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INTRODUCTORY SCRUTINIES: FOCUS ON SENN





The present volume collects some of Fritz Senn’s major essays of the last ten years, mainly on Ulysses. They display anew his regard for Joyce’s text in all its detail. The selection does not attempt a broad overview of Senn’s writing nor is it organized around a single theme; rather it is meant to show his lifelong interest in the workings of language, its limitations, disruptive energies, its allusive potential within and beyond a single work, in particular his ongoing concern with the problems of annotation as well as the reader’s pleasurable and active participation. His chosen playground is Joyce as something written, to be scrutinized with dedication. An extraordinary familiarity with the text underlies his response, and his imaginative and nimble explorations always start with and return to Joyce’s word. Not that this excludes forays to non-Joycean areas; classical references are particularly frequent. His essays also convey a sense of a mind at work, developing, exemplifying. Senn probes with agility and argues and extrapolates sceptically. Not for him interpretative certainty or the monolithic argument drawn out to book-length. Hence a volume of inductive scrutinies.


In his introduction to Fritz Senn’s Joyce’s Dislocutions: Essays on Reading as Translation (1984), John Paul Riquelme, the editor, looks at Senn’s particular advantage as a non-native speaker in reading and explicating Joyce. He stresses the fine awareness of linguistic irregularities and disruptions in a reader who takes nothing for granted. As the essays demonstrate, such a sensibility turns reading into an act of translation and criticism into a running commentary on the text. The view of Senn as foreign commentator helps one understand his critical preoccupations.


For the last decade Fritz Senn has been directing the Zürich James Joyce Foundation. This institute, the most comprehensive Joyce library in Europe, consists largely of his former private collection of work editions, translations, criticism, background material and realia. A favourite haunt of many Joyce scholars, it provides ideal research facilities and is a welcoming place where ideas are exchanged. At the regular workshops Senn’s chairing is invariably unpolemical, stimulating and friendly.


As this collection coincides with the tenth anniversary of the Zürich James Joyce Foundation and with thirty-five years of Senn’s published writings on Joyce, it seemed appropriate to invite Joyce scholars to comment on his status. The spectrum of views which follows should be of interest to novice and seasoned Joyceans alike. However, to present a balanced picture, I also asked Senn to talk about himself, and this interview, characteristically informal, concludes the introduction.


In a letter to some twenty-five Joyce scholars of varying age, nationality and critical inclination, I wrote of my endeavour to ‘situate Fritz among other Joyceans concerning his particular interests, strengths and critical preoccupations, but also with regard to his limitations or, if you wish, blind spots’, and asked for frank and descriptive rather than evaluative comment. I mentioned that Senn knew of the letter and condoned it. As it turned out, those who answered were pleased to have been asked for comment even if some felt daunted by the task. Despite my promptings I received no replies with strong negative criticism.


There is general agreement on the nature of his work. It is considered unique in Joyce criticism. This is to do both with the nature of his contributions and his personality. His feeling for Joyce is based on an affinity of temperaments, and some consider him the best reader Joyce ever had. He seems to read Joyce in the writer’s own spirit. Without ever dominating the text by his intellect, Senn puts all his knowledge and critical ability at its service. He does not curtail Joyce’s dynamics. His readings are invariably lively, clear and original, and even the most familiar passages still yield surprises under his scrutiny. The attention he brings to bear on textual detail is painstaking, and his interest in period trivia comes close to Joyce’s own.


As for the nature of Senn’s contributions, they are of particular value to readers interested in philology and stylistics. Ever alert to the strangeness and comedy of Joyce’s language as well as to the experience of reading it, he responds with a text very much his own. His style is inimitable, incisive, witty and lucid, however complex the issues he discusses. Also, Senn is one of those rare scholars who do not need to keep citing theorists. This is partly because he is unusually independent in his thinking, so much so that often he can only express himself with the help of newly coined terms. Yet many Joyceans feel that Senn’s ideas are in tune with some of the most important ‘theoretical’ writing of the last few decades, especially Derrida’s. They see his writing parallel and, more so, anticipate currently fashionable theory. Some Joycean scholars think him unwilling to acknowledge, others unable to see, how much his approach to literature shares with the best examples of post-structuralism; one scholar put it that he ‘obstinately denies affinity and understanding’ (with or of Derrida). Senn’s own view of his relation to theory finds expression in the interview and in the preface. Maybe this is the place to mention Senn’s mischievous, quizzical personality and his sly and sometimes punishing sense of humour.


Fritz Senn is known to encourage and develop up-and-coming Joyceans. He shows great patience with them, but less so with renowned scholars. At the same time, he is unusually open to the ideas of anybody interested in Joyce.


Senn is thought by many to be a gifted teacher. He manages to make Joyce’s works approachable and fresh without sacrificing their complexity and strange inventiveness. He considers questions more fruitful than answers. It is his familiarity with the texts that enables him to be continually surprised by them. However, he is least patient with dullness and scholars lacking textual knowledge or clarity.


Senn’s classical knowledge is remarkable, likewise his extraordinary feeling for the connections between Ulysses and its Homeric precursor. Far from referring to the Odyssey as a simple grid for Ulysses, he never tires of searching into Joyce’s unique translation and rewriting of Homer and exploring the interaction between the two texts. Joyce through Senn, and Senn through Joyce do agitate the Odyssey.


Several scholars referred to Senn as an authority on Finnegans Wake. He is considered a pioneer in its exegesis, and the enormous importance of A Wake Newslitter in the history of the work’s reception is undisputed; Senn was co-founder and co-editor (he insists that Clive Hart did most of the work). For one thing, the Newslitter helped towards establishing reasonable and verifiable standards for interpretation. That he has detached himself from the Wake in latter years (see the last essay in this collection) seems almost completely ironical to some scholars, who feel it is only now that the consequences of his original endeavours are coming to fruition.


A few individual remarks from the thumbnail sketches, assembled without connection or comment, may add up to a impressionistic collage. His ‘gadfly’ presence at conferences has been mentioned, or how when struck by certain ideas he seizes on them with a ‘tenacious fixation’. His insistence on looking at the text directly with the invariable result of seeing what was otherwise neglected marks him, according to one scholar, as ‘singularly smart’. There was the pithy remark that everything he says or writes could be placed ‘under the banner of common sense operating at expert level’. It was felt that Senn’s recognition ‘honoris causa’ from the University of Zürich was a ‘tribute from all scholars’, and that he is ‘sui generis and indispensable’. Lastly, many a Joycean would share in the wish that closed one letter: ‘Long may he write as he does.’


Thanks are due to Derek Attridge, Morris Beja, Bernard Benstock, Christine van Boheemen, Vincent Deane, Michael Gillespie, Hugh Kenner, Terence Killeen, Margot Norris, Marilyn Reizbaum, Joe Schork, Jacques Aubert and Katie Wales for their frank and incisive observations.


INTERVIEW WITH FRITZ SENN, MAY 1994


How do you view your development as a Joycean over the past thirty-five years?


‘Development’ suggests a maturing process or an ascent towards some commendable peak. Come to think of it, by hindsight, I wonder if in the long run—and the run has been long—I developed sufficiently (I’m talking Joyce here). Somehow it seems I’ve been doing the same thing all over all along, with of course stupendous advances in sophistication and refinement that anyone could spot with a magnifying glass. Probably I should have changed more.


   Overall, I have been trying to figure out, often in close-up—Joyce, after all, offered extended close-ups, Ulysses for one—just how language works, what it can achieve, and what it fails to put across. So in some way I am a case of arrested development, and my interests now resemble those of thirty years ago, with a few illusions gone. It is not the worst kind of development to be arrested in, but a limitation nevertheless.


   I should hasten to add that my fellow Joyceans have never, as far as I could make out, held this against me. In fact I have been treated extremely well and graded all too leniently. On the whole, we are a tolerant and appreciative lot, if anything too agreeable to each other. Self-styled ‘Joyce Wars’ are an exception.


   Of course, not to sound too modest, I also know that I have an interest shared by few, and fewer in recent trends, that in language. Not Language. I could provide you with a handy rule of thumb to find out who does not care about language.


And will you?


No.


Could you say a few words about shaping influences, or the lack of them?


I’ve had an advantage early on. As an autodidact—I still sometimes flaunt an amateur status or, rather, I watch myself creeping back into it in escalating disillusionment—I have not been conditioned by any academic school I know of.


   Wrong, of course. As Gerty MacDowell or, for that matter Stephen Dedalus, could teach us, we are all shaped by something, and most of all by what we do not even perceive. But I mean since I was generally not on an academic payroll—just exceptionally as ‘visiting professor’ in the US and, over the years, in association with the University of Zürich—I could take up what suited me. I picked what I found congenial and was never obliged to string along with any trend. Call this ‘eclectic’, it sounds better.


Are there critical activities you refrain from?


