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    ‘This biography is both learned and readable; it is an attractive monument to a brilliant, kind-hearted, often unfortunate man’


	

	Sunday Times


  




  ‘A scrupulously researched, entertainingly readable biography of a maddeningly protean, contradictory genius’


	

	Independent




  ‘A sound and readable telling of the writer’s tale for newcomers, into whose hands it may be given without a qualm’


	

	Literary Review




  ‘Bowker’s biography – packed as it is with incidents, ideas and sympathy – proves inspiring’


	

	Sunday Telegraph




  ‘This sound, hefty biography is enjoyable and fair’


	

	Daily Mail




  ‘[It is a] good time for a strong new biography of James Joyce, seventy years after his death and almost thirty since the revised version of Richard Ellmann’s

  classic contribution to the form . . . Bowker devotes a greater proportion of his book to Joyce’s life after Ulysses than Ellmann does, the period of his physical decline, obsession

  with the mental health of Lucia, and dogged engagement with the night games of what became Finnegans Wake’


	

	Observer




  ‘A readable, reliable biography in a new voice’


	

	The Times




  ‘Informed by many new biographical sources and discoveries . . . a usefully demystifying version of the life of one of the twentieth century’s most complicated

  literary artists’


	

	New Statesman




  ‘This is an entertainingly readable biography of a genius’


	

	Belfast Telegraph




  ‘A very accessible and solid biography’


	

	Scotsman




  ‘The author excels in his wit, clarity and sheer readability as he tackles in full the life of Ireland’s greatest writer’


	

	Metro




  ‘Gordon Bowker’s new biography of James Joyce draws on new material to explore in greater depth than ever before the life and legacy of this extraordinary

  writer’


	

	Choice




  ‘Reading Bowker on the genesis of Finnegans Wake makes me want to read it again’


	

	Standpoint




  ‘Bowker has already written brilliantly on Malcolm Lowry and George Orwell and this new book extends the record – and not only the record, but the entire

  epistemology of the Joycean discourse . . . has restored Joyce to his contradictory, ambivalent humanity . . . shrewd and highly readable biography’


	

	Irish Examiner
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  To Rhoda, who was there at every step
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  Epiphanies




  Late one night in the second week of August 1898, a college boy of sixteen left a Dublin theatre (the Gaiety) with his father and a friend. They had just seen a play called

  Sweet Briar. He was a pious boy, but the play had left him strangely aroused, and on the way home he parted from the others to walk alone, to contemplate and pray. The religious life, the

  priestly vocation, had a powerful attraction for him, but recently he had been assailed by temptations of the flesh, thoughts that he had banished only by revealing them to his Jesuit confessor. He

  had much to dwell upon as he strode off into the night. Coming to a canal, he decided to follow the tow-path. He had not gone far before a shadowy figure approached him – a woman. She had a

  cigarette in her hand and asked for a light. He apologized, explaining that he carried no matches. His youthful voice seemed to animate her, and she suddenly pressed herself against him, asking

  whether he liked girls. The boy felt overwhelmed and confused. Her hands were exploring his body and before he knew what had happened he was pulled to the ground and deftly seduced. From that

  moment onward his life would be changed for ever. Darkness would no longer be the haunt of the wicked, but an enshrouding milieu, exciting beyond all imagination. His Jesuitical conscience now had

  something serious with which to contend. He did not, on this occasion, confess what had happened to the college priest but took his guilt to a church where he was unknown. Thereafter he began to

  skip confession, to neglect his biblical studies and embrace art as passionately as he had previously embraced religion. Gradually the vocation of artist would displace that of the Jesuit

  priesthood.




  It was 10 June 1904. A young man was sauntering along Nassau Street in Dublin when he spotted a head of luxurious red hair. He turned and, as if drawn by a powerful magnet, sidled up to the girl

  and doffed the yachting cap which sat at a rakish angle over his left eyebrow. They immediately struck up a flirtatious conversation, and he was soon aware that he had captured

  not just her attention but also her interest. Despite her playful pretence of rebuffing him, a glint of coquettish amusement in the girl’s eyes encouraged him enough to try coaxing her to

  meet him again a few days later. She tossed her head and laughed – the deep, knowing laugh of an enchantress – and, in a voice which sang of the Irish west, quickly agreed, then skipped

  off along the pavement, smiling at the thought of her unexpected conquest and the prospect of adventure to come. The young man gazed after her, his eyes squinting, trying to keep her in focus, but

  the redhead finally disappeared from view along the busy pavement running beside the high walls of Trinity College. This brief encounter was to change not just the course of her life and the life

  of the young man in the yachting cap but the whole course of twentieth-century literature. A master had just stumbled into his Irish muse.




  On Sunday 17 April 1932, the weather in Paris was sunny and mild, though showers from the east were forecast. The platform for the Calais-bound boat train at the Gare du Nord was more than

  usually crowded. One party struggled through the crowd towards its reserved compartment, accompanied by a trunk and a variety of other much-labelled baggage. Their belongings were taken aboard and

  the porters returned to wrestle the heavy trunk up the steps to the luggage compartment at the end of the coach. A tall thin man in dark glasses who stood supervising all this finally seemed

  satisfied. The well-dressed, matronly figure beside him looked on coolly and the somewhat distracted young woman who moved about, nervously tugging and tweaking at the hat in her hand, grew ever

  more agitated.




  The man turned and held out a hand, beckoning the others to board the train. The matron turned towards the younger woman and gestured impatiently. Suddenly a piercing shriek rent the air,

  bringing the bustling platform to a breathtaking halt. The distracted young woman had erupted with a great howl, flinging her arms out as if fighting off an invisible monster. In this catatonic

  position she froze, but the shrieks continued as a great never-ending wail of anguish. People turned and converged on the girl, fearing that she had been attacked or had been struck with sudden

  pain. The man in dark glasses, her father, it transpired, took hold of her and tried in vain to hush her up and urge her aboard the waiting train. The matron, her mother, joined in but all to no

  avail. People crowded round offering advice, but the man in dark glasses shrank from the crush as if fearing any kind of contact with the gaping onlookers. In a moment he had summoned a porter and

  issued an order. The porter in turn summoned a colleague and together they began unloading the baggage they had carefully and laboriously stowed away a few minutes earlier. The man and woman now held the girl, whose shrieks had subsided to a whimper. She had, it seemed, got her way and this family would not, after all, be leaving on the boat train for England

  that day.




  The tall thin man behind the shades was, of course, James Joyce, the mother was Nora Barnacle Joyce and the distraught daughter was Lucia, a strange, impulsive young woman, wilful and talented

  and only too aware of her father’s reputation as a genius of modern literature. After this traumatic event, Joyce’s great labyrinthine Work in Progress (later unveiled as

  Finnegans Wake), the nocturnal offspring of his earlier novel, Ulysses, ground to a halt. When it restarted, disturbing personal themes would begin to weave themselves into it,

  leaving him open to dark and prurient suspicions.
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The past exudes legend: one can’t make pure clay of time’s mud. There is no life that can be recaptured wholly; as it was. Which is to say that all biography is ultimately fiction.








Bernard Malamud, Dubin’s Lives (1979)







  


  












  

    In almost every poll taken in recent years, Ulysses has been acclaimed the greatest novel of the twentieth century. Among critics and intellectuals it is generally

    regarded as one of the outstanding landmarks of literary modernism, as important, say, as T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, in expressing the experimental and international spirit of

    post-war Europe in the 1920s. From any point of view, of all the ‘modernists’, James Joyce has had probably the most lasting effect on serious fiction. Even so, his impact was not

    immediate, and Ulysses was still not widely available in unexpurgated form until shortly before his death. However, the slow but certain impact of that book on the wider consciousness is

    mirrored in the gradual but inexorable progress towards permissiveness in the West. Eliot said Joyce had ‘killed the nineteenth century’ and Edmund Wilson called him ‘the great

    poet of a new phase of the human consciousness’.


  




  The ‘riverrun’ of Joyce’s life was a never-ending escape route into exile of the sort often taken by creative writers in search of a broader vision. His fight against Irish

  parochial prejudices and Anglo-Irish censoriousness casts him in a heroic light. Under the influence mainly of Ibsen, Zola and Maupassant, he embraced realism, writing fearlessly about the more

  squalid aspects of human life. And yet his considerable poetic and comic gifts enabled him to lend an aspect of beauty and humour to what many regard as repugnant.




  Joyce’s religious dedication to authorship also picks him out as a writer in the romantic tradition of total commitment, suffering near poverty and financial dependency for much of his

  life in his determination simply to write. He was fortunate in his sponsors. Certain women (Dora Marsden, Edith McCormick, Harriet Shaw Weaver, Jane Heap, Margaret Anderson, Sylvia Beach and

  Adrienne Monnier in particular) ensured that he was able to concentrate fully on his great works, Ulysses and Finnegans Wake, and see them published.




  From a fading middle-class background, James Joyce, born a Dubliner, became riveted and possessed, even in exile, by the Dublin of his youth. But he needed to escape the

  suffocating atmosphere of British Ireland and the paralysing grip of Irish Catholicism to find in Europe a milieu in which his art might flourish. That experience fed into his writing a stream of

  important influences and ideas, but as his reputation grew, he retreated further – into a tight circle of friends and admirers and the strange world of his fiction. This withdrawal, however,

  only added to his mystery and fame. As war approached or the intellectual climate changed, he moved on – to Paris, Trieste, Zurich, and back to Paris. He escaped one final time – from

  Vichy France to neutral Switzerland in 1940 – and died shortly afterwards, far removed from most of his friends and remote from his Dublin family, in the obscurity of a Zurich hospital.




  Following his death, critics and scholars set out to explore and anatomize the remains of a great life – the progress, the work, and the extraordinary mental landscape. Apart from

  Shakespeare and the Bible, Joyce has probably spawned one of the most extensive bodies of analytical and interpretive scholarship of all time. Since his death, editions of his work, some well

  annotated, have continued to appear, the flood of critical tomes and articles has never abated, literary journals have been devoted exclusively to him, and numerous film adaptations, radio and

  television programmes have featured his life and work.




  Joyce’s fiction is highly autobiographical, but it is also fiction and therefore shaped by the author into a form that served his many purposes in writing and presenting himself to the

  world as an artist. Dubliners, his first book of fiction, reflects the world in which he grew up – turn-of-the-century Ireland – and many of the characters, whose identities he

  hardly bothered to disguise, were people known to him. But what his more perceptive early critics noticed was its revolutionary narrative technique, and the unusual economy and bite of his prose.

  A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man is both an extended confession and a droll commentary on the young life of Stephen Dedalus, a Catholic schoolboy with intimations of immortality,

  which, together with Dubliners, can be regarded as portents of the greater works to come.




  Ulysses takes the reader for a whole day and night’s jaunt seen through the eyes and imagination of an older Stephen and the Jewish Everyman, Leopold Bloom, around the streets of

  Dublin on 16 June 1904. En route, they encounter a multifarious cast of Joyce’s acquaintances in a literary free-for-all satirizing a series of styles and genres, closely mimicking the form

  and spirit of Homer’s Odyssey1 and the form and spirit of an old society confronting modernity. ‘With Ulysses,’ declared Edmund

  Wilson, ‘Joyce has brought into literature a new and unknown beauty.’




  Finnegans Wake, his final work, is a tidal wave of teasing verbal conjuration – a dream-like play of voices, the meaning of which is as slippery as the multitude

  of allusions milling around and interpenetrating the prose. As Joyce himself explained, while Ulysses deals with day and the conscious mind, Finnegans Wake deals with night and the

  unconscious mind – the single night’s sleep of a single if polymorphous character. Although it seems formless and chaotic, it has a strange coherence, a mysterious music, and tells its

  own hidden story, enriched by great myths and legends. Joyce was, as Wilson has pointed out, ‘the great poet of a new phase of the human consciousness’, whose influence has gone deeper

  than literature. Like D.H. Lawrence, he was aware of the fluidity of human identity, the malleability and unreliability of perceived reality and representations of reality.




  To his innovative use of the monologue intérieur (or ‘stream-of-consciousness’), Joyce brought a curiosity about the working of his own mind and the minds of those

  around him. This coincided with the growing interest in Freud’s explorations of the human unconscious. And, even though he rejected psychoanalysis, Ulysses in its own way followed the

  same path, drawing deeply on traditional sources while using the imagination rather than reason as his guide.




  But Joyce was not simply a serious-minded experimenter who took the modernist novel to its ultimate conclusion. He was a great and playful satirist with a highly developed comic imagination.

  Once, asked about Ulysses, he replied, ‘I’ve put in so many enigmas and puzzles that it’ll keep the professors busy for centuries arguing over what I meant.’

  Finnegans Wake, he said, no doubt with a hint of irony, was intended as nothing less than ‘a history of the world’.




  His life was not without its problems, dogged as it was for many years by near poverty, failing eyesight, and the mental illness of his daughter, Lucia. He suffered also the slings and arrows of

  uncomprehending critics, including some fellow modernists, among them Gertrude Stein and Virginia Woolf, while Lawrence complained that Ulysses was ‘more disgusting than

  Casanova’. Lawrence’s disdain was reciprocated, and in 1929, given the opportunity to meet the author of The Rainbow, Joyce refused, calling him ‘a propagandist and a very

  bad writer’.




  Any survey of modern literature reveals how widespread and profound the impact of Ulysses has been. Those who have been clearly influenced by Joyce include Virginia Woolf, John Dos

  Passos, Eugene O’Neill, William Faulkner, Samuel Beckett, Djuna Barnes, Anthony Burgess, Jorge Luis Borges, Umberto Eco, Salman Rushdie, and just about every modern writer who has chosen to

  experiment with the novel form rather than remain confined within its traditional limitations.




  The importance of Joyce has grown, and his greatest work has come to stand as a touchstone of perfection with fiction writers, ever more conscious of their craft. Anthony

  Burgess said that whenever he sat down to write a novel it was with a sense of despair because he knew he could never match Ulysses. George Orwell, who found the novel inspiring, came to

  regret having read it because it made him feel inadequate. Eliot and Thornton Wilder said much the same while Virginia Woolf regretted having read it for other reasons.




  The first full biography of Joyce, by Herbert Gorman, published in 1939, was shaped and edited in significant ways by Joyce himself. Richard Ellmann’s biography, written after

  Joyce’s death but influenced by some of his friends, was first published in 1959, and regarded as a milestone in literary biography. A revised edition appeared in 1982, and since then, Peter

  Costello’s James Joyce: The Years of Growth, 1882–1915 and John McCourt’s The Years of Bloom: Joyce in Trieste, 1904–1920, have added freshly unearthed detail

  to the story. The same goes for John Wyse Jackson and Peter Costello’s biography of Joyce’s father, John Stanislaus Joyce, Brenda Maddox’s life of his wife Nora, and that of his

  daughter Lucia, by Carol Loeb Shloss.2 Drawing on these accounts and on more recently discovered material this biography will attempt to go beyond the mere

  facts and tap into Joyce’s elusive consciousness. Furthermore, the work is informed by the belief that it is enlightening to view the work of a highly autobiographical writer like Joyce in

  the context of his life.




  A character with many facets, he was very conscious of his image and often ‘on stage’ – certainly as a teacher and always as ‘the great writer’. In these roles we

  can glimpse Joyce from revealing moments (epiphanies) in his fiction or reflected in the memories of others. There was, therefore, the Joyce of wide repute – the reclusive, near-blind genius

  trapped in a world of darkness, a remote and superior eminence who chose ‘silence, exile and cunning’, a merry toper who would dance a jig as the spirit took him, the pornographer

  obsessed with scatological fantasies, and the very correct gentleman with an aversion to obscenity. There are also the complex series of self-created alter egos – Stephen Dedalus (in A

  Portrait of the Artist), Leopold Bloom (in Ulysses), Giacomo (in Giacomo Joyce), Humphrey Chimpden Earwicker and Shem the Penman (in Finnegans Wake). Beyond that there is

  Joyce the letter-writer in confessional mood, lifting the mask to allow us glimpses of the inner being.




  Like most writers of genius, Joyce was a man of contradictions. He loved his father yet reacted against his tyranny; he loved his mother but spurned her intense Catholicism; he loved Ireland but

  not its romanticization; he grew up an Irish nationalist but rejected the Ireland that nationalism created; he loved the English language yet attempted to reshape and reinvent it;

  he grew up hostile to Britain but had a lingering attachment to it. This pattern of ambivalence lies at the heart of the man and goes some way towards explaining the many facets, contradictions and

  convolutions of a tortuous mind. As a child, because of his placid temperament, he was known as ‘Sunny Jim’; as an adult he was dubbed ‘Herr Satan’. He was an unflinching

  realist yet was deeply superstitious and steeped himself in myth and legend. He was immersed in the past yet set the future course of serious modern fiction.




  Certain attitudes and sentiments dominated Joyce’s personality. He had a fascination for, and understanding of, women, yet he could also be misogynistic (though rarely after the early

  stressful years of his marriage), and a woman very close to him, his own daughter, baffled him utterly. He was intensely curious about Jews and Jewish life (the ‘Bloom’ side of him),

  and although some of his family (his wife in particular) sometimes expressed anti-Semitic prejudice, Joyce himself never did.3 At the end of his life he was so

  moved by the plight of European Jewry that he directly aided individual Jews and Jewish families to escape the Nazis.




  Writers draw on their lives for fictional purposes, but it is considered a mistake to draw on fiction for biographical purposes, even on highly autobiographical novels like Stephen Hero

  and its revised version, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. After all, while based on real lives such fictions are created retrospectively, and shaped by unfettered imagination. Added

  to that, Joyce was adept at cultivating and projecting an image – a further source of unreality. When he did allow a biography of himself to be written, he was careful to ensure that it

  remained under his control.




  However, although autobiographical fiction must always be suspect biography, this cannot mean that it is of no value whatever to biographers, especially where their purpose is to explore the

  inner lives of their subjects. Novels and stories are, after all, traces and reflections of mental effort and have some place in the history of their author’s consciousness – the

  movement of a mind and imagination through time. Writers do reveal themselves in some fashion through their creative work, and sometimes it should be possible to say that a passage in an

  autobiographical novel chimes with known facts or thoughts expressed in other forms, or offers a motivation for this or that course of action. Biographies, too, require a creative effort if we are

  to get beyond the mere exteriority of a life.




