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            Introduction by Colm Tóibín

         

         Between 1913 and 1915, around the time when Dubliners, his book of stories, first appeared, when he was close to finishing A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man and beginning work on Ulysses, James Joyce wrote a play – Exiles – and a short prose work: Giacomo Joyce. Both of these texts throw light on the author’s deepest concerns. Both of them deal with obsessive love.

         In Exiles, Richard Rowan and his wife Bertha have come back to Ireland to find that their old friend Robert Hand remains desperately in love with Bertha. The play is filled with wordy and intense love scenes. In the main one, which occurs in Act Two, Robert and Bertha speak to each other with passionate ardour. Robert tells her: ‘I think of you always – as something beautiful and distant – the moon or some deep muse.’ Later, Robert and Richard openly talk about their jealousy and their longings. Richard tells Robert: ‘Like all men you have a foolish wandering heart.’

         Exiles, relentlessly concerned with sexual longing and faithlessness, has the sort of urgency and seriousness that suggests a great deal was at stake for the author. Its themes would also nourish Joyce’s story ‘The Dead’ and become one of the central strands in Ulysses. Its concerns would appear also in Joyce’s correspondence with his companion, later his wife, Nora Barnacle. On a visit to Dublin in 1909, for example, he wrote to her to say how distraught he was to be told – falsely, it turned out – that Nora had been unfaithful to him in the early days of their courtship. In 1912 when Nora travelled to Ireland without him, and when, after five days, he had received only a postcard from her, he wrote: ‘Since you left I have been in a state of dull anger … It is a monstrous thing to say that you seem to forget me in five days and to forget the beautiful days of our love.’

         Joyce wrote the strange, mysterious, haunting prose sequence Giacomo Joyce, as his biographer Richard Ellmann makes clear, in July or August 1914. It centres on a teacher’s love for a pupil, an older man’s attraction for a young woman, an Irishman’s sexual interest in a girl from a Jewish family in Trieste. The object of desire in the piece is probably based on Amalia Popper, the daughter of a Jewish businessman, Leopoldo Popper.

         Among Joyce’s other students in Trieste was Ettore Schmitz, the manager of a company that made an anti-corrosive paint for ships’ hulls, who began to learn English from Joyce in 1907. When Joyce read ‘The Dead’, which he had recently completed, to Schmitz and his wife, Schmitz confessed that he had published two novels under the name Italo Svevo, novels that had not won many readers and were now forgotten. One of them, called Senilità, dealt with an older man, infatuated with a younger woman, who tried also to become her moral instructor. The book was bathed in good humour and irony.

         Joyce, who admired the book, came up with the English title ‘As a Man Grows Older’. He must have enjoyed the Trieste setting and the woman’s shamelessness, her references to Catholic ritual in moments of carnality, the holy sacrament of sex: ‘When she had enough of his kisses, she would push him away with the words Ita missa est, thus sullying a mystic idea which Emilio in all seriousness had several times expressed at the moment of parting from her. She would ask a deo gratias when she had a small favour to ask of him, and cry mea maxima when he became too exacting, or libera nos, domine, when he began saying something she did not want to hear.’ Later, there is much jealousy as the protagonist believes that Angiolina, the young woman in the novel, is having an affair with an umbrella-maker.

         Umbrellas will loom large in Giacomo Joyce, as, too, will the city of Trieste and its hinterland. In both books, the idea of love as obsession, requiring constant and acute watchfulness, with the urge to find new ways of seeing and defining the loved one, will dominate.

         Whereas Svevo’s book is written in straightforward narrative, the tone in Giacomo Joyce is hushed, poetic, fragmented. Some of the glimpses of the young woman in the story have all the intensity  of Fauve or Expressionist paintings in which beautifully dressed women are painted with great decorative zeal, the gaze of the subject matching the gaze of the male painter.

         Giacomo Joyce begins: ‘Who? A pale face surrounded by heavy odorous furs. Her movements are shy and nervous. She uses quizzing-glasses.’ It is as though the narrator is painting the woman, capturing her in one pose. He gazes at the object of his desire with meticulous care, noticing how ‘the long eyelids beat and lift: a burning needleprick stings and quivers in the velvet iris.’

         He seeks more and more precise detail. ‘The wings of her drooping hat shadow her false smile’ is merely a beginning; the sentences that come after will attempt to capture the woman and the light around her with an escalating sense of need and desire.

         Sometimes, an image in the narrative reflects images in other work by Joyce. In ‘Giacomo Joyce’, there is a reference to ‘A flower given by her to my daughter. Frail gift, frail giver, frail blue-veined child.’ This directly echoes a poem from 1913, ‘A Flower Given to My Daughter’:

         
            
               ‘Frail the white rose and frail are

               Her hands that gave

               Whose soul is sere and paler

               Than time’s wan wave

            

            
               Rosefrail and fair – yes frailest

               A wonder wild

               In gentle eyes thou veilest,

               My blueveined child.’

            

         

         At times also it seems as though Joyce is doing five-finger exercises for Ulysses, working with some key words or exploring stylistic possibilities. The word ‘Yes’, for example, appears in the first page of Giacomo Joyce, with ‘A brief laugh. A brief beat of the eyelids’, as the word ‘Yes’ will appear as the very last word of Ulysses. As Ellmann notes, the paragraph that begins ‘Twilight. Crossing the piazza’ and includes the sentence: ‘Grey twilight moulds softly the slim and shapely haunches, the meek supple tendonous neck, the fine-boned skull’ in Giacomo Joyce, becomes in Ulysses: ‘Twilight phantoms are they yet moulded in prophetic grace of structure, slim shapely haunches, a supple tendonous neck, the meek apprehensive skull.’

         While Ulysses works with many tones, textures and clashing stylistic experiments, one of the book’s main features is the short, darting verbless sentence, like a single brushstroke. And winding around this are sentences that parody and repeat, that move from poetry and incantation, suggestion and quotation, to spare prose, refusing to settle for a single style.

         In passages in Giacomo Joyce, it is possible to hear the sounds that will emerge in Ulysses. For example: ‘Padua far beyond the sea. The silent middle age, night, darkness of history sleep in the Piazza delle Erbe under the moon. The city sleeps. Under the arches in the dark streets near the river the whores’ eyes spy out for fornicators. Cinque servizi per cinque franchi. A dark wave of sense, again and again and again.’ 

         The prose at times is spare, a sentence reading like something from an Imagist poem: ‘High heels clack hollow on the resonant stone stairs.’ Or: ‘Hanging mists over the damp trees. A light in the upper room. She is dressing to go to the play.’ Some sentences come with a full, declarative iambic beat: ‘Great bows on her slim bronze shoes: spurs of a pampered fowl.’

         The narrator is Jamesy, or Jim. He has his memories of Dublin. He can show his beloved a chapter of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man and invoke Ulysses and the figure of Oliver St John Gogarty who will become Buck Mulligan in the book, and on whom the figure of Robert Hand in Exiles is partly based. He has some of Stephen Dedalus’s awed readiness to live and some of Leopold Bloom’s worldliness and sense of experience. Bloom’s lustful gaze.
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