‘Refrain’ implies a policy or strategy. I simply avoid, like most animals, what I cannot cope with. I was never really trained in Joyce criticism or disciplined to enlarge my skills outside a narrow chosen field. So you’ll never catch me criticizing Foucault’s views on Husserl in their bearing on Martha Clifford’s male gaze within a commodity culture (post-colonially en-gendered). In fact I ran away from the language of German philosophy into the relative safety of the Wake, which one is justified in not understanding, and this after many years, and which even not understanding is fun. As you can observe now, the language of philosophy has been infiltrating big, via France and the US. So much for safety. Others, at any rate, are much more competent at metaphysics than I am, so I gave up on it. You see that a student nowadays cannot afford such defection. So I never have really kept abreast, certainly not to what is apotheosized as, say, ‘Literaturwissenschaft’ in Germany. Scares me stiff. Distinct from my colleagues—perhaps I have no right to call them that after all—I am ill at ease in cryptic abstraction, and I am not, as everyone else seems to become, a critic of Culture. In fact I am not a critic, but at heart a commentator, a scholiast, a provider of footnotes. And a prequoter. (Somewhere I must have explained that term.)


Could all this be connected with possible blind spots?


Most spots are blind. If you want to know about me, as you seem to—sense of duty, no doubt—I am characterized, as far as introspection goes, but outsiders see it much better, by a few oddities that it took me a long time to become aware of. One, as said just before, is uneasiness with transcendencies. I am too dumb—try to find a euphemism—for all theory. Period. ‘Theory’ for me is everything that excludes an audience not elaborately trained in it. That explains some of my groanings and bleatings, even outbreaks of frustrated anger. It has led to continuous self-doubts. It’s not that I ‘disagree’ with theories, I wish, rather, I knew what they are so that I could engage in arguments about them. As I say somewhere else, I have been waiting fairly long that something worth knowing from all these occupations would seep through. Irrespective of the value of theories, which is for others to judge, they have the lasting scorched-earth side-effect. Words, once innocent, cannot be used any longer. It happened to ‘desire’, ‘gaze’, ‘space’ and now even to ‘other’ as a noun. Every time we (still) have to use ‘absence’ or ‘silence’ a little bit of self-respect crumbles off.


   ‘Cyclops’ teaches us that we never see our own blinkers, so the second quirk took me much longer to put a finger on, as it seemed too natural to me. That is, when a topic is announced, say for a workshop or panel, I instinctively turn to the text and see what I can come up with that approaches relevance. Such naïveté I never questioned until it dawned on me gradually that, in decent academic procedure, a detour is required, some (often arcane) sanctioning by authority, even if the authorities adduced seem to be categorically denying any sort of authority. And then there is another peculiarity of which I am not even ashamed. Whenever I knocked out a footnote or an article I always took it for granted that—apart from adding to the store of perennial universal knowledge—my subjective enjoyment of the text should be passed on. The pleasure principle. I am surprised right now that this has to be said at all. New potential readers are helped, I believe, if they get a sense that Joyce may be worth reading, that it adds to their lives, though for the life of me I could not say what.


   I always thought basics are more important than all superstructures above them. Maybe not, then let’s say they are more basic. Basics for me meant learning to read—continuing present tense. Once you get some rudiments of that you may well graduate to metaphysics, and I am always a little nonplussed to find that rudiments actually can be skipped so cavalierly.


   But then I also admit that what most of us, in the old text-oriented camp, are doing can be atrociously stolid and uninspiring.


Over several decades of Joyce criticism, what shifts of focus do you observe, and how do you relate to them?


Out of interest and necessity I did survey the scene early on, in my budding enthusiasm more than now. You know, there were times when we were actually looking forward to a new study of Joyce. And made sure to read it. When I set out—as a reader entirely, until James Atherton prodded me to do something on Zürich allusions in FW, which pushed me over the edge into the arena—I saw two main directions: one was traditional and in many ways ‘positivistic’, with the focus on biography, source studies, quotations, comparisons, influences, background: few Joyceans then were familiar with Dublin. And then there were the interpreters who offered, as often as not, symbolic readings, some inspiring, some mechanical. Myth had a big run, and all the more so because one didn’t have to explain quite what it was nor how it worked, but it gave one’s pronouncements vibrating universal scope. Irony came to be all the rage.


   I soon drifted to the Wake. Some of us, belonging to the early explorers of what was largely uncharted, were trying to find meaning. We thought we knew what finding meaning was in those days. And we needed contact, especially me, who was dabbling along in complete isolation. There was a bunch of early Wake annotators, Adaline Glasheen, the most brilliant correspondent of them all, Atherton, Hodgart. Thornton Wilder travelled with a copy of FW, its margins brimful of minute pencil marks. One day I got a letter with some enquiries from a student in Cambridge by name of Clive Hart; another emerging student had finished a rare dissertation on FW and was surprised to get a letter from across the Atlantic: Bernard Benstock. So we soon developed an unofficial network, based on curiosity and capricious rapture, which no doubt later was infused by politicking and career strategies. One of the results are the Joyce Symposia that now, ironically, seem to have become the Establishment Olympics. If you knew how scared we were at our first attempt in 1967 in a Dublin that was at best indifferent, at its wittiest scathingly sarcastic.


   Naturally the scene expanded, approaches diversified in all directions. At some point it was hard, and soon impossible, to keep track. Joyce scholars outside of the United States became less negligible. And correctives to the mainstream were needed, especially to those articles that seemed oblivious of fiction being fiction, confected, forgeries, verbal phantasms, affairs of permutated letters. Or ‘Text’! That term has had such a career that it now has become advisable to look around for new metaphors. Change was overdue. Along came ‘Structuralism’, which surfaced, for me at any rate, in the person of Jacques Aubert in 1972. This may show the secluded life I had been leading. Officially Structuralism raised its disquieting head with a flurry of new droppable names at the fourth Joyce Symposium in Dublin in 1973. This was alongside the primeval feminist panel, inaugurated by Ruth Bauerle. Well, I for one never got the hang of the pioneering novelties, though, by one of fate’s little tricks, I remember that a talk of mine at a Ulysses reunion in Tulsa 1972 was labelled a ‘structuralist reading’. So perhaps our minds are, naturaliter, structuralist—or whatever comes along, for comparable suspicions have been levelled at me later on. As it turned out, and to show how behind the times some of us were, we found that in the middle of the stream all of this—in particular Lacan, whose teachings Aubert had perpetuated of his own accord in the early seventies—had been changed or relabelled Poststructuralism, in collusion, for all I can tell, with its sibling, Postmodernism. We entered a great phase of sign posts. Well, all of this has had a great impact on the Joycean scene, and after some efforts I even gave up trying to have it explained to me what the impact was. But of course all the exciting, new, overdue departures were where the action was, and certainly not in the perpetual recirculation that these theories tried to break away from.


You are without doubt a passionate Joycean; do you have allergies?


Passion, funny, that has sometimes been applied to me. I saw my preoccupation with Joyce more as a distraction, a survival technique. Yes, I do have allergies where I overreact. In the old times there were those dreary moralistic judgments. Professors of English seemed to look down from Olympian heights on the poor people in Joyce’s Dublin and they were arrogantly sticking labels like ‘paralysis’ and ‘simony’ on characters that they found wanting, morally or spiritually. Critics judged life or human behaviour and I never quite figured out how they should be better qualified than others. In those days fertility and sterility were freely dished out at the drop of a symbol. Well, perhaps young Joyce proclaiming that well-touted ‘moral history of my country’ was taken up seriously. I resolved not to hold that one against the author. Some critics even spotted Christian miracles. To show my obtundity, I have never been able to see Buck Mulligan or Boylan as particulary wicked or despicable, and I always felt great affinity for Gerty MacDowell. To me Joyce’s moral impact always appeared to be empathy with our shortcomings—our shortcomings, not just Farrington’s or Eveline’s, or, as I tried to put it, sympathy with varieties of human failure. The main books are epics of failure: we don’t reach our goals and, above all: ‘Nil humanum a me alienum puto.’ Wholly subjective, of course, such views, not to be proved, but then you asked.


   Yes, and another overall allergy: the propensity of even battle-proved professionals to get up at a conference and to read—brilliantly or platitudinously, as the case may be—preformulated text from a typescript. The result is aptly called a ‘paper’, named after the most insignificant part of the whole production, the material on which thoughts become fixed. You know that I have been leading a losing fight against the recital of papers, and you can still annoy me very easily by inviting me to read one.


Do you sometimes feel your points have been missed?


To be sure. Our points are always missed. It’s what Joyce writes about. So one should be immune. But it is sometimes odd to find oneself quoted, out of context naturally, or rather within a wholly distorting new one. Or else a statement long forgotten or something so trivial as hardly worthy of mention surfaces out of well-deserved oblivion. That’s all in a day’s work, I suppose, or the way of the word. But on occasion one is a bit piqued. I may find one of my views dug up as though I had framed it with an implied ‘nothing but’, the kind of formula I not only religiously avoid but go to great lengths to refute the very notion of. What stuck most dishearteningly is that I once in an essay on ‘Nausicaa’ steered pointedly clear of the once-common condemnations of Bloom’s masturbation and briefly summarized them in order to take a more profitable turn—and then in a fine book on Joyce’s sexuality I discover myself as a spokesman of precisely those censorious voices I had distanced myself from. Of course that showed I had not expressed myself as clearly as had been my purpose. Incidentally, you’d hardly imagine in how many ways a simple name like Senn (common in Switzerland) can be misspelled: Sin, Sen, Zen, Zimm, Senft, etc., all follow in the trail of M’Intosh, L. Boom and several others. ‘Eumaeus’, I find more and more, is true to life.