  Joyce presents the biographer with a set of particular problems. His letters and manuscripts are widely dispersed throughout Europe and America. There are gaps in the story due to correspondence

  having been destroyed (many of his letters to his wife Nora, to his brother Charlie and sister Margaret, for example). Some influential accounts of Joyce’s life appear to reflect the

  controlling hand of Joyce himself (Herbert Gorman’s biography, and Frank Budgen’s story of the writing of Ulysses) or of significant figures in his life, such

  as his brother Stanislaus and Maria Jolas (Richard Ellmann’s biography). Fortunately, new material and the work of various scholars have helped clarify some of the resulting distortions,

  though no doubt others persist. In attempting to tap into the flow of Joyce’s consciousness it is possible to glimpse a figure both fraught with contradictions and beset by deep feelings of

  guilt and self-doubt, even teetering on the edge of madness. But his many faults cannot blind one to the undoubted genius that shines through and manifests itself in his great achievements.




  Sorting through the relics of a life is not unlike sorting through the tangled wreckage of a deserted house – windows shattered, rooms in chaos, bits of broken furniture, smashed china,

  books and papers torn and scattered, smithereens of mirrors bouncing back flashes of fractured sunlight and fragmented images. Amid the chaos we may catch a fleeting impression of what the place

  once was like when occupied, a presumption of lives lived, of memories stored and passions spent. Salvaging all the scattered pieces and reassembling them can only produce an approximation of the

  original, and the drama of ghostly existences will depend on efforts of imagination as much as accumulations of fact.
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‘The past is not past. It is present here and now.’





Joyce, Exiles




  

  
















  

  In a class-conscious society like British Ireland at the turn of the twentieth century, family origin was the main determinant of social status. For John Stanislaus Joyce and

  his son James, identity was inseparable from family – its historical line and ramifications. The ancestral presence reminded them of who they were and reinforced their sense of social

  distinction. As James’s father began to squander his inheritance and the family descended into poverty, asserting claims to a distinguished ancestry became ever more important to him. Family

  associations, escutcheons and portraits became more meaningful, and the family legend passed on to his children became increasingly colourful and inventive.







  Two ideas were very important to James Joyce – that the Joyce family had distant Scandinavian origins, and that Daniel O’Connell, the Liberator, was a paternal ancestor. From his

  father he inherited portraits of various ghostly forebears, to which he added family portraits of his own. He had a close relationship with his mother and his bond with his father was strong and

  formative enough for many of the old man’s eccentricities to shape his own personality. But he had very little time for his siblings, except Stanislaus, his next-eldest brother, George who

  died young, and Mabel who suffered the same fate. Consequently for him, as time went by, the past was more immediate than the present, and became the chosen playground of his fiction.




  His family had its Irish roots, he claimed, somewhere in the so-called Joyce country of County Galway, in the far west of Ireland, whence, it is said, come all Irish Joyces. They had

  migrated from Normandy to Wales following William’s conquest of England, and thence to Galway following Cromwell’s conquest of Ireland. For any imagination haunted by ghosts, here was a

  rich legendary past to inhabit and explore – as Joyce did in Finnegans Wake.1 But his immediate branch of the family, the historically present

  Joyces, had by the very late eighteenth century gravitated southwards to County Cork, ‘a southern offshoot of the tribe’, or so he claimed.2




  The Joyces’ recorded history originates with a certain George Joyce of Fermoy who begat the author’s great-grandfather, James, born in Cork and married to Anne McCann, an

  Ulsterwoman. Great-Grandfather Joyce, a lime burner by trade, was by repute ‘a fierce old fire-eater’ and probably a member of the Whiteboys, a secret terrorist group operating in

  Munster during the 1820s, attacking the larger landed properties and acting to defend tenant farmers. He was said to have been arrested, tried, and barely escaped hanging, living on to establish

  himself as a successful building contractor.




  According to Peter Costello, unlike his strong-willed forebears, the son of James and Anne Joyce, James Augustine Joyce (1827–66), another Corkman, was ‘little more than a feckless

  charmer; a typical man of the third generation only too happy to spend what his father and grandfather had won.’3 He was a horse-trader and reckless

  gambler who lost a great deal of money. Perhaps in the hope of stemming his excesses, his family married him off to a woman ten years his senior, Ellen O’Connell, an ex-nun. She was a member

  of the extensive O’Connell clan which included the great Daniel, MP for Clare and a dominant force in Irish politics during the first half of the nineteenth century. When James

  Augustine’s business eventually failed, his father-in-law, Alderman John O’Connell, secured him a sinecure as Inspector of Hackney Coaches (or ‘jingles’), with an office in

  the City Hall. Here, it has been suggested, is where the idea that the world owed the Joyces a living, which the author’s father evidently inherited, first took root.4




  John Stanislaus Joyce, James’s only offspring, was born in Cork city on 4 July 1849. James proved an affable father, but Ellen a sour and censorious mother. Although John was coached by a

  pious aunt, who later took the veil, he eventually became anticlerical, possibly influenced by his grandfather, old James Joyce, who believed that religion was only for women.




  Intent on transforming his son into a gentleman able to move in the highest circles of Irish society, on St Patrick’s Day, 1859, John’s father entered him at the newly established St

  Colman’s College in Fermoy, but he was to remain under priestly eyes for barely a year. The youngest boy in the college, he was said to have been spoiled, and although not much of a scholar,

  acquired a ready wit and gained a familiarity with the priesthood which later he came to despise. He began to imbibe ideas of Fenianism from these men of the cloth and other boys at the college, as

  well as from those of his relatives prominent in Irish politics. Music and singing, a significant part of college life, became a significant part of John’s life. He had ‘a good treble

  voice’, it was said, and ‘sang at concerts at an early age’,5 acquiring a passion for operatic arias and old Irish ballads, a passion communicated to James, the son who took after him most. Some of his favourite songs, such as ‘Blarney Castle’, formed part of young James’s repertoire, and

  ‘The Last Rose of Summer’ became Mina Kennedy’s favourite song in the ‘Sirens’ episode of Ulysses. John’s stay at St Colman’s was curtailed when he

  was withdrawn on 19 February 1860, either because his fees were unpaid, or after a severe attack of rheumatic fever rendered almost lethal by typhoid.6 After

  that, most likely he completed his education under private tuition.




  After St Colman’s, John’s parents resolved to build him up, and he began a programme of cold baths, exercise, rowing and athletics, which he claimed accounted for his relative

  longevity. There are allusions to this Spartan lifestyle in James’s story ‘The Sisters’, and in Ulysses in Bloom’s interest in the exercises of the German strongman,

  Eugen Sandow.7 As part of this regime, John’s father arranged for him to work aboard a Cork Harbour pilot boat. There he acquired a stomach for sea

  travel and what his biographers call a ‘vocabulary of abuse that for years was the delight of his bar-room cronies’,8 able to draw upon a whole

  lexicon of inventive expletives. Favourites included ‘Shite and onions!’, ‘I’ll make you smell hell!’ and, when things went badly for him later, ‘Curse your

  bloody blatant soul . . . Ye dirty pissabed, ye bloody-looking crooked-eyed son of a bitch. Ye dirty bloody corner-boy, you’ve a mouth like a bloody nigger.’9 The story of the seaman (D.B. Murphy) encountered by Bloom and Stephen at the cabman’s shelter in the ‘Eumeus’ episode of Ulysses, full of hair-raising

  stories of treacherous foreigners, has the smack of John Stanislaus, the young salt, knocking around Cork Harbour. And the songs of Italian sailors, alluded to in the ‘Sirens’ episode,

  must have passed through John’s musical memory into the creative imagination of his son.




  Later in life he followed the hounds, a love of the chase caught presumably from his father’s love of horses. ‘Begor, hunting was the game for me,’ he told a journalist in old

  age.10 This passion is given voice in Ulysses, when, in ‘Circe’, the hunting cries ‘Holà! Hillyho!’ and

  ‘Bulblul Burblblburblb! Hai, boy!’ echo between Bloom and Stephen amid the surrealistic anarchy of Bella Cohen’s whorehouse. And John’s habit of regular long walks around

  Dublin and environs, caught by his children, foreshadows the wandering narrative line which snakes through most of his son’s fiction.




  Politics was a running theme throughout John’s life. As well as the Fenianism imbibed as a schoolboy, two O’Connell uncles became town councillors in Cork, and one of his cousins,

  Peter Paul McSwiney, became Lord Mayor of Dublin. The 1860s saw the resurgence of a Fenian movement prepared to take up arms to liberate Ireland. Under their leader, James Stephens, they led an

  abortive uprising in February 1867, resulting in imprisonment for the rebels. The movement’s conspiratorial air appealed to John, and while the extent of his involvement

  with it is unknown, escaping to university might have saved him from a stint behind bars.




  Although he gained entry to Queen’s College, Cork, in October 1866, the death of John’s father, who was barely forty, delayed his starting there until the following year. He chose to

  study medicine and found life as a medical student highly congenial – the conviviality, the drinking, the swapping of obscene anecdotes. Cherished memories of those carefree days were passed

  to his son who fed them into A Portrait of the Artist. John is said to have had ‘stage presence’, and the demands of student life did not prevent him from acting, singing comic

  songs at college concerts (including the then-popular ‘Tim Finnegan’s Wake’), and throwing himself into college sports. He was especially keen on field athletics and cricket, a

  passion his literary son inherited. In the ‘Lotus-Eaters’ chapter of Ulysses, Joyce recalls one celebrated Dublin cricketing hero:




  

    

      

        Heavenly weather really [muses Bloom] . . . Cricket weather. Sit around under sunshades. Over after over. Out . . . Duck for six wickets. Still Captain Buller broke a

        window in the Kildare street club with a slog to square leg.11


      


    


  




  John failed his second-year exams, and returned to college for a further year before leaving without a degree.




  In July 1870, at the age of twenty-one, he came into part of his inheritance, including properties in Cork yielding an annual income of some £500 from rents. Almost simultaneously the

  Franco-Prussian War broke out. It caused a sensation in Cork, with demonstrations and Irish volunteers rushing to the aid of the embattled Catholic French. John decided to join the fray, only to be

  intercepted in London by his mother and shipped straight back home. She was also alert to any female entanglements she considered unsuitable, and John’s affairs were often cut short by

  maternal intervention. However, he was not deterred. As a young man, according to James, his father was ‘a conqueror of women’. This reckless pursuit of the female once led, it seems,

  to a venereal infection, though his claim to have cured himself of a syphilitic chancre seems exaggerated. The idea that inherited syphilis led to his favourite son’s later near-blindness has

  been argued and discounted, John never having shown any of the advanced symptoms of the disease. Nevertheless, that James may himself have contracted some sexual infection leading to rheumatic and

  ocular afflictions is not entirely improbable.12




  Following university, John’s life began to progress. After a few years as an accountant he took a job, for £300 a year and a £500 shareholding, as secretary

  of a distillery established by Henry Alleyn, a Cork businessman, at Chapelizod (meaning ‘the Chapel of Isolde’). This Dublin suburb with legendary associations would capture the

  imagination of his son, the author, who made it the home of James Duffy in his short story ‘A Painful Case’, and is the setting of Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu’s 1861 novel, The

  House by the Churchyard, which features in Finnegans Wake. Robert Broadbent of Chapelizod, a friend of John’s, owned the Mullingar Hotel which became in the novel the home of

  landlord Humphrey Chimpden Earwicker, him of the ambiguously recurrent initials. H.C.E. (Here Comes Everybody; Haveth Childers Everywhere) owed something to Hugh C. E. Childers, Gladstone’s

  Chancellor and Secretary of State for War, an Irish Home Ruler, whom John met at Dublin’s United Liberal Club in 1880.13




  To his various pastimes John now added yachting around the mouth of the River Liffey and into Dublin Bay, and serious opera-going. He delighted in the great singers who visited Dublin during

  that period. John himself had developed a fine tenor voice, and sang occasionally in concerts at Dublin’s Antient Concert Rooms. He was thrilled on being told that he had been declared

  ‘the best tenor in Ireland’ by Barton McGuckin, a celebrated singer with the Carl Rosa Opera Company – a story he never tired of repeating to anyone who cared or did not care to

  listen.




  At that time, Dublin musical culture was suffused with a passion for opera. As Joyce told Stuart Gilbert:




  

    

      

        One of the most remarkable features of Dublin life in the heyday of Mr Bloom [and John Joyce] was the boundless enthusiasm of all classes of citizens for music,

        especially of the vocal and operatic varieties . . . and their cult of the divo, carried to a degree unknown even in Italy.14


      


    


  




  The lasting and profound influence of this enthusiasm on James has been well noted, and Peter Costello underlines the point by asking, ‘What after all is Finnegans

  Wake but a species of operatic chorus?’15




  Nor had John lost his penchant for acting, especially when tipsy and telling colourful stories. One which spun itself into Finnegans Wake was the Crimean War story of Buckley the Irish

  soldier, who once had a Russian general in his sights, but, in awe of his uniform and decorations, was unable to fire. Then, reminding himself of his duty, he took aim again, at which moment the

  general dropped his pants to relieve himself, again prompting the soldier, unable to shoot so vulnerable a target, to lower his gun. However, when the man then proceeded to wipe himself with a

  piece of turf, Buckley could no longer respect the man and shot him. How he might use this story did not dawn on Joyce until, in the late twenties, he told it to Samuel Beckett,

  who commented, ‘Another insult to Ireland.’ ‘Now,’ said Joyce delightedly, ‘now I can use it.’16




  At the distillery, fate suddenly took an unfortunate turn. The manager, Alleyn, was misappropriating the firm’s funds, and, when challenged by John, disappeared with the spoils. The

  company later went into liquidation and John lost not just his job but his £500 investment. Alleyn barely survived to enjoy his ill-gotten gains, dying just two years later in January 1880.

  Unsurprisingly, perhaps, he became Joyce’s model for the irritable, curmudgeonly boss in his story ‘Counterparts’.




  John worked for a time in an accountant’s office in Westland Row in central Dublin, and became a familiar figure in various city bars and hostelries where his congeniality, scathing wit

  and fondness for drinking became legendary. He was something of a dandy, sporting a monocle, a carefully waxed moustache, and sometimes a colourful waistcoat later memorialized in his son’s

  short story ‘The Dead’ – ‘a waistcoat of purple tabinet, with little foxes’ heads upon it, lined with brown satin and having round mulberry buttons’, made for

  him by his mother as a birthday present.17 In keeping with the image, he was also very charming – a ‘character’ – convivial, amusing,

  full of ‘blarney’ with a sharp line in repartee. Asked if he knew anything about the quality of Liffey water, he replied, ‘Not a damn bit because I never drank it without whiskey

  in it.’18




  Through O’Connell contacts John was appointed secretary of Dublin’s United Liberal Club, catering for members of the party which represented the independence-minded rising middle

  class against the Conservative pro-British Establishment. It was that section of Irish society which produced James Joyce and upon which he would focus his creative intelligence. For John, here was

  an opportunity to enjoy the social life, the parties and balls at the Mansion House.




  At around this time he became romantically involved with nineteen-year-old Mary Jane Murray (known as May), the beautiful, blonde, blue-eyed daughter of John and Margaret Murray (née

  Flynn) who ran a tavern in what is now Terenure, a suburb in the west of Dublin, and he patronized the distillery. May’s father disapproved of the small, handsome but rakish John Joyce

  pursuing his beautiful daughter (someone dubbed them ‘Beauty and the Beast’), and his mother, reproachful as ever, objected to her only son’s marrying into the family of a mere

  innkeeper. But John ignored his mother for once, and his ardent pursuit of May first charmed and finally won the young girl’s heart.




  Mary Jane was born in the county town of Longford on 15 May 1859, the third child of a Leitrim Murray and a Dublin Flynn. John Murray’s family, it was said, included a priest with literary

  talent; Margaret Theresa Flynn’s family were musical and, claimed Joyce, she and her sisters had studied singing with Michael Balfe, the Dublin composer of The Bohemian

  Girl. May had two older brothers, John and William, who did not get on, a family situation, as Costello points out, replicated in Finnegans Wake – a pub landlord, his wife, a

  beautiful daughter and two quarrelsome brothers. Brother John, a journalist with the Freeman’s Journal, was forced into marriage when he impregnated the sixteen-year-old daughter of

  his lodging-house landlady, something John Joyce, who disdained his brother-in-law, never allowed to go unmentioned. John Murray’s plight – a young man inveigled into marriage –

  became the basis for his nephew’s story ‘The Boarding House’.19 William, the younger of the brothers, a self-employed cost accountant,

  married the convent-educated Josephine Giltrap, who became James’s favourite aunt. Kind and empathetic though she was, William was a martinet who bullied his children, providing James

  with yet more material for a story – ‘Counterparts’ – in which a browbeaten clerk in turn browbeats his own son.




  May was schooled mostly by the musical Misses Flynn at their finishing school for young ladies at 15 Usher’s Island (on the south bank of the Liffey in the heart of Dublin). There she

  learned deportment, how to dance, play the piano and sing, and, as John also sang, James would grow up in a world of music and song – from Irish ballads to operatic arias. This was the

  background evoked in ‘The Dead’, in which the Flynn sisters become the Misses Morkan, who also feature en passant in Ulysses.20




  As secretary of the United Liberal Club, John played a key role in helping Maurice Brooks, a Home Ruler, and Robert Lyons, a Liberal, triumph over the Conservatives James Stirling and Sir Arthur

  Guinness (later Lord Ardilaun, doyen of the Dublin brewing family) in the election of March 1880. Afterwards, so he alleged, he had the pleasure of informing Sir Arthur that he was no longer an MP.

  It was a triumph for the energetic secretary who liked to boast that he had received 100 guineas for his services from each of the grateful candidates. ‘I won that election,’ he would

  claim, and from this success he acquired a reputation for organizing election campaigns which would find him employment in harder and less friendly times. A month after that election, in May 1880,

  Charles Stewart Parnell became leader of the Home Rule League, of which John was to become an ardent supporter. (Parnell’s close associates Michael Davitt and Timothy Healy, also among the

  Joyce family’s heroes, would play a key role both in Irish politics and in the lives of John and his impressionable son James.) As it was, with his reputation riding high, there was talk of

  John being offered a parliamentary seat. The future looked assured for this young man on the rise.




