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  A Criticism of Life




  In my naive, untheoretical, writerly way, I believe in language.




  Edmund White’s autofiction, The Farewell Symphony, tells us that ‘the tragedy of sex is that one can never know what this most intimate and moving form of communication has

  actually said to the other person and whether the message, if received, was welcome’. I have annotated this sentence with one tart word: talk?




  Steven Pinker is a professor in the Department of Brain and Cognitive Sciences at MIT. He specializes in the psychology of language. In 1994, he wrote a brilliant book, The Language

  Instinct. His initial proposition is that human beings can shape events in each other’s brains with exquisite precision. ‘I am not referring to telepathy or mind control or the

  other obsessions of fringe science,’ he writes. ‘These are blunt instruments compared to an ability that is uncontroversially present in every one of us. That ability is language.

  Simply by making noises with our mouths, we can reliably cause precise new combinations of ideas to arise in each other’s minds.’ We are, says Pinker, liable to forget what a miracle

  this is.




  Indeed we are. Deconstruction maintains the opposite. Far from being an instrument of exquisite precision, language is a self-referential system with no necessary purchase on reality – a

  system in which meaning is endlessly deferred and often contradictory.




  But consider Steven Pinker’s example of language at work. When octopuses mate, the male octopus’s normally grey body suddenly becomes striped. He caresses the female with seven of

  his arms, slipping the eighth into her breathing tube. A series of sperm packets moves slowly through a groove in his eighth arm, finding rest in the mantle cavity of the female.




  The tragedy of sex here is that the male can’t ask the female if his intentions are desired. The triumph of language is that, should you now see an octopus turn stripy, you will know

  exactly what is going on. Simple, isn’t it?




  Over thirty years ago, Ted Hughes published Poetry in the Making. Part anthology, part instruction manual, it is a pedagogical guide to writing poetry – culled from radio programmes

  made for the BBC Schools Broadcasting Department. It is an unsurpassed masterpiece of suggestion and provocation, sparky, inspiring, spontaneous still, engaging and impossible not to engage with.

  Its afterword, for example, is curiously unconvinced by language’s ability to cope with the sheer immediacy, the thinginess of the world: ‘there are no words to capture the

  infinite depth of crowiness in the crow’s flight’.




  Oddly for a writer, Hughes here adopts the position of the literary theoretician for whom the inadequacy of language is axiomatic – for whom the signifier is merely the thin, arbitrary

  representative of this or that aspect of reality, the signified. A few years later, in 1970, Hughes was at Persepolis, with the theatre director Peter Brook, inventing a universal language,

  Orghast, whose words would have a more inevitable relationship to reality. After a few false starts, Orghast emerged directly from the Hughes diaphragm, not from ingenuity or adaptation, but from

  pure intuition and naked inspiration.




  At the time, Tom Stoppard wrote a puzzled but fascinated account of this linguistic experiment in The Times Literary Supplement. He was admiring, amused, bemused and undecided. Who can

  blame him? Orghast for ‘darkness opens its womb’, the staple of any phrase book, is BULLORGA OMBOLOM FROR. As a language, it seems especially suited to the mega-concept, its natural fount the upper case, and less useful for more fiddly, mundane, lower-case items. Where tin-openers and electric hairdryers are

  concerned, Orghast seems less well provided for, even a touch skimped. In the event, Hughes felt he had created something musical, choral, rather than something capable of semantic intricacy.




  The strange thing is that Hughes’s practice effortlessly contradicts his theoretical stance. As he bewails the inadequacy of language – ‘all we can do is use a word as an

  indicator, or a whole bunch of words as a general directive’ – he also demonstrates the power of words not only to equal reality, but to surpass it. ‘But the ominous thing in the

  crow’s flight, the barefaced bandit thing, the tattered beggarly gypsy thing, the caressing and shaping yet slightly clumsy gesture of the downstroke, as if the wings were both too heavy and

  too powerful, and the headlong sort of merriment, the macabre pantomime ghoulishness, and the undertaker sleekness – you could go on for a very long time with phrases of that sort and still

  have completely missed your instant, glimpsed knowledge of the world of the crow’s wingbeat.’ Even as he employs it so brilliantly, Hughes obviously underrates the power of language.

  But the root misapprehension is the assumption, natural enough, that reality is real. It isn’t. Most of the time, reality, as most people perceive it, is experientially impoverished. When we

  see a crow, for instance, we don’t in fact see it. Or we don’t see it with an iota of the vividness conveyed by Hughes’s phrases. Just as the word ‘crow’ merely

  denotes a particular bird, so the bird signified is merely registered in the normal course of things. We do not apprehend it. Language can do that for us, which is why we value art.




  Good writing is a criticism of life: it describes, selects, contemplates defining features, beauties, flaws; it puts reality on pause; it searches the freeze-frame; it is an act of measured

  consideration, of accurate re-presentation. When Marianne Moore compares the top of a fir tree to ‘an emerald turkey-foot’, we see the fir tree more stereoscopically than before. The

  metaphor involves two bits of knowledge, common to most of us, but kept separate – the top of a fir and the shape of a turkey’s foot. Moore brings them together in an act of shared

  recognition. But re-cognition is how we should understand this process. We are being asked to re-think, to think again, because our first thoughts are barely thoughts at all. They are

  reflexes. As the crow flies. Think how little that means. Consider, then, how much Hughes and language have contributed to reality: focus, sharpness, magnification, intensification and, yes,

  reality. To ‘reality’ art lends reality – italics, emphasis.




  





  The Catcher in the Rye




  Boy, what a phoney. According to the jacket copy – not much of that on any of fastidious old Salinger’s works – ‘this new edition reproduces, for

  the first time in Penguin Books, the original American text’. Very big deal. In practice this means American orthography and a few extra fidgety italics to emphasize the dynamic of American

  speech. Thanks for telling me, but it isn’t that different. It means that Holden gets the ax from Pencey Prep and an attack of diarrhea in the museum. When they see that

  ‘— you’ was actually all along the unguessable ‘Fuck you’, some readers may have about two hemorrhages apiece. Or not. The first sentence now wittily concludes its

  aria of reticence with this ironic extra clause: ‘if you want to know the truth’. And the novel is dedicated to the author’s mother. As I almost said, what a phoney.




  The Catcher in the Rye is catching, a masterpiece of intense orality – a great soliloquy of American vernacular which is the heir of Mark Twain (‘You don’t know about

  me, without you have read a book by the name of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, but that ain’t no matter’) and the benefactor of Saul Bellow (‘Some people thought he was

  cracked and for a time he himself had doubted that he was all there’). From Huck to Holden to Herzog the line of language stretches itself – unbroken, supple, sassy, streetwise. As well

  as Holden’s hypnotic idiolect, Salinger captures perfect specimens of other speech: taxi-driver’s twang (‘What’re ya tryna do, bud?’); pimp’s parlando

  (‘Innarested in a little tail t’night?’); highball high style (‘So you and Pencey are no longer one’); prostitute politesse (‘Well, ordinary, I’d say

  grand. I mean I’d love to have you drop up for a cocktail . . .’); sophisticated sophomore (‘Must we pursue this horrible trend of thought?’). And so, flawlessly, on.

  Salinger has pitch so perfect it’s a surprise he hasn’t had a succès fou at baseball as well.




  The Catcher in the Rye by J. D. Salinger, Penguin Books.




  But there is more to The Catcher in the Rye than ventriloquism and the virtual reality of an American adolescent mind rendered down to the last mental detail. All that, of course,

  is there in the novel, dazzling and three-dimensional, just waiting for some trite, dazed and tone-deaf academic to dismiss it as ‘merely verbal’. Nevertheless some of Salinger’s

  shapeliness has become more visible as the surface pyrotechnics blaze a mite less fiercely, though the obvious brilliance will never seem other than just that – obvious and brilliant.




  Mark Twain was shifty about lit. crit. and his author’s note to Huckleberry Finn is resolutely facetious: ‘Persons attempting to find a motive in this narrative will be

  prosecuted.’ Salinger’s dedication to Raise High the Roof Beam, Carpenters is emulative in its determination to hightail it the hell away from hermeneutics: ‘If there is an

  amateur reader still left in the world – or anybody who just reads and runs – I ask him or her, with untellable affection and gratitude, to split the dedication of this book four ways

  with my wife and children.’ The trouble with this is that Salinger (and Twain, for that matter) is a real pro. The Catcher in the Rye, as one rereads it, is a surprisingly literary

  book, a searchingly sad book, a novel of real artistic cunning – and not just the hilariously sustained solo of popular memory.




  In includes, for example, its own oblique artistic credo. One of its most sly jokes is that Holden, of all people, flunks Oral Expression. He explains to his old teacher, Mr Antolini,

  that ‘the boys that got the best marks in Oral Expression were the ones that stuck to the point all the time’. Holden, however, likes it when somebody digresses. The novel itself

  is mercurial with digressions, a great gorgeous spatter – but they issue from Holden, whose spirit has been broken. And locating the leak is the point of the novel, the point from which he

  flinches as often as he looks.




  One key to his character is Holden’s grey hair: ‘I was sixteen then, and I’m seventeen now, and sometimes I act like I’m about thirteen. It’s really ironical,

  because I’m six foot two and a half and I have gray hair. I really do. The one side of my head – the right side – is full of millions of gray hairs.’ This premature greyness

  is set against persistent infantility because Holden’s problem is his fear of entering the adult world. As Carl Luce says, ‘Same old Caulfield. When are you going to grow up?’ In

  fact, old Luce says it again (‘When in hell are you going to grow up?’), and he puts his finger near the problem when he recalls his advice that Holden should see a

  psychoanalyst. Their drink in the Wicker Bar of the Seton Hotel may look like a digression, a happening, but actually it is purely functional. Luce comes and goes but doesn’t conform

  to Holden’s gloomy and twice-repeated statement that ‘people never give your message to anybody’. Old Luce delivers. He tells us that Holden is in denial, that he doesn’t

  want to grow up.




  The greyness is commensurate with Holden’s premature encounter with the adult world – in which his adored younger brother, Allie, has died of leukemia, leaving Holden with an injured

  fist and an unhealed wound at the heart. The former results from breaking all the goddam garage windows with his fist the night his brother dies. The broken heart is referred to with brilliant

  comic indirection: throughout the novel, Holden has a fantasy that he is concealing a wound. ‘When I was really drunk, I started that stupid business with the bullet in my guts again.

  I was the only guy at the bar with a bullet in their guts. I kept putting my hand under my jacket, on my stomach and all, to keep blood from dripping all over the place. I didn’t want anybody

  to know I was even wounded.’ The bravura digression here is the point: he is ‘a wounded sonuvabitch’. Like Hamlet, his pretended madness conceals a profound psychological

  disturbance.




  So it is hardly accidental that Hamlet should be alluded to – specifically, when Holden criticizes Olivier’s Hamlet because ‘he was too much like a goddam general, instead of a

  sad, screwed-up type guy’, and more generally whenever Holden swears to God he’s crazy, or apologizes ‘like a madman’, or swears to God he’s a madman, or notices that

  hangers in a closet ‘rattle like madmen’. Nor is it surprising that Holden should be suicidal. Not just ‘damn depressed and lonesome’, ‘blue as hell’, but fully

  prepared ‘to sit right the hell on top of’ the atomic bomb. The larkiness in the teeth of tragedy is explained by the discussion of Romeo and Juliet – and in particular

  Holden’s favourite character, Mercutio, who dies with a jest on his lips. Not a naive work, then, but rather literary. Rather well read despite its air of illiteracy.