Have you any comment on the appearance for the third time of an edited collection of your essays?


If for the third time—or fourth, depending on what you include—someone else, in this case you, goes to the trouble of assembling scattered articles into one volume, then it is a safe bet that this triple-edited author will never ‘write a book’. Psychoanalysis might look into this block and dredge up fascinating unsavoury diagnoses, probably fear of some sort. It’s not that I have not toyed with the idea. Once I thought of investigating what Joyce does with time, ‘NarraTime’ it would have been called, if it had ever got beyond an accumulation of electronic notes. Or I thought I would do something on the chapter relations in Ulysses. Well, to paraphrase L. Boom: ‘Still an idea behind it. But nothing doing.’ I just don’t have that wide horizon, or the illusion that any impetus could profitably expand to book length without becoming both tedious and laboured and, somewhere along the way, plain wrong. Sour grapes, but then anything systematized to any great extent stumbles into the kind of dogmatism that Joyce’s works seem to counteract, especially the Wake with its built-in scepticism. Therefore I am scrutinizing minutiae, but I try to extrapolate and to generalize tentatively and with visible signals of reservation. In my better moments I flatter myself, not for very long, that some incentive has been given.


Could you elaborate on your preoccupation with processes, dynamisms, kinetics, urges, excesses, for which you have to invent your own critical terms such as provection, anagnosis, dislocution, allotropy?


It was just my interest. I didn’t know that I was doing so until it dawned on me and I felt—wrongly in part, no doubt—that many others concentrated on what there is in Joyce’s texts and did not seem alerted to what happens. Our minds are skilled categorizing things, and things are easier to pigeonhole than elusive processes, such as, in extreme, Finnegans Wake. Joyce texts seemed alive, in motion, verbs rather than nouns, kinetic in another sense than what assistant-professor Dedalus had in mind in his fame- and pompous lecture. Textual energies serve as antidotes to the inertia of reification. That’s why I was getting annoyed, and have publicized, not always kindly, my impatience with static annotation that tends to freeze the text and to stop further inquiry.


   But then again, since Joyce brings many such truisms to unexpected light, I have hardly ever done anything that I did not also think obvious. Everyone could have seen the same processes at work. Some corrective commonplaces of years ago have become mainstream clichéd pomposities. What once was necessary to point out may have turned into new dogma. I do not know whether I was amused or irritated when once I had used a talk merely to illustrate that Joyceans, against all the evidence under our eyes, can still be so certain about their own precious findings without any trace of doubt. Two years later at another conference it appeared, paradoxically, as though Uncertainty itself had become infallible dogma, so much so that one participant referred to ‘that uncertainty we are all looking for’. As though we had to make an effort to discover what is so conspicuous all the time.


   So I see myself rather tritely on the old beaten, maybe outdated, humanist track. Joyce never invented, but only illustrated anew, the old Socratic caveat, ‘Are you quite sure?’ Some of us still are. Quite sure. It took me years to experience fully the import of one early aside in Ulysses, attributed to Haines: ‘— I don’t know, I’m sure.’ 



















INSTEAD OF A PREFACE: THE CREED OF NAÏVETÉ





The following letter arose from an article in the ‘James Joyce Broadsheet’ which contained a reference to a stray letter to the editor I had composed. The persons involved do not matter, but it occurred to me that extracts from my statements of the time might clarify in advance what up-to-date readers will not find in the following probes, and why. Joyce was very good at circumscribing limitations: those of Eveline, James Duffy, Boylan, Gerty, Stephen, but also those of styles and modes—he seems to include, in particular, our rare haphazard insights. I think we should therefore state our own, right from the outset, our weak spots, the blinders we have.





(…) I would also like to clarify a few things that are on my mind. First of all I have no judgement on Deconstruction, or Theory, as such. I know it is there, it is important, is taken up, means a lot to many. I simply do not understand it, and even trying to do so may set me back for months of depressive paralysis and resignation. I have nothing to say on your subject in general. There are some very good friends whose work and minds I highly respect and who have been into these theories. So I deduce there must be something there that is of value. But it does not reach me. So I always ask just one thing: What then is it that you can do, with your approach/theory/ philosophy, that we fogeys cannot?—what questions, what answers, perhaps. And, please, demonstrate it to me in concrete textual detail. Now for reasons beyond me this is not to be done; the rules of the union do not seem to allow that. OK, then that has to be accepted. But, when, as I tried to make very clear in my letter, on rare occasions, they (the ‘theorists’) do stoop to a bit of text and when, very very rarely, it becomes clear what they mean, then (and only then) I always felt—at least until now—we could have achieved the same results or have reached similar conclusions in the traditional way. My remarks refer to these exceptional cases—are more or less in the conditional.


When the prophet descends to the market-place then he has to be judged by the market-place. Things may be different on Olympus; but there, though it gets crowded more and more, I do not belong.


My view is not that ‘a disseminative reading is not really differ ent’—I do not know what disseminative readings really are nor what they disseminate. I wish I could see them as disseminative. But when something is applied to a bit of text then I can agree or disagree.


My concern is lucidity, nothing else. The one thing I require of book, talk, panel—to be able to follow. Perhaps lucidity is not compatible with certain approaches. But once you address a large audience, say at a Symposium carrying the label ‘Joyce’, a tacit assumption is that you want to put something across. I find the unwillingness of theorists to do this—on the level of the uninitiated—depressing. Now this may be my problem, up to a psychological point it is. At the same time, believe me, I would like to learn, to learn from them as well.


Of course there is the impression that ‘they’ (perhaps all theories) have relatively little (visible) interest in Joyce, they put the focus somewhere else. Nothing wrong with that; scholarship is open, must remain so, no holds barred, there must be a wide scope, new angles; and we all have a right to our own brand of curiosity. No-one should be forced to focus on Joyce. At our Joyce conferences, however, a minimum of such focus or interest seems to be implied by the name, and when current fashions take over a bit much, disproportionally much, then a feeling of waste becomes painful. Now for all I know, ‘they’ may have a great deal of interest in Joyce, and great insights too—and I am sure some of their enthusiasm is very genuine and exciting—but somehow the insights do not penetrate outside the hermetic circle. So I am still waiting.


However, there is a bias that you noted. My implication of a difference in interest is simply based on a notion that, if theorists have something of interest to say, to say on Joyce, then in the long run something of this would rub off, something would get around—so that it might even reach the likes of me, the obtuse, pedestrian, naïve simple-minded readers. It may happen tomorrow. It hasn’t yet. But within decades of so much Joyce scholarship sailing under all those French (mainly) flags, don’t you think a few results might be expected by those without the temple? Or, to put it differently, if ‘By their fruits ye shall know them’, as the chap said, is a valid rule, then some fruits should be forthcoming at some stage—fruits, mind you, not treatises on metadendrology, though this may be a fascinating subject in itself.


Perhaps it is an insult to expect something as commonplace as results from on high. Theories, I know, are not vending machines. This too would have to be accepted, but it would have to be announced first, and announced plainly and unmistakably. In the meantime, having heard and seen and watched from afar the mountains in protracted and much-published labour, we Philistines are still waiting for the mouse to emerge. Barking up, no doubt, the wrong mountain.


And again: I do not distinguish between simply those interested in Joyce’s works and the ‘voguish [etc.] Larridians’, but those among them (as distinct from the Masters) who are in demonstrable fact voguish, epigonal, dilutive and flag-waving: I assume their legion gets on your nerves even more than mine. In fact I think that those concerned with theories should safeguard against the bandwagon syndrome. There are a few Joyceans I could name (and won’t) by whose taking up a theory you know it has now been debased into a fashion. I also mean the name-droppers, the authoritarian quoters. The Joyce world is free to accommodate them (at any rate, they would be a nuisance at any period). And another thing you should be concerned about, I mean you as a Fidei Defensor: Why are (and here I am really inclined to generalize) all theorists, from inspired top to epigonal bottom of the barrel, such poor translators? Why do they not (want to?) communicate? At least some of them, by the law of probability, might be expected to try.


You will have noticed that none of my remarks refer to Critical Theory, Deconstruction, or any of the philosophies concerned. I am not qualified, I do not know about these things (most of my friends still think I am being coyly or facetiously modest when I confess that I am too dumb for theories). My remarks refer solely to the performances in Joycean contexts that I have witnessed. (I am not sure the Masters would always have been pleased with those performances.)


I realize full well that looking at a bit of text and trying to figure out what it may mean (which delimits my own narrow, philological garden), is not sufficient. We need to go beyond, widening our contexts and horizons, by all means. Some scholars, Joyceans, naturally want to aim higher. And we certainly depend—for new input—on those who are able to lift their noses from the close reading and who concern themselves with the Larger Issues. It’s not that I am simply speaking up for the old-fashioned traditionalists (of which I am one by constitution), all those plodders who produce glosses, sources, influences, biographical, symbolic, or (Joyce help us!) moralizing readings, etc., etc. I know all about their tedium. Or rather, as I also tried to express in my letter, we get some very dull, uninspired scholars in all camps; the majority of us are just not very brilliant, no matter what we do.


