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INTRODUCTION

Joyce's art Is based upon no particular philoso
phic or theological system; rather, it is based upon 
the premise that system, a product of the finite mind, 
is imposed upon rather than intrinsic to infinite 
reality and that, therefore, reality cannot be fully 
comprehended systematically. As an artist, he answers 
this problem by regarding all systems as partially 
valid but necessarily defective views of reality and, 
consequently, by adopting a synthetic approach to sys
tems of reality. He is not eclectic because he does 
not attempt to judge what particular aspect of a given 
system has the most validity; such an action would 
imply a priori qualitative knowledge of reality. 
Rather, he presents reality under a variety of system
atic aspects and invites the reader to observe the 
correspondences among the various systems. The corre
spondences in Joyce's works symbolire reality —  epi- 
phanize it, to use Joyce's own word —  they do not ex
plain it. There is no suggestion in his work that he 
intends anyone to regard simple correspondence as a 
proof of a given assertion; It seems that, on the
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contrary, he regard® his approach to reality as Just as 
limited an approach to the infinity of reality as any 
system is —  because there can be no close correspon
dence between the finite mind and the infinite reali
ty —  but that he also regards hi® approach a® an 
essentially personal thing, one mind’s view of reality, 
which cannot exist in the mind of another, since the 
relationships would then be dif ferent, and therefore 
not subject to objective criticism as a philosophical 
system. What it all reduces to is that any view of
reality is subjective! that man views reality from his

\

standpoint alone; and that he who attempts to view 
reality from as many points as possible stands a better 
chance of achieving a more extensive view of reality —  
not comprehensive because of the disparity between the 
finite and the infinite —  than he who adheres to a 
system.

Joyce is not a philosopher in the usual sense of 
the word —  nor could he be, if the above description 
of his view of reality is correct —  and nowhere in his 
work is there an explicit statement of his beliefs. He 
nowhere commits himself to any of the philosophies 
which appear in one way or another in his books; when 
he is not gently teasing the philosophic practitioner 
for his humorlessnoas, tho one quality which, Joyce
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seems to think, makes philosophy possible in the first 
place, he is very likely utilizing that practitioner's 
philosophy, not as an explanation of reality but as a 
symbol for a greater reality. Consequently, to arrive 
at the mind —  or rather the heart —  of Joyce, one 
must proceed first by a process of elimination, strip
ping away those beliefs which quit© obviously do not 
hold his allegiance. This is essentially the process 
which has been followed in examining A Portrait of the 
Artist as a Young Man in Chapter One.

The next step, to determine what he does believe, 
is perhaps the moat difficult of all. A man's beliefs 
are reflected in his action®, and this is perhaps more 
true of the artist, whose gift it is to control form, 
than of other men. With Alexander Pope, for example, 
the process of reading the man's belief® in hi® work is 
simplei even with Joyce's contemporary, W. B. Yeats, 
who ia as much preacher as poet, one needs only a 
casual acquaintance with the occult to formulate a rea
sonable approximation of his message. Joyce, on the 
other hand, does not encapsulate hi® mind in an epigram 
nor is there a simple key to his work; it sprawls be
yond the boundaries of grammar, even beyond the borders 
of the page, and, at best, crystallizes for a lambent, 
fleeting moment in the mind's eye. He cannot be
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unraveled by heaping one eyo on the text and one aye 
on Kmmanuel Jwadanborg or anyone else; his work Is 
elastic and expands to receive and digest systems as 
soon as they are born. This is the curse and the dan
ger of reading him; one is always on the verge of tum
bling into his world and being remolded into his image 
and likeness. Hava you ever known a Joycean —  the 
very word is ominous! —  who could not ©peak with the 
familiarity of an habitue of Barney Kiernan’s Pub or 
who did not have at least a nodding acquaintance with 
Agonblt® of Inwit?

The most one can hope to achieve, then, is an ap
proximation of the direction in which Joyce was moving. 
In order to do this the construction of the symbols in 
A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man has been exa
mined in Chapter Two. This is Joyce*® first mature 
attempt at a piece of sustained prose; for that reason 
alone it is a fertile source of information about his 
symbolic technique. Sven more important is the fact 
that the book deals specifically with the formation of 
the artist, and the symbols used there are the roots 
of the symbols which grow in complexity and density in 
his later work.

# #



Chapter Three, the concluding chapter, ia an 
effort to draw together the observation» made in Chap

5

ters One and Two and to extend these observations, 
tentatively, to Ulysses and Finnegans Wake. Once the 
main symbolic outline of the Portrait is understood 
these two works pose no particular problem® of inter
pretation ; the symbolism becomes richer and more de
tailed, but the plan upon which it is constructed 
remains essentially the same. *

*
>



CHAPTER I

JOYCE AND CATHOLICISM: THE NARRATIVE STRUCTURE
OF THE PORTRAIT

If on® accepts the promise that the story of Ste
phen D@dal.us in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man 
is, in essence if not in detail, the spiritual autobio
graphy of Joyce as a young man, it follows that Joyce 
left the Church because he could not reconcile Catholi
cism’s view of reality with his own view. Catholic 
writers with a more apologetic than critical approach 
to the subject tend to write off Joyce’s apostasy as, 
at worst, »ere adolescent posturing and intellectual 
pride and, at best, the result of an unfortunate envi
ronment. Both elements certainly entered into Joyce's 
choice —  and he would be the first to admit this —  
but to stop there is to be both critically irresponsi
ble and unjust to Joyce. Those who see in Stephen’s 
glib Intellectualiaing Joyce’s rationale for leaving 
the Church either are bound to be disappointed sooner 
or later by his maddening lack of systematic thought or
are too easily satisfied with superficiality. Joyce 
was neither a mere poseur nor was he a man of primarily

mailto:D@dal.us
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intellectual bent; h® was an artist, and that makes all 
the difference in the world. Joyce's break with the 
Church cannot be dismissed as a case of irresponsibility 
versus authority; nor should it be considered as the 
result of a clash of philosophic systems. It is more 
profound that that; it is the result of an opposition 
between reason and imagination, between philosophy and 
art.

Joyce's view of reality is presented in two ways 
in the Portrait, first in a negative fashion by depict
ing Stephen's rebellion against those elements of 
Catholicism which Joyce found offensive, and second in 
a more positive vein in a symbolic depiction of the 
nature of reality. In order to have some objective mea
sure against which to lay any conclusions aoout the 
meaning of Joyce's symbolic presentation of reality, it 
seems advisable to determine first precisely what Joyce 
the young man, as distinguished from Joyce the author of 
the Portrait, found offensive in Catholicism. It is 
important to note when discussing the Portrait that the 
story is told from two points of view: It is, first of 
all, told, on the narrative level, from the point of 
view of Stephen Dedalus who gradually comes to feel the 
necessity of breaking with the Church; and it is told,
on the symbolic level, from the point of view of Joyce,
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the mature rebel, who imposes upon the subject matter 
of the story a symbolic form. It is true that, from 
time to time, the symbol merges into the narrative when 
Stephen becomes aware of the symbolic nature of his 
life; but it is equally time that much of the symbol 
exists only for the author and the reader and conse
quently can have no bearing on Stephen’s conduct of his 
own life. Consequently, on© must be extremely careful 
to distinguish those elements of the story which are 
actually a part of Stephen’« life from those elements 
which are post facto reflections of the author on that 
life. The object of this chapter, then, will be to 
separate Oedalus from Joyce —  that is, to separate the 
actual reasons for the young Joyce's withdrawal from 
the Church from that symbolic interpretation which 
Joyce the author has Imposed upon the fictionalised 
account of his life at that time.

The Formation of the Rebel 
The book begins with an episode, one and a half 

pages in length, consisting of the thoughts of Stephen 
as a tiny child, probably three or four years of age. 
The boy’s point of view is sustained throughout. The 
subject matter ranges from a fairy tale opening ("Once
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upon a tin»« and a very good time It was. . . .")* 
through seemingly random references to such things as a 
song the child liked and the existence of two brushes, 
one with a maroon velvet back and one with a green vel
vet back, owned by a woman named Dante, and culminates 
in a sinister chant in which Dante informs the child 
that if he doesn * t apologize for saying he wants to 
marry a little Protestant neighbor girl, "the eagles 
will come and pull out his pyes." (p. 8) Grammatically 
the episode is uncomplicated, consisting principally of 
simple declarative sentences; no subordination appears. 
The reader has been confronted with the awaking con
sciousness of the young Stephen, and this sets the tone 
for the whole book. The world is to be seen through 
the gradually enlarging and more perceptive conscious
ness of the protagonist. Significantly, his first 
awareness of his religion is that it has a terrible 
coercive power: the Catholic eagle versus the little

*James Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young
Man (New York: The"Tiling p T T T.~Pa£e"numbers in parentheses in the text from this point on 
refer to this book unless otherwise indicated. Correc
tions have been incorporated into the quotations from 
this text on the authority of Peter Spielberg, "James 
Joyce's Errata for American Editions of A Portrait of 
The Artist." Joyce's Portrait: Criticisms and Cri
tiques, ed. Thomas &. Connolly (NewYorY: Appleton- 
tSantury-Crofts Division of Meredith Publishing Company, 
1962), pp. 318-328.



Protestant girl; the affection of a small boy versus 
the hatred of a powerful and rapacious Church.
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The next episode of approximately twenty pages is 
concerned with Stephen's first term in boarding school. 
Stephen's consciousness has by this time widened to in
clude not only the family and a few small playmates but 
also school fellows, prefects, teachers, and a new con
cept of spatial and temporal relations —  i.e., he is 
away from home now and cannot go home until Christmas. 
The pressing necessity to orient himself concerns him 
here and remains a dominant problem throughout the 
book. Clongowes Wood was —  and still is —  a Jesuit 
school, and it was there that Stephen, and of course 
Joyce, first made significant contact with the Church 
itself. In his early Clongowes Wood days the young 
Stephen would have been unable to articulate his rela
tionship with the Church, and Joyce the artist does not 
attempt to make him do so. lis relationships were with 
people, the Jesuit scholastics and priests on the facul
ty; and here Joyce penetrates beyond the simple rela
tionship of master and pupil to the psychological 
dependency of a small boy upon those who have suddenly 
assumed more than academic authority. Many critics 
have noted the parallel decay of Stephen's relationship
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with Church and family, and have attributed it in part 
to the notion that the Irish-Catholic family was so per
meated with the rather peculiar notions of the Irish 
clergy that the rejection of the Church inevitably led 
to the breaking up of family ties. Little attention 
has been paid to the possibility that the stream of in
fluence may quite well have run the other way also.
Joyce (and Stephen, presumably) entered Clongowes at 
the age of six and remained there as a boarder, except 
for vacations, until June of 1891 when he was nine 
years old^j he was much younger than the other students, 
and was even given separate living quarters in the in
firmary and placed in the charge of a female nurse 
during the first part of his etny .3 All this is meant 
to point out that the Jesuit fathers of Clongowes must 
have seemed to Joyce, far more than to the other stu
dents, not only school masters but also fathers in the

^Although the ages of all of the characters in the 
novel are left unstated, these ages seem approximately 
correct in the light of Stephen’s position in school 
and the diction in this passage. Six, in fact, was 
Joyce’s age when he entered Clongowes Wood College in 
1888; and he was nine when he left. (Cf. Richard 
Ellmann, James Joyce [New York: Oxfor F"Univarsity 
Press, 19WJ'T"''pp". '2W, 34.)

3Kevin Sullivan, Joyce Among the Jesuits (New York:
Columbia University Press, 19E5Ö), pV
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familial sens« of the word. This identity of fatherhood
could only work to the Jesuits* disadvantage in later
life when Stephen is made to ’’enumerate glibly his
father's attributes."

— *A medical student, an oarsman, a tenor, 
an amateur actor, a shouting politician, a 
small landlord, a small investor, a drinker, 
a good fellow, a storyteller, somebody's 
secretary, something in a distillery, a tax- 
gatherer, a bankrupt and at present a praiser 
of his own past (p. 241).

The "handing" over of authority from family to Church is
quite explicit in the following passage:

Then at the door of the castle the rector had 
shaken hands with his father and mother, his 
soutane fluttering in the breeze, and the car 
had driven off with his father and mother in 
it. They had cried to him from the car, 
waving their hands:

— Goodbye, Stephen, goodbye:
— Goodbye, Stephen, goodbye: (rp. 0-10).