  In the first chapter, Holden confides: ‘After I got across the road, I felt like I was sort of disappearing.’ Though there are bags of ontological insecurity on view throughout

  The Catcher, it isn’t until near the end that this particular evocation recurs. The morning after Mr Antolini has made his pass at Holden, ‘something very spooky started

  happening’ – Holden prays to his dead brother, Allie, to stop him disappearing before he gets to the other side of the street. Holden doesn’t stop ‘till I was way up in the

  Sixties’. This refers, of course, to the Manhattan grid, but also to Holden’s fear of ageing into the adult world. As he walks uptown, he also ‘ages’ away from his youthful

  self.




  Holden can remember the precise date of his brother’s death (18 July 1946). His mother’s grief is poignantly and laconically evoked: ‘Half the time she’s up all night

  smoking cigarettes.’ The Catcher in the Rye, like Tennyson’s In Memoriam, is a great anatomy of prolonged grieving. The title’s (inaccurate) allusion to

  Burns’s ‘Coming through the Rye’ is an allegory of vulnerability and the desperate need to protect. Holden wants to be the catcher, who stops the kids plunging over the brink of

  the chasm. It is a myth to place against death. Mummification is another, twice alluded to in the novel, each time in a comic context, though the drift is perfectly, deadly serious. Holden’s

  failed history paper for Mr Spencer refers to the preservation of the face by a secret chemical. Later, the idea is repeated, again in a comic context (the kids says ‘toons’ when

  they mean ‘tombs’), but the reader is quite clear that individuality, the face, is what Holden believes is preserved.




  Holden refuses to go to Allie’s grave. Why? Because twice it rained: ‘all the visitors could get in their cars and turn on their radios and all and then go some nice place for

  dinner – everybody except Allie. I couldn’t stand it.’ Eventually, Holden does stand it, but only by an act of total solidarity with the dead. At the very end of the novel,

  it starts to rain heavily. Everyone except Holden takes shelter under the carousel. He remains out on a bench, getting soaked to the skin – out in the elements with his dead brother. The

  incident is bizarre, pure with quiddity, utterly convincing but inexplicable without reference to the shape of anguish which is the template organizing the novel. Holden never stops mourning Allie.

  Which is why he identifies not with Christ’s disciples but ‘that lunatic and all, that lived in the tombs’. He lives in the tomb of grief. Grief explains, too, why, when Holden is

  describing how his sister Phoebe used to amuse Allie, he inserts a sore, uncharacteristic correction of his headlong vernacular: ‘She killed Allie, too. I mean he liked her, too.’ His

  death is too real to be mistaken for a figure of speech. Grief and growing up – they account for Holden’s jaundiced meditation on marriage and adulthood in Chapter 17, which follows

  Holden’s failure to join two kids playing on a see-saw at the end of the previous chapter. So much that seems random and chaotic in this great novel is ultimately accounted for by the

  devastating debit in Holden’s life – Allie. ‘God, he was a nice kid, though.’




  





  Bad Language: Poetry, Swearing and Translation




  Translation, like politics, is the art of the possible - with all the inevitable compromise implicit in that parallel with politics. The main reason for this can be summed up

  in a quotation from Tender is the Night. At the moment when the tendresse between Nicole Diver and the martial Tommy Barban is about to harden into something more sexually definite, the pair

  flirt between languages:




  

    

      ‘Talk English to me, Tommy.’




      ‘Parlez français avec moi, Nicole.’




      ‘But the meanings are different. In French you can be heroic and gallant with dignity, and you know it. But in English you can’t be heroic and gallant without being a little

      absurd, and you know that, too. That gives me an advantage.’




      ‘But after all – ’ He chuckled suddenly. ‘Even in English I’m brave, heroic, and all that.’


    


  




  Barban is right, or translation would not be possible at all. But Nicole is right, too. French comes, as in this passage, with italics. The spirit of each language is different.

  Cognac, as it were, somehow becomes whisky. And occasionally cognac becomes a ginger beer shandy or a lager and lime – a phenomenon noted by Bruce Chatwin in his profile of André Malraux,

  where he remarks that Malraux’s rhetoric is magnificent in French and fatuous in English. So what is possible?




  Famously, pithily, undeniably, Robert Frost long ago found that poetry is what is lost in translation. And it was many years before D. J. Enright made his pragmatic rejoinder that even more is

  lost if you do not translate. Translation, then, is better than nothing.




  As an answer, this is better than nothing. Nevertheless, Frost has the better of the argument. And if Henry James anticipates Frost, at least by implication, it is because Frost’s truism

  happens to be true. In The Portrait of a Lady, Edmund Ludlow, a New York lawyer, has the following exchange with his wife Lilian about her sister, Isabel Archer. Lilian mildly grumbles:

  ‘I don’t see what you’ve got against her except that she’s so original.’ Ludlow replies: ‘Well, I don’t like originals; I like translations.’ We can

  tell from this that the translation is staider, thicker-waisted, less pliant, less athletic, slower on its feet than the original stuff. More of a home-body, in fact.




  Swearing is another example of untranslatability, though a recent one because latterly swear words were expunged before they needed to be translated. Before swear words, however, there was the

  exclamation – often untranslatable in an identical way. When Santiago has lost his harpoon in the first shark and then sees the first pair of sharks, Hemingway’s The Old Man

  and the Sea gives us this disquisition on translation. ‘“Ay,” he said aloud. There is no translation for this word and perhaps it is just a noise such as a man might make,

  involuntarily, feeling the nail go through his hands and into the wood.’ In Little Dorrit, Dickens observes the same phenomenon: ‘“ALTRO!” returned John Baptist,

  closing his eyes and giving his hand a most vehement toss. The word being, according to its Genoese emphasis, a confirmation, a contradiction, an assertion, a denial, a taunt, a compliment, a joke,

  and fifty other things, became in the present instance, beyond all power of written expression, our familiar English, “I believe you”.’




  Swearing is a more extreme instance of untranslatability. Let me give you four examples. Fuck to bloody shithouse. Shite and onions. I besmirch the milk of thy duty. What are you doing now, you

  lazy drunken obscene unsayable son of an unnameable gipsy obscenity?




  I hope no one has taken any of these last four tetchy remarks personally. I offer them generally, in a forensic spirit, as part of an investigation into the nature of language and the

  limitations of translation. And I venture to say that only one brief expletive runs the risk of personal offensiveness to an English-speaking audience. All four are quotations, but only one is

  echt, or pukka or authentic. It is ‘shite and onions’, a personal coinage of Simon Dedalus in Ulysses. Because Dedalus is an English speaker, he has what used to be

  known as a generative grammar: he can work a plausible variation on the vernacular, a variation which is readable to the rest of us, if we, too, are native English speakers. All swearing possesses

  its proper penumbra of impropriety, and ‘shite and onions’ is reasonably versatile. Yet the tragic note is well beyond its range, and it is impossible to imagine it replacing

  Lear’s brute howl as he bears the dead Cordelia in his arms. No, as English speakers we know from our bat-like linguistic radar that the tonal range of ‘shite and onions’ is

  restricted to the expression of rueful exasperation at the contingencies and incongruities of fate. ‘Shite and onions’ is never tragic, most often wryly comic, and very occasionally

  expressive of the note of incredulous sternness. Shite and onions. This last variant I can say, but I cannot write.




  My first quotation, ‘Fuck to bloody shithouse’, is oddly opaque by comparison. It shares grammatical ambiguity with the now long-vanished legend over varnished train lavatory seats

  which Jonathan Miller analysed three decades ago in Beyond the Fringe. Was the unpunctuated phrase, ‘Gentlemen lift the seat’, a definition, an imperative or a loyal toast?

  ‘Fuck to bloody shithouse’ might conceivably be an imperative, though the context to justify this interpretation might require a Joe Orton to script something sufficiently plausible. In

  fact, the phrase was the favourite expletive of a boy called Charlie Wong at my boarding school. He arrived there at the age of seventeen from either Hong Kong or Singapore and never quite managed,

  therefore, the art of swearing in fluent English. He could conduct a normal conversation. He could make himself understood. But his deep generative grammar was faulty and his favourite expletive,

  ‘fuck to bloody shithouse’, was fatally tone deaf. The finer points of the English language – swearing and poetry – were equally beyond him.




  The second pair of quotations is from Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls. ‘I besmirch the milk of thy duty’ is what Agustin says to his fellow-partisan Fernando.

  ‘What are you doing now, you lazy drunken obscene unsayable son of an unnameable unmarried gipsy obscenity?’ is the rhetorical question of Pilar to the morally crumbling Pablo, her

  consort. The two quotations are different. One is a translation, of sorts, and the other is an edited obscenity not unlike Conrad’s Typhoon, where the spaces left by censorship figure

  as euphemisms and propriety reaches for colouristic synonym: ‘he didn’t mind, he said, the trouble of punching their blanked heads down there, blank his soul’; ‘to shove the

  unmentionable instrument down his gory throat. Who cared for his crimson barometer . . .’ Compare Mr Polly’s interior monologue in which adjectives like ‘sanguinary’ replace

  ‘bloody’ over a number of lines:




  

    

      ‘Arf a mo’,’ said the figure, as if in response to his start, and speaking in a hoarse whisper. ‘Arf a mo’, mister. You the noo bloke at the Potwell

      Inn?’




      Mr Polly felt evasive. ‘S’pose I am,’ he replied hoarsely, and quickened his pace.




      ‘Arf a mo’,’ said Uncle Jim, taking his arm. ‘We ain’t doing a (sanguinary) Marathon. It ain’t a (decorated) cinder track. I want a word with you, mister.

      See?’




      Mr Polly wriggled his arm free and stopped. ‘Whad is it?’ he asked, and faced the terror.




      ‘I jest wanted a (decorated) word wiv you. See? – just a friendly word or two. Just to clear up any blooming errors. That’s all I want. No need to be so (richly decorated)

      proud, if you are the noo bloke at the Potwell Inn. Not a bit of it. See?’


    


  




  ‘You lazy drunken obscene unsayable son of an unnameable’ is, of course, the bowdlerized version and yet it is more effective on the page than the more nearly

  accurate but also edited ‘I besmirch the milk of thy duty’, where, I take it, ‘besmirch’ stands for ‘shit in’ or ‘shit on’. The point about the

  blanks offered by Hemingway – ‘obscene’, ‘unsayable’ – is that we can fill them convincingly and quickly from the word-hoard of the English language. We are

  given the opportunity to substitute, whereas the other phrase, ‘I shit on the milk of your duty’, is a translation in which the force has been lost, in which the poetry has gone

  missing. Here is another brief extract from Hemingway’s novel: ‘“Then go and befoul thyself,” Pilar said to him without heat. “Thy mother,” Agustin

  replied.’




  Tu madre is a serious swear word, like madonna putana in Italy, but the literal translations, ‘your mother’ and ‘madonna whore’, are without force, without

  patina, without the weight of tradition, without the context of Catholicism. One of Hemingway’s linguistic projects is to write in Spanish using English. I myself once began a translation of

  Marina Tsvetayeva’s ‘An Attempt at Jealousy’ in which I aimed to write a kind of Russian-English, without articles and reproducing the Russian word-order. In the event,

  Tsvetayeva’s subject matter, jealousy, interested me more than the linguistic project and I ended up writing a traditional ballad, though in another poem, ‘Purge’, I did my best

  to re-create the linguistic surprises of the Siamese-English spoken by a lodger at my mother-in-law’s house, the tricks and tropes of which I had noted down a decade previously. Hemingway,

  clearly, can sense some such linguistic spin-off when he has Robert Jordan discuss the psychological requirements of the saboteur as follows: ‘In this you have to have very much head and be

  very much cold in the head.’ It isn’t English, but we know what he means and that he is really speaking in Spanish. Of course, we also know that Jordan, though fluent, is not bilingual.

