses as a man.

This introduction comes out of the study of Joyce over the years
and owes a great deal to a long and formidable line of critics.
Throughout this introduction, it will also provide some possible ways
to read Joyce’s life and works, but these are by no means exhaustive
or definitive. It has been the goal to pose suggestions about how you
might read him. We have done our job if you find that you want to
give it a first, second, or third try. The book also gives many sug-
gestions for further exploration. Students and people who are interest-
ed in James Joyce will find this an accessible introduction to under-
standing and enjoying Joyce. The book is also a good choice for the
people who want to broaden their understanding of the books and au-
thors they enjoy.

As Saucer said culture has an unpredictable tmpact on human’s
thinking pattern, so is James Joyce. James Joyce, as a writer, living
under the influence of the world as a whole at that time, has underg-
one many ups and downs brought about by the revolutionary shifts in
style and sensibility that came to be grouped beneath the generic label

of “literary modernism”

2. European Literary Modernism

Two writers who came to prominence in the second half of the
nineteenth century had a particular impact upon the formation of his
style and world view: Gustave Flaubert and Henrik Ibsen. Flaubert’s
influence may be detected in Joyce’s use of free indirect style: a
mode of narrative presentation that employs the formal structure of
third-person narrative prose while retaining the characteristic inflec-

tions of a first-person voice. This narrative technique, which enabled
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Joyce to switch swiftly and almost imperceptibly between different
and often incommensurable points of view, was one of the devices he
employed to create a crucial ironic distance between the impersonal
authorial voice and the perceptions of his characters. Its effect was
that the reader was no longer absolutely sure which perspective was
being endorsed or satirized at any point of the text, and was no longer
able to rely upon a single interpretative context ( the author’s implied
beliefs and values) to establish the meaning of particular actions or
statements. From Ibsen, Joyce took the conviction of an attitude as
well as elements of a style. The force of life, Ibsen insisted, should
not be subordinated to timeless religious and moral laws; the power
and value of genuinely modern art was to discover the fundamental
truths of human nature without recourse to any imposed law or value.
These human truths were universal and potentially democratic; they
exist to be discovered in the life of the ordinary citizen, whose mode
of being is itself an epic subject worthy an epic treatment. Ibsen’s in-
fluence upon Joyce is evident in his play Exiles, but it also extends to
the thematic preoccupations and dramatic narrative style of A Portrait

and Ulysses.
3. Irish Literary and Cultural Revival

The first two decades of Joyce’s life were synonymous with what
has come to be known as the “ Celtic Revival”. This revival took sev-
eral forms. One dominant strand, developing out of the recrudescence
of Irish nationalism following the “ Young Ireland” movement, and
associated with figures such as Douglas Hyde and Charles Gavan Duf-
fy, sought to create an image of Irish identity unconstrained by the

cultural forms and stereotypes imposed upon it by the British imperial
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inheritance. In 1893, Hyde established the Gaelic League in order to
reassert the dignity of Irish language and literature and encourage its
teaching in schools and colleges, and to popularize spherically Irish
cultural practices such as dance, music and games. This project drew
support from those nationalists who wished to De-Anglicizing Irish
culture ; Hyde’s famous 1892 lecture “On the Necessity for De-Angli-
cizing the Irish People” expresses one of the league’s primary political
preoccupations. Other contemporary developments, like the Celtic
Literary Society and the Gaelic Athletic Association, broadened and
deepened this revivalist impulse. From the 1880s onwards Irish identi-
ty was reconceived by the revival in fairly specific terms as rural, an-
ti-imperialist, Celtic, anti-metropolitan and Catholic. Accompanying
this shift was a renewed attention to Irish cultural history, a flurry of
interest in the development of the Celtic “race”, and a newly self-
confident assumption of the essential nobility of the Irish people.

The one element of revivalist thought that resonates within
Joyce’s work is its resolutely anti-colonial emphasis. Joyce was un-
swerving in his denunciation of the misery and deprivation inflicted
upon Ireland by imperial British policy: each of his novels and a good
deal of the political journalism he composed during his stay in Trieste
registers the imprint of this attitude. However, in other respects Joyce
was severely critical of what he took to be the antiquated and conser-
vative cultural politics of revivalism, with its cast of pious and benefi-
cent rural types and its infantile mythic reconfiguration of the Irish
character. He reserved particular scorn for the authoritarianism and
inflexibility of certain nationalist political positions and satirized them
throughout his corpus, most notably in the “Cyclops” episode of U-
lysses. A closer parallel to Joyce’s own experience is to be found in
the Irish literary ( rather than merely “ Celtic”) revival of fin-de-
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siecle Ireland. What makes the writers of the Irish Literary Revival
significant to a reading of Joyce is that, like him, they enjoyed an i-
maginatively vital, but also culturally ambivalent relationship to Irish
history and traditions. Figures like W. B. Yeats, John Millington
Synge, Lady Augusta Gregory and Oscar Wilde were either Protes-
tants whose birth and education forced them to inhabit an ambivalent
position both within and outside an Irish cultural sphere determined
largely by its opposition to British imperialism or a Catholic whose re-
jection of Irish social and moral conservatism led him to explore ver-
sions of “Irishness” from a position of cultural exile. The literary
strategies and techniques these writers developed to express their parti-
cular perspectives upon modern Irish culture offer some intriguing
similarities with aspects of Joyce’s own writing practice.