The repetitious goodbyes certainly have an air of fi
nality about them; for good or ill Stephen is now a "son 
of the Church," and his relations with Church and family 
have become inextricably entangled. At the very least 
It can be said that the association of the two in 
Joyce's mind was mutually disadvantageous.

The first clergyman whose name appears in this 
Clongowes episode —  for that matter, in the book —  is, 
surprisingly, not one of the Jesuits; the name is 
Wolsey, the long-dead Cardinal Chancellor of Henry VIII.
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Mention of hi® occurs in a seemingly casual fashion; 
young Stephen has been musing about the legends sur
rounding the castle in which the college is located 
when the following series of thoughts arises:

It was nice and warm to see the lights in the 
castle. It was like something in a hook. Per
haps Leicester Abbey was like that. And there 
were nice sentences in Doctor Cornwell's 
Spelling Book. They were Ilk© poetry but they 
were only sentences to learn the spelling from.

Stephen has here established a relationship between 
Clongowes and Leicester Abbey and, by association, be
tween his Irish Jesuit schoolmasters and the self-seeking 
and corrupt Wolsey who, for all practical purposes, sold 
out his Church for his King. The implication that Wol
sey —  and the Irish clergy —  was a cancerous growth 
is certainly contained in the last sentence. The simi
larity between the Irish clergyman and the English 
Cardinal escapes Stephen for the moment; later, however, 
he is confronted by the problem in a terrifying manner 
at the Christmas dinner which will be discussed further 
on in the chapter. Stephen never after alludes to the 
spelling-book Incident; presumably he never recalls it

Wolsey died in Leicester Abbey 
Where the a^bo him".""
Gzmliier' Ya"'i' TV‘ *
'Cancer.one ' _____
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consciously; but it is latent within him, the second of 
many influences which will culminate in his withdrawal
from the Church.

The next clergyman to come to Stephen’s mind la a 
Father Arnall, and "Father Arnall knew more than Dante 
^Stephen's aunt, Mrs. Riordan] because he was a 
priest. . ." (p. 11). Taken in context, this is more 
than the simple reverence of a small child, a sentiment 
often instilled in children by their parents in lieu of 
any more sophisticated explanation of the function of a 
clergyman. Joyce undoubtedly means to imply that the 
adults of Ireland —  at least those in good standing 
with the Church —  also acquiesce in this absurdity, 
and it is the first, uncritical statement of the problem 
of intellectual tyranny against which Stephen was later 
to protest so dramatically.

At this point Stephen is by no means in a state of 
revolt. On the contrary, he has been thrown out of hia 
accustomed frame of reference and is actively attempting 
to relate to the new one.

He turned to the flyleaf of the geography 
and read what he had written there: himself, 
his name and where he was.

Stephen Dedalus 
glass'of foments Clongowes Wood" College
I III I I  11)11" m  I j y .....mi»»«....... I m . ■»■I— ■WM.w inmi.im  II ■ ■»'«■> m—w mSi .wm...I I l U3a
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County Kildare 
Ireland ' 1
Europe
the world
The Universe (pp. 15-16.)

Although this attempt to orient himself is a common 
schoolboy approach, it is more than that. In its pre
cise and systematic categorization of all creation, it 
is a not unfair example of medieval scholasticism. The 
top of this great chain of being is God, and Stephen, 
the young scholastic, eventually gets to Him.

. . .he read the flyleaf from the bottom to 
the top till ho came to his own name. That 
was he: and he read down the page again, 
that was after the universe? Nothing. But 

v was there anything round the universe to 
show where it stopped before the nothing 
place began? It could not be a wall but 
there could be a thin thin line there all 
round everything. It was very big to think 
about everything and everywhere. Only God 
could do that. He tried to think what a big 
thought that must be but he could think only 
of God. God was God's name just as his name 
was Stephen. Dieu was the French for God 
and that was GoTrs name too; and when anyone 
prayed to God and said Bleu then God knew at 
once that it was a French person that was 
praying. But though there were different 
names for God in all the different languages 
still God remained always the same God and 
God'» real name was God.(p. 13.)

Stephen's self-knowledge is limited to his name. He is
his name, and so is everything else in existence up to 
and including God. The nagging similarity of the last 
lines in their repetitious use of the name God to St.
John's famous gospel adds a new dimension of meaning to
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the passage: ”ln the beginning was the .?ora, and the 
Word was with God; and the Word was God. He was in the
beginning with God. M l  things were made through him, 
and without him was made nothing that has been 
made. . . . And the Word was made M e s h , and dwelt 
among us."* His nominalism, his insistence that the 
name informs the thing, became for Joyce, as will be
come more evident further on, the basis for such philo
sophy as he hau. That Stephen was unaware of this 
incipient nominalism need hardly be pointed out; be was 
simply attempting to discover himself with the only tool 
for the job of which he was aware, his reason, a reason 
informed by the traditional categories of thought.
These categories, Stephen —  and Joyce —  eventually 
decided, were inadequate for the job; but that is a pro
per subject for a later discussion.

The macabre Christmas-dinner scene, the next im
portant episode concerning young Stephen's relation* 
with the Church had, like almost everything else in 
Joyce's work, some real foundation in his own life.
Time has been telescoped in the Portrait, and this event 4

4Jn 1:1. The Italics are mine.
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which seems to occur during Stephen’s first year at 
Clongowes actually took place in 1891 after Joyce had 
been at Clongowes for two and one-half years.® The dif
ference between a child of seven and one of nine is con
siderable; and what probably would not have unduly upset 
the seven-year-old was sufficient to completely bewilder 
the nine-year-old as he sat with "his terrorstrlckon 
face" (p. 40) watching the bitterness and rage spewing 
out of the adultu at the table.

The situation was essentially this; Parnell, who 
had been maintaining an adulterous relationship for ten 
years with a woman named Kitty O ’Shea, was finally 
dragged Into a divorce court in 1890 by that lady’s 
husband, whose toleration of the affair had been rein
forced by the gift of a seat in Parliament in 1886.
Whether ho was finally roused from his torpor by his 
remarkably sluggish sense of dignity or by enemies of 
Parnell has never been satisfactorily established. In 
any case the situation, which had been a matter of com
mon knowledge for years, became a matter of public 
scandal in the courts, and Parnell found his party, 
shaken by the sudden, coordinated attacks on the "Chief" 
both in the English Parliament and from the Irish pulpits, 5

5Bllmann, pp. 32-33.
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had affectively withdrawn its support fro» hi*. He 
died the next year on October 7, 18©1 —  two and 
one-half months before the Joyce family Christmas party. 
If there has ever been a charismatic personality, Par
nell had it: political organizations were torn apart 
during the controversy which led to his downfall; the 
Chxirch was bitterly denounced for the part it had 
played in the affair; and families resolved themselves 
into warring factions —  the Joyce family was one of 
the*.

It seems safe to say that Joyce has reproduced the 
essence of the conflict in the Portrait; Kllmann says 
that John Joyce (the Simon of the Portrait) and John 
Kelly (Mr. Casey) ’’raged and wept over Parnell’s be
trayal and death, and Dante Conway [Riordan], full of 
venomous piety, left the table. The argument was so

m
acrimonious that the Vances heard it across the street.” 
Whatever the course of the argument was at the Joyce 
table, Joyce has carefully arranged the one at the 
Dedalus table so that it focuses on the part played by 
the Church in the affair. Joyce has here pictured Simon 
Dedalus, the avid Pamellite and bitter anticleric, more 6

61511ma«n, p. 33.
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sympathetically and as possessing more heart and simple 
sincerity than at any other place in the book} at the 
end of the episode, Stephen even sees that "his father’s 
eyes were full of tears” (p* 40). Mr». Riordan is cast 
as an unfeeling bigot in the lowest sort of Intellectual 
bondage to an arrogant Church. To Simon Dedalus’s 
charge that the Irish are ”a priestridden Godforsaken 
race,” she replies,

— If we are a priestridden race we ought 
to be proud of it! They are the apple of 
God’s eye. Touch them not, says Christ, for 
they are the apple of itfy~~¥ye. (p. 38.)

In a frenzy of denunciation, she screams,
— Devil out of hell! We won! We 

crushed him to death! Fiend! (p. 40.)
Important as the Parnell downfall was, it was only 

symptomatic. Joyce locates the difficulty at a more 
profound level than this, and he articulates it care
fully in the course of the argument.

— God and religion before everything!
Dante cried. God and religion before the 
world!Mr. Casey raised, his clenched fist and 
brought it down on the table with a crash.

— Very well, then, he shouted hoarsely, 
if it comes to that, no God for Ireland!

— Mo God for Ireland! he cried. We have 
had too much God in Ireland. Away with God!
Cp * 38.)

This is the fundamental opposition which Joyce sees
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operating In Irish life and the Irish Church, and this 
is the formulation which Stephen, the embryonic artist, 
stores away in his logical little mind for future refer
ence. When he must choose, he chooses, of course, the 
world, the stuff of which art is made. The horror of 
the incident is heightened immeasurably by the irony of 
its timing; this acrimonious and bitter debate takes 
place at Christmas dinner; it is the infant Prince of 
Peace whom Dante is invoking and Mr. Casey is rejecting 
at this spoiled agape.

The first mention of the Eucharist occurs a few
pages beyond the Christmas scene, after Stephen has
returned to school. This sacrament eventually becomes
the focus of Stephen's rebellion, and it is significant
that its first entrance into the narrative evokes fear
and terror in the heart of Stephen. Stephen has learned
that some boys are about to be flogged, and he speculates:

Perhaps they had stolen a monstrance to run 
away with it and sell it somewhere. That must 
have been a terrible sin, to go In there 
quietly at night, to open the dark press and 
steal the flashing gold thing into which God 
was put on the altar in the middle of flowers 
and candles at benediction while the incense 
went up in clouds at both sides as the fellow 
swung the censer and Dominic Kelly sang the 
first part by himself in the choir. But God 
was not in it of course when they stole it.
But still it was a strange and a great sin 
even to touch it. He thought of it with deep
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aw®, a tarribl® and strange sin: It thrilled 
him to think of it in the silence when the 
pens scraped lightly, (p. 47.)

It is not the flogging that fills Stephen with a sympa
thetic terror, but the gravity of th® sin itself. At 
this point In Stephen’s life the Eucharist seems to be 
an unquestionable reality; later he will fear it for a 
quit© different reason —  he will fear the hold which 
habit has upon belief. In any case, Stephen Is united 
to th© sacrament not by love but by terror. In an 
attempt to dispel the terror, he conjures up his own 
First Communion which he had completed only a short 
time befoxes

. . .  on the day when he had made his first 
holy communion in the chapel he had shut his 
eyes and opened his mouth and put out his 
tongue a little: and when the rector had 
stooped down to give him th® holy communion 
he had smelt a faint winy smell off the 
rector’s breath after the wine of the mass.
Th© word was beautiful: wine. It made you 
think of dark purple because the grapes 
were dark purple that grew in Greece outside 
the houses like white temples, But th© 
faint smell off the rector’s breath had mad® 
him feel a sick feeling on the morning of 
his first communion. The day of your first 
communion was the happiest day of your life.
And once a lot of generals had asked 
Napoleon what was the happiest day of his 
life. They thought he would say the day he won some great battle or the day he was made 
an emperor. But he said:— Gentlemen, the happiest day of my life 
was the day on which I made my first holy 
communion. (p. 47.)
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The sacrament may have the power to terrify, tout it 
apparently does not have the power to exalt. Napoleon 
may have been happy —  a delicately ironic thrust —  
tout Stephen was merely sick. Stephen is puzzled and 
vaguely dissatisfied. His effort to reassure himself 
that his First Communion day was the happiest of his 
life helps to conceal from his own consciousness the 
fact that he is already —  unwillingly, as yet —  in a 
kind of spiritual exile. This is the first, inarticu
late registering of his dissatisfaction; up to this 
point he has played the part of a sponge, sopping up 
uncritically sensation and incident. He is far from 
ready for the break —  he has no grounds on which to 
base it —  but the first step has been taken.