You see now why I do not belong to the academic world and have always remained an amateur. I want to increase my knowledge, understanding, and pleasure in the text, works, language—and beyond that, inductively, into all areas: language, psychology, history, etc. all the way to Culture, Metaphysics, and perhaps even Life. Everything that helps me in this is (subjectively) good, everything that does not help me I cannot assimilate, it runs off my back. My complaint is restricted to our own gatherings. There it has happened a little bit too often that someone, instead of telling us something about Joyce, got up and proclaimed, in substance, some name in current use. I supposed for a considerable time it would be possible to say something about both areas, something that is meaningful in our own. Maybe this has happened, and you can tell me where it has.


You realize that according to my reiterations here it would be enough to produce one single insight, one single gloss, one single reading that is both new and clear, to make the general gist of my complaints null and void. Just a single one. The demand may be unfair. But then, and that would be OK too, it would have to be explained (as to a child) once and for all why theories (or a particular system) cannot be concerned with such trifling side issues.


Now in all of this, as I keep repeating, there is a large portion of subjective pathology. But I do compare experiences; I do talk to others, also young people, students. So I am not quite alone. It took me a long time to figure out a simple truth that does not apply to me alone, but, at least, to a scared minority. There are many reasons for theories: (wo)man is the theorizing animal, our curiosity—a metaphysical bent—new horizons, points of view, attitudes, exploration, our bases, ideologies have to be challenged, and all the rest. I know. But most current literary theories in their looming bulk also have one drawback, one that is wholly irrelevant to Research and Scholarship, but does have an impact nevertheless when they become obligatory or endemic: they increase human misery. And here I am not merely airing my own hang-ups, but thinking of students that have confessed to me how they feel when, apart from all the obscurity and challenges of Joyce’s texts, they have to grapple with further obscure abstractions on top. I myself can get by, more or less, at least some of the time (I even get insincere compliments from the other camp), but many of those young and timid, lacking self-confidence, cannot. Perhaps the whole repetitive gist and appeal to you all up there is simply: For heaven’s sake try to be clear and lucid on occasion—or even helpful. There is, after all, also a Little Chandler in Joyce’s works, and a Bloom and a Molly.


February 1988




* * *





Such was that letter (now abbreviated and slightly modified) of years ago in which I now discover a faint trace of misplaced optimism. I have no intention of calling up an implied spectre of earlier, glorious times now gone—they never existed. Yet the old philological game, never too popular anyhow, has played itself out; it has certainly come to grief over Finnegans Wake (see the piece on Dissatisfaction). It has to make room for all the inspired Others who have won the day, those with wide outlooks and depth, scanning nothing less than the horizon of all Culture, and History.


On the other hand one may be forgiven for holding on to a conviction that Joyce is not such a limited writer that he can only be accessed through contemporary metaphysics. The approach taken throughout is of the Illegitimate Shortcut, of going (with all one’s biases and preconceptions, wrong ideologies and what have you) straight to what appears on the page and trying to puzzle out, very provisionally, the mysterious dynamics of those signs, and to guess at meanings and how they come about. It looked like an interesting exercise in its day and may in fact never die out entirely. 



















JOYCE THE VERB







in the muddle was the sounddance (FW 378.29)





I begin with a few sample quotations. These are not for your applause or disagreement, but merely in order to probe and appreciate the semantic variety of the one recurrent word, ‘Joyce’:




Joyce was born in 1882—The Tenth International James Joyce Symposium—Joyce was conscious of his control of English and other languages—This book enters Joyce’s life to reflect his complex, incessant joining of event and composition—From his late adolescence onward, James Joyce intended to be a writer—The sacred is at the heart of Joyce’s writing experience—Joyce insists that man’s will is free, that it can be exercised for good or evil, and that the state of the world’s affairs will vary with the quality of leadership—What does Joyce assert or imply about guilt in Ulysses?—Joyce is disgusted by sexual impulses regarded as normal by most standards of behaviour—Joyce’s mind was at all times engaged in the search for truth—When I first met Joyce in 1901 or 1902, he was beginning to emerge as a Dublin ‘character’—Joyce was too scrupulous a writer to tolerate even minor flaws—Joyce spent his life playing parts, and his works swarm with shadow selves—Joyce’s laughter is free and spontaneous—Joyce wrote not for literature, but for personal revenge—Jim Joyce devoted a whole big novel to the day on which I was seduced—Joyce is writing the book of himself.





There needn’t be any contradiction at all, but meanings differ. It is equally true to say ‘Joyce has been dead for forty-five years’, as to claim ‘Joyce is alive.’ ‘Joyce’ does not equal ‘Joyce’: What is the statue of Joyce in the Fluntern cemetery of Zürich a statue of? Joyce Symposia, among other events, give partial answers.


The question will not be pursued here. It is the name, noun, nomen, ‘Joyce’, that interests us. It epiphanizes a bewildering diversity of meanings, semantic differences that we, the professional differentiators, do not always notice. The diversity at first sight would appear odd, for names, of all words, ought to distinguish persons; it is their function. They often fulfill it. Reading Joyce (you see, we use the name but don’t mean the person), we might learn about the chanciness of easy identification by nominal labels. Insofar as names are for things, the distinctions work reasonably well. But even so, undoubtedly concrete objects like keys or bowls are not just objects. Keys can open or lock, they are for entering, for excluding, for taking along, for forgetting, for being handed over, for ruling or usurping. Bowls are for carrying (or ‘bearing’), for holding aloft, for shaving, for mocking, they may play the role of chalices at times, and chalices, we have read, may contain wine, or be empty, even ‘idle’, can be broken—or not broken. Such objects, many at the beginning of Ulysses, are for actions, or acting.


Those privileged and, usually, capitalized nouns, however, that have no general referent, the names, serve to keep persons apart for convenient identification. Not unconditionally. You may remember Kitty O’Shea, the one that, Molly says, had a ‘magnificent head of hair down to her waist tossing it back’, and who lived ‘in Grantham street’ (U 18.478). This name then has different reverberations for a reader who (a) knows no Irish history at all, for one who (b) knows a little, and for one who (c) is an expert. It is the knowledge we bring to bear on the name that makes the difference. But even a historian well versed in late nineteenth-century Irish affairs will have to match Molly’s acquaintance, at least for a fleeting instant, against the bad woman ‘who brought Parnell low’, and then decide against an attractive identification. A name translates into knowing, or not knowing. Walter W. Skeat, the English etymologist, makes one of his infrequent negative remarks in the entry on ‘Name’: this word and its Latin cousin nomen are ‘not allied to “know”.’ The two word families are not related, but in practice they work together. The cognates of ‘know’, however, are allied to that one item in the much-quoted triad of strange words at the opening of ‘The Sisters’— ‘gnomon’ (D 9). And this gnomon merely sounds like, but has nothing to do with, Latin nomen, though it happens to be one; the similarity is deceptive and ominous.


The platitudinous pay-off of all this, predictably, is that in identifying we are doing something. All the meanings we concede, knowingly or not, to the term ‘Joyce’ imply some kind of activity. At one extreme the word does duty for a life lived in various cities in the course of almost sixty years; at the other possible ends of the scales it suggests writing, thinking, creating, developing, intending—you name it, and you name it appropriately by verbs. Such verbs also become our panels and lectures and animated disputes. Aware of such dynamisms, some of us have quite independently—when this could still be done with impunity and even self-respect—coined the verb rejoyce or rejoycing.


Even the adjective ‘Joycean’ predominantly means not some stable quality, but rather what Joyce actively provoked and what, conspiratorially, we now do in turn and with considerable energy. None of us may be able to define ‘Joycean’ adequately, but we vaguely sense that it connotes some heterogeneous, but characteristic hyperactivity: words seem to be charged, or else we readers charge the words, somehow, it seems, beyond the norm. Ask anyone in Dublin.


To simplify the foregoing, names, for all their accepted substantiality, soon dissolve into doings, into the verbs from which grammar distinguishes them, at least in Indo-European languages. If at this point you nod facile assent and find, rightly, that I am kicking outdated horses and dismiss notions long out of date—or that someone has already put all this into a system of trendy abstractions—then just look at most of our practical applications. Look at how we, commentators or critics, seem often at pains to re-reify all that elusive work in progress, to freeze it into solid theses, symbols, parallels, discourses, or even ‘puns’, things that we can categorize and administer.


Joyce might be the antidote. His works release the processes out of the nouns, nouns which are so much easier to handle than events or doings. The pioneering etymologists who drew up a set of language origins of common Indo-European ancestry, usually tabulated roots that tended to be verbs of action. Joyce seems to descend to such origins. The roots of the two cultures that he revived bear this out as well.



Dominenamine (U 6.595)


Once the God of the Old Testament had spoken light into being and approved of it, he went on and ‘called the light Day’ (Gen. 1:4). Genesis follows the birth of the world right away with the birth of the first noun. Somehow Joyce celebrated this pristine noun thus generated in his secondary creation; we in turn now also use ‘Bloomsday’. God then, soon after, shaped a being that was called ‘man’. His personal name emerges first in the midst of another naming process:




The Lord brought [the beasts of the field] unto Adam, to see what he would call them [and we find an almost Joycean sort of divine curiosity]: and whatsoever Adam called every living creature, that was the name thereof. (Gen. 2:19)





Calling (‘quod vocavit’, as the Vulgate has it) precedes the name (‘ipsum est nomen eius’). And Adam, the first-named, started to give names to the animals around him; he also decided that the outgrowth of his rib shall




be called Woman, because she was taken out of man. (Gen. 2:23)





Adam is the object of naming and becomes its prolific active subject right away. Creator and first creature are both protonomastic, not only the first namers around, but also those who start with naming before almost anything else we find on the record. The names, of course, allow the record to be written. Conversely, the calling of names in the upward direction, towards the divinity, might be tabooed. Potent naming and ineffability go together. Naming is potent, and so is knowing or uttering a name. Adam’s powerful prerogative is shared by writers of fiction.