  Were he bilingual, the texture of foreignness would disappear. The feel of the language would feel like English to an Englishman, but where would that leave Hemingway’s vaunting expertise? It

  would leave it unadvertised. And is this actually what we want? Instead of the flavour of foreignness, would we prefer it if Agustin said, for example, ‘You can take your sense of duty and

  stick it up your arse, sunshine’? When Tom Stoppard reviewed Hemingway’s posthumous The Garden of Eden in the Observer (8 February 1987), he noted the ‘flourishing

  of small expertise’ and referred to E. B. White’s famous parody in which the Hemingway figure takes a girl to Schrafft’s, ‘where my old friend Botticelli is captain of girls

  and where they have the mayonnaise in fiascos’. Stoppard then quoted Hemingway’s description of gazpacho: ‘it came in a large bowl with ice floating with the slices of crisp

  cucumber, tomato, garlic bread, green and red peppers, and the coarsely peppered liquid that tasted lightly of oil and vinegar. “It’s salad soup,” Catherine said.

  “It’s delicious.” “Es gazpacho,” the waiter said.’ Hungry? Or perhaps you’d rather have the paella from For Whom the Bell Tolls:




  

    

      we ate in pavilions on the sand. Pastries made of cooked and shredded fish and red and green peppers and small nuts like grains of rice. Pastries delicate and flaky and the

      fish of a richness that was incredible. Prawns fresh from the sea sprinkled with lime juice. They were pink and sweet and there were four bites to a prawn. Of those we ate many. Then we ate

      paella with fresh sea food, clams in their shells, mussels, crayfish, and small eels. Then we ate even smaller eels alone cooked in oil and as tiny as bean sprouts and curled in all

      directions and so tender they disappeared in the mouth without chewing. All the time drinking a white wine, cold, light, and good at thirty centimos the bottle. And for an end: melon. That is

      the home of the melon.


    


  




  Gazpacho, paella, both brilliantly described, both expertly evoked. I side with Stoppard, who wrote: ‘Well, it isn’t Hemingway’s fault that you can now get the stuff in cans at

  Safeway’s.’ And I would want to add a codicil to Stoppard’s defence. It is this. Open the can from Safeway’s, cook the paella-in-the-packet and neither will have the

  authenticity of Hemingway’s account: art transcends life in a way which would have brought a Q.E.D. to Oscar Wilde’s full lips. It is said that some gourmets read recipe books as if

  they were pornography. Hemingway’s descriptions of food are a kind of paunchography with strong sexual undertones. Take that melon, for example. Fernando disagrees with Pilar.

  ‘“The melon of Castile is better,” Fernando said. “Qué va,” said the woman of Pablo. “The melon of Castile is for self-abuse. The melon of Valencia

  for eating.”’




  Which returns the argument to the role of swearing in translation theory. In Alfred Jarry’s Ubu Roi, Ubu refers now and again to various obscene instruments in his possession: le

  croc à merdre and le cisaux à merdre. If we can, so to speak, leave the strangely singular cisaux à merdre at the back of the bathroom cabinet, we can

  concentrate on le croc à merdre. How exactly do we translate this obscenity? It is, literally, the ‘crook’ for ‘shit’ or the ‘shit crook’. Were I a

  translator of the Nabokov persuasion, I should leave the matter there, accurately rendered but scarcely Englished. The ‘crook for shit’ doesn’t even convey a kind of Frenchness as

  Agustin’s ‘I shit in the milk of your duty’ conveys an unmistakable Spanishness as it strikes the English ear. I have given le croc à merdre considerable thought,

  convinced that the novelty of Jarry’s French must require a similar novelty in English, however free the translation. Turd tongs, shit pliers, shit shifters, a bowel probe are some of my

  suggestions. My final choice, however, is that Ubu should reach for his No. 2 iron.




  Behind Jarry’s le croc à merdre are lined up a host of untranslatable things, objects and concepts, which have no currency outside their country of origin. Of course le

  croc à merdre has no currency in its country of origin, but it serves as a symbolic hook to join poetry and swearing to those other untranslatable things, things.




  Recently, I have been translated into Dutch, Polish and American. I leave the American translation till last. My Dutch translator is a poet who has translated John Donne’s songs, sonnets,

  elegies and holy sonnets, as well as work by contemporary English poets for every Poetry International at Rotterdam. His name is Jan Eijkelboom and the consensus is that he is the best Dutch

  translator of poetry. He had two problems. My poem ‘Gauguin’ is a linguistic experiment, not unlike Hemingway’s desire to reproduce in English certain Spanish qualities. I wished

  to invent a kind of pidgin, inspired by certain brilliant and possibly apocryphal pidgin periphrases like the pidgin for ‘helicopter’, ‘mixmaster blong Jesus Christ’, or the

  pidgin for playing the piano, ‘man in bockis, you fight him, he cry’. My poem’s subject was sex:




  

              

                

                  

                    

                      He stickyout number2tongue




                      because he magnetized to she.




                      Which she hide in shesecrets,




                      Because she magnetized to he.


                    


                  


                


              




  

  And so on. In Rotterdam, Eijkelboom told me that the poem was impossible to translate because the Dutch language has a dialect of pidgin – which would be seen as

  racist. The problem of connotation is like that associated with swearing – but in reverse. The neutral and harmless, when translated, becomes lethal and poisonous. (Later, though, when

  translating my Selected Poems, the resourceful, gifted Eijkelboom obviously found a solution because, in that volume, the poem is translated.) The other Dutch problem was disclosed by

  a member of the public who wrote to me after he had seen Jan Eijkelboom’s translation of my poem ‘In Modern Dress’, in which I describe a small child trailing a comforter across a

  muddy garden so that the child looks like Sir Walter Ralegh laying down his cloak for Queen Elizabeth. My correspondent told me that in Dutch my child was now sucking a dummy, a different kind of

  comforter.




  In Polish, the problem for my brilliant translator, Jerzy Jarniewicz, was a stanza largely consisting of the names of English sheep breeds – Devon Longwool, Derbyshire Gritstone, Beulah

  Speckle-Faced, to name three from a list of twelve or more. Obviously these local sheep don’t exist in Poland, and my translator at first decided to leave the bulk of the stanza in English.

  Then he discovered that although Poland had no Hill Radnor or North Country Cheviots, it did have its own comparably varied sheep strains, which he was able to use instead.




  My experience of being translated into American came as more of a surprise, even if, years ago, I had a similar experience in Poetry Chicago, to whom I had given a poem called ‘The

  Explorers’ that included the line ‘tights as tight as a Durex’ to describe some ballet dancers. At the suggestion of the editor, I altered this to the more alliterative

  ‘tights as tight as a Trojan’. (You will recall that Bette Midler once said of her all-women backing group that the only thing they knew about classical literature was Trojans.) In

  1991, I wrote a profile of Seamus Heaney for Vanity Fair and had an educational encounter with Wayne Lawson, the magazine’s executive literary editor. For instance, the acronym D-I-Y

  means nothing to an American audience and has to be expanded to Do-It-Yourself. The allusion to ‘a line of Keith Douglas’ has to tote extra, necessary information, so little known is

  Douglas to American readers: thus, ‘Heaney evoked a line of Keith Douglas’s poem “The Marvel” in one lapidary phrase’. The concept of the ‘review front’

  had to be explained to Americans as (the slightly inaccurate) ‘Lowell’s poetry could command a review on the front page of the arts section in a national Sunday newspaper’ –

  whereas what I intended was a reference to the publication of several of Lowell’s Imitations on the front page of the Observer’s review section, rather than a review as

  such. Similarly, what one of my informants described as ‘a kind of desolate secondary school’ became ‘a kind of desolate secondary intermediate school’. Other things simply

  had to be dropped. For instance, praising Heaney’s fine ear and his ability to capture sounds like a tape-recorder, I quoted one of the Glanmore sonnets, which refers to ‘the sibilant

  penumbra of close-down’. American radios are different. The thing doesn’t exist: no sibilance, no penumbra, and close-down is called something else. I referred also to a Derek Mahon

  poem which describes a pub singer with one hand to his ear and the other earthing himself through his girlfriend’s hand. The American verb is ‘grounding’, not

  ‘earthing’. More recently, I have discovered from the copy-editor of Doubleday that ‘caliper’ means ‘dividers’ in America – and if you have polio there,

  your leg will end up in a brace, not a calliper.




  It is, however, a translation, whereas ‘the sibilant penumbra of close-down’ cannot be translated from English into American-English because the thing itself doesn’t exist. In

  the same way, English potato peelings differ from American ‘potato peels’ (see Mary Karr’s essay ‘Against Decoration’ in a 1991 Parnassus), which derive rather

  from the English orange peel – all of which differ from the untranslatable dacha, a word which is defined in Marcus Wheeler’s Oxford Russian–English dictionary as

  ‘dacha (holiday cottage in the country in environs of city or large town)’. A dachnik is defined as ‘(holiday) visitor (in the country)’. ‘Chalet’

  is the only English word to come within megaphone distance of dacha – and it is fatally associated with the sea, whereas dacha is firmly associated with the countryside. In

  Ronald Hingley’s translation of Chekhov’s ‘Lady with a Dog’, Gurov, on his return to Moscow after his seduction of Anna Sergeyevna, lapses into a gross unspirituality: he

  can eat a whole plateful of ‘Moscow hot-pot’. Constance Garnett’s version of this coarse materialism is a whole plateful of ‘salt fish and cabbage’. S. S. Koteliansky

  prefers to stay with the original Russian: ‘he could eat a whole plateful of hot sielianka’. What Chekhov actually wrote was selyanka, for which Wheeler’s Oxford

  Russian–English dictionary gives: ‘(culinary) hot-pot; (fig) hotch-potch, hodge-podge’. In other words, Hingley’s translation is more accurate than Garnett’s

  ‘salt fish and cabbage’ or Koteliansky’s muffed transliteration. However, perverse as it may seem, I think ‘hot-pot’, even with the prefix ‘Moscow’, has

  connotations too restricted to Lancashire. Selyanka, like dacha, is in reality untranslatable. What these examples show is that general rules are very difficult to establish, but that

  accuracy is less important than effect: ‘hot-pot’ is correct, but makes the effect of coarse Englishing, as if ‘sausage roll’ were used to translate piroshki.

  Piroshki are best described using French vocabulary: they are like a brioche with a savoury meat filling, a million wursts away from sausage rolls.




  On the whole, I think it best to transliterate the original where there is no equivalent entity in the host language. In Chapter 2 of The Gift, Nabokov sensibly writes: ‘the greasy,

  clayey zemskaya (rural district) road’. On the same principle, it might be better to translate sirnik not as ‘curd fritter’, the suggestion of Marcus Wheeler’s

  dictionary, but as sirnik, a cheese fritter. ‘Curd’ in English has stronger sweet connotations than sour ones: we think of lemon curd before we think of curd cheese. In this

  limited sense, it can sometimes be better for a translator to know his own language better than the foreign original.




  Even a great writer like Nabokov makes mistakes in the move from his ‘infinitely docile’ Russian to the less flexuous English language. In The Gift, we read: ‘the paired

  pack-loads of equal weight are seized twice with lariats so that nothing can shift’. Elsewhere, a young man ‘in his hard, sinewy way’ is ‘remindful of a gundog’.

  Nabokov doesn’t give us the development of a friendship, but, pursuing the photographic idea, ‘the exposure of their friendship’. I wonder, too, exactly what distinction he

  is making when he writes that Godunov-Cherdynstev’s father ‘could not stand procrastination, hesitation’. The translator must be good at the language he is translating from but

  perfect in the language he is translating into. With this saving thought in mind, I want now to quote from a letter written to Ian McEwan by one of his many translators. I deliberately refrain from

  disclosing the language into which the translation is being made:




  

    

      Dear Ian,




      I’ve just (three minutes ago) finished to translate your The Comfort of Strangers. It’s been a real hard job, not because of the language, your english is

      translator’s delight, but because of the story. I’ve told the publisher I’m not sure I’m going to translate your next works, because there’s too much gap between

      us, and I believe it’s real better when you feel what you translate. I’ve already had it bad with The Cement Garden, and since it seems that every new novel or story of yours

      is a lil’ bit crueller and more full of corpses than the one before, what next then? Anyway, you’re real great writer.