Immediately after this reverie, Stephen is brought 
back to brutal reality by Father Dolan and his pandy- 
bat. Stephen*« glasses have been accidentally broken, 
and the boy is unable to study his lessons. Father 
Dolan, the Prefect of Studies, regards this as a deliber
ate evasion of duty and punishes Stephen:

A hot burning stinging tingling blow like the 
loud crack of a broken stick made his trem
bling hand crumple together like a leaf in 
the fire: and at the sound and the pain 
scalding tears were driven into his eyes. . . .

— Other hand*, shouted the prefect of 
studies.Stephen drew back his maimed and 
quivering right arm and held out his left
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hand. The soutane sleeve swished again as 
thè sandybat was lifted and a loud crashing 
sound and a fierce maddening tingling burn
ing pain made his hand shrink together with 
the palms and fingers in a livid quivering 
mass.— Kneel down! cried the prefect of 
studies, (p. 51.)

Whether Father Dolan's misinterpretation of the facts 
is innocent or malicious, the punishment still seems 
rigorous. Even allowing for the difference between 
disciplinary methods then and now —  and the Irish 
schools were by no means as brutal as those of England —  
Father Dolan's sadistic behavior remains to toe explained. 
He sweeps into the room, shouting and bullying, and suc
ceeds in thoroughly terrorising the boys. He obviously 
relishes his role as God's instrument of wrath:

He poked one of the boy© in the side with 
the pandybat, saying:

— You, boy*. When will Father Dolan be in
again?— Tomorrow, «ir, said Tom Furlong's voice.

— Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow, said 
the prefect of studies. Hake up your minds for 
that. Every day Father Dolan, (p. 50.)

It is apparent that Father Dolan is a sadistic bully.
What effect Joyce intended the incident to have is not 
so obvious. It is tempting to regard it as characteris
tic of the Irish clergy. Thing® are not that simple, 
however; nor doe® Joyce attempt to make them so. Father 
Amali, the priest who has inadvertantly laid Stephen 
open to Dolan's wrath, tries to help the boy after the
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pandying Is completed; Joyce uses the word "gentle” 
twice in connection with Arnall in this instance.
Later Stephen goes to the Rector to receive some sort 
of redress for the punishment; the Rector gives it to 
him, courteously and kindly. Earlier Stephen has been 
thinking about Mr, Gleeson, the scholastic who was 
charged with carrying out the flogging of the boys men
tioned earlier. He decided that, although Gleeson*» 
nails are ’’long and cruel,” his "whit© fattish hands" 
are "not cruel but gentle" (p. 46). He repeats the 
word "gentle" as he later does with reference to Father 
Arnall. He decides that Gleeson will not flog the boys 
hard, and he apparently bases this on Gleeson*s 
gentleness.

If Joyce —  and Stephen —  recognizes that Dolan 
is not representative of the Irish clergy and that, 
consequently, the incident is not characteristic of 
that group of men, what does the incident signify? As 
is true of many passages of Joyce’s work, this inci
dent becomes relevant only when it is juxtaposed with 
an incident separated from it by space and time. Long 
afterward, when Stephen is a young man, a priest
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Identified only as the Director7 urges him to join the 
Society of Jesus. Stephen pictures himself as immune 
to the sins unburdened before him in the confessional 
because of the imposition of hands at his ordination; 
no sin, he thinks, "would linger upon the handa with 
which he would elevate and break the host" (p. 159).
At the conclusion of the interview, the priest "held 
open the heavy halldoor and gave his hand as if already 
to a companion In the spiritual life" (p. 160). After 
a moment, Stephen "raised hi» eyes to the priest's face 
and, seeing in it a mirthless reflection of the sunken 
day, detached his hand slowly which had acquiesced 
faintly in that companionship" (p. 160). Hands, as can 
be seen from the above, are important in the priestly 
life. Not only are hands imposed at ordination, but 
the hands of the new priest, as well, are anointed; the 
hands hold the sacred wafer at the Consecration of the 
Mass; the hands are raised in absolution and in blessing; 
the hands, as a matter of fact, are involved in an essen
tial way in the administration of all the sacraments.
The hands of a priest are instruments, not of the priest

7Kllraann says that Stanislaus Joyce identifies 
this Director with the Director of Studies at Belvedere 
College. The actual interview apparently occurred when 
Joyce was sixteen. (Ellmann, p. 56.)

183466
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but of something greater than the priest; they nr®, In
a sense, channels of grace —  or of damnation. Father
Dolan's hands have also come in for special consideration:

He felt the touch of the prefect’s fingers 
as they had steadied his hand and at first he 
had thought he was going to shale® hands with 
him because the fingers were soft and firm; 
but then in an Instant he had heard the swish 
of the soutane sleeve and the crash, (p. 52.)

Even the Hector who lifts Dolan's threat from young Ste
phen "held his hand across the side of the desk where 
the ahull was and Stephen, placing his hand in it for a 
moment, felt a cool moist palm" (p. 58).° Thus the 
casual touch of the Director is equated —  imperson
ally —  with the sadistic attempt of Father Dolan to 
steady his badly trembling target. The hands of Mr. 
Gleeson, too, are mentioned; and perhaps they are not 
yet menacing because they are not yet ordained. Ste
phen’s hand, the hand which clasps the hand of the 
Director, has been beaten, but not into submission.
Joyce does not —  despite Father Dolan —  regard the 
clergy individually as brutal or strange. They are 
merely men —  some of good will and some of ill will.
It is as instruments of a power greater than themselves, 
of the Church, that they are menacing. This is why

% h ©  Italics in this and the above quotations are
mine
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Joyce can equate the well-intended handclasp of the 
Director with the sadistic on® of Father Dolan. The 
irony of being; beaten by hands consecrated to God cer
tainly was not lost on young Joyce.

A reference to this incident appears later in the 
took after Stephen has stopped attending Clongowes Wood 
because of his father's financial (tifficxilties. Simon 
Dedalus has wet the former Hector —  now Provincial of 
the Irish Jesuits —  to whom Stephen had one® appealed 
against Father Dolan's mistreatment. The incident 
comes up in the conversation, and the Hector's reaction 
is one of amusement.

— Father Dolan and I, when I told them 
all at dinner about it, Father Dolan and I had 
a great laugh over it. You better mind your- 
self, Father Dolan, said t, or young BedaluiT" 
wi 11 aentf you Vp~Tor twice nine. We "had a 
famous laugh Together over it. Hal Hal Hal 
(p. 72.)

Simon's comment is revealing:
— Shows you the spirit in which they 

take the boys there. 0, a Jesuit for your 
life, for diplomacy’, (p. 72.)

The spirit in which the boys seem to bo taken is one of
insensitivity. Joyce is apparently saying here that
this insensitivity arises not merely from a lack of
artistic temperament —  l.e., an inability to sense the
wounded feel Inga and craving for dignity underlying the
apparent and easily satisfied request for justice of
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the introspective boy —  but also iron the comfortable, 
on© night say complacent, ©©no© of security, the Olym
pian sense of detachment from the world which th®
Jesuits enjoy. "0, a Jesuit for your life, for diplo
macy —  and, one might add, for a comfortable cushion 
against feeling. Again, Joyce is condemning not the 
rector (identified as Father Conmee, 3.J., and not 
unfavorably portrayed in Ulysses9) but the subtle, 
soul-deadening atmosphere in which he lives and which 
he generates like the nozzle of a spray. Joyce, rigidly 
uncompromising in his passionate dedication to life, 
certainly sensed —  or thought he did —  a basic hos
tility to life, a conteaptus amndi, on the part of the 
Jesuits, which led them to become manipulators rather 
than advocates. It is not an unusual feeling, this 
scorn of th© untried young for conservative authority.
At any rate, Joyce stored it away in his catalogue of 
Injuries for future use; to him it was not a contest 
between excellence and mediocrity but between life and 
death.

Some time after Simon Dedalus'a encounter with the 
Provincial, Stephen, apparently through the Provincial’s

9James Joyce, Ulysses (New York: The Modern 
Library, 1934), pp .'"'215-521. This text will be re
ferred to as Ulysses in the following notes.



good offices, is attending Belvedere College, a Jesuit 
preparatory school in Dublin. At one point he has 
occasion to recall an incident in which ha was accused 
of heresy during his first term at the college. The 
artist had begun to awaken in Stephen, and the weekly 
English essay had become for hi» a labor of love.
However,
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Chi a certain Tuesday the course of his 
triumphs was rudely broken. Mr. Tate, the 
English master, pointed his finger at him and 
said bluntly:

— This fellow has heresy in his essay.
A hush fell on the class, , . .
A short loud laugh from Mr. Tate set the 

class more at ease.— Perhaps you didn't know that, he said.
— Where? asked Stephen.
Mr, Tate . , , spread out the essay.
— Here. It’s about the Creator and the 

soul. Rrm . . . rrm . . . rrm. . . .Ah! 
without a possibility of ever approaching
■   ■■■■—— — n  i m»i mini mmi —  ■>" "" ■■■ '■ "« '"— I    mt » w W i i M i i h ' — ■■ «'nearer. That's heresy.— I meant without a possibility of ever 
reaching.It was a submission and Mr. Tate, appeased, 
folded up the essay and passed it across to
him, saying:— 0 . , .Ah! ever reaching, That's 
another story. (p. 7§7)

Without the context of the essay, it is difficult to 
determine precisely what the problem is; the so-called 
heresy is probably contained in a statement dealing with 
the perfectibility of man. If so, the distinction 
which Mr. Tate makes is a distinction between despair 
and presumption. Whatever it may be, it seems to make
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no difference; for Stephen, whether because of accept
ance of the distinction or because of indifference,

10capitulates immediately.
Although Tate appears to b© a bit of a boor, his 

remarks can hardly be construed as persecution. The 
real charge of heresy and the real persecution originate 
with three of Stephen’s fellow students, Sash, Boland, 
and Heron. He meets them on the way home from school 
several days after the conversation with Tate. After a 
few preliminary remarks they assert that Tennyson is 
the best poet; and Stephen, lacking the rariness of his 
later years, is sucked into the childish game and re
plies passionately that Tennyson is ’’only a rhymester!" 
(p. 80.) After he names Byron as the greatest poet he 
becomes fair game for the unlovely trio.

— In any case Byron was a heretic and 
immoral too.— I don’t care what he was, cried Stephen 
hotly.— You don’t care whether he was a heretic 
or not? said Nash.

^There Is a temptation to read this as an ironic 
remark on the meaningless hairsplitting of the Jesuits. 
This would seem to be a mistake: In the first place, if my speculation is correct, the point in question is 
hardly trivial; and in the second place, Mr. Tate is 
probably not intended to be a Jesuit. Ellmann notes 
that he is modeled on Joyce’s own English master at 
Belvedere, a layman named George Dempsey. (Ellmann, 
p.  36 . )
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— What do you know about it? shouted 
Stephen. You never read a line of anything in 
your life except a trans or Boland either.

— I know that Byron was a bad man, said 
Boland.— Here, catch hold of this heretic, Heron 
called out.In a moment Stephen was a prisoner.

— Tate made you buck up the other day,
Heron went on, about the heresy in your essay.

— 1*11 tell him tomorrow, said Boland.
— Will you? said Stephen. You * d be 

afraid to open your lips.
— Afraid?— Ay. Afraid of your life.
— Behave yourself*, cried Heron, cutting at 

Stephen*» legs with his cane.
It was the signal for their onset. Nash 

pinioned his arms behind while Boland seized a 
long cabbage stump which was lying in the gut
ter. Struggling and kicking under the cuts of 

' the cane and the blows of the knotty stump 
Stephen was borne back against a barbed wire 
fence.— Admit that Byron was no good.

— No.
— Admit.
— No.
— Admit.
— No. No.At last after a fury of plunges he 

wrenched himself free. His tormentors set off 
towards Jones*« Road, laughing and jeering at 
him, while he, half blinded with tears, stum
bled on, clenching his fists madly and 
sobbing, (pp. 81-82.)

Aside from the genius for cruelty which boys have every
where, one can detect in this passage a basic similarity 
to the Christmas dinner episode. In this passage Byron 
is the heretic; at the Christmas dinner Parnell was. 
Byron’s poetry is condemned because of his conduct in 
private life; Parnell*» great skill as a politician and
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his sincerity ns ft patriot were disregarded for the same 
reason. The fact that, technically, Tennyson was also
a heretic free# their point of view does not bother the 
boys at all; it is sufficient that he met their moral 
standards. Mr. Tate's charge of heresy does not unduly 
bother Stephen —  except as an art1stJ3 —  but the 
moralistic aoa seqaltur of the boys enrages him. It is 
essentially the same problem faced by Simon Dedalus and 
Mr. Casey earlier, but Stephen is now more affected 
because, of course, he is older and because it touches 
upon his integrity ms an artist —  an identification 
which he is beginning to make. This conflict between 
the Catholic and the artist, rather than between the 
Catholic and the intellectual, is the central conflict 
in the book and begins to assume more and more importance 
from this point on.