  By the beginning of 1881, as Irish opinion, with Parnell in the vanguard, turned against Gladstone, the United Liberal Club was losing its purpose, the secretaryship was

  dispensed with and John was looking for a job. He got his break when the post of rate collector at the Collector General’s Office in Dublin became vacant. This pensionable Civil Service post

  (in the gift of the Lord Lieutenant) was worth over £400 per annum (comparable to that of an experienced Irish doctor) – with additions for administering jury lists and checking

  electoral registers, John’s friend Alf Bergan put it at £800.21 With support from various political contacts, and after having to re-sit the

  Civil Service entrance examination (failed first time), he was duly offered the post by W. E. Forster, the Chief Secretary for Ireland.




  John and May were married on 5 May 1880, ten days short of her twentieth birthday, at Rathmines Church. May afterwards liked to say, ‘I was born in May, am known as May and was married in

  May.’ The newly-weds honeymooned in London and Windsor before setting up home at 15 Clanbrassil Street, a few doors from the Murray family home. In Ulysses, drawing as ever on his

  personal past, Joyce made this street the home of Rudolph Virag, father of its wandering anti-hero Bloom, pictured as ‘precociously manly, walking on a nipping morning from the old house in

  Clanbrassil street to the high school, his booksatchel on him bandolierwise, and in it a goodly hunk of wheaten loaf, a mother’s thought’.22




  But living close to his in-laws did not suit John. Like his mother, who, outraged by the marriage, had now cut him out of her life, he thought the Murrays beneath him, and the bad blood between

  him and that family would persist. He always referred to May’s twice-married father as ‘the old fornicator’, and on hearing William refer to one of his children as

  ‘Daddy’s little lump of love’, John quickly rendered it into ‘Daddy’s little lump of dung’. They soon moved to Ontario Drive, Rathmines, just a brisk walk from

  the United Liberal Club on Dawson Street.




  May Joyce, a pious Catholic, would endure seventeen pregnancies from which came thirteen survivors, two of whom died in infancy. The first child, John Augustine Joyce, was born three months

  prematurely on 23 November 1880 and died after eight weeks. His father, unlike his mother, found little consolation in religion and was known to call Irish bishops and priests ‘sons of

  bitches’ – as does Simon Dedalus, his fictional incarnation.23 But John could forget his troubles in the company of his many congenial

  friends.




  For May, the sad loss of her firstborn was compounded in February 1881 by the death of her mother Margaret (the only Murray John liked), and her life was further disturbed when her restless

  husband moved twice more within the next twelve months. Less mourned was the death in June that year of John’s mother, Ellen, who had not communicated with him since his

  marriage.




  Coming from a strong male line, the loss of his first son affected John profoundly, and probably explains why he focused almost all his affection and pinned all his hopes on the next son to come

  along. James (‘Jim’ to his family) was born at 6 a.m. on Thursday 2 February 1882 at 41 Brighton Square West, in Rathgar. That day, reported London’s Meteorological Office, the

  barometer was falling, south-easterly winds turning to gales were forecast, with fog, dull mists and rain over all Ireland. The outlook, said the report, was gloomy.




  The new arrival was baptized three days later by the Rev. John O’Mulloy at St Joseph’s Chapel of Ease at Terenure. A distant relative of John, Philip McCann (ship’s chandler on

  Burgh Quay), and his wife Helen were godparents, undertaking to pray for him regularly, set a Christian example, and encourage him in the faith. In the case of the newly christened ‘James

  Augustine Joyce’ that would prove a somewhat thankless task.




  The date of Joyce’s birth coincided with the religious festival of Candlemas and the pagan Groundhog Day, an appropriate birthday for a writer who would combine a religious (if impious)

  cast of mind with a fascination for myth and legend. He had emerged into a solid, predictable Victorian world dominated and enshrouded by tradition, in a country which stood in the shadow of

  another, and whose indigenous language and culture had been supplanted. He was not only destined to shake the world of modern letters, but eventually, by taking and subverting the intrusive English

  language, would help put Ireland firmly on the literary map.
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  The Dawn of Consciousness




  (1882–1888)




  

  



	



‘Once upon a time and a very good time it was.’






Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man






  


  








  

  

  Not surprisingly, echoes, fleeting memories and epiphanies are all that remain of James Joyce’s ‘once-upon-a-time’ years. Moving through and around them we may

  try to comprehend and re-weave the threads of an evolving consciousness.







  Emerging from the fog of half-forgotten childhood, young James’s awareness of the world seems to have focused most fixedly on the jovial John Stanislaus, the proud father playfully

  absorbed with his new son. Little Jim (if the imaginative memory of his alter ego Stephen can be trusted) was ‘a nicens little boy named baby tuckoo’, his father, ‘a hairy

  face’ looking at him, as he later recalled, ‘through a glass’. He seemed to know he was the focus of this man’s attention and his amusing fancies – the ‘nicens

  little baby tuckoo’ encountering ‘a moocow’ remained a defining memory of a blissful beginning. His mother was a more fragrant, musical presence, playing sailor’s hornpipes

  on the piano for him to dance to. These are the glimpses of a recollected past filtered through imagination to personify in print an idyllic but ultimately disrupted childhood.1




  His father recalled them as ‘the happiest moments of my life’.2 James, thinking back, agreed with Aristotle that childhood is a time of both

  wonder and confusion, and from this wondrous confusion he was able to fish a few lingering fragments of memory – that ‘nicens boy’ and that ‘moocow’ – and, a

  song learned from his crooning father, ‘O, the wild rose blossoms/On the little green place’, of which he managed only ‘O, the green wothe botheth’.3




  Much later, contemplating an early photograph of himself (a young Fauntleroy in lace collar and velvet dress carefully posed on a piano stool), James thought himself ‘fierce-looking’

  – perhaps a child already taking issue with the world or frowning in imitation of some implacably disapproving priest or relative.4 He was in fact

  wan-looking and slight, with pale steely-blue eyes affording him an air of self-possession and detachment rather than ferocity. As the detail of his childhood faded from

  consciousness, he would ask his Aunt Josephine to refresh his memory, so that he could conjure up what he called his ‘youthful soul capable of simple joys’.5




  His young world would gradually widen to encompass a long and colourful cast of characters, all destined to achieve immortality in the pages of three of the most important works of

  twentieth-century fiction. Simon Dedalus in A Portrait of the Artist and in Ulysses was a likeness of his father; his mother, until her untimely death, would appear first as a steady

  then as a haunting presence; and John’s many friends from hustings and bar room, would dance across all his pages (including Finnegans Wake) like characters in a pantomime, while

  relatives, fellow students and drinking companions only swelled the boisterous throng.




  His mother’s piety meant that there were priestly presences in James’s early life, as well as all the paraphernalia and iconography of the religious life with which she surrounded

  herself – rosaries, crucifixes, madonnas and breviaries. This atmosphere would suffuse the Dublin fiction which harked back to his childhood, such as his story ‘The Sisters’, and

  early chapters of A Portrait. Eva Joyce, a younger sister, remembered him as ‘a very religious boy’. ‘He wrote a lot of very beautiful verse, holy verse; things to the

  Blessed Virgin, and things that his mother thought a lot about.’6 But in Stephen Hero, Joyce’s doppelgänger, Stephen, remarks with

  Joycean irony, ‘I was sold to Rome before my birth.’7




  Forty-one Brighton Square was a newly built red-brick two-storey terraced house on a tree-lined square (more a triangle), an appropriately respectable middle-class area for a man like John who,

  on James’s birth certificate, now styled himself ‘Government Clerk’. When the birth was registered, the registrar got his name wrong – ‘James Augusta’ instead of

  ‘James Augustine’ – as if attributing a feminine side to him which he in turn attributed to Bloom; and in Finnegans Wake, Shem (one of Joyce’s alter egos) refers to

  his childhood as his ‘augustan days’.8




  He had been born into a musical home. Love of music was probably what bound John to his wife, at least initially – he sang at concerts and both belonged to choirs. Their singing solo, in

  duet, and as a family, provided young James with a fund of memories – songs from opera (like the popular ‘M’appari tutt’ amor’ from Flotow’s

  Martha), songs brought in from Dublin hostelries (like ‘Finnegan’s Wake’), sentimental songs for the drawing room (like ‘Silver Threads Among the Gold’), old

  Irish ballads (such as ‘The Boys of Wexford’) and much sacred music too. John loved especially patriotic ballads and sentimental recitations such as ‘The Arab’s Farewell to

  his Steed’. May would also dance and John would caper and jig as the mood and moment took them, or would read aloud for the benefit of the boy. But perhaps even more

  influential was his father’s partiality for storytelling, elaborated with his own very distinctively colourful Irish vernacular – modified at its extremities no doubt for the Brighton

  Square drawing room.




  For the British Empire, as 1882 dawned, it was business as usual. Queen Victoria, Defender of the [Protestant] Faith, had ruled her domain for forty-five years and would reign

  for a further nineteen. Ireland was just another imperial outpost, and while British authority was based at Dublin Castle, the country was ruled ultimately from London.




  Despite the air of political stability and social stagnation, the old order was under challenge. Gladstone’s Liberals had Home Rule for Ireland on its agenda, but its progress had stalled.

  And so it was also business as usual for opponents of British rule. There was Whiteboy activity in County Laois, and in County Clare armed and masked ‘Moonlight’ marauders were

  reportedly terrorizing local households (mostly small farmers thought to have taken over the land of those dispossessed by British landlords). Parnell was incarcerated in Kilmainham Jail for

  ‘seditious conspiracy’ in opposing Gladstone’s 1881 Land Act, denying Irish tenant farmers freehold. The impetus towards Home Rule was gaining wider support, and that February the

  American House of Representatives was calling for information about American Fenians in British prisons.




  More dramatically, in Dublin on 6 May 1882, the newly appointed Chief Secretary for Ireland, Lord Frederick Cavendish, and his Undersecretary, Thomas Henry Burke, were stabbed (gruesomely with

  surgical instruments) while walking through Phoenix Park on their way to the Viceroy’s Lodge. Those responsible, the so-called ‘Invincibles’ (‘Ignorant invincibles,

  innocents immutant!’),9 were caught and hanged, except for three, including John FitzHarris, their jarvey (coachman), known as

  ‘Skin-the-goat’, who would later materialize in the ‘Eumeus’ episode of Ulysses as keeper of a cabman’s shelter, and later still (September 1910) earn himself

  an obituary in the New York Times.




  In August, tragedy came a little closer to home when a family called Joyce was massacred near Maamtrasna in Galway. A number of relatives, including seventy-year-old Myles Joyce, were tried for

  murder in English, though they spoke only Irish. Myles and two others, whom the British took to be Fenian terrorists, were crudely hanged, hardly knowing what was said at the trial. Many thought it

  a grave miscarriage of justice. A friend of John, Tim Harrington, later Lord Mayor of Dublin, was involved in the case which was much discussed in the Joyce household. James would write about the

  affair in a newspaper article twenty-five years later, and in the ‘Circe’ episode of Ulysses the hanging of the Croppy Boy echoes the barbarity of the botched

  execution.10




  The end of a literary epoch was signalled that year by the deaths of Longfellow, Rossetti, Darwin, Emerson and Trollope. Meanwhile, the heralds of a modern age of literature, Virginia Woolf,

  Lytton Strachey, Wyndham Lewis, D. H. Lawrence, Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot were either just born or about to be, Ibsen was fifty-four and W. B. Yeats not yet seventeen. In 1882, also, Puccini

  composed his first opera, Le Villi, Wagner finished Parsifal, and Nietzsche announced that ‘God is dead!’




  Since the Act of Union in 1800, Ireland had been incorporated into the United Kingdom. Not only did its politicians lose control of their own affairs but slowly, over time, its ancient tongue

  had been usurped by the alien English. The future author of Ulysses and Finnegans Wake, however, would master French, Italian, Norwegian and German, and become familiar with half a

  dozen other languages, which, in the circumstances of his birth, was a remarkable achievement.




  The Joyces had survived the great Potato Famine of the 1840s, which had decimated the Irish population, and through shrewd investment maintained their social status. At the time of James’s

  birth, migrant-ships were still leaving fully laden. The country seemed to hold few prospects for the bright and imaginative: ‘When the soul of a man is born in this country there are nets

  flung at it to hold it back from flight,’ he wrote – an image reiterated in Finnegans Wake.11 Those who remained were destined to die

  – either by the bullet or by spiritual decomposition.




  With little hope of moving beyond the class into which one was born, an air of fatalism and claustrophobia hung over the lower and middle classes, an atmosphere which Joyce captured brilliantly

  in Dubliners. One way out of this quagmire, university education, was only slowly becoming available. Dublin’s Trinity College was predominantly for Protestants, but a Catholic

  university had been established in 1851 (under the Rectorship of Cardinal Newman), one of whose first students was grandson of Daniel O’Connell. In 1880, Newman’s establishment became

  University College, Dublin, able to award degrees of the newly founded Royal University. For those of Joyce’s generation, therefore, there was at last some hope of breaking free from the old

  shackles of social inertia.




  By 1884 John was not only enjoying his new official status but satisfying somewhat his search for respectability. However, he had a greater dream beyond mere respect –

  gentility. To this end he had on display an etching of the coat of arms of the Galway Joyces with its motto: ‘Mors aut honorabilis vita’, and, of course, those family portraits,

  maliciously rumoured to be a bogus collection acquired from various sources.




  Just prior to James’s birth, John had mortgaged the first of his inherited properties in Cork. In 1884, he mortgaged three more and moved his family to a bigger house at

  a better address – 23 Castlewood Avenue, Rathmines – a step up the property ladder. John’s appetite for social advancement was matched only by his appetite to spend, so that

  gradually he acquired a reputation for profligacy driven by a strong desire to be thought a good fellow. That swagger is captured in A Portrait when Stephen reflects that his father

  ‘always gave him a shilling when he asked for sixpence’.12




  At Castlewood Avenue there were spare rooms, and taking in lodgers meant extra income. And so, the dancing, singing boy soon found an audience, not just in his prideful father and sweet-smelling

  mother but with older presences in the Joyce ménage – his Uncle William O’Connell and ‘Dante’ Elizabeth Conway13 (‘Uncle

  Charles’ and ‘Dante Riordan’ in A Portrait)14 – distant relatives of John. On 18 January 1884, the first of James’s

  sisters, Margaret (known as ‘Poppie’), was born, followed on 17 December by the first of his brothers, Stanislaus (or ‘Stannie’). The house would not remain spacious for

  long.




  Uncle William, a bankrupt draper, was a hearty, rugged old man with white sidewhiskers, who sported an antique tall top-hat which he wore even in the outhouse while smoking a pipe of black twist

  and singing ‘O Twine me a Bower all, of Woodbine and Roses’ or ‘The Groves of Blarney’, one of John’s favourites.15 Dante

  – ‘unlovely . . . very stout, baleful and terrifyingly devout’16 (who moved in as governess to the children) – apart from sitting in

  judgement on the world at large, collected tissue paper for wrapping parcels, and gave Baby Tuckoo a cachou for every piece he brought her. Equally strangely, she kept two brushes in her wardrobe

  – her totems, a brush with a maroon velvet back representing Michael Davitt and one with a green velvet back standing for Parnell.17 This red-green

  colour coding recurs throughout A Portrait, symbolizing opposites in Stephen’s mind. When Dante arrived at Castlewood Avenue she was a keen Parnellite, which must have commended her to

  John, himself a passionate supporter of the charismatic Home Ruler.




  Dante’s nationalism was so intense that she once belaboured an elderly gent with her parasol for standing to attention for ‘God Save the Queen’ at some public function. James

  began to learn a great deal from Dante, and, despite the menace of her unbending religiosity, in his first novel, as young Stephen he represents her not unsympathetically.




  

    

      

        Dante knew a lot of things. She had taught him where the Mozambique Channel was and what was the longest river in America and what was the name of the highest mountain in

        the moon . . . both his father and uncle Charles said that Dante was a clever woman and a wellread woman. And when Dante made that noise after dinner and then put up her

        hand to her mouth: that was heartburn.18


      


    


  




  Stanislaus’s memory of her was more jaundiced, recalling that, while teaching reading, writing and the elements of arithmetic and geography, ‘she inculcated a good

  deal of very bigoted Catholicism and bitterly anti-English patriotism’.19 But even he credited her with giving Jim a good start in life – and by

  the same token probably himself, too.




  Dante, a one-time Sister of Mercy in America, had left the Order after inheriting £48,000 from two brothers who died almost simultaneously. Back in Ireland she married a Dublin solicitor,

  Patrick Henry Conway, who shortly afterwards decamped with her fortune to South America. The bereft Dante now became attached to John Joyce’s emergent clan, and in the spirit of her old Order

  set out to secure for Eternity the soul of young James Augustine and his siblings.




  Throughout the day, Dante exerted her daunting influence, religiously presiding over their spiritual welfare. Every evening she had them reciting the Rosary and the Litany of the Blessed Virgin,

  something which the well-behaved James seemed to accept, but the more surly Stanislaus found increasingly oppressive. Her teaching always carried an underlying moral threat. An excursion to

  Inchicore, just south of Phoenix Park, was no mere outing but an occasion to view a waxwork representation of the Holy Family at the birth of Christ; a visit to Dublin’s National Gallery in

  Merrion Square meant having to contemplate a painting by Francis Danby depicting the opening of the seventh seal, the Day of Judgement, with sinners being struck down by thunderbolts and hurled to

  damnation.20 Dante, a terrorist of Apocalypse, warned them that thunderbolts were an instrument of God for the destruction of the wicked, and, observing an

  infant’s funeral, declared that those who died unbaptized would surely go to hell. The cynical Stanislaus considered all this ridiculous (or so he recalled), but James took it deeply to heart

  and, although he later scorned baptism, throughout his life he reacted with unconcealed terror to the sound of thunder. It was, claimed Stanislaus, ‘the only real weakness my brother showed

  as a boy.’21 That fear of thunder rumbles and rips through his most obscure but revealing last work, Finnegans Wake, in which the voice of

  ‘Him Which Thundereth From On High’22 is heard at the outset.