These techniques and strategies are clearly evident in the work of
Yeats, Synge and Wilde. Up to the publication of In the Seven
Woods (1904 ), Yeats’ poetry was remarkable both for its reconfigu-
ration of mythic archetypes and its insistent doubleness of perspec-
tive. Unable because of his religion and social background to identify
him too closely with the Irish historical narrative of anti-colonialism,
Yeats turned instead to a mythic reinvention of place. A similar im-
pulse lay behind the stylistic experimentation of Syngean drama. In
his effort to represent an order of Irish experience irreducible to the
linguistic and cuitural codes of metropolitan English, the Irish play-
wright John Millington Synge renounced naturalism and realism in fa-
vor of a vibrant new form of folk-speech. His literary remodeling of
the dialect of the islands of Aran off the west Life and Contexts coast
of Ireland created a synthetic literary idiom known as “Hibemo-Eng-
lish™ that sought to evoke the traces of a past world while gesturing

by its stylistic novelty to a mode of sensibility yet to come into being.
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In this sense Synge’s visionary re-creation of the Irish past provides a
compelling analogue to Joyce’s revolutionary rewriting of Homeric
epic in Ulysses and his development of a synergetic mythic language
in Finnegans Wake. For its entire vicissitudes, meanwhile, the exam-
ple of Wilde offered Joyce a tantalizing glimpse of the creative possi-

bilities afforded by exile.

4. About the Book

Joyce is widely considered to be one of the most important nov-
elists of the 20th modernism to new territory in both the forms he de-
veloped for telling his stories and the subject matter he chose to write
about. Although his literary output is relatively small in quantity, its
impact on world literature has been powerful.

This book examines the life, works and critical reputation of
James Joyce. The son of a dissolute Dublin election agent and rates
collector who rose to become one of the brightest stars of European
literary modernism, the composer of exquisite late Edwardian lyrics
who subsequently created the radically new narrative styles of Ulvsses
and Finnegans Wake, and the writer who exiled himself from his n-
ative Ireland in order ceaselessly to remake it in his imagination,
Joyce’s peripatetic career and complex reinvention of modern Western
culture has made him a subject of enduring fascination and established
him as perhaps the greatest and most enigmatic literary figure of the
twentieth century. Simultaneously a defiantly parochial and fiercely
international writer, Joyce’s avant-garde artworks helped to create the
climate of taste by which they would be judged. His systematic trans-
formation of the nature and scope of the novel and his protracted

struggle against the legal censorship and suppression of his work ex-
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tended the possibilities of modern art and helped to redraw the bound-
aries between the claims of public morality and the rights of artistic
expression for his own and succeeding generations.

Chapter One of this book offers a concise narrative of Joyce’s
life and literary career, places Joyce within multiple Irish, British and
European contexts and provides a lively sense of the varied and chan-
ging world in which he lived, which formed him and from which he
wrote. These essays perform a useful task in helping the reader to dis-
cover and understand the various contexts from which Joyce drew and
assembled the elements that he then transformed in his fiction. They
collectively show how Joyce was rooted in his times, how he is both
a product and a critic of his multiple contexts and how important he
remains to the developing context of literary, theoretical and cultural
studies today.

From Chapter Two to Chapter Five provides a critical commen-
tary upon four of Joyce’s works. They are the Portrait, Dubliners,
Ulysses and Finnegan Wake, and explore the style and significance of
the four novels,looking at how Joyce’s works were received through
the filter of a series of critical paradigms that run the gamut of the
most important twentieth-century theoretical schools. Thus, the read-
er will come to possess a renewed sense of how Joyce’s works have
been read over time and continue to be read today, of the critical
schools that continue to shape our readings and interpretations, and of
how Joyce has influenced these various critical schools, seeming so
often to prefigure, generate and indeed anticipate the broad strokes of
their approaches.

Chapter Six traces a historical overview of the critical reception
of Joyce's work, from its earliest twentieth-century reviews to con-

temporary critical discussion, in order to explore how particular styles
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of reading and modes of critical practice have influenced our under-
standing of Joyce. Particularly, we would like to analyze it from the
representation of modernism, colonialism, nationalism; in his novels
to further identify his position as the towering figure of modernist.
We would like to thank each of the contributors for their gener-
ous co-operation and patience throughout the entire editing process for
their support, encouragement and timely advice during the various

stages of this volume’s preparation.
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