Crisis and Capitulation
The most important, single religious experience 

which Stephen undergoes in the book is the retreat which 
he wakes during his time at Belvedere. It '-comes at a 
critical point in the boy's adolescence; he has just

^When Mr. Tate first makes his charge of heresy, 
Stephen is downcast because "he was conscious of failure 
and of detection, of the squalor of his own mind and 
home. . (p. 79).
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shortly before experienced a vividly emotional sexual 
awakening which has thrust hist into a typically 
pubescent ambivalence between guilt and desire, and he 
has taken the irrevocable step of having sexual Inter
course with a prostitute. He is able neither to confess 
his sin nor to forget. It haunts him constantly; and 
he oscillates miserably between the dull, defiant plea
sure of the damned and an overpowering feeling of revul
sion from both himself and his sin. In addition, during 
this time he has been acting as prefect of the college 
sodality of the Blessed Virgin Mary, a hypocritical 
position which compounds his guilt and his ripeness for 
spiritual plucking during the retreat. Joyce has here, 
as in most instances, solidly grounded art in reality; 
he too had gone home with a prostitute —  at the preco
cious age of fourteen! —  had acted as prefect of the

12sodality, and had made a retreat.
Mis feelings toward the Virgin during the 

pre-retreat period are as ambivalent as his feelings 
toward himself and his sin. He is soothed, as would be 
expected of the young artist, by the imagery of the 
psalms which he, as prefect, reads in the chapel on

12Ellmann, pp. 48-49
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Saturday mornings (p. 104); but this is at best only a 
quasi-religious experience, and Stephen recognizes it 
as such. However, what seems at first puzzling, even to 
Stephen, is his attraction toward the Virgin, the sym
bol of purity, when he recognizes himself not only as a 
transgressor against this particular virtue but also as 
being totally incapable of overcoming his sexual 
appetites.

His sin, which had covered him from the 
sight of God, had led him nearer tc the refuge 
of sinners. Her ayes seemed to regard him with 
mild pity; her holiness, a strange light glow
ing faintly upon her frail flesh, did not 

% humiliate the sinner who approached her. If 
ever he was Impelled to cast sin from him and 
to repent the impulse that moved him was the 
wish to be her knight. If ever his soul, 
reentering her dwelling shyly after the frenzy 
of his body’s lust had spent itself, was 
turned towards her whose emblem is the morning 
star, ’’bright and musical, telling of heaven 
and infusing peace,” it was when her names 
were murmured softly by lips whereon there 
still lingered foul and shameful words, the 
savour itself of a lewd kiss. (p. 105.)

Illmann treats this peculiar devotion in Joyce's life —  
and presumably in Stephen’s —  as the product simply of 
"an adolescent thrill in adoring the Virgin Mary while 
his lips still savored ’of a lewd kiss.”’13 This may 
very well be so, and it lay» the psychological ground
work for Stephen’s emotional reactions during the

13Illmann, p. 40
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retreat —  it even can be interpreted as a comment 
upon the somewhat unhealthy devotional excesses 
Indulged in by those Catholics who tend to regard God 
the Father as the vengeful Jehovah of the Old Testament 
and the Blessed Virgin Mary a® the merciful goddess of 
the Mew Dispensation.

It is apparent, however, that he looks upon her 
not only as a lover or worshipper might; he looks upon 
her also in his role a® an artist. In the more than 
one thousand years that her "cult” has been in the 
ascendant, the Virgin ha» become the focus of creative 
effort in Christian art; certainly she has displaced 
the rest of the calendar of saints as a subject for the 
pictorial arts; during the great cathedral building 
years of the twelfth through the fourteenth centuries, 
it was to Motre Dame, not God, that the builders dedica
ted their efforts; in the area of sacred music and poe
try, aside from the strictly liturgical, the Virgin 
reigns supreme —  at least in quantity. If the Blessed 
Virgin has been deified by anyone, she has been deified 
by the artist rather than the theologian; and in his 
art he has depicted not only those aspects of the Virgin 
which Intrigue the theologian, but rather more emphatic
ally those secular qualities which artists over the 
centuries, in their desire to make their art meaningful
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to their contemporaries, have attributed to her. He 
has lavished on her his most sensuous colors and volup
tuous lines and his lushest metaphors; she has become, 
in short, the incarnation —  the embodiment in the 
flesh —  of the Christian Ideal in a way in which it is 
impossible to regard Christ. Entirely human yet ex
quisitely perfect, she has been enshrined by Christian 
artist© in the same fashion that the Greeks enshrined 
Aphrodite. Aphrodite Pandemos, all things to all men, 
in both the best and the worst sense. To a boy as 
artistically attuned as Stephen —  or Joyce —  this 
aspect of the Virgin most certainly was apparent.
Where else could the sensitive soul, a soul alive to 
the treasures lavished on the Virgin over the centuries, 
find refuge in a forbidding church? She constitutes a 
fleshly outcropping, a concession to the world, in a 
stern and abstract religion.

Wary does not abruptly intrude into Stephen's life; 
•he is there from the time h® ia quite young. While 
still a small child, he broods about the meaning of two 
titles applied to her in the Litany of Loreto, Tower of 
Ivory and House of Gold (pp. 36, 49), and he takes them 
to be richly sensuous images.14 It seams proper enough

14See Chapter Two for a more complete discussion 
of these images.
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to conclude that his Interpretation of these images, so 
appealing to the embryo artist, shifts the focus of his 
religion until, in his adolescence, she occupies the 
position normally reserved for Christ —  except, of 
course, that he regards her, unconsciously at least, not 
so much as an object of worship but as the embodiment 
of his emotional and artistic ideals.

Perhaps even more damaging to Ellmann's erotic 
interpretation of Stephen’s regard for the Virgin, is 
Stephen's awareness of the infinity that separates them:

When the agony of shame had passed from 
x him he tried to raise his soul from its abject 

powerlessness. God and the Blessed Virgin 
were too far from him: God was too great and 
stern and the Blessed Virgin too pure and 
holy. But he imagined that he stood near Emma 
in a wide land and, humbly and in tears, bent 
and kissed the elbow of her sleeve, (p. 116.)

Stephen does want to establish a physical relationship 
with someone —  but not with the Virgin. She Is "too 
far from him,” ’’too pure and holy.” The prostitutes are 
unsatisfactory because of their animality and the Virgin 
because of her spirituality. Stephen wants to capture 
both the flesh and the spirit in one person, and he set
tles, for the time at least, upon Emma who has not sold 
her body but presumably is not immutably virginal either. 
Emma is a transitional figure, marking a step in Ste
phen's gradual disenchantment with the Virgin. At this
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time, Stephen loves Emma under the protection of the 
Virgin. It is only a short step until the fertile young 
girl replaces the sterile Virgin. The peculiar place 
of the Virgin in the scheme of the book will be dis
cussed again in Chapter Two.

It is during this time too that Stephen, realizing 
his own spiritual isolation, evinces for the first and 
only time an interest in the intellectual side of Catho
lic doctrine. He is interested above all in the sacra
ments available to the sinner, in Penance and in
Baptism; and he is interested in the sacrament of redemp-
\

tion, the central act of worship in the Church, the 
sacrament of the Eucharist. He is not, however, 
interested in examining the doctrine supporting these 
sacraments to see if, given their premises, they can 
reasonably be accepted; as Joyce puts it, "he found an 
arid pleasure in following up to the end the rigid lines 
of the doctrines of the church and penetrating into ob
scure silences only to hear and feel the more deeply his 
own condemnation*' (pp. 105-108). T© which end of the 
rigid line of doctrine is he attempting to penetrate?
Hot to the heart of the doctrine, not to the source of 
its validity, but rather to its most trivial ramifica
tions. What sort of questioning does this result in?
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If a man had stolen a pound In his 
youth and had used that pound to amass a huge 
fortune how much was he obliged to give back, 
the pound he had stolen only or the pound to
gether with the compound interest accruing 
upon it or all his huge fortune? . . .  Is 
baptism with a mineral water valid? . . .
Does a tiny particle of the consecrated bread contain all the body and blood of Jesus 
Christ or a part only of the body and blood?
If the win© change into vinegar and the host 
crumble into corruption after they have been 
consecrated is Jesvs Christ still present 
under their species as God and as man?
(p. 106.)

It is as though he wishes to demonstrate that the most 
profound doctrines depend upon the inconsequential —  
upon the trivial. By a species of reductio ad absurdua 
he attempts to drive reason to the wall and penetrate 
into the area of faith. This is a form of self-punish
ment for his sin; for the "obscure silence" at which he 
arrives Is not the quiescence of faith but the aridity 
of skepticism. Be derives a masochistic comfort from 
his impotence, his inability to believe. It seems sig
nificant that, at the same time he is appealing to the 
Blessed Virgin, the symbol of the humanly ideal within 
the Church, and finding her wanting —  sterile —  he 
also is finding the doctrine which supports her position 
arid and crumbling "Into corruption." His faith, al
though duo for a temporary galvanization, Is dying; and 
its streams of comfort, both emotional (the Virgin) and 
intellectual (doctrine), are drying up.
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The retreat Itself is under the direction of 
Father Arnall, Stephen’s old »aster iron» Clongowos. 
Stephen, already in a state of emotional and intellec
tual vulnerability, is placed at a further disadvantage 
in the presence of this figure from his childhood who, 
further, addresses the rotraatants as "my dear little 
brothers in Christ" (pp. 108-109), Already in a desper
ate situation, Stephen is quite willing to abandon him
self uncritically to this father figure from his past. 
Retreats given according to the Spiritual Exercises of 
St, Ignatius invariably contain meditations upon the

\four last things, death, judgment, hell, and heaven; 
and Father Arnall, of course, adheres to this practice. 
His delivery of these meditations, moreover, is rein
forced with the authority of a voice from beyond the 
grave, for Father Arnall ia a sick man, not only dead 
to the world in the spiritual sense but in imminent dan
ger of physical dissolution. That Joyce intended Ste
phen to perceive, at least subconsciously, the spectral 
quality of Father Arnall, to revert emotionally and 
intellectually to his childhood, and consequently to be 
in a state of terror and dependence, Is evident in the 
following passage:

Stephen sat in the front bench of the 
chapel. Father Arnall sat at a table to the 
left of the altar. He wore about his
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¡shoulders a heavy cloak; bis pale face was 
drawn and bis vole® broken with rheum. The 
figure of his old master, so strangely 
rearisen, brought back to Stephen’s mind his 
life at Clongowes; the wide playgrounds, 
swarming with boys, the square ditch, the 
little cemetery off the main avenue of limes 
where he had dreamed of being buried, the 
firelight on the wall of the infirmary where 
he lay sick, the sorrowful face of Brother 
Michael. His soul, as these memories came 
back to him, became again a child's soul.
(p. 108.)

It becomes increasingly evident as the novel progresses 
that one of the basic tensions in the story is that 
between life and death, between art and religion, be
tween creation and dissolution. The God whom the Irish

1 *worship is a hangman god, and God's vicar on earth —  
or in Ireland —  is the Director who attempts to per
suade Stephen to join the order, and he —  at the very 
moment be is talking to Stephen —  is twisting a blind 
cord into a facsimile of a hangman's loop (p. 153).
Viewed in retrospect, then, Father Arnall, risen from the 
dead, evoking images of pain and sickness and death, is 
prescribing a religion of death. The retreat exercises 
which Stephen is about to undertake are visions of hell, 
the country from which Arnall has come and into which he 
wishes to draw Stephen for all eternity.

ls"Dlo bole." Ulysses, p. 210.
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The retreat sermon* themselves, regarded by many as 
superbly satirical in their carefully crude exaggerations 
of the Ignatian preaching technique, have proved to be 
far more masterfully ironic than had been suspected 
prior to Elizabeth Boyd's publication of her work on the 
subject in 1660.10 Joyce, far too careful a workman to 
leave himself open to the charge of unfairly loading the 
case against an adversary in such a serious matter, sim
ply translated from the Italian, almost word for word, 
a version ot the Spiritual Exercise* written by an
eighteenth-century priest, Gian Pietro Pinamonti. The

\crude exaggeration®, then, are not exaggerations at all; 
and the Church has been led in blindfolded to testify 
against herself!