  Because the influence of Dante was so overwhelming, that of Joyce’s parents was probably more muted. While musical, John and May were not especially literary. John’s reading was

  patchy, limited to Sheridan Le Fanu’s The House by the Churchyard, and a few other favourite novels such as Frank E. Smedley’s Frank Fairleigh: or, Scenes from the Life of a

  Private Pupil. John, it is suggested, had a taste for books of a saucy kind – much like Leopold and Molly Bloom, and James and Nora Joyce.23 He did, however, use public libraries so the house cannot have been entirely book-free.24 His papers of choice were the pro-Parnell

  Freeman’s Journal, the more radical United Irishman, and the less controversial Modern Society and Licensed Victuallers’ Gazette. His eclectic taste also

  included Tit-Bits, a popular weekly full of curious and sensational trivia, and Answers, a paper which included competitions with cash prizes irresistible to the ambitious

  spendthrift. James once gave his father’s occupation as ‘Going in for competitions’, and having Leopold Bloom utilize a copy of Tit-Bits for private purposes in the outside

  privy, he passed the ultimate critical judgement on his father’s choice of popular reading.25




  May knew her religious texts and was something of a reader, even later reading Ibsen at her son’s behest. Uncle William would read aloud to entertain the children, as Stanislaus recalled.

  ‘[He] read us fairy stories, working his way steadily through Grimm and Andersen, and when the story was of the misadventures of some beautiful princess, he would interpolate pathetic asides,

  which escaped us, but were intended for my mother sewing in another part of the room.’26 Children’s stories greatly affected many aspects of

  Joyce’s fiction,27 as did Lewis Carroll’s Alice books, read much later.




  On 24 July 1886, a fourth child was born to the Joyces – Charles Patrick (‘Charlie’ to his family). And another move was pending as John sought to distance himself even further

  from his wife’s family. Wishing for an ever-larger house, he rented No. 1 Martello Terrace at Bray, an affluent resort known as ‘the Brighton of Ireland’, in County Wicklow

  overlooking Dublin Bay. By the time they moved there in May 1887, May Joyce was again pregnant.




  Bray had an air of fashionable gentility – gents in blazers and straw hats, ladies in white tennis dresses, a boat club and all the usual summer seaside entertainments. Number 1 Martello

  Terrace, sitting adjacent to the broad-sweeping strand, had thirteen rooms, a sea-view, and although it was cheaper than their Castlewood Avenue house, John had raised two more mortgages on his

  Cork properties to prepare himself financially for the move. There was money enough to employ more than one servant for his growing family, including a nursemaid called Brigid.28 On John’s thirty-eighth birthday, 4 July 1887, another boy was born. He was christened George Alfred, after George Washington and his great-great-grandfather Joyce.




  Conveniently for John, Bray was just a short train journey from the city, close enough for his old Dublin pals to travel down for convivial weekends. All would find themselves in James’s

  cast of characters. There was Alf Bergan, a man with a taste for excremental jokes, whom Stanislaus ‘disliked’, his boss, the tall Dublin sub-Sheriff, John Clancy

  (‘Long John Fanning’ of Ulysses and himself in Finnegans Wake), whom he ‘disliked very much’, and Tom Devin (‘Mr Power’ in ‘Grace’ and

  himself in Ulysses). Bergan remembered how John would be at Bray station every Sunday morning to meet any friends who cared to visit. James he recalled as ‘very handsome . . . very

  sensible and extremely well-behaved for a boy of his age’ with a slight lisp and who asked amusingly childish questions.29 This was the charmingly

  amiable face of the young boy they called ‘Sunny Jim’.30 The visitors would be taken for lunch, then for a stroll and finally back home for an

  evening of musical entertainment. John would sing to May’s accompaniment, and there was many a jolly chorus for all to join in. Jim, he remembered, was always attentive, keen to participate

  – keen and attentive enough for such evenings to resurface in A Portrait.




  Another and probably more glamorous visitor to Bray was John Kelly, an active and much-imprisoned Fenian, who, after the passing of a new Crimes Act in July 1887, was in constant danger of

  re-arrest. John had invited him to stay at Martello Terrace to recuperate following his last prison sentence, and was ever ready to help him avoid capture. On one occasion he escaped fractionally

  ahead of the law thanks to the warning of a sympathetic local policeman. Kelly duly found his place in A Portrait and Ulysses as John Casey, who taught Stephen to sing songs in Irish

  and to say ‘Sinn Fein’ instead of ‘Good Health’ when raising a glass. Jim would learn to say ‘Good Health’ in many other fashions and languages before his time

  was up, but the conviviality and taste for Irish gossip that went with alcohol never left him.




  Aged five, James was sent to a local nursery school run by a Miss Raynor. There he met a neighbour’s young daughter, Eileen Vance, whose father, James, was the local chemist and a

  Protestant. Joyce picks up a thread from his past as his alter ego Stephen Dedalus recalls the Vance family in his novel:




  

    

      

        The Vances lived in number seven. They had a different father and mother. They were Eileen’s father and mother. When they were grown up he was going to marry

        Eileen. He hid under the table. His mother said:




        —O, Stephen will apologise.




        Dante said:




        —O, if not, the eagles will come and pull out his eyes.31


      


    


  




  This savage remark from this emissary of a vengeful God set up in the mind of the embryonic poet a chanted refrain, the lines repeated over and over, round and around in the

  mind of the haunted young boy: ‘Pull out his eyes/Apologise/Apologise/Pull out his eyes.’32 If his eyes were weak,

  which they were, the threat, associating blindness with guilt, must have been only too terrifyingly real.




  The Vances and the Joyces became quite close. According to Eileen, ‘We ran in and out of each other’s home all the time.’ Her father and John Joyce were, she said, ‘both

  great sinners’ who indulged in a great deal of drinking and singing together, raising the roof with their Irish ‘Come-all-ye’ songs. Vance’s bass voice would blend well with

  John’s tenor in ‘The Moon has Raised her Lamp Above’, a duet from The Lily of Killarney, an opera based on Dion Boucicault’s play, The Colleen Bawn (which

  crops up in Stephen Hero, in Ulysses and in Finnegans Wake as ‘colleenbawl’), in which a youth sets out to charm a girl, but is trapped into marriage by a wily

  seductress.




  There were also parties with the Vances where the children donned fancy dress, played games, sang and performed little skits. At one party Jim sprinkled salt in everybody’s drink, which

  Eileen thought very clever of him. Sometimes, donning a red cap, he played the Devil, condemning some of them to hell which he decided was under a wheelbarrow. But the children were mostly

  well-behaved, and at Miss Raynor’s kindergarten Jim, with whom Eileen was frequently paired, stood out as leader. Playing together at home, the imaginative Jim also took charge, persuading

  them that if they misbehaved at the Joyce house, his mother would hold them head-down in the toilet and pull the chain. However, despite the reputation her son had given her, Eileen found May

  delightful and welcoming. Uncle William, she thought ‘very pompous’, a figure from Dickens; Dante, on the other hand, was an enemy, who regarded close contact with Protestants a threat

  to the immortal soul. If James continued to play with Eileen, she warned, he would undoubtedly go to hell. But on this occasion his attraction to the girl next door overcame his fear of

  Dante’s inferno.33 Anti-Protestant bigotry was quite alien even to the young impressionable boy.




  James would sometimes take Stannie for walks along the beach. Living and walking beside the sea became a lifelong pleasure for him. It gave him his liking for seaside entertainment and the

  setting for the ‘Proteus’ and ‘Nausicaa’ episodes of Ulysses. It also gave him a lifelong phobia, when one day, out along the beach with Stannie, they came across a

  dog, an Irish terrier, at which they began to throw stones. Taking exception to this, the dog attacked and bit the terrified James on the chin. He carried a scar thereafter, and dogs, like

  thunderstorms, would drive him into a frenzy of fear, astonishing those who witnessed it.




  In February 1888, May Joyce suffered a miscarriage. The luck of the Joyces seemed to be deserting them. That same month saw John under suspicion at the Collector

  General’s office and his position there endangered. He was suspected of ‘borrowing’ from his takings, an accusation cooked up, according to his friends, by anti-Parnellites out to

  destroy him. Perhaps hoping to restore his reputation, he claimed to have fought off robbers who attacked him for his collector’s bag in Phoenix Park, but it did little to lift the impending

  cloud. He was moved from collecting rates in rural areas to collecting in and around central Dublin. Whether this amounted to punishment or promotion is unclear but it brought him closer to the

  pubs and clubs haunted by his cronies. To give himself more time to play, he farmed out some of the clerical work he found irksome. Back at Bray he joined the Boat Club, and in June he and May took

  part in a concert there, with James singing along with them. It was his first public performance; it would not be his last.




  However, the boy was about to move into a wider world and on to a bigger stage. In September, aged a mere ‘six and a half’, he fulfilled the first part of his father’s ambition

  of transforming his favourite son into a gentleman by way of a Jesuit education. If his pious mother shared the dream, it was that he became both a gentleman and a priest.
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  Not yet seven, James Joyce was a slight, pale, bright, attentive but not very communicative child, and small for his age. John’s choice of school for him was Clongowes

  Wood College, generally considered the best school for Catholic youngsters in Ireland. It was situated at Sallins, partway along the road between Dublin and Kildare, forty miles from Bray. Close to

  Sallins, the River Liffey, which washes one side of the town, enters the Bog of Allen, a river and a bog which were to loom large in the imagination of James Augustine Joyce. The sorrowful Liffey

  flows in and out of A Portrait and Ulysses, and it runs and eddies and pitches drunkenly throughout Finnegans Wake. The Bog of Allen is conjured up as part of the magnificent

  image of Ireland under snow at the conclusion of ‘The Dead’.





  In September 1888 James was five months short of the usual age of entry to the college. His early admission indicates just how precocious he was considered. Dante and Miss Raynor had done their

  work well. He was eager to start school, showing, even at that age, a taste for travel and new experiences. But – a sign of things to come – having trouble with his eyes he was tested

  and fitted with spectacles.




  Clongowes Wood College, a medieval castle in 500 acres of wooded grounds with a mile-long, elm-lined driveway, had been purchased by the Jesuits in 1814 from an old landed family called Browne.

  Because of James’s tender age, for his first two years there, John was charged £25, half the usual fee. Apart from its wider prestige, Clongowes carried other associations important for

  him. Daniel O’Connell had assisted in founding the college together with the grandfather of Charles Stewart Parnell.




  May Joyce was more concerned to protect him from bad influences, as his fictional doppelgänger, Stephen, reflects:




  

    

      

        His mother had told him not to speak with the rough boys in the college. Nice mother! The first day in the hall of the castle when she had said goodbye

        she had put up her veil double to her nose to kiss him: and her nose and eyes were red. But he had pretended not to see that she was going to cry . . . And his father had given him two five

        shilling pieces for pocket money [and] told him if he wanted anything to write home to him and, whatever he did, never to peach on a fellow. Then at the door of the castle the Rector had

        shaken hands with his father and mother, his soutane fluttering in the breeze, and the car had driven off with his father and mother on it. They had cried to him from the car, waving their

        hands:




        — Goodbye, Stephen, goodbye!1


      


    


  




  The Rector in the fluttering soutane was the distinguished, humane and charismatic Father John Conmee, who would flutter into both A Portrait and Ulysses, just as

  other images of childhood are evoked and re-invoked throughout Joyce’s fiction. Being the smallest and youngest boy, James was lodged in the infirmary in the care of the matron, Nanny Galvin,

  and the kindly Brother Hanly (the odd and ‘sorrowful’ Brother Michael in A Portrait).2 Asked his age, he is said to have replied,

  ‘Half-past-six’, which soon became his schoolboy nickname.




  Not all the Jesuit Fathers at Clongowes were as fair and liberal as Father Conmee. There was the harsh Director of Studies, Father James Daly (‘Baldyhead’ Father Dolan in A

  Portrait, the Squeers-like martinet who unjustly punishes young Stephen). Daly had been brought to the college to instil discipline into the boys’ studies, and (solely ‘pour

  encourager les autres’) he would thrash them with his ‘pandybat’ for simply not knowing their Latin texts or, in Joyce/Stephen’s case, not reading.




  Daly’s programme of studies, a variant of the Jesuits’ Ratio Atque Institutio Studiorum Societatis Iesu (‘The Official Plan for Jesuit Education’), specified the

  teaching of rhetoric, ancient poets such as Virgil and Horace, the speeches of Caesar, Sallust and Livy, and the philosophy of Cicero, all of which required rudimentary Latin and Greek. Young Joyce

  joined what was called ‘The Elements’, the beginners’ class, where the elements of the Catholic religion were taught, under the colourful, eccentric and somewhat childish Father

  William Power – Father Arnall, who ‘got into waxes’, according to Stephen Dedalus in A Portrait. And, in the guise of Stephen D., James was quick to locate himself –

  as schoolboys always do – in relation to the rest of creation, scrawling in a geography book, ‘Class of Elements/Clongowes Wood College/Sallins/County Kildare/Ireland/ Europe/The

  World/The Universe’. Symbolically and prophetically in Joyce’s case, the camera zooms from sharply focused close-up to all-embracing wide angle.




  The pedagogic method employed at Clongowes was rote-learning, prescribed questions and answers (fourteen chapters of the Maynooth and three hundred pages of Deharbe’s Catechism, and

  150 pages of Old Testament history), feats which came easily to a boy with a highly retentive memory like Joyce’s. A copy of the Maynooth Catechism ‘sewn into the cloth cover of a

  notebook’ sits at the end of James Duffy’s top bookshelf in ‘A Painful Case’, and Maynooth College, where the Catechism originated, is called a place of ‘holy boys,

  priests and bishops of Ireland’ by Joe Hynes in the ‘Cyclops’ episode of Ulysses, while the ‘Ithaca’ episode adopts the Catechism’s quizzical form.




  It is not very clear how young James took to college life. Although Stanislaus thought him quite happy and at home in the company of his schoolfellows, Patrick Butler (later a World War II

  hero), recalled him as ‘a thin, pale boy who never said very much to anyone’.3 The experience of Stephen Dedalus in A Portrait seems to

  confirm that impression – of a boy anxious (at least at the outset) to follow his mother’s advice to avoid the rough boys around him:




  

    

      

        The wide playgrounds were swarming with boys. All were shouting and the prefects urged them on with strong cries . . . He kept on the fringe of his line, out of sight of

        his prefect, out of the reach of the rude feet, feigning to run now and then. He felt his body small and weak amid the throng of players and his eyes were weak and watery.4


      


    


  




  And, like Stephen, Joyce was remembered by some at Clongowes as ‘more delicate than brilliant’.5




  Most of the other pupils came from upper-middle-class backgrounds, the sons of government officials, professionals, successful tradesmen, and the odd member of Ireland’s Catholic upper

  crust. They were said to be snobbish and looked down on Dubliners. The son of a Dublin rate collector attending the school on half-fees, therefore, must have felt socially somewhat insignificant

  even in such youthful company, and probably indulged in a little creative self-gentrification, like Stephen, who reflected how he had told the young gentry of Clongowes that he had a judge and an

  army general as uncles.6 If true of Joyce, it was probably his first attempt seriously to disguise his true identity.




  Among the boys who swarmed and shouted and milled around the playground, there were those he would immortalize in A Portrait – the ‘decent’ Roddy Kickham, the snobbish,

  cocoa-drinking ‘stink’, ‘Nasty’ Roche, and Saurin, all sons of magistrates, the know-all Cecil Thunder, and the bullying Wells who teased Stephen about

  kissing his mother at bedtime and shouldered him into the slimy, foul ‘Square Ditch’ cesspit in the college grounds. Then, reaching back into the mind of his younger self, he conjures

  up a scene of misery and yearning – ‘All the boys seemed to him very strange . . . He longed to be at home and lay his head on his mother’s lap. But he could not: and so he longed

  for the play and study and prayers to be over and to be in bed.’7




  The college routine was designed more for the salvation of the soul than the comfort of the body. Sleep would end abruptly at 6.30 a.m. for a wash, early mass and then breakfast. Morning study

  was followed by two hours of class-teaching, a midday break, two afternoon classes, playtime (sometimes including time in the library), then a further wash before dinner at 3.30 p.m. Beads were

  told in the chapel at 5.15, then came evening study, with supper at seven and night prayers before bedtime.




  In January 1889, another sister, Eileen Isabel Mary Xavier Brigid Joyce, was born. On 2 February 1889, his seventh birthday, James attained the age of reason and soon afterwards, on 21 April,

  attended his first communion. ‘Give me the child until he is seven’, goes the Jesuit motto, ‘and I will give you the man.’ The Jesuits of Clongowes Wood must have been eager

  to capture not just the soul but also the prospective brilliance of James Augustine Joyce for their Order.




  In A Portrait he has Stephen overwhelmed by the sense of sin at his first touch of the communion cup and the smell of the wine. The only other hint of what the occasion meant to him is

  captured in a typical passage of sensually aware prose from Stephen Hero, in which his alter ego recalled some poor countryfolk present at the occasion, peasants exuding ‘the odour of

  debasing humanity’.8 Even at his first communion he considered himself among the elect, and marked the occasion by adopting as his saint’s name,

  Aloysius, the noble patron saint of youth and of Clongowes, who abandoned all worldly trappings for his faith.




  In the care of the pious and disciplined Jesuits, young Joyce would learn to observe their religious devotions, rites and practices. At his first communion, being small gave him a special role

  for once, and, like Stephen Dedalus, he carried the boat of incense beside the thurifer who bore the censer at the Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament.9 The

  intricacies and paraphernalia of Catholic liturgy became an essential part of his symbolic vocabulary, running not just through A Portrait but through Ulysses and Finnegans

  Wake too, and some of the feast days and routine services which marked out his days at the college became habitual observances throughout his life.




  In addition to a brotherhood of scholarship, discipline and devotion, Joyce had entered a world of Irish myth and legend. The burial mound of Mesgedra, the legendary King of

  Leinster, stood at nearby Clane; the grave of Wolfe Tone, the so-called father of Irish nationalism, lay some four miles to the south; and Anna Livia, goddess and spirit of the River Liffey,

  haunted waters nearby. The Ulster poet Samuel Ferguson celebrates the ‘limpid Liffey fresh from wood and wold,/Bridgeless and fordless’, and invests it with shades of Tristan and

  Isolde, the tragic Cornish knight and Irish princess whose legend would impress itself upon Joyce as what he called one of the few ‘original themes in world literature’, and insert

  itself into the warp and woof of Finnegans Wake. The college also had its supernatural presences; a bloody ghost haunted a staircase in the castle, as did that of an old patriot pursued by

  British soldiers whose bullet marks still scarred the college’s main doors. Both spectres would entrance the receptive mind of young ‘Stephen Dedalus’.