The Hellenic version differs in conception and idiom, but the Greek epics, oldest witnesses, work the naming of some of their heroes into their tales. In the most famous digression in literature, Odysseus is named in what appears the most arbitrary and whimsical way, in almost Saussurean fashion, and yet the random signifier becomes potently ominous. Since grandfather Autolykos passing by at the birth happened to be ‘odyssamenos’, the child was called, ‘eponymously’, ‘Odysseus’. The participle form ‘odyssamenos’ is either ‘made angry’ or else ‘making angry’ (reductive philologists, like their Joycean counterparts, may disagree); it suggests a man connected with wrath or odium, and it came to signify both a wrath inflicted and a wrath suffered.


So naming has been around from the beginning. Joyce, the Namer, is well within a tradition that allowed for metamorphotic scope. A central name ‘Bloom’ coincides with a common noun, offshoot of a verb, bhlo (cf. florere, blühen, etc.), but a noun for some live process, blossoming, growing, changing, withering, radiating, smelling, all astir with poetical echoes. When Miss Marion Tweedy adopts it by patriarchal custom through marriage, her rivals inevitably joke: ‘youre looking blooming’ (U 18.843). The verbal connection offers an appropriate flourish for the central onomastic cluster. Names, necessary social designations, arise out of, and turn again into, verbal energies, long before Finnegans Wake.


Joyce the Writer set off with almost no names, as suits lyrical poetry. Chamber Music can do, practically, without them. But not prose narrative; Dubliners has a wide range of appellative possibilities: full-fledged name (Ignatius Gallaher), last name only (Lenehan, Farrington), or first name alone (Maria, Lily), with or without a honorific (Mr James Duffy, Mr Duffy, but Corley), with a sprinkling of eponymous flourishes (Hoppy Holohan, Little Chandler). In all this diversity, the first three stories do not divulge what the protagonist narrator is (or the three narrators are) called. The technique of gnomonic elision or silence extends to names: one that is pointedly withheld seems to assume even more power than those known. But from now on there are names in abundance: a whole critical study can be devoted to them.1 Some were taken from Joyce’s own background, some appropriated abroad, from printed sources, or invented, many synthesized. Perhaps the most outstanding example of imaginative naming is ‘Stephen Dedalus’, in defiance of almost all realistic plausibility: it represents a soaring, mythical, high-water mark of portentous naming—its growing significance is thematized in A Portrait. But more and more, especially from Ulysses onwards, personal names are shown to be problematic. In the final work, they have lost their discriminative graphic edges, and identification becomes our readers’ necessity and pastime more than an overt concern of the work. It would be difficult to talk about the Wake if we had no nominal handles for its profusion. But its nominal blurrings would not be accepted by immigration officers on our passports, and our computers too would be obstinately uncooperative.


So we might roughly sketch a curve rising from pristine, lyrical anonymity to mythological ostentation, and down again towards a terminal pseudonymous fuzziness. But such a simplification would obscure the innate perplexity in between, the inherent riddling nature of names. But throughout, I submit, the naming is at least as important as the individual names used. Joyce’s methods are often genetic. Ironically, the first occurrence of ‘name’ in Dubliners is connected, not with something coming into being, but with the loss of the vital force. The reverberating term ‘paralysis’ is introduced as sounding strangely like the name of some maleficent and sinful being (D 9), attached to a mortal activity, an action which means the disablement from acting. Appropriately then, the priest’s name is not communicated to us until it is read on his death notice, when paralysis has done its fascinatingly ‘deadly work’.


Before any one person in A Portrait has been identified, the process of naming is put before us. The opening tale within a tale features a ‘nicens little boy named baby tuckoo’—named. Named by others, from outside, imposed from above. It will happen to the main character soon ‘— O, Stephen will apologize’, and whether guided by the precedent of Genesis or simply by empirical common sense, we take the name on trust ever after. Stephen hardly thinks about it until others remark on its strangeness. Once the naming of ‘baby tuckoo’ has taken place, incidentally, the fairy story is discontinued right away, as though it had now, the secret being out, lost all further interest.


When real names do take over, we are not always helped. One fully labelled ‘Betty Byrne’ is never heard of again. Soon we will come across a ‘Michael Davitt’, but few readers nowadays could tell, offhand, untutored, who he is; for all we know at first, it might be a member of the family. (If you disagree, you are simply substituting scholarly annotation for average knowledge.) One early conspicuous name, ‘Dante’, is flickeringly misleading. Most of us, semi-erudite, will have to discard the nominal association of an Italian poet who will be named, towards the end of the book. But the person called Dante early on will later translate itself unexplained into ‘Mrs Riordan’. In life and in literature, we usually come to terms with such confusion. Joyce exploits the confusions inherent in naming. Coincidences and convergences will later facilitate the mechanistics of Finnegans Wake.


When Stephen’s family name, commented on all along, is linked to its mythological origin and import, it translates into such actions as flying, soaring, falling, creating and, later on, estheticizing, or forging. Most of these active revelations follow close upon the mocking evocation of a Greek participle, ‘Bous Stephanoumenos’, in which Stephen’s Christian, very Christian, name is made to derive not from crown, the object, but from a verb for crowning. The fourth chapter, where all this happens, moves from a static beginning of almost lifeless order and institutional clusters to an ecstasy of motion.


It would be idle to repeat how deceptively the first names come on in Ulysses, ‘Buck’ and ‘Kinch’. Commentators who claim that ‘Chrysostomos’ in the earliest non-normative, one-word, sentence, ‘is’ the name of some specific saint disregard the inherent process of naming through characterization, a process which then may very well lead to one particular saint. Stephen silently bestows an appellation on the usurper2 who towers over him, one that fittingly singles out his most prominent organ. In some way this is Stephen’s tacit hellenized tit for Mulligan’s loudly voiced tat, ‘Kinch’. Ulysses starts naming procedures even before the absurdity of ‘Dedalus’ or the trippingness of ‘Malachi Mulligan’ are remarked upon.


One whole chapter is notably given over to the bafflement of naming. It begins with ‘I’, the polar opposite to individual verbal labels, a pronoun without a noun. Unique among words, its meaning changes with every speaker. As Stephen intimates in a passing ‘I, I and I. I.’ (U 9.212), the meaning may even change for any one person—through time; ‘I am other I now.’ ‘Cyclops’, whose governing saints are ‘S. Anonymous and S. Eponymous and S. Pseudonymous and S. Paronymous and S. Synonymous’, contains ‘Adonai!’ in its terminal paragraph (U 12.1915), a word that looks and functions like a name but pointedly is not. It is in fact a substitute for one that is unspeakable and prohibited. ‘Adonai’ is making a nominal noise for a sacred onomastic absence.


One minor event in Ulysses is the devious misnaming of ‘M’Intosh’ by a collusion of oral, written, and printed communication. The mystery surrounding this figure is mainly due to its being given a name that we know to be chancy. If there had been no newspaper reference and if Bloom had wondered, at the end of his day, who the man in the macintosh was, very little print would be expended on him. It is our knowledge of his pseudonymity that provokes so much curiosity. As naming, however, the procedure is true to universal type. What we wear can turn into what we become known by (Robin Hood may be a case in point; his sister Little Red Riding certainly is).


The misnomering integrated into the texture of Ulysses is intimately tied up with fiction, a process of feigning (or the invention of ‘figures’). As an obliging intermediary, Leopold Bloom assists in dissimulating the presence of M’Coy among the mourners (M’Coy is neither present nor mourning). Newspaper fictions get M’Coy as well as Stephen Dedalus, BA, into this second Nekuyia. In the midst of what looks like the least questionable list of mere names some fictions have intruded; we, in our superiority, translate the fictions into complicated actions and dysfunctions of information. We still don’t know who ‘M’Intosh’ is (some readers have thought they do, others claim we never will; but knowing who he ‘is’ would mean substituting his wrong name by one that is considered circumstantially plausible—a change of labels), but we recognize ‘M’Intosh’ as a series of mishappenings. Joe Hynes’s misunderstanding also shows the reporter’s need for labels of that sort. As we do not know the civil service data of the person who tells us what goes on in Barney Kiernan’s bar, we change this negative condition into a name and refer to him as ‘The Nameless One’, following a hint (U 15.1144). Namelessness is unsettling. So that in Finnegans Wake we are striving for identification tags to attach to the paronymous noncharacters, and we co-create Earwickers and Porters, or pit Shems (in Hebrew shem intriguingly means name) against Shauns even where these configurations of letters do not occur, in the majority of cases, and we treat them as though they were friends of the family we would recognize anywhere.