The sermons progress in an orderly fashion fi*om 
death to judgment to hell. Significantly enough, the 
sermon upon heaven which Father Arnall has promised is 
omitted; dramatically, of course, it is not needed —  
the pains and privations of hell are necessary to drive 
young Stephen to the sacraments —  but this emphasis 
upon pain and privation as opposed to the presumed joy 
of heaven, suggests that the Church has nothing much to

lsElizabeth F. Boyd, "Joyce's Hell-Fire Sermons," 
MLN, LXXV (Nov., I960), 560-571.
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offer in the way of heaven —  at least on the sensa- 
sional level. The preacher who enumerates with aost 
the number of bolts supporting the hinges of hell but 
who hesitates to speak of heaven in any but the most 
abstract terms is blood brother to the officer driving 
his troops into the unknown at the point of a bayonet, 
Joyce, obviously, was not afraid of the unknown —  any 
artist must have a certain amount of audacity, both 
artistically and personally —  but the heavy-handed 
coercion presumably displayed in Joyce's own retreat 
must have struck him as sufficiently indicative of the

\

Church’s attitude to lead him to recreate it as a 
significant episode in Stephen’s story.

Under the pressure of the retreat sermons Stephen 
breaks; hell overwhelms him, and he returns to the 
Church. This incident marks the nadir of young Stephen's 
life; he has been beaten down, little by little, into 
total submission. Not only does the Church now have 
his body, but it also now possesses bis mind; not only 
has he been overcome emotionally by the Church, but he 
has, against his inclination, perverted his own artistic 
mind to the task off creating, not beauty, but a constant 
vision off privation, guilt, and fear —  In short a hell. 
He is not only in hell, however; he is in the ninth cir
cle off hell; he has been driven down as far a» possible
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and Is about to emerge into a purgatory of spiritual 
aridity.17 The bonds of the Church have been strained 
to the limit and are about to break.

For the time being, however, Stephen does not 
break the bonds} he remains in his state of subjection, 
and as the final indignity —  Joyce seems to fee saying —  
manages to talk himself into liking it. His thoughts in 
the moments before he enters the confessional to rid 
himself of his sin are indicative.

17Thia trip through hell may, in fact, be a symbolic 
recreation of Dante*s Inferno. There are several remote 
points of correspondence"between Stephen’s hall and 
Dante’s ninth circle. Moreover, Dante, the orthodox 
and vindictive Catholic, through his surrogate, Mrs. 
Riordan, ha» started Stephen on his journey. The boy’s 
first brush with the Church comes early in the book 
when Dante Riordan threatens hi» with the loss of bis 
eyes for wanting to marry the little girl named Sileen, 
whom Stanislaus Joyce identifies as Rileen Vance, a 
Protestant. (Stanislaus Joyce, My Brother’s keeper;
James Joyce’s Sarly Years [New YorSTs The Viking Press, 
ITli'j , pp. S-S.'J ^distinction between heathen and 
Protestant in Catholic Ireland was, at least in Joyce’s 
time, rather academic; and the first circle of Dante’s 
inferno was reserved for heathens. If Stephen himself 
is not Dante, that is, is not the Christian poet being 
conducted on a guided tour of hell by a pagan Virgil, 
who is he? And what is he doing in Dante's hell? From 
one point of view, he is the pagan poet being conducted, 
quite unwillingly, by the Christian poet to an artistic 
limbo. In addition, however, he quite explicitly identi
fies himself in the narrative with Lucifer, and the 
identification is reinforced by Father Arnall's recount
ing of the story of the fall of Lucifer and of his sin, 
his non aervlam. (p. 117.)
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It was easy to be good. God’s yoke was 
sweet and light. It was better never to have 
sinned, to have remained always a child, for 
God loved little children and suffered them 
to come to Him. It was a terrible and a sad 
thing to sin. But God was merciful to poor 
sinners who were truly sorry. How true that 
was*. That was indeed goodness! (pp. 142-143.)

Stephen’s thoughts, which have been becoming increasingly 
more complex and more subtle up to this point, suddenly 
revert to the simplicity of early childhood. Tim sen
tence patterns and vocabulary are now adequate to ex
press only the most rudimentary thoughts. Stephen, in 
other words, has stopped thinking. When Stephen later 
shakes free from the Church, and this consequent sub
mission of Intelligence to faith, his mind resumes its 
subtlety and artistic sureness of touch; it is this 
interior submission —  rather than mere outward obedi
ence —  which particularly repels Stephen and undoubtedly 
led to Joyce’s own non servlam. Joyce’s training under 
the Jesuits, who explicitly promise to maintain this 
sort of interior submission, quite probably brought this 
aspect of spirituality to the forefront of Joyce’s con
sciousness, and he, living in a social climate perhaps 
the most authoritarian in Europe, reacted inevitably to 
this assault upon his only remaining source of integrity.

The priest who hears Stephen's confession is, of 
course, addressed continually as ’’father” ; and he
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reciprocates by addressing the boy repeatedly as "my 
child," thus reinforcing the nature of the relationship. 
Fatherhood wears two faces in Joyce*» estimation. It 
i® not only the repository of authority in the family —  
and in the Church —  but is also the seat of weakness 
and ignorance, a facet of fatherhood amply demonstrated 
by Simon Dedalus, Stephen's father. The tyranny of 
ignorant authority is ultimately the object of Stephen's 
rebellion, and the repetitious insistence upon the 
father-child relationship focuses the reader's attention 
upon this passage as somehow significant in this rebel- 
lion. To bring out more insistently the nature of the 
authority invested in the priest, Joyce points out that 
"his voice was weary and old"; this phrase is repeated 
twice, and the word old is applied to the priest three 
times (pp. 143-145). Age and enervation are consistent 
symbols for the Church, beginning with Joyce's first 
story in Dubliners and continuing through the "slobber- 
ishly senile Judges" of Finnegans Wake.18 Moreover, Joyce

18In "The Sisters," the first story in Dubliners, 
Joyce symbolises the Church in the person of a paralytic 
old priest who has, significantly dropped a chalice. 
(Dubliners [Hew York: The Modern Library, 1954], 
pp. 7-19.) The characterization of the Judges is taken 
from Joseph Campbell and Henry Morton Robinson. A 
Skeleton Key to Finnegans Wake (New York: The Viking
Press, l96I)7’’p . 9.
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has already characterized Father Amall as being in an
r.even more deteriorated condition. | Age and enervation are, 

of course, the antitheses of the qualities necessary to 
an artist. ]

The sins which Stephen confesses are the sexual 
sins which have driven him nearly to despair, and the 
priest in an eloquent speech exhorts him to give up such 
sin, ”my child, for God’s sake” <p. 144). He also urges 
Stephen to pray to ”our mother Mary” for help; Mary is, 
of course, the virgin mother, and presumably her inter
cession will help Stephen preserve his chastity. The 
sterile, moral fatherhood of the priest and the virginal 
motherhood of Mary seem to be here in striking contrast 
with the act of sexual communion, an act creative in 
nature if not in execution In this instance, in which 
Stephen has Indulged. Fertility —  at least as far as 
it is symbolized by the sexual act —  and sterility are 
in dramatic opposition here; and, by extension, Stephen’s 
creativity as an artist is also in danger of being sup
pressed . Joyce, of course, does not mean to imply that 
sexual relations with a prostitute constitute a perfect 
physical analogy to the act of literary creation. The 
prostitute and the Virgin are extremes, both sterile in 
their own way, both possessing virtues which must somehow 
be reconciled. Joyce’s symbolic treatment of women
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throughout the novel conditions the significance of the 
appeal to the Virgin here and makes the appeal to her 
even more dramatically bring out the basic opposition 
involved in this scene; this will be discussed fully 
in the nestt chapter, but it is important to note that 
Joyce treats the Virgin as an imperfect and essentially 
sterile concept of the ideal of beauty which Stephen 
eventually realizes in the bird-girl of Chapter Five. 
Finally the priest, in an echo of Father Dolan’s use of 
the pandybat, raise» hi® hand above Stephen "in token of 
forgiveness” (p. 145), as if to put the final stamp of

\

approval on his subjection,
Stephen has surrendered his will and his intelli

gence to the Church, and the passages immediately follow
ing the confession explore the result of this surrender. 
Stephen embarks upon the spiritual life, but it is a 
mechanical parody of true spirituality. He is quickly 
caught up in the elaborate calculations of temporal and 
plenary indulgences:

. . .  at times his sense of such immediate 
repercussion was so lively that he seemed to 
feel his soul in devotion pressing like fin
ger» the keyboard of a great cash register 
and to see the amount of his purchase start 
forth immediately in heaven, not as a number 
but as a frail column of incense or as a 
slender flower, (p. 148.)



And for the first time he feels the movement of love 
within his soul:
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The attitude of rapture in sacred art, the 
raised and parted hands, the parted lips and 
eyes as of one about to swoon, became for him 
an image of the soul in prayer, humiliated and 
faint before her Creator, (p. ISO.)

Obviously, not only has he surrendered his will and his
intelligence to the Church, he has also perverted his
artistic sensibility. The cash register symbol, a parody
of the economy of grace, is a picture of the spiritual
life which Stephen feels is entirely fitting; the lack
of true spiritual involvement and the essential absurdity
\

of such a state of affairs can be tolerated if the criti
cal faculty is not only suppressed but perverted. The 
sentimentality of the sacred art which Stephen comes to 
approve is reflected in his soul; it is this sentimen
tality which is strangling the artist in him. He be
comes smug and self-satisfied; he does not sin because 
he does not live. At the end of this episode of reforma
tion, he asks himself, ”1 have amended my life, have X 
not?” (p. 153.)

The Rebellion
Having survived this trial period of sell-mortifi

cation, Stephen is invited by the Director, in the 
incident mentioned earlier, to join the Jesuit order.
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The nature of that life is symbolized, as was pointed
out previously, by the Director’s casual looping of the
window blind cord into a hangman’s noose; again, life
and death are opposed. Stephen’s artistic nature, in
its —  to Joyce —  perverted state, is drawn to the
priesthood for its fulfillment:

He had seen himself, a young and silent- mannered priest, entering a confessional 
swiftly, ascending the altarsteps, incensing, 
genuflecting, accomplishing the vague acts 
of the priesthood which pleased him by rea
son of their semblance of reality and of 
their distance from it. (p. 158.)

Life has been rejected, and ritual, empty and formal,
\

seems to be the only alternative. The artist must react
somehow to reality, and Stephen senses that in "vague
sacrificial or sacramental act® alone his will seemed
drawn to go forth to encounter reality” (p. 150); that
is, it is not drawn to encounter reality, life, at ail,
but only its semblance. Joyce obviously wished his
readers to contrast this statement with the one which
Stephen makes Just before leaving Ireland: "Welcome, 0
life: 1 go to encounter for the millionth time the
reality of experience and to forge in the smithy of my

19soul the uncreated conscience of ay race" (p. 253). 19

19The italics are mine
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Clearly, the contrast la between experience of life and 
withdrawal from it, between life and death-in-life; the 
artist, given this choice, has only one alternative.

Drawn though he is to the priesthood, Stephen ex
periences at the critical moment one of those trivial
incidents which unveil for an Instant the meaning of

20existence. He hears, as he is still wavering in his
decision, a few snatches of melody drifting in from the
street. The effect upon him is immediate and Intense:

Smiling at the trivial air he raised his eyes 
to the priest's face and, seeing in it a 
mirthless reflection of the sunken day, de
tached his hand slowly which had acquiesced 
faintly in that companionship, (p. 160.)