    


  




  There is something as disturbing here as Koteliansky’s translation of Gurov’s name in ‘The Lady with the Dog’ as Gomov. It is difficult to feel any confidence when your

  translator writes that ‘your english is translator’s delight’. Nevertheless, I cling, charitably, to the idea that one’s real expertise should be in one’s own

  language. To return to swearing, I recall Thom Gunn asking me in San Francisco if I had really published a poem entitled ‘Arsehole’. I had. It was a version of the Rimbaud–

  Verlaine sonnet called ‘Sonnet d’un trou de cul’. Gunn’s comment was a poet’s comment on two languages. ‘Gee, “arsehole” is so much dirtier than

  “asshole”.’ Where most translations fail is by choosing what is possible in English, rather than what is right in English. ‘Asshole’ is a possible translation of

  ‘arsehole’ but it isn’t the right translation – not only for the reason given by Thom Gunn. To call someone an ‘arsehole’ is quite different from saying someone

  is an ‘asshole’. The former is malignant where the latter is harmless. To be on a desert island with an asshole would be irritating perhaps. To be on the same desert island with an

  arsehole might even be dangerous.




  On 16 June 1991, the Observer published an interview with the French prime minister Edith Cresson – a reject from Naim Atallah’s book of interviews with women which suddenly

  became newsworthy when Madame Cresson was elevated by President Mitterrand. Nowhere did the piece say that the interview was conducted in French and translated into English, but there was a moment

  when the internal evidence made this clear. Naim Atallah’s question was: ‘Appearance is also very important to men; you rarely see a rich, successful man with a woman who isn’t

  pretty.’ The answer began: ‘That isn’t my opinion.’ This is possible in English, but we are more likely to say ‘I disagree’, or ‘That isn’t what I

  think’, or ‘Not in my opinion’. Another question (‘Do you think that, today, there are advantages in being a woman?’) received this answer: ‘If you know how to

  draw them out, I believe there are many advantages in being a woman.’ I suspect that Madame Cresson meant something closer to ‘If you know how to make the most of them . . .’




  In Chapter 14, Part 5, of Milan Kundera’s Immortality, the translation from Peter Kussi gives us this: ‘She is at the dentist’s, sitting in a crowded waiting room; a new

  patient enters, walks to the couch where she is seated and sits down on her lap; he didn’t do it intentionally, he simply saw an empty seat on the couch; she protests and tries to push him

  away, shouting . . .’ So far, so good. It is what she shouts which is strange – possible, but wrong. ‘“Sir, can’t you see? This seat is taken! I am sitting

  here!”’ Trying her exclamations on one’s tongue, we can see that the mistake is one of punctuation. That ‘Can’t you see?’ is a possible but unlikely question.

  Any of the following are more plausible: ‘Are you blind?’; ‘Look what you’re doing’; ‘Look out.’ But best of all is the Kussi with its punctuation altered.

  Instead of the stiffly lapidary ‘Can’t you see? This seat is taken!’ one might substitute the more fluent ‘Can’t you see this seat is taken?’




  Translation is the art of compromise. It should be theoretically impure and practically impure. Rigid rules are its enemy. Ask your mouth to tell you not if what is written is allowable

  in English but if what is written is right in English. And then beware of clichés – which always sound right.




  I now want to discuss the translation of Brecht’s ‘To Those Born Later’ in Poems 1913–1956, edited by John Willett and Ralph Manheim with the co-operation of Erich

  Fried. Many of the poems have the initials of a translator appended, but this particular poem has not. The apparatus explains: ‘Those translations which bear no translator’s

  initials involve a degree of collaboration on the Editors’ part which makes final responsibility difficult to establish.’ This is the beginning (of ‘An die Nachgeborenen’)

  in the Willett–Manheim–Anonymous version:




  

    

      Truly, I live in dark times!




      The guileless word is folly. A smooth forehead




      Suggests insensitivity. The man who laughs




      Has simply not yet had




      The terrible news




      What kind of times are they, when




      A talk about trees is almost a crime




      Because it implies silence about so many horrors?




      That man there calmly crossing the street




      Is already perhaps beyond the reach of his friends




      Who are in need?




      It is true I still earn my keep




      But, believe me, that is only an accident. Nothing




      I do gives me the right to eat my fill.




      By chance I’ve been spared. (If my luck breaks, I am lost.)


    


  




  Derek Mahon’s translation of this poem (in The Hunt by Night) is at first closely related to the Brecht. His inspired rendition of the

  Willett–Manheim–Anonymous’s ‘A smooth forehead/ Suggests insensitivity’ shows what can be done by a good poet-translator: ‘A clear brow argues/ A thick

  skin.’ Soon, though, Mahon’s impatience shows, and translation shades into version and version ends up as imitation – a Mahon poem nourished by Brecht. My own partial attempt

  follows. I have no German to speak of or speak with, but I have attempted my own ‘translation’ of this Brecht poem, using the Willett–Manheim–Anonymous translation as if it

  were a rough literal version. It isn’t really a translation so much as a critique of the Manheim– Willett–Anonymous version.




  

    

      It’s true, we live in dark times.




      The unconsidered word is naive. A placid brow




      Indicates callousness. The man who is laughing




      Just hasn’t heard the dreadful news yet.




      What sort of a world is it, when




      Talking about trees is almost criminal




      Because it implies silence about so much horror?




      When that man there calmly crossing the street




      May already be beyond the reach of his friends




      Who need his help?




      OK, I still earn enough,




      but, believe me, that’s only luck. Nothing




      I do gives me the right to eat till I’m full.




      I’ve been spared by accident. (If my luck runs out, I’ve




      had it.)


    


  




  Impudently, for a non-Germanist, I’ve tried to eliminate the clichés in the Willett–Manheim–Anonymous version (‘earn my keep’, ‘eat my

  fill’) and to eradicate all those heavy touches of translationese: you can say ‘If my luck breaks, I am lost’, but it is better to say ‘If my luck runs out, I’ve had

  it’; ‘Truly, I live in dark times!’ has a more pronounced German accent than ‘It’s true, we live in dark times’; ‘A talk about trees’ suggests a

  lecture or an address, whereas ‘talking about trees’ is idiomatic; ‘The guileless word is folly’ might have been written by Schiller and translated by Coleridge, so I prefer

  the less antique ‘The unconsidered word is naive’. Later in the Willett–Manheim version, we encounter ‘But those in power/ Sat safer without me’. I’m hardly sure

  what this means, so odd is the English. It may be an oblique reference to show trials, but it’s a phrase of English which is hardly even as allowable as the other phrases were that I’ve

  been quibbling over. If I knew German better, I dare say I’d be much less worried by the English. Is there a case for translation in tandem with one translator who knows both languages well

  and one translator who is only a gifted monoglot?




  Sometime in 1987, I was commissioned by Jonathan Miller to translate Racine’s Andromaque for his opening season at the Old Vic in 1988. Miller wanted a clean, modern translation

  – without, for example, any of the ‘thees’ and ‘thous’ which Richard Wilbur uses in his version, following the usage of his country neighbours in Connecticut. I began

  with an octosyllabic line and rhyming couplets. And I quickly realized that Miller’s simple request was impossible. One of Racine’s most famous lines, about Hector’s son,

  Astyanax, occurs in Pyrrhus’s first speech adumbrating the war just past:




  

    

      

        

          Un fleuve teint de sang, des campagnes désertes,




          Un enfant dans les fers . . .


        


      


    


  




  The problem here is that there can be no room in a ‘clean, modern translation’ for un enfant dans les fers: ‘a child in chains’ is the obvious

  route and that chosen by Robert Henderson, but those ‘chains’ take us out of the twentieth century if not to the seventeenth century. This pressure is constant, though perhaps less

  obviously pronounced. The result is an idiom which is neither contemporary nor anything approaching Racine’s poetic diction, either in its genuine reach or in its artificiality. It is easy to

  write a kind of formal civil service speech, reaching – in anger or fear or jealous passion – for rather dated colloquialisms and the clichés of sentiment. This language is

  occasionally heightened but never attempts the sublime. In no time at all, ‘under’ has become ‘beneath’ and ‘on’ has become ‘upon’. The solution, it

  seemed to me, was to update the entire piece in order to use contemporary English fearlessly. Miller disagreed with me and replaced my version with Eric Korn’s more literal translation, which

  wasn’t without its resourcefulnesses. However, the night I saw the production, the audience laughed every time Eric Korn used a contemporary idiom. In the inevitable overall artificiality of

  the faithful Racine translation – the result of the original’s restricted vocabulary and marzipan diction for the emotions – anything remotely natural is liable to strike an

  audience as laughable. By setting my free version in a fictitious 1953, I could be confident of what was for me the most important thing – a clean, modern language. I could use my own

  voice.




  Admirers of Racine will already be appalled. I wish to add, all the same, that Racine’s greatness, for me, lies less in the language than in the plot. Of course, the plot of

  Andromaque is full of improbabilities – like, for instance, Andromaque’s pious hope that Pyrrhus will care for Astyanax, despite her suicide, because she has gone through the

  marriage ceremony. George Steiner told me, when I jeered at this particular improbability, that I did not understand the code of Pyrrhus’s parole d’honneur. I’m afraid that

  I responded by pointing out that Pyrrhus has already given his parole d’honneur to Hermione – and broken it. By plot I really mean the system of frontal conflicts, however

  contrived their inception may be.




  Anyone who has heard my French accent will know that my inwardness with the French language isn’t adequate to a full appreciation of Racine’s poetry. I am sure this is true. In his

  ‘Anniversaries’, Donne has this wonderful line: ‘Thinke thee laid on thy death-bed, loose and slacke.’ Metrically, it would be difficult to find a looser, slacker or deader

  pentameter. And the tautology there, ‘loose and slacke’, is acceptable to a native English speaker in the way that Nabokov’s ‘procrastination, hesitation’ was not.

  This is an anthology of padding from Macbeth, all of it acceptable: ‘thou sure and firm-set earth’; ‘stop up the access and passage to remorse’; ‘the vile blows

  and buffets of the world’; ‘to trade and traffic with Macbeth’; ‘a wild and violent sea’; ‘a good and virtuous nature’. None of these examples, perhaps,

  would be acceptable outside dramatic poetry, where repetition is permissible and, arguably, necessary for audience comprehension. A foreigner, though, would be unable to gauge the linguistic

  allowance to be made. What is padding, what is repetition of a telling kind, and what is pure tautology? Translating Racine, I found myself, as a foreigner, unable to tolerate the tautology (as I

  perceived it) of the French and its total absence of economy. Act 5, Scene 1, will illustrate. Hermione is speaking after having sent Orestes to murder Pyrrhus, the man she really loves, in the

  temple before he can marry her rival Andromaque:




  

    

      

        

          Où suis-je? Qu’ai-je fait? Que dois-je faire encore?




          Quel transport me saisit? Quel chagrin me dévore?




          Errante, et sans dessein, je cours dans ce palais.




          Ah! ne puis-je savoir si j’aime ou si je hais?




          Le cruel! . . .


        


      


    


  




  Yet, while I found this insufferably stylized and repetitive, I noticed comparable repetition in my own version, which alternated between ametrical lines and rigid octosyllabic

  lines with a full rhyme – the idea being to drop in and out of metre. This is my Andromaque pleading with Hermione for her son Astyanax:




  

    

      

        

          I don’t want to antagonize




          your royal highness. That would serve




          no purpose at all. Please don’t misconstrue




          straightforwardness as brazen nerve.




          You have everything. You want for nothing.




          I have nothing but the task




          of saving my son. I’m desperate. Forgive me.




          I ask because I have to ask.