  Soon after his seventh birthday, Joyce was punished for not bringing his books to class, which seems quite out of character since books were already important to him. He consumed not just the

  set books but books that simply caught his interest – Peter Parley’s Tales of Greece and Rome and Richmal Mangnall’s Historical and Miscellaneous Questions for the Use

  of Young People, a history primer which also adopted the catechistical method. From the former he learned of the gods and heroes of the Ancient World, including Ulysses; in the latter he met

  ‘great men . . . whose heads were in the books of history’.10 In the college library he found a collection of Byron’s poems, ‘a

  ragged translation’ of The Count of Monte Cristo, and a book which truly captivated him – a book about Holland, full of exotic names and images of faraway places which gave him a

  warm glow.11 History, both ancient and Irish, and anything pertaining to the Greek myths would be devoured hungrily throughout his life, and the prospect of

  faraway places would never cease to entice him.




  There were also essays to write, with such titles as ‘Zeal without prudence is like a ship adrift’,12 the paper always headed with the

  initials AMDG (Ad Majorem Dei Gloria, the Jesuit motto) and signed off with L.D.S. (Laus Deo Semper). Apart from his fiction and letters, the essay was Joyce’s major form of

  self-expression, in which he was able to develop his critical and journalistic skills. Poetry would also engage him early on, though his poetic powers would only blossom as a vehicle for his most

  intensely absorbing prose fiction. His initial experiences of verse at Clongowes, however, were not particularly auspicious. Peter Butler remembered him being forced to recite a mawkish ditty,

  ‘Little Jim, the Collier’s Son’, in which an impoverished miner and his wife sit at the bedside of their dying child. The last stanza has the bereaved couple kneeling beside

  Little Jim’s deathbed:




  

    

      

        

          

            With hearts bowed down with sadness




            

              

                They humbly ask of Him,


              


            




            In heaven, once more to meet again,




            

              

                Their own poor Little Jim.


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  During this recital, ‘Little Jim’ Joyce had to endure the scornful smirks of his classmates, especially at the final line.




  In spite of his apparent contentment at Clongowes, the pious young scholar had a streak of contrariness, and he was already revealing to others a complex persona. He was ‘pandied’ on

  occasions (like his hero Stephen), once, in March 1889, for using vulgar language – inspired no doubt by his father’s unique command of the vernacular. As a youngster, he was assertive

  with his peers and playmates, but scared of dogs and thunderstorms; he was brilliantly precocious yet ready to accept religious instruction unquestioningly; he was pious yet prone to using vulgar

  language. That confusion of incompatibles must have made him someone difficult to fathom, marked by an enigmatic aura which persisted and came also to characterize his fiction.




  Beyond the school gates national history was about to mark Joyce almost as profoundly as his Jesuit education. In 1889, events turned against Parnell. In an attempt to damage his reputation, one

  Richard Pigott published letters purporting to show that the Home Ruler supported the Phoenix Park murders and was even acquainted with the Invincibles. The letters were found to be forgeries and

  ‘the Chief’, as Parnell was known, was vindicated. The forger, who later committed suicide, had sons at Clongowes at the time, and ironically enough it was in order to pay their fees

  that he had sold the fake letters.




  But worse was to come for the Chief. On 17 November 1889, following an uncontested divorce case, a jury found him guilty of adultery with Kitty O’Shea. The shock of the verdict overtook

  many of those around young Joyce – not just his father and his Parnellite friends, but some of his school-friends and even some of his Jesuit teachers. But then, under pressure from the

  Catholic Church and from Gladstone, previously close associates, notably Timothy Healy and Michael Davitt, voted him out of the leadership of the Irish Party. The Chief’s downfall made a deep

  and lasting impression on the Joyce family, especially John, and changed the course of Irish history. The part played by Timothy Healy and Michael Davitt, an erstwhile friend of John, would never

  be forgotten.




  In the wake of the Parnell affair, John began drinking more heavily13 and muttering to himself about ‘finishing it’,14 so that May, who was normally very self-assured, became fearful of him enough to consider leaving him.15 The outraged Dante ripped the

  green velvet for Parnell from the back of her hairbrush. Young James was more and more aware of arguments and a sense of disharmony at home. ‘That,’ said young

  Stephen Dedalus, ‘was called politics.’16 After a solemn and probably uncomfortable Christmas, Joyce was back at Clongowes. On 18 January 1890

  Mary Kathleen, known as ‘May’, was born. Now he had three brothers and three sisters.




  James’s relationship with Eileen Vance, the girl next door in Martello Terrace, had blossomed in a childish way, notwithstanding Dante’s warning of hellfire. His Stephen remembers

  her placing her hand inside his pocket, and, recalling in a captured memory-fragment that hand’s soft whiteness, he muses:




  

    

      

        —She too wants me to catch hold of her, he thought. That’s why she came with me to the tram. I could easily catch hold of her when she comes up to my step:

        nobody is looking. I could hold her and kiss her.17


      


    


  




  And she, too, had feelings for ‘Sunny Jim’. On 14 February (shortly after his ninth birthday), he received a Valentine’s Day card from her reading:




  

    

      

        

          

            O Jimmie Joyce you are my darling




            You are my looking glass from night till morning . . .


          


        


      


    


  




  Joyce, however, was more embarrassed than seduced by this flattering overture. The lines were later written into Leopold Bloom’s incestuous musings about his daughter

  Milly.




  That autumn of 1891, he returned for the last time to Clongowes. He was there when on 26 October, his mother gave birth to yet another daughter, Eva Mary, who would become especially attached to

  him. At the college he found the place convulsed by scandal. Five boys, two from his class, had run away after being caught in flagrante delicto while ‘smugging’ (slang for

  ‘mutually masturbating’) in the closets on the College Square. Reflecting on events, his Stephen Dedalus remembers that one of the Moonan boys wore fine clothes and the other,

  ‘Lady’ Boyle, was forever paring his fingernails. (The college records note the absconding, but give no further details.) ‘Smugging’ became a word James stored and savoured,

  slipping it not only into A Portrait but also into Finnegans Wake, where he refers to ‘hugging and smugging’ and ‘swap sweetened smugs, six of one for half a dozen

  of the other’; and the coined term ‘homosodalism’ suggests the ‘smugging’ sin committed behind monastic walls.




  Early that term Joyce caught a fever and was taken to the college infirmary. There he has Stephen, stricken and homesick, writing to ask his mother to bring him home and,

  recalling another boy’s death at the school, he lies terrified in his bed, taking us into the feverish consciousness of the ailing child.




  

    

      

        He might die before his mother came. Then he would have a dead mass in the chapel like the way the fellows had told him it was when Little had died. All the fellows would

        be at the mass, dressed in black, all with sad faces. Wells too would be there but no fellow would look at him. The Rector would be there in a cope of black and gold and there would be tall

        yellow candles on the altar and round the catafalque. And they would carry the coffin out of the chapel slowly and he would be buried in the little graveyard of the community off the main

        avenue of limes. And Wells would be sorry then for what he had done. And the bell would toll slowly.18


      


    


  




  Premature death would be a recurring motif in Joyce’s work, most notably that of Michael Furey in ‘The Dead’ and of Rudy Bloom in Ulysses. While in the

  infirmary Stephen hears, as no doubt Joyce himself heard, the devastating news from a tearful Brother Michael that Parnell was dead. The memory became part of his personal folklore.




  The tragedy of Parnell did not improve John Joyce’s outlook and temper. With a character as volatile and splenetic as his, there had to be a dramatic and explosive climax

  to these events. The crisis came to a head over Christmas dinner that year at 1 Martello Terrace, all bedecked with holly and ivy – an outward display of conviviality masking a

  less-than-convivial family atmosphere. The events are conjured up from memory and lent a brilliantly dramatic flavour in A Portrait. It all begins amiably enough. Before dinner, Simon (John)

  and his friend Casey (John Kelly) return after a brisk walk around Bray, to join the rest of the Dedalus family (including Uncle Charles and Dante) minus the younger children, with Stephen (James)

  for the first time allowed to join the family for dinner. Simon, as usual, is bursting with bonhomie and, as all are seated around the table, is more than ready to start on the whiskey and get to

  work on the turkey which the servants set before him. But Parnell’s betrayal by the Church in cahoots with Gladstone, and his death just two months earlier, are still too fresh in the minds

  of the two friends for the matter to go unmentioned. The morose Dante sits hunched over her meal, seething with self-righteous indignation as Simon and John Casey begin cursing the priests and

  bishops who preached against Parnell from the pulpit. Dante snarls at them and defends the Church and her religion, driving Simon to denounce the bishops as ‘sons of bitches’ and

  ‘lowlived dogs’.19 Mrs Dedalus tries in vain to pacify the old woman and shame the men into silence, but finally Casey

  explodes, shouting that Ireland has had enough of religion and would be better off without God. The enraged Dante denounces the two Parnellites as ‘blasphemers’ and

  ‘devils’, and flounces out in high dudgeon.




  She later wreaked her vengeance on the sacrilegious John Joyce. Framed photographs of his old girlfriends stood on the piano, something May had tolerated for the sake of peace and quiet. One day

  he came home to discover them gone. ‘Where are they?’ he demanded. ‘Burnt,’ said May. ‘Who burnt them?’ ‘I did.’ ‘No, you didn’t,’

  shouted John. ‘It was that old bitch upstairs.’ The discreet Dante had retired for the night.20 Shortly afterwards (on 29 December, says

  Ulysses) she left the Joyce ménage, and died alone five years later. Ironically, shortly thereafter, her truant husband resurfaced to claim her remaining £40.21




  Although he would get involved in electioneering, John lost his earlier commitment to politics. He was now intensely anticlerical, and never forgave those in the Irish Party who had turned

  against Parnell. His son captured the mood and moment well and turned his own literary guns against the Chief’s main betrayer, composing a poem about Parnell on the back of one of his

  father’s old legal notices.22 The poem called ‘Et Tu Healy’, probably the very first he ever wrote, so delighted John that he had thirty or

  forty copies printed and distributed among his friends. Although it is lost, Stanislaus recalled some fragments envisaging Parnell as an eagle, looking down disdainfully upon the spineless

  mediocrities who had betrayed him, but now above their petty manoeuvring.




  

    

      

        

          

            His quaint-perched aerie on the crags of Time




            Where the rude din of this . . . century




            Can trouble him no more.23


          


        


      


    


  




  The image of the lofty writer standing alone against critics became part of James’s own self-image, and the allusion to Parnell as an eagle, which has Shakespearean

  resonances, suggests that drawing of literary parallels was a pattern established early in his creative conscience.




  The Parnell affair left bitter traces on Joyce’s life and work. But such feelings, he discovered, could always be alleviated by music. In his third year he had piano lessons from one of

  the Clongowes Fathers, and took small parts in plays and burlesques. As an adult, he would sing and play the piano with alacrity, mostly improvising rather than reading from a score, and his

  ability to capture the rhythms and turns of vernacular phraseology in his fiction owes much to music and the theatrical flourish of his father’s gestures and conversation. He would also turn

  burlesque to his own use, transforming grotesque exaggeration into an art form, most notably in the ‘Circe’ episode of Ulysses, and in more cerebral fashion in

  Finnegans Wake.




  Cycling had become a craze at the college, and one day some boys cycle-racing around the school’s cinder path collided with the diminutive ‘Stephen’ and broke his glasses. On

  being told about the accident, Father Arnall (Power), his class master, excused him from work until his father sent him new glasses. But then he was pandied in front of the class during Lent, for

  not reading, by the hard-hearted Father Daly/Dolan (portrayed in the novel through suitably stark and colourless imagery) – ‘whitegrey face and the nocoloured eyes behind the

  steelrimmed spectacles’24 – a bully on the rampage in search of ‘idle, lazy loafers’ to punish.




  Although the college punishment book does not record the incident, Joyce told Herbert Gorman, his first biographer, that it had occurred and went on to tell how he had gone to Father Conmee, the

  Rector, ‘a remote and awesome figure in the college’,25 to complain about the cruel unfairness of being punished for something he had not done.

  Conmee commiserated with the aggrieved child, and promised to speak to Father Daly. Some have thought this story was invented to fit Joyce’s self-image as ‘Stephen Hero’, a story

  lying somewhere between history and fiction. But clearly his sense of betrayal (by Father Power’s not rescuing him) was acute. Throughout his life Joyce suffered a heightened fear of

  treachery bordering on paranoia, and this tale of childhood injustice suggests how it originated. Later, when John Joyce raised the matter of the unjust punishment with Father Conmee, the priest

  said that he had spoken to Daly and they had both laughed about it. The boy’s courage had provoked their amusement if not their admiration. But to his schoolmates (at least in his novel) he

  was ‘Stephen Hero’, and some of those who had previously bullied him now came to apologize. However, he did not remain to enjoy his new celebrity for long. Possibly due to another

  illness or because his father could not afford the full fees, in June 1891 he was removed from Clongowes leaving the bill for his final term at the college unpaid. He also left behind a high

  opinion of his intellectual capabilities, especially with Father Conmee. The young scholar was now allowed to study at home with the help of his mother.




  John’s fortunes were about to change for the worse. The City Corporation, having taken over the Rates Office from the government at Dublin Castle, announced that it planned to pension off

  almost all the collecting staff, including John. But, with the sale of his properties in Cork, for the moment John felt secure enough to contemplate another move. He did not go far – to

  Blackrock, seven miles north of Bray. The new house was even more impressive than the last, sustaining the myth of a man continuing to prosper. It was semi-detached with a stucco

  facade and porticoed front door, four bedrooms, two thirty-foot drawing rooms and a large garden at the rear. A stone lion crowning the portico gave No. 23 Carysfort Avenue its name of

  ‘Leoville’. Stained-glass windows at the front door represented the story of Dante and Beatrice.




  Leaving Bray for Blackrock meant leaving Eileen Vance. But at least at Blackrock they were still only a short walk from the seafront. Joyce’s love of seaside life must have been born

  during these early years living close to the promenade where holidaymakers strolled, minstrel troupes and pierrots entertained the crowds, and Punch and Judy enraptured the youngsters. Even

  through the mesh of memory and language which is Finnegans Wake, those images resurface. ‘Punch may be pottleproud but his Judy’s a wife’s wit better,’ says Glugg in

  his lamentation to the girls in the classroom scene in Book II.26




  From ‘Leoville’ with its fine views of Blackrock seafront and of Howth Head across Dublin Bay, Stephen Dedalus made forays into the town with his ‘Uncle Charles’, to

  shops and to the park, stopping sometimes at a church for a sprinkling of holy water and a prayer. His father likewise would be off on those long walks he loved, taking along the elderly uncle,

  stopping often at pubs for more than a sprinkle of not-so-holy water. The real ‘Charles’, Uncle William O’Connell, soon left the household, returning to Cork where he died at the

  end of August 1892. John took James to the funeral, to show him his birthplace and introduce him to old friends. He also introduced him to the pleasures of yachting, and took him to what he later

  called ‘an incomprehensible regatta’ at Clontarf,27 a memory which later resurfaced in Finnegans Wake – ‘the plage au Clontarf

  to feale the gay aire of my salt troublin bay and the race of the saywint up me ambushure.’28 However, he never took to the water and never overcame

  his fear of storms at sea.




  Despite his apparent advancement in moving to ‘Leoville’, the outlook for John was darkening, and he was facing a disastrous future. His situation at work was becoming increasingly

  insecure. The children may have sensed this and Stanislaus recalled returning home to see his father in the street outside the house, drunkenly playing a hurdy-gurdy while the bemused hurdy-gurdy

  man looked on.




  Because of his heavy spending, by the following year John was again in trouble, borrowing £130, using his furniture as collateral. The cloud that had been hovering menacingly over

  John’s head finally burst. He was beset by creditors, and on 2nd November 1892 he was published as a debtor and suspended from his job. On the 8th, May Joyce gave birth to Florence Elizabeth,

  her fifth daughter, an added expense for a family facing financial collapse. In December John had to raise a further loan, this time mortgaging one of his last Cork properties to

  Reuben J. Dodd, a Dublin lawyer, for £400, in order to help make up some deficiency in his accounts.




  But now he faced the future with no job in prospect. At first he was considered by officials at the Collector General’s Office for a half-salary pension of £264 per annum, a

  respectable sum in those days, but instead, because of his ‘questionable record’, they seemed intent on quashing it altogether. May is said to have petitioned on his

  behalf,29 and finally, after four agonizing months, the authorities relented and agreed grudgingly to half the original sum. John and his already large

  family were now expected to exist on £132 a year, out of which he would have to repay various loans taken out in more affluent times. He never held a salaried position again.




  Even in this precarious situation, John still harboured hopes of betterment. Aided by his loan from Dodd, in the summer of 1893, he again moved his family, first, to a gloomy house at 29

  Hardwicke Street, then to a far grander, four-storey end-of-terrace property at 12 Fitzgibbon Street close to Mountjoy Square. It was a bigger house than any they had occupied before, with three

  drawing rooms and seven bedrooms. But the north side of the Liffey was an area in decline; and this apparent advancement did not betoken any sudden improvement in his finances but rather the grand,

  almost final, flourish of a man teetering on the edge of a social abyss.




  Thus began the gypsy life of John Joyce and his family which had them flitting from one address to another, often pursued by angry landlords waving unpaid bills. As John found more and more

  solace in drink, and his rake’s progress continued, the Joyces’ goods and possessions diminished. What had once taken two furniture vans and a float to move, eventually took just a

  float. Stanislaus calculated that they passed through nine addresses in eleven years.




  Liberated from the schoolroom, James and Stanislaus were free to wander the streets of Dublin, taking in the various distinctive features – streets, pubs, cafés, railway stations,

  hotels, hospitals, churches and bookstalls. The statues especially fascinated James and he enjoyed putting amusing words into their mouths. Above all there was the Liffey and its tributaries (river

  images permeated his later fiction) – the Dodder and the less-than-sanitary Poddle, which, according to Ulysses, ‘From its sluice in Wood quay Wall . . . hung out in fealty a

  tongue of liquid sewage.’30 Samuel Ferguson’s ‘limpid’, ‘murmuring’ Liffey which washed by Mesgedra’s grave at

  Clane, was here washing by distilleries, the Customs House and docked freighters, before emptying itself and Dublin’s waste-matter into Dublin Bay.