Immediately all the morbid images strewn throughout his
meditations on the occasion of this encounter spring into
bold relief in the shaft of light coming from the street. 2

2®Such moments of experience —  epiphanies —  
have been recognized for many years as the most im
portant of Joyce*s technical devices. However, since 
Joyce has apparently based them on a somewhat superfi
cial Thomlsm (cf, William T. Moon, Joyce and Aquinas
[New Haven: YaTe University Press}, “1 1 ST.) V it has been
difficult for the critics to penetrate beyond the tech
nical aspects of the epiphany. I hope that this study, 
by clarifying the nature of Joyce's philosophy —  or 
lack of it, rather —  will help to open the way to see 
the epiphany for what it really is, a means of uniting 
into some meaningful form the most disparate aspects of 
experience. It is not a recognition of some unifying 
principle underlying reality; it is, rather, in Joyce's 
mind at least, an assertion of the opinion that reality, 
or If not reality at least meaning —  order —  exists 
only in the mind.
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The day Is "sunken” (p. 160); the "shadow . . .  of the 
life of the college passed gravely over his conscious
ness" (p. 160). Again, it i® "a grave and ordered and 
passionless life" (p. 160). Stephen's own face resembles 
a "mirthless mask" (p. 160), certainly both the mask of 
tragedy and a death mask. The smell® of CJongowes are 
recalled by his memory, and they are smells of decay and 
death (pp. 160-161). The move up and away from the 
grave of the priesthood has begun. Once again, the 
opposition between life and death has been brought to a 
head; and this time life is winning. The few bars of 
gay music from the street have awakened in Stephen his 
carefully suppressed consciousness of the joy of life.

He has not yet left the Church, but this rejection 
has awakened in him a new sense of purpose in life. It 
has, quite definitely, aroused the sleeping artist. He 
knows now only that "his destiny was to be elusive of 
social or religious orders" (p. 162) . He is as yet an 
artist without an art; he has yet to uncover the wisdom 
of his craft. Until he does, he will not formally break 
with the Church because there is no place to go; the 
break, however, is inevitable; and when it comes —  os 
it does almost immediately —  it flows as a natural, dra
matic consequence from the exciting discovery of Beauty



which Stephan makes and which Is the occasion for the 
impatient shrugging off of old allegiances.
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Postlude: ’’Silence, Halle, and Cupping1*
After Stephen’s encounter with the girl on the 

beach, his epiphany of Beauty, he signals his departure 
from the Church with a spectacularly Luciferlan ”1 will 
not serve” (p. 239). The usual method of announcing 
one’s intention to repudiate a creed is "I do not believe.” 
The difference 1# obvious, for those who will no longer 
believe, the Church, logically enough, simply ceases to 
have any relevance} for those who will no longer serve, 
for Joyce, the consequence is quite different. For 
Joyce the Church retained a peculiar vitality, an almost 
obsessive pertinence. Although be could no longer re
gard it as a means of salvation —  quite the reverse —  
he felt compelled throughout his life, if he can be 
Judged by his books, to accord it the negative homage 
due to a ’’malevolent reality” (p. 243). He certainly 
lived In no fear of the Institutional reality of an in
quisition; he feared rather the spiritual grip which the 
Church had on his very soul. "I fear,” said Stephen 
Dedalus, ” . . . the chemical action which would be set 
up in my soul by a false homage to a symbol behind which
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ara massed twenty centuries of authority and veneration” 
(p. 243).

Upon what is this fear baaed? That Joyce believed 
the homage would be falsely given is apparent; that the 
symbol itself was false is not so evident. The symbol 
under discussion is the Eucharist, and Joyce has earlier 
stated his position in regard to it:

— Do you believe in the eucharist? Cranly 
asked.

— I do not, Stephen said.
— Do you disbelieve then?
— I neither believe in it nor disbelieve 

in it, Stephen answered.
— Many persons have doubts, even religious 

persona, yet they overcome them or put them 
aside, Cranly said. Are your doubts on that 
point too strong?

— I do not wish to overcome them, Stephen 
answered» (p. 239.)

Logically, of course, this is the sheerest nonsense; 
either one does or does not believe. But this is precise
ly the point which must be made, then a man says "I be
lieve” or ”1 do not believe” —  and means it —  he has 
made some sort of intellectual judgment. However logi
cal or illogical the decision may be in actuality, at 
least that man, in his own mind, considers his decision 
to be logical. For Joyce the problem was not, at least at 
first, one of belief; it was a question of service, of 
submission to a set of rules. It was not a question of
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logic; it was a matter of the will; he was not willing 
to submit.

For all the superficial intellectuality in Joyce's 
works, it is apparent that he was not an intellectual; 
he was, rather, an artist, a man of the imagination ra
ther than the intellect. There is no evidence in any 
of Stephen's encounters with the Church that Joyce ever 
brought under systematic scrutiny any of its doctrines 
or dogmas. Stephen leaves the rational structure of the 
Church standing when he departs:

— Then, said Cranly, you do not intend to 
become a protestant?— I said that I had lost the faith, Ste
phen answered, but not that I had lost self- 
respect. What kind of liberation would that
be to forsake an absurdity which is logical 
and coherent and to embrace one which is
illogical and incoherent? (p. 244.)

Joyce's rejection of Catholicism, then, was not intel
lectual in nature; it was the result of an irreconcil
able tension between the Church and the artist. He does 
not necessarily reject the Church's basic premise that 
there is a God; he rejects it as an institution which 
stands between the artist and reality. Father William 
Noon remarks upon this point in a recent article:

By fostering such virtues as pity, patience, 
and forbearance to evil, Catholicism, which 
had not generally presented dogmatic diffi
culties to Joyce's mind, came to be felt
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increasingly as an intolerable moral restric
tion on the impersonal freedom he had decreed 
for his imagination and art.21

If one reads for "pity," sentimentality; for "patience,"
mediocrity; and for "forbearance to evil," hypocrisy,
one has perhaps arrived at a succinct statement of
Joyce’s view of the matter.

It may seem remarkable that the history of Joyce’s
relationship to the Church —  to religion—  should be an
essentially negative one, that he should embrace nothing
new and reject all the old; but ho is not abandoning one
form of religion for another. He is not even abandoning

\

religion for some more satisfying theory of reality. He 
is rejecting reason and faith altogether as tools for 
searching out the meaning of reality. In general, all 
the indications point not to a denial of faith but to a 
withdrawal from it. Practically, of course, this may 
amount to the same thing; but there are considerable dif
ferences between the subsequent positions of men who 
intellectually reject a belief and those who merely dis
regard it.

21William T. Noon, 3. J., "James Joyce: Unfacts, 
Fiction, and Facts," PMLA, LXXVI (June, 19S1) , 261.



CHAPTER II

JOYCE AND ART: TH3 SYMBOLIC STRUCTURE OF 
THE PORTRAIT

The reader by now is perfectly aware from the nar
rative alone why Stephen (Joyce) left the Church; that 
is, it was inimical to hia life as an artist. But it 
is not nearly so obvious what he left the Church l£K> 
Religion —  any religion —  is a way of comprehending*
reality; it gives meaning to reality and systematizes 
it upon the basis of that meaning, even though that 
meaning may be imposed upon rather than intrinsic to 
reality. When Joyce rejected the Church and, conse
quently, the meaning which it gives to reality, four 
courses were open to him —  as they are to all men under 
similar circumstances: (1) He could, as Cranly suggests 
(p. 230), retain the system and symbol of the Church 
while suspecting that, at bottom, such system and sym
bol are meaningless; this is the line of least resis
tance, but Joyce refused to pursue it for obvious rea
sons. (2) He could reject the idea that there is m y  
meaning in reality; but this is an untenable position 
for the artist who la, by profession, dedicated to the
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project of bringing order out of chaos. (3) He also
could embrace some other, readymade meaning and its
consequent system —  i.e., another religion; this he
also refuses to do for the simple reason that, by the
terms of bis rejection of Catholicism, he cannot:

What kind of liberation would that be to for
sake an absurdity which is logical and coher
ent and to embrace one which is illogical 
and incoherent? (p. 244.)

Stephen replies thus to Cranly when asked if he intends 
to become a Protestant; he has not reasoned himself out 
of the Catholic Church and, consequently, he cannot rea
son himself Into a Protestant one. Joyce sees far too 
clearly for this sort of intellectual sleight of hand; 
and on the same grounds that he rejects Protestantism, 
he must reject any and every form of religion or philo
sophy, for all of them demand some form of intellectual ¡/ 
assent. That they may be logical and coherent makes no 
difference; the problem is not one of logic. (4) This 
leaves Stephen —  and Joyce, of course —  only one course: 
to search with his art for the meaning of reality. *

1

*That such a position is untenable is not mere senti
ment. Modern philosophy has cut the metaphysical heart 
out of reality, and the philosophers may be content but 
the artists are not. Those artists moat avowedly dedica
ted to building an art on this existential vacuum are 
trying to bring something out of nothing. Behind the 
nothingness of tii© existentialist artist —  Camus, for 
example —  there quite obviously lies a Reality —  male
volent or benevolent, it makes no difference —  only 
waiting to be defined.
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Such a search Is an unusual activity to undertake 
sine© art is primarily construed to b© a moans of ex
pression rather than investigation} art is the concrete 
expression of an abstract conception of reality, whether 
that conception of reality ia composed of the tidy cate
gories of Pope or the hlerophantic dicta of Blake. Art, 
then, proceeds within and from a preconceived framework, 
an idea of reality; the skills of the artist can express 
this idea in sensible form. Art, which is merely the 
generic name embracing those skills which the artist 
employs, is an indifferent thing: It serves the artist; 
it expresses hi® ideas. But the artist as artist has no 
conception of reality; he may have such as a philosopher, 
however poor a one he may be, and may express it as an 
artist, but he cannot reverse the process, however good 
an artist he may be. Joyce's task was to find some 
means to pass through this dilemma, to avoid, on the one 
hand, commitment to a system of reality and, on the other, 
the absurdity of an art without a subject.

Joyce's concept of the nature of symbolism enabled 
him to negotiate this difficult passage. A symbol sym
bolizes something, something not rationally comprehensi
ble perhaps, but still something. Blake and Shelley and 
Yeats all had their visions, and they put them down on 
paper in the form of on© symbol or another; but their
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visions were all formed upon some theological or philo
sophical postulates which are rationally comprehensible 
to a degree. Even if one grants Blake the grace of 
preternatural or supernatural experiences, a certain 
amount of ratiocination is still apparent in hi© work. 
Blake's poetry is not raw experience, but experience 
informed by the author's interpretation of it; and that 
interpretation in Blake's work is patently Swedenbor- 
gian .• One often hears that a symbol means nothing but 
itself; and that is true in the limited sense that it 
expresses a truth which can be comprehended fully, that 
is, both intellectually and imaginatively, in no other 
way. But a symbol without an objective referent, a form 
without substance, may perhaps pleasingly titillate the 
««notions —  as does much modern non-objective art —  but 
it is essentially trivial and, strictly speaking, not 
symbolic because it is not intelligible.

Joyce, without neo-Platonisa, Rosicruelanism, 
Swedenborg!anisu, Thomism, or indeed any view of reality 
with which to structure hi® art, was left merely with 
the principle that there is a reality. Upon that basis 2

2Por Joyce's own opinion of Blake see ’'William 
Blake" in The Critical Writings of James Joyce, ed. 
Ellsworth Mason and WlcHard oilman** 'IWmTYoFtT The 
Viking Press, 1959), pp. 214-222.
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alone he «as forced to build his symbol. In essence, 
Joyce’s main symbol is an affirmation of reality. This 
is a quantitative Judgment, not a qualitative one; that 
is, the symbol affirm» that reality is without indicating 
of what it consists. Existence itself is an affirmation 
of reality, and Joyce carefully graduated the unfolding 
of reality in Stephen's life, beginning with the barest 
affirmation of existence in Chapter One to the perfection 
of existence encountered on the beach in Chapter Four.

Obviously, such an affirmation of reality —  to say, 
for example, 1 am and it, is —  contributes nothing to an 
understanding of existence; but in the mere fact that 
Joyce felt that it was worth his while to make such an 
affirmation, one can see a value judgment; i.e., it is 
good to affirm reality. This judgment implicitly states, 
then, that reality itself is good. Joyce was obviously 
operating on the old and irreducible existential axiom:
It is better to be than not to be. To this extent Joyce 
makes an act of faith, an act which is not only necessary 
to art but to sanity and even to life. To the intellec
tual the act of existence is at its most perfect in the 
Intellect —  to know is the act of the intellect; to 
know all things is its perfection. But Joyce had early 
disallowed the relevance of intellectual knowledge. He 
was an artist, a man of the imagination; and what is the
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act of the imagination? To synthesize, to fit the 
pieces of observable reality into a coherent whole is 
the function —  the perfection —  of the imagination, 
and, consequently, of the artist. Now obviously, with
out the reassurance of a rigorous inspection toy the 
Intellect the ultimate validity of such an imaginative 
reconstruction of the universe will remain forever in 
doubt. To Joyce this does not matter. He is not con
cerned with ultimate validity; the work of the imagina
tion has its own internal logic. The imagination can 
construct a picture —  not the picture —  of reality; it 
can symbolize reality, make it intelligible in one of 
its aspects. There is an objective referent, and this 
is one way of knowing it, but it can never be known 
completely.