          I have no husband. I have only a son.




          You’ll marry soon and have a child.




          Then you’ll feel what I feel, what all mothers feel.




          We’re not quite civilized. We’re wild,




          instinct with instincts . . .


        


      


    


  




  That last repetition is an attempt to make over Racine’s linguistic turn and return, but those immediately before strike me as acceptable because dramatically necessary.

  The point is that a foreigner would be unable to gauge the weighting of each decision – and the result would be boredom. Repetition is the area of poetry where translation is the most likely

  to fail, where a calculated risk, full of tension, can appear in another language as ‘loose and slacke’.




  Let me conclude this deliberately inconclusive essay with one consolatory certainty. It is a certainty which returns us to our starting point. Isn’t it wonderful that FUCK and STOP, the

  words for licence and prohibition, are so universally understood that they need no translation?




  





  James Joyce’s Ulysses




  Alan Bennett, à propos Kafka, once defined ‘classic’ as an author no one has read – hence their unassailable classic status. At any dinner party,

  someone has read ‘Metamorphosis’, a select few The Trial, but no one has read Amerika. Unless George Steiner is a guest. Or Milan Kundera.




  Another kind of classic is the text which starts with stardom and subsequently achieves permanent status. Nabokov’s Lolita was a succès de scandale first, then a

  succès d’estime.




  Ulysses is both kinds. If the novel had stardom, its stardom was modelled on Greta Garbo – the glamour of the unknown. Initially, Ulysses was not famous, but banned and

  infamous – a dirty book in which the hero sat on the lavatory and his wife fantasized about fellatio and the sexual possibilities of the banana. For many English readers, the book was

  available only via Stuart Gilbert’s ‘study’-cum-digest, published in 1930, eight years after its first appearance in Paris. Original copies had to be smuggled, since the book was

  banned. Unread because forbidden – what better guarantee of popular readership? Just as well. Rivals greeted the book with less than unanimous acclaim – Virginia Woolf thought it

  ‘underbred’ and reading it like watching the boot boy at Claridge’s pick his pimples. D. H. Lawrence abhorred its ‘deliberate dirty-mindedness’. In other words, it

  shocked them by the extraordinary candour with which it records the ordinary, unedited life of an average man. Outside and in.




  Ulysses is a modernist work of realism. Like the greatest literature, it sees the object as it really is and re-presents it to us. Great writing corrects our automatic perceptions of

  reality. Leopold Bloom may say ‘miaow’ to his cat, but the cat says ‘mkgnao’. We think we say ‘tut-tut’, but Joyce knows we say ‘Dth! Dth!’ Realism

  in literature means the correction of literary conventions by reference to ‘reality’. Sometimes it is also unfairly taken to mean a novel which aspires to encompass the whole of reality

  – an impossible task and, by definition, not worth undertaking. ‘University modernism’, academic modernism, therefore opposes realism and modernism, pits me against the other.

  Ulysses is effortlessly both.




  And it is this that has given the novel its staying power, its classic status. Visibly experimental and virtuoso, the book has every trick in the book. It parodies the whole of English prose;

  Molly Bloom’s soliloquy is unpunctuated stream of consciousness; the prose of another section aspires to the condition of music.




  On the other hand, the twenty-four hours in Dublin it describes are virtually free of plot – of contrived excitements – and simultaneously charged with reality, the very textures of

  life. Davy Byrne, the publican, has ‘tuckstitched shirtsleeves’. Bloom’s copy of The Poetical Works of Denis Florence M‘Carthy has a ‘copper beechleaf bookmark

  at p. 5’. Bloom’s chest measurement is 28" – and 29½" expanded.




  This brings me to Joyce’s simple, central achievement – though he begins with the statutory contempt of the highbrow, he forges a great democratic imagination. Even George Orwell, as

  he sometimes knew, is contaminated with class contempt – ‘we may find in the long run that tinned food is a deadlier weapon than the machine gun’. In Joyce, the ordinary man

  – undernourished, under-educated, physically feeble – takes the limelight from the intellectual Stephen Dedalus. And takes it without the sentimentality of Chaplin’s or H. G.

  Wells’s celebrations of the little man. For a long time, Joyce’s epic parallels – between Homer’s Odyssey and the narrative of a (surprisingly uncircumcised) Jewish

  advertisement canvasser in Dublin – were wrongly thought to ironize contemporary modern life. Courageous on occasion, a trimmer on others, fastidious and farting

  (‘Pprrpffrrppfff’), Bloom is a hero, but one recognizably human.




  





  Ulysses




  In the ‘Ithaca’ section of Ulysses, the penultimate episode of question and answer, Leopold Bloom, ever the diplomat, dissents ‘tacitly’ from

  Stephen Dedalus’s views ‘on the eternal affirmation of the spirit of man in literature’. For his part, Stephen dissents ‘openly’ from Bloom’s views on ‘the

  importance of dietary and civic selfhelp’.




  In this, the driest section of the novel, favoured by Joyce above the rest as the ‘ugly duckling’ of his masterpiece, the text is functional, a virtuoso pastiche of scientific

  technical prose. The author is writing up the experimental data garnered in the course of his narrative – and adding to it. It is, therefore, Euclidean, skeletal, summary – and teeming

  with extra observation. ‘Ithaca’ may tempt the reader to equate its method with Zola’s idea of the ‘experimental’ novel – ‘simply the report of the

  experiment that the novelist conducts before the eyes of the public’ – but Joyce’s prose is at once more forbiddingly forensic and, in its way, joyously prodigal. It demonstrates

  the fundamental artistic principle which animates the whole – ‘the art of surfeit’, a phrase Stephen applies to Shakespeare in the ‘Scylla and Charybdis’ section. It

  isn’t difficult to connect Stephen’s pell-mell exempla, ‘hot herringpies, green mugs of sack, honey-sauces, sugar of roses, marchpane, gooseberried pigeons, ringo-candies’,

  with the lists in the later chapter: ‘hydraulic millwheels, turbines, dynamos, electric power stations, bleachworks, tanneries, scutchmills’. But there is more to Joyce’s surfeit

  than mere enumeration. He was photographed many times with a magnifying glass, thanks to the weakness of his eyesight, and the optical aid is a truer emblem of his art than

  ‘factification’ – since his art of surfeit is the art of magnification.




  Nothing is too small to escape his attention. Not even a clothes line in Bloom’s kitchen: ‘under a row of five coiled spring housebells a curvilinear rope, stretched between two

  holdfasts athwart across the recess beside the chimney pier, from which hung four smallsized square handkerchiefs folded unattached consecutively in adjacent rectangles and one pair of

  ladies’ grey hose with lisle suspender tops and feet in their habitual position clamped by three erect wooden pegs two at their outer extremities and the third at their point of

  junction’. Dry, objective, swimming in descriptive lust, there is the sagging line – held in granular close-up by Joyce’s telephoto lens like the last numinous example of a

  threatened species. And how satisfying to know that those nameless fixtures, like miniature straight handlebars, are called ‘holdfasts’.




  ‘Ithaca’ is the section new readers of Ulysses tend to dislike, understandably but unjustly, because it imposes its exhaustiveness on attention already exhausted by 700-odd

  pages of taxing narrative. Yet it is full of idiosyncratic beauty (‘the plump mellow yellow smellow melons of her rump’), frank poetry (‘the heaventree of stars hung with humid

  nightblue fruit’) and sly comedy. When Bloom bumps his head, Joyce’s hilariously unsmiling pedantic account anticipates Kingsley Amis at his most comically periphrastic: ‘the

  right temporal lobe of the hollow sphere of his cranium came into contact with a solid timber angle where, an infinitesimal but sensible fraction of a second later, a painful sensation was located

  in consequence of antecedent sensations transmitted and registered’. Richmal Crompton frequently adopts a related Latinate gravitas for the more egregious exploits of William Brown. Likewise

  P. G. Wodehouse’s Jeeves.




  A different kind of comedy, more human, less verbal, animates the tacit and open disagreements between Bloom and Stephen. The confident (and intoxicated) artist can object to Bloom’s

  dietary and civic theories ‘openly’, without giving offence – or without noticing he has given offence. But the proposition from which Bloom dissents is of a different order of

  magnitude. Saying ‘no’ to ‘the eternal affirmation of the spirit of man in literature’ is like withholding applause and merely clearing your throat after a private

  performance of a full symphony when the conductor turns, drenched in sweat like an exhausted duellist. Tacit dissent is all that is possible. The applause is not prolonged.




  As a human transaction, the exchange shows Stephen’s praiseworthy candour and his possible brusqueness. It shows us, too, Bloom’s tact and equanimity, his common sense opposed to

  Stephen’s tendency to magniloquence. And yet it is equally possible that it is Stephen who denies ‘the eternal affirmation of the spirit of man in literature’. The relevant

  sentence will allow this reading. Bloom then becomes the one who wishes to affirm the proposition. ‘Bloom dissented tacitly from Stephen’s views on the eternal affirmation of the spirit

  of man in literature.’ What those views are is not specified. We know, of course, that Bloom is a down-to-earth type from the ‘Hades’ section at Paddy Dignam’s funeral in

  Glasnevin cemetery:




  

    

      Mr Kernan said with solemnity:




      – I am the resurrection and the life. That touches a man’s inmost heart.




      – It does, Mr Bloom said.




      Your heart perhaps but what price the fellow in the six feet by two with his toes to the daisies? No touching that. Seat of the affections. Broken heart. A pump after all, pumping thousands

      of gallons of blood every day. One fine day it gets bunged up and there you are. Lots of them lying around here: lungs, hearts, livers. Old rusty pumps: damn the thing else. The resurrection

      and the life. Once you are dead you are dead. That last day idea. Knocking them all up out of their graves. Come forth, Lazarus! And he came fifth and lost the job.


    


  




  The interior monologue shows us Bloom’s toughness, an unsentimental outlook almost verging on the callous. If the Order of the Service for the Burial of the Dead proves so

  resistible to him, it seems unlikely that he would maintain that literature eternally affirmed the spirit of man. Stephen, on the other hand, has shown himself capable of fatuous pretence

  (‘Proudly walking. Whom were you trying to walk like?’) and overweening intellectual vanity: ‘Books you were going to write with letters for titles. Have you read his F? O yes,

  but I prefer Q. Yes, but W is wonderful. O yes, W. Remember your epiphanies on green oval leaves, deeply deep, copies to be sent to all the great libraries of the world, including

  Alexandria?’ This is manifestly the Dedalus of whom Mulligan says he ‘proves by algebra that Hamlet’s grandson is Shakespeare’s grandfather and that he himself is the ghost

  of his father’. There is no shortage of hostile witness against Stephen. We should remember, however, that the most hostile witness is Stephen himself. It is he who records damningly:

  ‘You bowed to yourself in the mirror, stepping forward to applause earnestly, striking face. Hurray for the Goddamned idiot!’ And even as Stephen elaborates his Shakespeare theories,

  less absurd than Mulligan’s travesty, he mentally disowns their extravagance: ‘I think you’re getting on very nicely. Just mix up a mixture of theologicophilolological.

  Mingo, minxi, mictum, mingere.’ This tart self-satirist might easily attack the idea that literature embodies ‘the eternal affirmation of the spirit of

  man’. Just as plausibly, the mostly robust and commonsensical Bloom is nevertheless capable of aesthetic lapses. It may be unfair to tax him with the sentimental vision of his dead son Rudy,

  in the phantasmagoric ‘Circe’ episode: ‘A white lambkin peeps out of his waistcoat pocket.’ However, Joyce clearly sets ironical limits to Bloom’s literary

  judgement in ‘Calypso’, the fourth chapter. There, in the outside lavatory, Bloom is made to wipe himself with half of the Titbits story he has just read and admired for its

  narrative smartness and morality. And only seconds before, ruminating on Ponchielli’s ‘Dance of the Hours’, Bloom is shown to be a sucker for kitsch: ‘Evening hours, girls

  in grey gauze. Night hours then black with daggers and eyemasks. Poetical idea pink then golden, then grey, then black. Still true to life also.’ Throughout Ulysses, poetry betrays

  Bloom’s limitations, exposing his banal preconceptions to unforgiving daylight:




  

              

                

                  

                    

                      The hungry famished gull




                      Flaps o’er the waters dull.