  James was absorbing the intricate layout of the city he was to immortalize in literature – College Green, St Stephen’s Green, Kildare Street, Nassau Street,

  O’Connell Bridge, Dame Street, Grafton Street, the Quays along the Liffey – landmarks not just on the map of Joyce’s Dublin but also on the map of his creative consciousness. And

  through those streets of that Victorian city, past shops, cafés, bars and newspaper offices, moved and jostled the Dubliners (tradesmen, Irish gentry, students, servant girls, jarveys,

  drunks, beggars, British soldiers and police) who would people his fictions.




  John sometimes joined in his sons’ sightseeing perambulations, regaling them with tales of Dublin life and characters and pointing out places of interest – the house of Swift

  (‘Ireland’s Rabelais’), the birthplace of Oscar Wilde, and the haunts of the essayist Joseph Addison. It was a leisurely city with an air of languor, not subject to the dictates

  of business or industry.31 The sights, sounds, smells and texture of Dublin introduced James to a world he would transform into the focus and playground of

  his imagination. The spirit of the place would permeate his thoughts and writing, wherever he happened to be in the world, and would supply the dream-like setting for the great rumbustious

  Finnegans Wake.




  Dublin also meant more access to plays, operas, pantomimes and music-halls, memories and images of which would become woven into the texture of his fiction. These offered Joyce magical worlds

  into which to escape from an increasingly wretched present, and his father’s passion for Italian opera and the theatre would also colour his imagination. Even as John’s job was about to

  disappear, on 26 December (St Stephen’s Day) he took the whole family to the pantomime of Sinbad the Sailor. The memory was so vivid that in the ‘Ithaca’ episode of

  Ulysses Joyce was able to list the star, producer, lyricist, scenery and costume designers, and then ring his own characteristic verbal changes on the title.




  

    

      

        Sinbad the Sailor and Tinbad the Tailor and Jinbad the Jailer and Whinbad the Whaler and Ninbad the Nailer and Finbad the Failer . . . Vinbad the Quailer and Linbad the

        Yailer and Xinbad the Phthailer.32


      


    


  




  The lure of the theatre never left him; nor did the delight in having witnessed some of the great performers of the Victorian stage in action. The British music-hall, with its

  comedic anarchy, its leers and innuendos, provided a sideways glimpse of Saturnalia which would form the basis for the ‘Circe’ episode in Ulysses and parts of Finnegans

  Wake.




  Despite the colour and excitement of the passing show, Joyce would gradually come to see ‘dear dirty Dublin’ as Ireland’s ‘centre of paralysis’, and that

  combination of expectation and inertia would characterize his own sad and moving tribute to the city, Dubliners. Its stories would be based on events and characters and

  moments of epiphany he thought it the duty of writers to capture. These stored recollections would together embody the spirit of the city of his childhood and youth which was to haunt his mind and

  imagination ever afterwards.




  The Joyces’ new location brought May closer to her family, and her children’s favourite aunt, Josephine. And there were occasional visits to the Flynns at Usher’s Island, such

  as is glimpsed in a fleeting memory of a dark old house, an old woman busying herself about the place talking of ‘the old days’ and gossips with the priest and doctor, and James/Stephen

  wandering through the house, exploring, and in a doorway coming with a shock upon the skull of a monkey. That encounter and the boy’s shock later inserted themselves into A

  Portrait.33 These impressions suggest that young Joyce already enjoyed a rich inner life, a world already peopled by many of the characters who would

  find their way into his adult fiction.




  Facing his own nightmare of failure, John’s dream of social advancement now depended heavily on his eldest son, and he was beginning to worry about his education. Finally, in January 1893,

  and very much against their parents’ wishes, Jim and Stannie were sent to the O’Connell School in nearby North Richmond Street, run by the Christian Brothers. The Brothers were laymen

  and their school was dedicated to educating the children of the disadvantaged. What James thought about this we may guess from his assuring Herbert Gorman that he had never been there, a version of

  events also written into A Portrait. There, Stephen’s father, Simon, says, ‘Christian brothers be damned! . . . Is it with Paddy Stink and Micky Mud? No, let him stick to the

  jesuits in God’s name since he began with them . . . Those are the fellows that can get you a position.’34




  James and Stanislaus attended the O’Connell School for a few months, until rescued by a stroke of good fortune. One day, crossing Mountjoy Square, John encountered Father Conmee, now

  Prefect of Studies at the Jesuit Belvedere College in Great Denmark Street. Conmee remembered James, the brave youngster who had come to him to plead the injustice of Father Daly/Dolan’s

  pandying. He must have thought very highly of him, because on being told that he and his brother were having to attend the Christian Brothers’ school, he saw to it that both were taken on at

  Belvedere free of fees, an arrangement from which around a quarter of the pupils then benefited. He probably also saw the bright and dedicated James as a potential candidate for the

  priesthood.35 John was delighted. His Jim would be back where he deserved to be, among the Jesuits. Later, when referred to as a Catholic, Joyce could say by

  way of correction, ‘You allude to me as a Catholic. Now for the sake of precision and to get the correct contour on me, you ought to allude to me as a Jesuit.’36




  At this stage in the evolution of Joyce’s consciousness, religiosity was already deeply embedded. He had been thoroughly seduced into the ecstasy of religion by the

  efforts of Dante, his mother and the subtle Jesuits, and as yet there was nothing much to disabuse him of his faith, nothing to disturb the sense of rapture – except perhaps his

  father’s sudden turning against the Irish bishops and their acolytes. However, the Jesuits, as even his father would continue to believe, were different – ‘clever men’ who

  held the key to the advancement and gentrification of equally ‘clever boys’ like James Joyce.
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       The spirit burning but unbent,


  	May writhe, rebel – the weak alone repent!






Byron, ‘The Giaour’






  


  








  



  

    Part of the reason why James’s schooldays made such a lasting impression on him, said Stanislaus, was that ‘he suddenly found himself among boys bigger and older

    but less intelligent than himself’.1 It must have fed that sense of intellectual snobbery that led him to despise what he called ‘the

    rabblement’.


  




  When James started at Belvedere College in 1893 it was just sixty years old, a younger and less prestigious establishment than Clongowes. It was a day school drawing pupils from a different

  class – aspiring middle class rather than established upper class and Catholic gentry. Moving from Clongowes to Belvedere was generally considered a comedown, and its lesser status only

  emphasized John Joyce’s decline in fortune, something for which James blamed a paralytic Irish society rather than his father’s prodigality.2

  However, the college was still an important avenue of advancement for young Irish Catholics wishing to enter university, medical college, or the professions. Furthermore, being taught by Jesuits

  still carried kudos, and for the chosen few there was the prospect of the priesthood.




  The college occupied Belvedere House, at 5 Great Denmark Street, a fine mansion built in 1775 by George Rochfort, the rakish 2nd Earl of Belvedere. The Rochfort family saga involved tales of

  promiscuous debauchery, with the young Countess, Mary Molesworth, incarcerated for life in a County Westmeath mansion accused of adultery by the jealous Earl. Later, in Ulysses, Joyce

  roguishly has Father Conmee contemplating a book on the subject, Old Times in the Barony, and meditating on incest and adultery.3 Joyce’s own

  obsession with cuckoldry played itself out in Exiles, in Giacomo Joyce, and in Ulysses, while mistresses pervade Finnegans Wake.




  James, now eleven, entered Belvedere on 2 April 1893; the nine-year-old Stanislaus enrolled a day later. The Rector was Father Thomas Wheeler, and the teaching staff consisted

  of both Jesuit Fathers and laymen. At that time the student body stood at around 150, some ninety of these in the top three classes. Joyce was considered clever enough to go directly into III

  Grammar, and would move into II Grammar the following year.




  Belvedere brought a return to the familiar rituals and sacred texts, to the Jesuitical cast of mind, the philosophical mode of thought derived from Aristotle and Aquinas, the scholarly

  disciplines of the Jesuitical Ratio, and to writing ‘AMDG.’ at the top of his essays. New requirements of a government-approved curriculum meant greater attention to mathematics

  and science, and in the study of literature emphasis shifted towards etymology and grammar. But, while taking on some of the new emphases, the conservative Jesuits were able to retain the liberal

  traditions of the Ratio. Translation, for example, did not focus solely on accuracy but also on trying to capture the spirit of the original. Kevin Sullivan, in his study of Joyce’s

  college education, argues that it was classic Jesuit pedagogy (‘The five steps in the process – reading, translation, explication, analysis of poetic or rhetorical structure, and

  eruditio [knowledge or learning]’) that supplied Joyce with the mental discipline he always attributed to the Order.4 Probably this is where he

  first developed his fascination with words, an interest bordering on obsession. If Stephen Hero is any guide, he read everything as if reading a thesaurus, and studied Skeat’s

  Etymological Dictionary ‘by the hour’.5 The future author of Ulysses and Finnegans Wake was learning the value of language,

  its roots and ambiguities.




  Now he was studying not just the fundamentals of his religion, English, and Latin, but also three foreign languages, arithmetic, Euclid and algebra. English, Joyce’s best subject, was

  taught by his favourite teacher, George Dempsey, a lay master, a tall thin man of around fifty with the manner and bearing of a retired military officer, who in A Portrait appears as Mr

  Tate. Although he had a fine line in sarcastic comments, which the boys dreaded, they probably feared it less than the usual pandying handed out by other masters.6 Dempsey, whose critical judgement was widely respected, was reader for a Dublin publisher and had literary contacts in England. Each week he would ask certain boys to read out

  their essays, on the usual schoolboy topics (such as ‘My Favourite Hero’), and Joyce, whom he called ‘Gussie’, was often afforded this honour. A fine performer, he would

  frequently reduce Dempsey to appreciative laughter, though his signature, ‘James A. Joyce’, he regarded with amused irony. Pleasing so easily someone he admired must have given a great

  boost to young Joyce’s confidence and urge to write.




  Dempsey’s opinion of the schoolboy writer was well-founded. Joyce’s flair for English composition would win honours for himself and the college. One of his early

  essays, entitled ‘Trust Not Appearances’, has survived. Although it can be dismissed as a piece of immature schoolboy prose, florid and overblown, it is strangely revealing. He writes

  of ‘the fickleness of appearances’ and that ‘the cringing, servile look, the high and haughty mien alike conceal the worthlessness of character’, and ends with a flourish:

  The hypocrite is the worst kind of villain yet under the appearance of virtue he conceals the worst of vices.7 Significantly, the vices he chose to castigate

  – ‘treachery’, ‘hypocrisy’ and ‘financial and political corruption’ – were all charges levelled at the betrayers of Parnell.




  He read voraciously. By the time he got to Belvedere he already had some knowledge of the Classics – from his Latin texts, from Lamb’s Adventures of Ulysses

  (‘Odysseus’ in Greek), and from certain poetry anthologies. He was now more than familiar with Byron, his favourite poet, and had discovered Cardinal Newman whose style he admired and

  sought to emulate. On one occasion after Dempsey had claimed (probably humorously) to have detected a ‘heresy’ in a composition referring to Byron, Joyce was assaulted by self-righteous

  bullies (led by the intimidating Albrecht Connolly – ‘Heron’ in A Portrait) who thought Byron ‘a bad man’. It was an experience which aroused not only the

  artistic martyr in him but also the budding poet, and bound him even more closely to such ‘bad men’ of poetry. In fact he would later become increasingly attracted to sin, and rarely

  forgave his enemies. As his counterpart Stephen says, ‘He became a poet with malice aforethought.’8




  During his first summer holiday from Belvedere, John took James to Cork to revisit scenes of his youth and arrange for the sale of the last of his properties there – a sale forced on him

  by Reuben J. Dodd’s refusal to postpone repayment of his £400 loan. But, with his son beside him, he treated the occasion as a holiday, meeting old friends and reliving old times. The

  clever, ever-observant James memorized all for later use in A Portrait where Stephen recalls his father, standing at the dressing-table at the Victoria Hotel, on their first morning in Cork,

  singing, ‘with quaint accent and phrasing’, ‘Tis youth and folly/Makes young men marry.’ He learns from one past acquaintance that in ‘the old days’ Simon (John)

  was ‘the boldest flirt’ in town, and in the lecture rooms of the Queen’s Medical School, searching for his father’s carved initials, something else caught his eye. Cut

  several times into the dark wood of the desktop, he reads the word Foetus.9 This discovery brings to Stephen a sudden awareness of student life of those

  days in a way that his father’s words failed to do, a sense of something racy and secretive. The word recurs in capital letters in the scene of brilliant stylistic variation and ingenious

  wordplay among cynical, bantering medical students at the Hollis Street Lying-in Hospital in the ‘Oxen of the Sun’ episode of Ulysses.




  While in Cork John diverted to Crosshaven, ostensibly to visit an O’Connell relative, but, it is thought, probably to try to persuade the Mother Superior of the

  Presentation Convent there to take two of his daughters off his hands. On the return journey, by chance they encountered James’s godfather, Philip McCann. As John revealed to him the dire

  state of his affairs, the reproachful look in McCann’s eyes stayed with the boy long enough to be recorded in his notes for Stephen Hero. It made him aware of how the respectable world

  regarded his father, and although he portrayed him relatively sympathetically as ‘Simon Dedalus’, in his story ‘Grace’ John is depicted with cold remorselessness as a

  legless drunk.




  If John thought he had a surplus of daughters, he would gain another on 27 November that year (1893) when Mabel Josephine Anne (‘Baby’) was born. Joyce now had six sisters and three

  brothers. All would grow into distinctive personalities – Stannie solemn, square and direct, a little in awe of his big brother but never afraid to disagree with him; Charlie less intelligent

  and less predictable; George as bright and funny as James. Among the girls, Margaret was much like her mother, Eileen more volatile, Mary, Eva and Florence more reserved and Baby (who became

  John’s favourite daughter) more inclined to be jolly.




  The loss of his Cork inheritance signalled John’s impending doom. Stanislaus, who loathed his dissolute father, described him as a failed medic, actor, singer and commercial

  secretary.10 By 14 December his Cork properties had been auctioned and he became a failed property owner. One house fetched £499, the other

  £1,400. Most of the money was taken in fees and repayment by Reuben J. Dodd, who thus earned for himself the everlasting hatred of the Joyces. In the ‘Circe’ episode of

  Ulysses, Dodd, whose son had almost drowned in the Liffey, becomes ‘blackbearded Iscariot, bad shepherd, bearing on his shoulders the drowned corpse of his son’ – a

  suitably demonic image for the ‘treacherous’ lawyer.11




  Not long after his twelfth birthday, James was advised by the Belvedere school doctor, Dr Thomas O’Connell Redmond, to dispense with his glasses for the next ten years. The consequence was

  that for a decade thereafter he lived, so Costello argues, with restricted sight in a world in which he came to rely more than ever on the written word, sounds and smells. The very literary texture

  of his writing, the odours he describes in evoking character and place, and the keen ear he demonstrates for odd turns of phrase, habits of speech and strange verbal constructions, seem to bear

  this out.




  The sweet smell of his mother and the foul stench of the ‘Square Ditch’ represented an olfactory heaven and hell for Joyce. Odours permeate his work – the

  ‘warm humid smell’ and ‘perfumed bodies’ of ladies of the Paris streets (Epiphanies), ‘the warm heavy smell of turkey and ham and celery’ at Christmas

  dinner (A Portrait), and Bloom’s detecting ‘Smells on all sides bunched together, each street different smell. Each person too. Then the spring, the summer: smells’

  (Ulysses).12 To Arthur Power, an Irish writer friend, Joyce said later, ‘What is the first thing you notice about a country when you arrive in

  it? Its odour, which is the gauge of its civilization, and it is that odour which percolates into its literature. Just as Rabelais smells of France in the Middle Ages and Don Quixote smells of the

  Spain of his time, so Ulysses smells of the Dublin of my day.’13 Sounds echo through Joyce’s work, too, from the silent house in

  ‘Araby’, to the fog-horn at the Pigeon House in ‘An Encounter’, the ‘soft and mellow’ notes of a piano in Stephen Hero, the deluge of sound in the

  ‘Sirens’ episode of Ulysses and the thunderous crack of doom in Finnegans Wake.




  Events which Joyce later turned into fiction were very often ones which would have passed unnoticed by most people but to which he ascribed a deeper significance. For six days from 14 May 1894 a

  spectacular charity bazaar, a ‘Grande Oriental Fête’ called ‘Araby’, visited Dublin to raise funds for the city’s Jervis Street Hospital. Admission was a

  shilling and meant a train journey out to Ballsbridge where the fête was held. His story ‘Araby’ suggests that he had waited all day for the money to get there, almost missing the

  event. When he arrived, most of the stalls had packed up and others were about to close. It afforded him a story which, by having his young hero anxious to buy a special present to impress the girl

  next door, adds poignancy to the incident. The location is recognizable; the girl remains obscure.14




  In early June, Jim and Stannie went ‘miching’ – bunking off – to Ringsend and Irishtown, as far as the Pigeon House on the spit of land which points a finger eastwards

  into Dublin Bay at the mouth of the Liffey just beyond that of the Dodder. Out on this wasteland they encountered ‘a queer old josser’ who enticed the boys with licentious and mildly

  sadistic banter before satisfying himself at a distance. Joyce built on this in his story ‘An Encounter’.




  In the summer of 1894, James sat his first Intermediate Examination in which high-flyers stood to win exhibitions. His marks were outstanding enough to win him £20. John took the

  prizewinner and his money off to Glasgow and back as guests of a ferry skipper acquaintance. It rained continuously and the trip was a wash-out. On the return journey a drunken John got into a

  violent argument with the Captain over Parnell. Later, a sober John reflected on a lucky escape, saying, ‘By God, man, if he had been drinking he would have thrown me

  overboard.’15 James began lending small sums to family members, carefully recording all transactions. Like his father among his

  bar-room cronies, he was discovering the pleasure of his own liberality.