Naming confers power. The namer feels superior to the namee (who is generally a helpless infant). Once a name is given, it tends to stick. Only when we assume important positions, like Pope or King, may we choose our own different names. Writers can do it too. They can name themselves, or one of their figures, ‘Stephen Daedalus’ or ‘Dedalus’. Or they can title a prose work about a day in Dublin Ulysses, and we realize the potency of this when we consider what difference it would make if someone discovered that Joyce’s real intention had been something like ‘Henry Flower’ or ‘Love’s Old Sweet Song’, ‘Atonement’, or ‘The Rose from Gibraltar’.



if we look at it verbally



Naming is one of the many activities we find in Joyce’s cosmos, but a prominent one—of paradigmatic significance: an action through words. My exemplification is simply a renewed demonstration of a direction away from the stability of things or persons towards movement, change. Verbs, which here represent action, movement, processes, are less tractable than nouns (nouns are ideal for catalogues or filing cards), less easy to pin down. Verbs have more flexibility, or flexion. They extend beyond the immediate present, or presence, into the past and the future; they are not restricted to what is, but can imply variant attitudes towards factuality, what might be. They have, in other words, tenses, moods, aspects, voices. At the present stage of ignorance it might be more profitable to phrase our views of literature in general, and Joyce in exemplary particular, in terms of inflexion and syntactic interaction than as an assembly of themes, ideas, messages. Physics in the twentieth century developed in a similar direction: things, bodies, mass, matter seemed to give way to motion, energies, speeds—nouns into verbs. Contemporary theories also tend towards verbal processes. I hope the simplistic way of putting it here is seen for what it is, a corrective convenience for illustration. As Finnegans Wake tries to spell out, ‘perhaps there is no true noun in active nature’ (FW 523.10).


I am going to apply my figure of speech—taken from the parts of speech—to the newly edited text of Ulysses on the occasion of its first rebirth in a new dress, the paperback Blue Book of Errors Corrected. Some of the arguments of last year (1985) might have been controverted with more urbane understanding if the issues had not been treated as things, choices right or wrong, but had been seen as problems of the verbs that are implied. What the text of 1984 offered is not so much an object rectified in 5000 instances and made reliably stable—or else, in an opposing view, a product wholly misconceived and faultily executed. It is, if anything, rectification in visible progress. The process is spread over the entire synoptic array on the dynamic left-hand page, down to footnotes, into the back of the book with textual notes, a historical collation, and a discursive afterword. The constant scuttling it demands of its users is troublesome, but essential, work in progress. The left-hand page activates us.


One might say in metaphorical exaggeration that the left-hand page, the one with all the action, constitutes the verbs as against the deceptively stable nouns on the page that provides the final (not definite) results in undisturbed typography. By common, misleading, usage a text is called ‘established’—the Munich text emphasizes establishing. Those sinistrous verbs have changing forms, have tenses (the page is diachronic), moods, voices. All the nonalphabetic features, those elevated diacritical irritations, are functional imperatives: they tell us what to do, where to go3—to the drafts, fair copies, proof sheets, and all the rest. They also actively report what Joyce did.


It is for us to translate the left page, which by itself does not make immediate sense, and not because of the editors’ instinctive nastiness. The pages on the left are ‘genetic’, they display becoming. Our own postcreative retracings match the author’s creative bustling: an author who was indeed auctor, an ‘increaser’, and an excreaser. To bone-set, after the act, excrescences that extended over three cities and seven years is a task to tax the best prepared of experts, almost beyond the reach of prescriptive principles. That the synoptic, left-hand page and the internal explications offered in the edition require conjugations that happen to surpass my own mental capacities does not detract from the necessity for conjugation, Joycean conjugations.


What we face, inevitably, is not a text freed from error (though this in itself was a worthwhile goal which resulted in a great number of unquestioned improvements), but a refined documentation of what an error might be. The apparatus shows how errors came about. The text, in its hazardous growth, was in itself erring all along (the drafts show abortive attempts and wrong starts). It, Ulysses, in its laborious progress from abandoned short story to no-longer novel, had its share of vicissitudes or, to borrow some quotations, it,




travelled far—was fated to roam—many a way wound—was harried for years on end—was driven far journeys—was made to stray—had a changeful course—multum erravit.





All these paraphrases refer, of course, to Odysseus, whose changeful course was due to force of circumstances and to his own nature. The text of Ulysses, similarly, was redirected at various points, on various pieces of paper.4 It had to suffer countless injuries done to it from outside, but it also, in the nature of its being, caused many of its own predicaments. Ulysses was in need of re-editing, not only because of the shortcomings of typists and printers, but because it is as it is.


So it is now for us to sort out the highroads and the deviations and to synopt. We know that some of our synoptions are chancy, many wayward itineraries of long ago remain irretrievable. The new edition strives to leave out scribal sins—what inattentive or meddlesome copyists had committed or omitted by faulty conjugation, departures that usually consist of words known to all men with the possible exception of French typesetters in Dijon. What all this implies, in practice, is that Joyce (here in the sense of someone writing, revising, adding, proof-reading), actively engaged in new creations, was passively overlooking thousands of wrong turns, or gaps. Preoccupied with what lay still ahead, he was not undoing the doing of fallible mediators. The Munich team stepped in and did the close examination that Joyce was incapable of, had failed to carry out, and so they incurred, as one might telegrammatically put it, the immense debtorship of a thing done sixty years later.


From my given bias, I stress the verbal framework—Joyce actively composing the end of Ulysses, passively overlooking numerous misadventures of transmission. ‘Passive authorization’ is a conventional technical contradiction of terms, the notion for a principle that is not valid for the new edition of Ulysses. The principle defines Joyce’s oversights as failed actions, failures by inattention, which the approval of a bon à tirer does not authorize. If Joyce had noticed the errors, the assumption is, he would have interfered. You notice that an edition of Ulysses can hardly remain in the indicative mood; conditional5 or subjunctive aspects (what would have been, or should have been) come into play.


The accomplicity long after the fact, which results in so many improvements, worries me all the same. How are we to deal rationally with what, by definition, is not a rational decision, is outside the normal range of conscious volition? A new psychology that was coterminous with Joyce’s development and coincided with some of his insights, diagnosed overlooking—forgetting, lapsing, erring (and all parapractic varieties)—no longer as neutral, accidental blanks among business as usual, but as negative actions, as significant not looking, not recalling—as twisted, deviant, aberrant doings outside of consciousness. Psychomorphoses of that kind are, furthermore, vitally part of Joyce’s realistically erroneous cosmos of words; the verb to err is integrated into Joyce’s works (and I still believe that its concurrence in the first word of Finnegans Wake is significant: ‘riverr-un’). What is the meaning of that other world, the one thought to be outside of what our minds know they know? How are we to deal with those verbs below the surface of reason and, perhaps, an author’s conscious control?


Or, to put it differently, if so much care was not taken by Joyce, as evidenced by the much touted number of 5000 errors, would not this fact in its totality constitute a kind of vague cumulative volition? Authorization and will are related. ‘Which will’ (‘We are getting mixed’, U 9.794)? Who was it again that was troubled all day long about the correct voicing of—‘voglio’—or is it perhaps ‘vorrei’? (auxiliary verbs are tricky and ubiquitous). I have no solution to offer for what the author’s will may have been when. This was an author fretted, harried, optically handicapped, oblivious and, at that stage, not omniscient, certainly no longer scrupulous over minor flaws, an author who missed hundreds of commas that had been officiously introduced into the typescript of ‘Eumaeus’. We all have overlooked commas in our petty time, nothing is easier. But can the wholesale sprinkling of them be missed? Does Joyce’s noninterference mean Will, Impotence, Carelessness, or Passive Resignation? If Joyce—‘writing the mystery of himself’ (FW 184.9), ‘lisant au livre de lui-même’ (U 9.114), that is rereading the proofs of himself—so often forgot himself, which part of Joyce are we going to call up in his stead? I, for one, do not have the strong verbs to tackle such questions, and so commas will continue to haunt, subjunctively, the Eumaean prose for me.


My phrasings have been hovering, in subtle confusion, between activity and passivity in which author and transmitters shared. The text was made, begotten, augmented, changed, it suffered damage, neglect, was interfered with, but there is also a sense, much amplified in current vogues, in which Joyce’s texts seemed to have a will of their own, appear to have written themselves, autogenetically. The synopsis of the new Ulysses, writes Hans Walter Gabler, using a reflexive form, displays ‘a text as it constituted itself in the process of writing’.6 The works, moreover, tend to comment on themselves in narcissistic self-preoccupation and internal reciprocality. Later texts also look back, retrospectively, on the earlier ones. We now discover more and more, and pontificate on, how Ulysses and Finnegans Wake are self-reflexive.



reluctant to use the passive voiced (FW 523.8)


Now verbs can be used either actively or passively in our languages (those that concern us here), and that seems to be all. But our Indo-European dialect once expressed a third, in-between, possibility, with separate forms. The Greek prototexture of a work entitled ‘Ulysses’ may permit a look into that language, a characteristic it had preserved from its ancestors. The verbal system included what was called a ‘middle diathesis’ (disposition), in Latin grammar the genus ‘medium’, the so-called middle voice, partaking of the active and the passive. It was an old, original part of its inflected system (in fact the passive voice has been thought to derive from it). ‘But learn from that ancient tongue to be middle’ (FW 270.17).