                    


                  


                


              






  

    

      That is how poets write, the similar sounds. But then Shakespeare has no rhymes: blank verse. The flow of the language it is. The thoughts. Solemn.


    


  




  Seen thus, Bloom is clearly capable of finding in literature a venue for the eternal affirmation of the spirit of man.




  In fact, when the passage occurs in ‘Ithaca’, there is no way of establishing with complete certainty whether Bloom or Stephen is to be held responsible. Yet this isn’t a fault

  in the novel. In The Making of ‘Ulysses’, Frank Budgen, a painter and confidant of Joyce, records this early conversation: ‘You seem to have read a lot, Mr Budgen. Do you

  know of any complete all-round character presented by any writer?’ Because Bloom is this fictional rarity, the complete all-round character, he is just as capable as Stephen of

  sentimentalizing literature as he is of assessing its limitations more realistically. In the bath, Bloom bestows on his penis the epithet ‘limp father of thousands’. Of his own

  character, he could say further, with Whitman: ‘Do I contradict myself? / Very well then I contradict myself, / (I am large, I contain multitudes.)’ No wonder Joyce ends the

  ‘Ithaca’ chapter with the alphabetically disordered, alliterative roll-call: ‘Sinbad the Sailor and Tinbad the Tailor and Jinbad the Jailer and Whinbad the Whaler and Ninbad the

  Nailer . . .’ Of course, Sinbad in A Thousand and One Nights is a version of Odysseus and shares several of his adventures, including that with Polyphemus. But the more obvious reason

  for the roll-call is that Bloom is a kind of everyman who contains multitudes – even the sleepy ‘Xinbad the Phthailer’, who is merely Sinbad drowsily pronounced from the threshold

  of sleep. It is more important to grasp this fundamental than it is to know, say, the dream of Er in Book 10 of Plato’s The Republic – which tells us, not irrelevantly, that a

  soldier watches the souls choose their fates before drinking from the river of Oblivion, prior to entering on their human existences. Agamemnon chooses to be an eagle, but Odysseus chooses to be

  the most modest, the most unknown of men.




  The length of Ulysses is a crucial part of Joyce’s achievement, the creation of this unknown man, who is not a flat character, nor even a rounded character, but a real person. By

  the adjective ‘real’ I do not mean that I am unable to distinguish between fiction and reality. I mean only that Joyce gives his readers more information about Bloom than any other

  character in the history of literature. We know him better than we know most of our friends. Even ‘Ithaca’, the factual skeleton of Ulysses, is, as we have seen, alive with

  detail, fleshed out with circumstance, and articulated by context and event. As a result of Joyce’s huge effort of consciousness, we are able to scrutinize the changing litmus of

  Bloom’s character – to watch, for instance, prudence shading into expediency shading into cowardice, and vice versa. For one of literature’s great modernists, this may seem an

  oddly traditional achievement. It is. But Ulysses, for all its vaunted difficulty, for all that Joyce appears to abjure standard ideas of plot, offers its readers many of the ordinary

  pleasures which the novel generally supplies – particularly character, of course, but also suspense. Molly’s adultery may be given, fated, but the reader must wait until the last pages

  for the physical detail and, more important, Molly’s attitude to her marriage and to Bloom now that Boylan has made his conquest. And though Ulysses observes the temporal and spatial

  unities, it actually contains the whole of Bloom’s life, or the greater part of it, recorded with more lavishness than the average Victorian three-decker. Ulysses is nouvelle

  cuisine, exquisitely crafted in every detail, with all the satisfactions of an old-fashioned feast. One might almost risk praising it for being a work of literature in which the spirit of one

  man is eternally confirmed in all its complexity: equable, slow to anger, modest, charitable, tender, filial, lecherous, fatuous, kind, satirical, gentle, callous, contradictory . . . There is no

  particular reason why the list should stop.




  Complexity and mass are the keys to Joyce’s fiction, a fiction that questions clichés of every kind – and which, characteristically, allows its great dump of clichés in

  ‘Eumaeus’ to self-destruct under its own weight because Joyce manages the extraordinary feat of writing seventy-odd pages of prose without once deploying an expression that isn’t

  identifiably clichéd. The comic effect is not unlike the failure of Tom Stoppard’s Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to toss a coin so that it comes down tails. The ultra-usual, the

  entirely familiar, the old straight and narrow is made to seem loopy and weird by the simple ploy of sustained accumulation. In the ‘Hades’ section, we might reasonably expect grief

  – and we get some, among a great many other things demanded by Joyce’s realism. There is, for instance, laughter at this funeral: John O’Connell, the caretaker, greets his

  acquaintances with ‘Did you hear that one about Mulcahy from the Coombe?’ and tells the joke discreetly ‘to their vacant smiles’. Bloom, remembering a phrase of Simon

  Dedalus describing one Father Coffey, has to repress a chuckle: ‘Burst sideways like a sheep in clover Dedalus says he will. With a belly on him like a poisoned pup. Most amusing expressions

  that man finds. Hhhn: burst sideways.’ Like Mr Chick in Dickens’s Dombey and Son, Bloom has a tendency to lapse into absent-minded singing under his breath: ‘The ree the ra

  the ree the ra the roo. Lord, I mustn’t lilt here.’ And the grief when it occurs is observed minutely by Joyce: ‘Mourners came out through the gates: woman and a girl. Leanjawed

  harpy, hard woman at a bargain, her bonnet awry. Girl’s face stained with dirt and tears, holding the woman’s arm looking up at her for a sign to cry.’ (My italics.) This

  is very acute. Joyce has captured an enigma. The behaviour here is caught between the insincerity of crying on cue and the sincere mutuality of grief – what Wilfred Owen called ‘the

  eternal reciprocity of tears’. Here, too, Joyce identifies the element of self-pity and display which sometimes infiltrates grief – from David Copperfield watching his tears in the

  mirror, to Stephen Dedalus imagining his own death (‘And Wells would be sorry then for what he had done. And the bell would toll slowly’), to this unnamed girl anxious to cry in unison.

  There is something equally self-centred in Mr Dedalus’s sudden show of grief as he catches sight of his wife’s grave: ‘ – Her grave is over there, Jack, Mr Dedalus said.

  I’ll soon be stretched beside her. Let Him take me whenever He likes. Breaking down, he began to weep to himself quietly, stumbling a little in his walk.’ Merely maudlin and swiftly

  erased.




  Joyce’s task, here as elsewhere in Ulysses, is to reproduce, as far as possible, the restless stream of consciousness. Mental attention is not monolithic, even at moments of great

  seriousness. This isn’t Joyce’s exclusive discovery any more than the stream of consciousness technique, which Joyce admitted taking from the French novelist Dujardin, but which can be

  found in Miss Bates’s torrential monologues in Emma or in the idiolect of Dickens’s Flora Finching. Joyce, however, applied with more thoroughness than any previous writer the

  principle enunciated by John Donne in a sermon of December 1626, on the subject of prayer: ‘a memory of yesterdays pleasures, a feare of tomorrows dangers, a straw under my knee, a noise in

  mine eare, a light in mine eye, an any thing, a nothing, a fancy, a Chimera in my braine, troubles me in my prayer’. The chimera in Bloom’s brain turns out to be the idea of remembering

  the dead: ‘Besides how could you remember everybody? Eyes, walk, voice. Well, the voice, yes: gramophone. Have a gramophone in every grave or keep it in the house. After dinner on a Sunday.

  Put on poor old greatgrandfather Kraahraark! Hellohellohello amawfullyglad kraark awfullygladaseeragain hellohello . . .’ The noise in Bloom’s ear is ‘Rtststr!’ – the

  noise of a rat which ‘crushed itself in under the plinth, wriggled itself in under it’. And the straw under Bloom’s knee? ‘My kneecap is hurting me. Ow. That’s

  better.’ The fancy is Bloom’s sudden thought: ‘If we were all suddenly somebody else.’




  In ‘Wandering Rocks’, everyone is somebody else, in a sense. At Dignam’s funeral, Bloom’s odd hypothesis, which flits into his mind as he stands at the graveside,

  is provoked by two things. He has just noticed that Ned Lambert’s dark suit is, in fact, dyed, and not what it seems. This is the immediate cause. Then Joyce wishes the reader to realize

  again that the characters in his novel, or some of them, are ghosted by parallel figures in Homer’s epic The Odyssey – as are several events also. ‘Wandering Rocks’

  further complicates this complication. Its theme is the idea of confusion. The wandering rocks are a navigational hazard of classical times because they are lethally unfixed. The chapter therefore

  follows the criss-crossing progress of several Dubliners, while Joyce multiplies the ambiguities with his usual immense, calm thoroughness. Throughout the nineteen sections, there are interruptions

  as Joyce interpolates actions simultaneous in time. Thus, while Katey and Boody Dedalus are cooking soup and boiling clothes in their kitchen – in themselves a possible source of confusion

  – there are three intrusions from other areas of Dublin: Father Conmee walking on Clongowes field; the leaflet thrown away by Bloom into the river Liffey; and the lacquey shaking his handbell

  outside Dillon’s auction rooms. When, in due course, we reach the lacquey’s section, the bell is echoed by the bell for the last lap of a half-mile race. Not only that, the lacquey

  himself is doubled in the mirror of a cabinet which is for sale. Doubling and repetition is a feature constantly inconstant in ‘Wandering Rocks’: we see Parnell playing chess, but it is

  Parnell’s brother, the ‘ghostbright’ John Howard Parnell; as the viceregal procession passes, Joyce gives us, beautifully, aptly, ‘outriders leaping, leaping in their, in

  their saddles’; Tom Kernan preens himself before his double in the mirror of Peter Kennedy, hairdresser; we see ‘the stalwart back of Long John Fanning ascending towards Long John

  Fanning in the mirror’. As Joyce multiplies his spells, things are left progressively uncertain. As Father Conmee boards a tram, the Revd Nicholas Dudley steps off another. All greetings and

  salutes supply a pseudo-mirroring: ‘Father Conmee began to walk along the North Strand road and was saluted by Mr William Gallagher who stood in the doorway of his shop. Father Conmee saluted

  Mr William Gallagher . . .’ Father Conmee is the focus of some delicate syntactical comedy. Sentence after sentence, like those just quoted, begins ‘Father Conmee’. To avoid

  confusion, the pronoun ‘he’ is sparely used at the beginning of a sentence. But since this violates the reader’s expectation, the stylistic tic creates the very ambiguity it is

  apparently designed to banish. There appears to be a new Father Conmee created for every paragraph. Other characters have misleading appearances: Mrs M’Guinness is ‘like Mary, Queen of

  Scots’ but is actually a pawnbroker; Denis J. Maginni is dandified enough to be a toff, but isn’t; Maginni is a dancing master, just as Mr Eugene Stratton isn’t a Negro, but a

  blackface comedian; when Blazes Boylan orders fruit, it is for Molly, and not for the ‘invalid’ he indicates. Father Conmee reads ‘Nones’ out of sequence and sees himself in

  his mind’s eye conducting the holy sacrament into an old man’s trembling mouth when he is actually on a tram.