What can be expected from an art built upon such a 
phenomenalistic theory of knowledge? First of all, 
there Is a certain tentativeness, a lightheartedness 
that proclaims that its productions are not to be taken 
as authoritative; that is, it has a comic air about it. 
Second, there is a free-wheeling association of ideas and 
Images based on similarities which need be no more than 
superficial; for the writer, such an approach would ob
viously lead to a kind of nominalism manifesting itself 
in a more than ordinary preoccupation with the
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possibilities of verbal association. As Harry Levin
says, Joyce possessed a

state of mind that confers upon language a 
magical potency. It exalts the habit of 
verbal association into a principle for the 
arrangement of experience. You gain power 
over a thing by naming it 5 you become master 
of a situation by putting it into words.3

And third, there is an intense interest in the nature and 
activity of the multi-dimensional texture of the human 
mind, ranging from the virtually uncontrollable penchant 
for associating seemingly unrelated words and sensations 
in the stream of consciousness to the more profound 
level of the unconscious with its own archetypal sym
bolization of reality. Such are the characteristics of 
the work of James Joyce.

Nowhere does Joyce explicitly say all this. It is 
simply that the characteristics of his work admit of no 
other interpretation. The remainder of this chapter and 
Chapter Three will be devoted to an attempt to demon
strate the presence and development of these 
characteristics.

There are three major symbols at work throughout 
the Portrait: (1) the depiction of Stephen as Christ,
(2) the Daedalus symbolism, and (3) the symbol which,

^Harry Levin, James J o y c e : A Critical Introduction 
(Norfolk, Conn.: New toii'octloni Books, !$41) pp. 66-51.
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because of its protean nature, shall be designated for 
the time being as the Woman. The three are interdepend
ent to a degree, weaving in and out of one another in a 
complex fashion; but their individual functions are, in 
the main, quite discernible.

Of these three streams of symbolism, the Christ 
symbol most closely adheres to a narrative structure and 
most closely parallels in form the explicit narrative 
structuring of the book. Because of this narrative 
structuring, one is tempted to consider Stephen as a 
’’type" of Christ, and the Portrait, in this respect at

\

least, as allegorical. But the story of the Stephen- 
Christ is a story told in reaction to the Christian 
story; it is a mirror image of it, and what is right in 
one is left in the other. More is indicated of what 
Stephen is not than of what he is. He is not, for one 
thing, Christ. Joyce is not attempting to make a reli
gion of his art nor a priest nor Christ figure of him
self. Those moments at which Stephen’s life most 
closely parallels Christ’s are perversions of the Chris
tian story. At that point in the story at which 
Stephen’s "ordination" to the priesthood of art takes 
place, one should recall that he has, only moments before, 
rejected the priesthood of Christ. Quite obviously,
Joyce has couched Stephen’s dedication to art in



religious terms for tbe sake of the resulting contra
puntal effect of Irony rather than from a sincerely 
religious approach to art.

Julian B. Kaye, in a clever piece of explication,4 
locate® the first reference to Stephen as Christ in the 
first words of the Portrait:

Once upon a time and a very good time it 
was there was a moocow coming down along the 
road and this moocow that was coming down along 
the road met a nlcens little hoy named baby 
tuckoo. . . .His father told him that story: his fa
ther looked at him through a glass: he had a 
hairy face.He was baby tuckoo. The moocow came 
down the road where Betty Byrne lived: she 
sold lemon plait.(p. 7.)

Later in the text, Kaye points out, Stephen identifies 
himself as Christ and his friend Cranly as John the Bap
tist; Cranly’» real-life counterpart*s name was Byrne; 
therefore, Betty Byrne is John the Baptist’s mother, 
Elizabeth. With this vital bit of information securely 
in hand, the rest falls into place. It seems apparent 
that Stephen has asked his father where he came from, 
and this Is the allegory with which his father has cho
sen to reply. It is startlingly, and quite deliberately, 
like the Gospel according to St. Luke. The moocow is 
Stephen’s mother —  named Mary or May. She is a cow,

4”Who is Betty Byrne?" MUV, LXXI (February, 1956), 
93-95.
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first of all, because such an identification expresses 
most fully her female passivity, her openness to exploita
tion; and second, she is a moocow because she is the 
mother of Stephen, later identified as Bous Stephanou- 
menos (p. 168). The sacrificial quality of the son, 
then, is an inheritance from the mother, rather than a 
redemptive function charged to the son by the father.
This is Joyce's first hint that Stephen must die —  sym
bolically, at least —  not because he is a son of God 
but because he is a son of woman, the traditional Irish 
woman whom Joyce has characterized in Ulysses as the 
old milkwoman:

He watched her pour into the measure and 
thence into the jug rich white milk, not hers.
Old shrunken paps. She poured again a measure
ful and a tilly. Old and secret she entered 
from a morning world, maybe a messenger. She 
praised the goodness of the milk, pouring it 
out. Crouching by a patient cow at daybreak 
in the lush field, a witch on her toadstool, 
her wrinkled fingers quick at the squirting 
dugs. They lowed about her whom they knew, 
dewsiIky cattle. Silk of the kine and poor 
old woman, names given her in old times. A 
wandering crone, lowly form of an immortal 
serving her conqueror and her gay betrayer, 
their common cuckquean, a messenger from the 
secret morning. (Ulysses, p. 15.)

This, then is Stephen's genesis, the son of a servant
race, doomed to humiliation and death because he is
Irish.
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His paternal ancestry, however, is quite different 
In kind fro® his maternal ancestry. He, like Christ, is 
not the son of his father; he is baby tuckoo (cuckoo), a 
bird born in a borrowed nest. To see how far Joyce in
tended the parallel to extend, it is only necessary to 
look at Buck Mulligan’s blasphemous ’’Ballad of the Joking 
Jesus” in Ulysses:

— I’m the queerest young fellow that you ever 
heard

My mother’s a jew, my father’s a bird.
With Joseph the joiner I cannot agree,
So here’s to disciple» and Calvary.

— Goodbye, now goodbye. Write down all I said 
And tell Tom, Dick and Harry I rose from the 

dead.What’s bred in the bone cannot fail me to fly 
And Olivet’s toreeay . . . Goodbye, now, 

goodbye.(Ulysses, pp. 20-21.)
Stephen does not acknowledge his earthly father 

(Joseph the Joiner), with whom he cannot agree, even in 
the Portrait; however, it is apparent, both from Stephen’s 
own words later in the Portrait and from his surname, 
that the father who» he does acknowledge is not God the 
Holy Ghost in the form of a dove but rather Daedalus:

Old father, old artificer, stand me now and
ever in good stead, (p. 253.)
The Christ and Daedalus stories are joined in the 

bird symbol for the first time on the first page of the
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book; but this is not the only indication of their union. 
The bird imagery, in fact, remain® the principal means 
of maintaining the link between the two symbols. At 
times, the bird images assume an importance of their 
own that subsumes the other stream of symbolism; for 
example, if one remembers that Stephen is "baby tuckoo," 
Dante Riordan’s threat that "the eagles will com® and 
pull out his eyes" (p. 8), immediately evokes the image 
of a helpless newborn bird in the nest being attacked by 
eagles (read here Catholic clergy; see Chapter One). In 
the episode immediately following the one concerning

\

the eagles, Stephen, older and in school at Clongowes, 
watches the footballers kicking "the greasy leather orb" 
which flies "like a heavy bird through the grey light." 
While doing so, "he kept on the fringe of his line out 
of sight of his prefect, out of the reach of the rude 
feet, feigning to run now and then" (p. 8). Stephen is 
implicitly compared to the football in that they are both 
bounding back and forth at the prodding* of the foot
baller Vs toes; and the football, in turn, is explicitly 
compared to a bird. Which brings us full circle to the 
abused fledgling. In order that the reader might not 
miss this Identification, Joyce has spelled it out on 
page 22.



More import ant than either tha likening of Stephen 
to Christ or to Daedalus via the bird, is the introduc
tion in the first episode of the Woman symbol under the 
guise of the moocow-mother. The Woman plays a central 
role in Stephen's life, acting a© tha focal point of all 
those nondiscursive emotions and visions which make up 
the meaning of the book. At this point, the Woman, as 
the moocow-nother, is relatively unformed and a far cry 
from that into which she will evolve; but it is pre
cisely this ©volution which makes the symbol of such 
importance in the story. The Christ and Daedalus sym
bolism is static; that is, given the names, one can 
safely predict —  with due allowance for Joyce’s sar
donic inversions of meaning —  the course of their 
development. Both Christ and Daedalus are known quanti
ties; one sees them as though in retrospect.; Christ from 
nativity to crucifixion and Daedalus in his escape from 
Crete are completed, and no amount of tinkering —  except 
in a purely negative sense —  can change that. But the 
Woman is an unknown quantity; in this symbol Joyce merges 
both the Christ and Daedalus stories and transmutes 
their substances into something entirely different.

Since it is not possible, however, to grasp all the 
nuances of the Woman without a knowledge of the other sym
bols <1.©., Christ and Daedalus), they will be considered
first.
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Christ

The Annunciation, Visitation, and, by implication, 
the Birth of the Stephen-Cbrist have already been dis
cussed above. From this point on the life of Stephen 
roughly parallels the life of Christ with two notable 
exceptions which are concerned with Christ but are 
apparently in the wrong place in the time sequence, the 
Christmas dinner scene and the Whitsuntide play; this 
change in the chronology of the story, which is quite 
significant, will be discussed later.

In connection with this Christ-Stephen identification 
—  as part of it —  there ia also the identification of 
Stephen as priest. The nature of his priesthood serves 
as a bridge between the Christ symbol and the symbol of 
the Woman, uniting the two and giving the Christ symbol 
more than allegorical or incidental significance. For 
the moment it will bo more fruitful if the principal 
outlines of the Christ-Stephen identification alone are 
sketched in.

After the Annunciation, Visitation, and Birth are 
narrated by Simon Dedalus, the next incident called for 
by the chronology is the Presentation of the Child 
Stephen in the Temple.5 This is recounted in the next

^Lk 2:21-40
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episode of the Portrait <p. 9). Stephen is turned over 
to the Church at Clongowes, and his father, in lie« of 
the two doves of Luke's account of Christ'* Presentation, 
gives hi® two five-shilling pieces.6 There is no pro
phecy fro® Simeon at the presentation, but Simon Dedalus 
is present and Mary Dedalus cries, presumably from an 
Innate knowledge that a sword would pierce her soul.

Unlike the childhood of Christ, Stephen's infant 
days are not shrouded entirely in darkness. To sustain 
the continuity of the Christ identification in Stephen's 
life, Joyce was obliged to find some means of bringing 
the reader’s attention back to it from time to time. He 
has chosen to do so by what at first glance appears to 
be a violation of the time sequence of his symbolic nar
rative; i.e., he has Stephen partake of the Christmas 
dinner mentioned in Chapter One. The threads of allusion 
in this scene are tenuous, and it requires some patience 
to sort them out, but the elaborate parody of the Chris
tian story in this magnificent triple entendre is basic 
to the Christ symbolism:

6Joyce may simply have been telescoping two common 
practices of Christ's day. The two doves were offered, 
of course, by Mary; but custom decreed that the child 
had to be redeemed from the Lord by a gift to the tem
ple of five shekels of silver (Bernard Orchard et al. 
(eda.), A Catholic Commentary on Scripture [NewTorlT: 
Thomas Kelson and Sons, i’953j , p. M3) .
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[Mr. Casey said] — Well, I can't help 
thinking of our friend Christopher manufactur
ing . . .He broke into a fit of laughter and 
coughing and added:

— . . . manufacturing that champagne for 
those fellows (p. 29.)