Nowadays the main use of the middle voice is to bewilder the student of Greek and the translators, but it once expressed, very sensibly, a most common involvement of the subject beyond its own grammatical confinement within the sentence. Definitions speak of ‘actions viewed as affecting the subject’, which is a very general condition to which formal attention was paid long ago. The middle voice is an ‘intermediate between active and passive’, or a voice which ‘normally expresses reflexive or reciprocal action.’ Another traditional way describes its function as ‘the voice of verb inflection in which the subject is represented as acting on or for itself.’ By chance this may almost sound like, and remind us of, Stephen’s Shakespeare: ‘He acts and is acted on’ (U 9.1021). A Greek writer might well have used one verbal form for this, and we would then wonder if the passive or the medial sense is dominant. The verb ‘act’, Stephen’s choice, is a good paradigm: it shows that verbs too play roles, roles that were distinguished and highlighted in Greek. ‘Epiphany’, a favourite term of Joyce’s youth, has much to do with the middle voice: ‘epiphainesthai’, ‘to manifest itself, appear, come into view’; it can also mean, of course, passively, ‘to be manifested’. The Latin equivalents are the Deponents, verbs with passive forms but active function—hybrids. Joyce acknowledged them. A defendant in court becomes a ‘Deponent’ (as a witness he would have to ‘depone’):




the deponent… may have been (one is reluctant to use the passive voiced) may be been as much sinned against as sinning, for if we look at it verbally perhaps there is no true noun in active nature… (FW 523.7)





Anyone accused is likely to present himself not as an agent but as a passive victim; ‘more sinned against than sinning’ is a moral medial position between the voices that grammar keeps apart. A deponent verb is passive (‘sinned against’) in looks but active (‘sinning’) in intent. Another court-room situation also plays on the morality of the verb:




no longer will I follow you obliquelike through the inspired form of the third person singular and the moods and hesitensies of the deponent but address myself to you, with the empirative of my vendettative, provocative and out direct. (FW 187.2)





Grammatical terms reappear:




And egg she active or spoon she passive, all them fine clauses… never braught the participle of a present to a desponent hortatrixy, vindicatively… (FW 269.29)





The verb contained in ‘hortatrixy’ is a well-known paradigm for the deponent, hortor or hortari, passive in appearance, in the active sense of exhort or incite.


Being ‘one of those mixed middlings’ and volatile, unstable, formally not always distinguished from the passive, the middle voice tended to disappear as a separate category, though not as an inherent assignment in language. If we want to express medial participation in English, we usually choose a form in which the subject finds itself at either end of the inflected verb. My sentence did just that: ‘the subject finds itself…’ Characteristic is a bending (flectere) back (re-) upon the agent, so we call it ‘re-flexive’.


Stephen’s theory can be rephrased in grammatical metaphor. One of its corner-stones is the report that Shakespeare the actor took the part of King Hamlet’s ghost. A premise is that Shakespeare played, acted, himself in this role, and from this a whole algebra of equations is extrapolated. Of Shakespeare, named Will, the ‘unremitting intellect is… Iago ceaselessly willing that the moor in him shall suffer’ (U 9.1023). This is the activity and passivity of suffering.7 Shakespeare’s errors are ‘volitional’; yet he is pained because he was ‘overborne in a cornfield’ (U 9.456) by Anne who ‘hath a way’ over others’ will. So—always according to Stephen’s self-projections—Shakespeare, partly driven, in varied reiteration wills himself into his writing. Hamlet is, in Mallarmé’s phrasing, ‘lisant au livre de lui-même, don’t you know, reading the book of himself.’ He does this, we are told, walking—in reflexive French: ‘il se promène’ (U 9.114).


Stephen may vary his views in terms of scholastic actuality and possibility: ‘He found in the world without as actual what was in his world within as possible’, and he adduces a saying of Maeterlinck’s ‘If Socrates leave his house today he will find the sage seated on his doorstep’ (U 9.1041–3). The ‘sage’, reciprocally, is Socrates, the subject.




We walk through ourselves, meeting robbers, ghosts, giants, old men, young men, wives, widows, brothers-in-love, but always meeting ourselves. (U 9.1044–6)





The Shakespeare posited by Stephen is that of a compulsive and highly versatile auto-bio-grapher of enigmatic genius. Psychologically, the life acted and suffered and partly self-determined, can hardly help writing itself out into the plays. Autobiography is tautologically medial. So is a basic assumption of a writer’s biography: the personality must be reflected, repeated, modified, conjugated, ‘worked off’, in the work. The consubstantiality of any writer’s life and writings looks like a medial truism. Whitman’s ‘One’s self I sing’ could be seen as the traditional epic invocation translated into the middle voice and into English near-reflexivity.


In the following presentation I will deflect the middle voice (often using the Latin term medium) as an analogy or descriptive handle for Joycean features that are already well known, in what I hope will be mainly quick illustrative flashes.



What would grammar matter? (D 66)


‘The Boarding House’ may serve as a convenient sample. Consider dominant Mrs Mooney, who manipulates two lives with a firm hand, as almost exclusively expressed in the active voice, with purposeful active verbs. And isn’t her voice active! She even does the speaking for others, her own last word is on behalf of Doran: ‘Mr Doran wants to speak to you’ (D 69). Mr Doran, in the role of victim (as he would see himself), is largely and momentously passive, in behaviour and in grammar: he is being sent for and being decided on; even his ‘wants’ are expressed for him: ‘he was being had’ (D 66). Polly Mooney, the strategic intermediary, conducts herself a good deal in the middle voice: ‘She knew she was being watched… She would put an end to herself.’ In her own little scene towards the end, ‘she dried her eyes… refreshed her eyes… She looked at herself in the mirror.’ She falls into a revery, withdraws into her own memories and visions. When her story is continued into Ulysses, the brief sketch of ‘the sleepwalking bitch… the bumbailiff’s daughter’, retains its typical quasi-reflexive syntax even in hyperbole: ‘without a stitch on her, exposing her person’ (U 12.401).


Bob Doran finds fault with Polly’s vulgar grammar: ‘sometimes she said “I seen’” (D 66). What she means is, actively, I have seen, but her wording is passive, as though she were using a Latin deponent. Her ‘being seen’, of course, is literally an ingredient in the seduction (a scene mainly hidden from us). Seduction, as active strategy, passive entrapment, or some medial involvement, of the main persons, is one of the story’s themes. Up to a point, the grammatical distribution works; if taken too far into a system, it would become as absurd and constrictive as all such attempts.


Stephanoumenos


We also find the detached artist-God in Stephen’s esthetic proclamation on either side of the verb:




The artist, like the God of the creation, remains within or behind or beyond or above his handiwork… (P 215)





and no matter how refined out of existence, or indifferent, the pose expressive of such indifference is manifested by the type of verbal form which in Greek grammar is always instanced as typical middle voice (louomai tous podas: I wash my feet = myself): ‘paring his fingernails’ (P 215); which becomes, naturally, a reflexive form in French, ‘en train de se limer les ongles’.


The would-be artist who thinks like that is to declare, programmatically:




I will not serve that in which I no longer believe… and I will try to express myself in some mode of life or art as freely as I can and as wholly as I can. (P 224)





Our stress is on ‘myself’. The triad of arms to be used in defense ends on ‘cunning’, and it is oddly fitting that the Greek prototype name Daidalos translates into ‘cunning’. Dedalus using cunning (the skill of being daidalos) is a piece of philological reflexivity.


One of the classmates’ appellations, ‘Bous Stephanoumenos’, will be repeated and remembered in Ulysses, where it leads to another Greek participle of echoing ending and like form, ‘Autontimoroumenos’ (U 9.939). The latter is close to the title of a play that Terence adapted from Menander. The title is conspicuously reflexive: it moves the self into the accusative case: auton-; the ‘Self-Tormentor’, as it is translated. The Greek participle written into Ulysses is in the middle voice. Tormenting and being tormented: so is Stephen. The verb timoreo (active) did not originally mean torment, but ‘to help’ and then ‘to revenge’. In this collection we also see a change rung on the Hamlet theme. Prince Hamlet and Stephen do take revenge, but in part on themselves; an unvoiced middle participle brings this out.


Stephen’s entry into Ulysses is revealing. He is first an object when Mulligan catches sight of him and goes into a mimetic routine of exorcism. Then the perspective changes:




Stephen Dedalus, displeased and sleepy, leaned his arms on the top of the staircase.





He leans part of himself (or, in reflexive French: ‘il s’inclina’) onto the world outside. Soon after he will ‘lean his palm against his brow’ (U 1.100). In ‘Eveline’ such leaning had a strongly passive air, here it expresses a more in-between stage. Notice what Stephen is: ‘displeased’. No doubt the overbearing Mulligan displeases him, perhaps also the raving Englishman in the tower; but the word mainly expresses an internal disposition. In translation such medial forms usually come out twofold: passive (as in ‘contrarié’ or ‘contrariato’), or in partial self-inducement: ‘malhumorado—misslaunig—med mishag’. In A Portrait Stephen had been characterized twice as ‘displeased’—one of his habitual moods. It is hard to imagine him pleased. The opening beat, ‘displeased’, is in the right medium. The epithet relates him to Telemachos, who was beset by afflictions from outside, and it also differentiates him from the Greek role and prepares the way, psychologically and grammatically, for Autontimoroumenos.