  Set out like this, Joyce’s industry perhaps looks a mite tedious and over-applied. But apart from the interpolations, the formal requirement of the episode is as tactful as it is

  relentless, paradoxical as that may sound. It is the least obscure, the most accessible episode of Ulysses. The section dealing with Dignam’s young son shows how this comes about. He

  has been sent out for a pound and a half of porksteaks from Mangan’s, the butchers. Which was formerly, possibly confusingly, Fehrenbach’s. As he dawdles home, he stops to look in the

  window of a milliner’s shop, where there is a poster advertising a boxing match. Two boxers oppose each other, putting up their ‘props’ like mirror images. Meanwhile, Master

  Dignam is reflected in the sidemirrors: ‘two mourning Masters Dignam gaped silently’. Disappointed to find that the contest is over, Master Dignam reflects on boxing in general:

  ‘the best pucker for science was Jem Corbet before Fitzsimmons knocked the stuffings out of him, dodging and all’. (My fixative italics.)




  At this point, Master Dignam recalls his dead father in a passage of hard brilliance equal to anything in Ulysses or the rest of literature:




  

    

      His face got all grey instead of being red like it was and there was a fly walking over it up to his eye. The scrunch that was when they were screwing the screws into the

      coffin: and the bumps when they were bringing it downstairs. Pa was inside it and ma crying in the parlour and uncle Barney telling the men how to get it round the bend. A big coffin it was,

      and high and heavylooking. How was that? The last night pa was boosed he was standing on the landing there bawling out for his boots to go out to Tunney’s for to boose more and he looked

      butty and short in his shirt. Never see him again. Death, that is. Pa is dead. My father is dead. He told me to be a good son to ma. I couldn’t hear the other things he said but I saw his

      tongue and his teeth trying to say it better. Poor pa. That was Mr Dignam, my father. I hope he is in purgatory now because he went to confession to Father Conroy on Saturday night.


    


  




  What a wonderfully sustained and flawless interior monologue. And, though we notice the doubling in the phrase ‘screwing the screws’, the two-facedness of grey death

  and raddled life, the double image of Paddy Dignam alive and Paddy Dignam dead, the passage is valuable for its human truth – Joyce’s unflinching, open-eyed analysis of the way in which

  piety almost immediately begins to tidy up our emotions and tidy away unpleasant details. The passage ends on the note of religious overlay, but not before Joyce has shown us that tongue struggling

  to make itself understood to a son who, on the day of his father’s funeral, is already responding to life’s distractions – the straw under his knee, the new mourning collar that

  keeps springing up, the thought of his name in the evening paper.




  All this would tell even to a reader uninterested in pursuing the Homeric parallels in their several ramifications. This is true of Ulysses as a whole. Ezra Pound in The Dial (May

  1922) wrote: ‘These correspondences are part of Joyce’s mediaevalism and are chiefly his own affair, a scaffold, a means of construction, justified by the result, and justifiable by it

  only.’ If you consider ‘Sirens’, you can see what Pound means. There, Joyce has to find an equivalent for Ulysses binding himself to the mast so that he doesn’t succumb to

  the Sirens. He has Bloom take an elastic band: ‘Bloom wound a skein round four forkfingers, stretched it, relaxed, and wound it round his troubled double, fourfold, in octave, gyved them

  fast.’ Most of us have done this. All of us have seen it done. Joyce is the first writer to include it in a novel, driven by the requirements of his Homeric scheme.




  Rudyard Kipling in his introduction to the Outward Bound edition of his work, wrote: ‘it is not needed to show strangers our charts, for these be of man’s making and each must prick

  out his own for himself’. Joyce, on the other hand, did allow his own charts a limited currency – charts showing that each episode not only had an Homeric parallel, but also an organ,

  an art, a colour, a symbol and a technic. The scheme comes in three slightly different versions, given to Carlo Linati, Stuart Gilbert and Herbert Gorman, three early employees in the Joyce

  explication industry. In fact, complex though the scheme purports to be, Joyce used the Homeric myth as and when it suited him, and certainly not with the intention of using Homer to belittle the

  contemporary world and Bloom in particular. It was a resource. Characteristically, ‘Wandering Rocks’ is based on a phenomenon referred to in Homer but never actually encountered by

  Ulysses. It is clear, too, that in the first three chapters, the ‘Telemachia’, the Homeric parallels fit only loosely. Joyce was more exercised by the real events of his autobiography.

  Mulligan is a usurper without being a suitor. Stephen is more concerned with his mother’s death than with her wooing by unwanted suitors. Of course, there are nice touches, like the

  pseudo-Ulysses at the men’s bathing place: ‘An elderly man shot up near the spur of rock a blowing red face. He scrambled up by the stones, water glistening on his pate and on its

  garland of grey hair, water rilling over his chest and paunch and spilling jets out of his black sagging loincloth.’ The exactness of this description needs no help from Homer. It justifies

  itself, as does the rat at Dignam’s funeral, which, unforgettably, ‘crushed itself’ under the plinth. The baldness conveyed by the ‘garland’ of hair, the jets of water

  spilling from the ‘black sagging loincloth’, are confident, vivacious and assured touches which compel us to see. We cannot look away. Yet ‘garland’ and

  ‘loincloth’ are two words which require us to look beyond the present. As well as visual immediacy, there is semantic association, as well as phanopoeia, logopoeia – recalling the

  archaic world of myth.




  On the whole, though, the opening chapters are driven by the engine of Joyce’s autobiography. Not only had he scores to settle with Oliver St John Gogarty, the model for Malachi Mulligan,

  but Ulysses clearly begins as a continuation of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man: Stephen refers, for example, without a word of explanation, to Cranly, a character from the

  earlier novel. It wasn’t until later, when Bloom began to replace Stephen as the prime focus of interest, that Joyce was released from the bondage of autobiographical truth and left free to

  let the Homeric possibilities realize their potential. They could suggest Bloom’s biography, whereas before they could only conform, reluctantly, intermittently, with the given events of

  Joyce’s own life. In the ‘Telemachia’, a fundamentally innocent narrative is made to confess, as it were, to possession of Greek substance. It is incriminated in the mythic rather

  than founded on it. The evidence is circumstantial – Mulligan’s name is ‘two dactyls’ and he wants to ‘Hellenize’ the island. The real substance of the opening,

  though, is Stephen’s hypnotized guilt about his mother’s death – a death which runs counter to Homer’s mythos. Nor is Mulligan a convincing usurper, except in the most

  general way, since he has no designs on Penelope. Nor can he have designs, since, if we are to press the parallels, Telemachus’s mother is deceased at this point.




  So what is the status of the parallels? When Ulysses was published in book form, Joyce dropped the Homeric chapter headings which had sometimes been used in the magazine publication. Yet

  he released the schema of the novel, as if, says Richard Ellmann in Ulysses on the Liffey, ‘he was not comfortable at the thought that his art might too successfully conceal his

  art’. In November 1921, he lent Valery Larbaud a copy of the schema because Larbaud was to lecture on the novel in December. Joyce professed to his patron, Harriet Shaw Weaver, that the aim

  was ‘to confuse the audience a little more’. He admitted, however, that he ‘ought not to have done so’. Jacques Benoist-Méchin, who was to translate excerpts for

  Larbaud’s lecture, also asked to see the plan. At first, Joyce fobbed him off with fragments. Finally, the whole schema was handed over and thereafter passed around surreptitiously by people

  sworn to secrecy – until Joyce consented to let Stuart Gilbert publish it.




  In a conversation with the young Vladimir Nabokov, Joyce remarked that his use of Homer was whimsical. Nabokov countered: ‘But you collaborated with Gilbert.’ Joyce dismissed the

  collaboration as a ‘terrible mistake’, as an ‘advertisement for the book’ which he now very much regretted. This anecdote was told by Nabokov to Alfred Appel in 1974, many

  years after the event. We should, therefore, approach it warily. The collaboration with Gilbert was not a ‘mistake’, so much as a necessary evil. Ulysses was then a banned book

  in English-speaking countries, and Gilbert’s summary chapters were a way of reaching readers, however unsatisfactory. Gilbert’s revelations, his scholarly explications of schema and

  background, made it clear that the law was wrong to assume that Ulysses was just another dirty book. Nevertheless, this calculated response to the obscenity laws brought disadvantages in its

  train and Joyce’s regrets were probably twofold.




  Twofold, but not logically compatible, since the regrets stem from different sides of his character. The side which nourished Bloom’s personality may have felt the apparatus was liable to

  distract attention from the primary text and its urgent human concerns. We know that Eliot came to feel this way about the notes to The Waste Land. The side of Joyce’s character which

  created Stephen was decidedly more devious, calculating and egotistical: the publication of the schema would solve a whole series of problems that might have occupied academics for generations.

  Richard Ellmann’s great biography quotes Joyce’s confession to Jacques Benoist-Méchin: ‘I’ve put in so many enigmas and puzzles that it will keep the professors busy

  for centuries.’




  Even here, we should be careful. When I interviewed Benoist-Méchin in 1981, for a BBC radio documentary, he said exactly the same thing – of Finnegans Wake, to which the

  comment applies with more justice. Ulysses is a remarkably approachable modernist work. In fact, the end result of the disclosure of the schema has been to place the Homeric material fairly

  exactly – as important, generative, but, in the last analysis, a secondary subtext. Ulysses has thus escaped the fate of much academically studied literature, where the primary text is

  perceived as mere camouflage for what is waiting to be discovered underneath. Saul Bellow describes the process in To Jerusalem and Back: ‘there is a clever, persistent young woman who

  writes to me often from Italy, who insists upon giving the most ordinary occurrences in my novels a political interpretation. A cafeteria lunch in New York actually refers to a meeting in Canada

  between Churchill and Roosevelt . . .’ By leaking his subtext, Joyce at least stopped critics inventing a subtext – and claiming primacy for it.




  The mythic framework has been widely influential. John Updike once told me that he could not have written The Centaur without the example of Ulysses. But although Updike borrows

  Joyce’s mythology, magnifying glass and tape-recorder, the result is nothing like an exact academic pencil study of an antique cast. Updike’s mythology is unrestricted and ennobling, at

  once casual and allusive – the luncheonette counter of Minor, where Mrs Passify (Pasiphae) works, is ‘a maze’ – and coexistent, eruptive and supplanting. Characters like

  Chiron are taken over bodily by their mythic counterparts. Despite calculated differences, Updike is still in debt to his great predecessor. An early Updike story, ‘You’ll Never Know,

  Dear, How Much I Love You’, takes ‘Araby’, an early Joyce story, as its template. Both are stories of disillusionment – with a bazaar and with an American fairground –

  in which boyish protagonists are stung out of romance by vulgar reality. Updike doesn’t copy. Rather he follows Joyce’s narrative shape, even down to the final, rhetorical sentence of

  bitterness, given a paragraph to itself. Joyce ends: ‘Gazing up into the darkness I saw myself as a creature driven and derided by vanity; and my eyes burned with anguish and anger.’

  Updike ends on the same tone of febrile declamation: ‘Thus the world, like a bitter coquette, spurns our attempts to give ourselves to her wholly.’ There is nothing slavish here. We

  identify emulation as much as imitation – as we do when we realize that the middle-aged Toyota-franchise-holder ‘Rabbit’ Angstrom is a fictional figure conceived by an admirer of

  Joyce’s average sensual man, Leopold Bloom. Innocent of culture but carnally knowing, greedy, Angstrom is, if anything, even more basic a challenge to the novelist’s redemptive

  imagination.




  Joyce is present, too, in Updike’s eye for detail. Joyce brings his magnifying glass to tea-making: ‘the sluggish cream wound curdling spirals through her tea’. Updike, less

  masterfully, scrutinizes the minutiae of coffee-making: ‘the brown powder, Maxwell’s Instant, made a tiny terrain on the surface of steaming water, and then dissolved, dyeing the water

  black. My mother stirred with my spoon and a spiral of tan suds revolved in the cup.’ The attention Joyce brings to excretion, Updike brings to teeth being cleaned. Without Joyce, this rapt

  contemplation of trivial particulars would not be admissible. Again, Joyce can reproduce exactly the voices of the non-human world – that rattle of pebbles saying ‘Rtststr!’, the

  ‘sllt’ of a quire-folding machine, a cat’s impatient, imperious ‘Mrkrgnao!’ Updike’s competitive admiration leads him, in The Centaur, to some botched

  approximations: the ‘skrkk, scrak’ of chalk on a blackboard, the ‘txz! aeiiii’ of wood being sawn. He has borrowed the maestro’s

  tape-recorder without Joyce’s electric talent.