  That summer, the Joyces moved to 2 Millbourne Avenue, Drumcondra, a newly built, comfortable house standing in an impoverished rural setting, where the Joyce children found local youth hostile.

  It was a decided come-down for John, the moment when his pretensions to middle-class respectability began to look hollow. In the autumn of 1894, with bills and rent unpaid, the family decamped yet

  again, this time back into the city, to 13 North Richmond Street, a cul-de-sac off the North Circular Road close to the Christian Brothers school. It was a fine-looking three-storey Georgian

  property with two reception rooms and four bedrooms, but cold and empty, strewn with the debris left behind by previous occupants. It provided James with the setting of ‘Araby’, and

  passing locations in Stephen Hero and Ulysses.16 Other families in the street made enough of an impression to be woven into his future fictions

  – the Boardman children at No. 1 gave him Edy Boardman and the cycling brother so admired by Gerty MacDowell in Ulysses; Long John Clancy at No. 7 appeared as Long John Fanning in both

  Dubliners and Ulysses; Ned Thornton, a tea-taster living opposite, served as a model for Mr Kernan in ‘Grace’ and is numbered among the mourners at Dignam’s funeral

  in the ‘Hades’ episode. Finally, the Gallahers’ son gave his name to the returned exile who so excites the narrator in ‘A Little Cloud’.17




  That year John worked briefly on commission as a freelance advertising salesman for the Parnellite Evening Telegraph. The work suited him, and later he did similar work for the

  Freeman’s Journal, where James, visiting him, imbibed the atmosphere and commotion of a newspaper office, and found a job – advertisement canvasser – for Leopold Bloom.

  Eyeglass screwed in and looking dapper, the proud father would take his two eldest sons for Sunday-afternoon strolls around Dublin, imparting more of his city folklore. James also took occasional

  long hikes with Alf Bergan, once as far as the Clontarf estate of Lord Ardilaun who inserts himself into both Ulysses and Finnegans Wake. Sometimes Aunt Josephine and their mother

  would take all their children for a day to the Bull Wall, a stone sea wall projecting into Dublin Bay at the mouth of the River Tolka – a favourite bathing place for Dubliners. Jim would

  invariably take a book to read or an essay to write; John would take a bottle which he called his ‘medicine’.18




  At the beginning of the new school year, the benign Father Wheeler was replaced by the stern Father William Henry, an English convert, who injected a new element of personal zealotry into

  Belvedere. He was feared and disliked by most of the boys, and, although he could be tolerant and good-humoured with certain pupils, he could also be both sinister and devious.

  He was a man with many mannerisms and expressions, the sort that delight schoolboy mimics, but, where his pupils’ morals were concerned, he had an unhealthily suspicious mind.




  Henry’s stiff religiosity and his increasingly restrictive regime appealed to the very devout students, including Joyce, who found the new Rector more amusing than fearful. Beyond his

  ecclesiastical responsibilities, Henry taught the boys Latin, which, with French, all were required to study plus an optional third language. For this, Joyce chose Italian over Greek (his

  father’s preference) and German (his mother’s). He later came to regret his lack of Greek but Italian stood him in very good stead during his eventual exile, and gave him entry into a

  wider world of European literature.




  During his first years at Belvedere, however, James was still enthralled by his religion and noted for his piety. His Catholic devotion was sufficiently well regarded by Father Henry and his

  colleagues for him to be admitted to membership of the Sodality of the Blessed Virgin at the end of 1895, of which, by the spring of ‘96, he had been made Head Prefect. This meant having to

  lunch with the Rector, giving rise to the rumour that he was receiving free meals because of poverty.19




  Stanislaus, meantime, was progressing well – both a diligent reader and a worshipful shadow of his brilliant sibling. One day the devious Rector summoned him and began asking about his

  work. Gradually he turned the conversation towards matters spiritual and James’s morals in particular, warning him against the worst of all sins, ‘the sin of telling a lie to the Holy

  Ghost’. The bemused Stanislaus thrashed around in his mind for something to say and finally mentioned an occasion at home when his brother and a ‘hoydenish’ young housemaid had

  indulged in a little horseplay – what Stanislaus called ‘a kind of catch-as-catch-can spanking match’. That was enough to excite the prurient Rector who immediately called in May

  Joyce to alert her to some unspecified moral defect in her eldest son. May, a little shocked and bewildered, returned to North Richmond Street, got the story out of Stanislaus, and promptly

  dismissed the servant girl. John, who had been kept in the dark but suspected that something was up, questioned Jim, and on being told, ‘I am under a cloud at school,’ paid a visit to

  Father Henry. The Rector told him solemnly that ‘that boy’ would give him trouble. ‘No he won’t,’ came the reply, ‘because I won’t let

  him.’20 If he did grasp the import of Henry’s suspicions, John was probably pleased enough to think that his son and heir was nothing but a chip

  off the old block. According to Stanislaus, Jim considered it a great joke.




  The extent of his devotion to both scholarship and religion is reflected in his reading at this time. Books assigned by teachers included selections from Ovid, Alvarez’s

  Grammar of Latin Verse, Newman’s Apologia Pro Vita Sua, Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, and Lyster’s Selected Poetry for Students. But Joyce began to stray

  from the set texts and follow his own literary inclinations, forever haunting Dublin’s second-hand bookshops in search of something new. He turned to Thomas a` Kempis’s The Imitation

  of Christ, highly suitable for so deeply devout a young man, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, some opera scores, and – influences on his first novel – George Meredith’s

  The Ordeal of Richard Feverel and The Tragic Comedians.




  When the class was assigned an essay on Lamb’s Tales from Shakespeare, Joyce wrote about his Essays of Elia; asked to write about Pope’s Essay on Man, Joyce

  tackled his translation of the Odyssey. Of the French syllabus he devoured the works of Erckmann-Chatrian, including the play Le Juif Polonais. For Italian he read Machiavelli’s

  History of Florence which introduced him not just to that great Italian city state but to Dante, Savonarola, and the Medicis. Costello argues21

  convincingly that Joyce came to see the Italian city state as something like the perfect social unit, which only confirmed in his mind and imagination the special nature and cultural richness of

  his own native city, Dublin.




  His straying into less orthodox realms of literature led him into trouble with the librarian at the local public library. Stanislaus tells how, after he had borrowed Hardy’s Tess of the

  d’Urbervilles, the keeper of books decided to warn John of the dangerous literature his son was reading. James, however, was able to reassure his father, deriding the librarian as

  ‘an ignorant old clod-hopper’. But when he sent Stanislaus back to borrow Jude the Obscure, the boy misread the title and innocently asked for Jude the Obscene, much to

  the confusion of the prudish librarian. On hearing the story James hooted with laughter, sorry he had not been there to witness the scene.22 John’s

  attitude towards his son’s reading was that if Jim thought it suitable to read then he should be free to read it.




  By his fourteenth year, the intense devotion to religion which had marked Joyce’s first two years at Belvedere was under threat from the onset of puberty and its fleshly temptations. He

  told Stanislaus that his first sexual experience had occurred at around this time. It involved a nursemaid, who, out walking with him, had retired behind a hedge to relieve herself. The sounds of

  the girl urinating had excited him to the extent that he had an erection leading to orgasm. Now, having discovered his ‘sincorrupting flesh’, he was amazed that one of Dante’s

  thunderbolts had not struck him dead. But it left him in an agony of remorse to which he later referred by its Middle English name, ‘agenbite of inwit’. If he did not confess his

  unmentionable sins to a priest he certainly did to himself in the guise of his self-reflective, guilt-ridden doppelgänger Stephen locked in his private confessional –

  the conscience of Stephen/Joyce the penitent speaking through the consciousness of Stephen/Joyce the confessor, one monologue intérieur filtered through that of the other.




  

    

      

        Yes, he had done them, secretly, filthily, time after time, and, hardened in sinful impenitence, he had dared to wear the mask of holiness before the tabernacle itself

        while his soul within was a living mass of corruption . . . The leprous company of his sins closed about him, breathing upon him, bending over him from all sides.23


      


    


  




  Haunted by sexual guilt, at the end of November Joyce went on a four-day retreat based on ‘The First Week of the Spiritual Exercises’ of Ignatius Loyola, founder of

  the Jesuit Order. It probably strengthened his religious commitment but was also an experience he would savour as a writer, building it up later and using it to powerful effect in A

  Portrait. The scarifying hellfire sermon appears to have been preached by Father James Cullen (Father Arnall in the novel) or perhaps by the rather more terrifying Father James

  Jeffcott,24 who, in the words of Stanislaus, stirred up ‘a brainstorm of terror and remorse’ in both him and his brother. Joyce may have acquired

  a copy of Jeffcott’s sermon, taken, it seems, from the meditations on hell of the seventeenth-century Italian divine Alphonsus Liguori.25




  After defaulting on his rent, late that year John moved his ménage yet again, this time to 29 Windsor Avenue in Fairview. He had developed the midnight flit to a fine art, and delighted

  in outsmarting his dunning landlords. Somehow or other he had persuaded yet another gullible lessor (this time a man of the cloth called Love) to accept him as a reliable tenant. The new house

  stood, wrote Stanislaus, ‘near the road that winds round the wide shallow mouth of the Liffey to Clontarf’.26 The family remained there for the

  next three years, years which would see the waning of James’s religiosity and his faltering yet inexorable conversion to Ibsenite atheism. In A Portrait he depicts the trauma of this

  transformation as a resurrection of the soul, a divesting of the grave-clothes of fear, guilt and incertitude, a rebirth which saw him emerge for the first time as an adult.27




  As a budding writer he cannot have been unaware of the literary renaissance stirring in Ireland since the end of the 1880s with the appearance of W. B. Yeats’s The Wanderings of

  Oisin and The Celtic Twilight. Yeats had been greatly influenced by the mysticism of George Russell (AE) and in 1886 had formed a Dublin branch of the Hermetic Society. Joyce was both

  attracted by and then scornful of the siren call of the cultural nationalists, increasingly torn, as he told Gorman, between a variety of competing claims – his

  father’s expectation that he should act the gentleman, the Jesuit injunction to become a good Catholic, the patriotic demand to work for a new Ireland, and that of his peers to be what they

  called ‘a decent chap’.28 The tug of his sexuality only added to this state of confusion, though, if this were so, the cool face he presented to

  his contemporaries would have largely concealed his turbulent state of mind.




  James had his head permanently in books. Since living in Blackrock he had made some early stabs at writing fiction. Now, in his fourteenth year, he began a set of sketches called

  Silhouettes, the title story based on the shadow-play of figures behind drawn blinds observed one night strolling the city streets.29 But his creative

  impulse also had another focus. The inspiration of Byron, Ferguson and Yeats led him to continue what he had begun with ‘Et Tu Healy’ and produce a series of poems entitled

  Moods. These early efforts did not survive, except fleetingly in the memory of his brother, though a few are to be found in what he called Epiphanies,30 copied down carefully on green ovals of leaves.




  This notion of epiphany has a classical and religious origin and significance (referring in Greek drama to the climactic moment and in Christianity to the moment of Christ’s

  manifestation). Wordsworth, De Quincey and the great Jesuit poet Gerard Manley Hopkins embodied epiphanies in poetry as did his Italian hero, Gabriele D’Annunzio. Joyce’s revelations

  are not, like those of Hopkins, revelations of the divine mysteries, but of our somewhat less divine human natures. Much of his writing afforded glimpses of his own hidden life and so is as much

  confessional as revealing. This drawing on epiphanies from his own life, using himself as a guinea-pig as he so often did, Stanislaus called ‘a peculiar form of self-exploitation for artistic

  purposes’.31 But observation also afforded him glimpses into the souls of others, giving him the sense that behind respectable appearances there often

  lie sordid, even debased realities. Such moments of insight formed the basis of his short stories in Dubliners, as well as many scenes and incidents which make up his novels.




  Pressures at home were intensifying. On 18 July 1895 another boy, Frederick, was born, but within twelve days he sickened and died. As Stanislaus tells it, his drunken father, faced with yet

  another disaster, suddenly cracked, seized his wife by the throat, and yelled, ‘Now, by God, is the time to finish it.’32 The children all

  screamed as James wrestled his father to the floor, pinning him down while May escaped next door with her two youngest. Some days later a policeman came and spoke to the couple. James appeared

  unaffected by all this, but for Stannie it was just a new level of degradation to which his father’s dissolution had brought the family.




  James managed to avoid the tensions at home by attending open-house parties given on the second Sunday of every month at the Belvedere Place home of his classmates Richard and

  Eugene Sheehy, usually with Stannie and occasionally with his mother. The family name fascinated Joyce because it was epicene – comprising both feminine and masculine pronouns. David Sheehy

  was a Westminster MP (once famously arrested by a policeman inside the Houses of Parliament) who had sided against Parnell at the time of the Irish Parliamentary Party split, though this does not

  seem to have spoilt such occasions for James. As well as the two boys there were four daughters, Margaret, Hanna, Mary and Kathleen, of whom Mary became the special object of his undeclared

  passion, and Kathleen became the model for the nationalist Miss Ivors in ‘The Dead’. Entertainment consisted mostly of singing, burlesques and charades, all of which brought out the

  best in the otherwise reticent young epiphanist. His repertoire included ballads such as ‘Blarney Castle’ or ‘Turpin Hero’, and music-hall songs like ‘The Man Who

  Broke the Bank at Monte Carlo’ – a swaggering performance, by all accounts. Eugene Sheehy recalled that whenever his mother played for the singers, James would conduct her to the piano

  ‘with Old World courtesy’.33 There was a gentlemanly formality about Joyce on such occasions.




  He was well aware that economically and socially his family was on the slide and even made self-deprecating jokes about being poor, leaving the other students in no doubt about it. But not

  everyone saw the wry side of failure. Eileen Vance who visited him during the summer holidays, was shocked by the Joyces’ new-found poverty and quickly lost interest in the boy who was once

  her Valentine. However, in a school which valued scholarship, James’s evident intellectual ability guaranteed him high regard among the Jesuits. Whatever else they thought of Joyce, those who

  have left memories of him always acknowledge his brilliance, his wit and his amusing streak of contrariness. One fellow Belvederean who thought otherwise was Reuben J. Dodd Jnr, whose father had

  ruined John Joyce. He and James regarded one another with mutual contempt. Once in class, Dempsey asked, ‘What is a pedestrian?’ An arm shot up./‘Well, Reuben, what is a

  pedestrian?’/‘A pedestrian is a Roman soldier, Sir.’/Joyce’s laugh at this was described as ‘more like a howl of agony, as if his little frame were being torn

  apart’.34 James would lampoon the Dodds unmercifully in Ulysses and Junior would sue for libel.35




  As he matured, Joyce took on more of the characteristics which marked him out when be became an adult. Eugene Sheehy provided a snapshot of the youthful Joyce: ‘He was a tall, slight

  stripling, with flashing teeth – white as a hound’s – pale blue eyes that sometimes had an icy look, and a mobile sensitive mouth. He was fond of throwing back

  his head as he walked, and his mood alternated between cold, slightly haughty, aloofness and sudden boisterous merriment.’36 His merry comedic spirit

  which led him into baiting his masters and fellow students, and later in trying to outwit his professors, went towards producing yet another great Irish satirist in the tradition of Swift,

  Sheridan, Shaw and Wilde.




  Joyce’s final college year began in September 1897. Having successfully concealed his guilt about unclean thoughts and actions, he was again elected Prefect of the Sodality. Father

  Henry’s suspicions had been laid to rest, so much so that he invited him seriously to consider the priesthood. The previous summer he had again won an exhibition, this time one of £30

  to be paid for two years, plus an essay prize of £3. His progress in French had been excellent and in English he had covered literature from Chaucer to Goldsmith. Now his talent for mimicry

  extended easily to an ability to reproduce the styles of past writers, a skill which began to reveal itself during that year. But he was neglecting the college curriculum in hot pursuit of his own

  literary interests and ambitions. This ferocious course of self-prescribed reading culminated in his discovery of Ibsen, and of Shaw’s The Quintessence of Ibsenism. Father

  Henry’s advances were rebuffed. There was no question of his donning the Jesuit habit, and his devout mother must have been sorely disappointed. His father had hoped he would go in for law,

  but literature and languages had now claimed his devotion.




  Joyce’s attitude towards authority had turned to open disdain. A gymnasium had been installed in the college theatre and a certain Sergeant Major Wright attempted to enthuse the boys about

  exercise using Indian clubs, the dumb-bell and horizontal bars. Joyce is remembered as performing at them all with exaggerated comic gusto, teasing the worthy sergeant by tying himself into knots

  around the exercise bars and loudly feigning injury.37 His self-mockery also extended to swimming. William Fallon, a fellow student, recalled him out at the

  Bull Wall at Dollymount, standing on a rock looking frail in bathing trunks, posing as ‘Poverty’.




  At the beginning of 1898 James’s godfather, Philip McCann died and left some money in trust for his education. Now flush, he took his parents to the theatre. He was hooked on drama, and,

  according to Stanislaus, saw performances by most of the great actors of the day – the comedian Edward Terry, the tragedians Henry Irving and Herbert Beerbohm Tree, and the great actresses

  Mrs Patrick Campbell and Eleanora Duse.38 May Joyce might have preferred him taking her to church, but Jim now preferred thespians to priests.




  With his departure from Belvedere approaching, the college’s Whitsun play gave Joyce an opportunity to demonstrate his talent for burlesque. The play was F.