Psychogrammar


On a much grander scale, we may redescribe what has been Bloom’s affliction. He suffers his wife’s adultery, is being injured and victimized, yet he also co-determines this state of the affair, he connives and goes out of his way to make it possible. All of this is, in the characterization of the middle voice, action also ‘for himself’. The hyper-ballistics of the Circean mode transform such attitudes into large stage action and passion. In a climactic scene Bloom watches and applauds Boylan’s copulation with his wife through a keyhole in twisted enjoyment of cuckoldry, being ‘bawd and cuckold’ (U 9.1021). The situation leads right into the vision of Shakespeare’s face in the mirror: the optical multiplicity involves Stephen and Bloom and, in widening perspective, the creator of the scene and its voyeuristic readers. It is an interreflective node of voices and visions, a muddle of reciprocity.


Bloom’s medial actions do not always, as we recall with divergent evaluations, conform to the stereotypes of sexism. It is on record that the male has predominantly been equated with active action, the female with passive submission. Something of this sexual grammar is mediated in an Ithacan passage,




the natural grammatical transition by inversion involving no alteration of sense of an aorist preterite proposition (parsed as masculine subject, monosyllabic onomatopoetic transitive verb with direct feminine object) from the active voice into its correlative aorist preterite proposition (parsed as feminine subject, auxiliary verb and quasimono-syllabic onomatopoetic past participle with complementary masculine agent) in the passive voice. (U 17.2217)





Into such a system, which Dublin society at the turn of the century would no doubt uphold, Joyce inserted a middle way which manifests itself first, mildly, in Bloom’s sympathy, or compassion, for women: he can put himself in their position. This makes him an outsider, particularly in the male congregation in the maternity hospital. In a transitive sense, Bloom is not very active. Activity is the role of the Boylans and the Mulligans who in turn are not too sensitive and, on the whole, lack empathy. When critics, superior by self-appointment, judge Bloom a failure or decree, for instance, that throughout his day he takes the ‘wrong choices’ (not going home to assert a possessive masculinity), it is generally done within a transitive patriarchal framework.


Bloom, the reproach goes, is ‘one of those mixed middlings… Lying up in the hotel… once a month with a headache like a totty with her courses’ (U 12.1658). In ‘Circe’ such traits are externalized and Bloom is turned into yet another paradigm, ‘a finished example of the new womanly man’ (U 15.1798). This puts him midway between the ‘manly man’ of Gerty MacDowell’s imagination, and how very soon after she views herself as a ‘womanly woman’ (U 13.210, 435). There is then, as Bloom asserts in one of his defense speeches, ‘a medium in all things’ (U 15.878). He is not explaining Greek grammar by a Latin term, but echoing Horace’s familiar ‘est modus in rebus’ (‘there is a measure in all things’), and asking for moderation. But medium he is, all the same, also between male and female.


Circean androgyny enables the newly generated finished example to finish the example by giving birth to eight male children. It so happens that the number eight is also that of Molly Bloom’s ‘sentences’ in her chapter, eight verbal units generated by the book’s representative woman: there may be a numerical correspondence. Bloom’s children are ‘respectably dressed and wellconducted’ (U 15.1824): both epithets are in the middle voice, in particular ‘wellconducted’: it can be construed as active or medio-passive.


Androgynous features animate Finnegans Wake and extend across genders or religions to appellations like:




In the name of Annah the Almaziful, the Everliving, the Bringer of Plurabilities, haloed be her eve, her singtime sung, her rill be run, unhemmed as it is uneven (FW 104.1)





in which august divinities are feminized and brought into line with Eve, or in which Moslem and Christian prayer become assimilated to the beginning of Finnegans Wake itself, with ‘rill be run’ echoing ‘riverrun’. The equation of Annah, ALP, Eve, with Allah and the Lord looks like a cosmogenetic middle voice. All of this ties in with the observation that in Latin grammar verbs as well as nouns have genus, gender. Active, passive, and medium, are ‘genera’.



medial monologue



The interior monologue once seemed the most striking feature of Ulysses, the one that attracted most of the serious attention. It is a kind of speech not addressed to an outside object; the subject, as it were, is talking to and often about itself. In a very loose and yet coincidentally precise sense, Bloom, Stephen, and Molly become reflexive verbs. They mirror the outside world but also, and at times exclusively, their own selves, ‘bend back’ (re-flect) on themselves. In Homeric diction ‘thinking’ is often expressed by a person addressing his (her) heart, or breast, or mind: ‘I think’ is ‘I said to myself’. By a definition that is almost grammatical and, again, tautological, everything thus expressed is ‘subjective’. What is perceived is subjected to the perceiver’s nature. One of the narrative advantages is the economy of such characterization that is two-directed: towards the world without and within: ‘She understands all she wants to. Vindictive too. Cruel. Her nature. Curious mice never squeal. Seem to like it’ (U 4.27). This tells us something about cats, and mice, but even more about Bloom (at a later stage we may find, moreover, that some of Bloom’s attitude towards his wife is already caught in this observation). We can move, in other words, towards the thing said (thought) and towards the sayer (thinker). We generally recognize the reflector, can tell Bloom from Stephen or, by extrapolation, deduce the author himself who, biographically, is all to all, Bloom and Stephen and Molly and Lenehan. All the works are, truistically, pièce de Joyce.


The internal middle voice appears in a very brief flash on the first page: ‘Chrysostomos’. Insofar as it is a naming (see above), it characterizes the person named as well as the namer, indicates something about his erudition as well as his state of mind. The interior monologue’s official initiation takes place fittingly at the moment when, looking at the mirror held out to him, Stephen begins internally to speak to himself: ‘As he and others see me’ (U 1.136). At this point perspective, pronouns, tenses, all have changed. The reflexion is optical, psychological and grammatical. The self seen in the mirror reflects back: ‘Who chose this face for me? … It asks me too’: the face that is being addressed reciprocally asks back. Interestingly enough, Stephen sees himself when he ‘bent forward’; bending forward is the mirror reflexion of bending (flectere) backward.


Gerty MacDowell, whose thoughts are presented more indirectly, also ‘bent forward quickly’, after ‘being bent so far back’ (U 13.742, 728); but her physical action is described more as leaning: ‘she leaned back’ we read several times (U 13.695, 715; ‘ever so far’, 717, 941), or she ‘had to lean back’ (744). We know that this enables her, medio-passively, to be seen in a particular way. Reciprocally, however, Bloom in his turn ‘was leaning back’, he ‘coloured like a girl’, also reciprocally (U 13.743). All these bendings and leanings are not connected with the thinking that goes on but with the chapter’s activities which are more solitary (or ‘ipsorelative’) than other-directed (or ‘aliorelative’, as in U 17.1350).


Physically, the associations of the middle voice can be extended to masturbation. Whether through necessity or fastidiousness, the subject also becomes its own object. In ‘Nausicaa’, the arena for such economy or auto-reciprocity, Gerty and Bloom are not so much transitive verbs with each other as objects, at least not each other’s direct objects, except visually. Something as erotic and tactile as ‘the quick hot touch of his handsome lips’ occurs only in Gerty’s imagination (U 13.708). Bloom wets and stains himself. Even his watch has stopped. In Greek such intransitive stopping would be in the middle voice (pauesthai as against an active pauein, to stop): ‘Funny my watch stopped at half past four’ (U 13.846); the watch, clearly, ceased its activity, it ‘stopped itself’; what Bloom considers ‘funny’ seems to be that whatever went on at home had some enigmatic influence and, actively, stopped it. In this view or superstition, the watch, like Bloom, acts and is acted on.


Both Gerty and Bloom reflect, often in reciprocal convergences. Nothing is passed across but looks, and ‘a kind of language between them’. Gerty MacDowell, ‘lost in thought’ or ‘wrapped in thought’, as the medial phrases have it, acts, in terms of the grammatical descriptions indicated before, mainly ‘on herself or for herself’. She is conscious of her effects on others, admiration that turns back on her. With the rest of humanity she shares the delight in the ‘lovely reflection which the mirror gave back to her’ (U 13.162). Her circumambient style shows her as the victim of forces that have shaped her. They range from society’s conventions and imperatives to the injunctions of advertising and the illusions of compensatory literature. But she is also their subject and, in her own conditioned turn, now regenerates the same attitudes in cosmetic circularity. She reshapes life in the style that shaped her. Lest this sound too condescending, let me add that I believe such medial conditioning holds true for most of us in all cultural contexts. Stephen, for example, is similarly co-determined by the catholicism he projects in his very efforts of rejection. I can’t answer for any of you, as for me, Gerty MacDowell ‘c’est moi.’


The chapter’s events are set off against the ‘voice of prayer’ emanating from the nearby church, and the refrain of the litany, ‘pray for us’, is woven into the foreground. Prayer is a model for the middle voice; in practice it often amounts to wishing something for oneself: ora pro nobis. The Greek verb was naturally medial: euchesthai, both in Homer and in the New Testament. Bloom notes the repetition of ‘Pray for us. And pray for us. And pray for us’ and links it to his profession: ‘Same thing with ads. Buy from us. And buy from us’ (U 13.1122). Advertisements proclaim themselves; what Catesby’s Cork Lino or Plumtree’s Potted Meat spell out is, above all, ‘Buy me!’
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