  Updike isn’t Joyce’s only debtor. Orwell copied the ‘Circe’ episode in A Clergyman’s Daughter – incompetently. Nabokov, despite his several denials,

  owes a good deal to Ulysses – particularly the passages of interior monologue in The Gift, a novel written in Berlin between 1935 and 1937: ‘Did not have time to make out

  my third line in that burst of light,’ muses the composing Fyodor to himself. ‘Pity. All gone now, missed my cue.’ Saul Bellow’s Herzog gracefully acknowledges

  Joyce’s enabling priority by naming his hero after the Herzog in Ulysses – Moses E. Herzog. Bellow’s main debt is to Joyce’s fluid interchange between

  ‘he’ and ‘I’: ‘A paper. He liked to read at stool. Hope no ape comes knocking just as I’m.’ Parallels in Bellow are too plentiful to cite. In any case,

  Bellow’s gratitude is openly expressed in a Paris Review interview.




  The same interview strangely describes Ulysses as a ‘masterpiece of confusion’ – an eccentric opinion, but one which used to exert a powerful orthodoxy, even after T. S.

  Eliot published his influential, agenda-setting essay in 1923, ‘Ulysses, Order and Myth’: ‘Mr Joyce’s parallel use of the Odyssey has a great importance. It

  has the importance of a scientific discovery . . . It is simply a way of controlling, of ordering, of giving a shape and a significance to the immense panorama of futility and anarchy which is

  contemporary history.’ Orwell, too, thought that if art implied selection, there was ‘as much selection in Ulysses as in Pride and Prejudice’. In the same letter of

  December 1933, Orwell says that Ulysses ‘sums up better than any book I know the fearful despair that is almost normal in modern times.’ And here he agrees with Eliot, who saw an

  ‘immense panorama of futility and anarchy’ – and with Bellow, for whom Ulysses shows ‘humankind has reached a terminal point’. The diagnosis is superficially

  plausible. In Eliot’s own poetry, the Golden Age is also a gold standard and it would not be difficult to see the Homeric framework ironically opposed to a sordid present – in which the

  faithful Penelope of legend is become the adulterous Molly Bloom, while the heroic voyager Ulysses has shrunk to the dimensions of a canvasser for ads in dubious Dublin.




  It is true, too, that intellectuals at the beginning of the century shared a self-congratulatory contemptus mundi. Joyce was no exception – initially. In July 1904, he wrote to C.

  P. Curran: ‘I am writing a series of epicleti – ten – for a paper. I have written one. I call the series Dubliners to betray the soul of that hemiplegia or paralysis which

  many consider a city.’ To his publisher, Joyce spoke with relish of the ‘special odour of corruption’ which floated over the stories. Nevertheless, ‘The Dead’, the

  last story in Dubliners, transcends this smug, fashionable, French-influenced orthodoxy. Mined with ironies against modern life though it is – ‘The men that is now is only all

  palaver and what they can get out of you’ – the story represents a readiness to swim in Yeats’s ‘filthy modern tide’. It is a turning point, and Ulysses itself

  is accurate, unflinching and accepting – undismayed and undisgusted by humanity.




  It is a great novel and an influential one, but not, therefore, without faults. Joyce becomes fatally impatient with his first, brilliant stylistic discovery – the friction-free traffic

  between exterior objective narrative and an interior subjectivity which need not make grammatical sense. ‘On the doorstep he felt in his hip pocket for the latchkey. Not there. In the

  trousers I left off. Must get it. Potato I have.’ The simple, supremely flexible stylistic device is laid aside in the latter part of Ulysses as Joyce wills into existence a series of

  newly patented inventions. The greatest of these is Molly’s peerless soliloquy, rightly seen by Joyce as the clou of the book. The dramatic form of ‘Circe’ is a tour de

  force of stage direction and ‘Sirens’ invents an orchestral musical prose of great charm – but the remainder, for all its manifest variety, leans too heavily on the parodic mode:

  ‘Nausicaa’ parodies the breathless prose of the woman’s magazine; ‘The Oxen of the Sun’ is a tedious anthology of parodied English prose styles; ‘Ithaca’

  pastiches scientific prose with a droll factuality that was to influence Samuel Beckett; and ‘Cyclops’ has several passages of mock-epic parody that demand all the reader’s

  stamina and little of his intelligence.




  There must be some doubt also as to whether Joyce really delivers the advertised peristaltic prose rhythms in ‘Lestrygonians’, or whether the surrogate father–son relationship

  between Bloom–Ulysses and Stephen–Telemachus is properly established. Bloom’s attitude is clarified for attentive readers of the Malory parody in ‘The Oxen of the

  Sun’. There he remembers his dead son Rudy and the lambswool jacket knitted for him by Molly – and transfers his longing to Stephen: ‘and now Sir Leopold that had of his body no

  manchild for an heir looked upon him his friend’s son’. This superimposition is repeated in the Pater parody, where Bloom imagines his dead son as ‘a lad of four or five in

  linseywoolsey’ – frowning ‘just as this young man does now’.




  But nowhere in Ulysses does Stephen reciprocate. In the library episode, he announces in the Shakespeare discussion that ‘paternity may be a legal fiction’ – but this

  negative, unfilial disposition hardly amounts to a positive recognition that Bloom would be a truer parent. Moreover, Stephen’s Shakespearean theorizing is so clearly guyed by Joyce that

  Stephen’s notion of the consubstantiality of father and son is caught up in the comedy and discredited. Its status is more a vague rumour than a structural armature.




  Bloom, of course, behaves in a quasi-fatherly way by taking Stephen to 7 Eccles Street. And perhaps this ‘homing’ in ‘Ithaca’ would be an adequate fulfilment of Homeric

  requirements, were it not that the slaying of the suitors is managed so perfunctorily by Joyce. The perfunctoriness is necessary because Frank Budgen’s explanation of the slaughter is surely

  correct: ‘it is in the unsmiled smile of his equanimity that the bowstring of the lord of 7 Eccles Street most loudly twangs. It slaughters the suitors of Marion as effectively as did the

  divinely aided Ulysses those of Penelope.’ There can be no pother if Bloom’s cool indifference is to be lethal. But the relevant pages listing and dismissing Molly’s suitors are

  few. The rest of the section appears to have its own parodic momentum, unrelated to Homeric requirements – though one might argue, rather desperately, that the crucial suitor-slaying

  paragraphs are only the cool climax to an episode of remarkable scientific froideur.




  When Joyce was having his portrait painted by Patrick Tuohy in 1924, he was impatient with the artist’s pretensions: ‘Never mind my soul. Just be sure you have my tie right.’

  This is a long way from the dedicatory page of Joyce’s first work, a play prophetically entitled A Brilliant Career: ‘To my own soul I dedicate the first true work of my

  life.’ Finally, all the complex structures in the world, all those affirmations of the spirit of man, will fail unless the tie is right. Ulysses is a work crammed with such rightnesses

  at the opposite pole from righteousnesses. A game of bowls: the ‘brief alert shock’ of collision. A man lighting a pipe: ‘Mr Dedalus struck, whizzed, lit, puffed savoury puff

  after. Puff after stiff, a puff, strong, savoury, crackling. He puffed a pungent plumy blast.’ A man yawning: ‘Davy Byrne smileyawnednodded all in one: –

  Iiiiiichaaaaaaach!’




  





  Anna Livia Plurabelle




  Almost exactly two years after the publication of Ulysses, Joyce was busy explaining Anna Livia Plurabelle to his patron Harriet Shaw Weaver: ‘it is a

  chattering dialogue across the river by two washerwomen who as night falls become a tree and a stone. The river is named Anna Liffey.’ Five years later, in 1929, he again writes to Miss

  Weaver about Anna Livia Plurabelle: ‘T.S.E. [T. S. Eliot] most friendly. He wants his firm to publish S.G.’s book [Stuart Gilbert’s study of Ulysses] and to bring

  out an English papercover edition at 2/- of A.L.P.’ This latter, one of the first paperbacks, has now been reissued in the excellent Faber Library series of sewn hardbacks, printed on

  acid-free paper.




  Joyce, ever the entrepreneur, was quick to supply advertising copy. This was his suggested blurb, which, to his chagrin, Faber’s publicity department used only on a mimeographed press

  release:




 

      

        

          

            

              Buy a book in brown paper




              From Faber & Faber




              To see Annie Liffey trip, tumble and caper.




              Sevensinns in her singthings,




              Plurabelle on her prose,




              Seashell ebb music wayriver she flows.


            


          


        


      






  The liquefaction of the old standard – she shall have music wherever she goes – is lucid, unstrained and perfect. And it explains why a poet like Seamus Heaney once

  brilliantly encapsulated Joyce’s project in Finnegans Wake as masturbatory, linguistically erotic and self-pleasuring. The language, he said, is ‘slippy with delight’.




  Anna Livia Plurabelle by James Joyce, Faber.




  This verbal onanism can sometimes seem excluding, however. For Esther Greenwood in The Bell Jar, the semantic shiftiness becomes a kind of quicksound in dialogue with her derangement:

  ‘my eyes sank through an alphabet soup of letters to the long word in the middle of the page . . . Words, dimly familiar, but twisted all awry, like faces in a funhouse mirror, fled past,

  leaving no impression on the glassy surface of my brain . . . I decided to junk my thesis.’ Funhouse or madhouse? Arrangement or derangement? The prose of Finnegans Wake can appear to

  be both.




  It is easy to respond to the verbal ingenuity of Joyce’s ‘puntomime’ when the text retains a certain semantic and contextual stability. Here are the two old washerwomen,

  recognizably feeling the nip in the air: ‘my hands are blawcauld between isker and suda like that piece of pattern chayney there, lying below’. Hands blue with cold, then, like a bit of

  willow-pattern on the bottom of the stream. But not only blue with cold, also blown on to warm them up a bit. And what about ‘between isker and suda’? Whisky and soda, plus the two

  rivers Iskar and Suda, we inconclusively conclude. What does it mean? Whisky is, of course, hot – even when it is cold. Soda water can cool a drink, but caustic soda is capable of burning

  skin. Might the explanation be this? – that certain degrees of coldness are registered as their opposite by the nervous system. Tom Stoppard’s The Invention of Love invokes the

  one surviving sentence of Sophocles’s lost play, The Loves of Achilles, which compares love to ice held in the hand by children: ‘the ice that burns who clasps it’. Here,

  we can solve Joyce’s conundrum by an appeal to experience. We could also cite, say, Elizabeth Bishop’s poem ‘At the Fishhouses’, which tells us that the sea is so cold,

  ‘If you should dip your hand in, / your wrist would ache immediately, / your bones would begin to ache and your hand would burn’ – much as if you were one of Joyce’s

  washerwomen, in fact. But where Elizabeth Bishop beautifully takes her time, Joyce is all thrift and speed – a virtuoso of microwriting.




  And it is this laconic method, this concentration, which explains the one obscure phrase in that Faber and Faber jingle: ‘Sevensinns in her singthings’. First, Anna Livia is prone to

  the seven deadly sins in her transgressions, her sinkings. Second, she is a plurabelle rather than singular: there are seven senses or meanings in her singing and her sighings, which also

  amalgamate in ‘singthings’, additionally to ‘sinkings’. The method here was epitomized by Joyce in another Faber jingle as ‘kinks english’. Sometimes, though,

  the kinks cannot be straightened out in the way we have so far managed.
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