  Anstey’s Vice Versa, with Joyce decked out in gown and mortarboard as the tyrannical, cane-wielding schoolmaster, Dr Grimstone. Egged on by Albrecht Connolly, he decided to send up the

  unsuspecting Father Henry.39 Eugene Sheehy recalled how he took gleeful aim at Henry, mimicking his favourite catchphrases and mannerisms to great hilarity

  all round. The play was brought to a halt as the rest of the cast forgot their lines and missed their cues. ‘Father Henry, who was sitting in one of the front rows . . . showed what a

  sportsman he was by laughing loudly at this joke against himself and Joyce received no word of reprimand for his impudence.’40




  But he did finally push his luck too far. Tolerant of a bit of end-of-term lampoonery, Father Henry was not amused when Joyce and Connolly absented themselves from the final catechistic

  examination set by himself. They claimed they had spent the time preparing for their final Intermediate Examinations (Stanislaus hinted that it was a deliberate snubbing of the over-zealous

  priest). The angry Rector rejected their excuse and decided to ban them from taking any exams. Luckily for the truants, the young French master, Father Andrew McErlean, whose best student

  was Joyce, managed to talk him round. Whether this experience unnerved Joyce or whether he had just strayed too far from the syllabus, his results were poor compared with earlier years. He won no

  exhibition but did take the first prize of £4 for composition. One of the examiners, Belfast-born William Magennis, Professor of Philosophy at the college, pronounced Joyce’s essay

  worthy of publication.41




  Having rejected the priesthood, he persuaded his father that he should proceed in September to Dublin’s University College, grandly housed on St Stephen’s Green. His education would

  still be in the care of the Society of Jesus, but this more adult setting would afford him the freedom he now needed to forge and fashion his own intellectual and creative personality. As part of

  the Royal University the college curriculum was formally secular, even though the Jesuitical presence was evident in both the staff and students, something Joyce would find not only amusing but

  challenging to his new spirit of critical independence.




  Before he had quite shaken off his adolescent sense of melancholy, still suspended between innocence and experience, he underwent an epiphany which sparked in him ‘an outburst of profane

  joy’. Wandering alone on the Dollymount Strand, he came across a solitary figure, a girl standing in a rivulet cutting through the sand down to the water’s edge, gazing out to sea. The

  moment is recaptured in the mind of young Stephen Dedalus, his consciouness hovering metaphorically between the sacred and the sacrilegious.




  

    

      

        She seemed like one whom magic had changed into the likeness of a strange and beautiful seabird. Her long slender bare legs were delicate as a

        crane’s and pure save where an emerald trail of seaweed had fashioned itself as a sign upon the flesh. Her thighs, fuller and softhued as ivory, were bared almost to the hips, where the

        white fringes of her drawers were like feathering of soft white down. Her slateblue skirts were kilted boldly about her waist and dovetailed behind her. Her bosom was as a bird’s, soft

        and slight, slight and soft as the breast of some darkplumaged dove. But her long fair hair was girlish: and girlish, and touched with the wonder of mortal beauty, her face.


      


    


  




  They exchanged glances and she blushed. It was enough to pitch him, cheeks aflame, into ‘a holy silence of ecstasy’, and ‘Her image had passed into his soul

  for ever.’42 It would linger in the pages of A Portrait, resurface in his adult fantasies and supply Leopold Bloom with voyeuristic sexual

  self-satisfaction in the form of the enchanting Gerty MacDowell (also bare-legged on a beach).




  He made his final farewell to innocence and piety that summer, a turning point on the road to becoming James Joyce. He later spoke of the event to Stannie – that encounter on the canal

  bank with a prostitute after having seen Sweet Briar, a play about an aristocratic girl and a costermonger who wins her love despite the class divide – where at each performance

  perfume was handed out to the ladies in the audience, drenching the air with alluring odours. The starting-point of this adventure is alluded to in Ulysses (appropriately enough in the

  Nighttown episode and in Nighttown imagery) as ‘the dark sexsmelling theatre . . . [which] . . . unbridles vice’.43 Years afterwards he told his

  patroness, Harriet Weaver, that he attributed what talent he might have to the ‘extravagant licentious disposition’ inherited from his father.44

  Exactly when he began his clandestine visits to ‘Monto’, Dublin’s old brothel quarter (the area between Talbot Street and Montgomery Street – today’s Foley Street), is

  unclear, but some amount of Philip McCann’s money probably trickled away down those streets over the next few years. Four decades later he recalled a song his father’s friend Tom Devin

  sang – ‘O boys, keep away from the girls I say’. In his case, he reflected ruefully, the moral had most certainly fallen on deaf ears.45




  By the time he left Belvedere, Joyce had already evolved into a more polymorphous personality. The devout youth had begun to slough off the crust of religious superstition which home and school

  had laid upon him, while leaving behind it a deposit of entrenched sentiment – an unbeliever’s fascination with, and attachment to, church liturgy and holy days

  – which formed a permanent part of his make-up. In the process he had learned well the protean trick of presenting various faces to the world, firstly in his personal life, more profoundly

  later in his fiction.
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  Cultivating ‘the Enigma of a Manner’




  (1898–1899)






  



	



‘Who makes up the majority in any given country? Is it the wise men or the fools? I think we must agree that the fools are in a terrible overwhelming majority, all the wide world over.’








 Ibsen, An Enemy of the People







  


  






  

  Escaping the nets of his religion was painfully difficult for Joyce. Jesuitical Catholicism had cast a spell over him, a spell from which he had to break

  free if he was to become the writer he had it in him to become. In the process he underwent the profound metamorphosis from pious believer to free spirit, regarding life no longer as a struggle

  between God and the Devil but as a human comedy – not the Divine Comedy of Dante but the essentially carnal one of Rabelais. Devotion to high art replaced blind faith as the

  supreme virtue, bad art became the greatest of sins, and imagination supplanted prayerful mantra as the means to salvation. Aesthetics became his new theology. Reason would enable him to discard

  old muddled beliefs and suffocating customs, and logic to break free from the constraining ignorance of the Lilliputian rabblement.




  University College, presided over by Father William Delany, was housed in three large eighteenth-century town houses situated on the south side of St Stephen’s Green. Numbers 85–86,

  once the home of the Dublin rake Thomas ‘Buck’ Whaley, was where Cardinal Newman – no doubt having first exorcised the libidinous spirit of Mr Whaley – chose to open his

  Catholic University in 1854. In 1880, with the addition of two adjoining properties, Newman’s foundation became University College. Five years later, in 1885, the Jesuits took over. Many of

  the college’s brightest students were drawn from either Clongowes or Belvedere, and not a few from the Christian Brothers’ school so despised by John Joyce. According to Joyce’s

  dissolute and witty friend Oliver St John Gogarty, their generation of students were ‘young men . . . in a rebellious condition . . . getting away from parents and also getting away from the

  accepted canons’.1 That certainly applied to James Augustine Aloysius Joyce.




  The college Dean of Studies and Fellow in English, Father Joseph Darlington, was a Shakespeare scholar, who earlier that year, 1898, had published a celebrated paper in the New Ireland

  Review on ‘The Catholicity of Shakespeare’s Plays’. In it he took issue with Edward Dowden, Professor of English at Trinity College, who argued that

  Shakespeare’s sympathies were Protestant. The struggle for the soul of the Warwickshire bard fascinated Joyce, and would surface in the ‘Scylla and Charybdis’ episode in

  Ulysses in Stephen’s discussion of Hamlet at the National Library with ‘John Eglinton’ (W. K. Magee), Richard Best, George Russell (‘Dublin’s

  Socrates’), and Gogarty. ‘Your dean of studies,’ says Eglinton mockingly, ‘holds he was a holy Roman.’2




  At college, however, Joyce’s engagement with Shakespeare was more direct because his discovery of European drama had convinced him that playwriting was his métier. Even his

  epiphanies were revealing a keen ear for dialogue. His essay on ‘Drama and Life’ would draw teasing comparisons between Macbeth and Ibsen’s The Master Builder, and

  he would slip amusing references to ‘The Scottish Play’ into A Portrait, Ulysses and Finnegans Wake. Joyce’s early passions were rarely discarded or

  outgrown.




  Gradually his attendance at English lectures diminished, but his reading gathered pace and grew in range. In that first university year, Joyce read Carlyle, Newman, Macaulay, De Quincey, Ruskin,

  Sudermann, D’Annunzio, Dante, Zola, Turgenev, Pater, Yeats, Blake, Maeterlinck, Arthur Symons’s The Symbolist Movement in Literature, and most of Ibsen, complemented by

  Shaw’s The Quintessence of Ibsenism. He could identify closely with the playwright whose country was still struggling against Danish–Swedish domination, claiming that because of

  early Scandinavian invasions, Dublin was a Norwegian city and he himself of Norwegian descent. Then, importantly for him, Ibsen, like few others, had managed to resolve the tension between realism

  and symbolism, to both of which Joyce was powerfully attracted.




  Joyce also found Ibsen’s stand against Victorian philistinism exhilarating, as he wrote to him three years later. ‘Your battles inspired me – not the obvious material battles

  but those that were fought and won behind your forehead, how your wilful resolution to wrest the secret from life gave me heart and how in your absolute indifference to public canons of art,

  friends and shibboleths you walked in the light of your inward heroism.’3 The Ibsenite vision offered heroic opportunities even to someone physically

  frail – the intrepid life of the liberated mind. Ibsen was, for Joyce’s shadow, Stephen Dedalus, the true successor of ‘Europe’s first poet’, Dante: ‘a human

  personality had been found united with an artistic manner’.4 He provided him with a brave identity with which to face a world full of hypocrisy and

  corruption. Because few had heard of Ibsen, this identification also set Joyce apart, assisting him in his design of ‘constructing the enigma of a manner’, a principle he also gradually

  extended to his work.5 Having divested himself of the devout and monkish role he had adopted at Clongowes and Belvedere (‘that

  fever-fit of holiness’ he called it),6 he was now set upon constructing for himself the persona of secular priest devoted to the cause of high art.




  At university he found some familiar faces from Belvedere. One was John Francis Byrne, son of a Wicklow farmer, omnivorous reader, tireless conversationalist and wit. Stanislaus had his own take

  on Byrne, seeing him as ‘a rather idle but very solemn-looking student’ with a ‘monastic manner’ and the face of a Cistercian abbot.7

  He was a keen chess-player, hence his nickname, ‘The White Bishop’. In A Portrait, Joyce would call him ‘Cranly’ after a medieval Bishop of Dublin, also known as

  ‘The White Bishop’.8 Even in the simple matter of finding a fictional name for a friend, Joyce’s mind would conjure up these kinds of tenuous

  associations. In the same vein, calling himself Stephen Dedalus implies both creator and aviator – Dedalus after the designer of the Labyrinth of Minos and the wings to escape it. Stephen, of

  course, was the first Christian martyred for his beliefs. Other names he chose were more obvious and not always especially friendly, such as ‘Maurice’ for the character based on

  Stanislaus – Maurice was the patron saint of infantrymen, possibly a sly indication of the company to which he thought his unimaginatively plodding brother and faithful follower belonged.




  His search for material carried on well beyond the classroom and the library. Partying at the Sheehys, he would often divest himself of his protective mask to reveal a talent for playful

  exuberance, adding memorable stories to Joycean folklore. There was Joyce playing ‘to the life’ the upper-class English Colonel Hawtree in a family production of T. W. Robertson’s

  Caste, Joyce sending up Queen Gertrude in Hamlet, wailing over a comic Ophelia (William Fallon in drag), like ‘a woman “keening” at an Irish wake in the very ecstasy

  of grief’.9 And there was his witty repartee, comic improvisations and clever mimicry in charades.




  But this uninhibited manner did not commend itself to everyone. Some found Joyce almost irresistible, but others found him rude and rough. Mary Sheehy recalled how a Limerick cousin of hers,

  Kathleen Sheehy, a rather eccentric girl, would sit beside him, and whenever he made a witty remark would throw her arms around him and shout with laughter, which always left Joyce frozen with

  embarrassment.10 And on meeting him in the street she would slap him heartily on the back and leave him cringing. In fact, most of the time Joyce was

  reserved and formal and even disliked being addressed by his Christian name, except by members of his family. Often he was so reserved as to appear cold and indifferent, shaking hands with what a

  friend called ‘the frozen mitt’.11




  More than once, his lack of couth showed through the dignified poise. At one of the occasional ‘hops’ at Belvedere Place, when they rolled back the carpet and

  danced, Joyce asked Mary for a waltz. He was a good dancer, she thought, but had no idea how to hold a girl. He held her very slackly, and whispered, ‘Hold my thumb,’ which she misheard

  as ‘Hold my tongue.’ ‘How can I do that?’ she asked, and when he repeated the invitation, said, ‘Oh! I thought you said your tongue.’ At this Joyce let out one

  of his whoops of delight and just carried on dancing.12 There were, however, women to be found in Dublin who enjoyed this uninhibited side of him, or

  pretended to for a suitable fee, in that part of town which woke after nightfall. Intimations of his nocturnal wanderings may have filtered back to his respectable friends. Jokingly, Richard Sheehy

  called him ‘James Disgustin’ Joyce’.




  It was not only at night that he wandered the Dublin backstreets and along the Liffey, a nocturnal flâneur, the novelist observing and absorbing. His doppelgänger Stephen

  haunts the city’s slums by day, taking in ‘the sordid lives of the inhabitants’.




  

    

      

        These wanderings filled him with deep-seated anger and whenever he encountered a burly black-vested priest taking a stroll of pleasant inspection through these warrens

        full of swarming and cringing believers he cursed the farce of Irish Catholicism: an island the inhabitants of which entrust their wills and minds to others that they may ensure for

        themselves a life of spiritual paralysis, an island in which all the power and riches are in the keeping of those whose kingdom is not of this world . . . [who] . . . wax fat upon a

        starveling rabblement which is bidden ironically to take to itself this consolation – in hardship ‘The Kingdom of God is within you’.13


      


    


  




  This was the hellish part of the city his characters in Dubliners and Ulysses feared – the abyss into which they could so easily plunge – rendered

  through the premeditated cast of Stephen’s consciousness.




  Joyce saw the underside of Dublin life at close quarters in another way, when Samuel Childs went on trial in October 1899 for the murder of his brother. Knowing a member of the jury, he attended

  the trial and doubtless took notes. Although Childs was found not guilty the question of fratricide fascinated Joyce. There is reference to the case in Ulysses and the Cain and Abel story

  underlies the conflict between the brothers Shem and Shaun in Finnegans Wake. The following summer, another murder case attracted his attention. Henry Flower, a policeman, was charged with

  killing a housemaid, Brigid Gannon, whose body was found floating in the Dodder. After a lengthy trial, Flower was cleared, leaving the country but also leaving behind a legend. ‘Henry

  Flower’ became the name under which Leopold Bloom writes secretly and salaciously to Martha Clifford.






  Joyce launched himself into his matriculation-year studies in preparation for entrance to a degree in Modern Languages and Literature, a course then considered more suitable for

  women than men.14 But for Joyce, henceforth, literature and languages rather than sacred texts and theology would be the royal road to self-realization.

  These passions and his interest in philosophy encouraged him to think deeply about words and their meanings. Two essays written during that first year, one on ‘Force’, the other on

  ‘The Study of Languages’, survive in fragmentary form. In the former, he argues that while force may successfully crush men’s spirits and aspirations, it can also be

  ‘productive of ill-will and rebellion’.15 Evidently he had the Irish situation in mind even though his arguments were pitched at a relatively

  abstract level. His style, however, still lacks the inventive fluency that came later, and his reasoning suggests he had not yet been won over completely to Ibsenite rationality.16




  Possibly from reading Wilde, who had left Reading Gaol in May the previous year, Joyce developed an interest in Walter Pater and John Ruskin, whose Mornings in Florence he bought that

  September. His essay on ‘The Study of Languages’ includes a critical appreciation of a fresco in the Florentine Church of Santa Maria Novella in which the artist attempts, as he puts

  it, to show the gradual progress from science through grammar to rhetoric and music and on to arithmetic, a progression which mirrors both his Jesuitical education and his new-found passion for the

  old Italian city state. His ruminations about languages, his growing fascination with other tongues and alternative modes of expression, afford a further glimpse into his evolving mindscape. Above

  all, he acknowledges both the beauty of the rules of language and the attractions of escaping those constraints into the more figurative world of literature.




  Stanislaus, meanwhile, was undergoing his own crisis of conscience which led him eventually to reject religion even more vehemently than his brother. But he remained, as he had been since

  childhood, somewhat in awe of James’s brilliance, a confidant and critical devotee. ‘I was,’ he claimed, ‘my brother’s first believer.’17 He was also his most honest critic and – at least for the early part of his life – his Boswell. Two important ways in which they differed were in their attitudes

  towards religion and their father. Stanislaus hated both without reservation; James rejected both, but with a degree of lingering affection.




  His father, whom he saw increasingly less often, he rarely criticized. In Ulysses, Stephen merely refers to Simon as ‘a necessary evil’.18 Stanislaus wrote that his brother’s two great passions were love of his country and city – a love that was rejected – and love of his father, ‘who was

  like a mill-stone round his neck’.19 His mother he also loved, pitying her for her life of relentless childbearing and increasing

  poverty endured so stoically, but he found himself ever more alienated from her devout Catholicism. His sister May thought that in rejecting the Church and turning atheist he had broken the poor

  woman’s heart,20 and in A Portrait he hints that she blamed the university for having undermined his faith.21 But, according to Stanislaus, ‘My mother had become for my brother the type of the woman who fears and, with weak insistence and disapproval, tries to hinder the adventures

  of the spirit.’22 Her sin, from James’s point of view, was to want to confine his imagination inside the nets of her beliefs. Family sentiment

  would never constrain his sheer determination to pursue his new vocation.




  His attitude towards the rest of his family and religion is cruelly spelled out in a letter he wrote two years after graduating: ‘My brothers and sisters are nothing to me. One brother

  alone is capable of understanding me.’23 But his dismissive attitude towards his siblings was not exactly reciprocated, as they later remembered

  regarding him as their idol. So while his sister Eileen recalled their father giving Jim ‘absolutely everything’ and depriving the rest of the family to do so,24 Eva claimed that ‘all the brothers and sisters seemed to be quite happy that he was the one that got the most attention. He was a very gentle child, indeed I never remember

  seeing him in a temper about anything – in fact, he always laughed at everything.’25 In March, he took his parents to the Gaiety Theatre to see

  Mrs Patrick Campbell as the eponymous heroine of Magda, a dramatization of Hermann Sudermann’s novel Heimat. Afterwards he told them, ‘The subject of the play is genius

  breaking out in the home and against the home . . . It’s going to happen in your own house.’26




  Although Joyce’s hostility towards the Church was angrily reciprocated by those who felt he had betrayed the faith, for him apostasy was a deeply personal matter. His natural impulses, he

  later told Nora Barnacle, made it impossible for him to return to the Church which he had left at sixteen, hating it passionately. ‘By [leaving it] I made myself a beggar but I retained my

  pride. Now I make open war upon it by what I write and say and do. I cannot enter the social order except as a vagabond.’27
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