The allusion to Christopher, an unknown hotel keeper, is 
cryptic even in its context, and the reader is immedi
ately alerted to the fact that the ensuing conversation 
is quite likely to he a retrospective look at the life 
of Christ whose birth Mr. Casey and the rest are com
memorating —  beginning here with the Last Supper (wine 
transubstantiated into the champagne of Christ’s body 
and blood).

Mr. Dedalus laughed loudly.
— la it Christy? ho said. There's more 

cunning in one of those warts on his bald 
head than in a pack of jack foxes.

— And he has such a soft mouth when he's 
speaking to you, don't you know. He’s very 
moist and watery about the dewlaps, God bless 
him. (p. 29.)
Christ has neither warts nor a bald head, nor has 

he a soft mouth nor moist and watery dewlaps, and the 
allusion —  if it is an allusion —  seems momentarily 
puzzling. Almost immediately, however, the Christmas 
meal is introduced; and the main course is a bird, a 
"plump turkey" (p. 30), The identification of Christy 
with Christ and Christ, via the bird image of the
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opening lines, with the turkey is complete; but to 
reinforce it further, Stephen recalls that he was 
brought down to the parlor "dressed for mass" (p. 30) —  
dressed both in the sense of vested and of being pre
pared for the sacrificial meal. The immolation of the 
turkey, then, is the Christ-Mass. Nor is this the end; 
the turkey is referred to as the "real Ally Daly" (p. 30) . 
The phonetic resemblance of these two nonsense words to 
Agnus Dei, together with their capitalization (an honor 
which Joyce afforded only to proper names), reinforces 
the sacrificial nature of this meal.

"Poor old Christy," Simon Dedalus finally says,
"he’s nearly lopsided now with roguery*' fp. 31); and the 
sacrificial dismemberment of the Christ-turkey is 
complete.

Stephen has been identified with Christ before, and 
it, is not difficult to make the identification at this 
point, particularly since the bird image in Stephen’s 
case has been sustained and repeated on pages 8 (twice) 
and 22. The boy is watching, then, a préfiguration of 
his own Immolation. The chronological problem remains, 
however, What in Christ’s young life corresponds to 
this event? The initial allusion to Christy and his 
"champagne" ha® already been noted to be a reference to 
Christ and the Last Supper. The Last Supper was basically
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a Passover banquet and the Laiab of God, the "real Ally 
Daly," was its principal course. Stephen, then, is com
memorating the Pasch, a perfectly normal thing for a 
young Jewish hoy to do; the parallel is complete when 
on© realizes that, just as the Paschal sacrifice fore
shadowed the coming of Christ, so does the Christmas 
dinner foreshadow the coming of Stephen. The Old Dispen
sation has been replaced by the New Dispensation of 
Christ, and the Christian Dispensation is about to be 
replaced by that of Stephen.

Just as Christ can reasonably be supposed to have 
been customarily in attendance at the Paschal ritual 
when a youth, so must He have taken part in the Jewish 
Pentecost or Feast of the Weeks, commemorating both the 
completion of the harvest and the gift of the law.7 It 
is no surprise, then to find Stephen participating in a 
Whitsuntide play <pp. 73ff.). On this day, attendance 
at the sanctuary was obligatory, and, remarkably enough, 
Stephen’s play and its accompanying entertainment are 
presented in a Church, which is likened to a "festive 
ark" (pp. 74, 85). The offering of two leavened loaves 
waved before the Lord are present in the guise of

‘This information and the following details conr- 
cerning the Jewish Pentecost are taken from Orchard, 
p. 242.
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silvercoated Juggling club» (pp, 73-74); and the sacri
ficial offerings of sheep and cuttle are signified by 
the ’’leather-jacketed vaulting horse waiting its turn 
to be carried up on the stage, . (p. 73). Nor is the
Few Testament overlooked in this passage; Stephen, 
abandoning for the moment his role of Christ, has the 
part in the play of a ’’farcical pedagogue” (p. 73), 
quite obviously a reference to the Roly Spirit on Pente
cost; and the tongues of fire are represented by Chinese 
lanterns (pp. 73, 83). The Joke Is as much on Stephen 
as on the Holy Ghost here, however; for Stephen does 
assume the role of a ’’farcical pedagogue” when he 
returns to Ireland in Ulysses (Ulysses, pp. 25-20) after 
his role as Christ has been played through to the Ascen
sion in the Portrait.

Christ’s Bar Mltgvah, the only incident of His youth
8mentioned In the New Testament, affords an opportunity 

too rich in symbolism for Joyce to ignore. The coming of 
age of Stephen is not, however, marked by acceptance into 
the full obligation of the Talmudic law, but by a more 
primordial coming of age, the sudden, intense awareness 
of the sexual basis of human life and an accompanying 
symbolic rebirth. He has accompanied his father on a 8

8U  2:41-50.
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sentimental pilgrimage to the older man's medical school 
(read temple), and in the anatomy theatre undergoes the 
following experience:

On the desk he read the word Foetus cut several 
times in the dark stained wood-] fie sudden 
legend startled his blood: he seemed to feel 
the absent students of the college about him 
and to shrink iron their company. A vision of 
their life, which his father's words had been 
powerless to evoke , sprang up before him out 
of the word cut in the desk. A broadshouldered 
student with a moustache was cutting in the 
letters with a jackknife, seriously. Other 
students stood or sat near laughing at his 
handiwork. [Conception has occurred.]

Stephen's name was called. He hurried 
down the steps of the theatre. , . . [Birth is 
Imminent; he begins the descent of the birth 
canal.]

But the word and the vision capered before 
his eyes as he walked back across the quadran
gle and towards the college gate. l]He contin
ues the descent.] It shocked him to find in 
the outer world a trace of what he had deemed 
till then a brutish and individual malady of 
his own mind. His monstrous reveries came 
thronging into his memory. [Here he is 
experiencing both the trauma of birth and a 
vivid awareness of his own infantile 
sexuality.]

He could still hear his father's voice—  
— When you kick out for yourself, Ste

phen —  as I daresay you will one of these 
days —  remember, whatever you do, to mix with 
gentlemen. . . . [.This is a vivid, half
conscious, birth image.]
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Ha board the sob passing loudly down his 
father's throat and opened his eyes with a 
nervous Impulse. If Stephen is Christ, then 
the Word is issuing forth as a sob. The sun 
light breaking suddenly on his sight turned 
the sky and clouds into a fantastic world of 
sombre masses with lakelike spaces of dark 
rosy light. [Birth has been completed, and 
Stephen has Issued forth into a primordial 
world of bloodJ

The memory of his childhood suddenly 
grew dim. [The trauma of birth wipes out 
prenatal memories .j (pp. 89-02.)
The ritual aspects of the Bar Mltzvah are by no 

means neglected. In essence the coalng-of-age ceremony 
is k test} the boy is expected to appear before a rabbi 
in the temple or synagogue and demonstrate his profi
ciency in Hebrew and the interpretation of the Scrip
tures. In Stephen's situation a change in the language 
is called for, and "one of them, in order to put his 
Latin to the proof, had made him translate short pas
sages from Dilectus and asked him whether it was correct 
to say: Tempora mutantur nos et mutamur in illis or 
Tempora mutantur et nos mutamur in illla" (p. 94). The 
choice of "scriptural" text should not be overlooked; 
it is itself an ironic commentary on the changing form® 
of life.

Although it is possible to read Stephen's period of 
amendment after the retreat (pp. 147-153) as analogous 
to Christ's forty days in the desert and the invitation
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of the Director (pp. 153-162) as the temptation of the 
Devil —  and certainly this is the spirit in which these 
episodes should be read —  there is little Internal evi
dence formally tying them together. It is possible that 
Joyce wished to subdue the analogy for the sake of the 
chronology; for in the next episode (pp. 154.ff.) , Ste
phen undergoes a symbolic baptism similar to that under
gone by Christ in the Jordan. Stephen is alone in this 
scene, walking along the beach, exalted by the sudden 
realization of his identification with his namesake, 
Daedalus.

A girl stood before him in midstream, 
alone and still, gazing out to sea. She 
seemed like one whom magic had changed into 
the likeness of a strange and beautiful sea
bird. Her long slender bare legs were deli
cate as a crane*s and pure save where an 
emerald trail of seaweed had fashioned Itself 
as a sign upon the flesh. Her thighs, fuller 
and aofthued as ivory, were bared almost to 
the hips where the white fringes of her 
drawers were like feathering of soft white 
down. Her slateblue skirts were kilted 
boldly about her waist and dovetailed be
hind her. Her bosom was as a bird*», soft 
and alight, slight and soft as the breast of 
some darkplumaged dove. But her long fair 
hair was girlish: and girlish, and touched 
with the wonder of mortal beauty, her face.

She was alone and still, gazing out to 
sea; and when she felt his presence and the 
worship of his eyes her eyes turned to him 
in quiet sufferance of his gaze, without 
shame or wantonness. Long, long she suffered 
his gaze and then quietly withdrew her eyes 
from his and bent the® towards the stream, 
gently stirring the water with her foot 
hither and thither. The first faint noise of
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gently moving water broke the silence, low 
and faint and whispering, faint as the bells 
of sleep; hither and thither, hither and 
thither: and a faint flame trembled on her 
cheek.

— Heavenly God! cried Stephen's soul, in 
an outburst of profane joy.He turned away from ber suddenly and set 
off across the strand. His cheeks were aflame; 
his body was aglow; his limbs were trembling.
On and on and on and on he strode, far out 
over the sands, singing wildly to the sea, 
crying to greet the advent of the life that 
had cried to him.Her image had passed into his soul for 
ever and no word had broken the holy silence 
of his ecstasy. Her eyes had called him and 
his soul had leaped at the call. To live, to 
err, to fall, to triumph, to recreate life 
out of life! A wild angel had appeared to 
him, the angel of mortal youth and beauty, an 
envoy from the fair courts of life, to throw 
open before him in an instant of ecstasy the 
gates of all the ways of error and glory. On 
and on and on and on! (pp. 171-172.)
The specific religious associations of many of the

words in the passage, taken together, compel the reader
to believe that this is an event with strong religious
associations. It is more than this, however; and its
other meanings will be explored more fully later in the
chapter. The girl has the breast of "some darkplumaged
dove"; the image is reinforced, particularly in view of
Joyce's treatment of words almost as incantations, by
the fact that her skirts were "dovetailed behind her."
The dove is the symbol, sanctioned by the New Testament,
of the Holy Spirit, the Enlightener.
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Joyce extends the image in the next paragraph. 
Stephen's eyes "worship" the girl, an Indication that 
she is God or a manifestation of God} and "a faint flame 
trembled on her cheek." Hot only does flame suggest 
fire, but the physical closeness of cheek and tongue 
lend weight to the interpretation that, in Joyce's 
elaborate word play, hers is a tongue of fire. "Stir
ring the water with her foot hither and thither," she 
proceeds with the ritual of baptism. "Heavenly God'." 
Stephen's soul cries as recognition dawns upon it. The 
God he is invoking is not the God he has rejected but 
the God who stands before him.

In the next paragraph, "his cheeks were aflame; 
his body was aglow," certainly a sign that this dark 
Paraclete has descended upon and possessed him, a defi
nite image of baptism. He strode "to greet the advent 
of the life that had cried to him," an explicit state
ment of birth or rebirth.

In the concluding paragraph, "her image had passed 
into his soul for ever," a paraphrase of a part of the 
catechism definition of baptism. The rest of the para
graph strengthens the baptism image, "to live, to err, 
to fall, to triumph, to recreate life out of life," is 
a capsule statement of the history of Original Sin and
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in the Jordan.
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C. G. Andersonafter noting the baptism tout 
unaccountably overlooking the central importance of the 
girl, passes on to Chapter V and, in a brilliant expli
cation , points out that Stephen, in the opening para
graphs, is parodying the Maunday Thursday Mass which is 
a commemoration of Christ’s institution of the Eucharist 
at the Last Supper. Mr. Anderson notes that Stephen is 
saying Mass and presumably has been ordained since his 
baptism. The omission of such an important occasion as 
ordination from the text is puzzling; if, however, it is 
remembered that Stephen is not a commemorator of Christ 
in the priestly sense, but that Christ prefigures him, 
it seems apparent that Stephen is not ordained because 
he need not be ordained.- He is changing the meaning of 
the Eucharist just as Christ changed the meaning of the 
Pasch; he is supplanting the Mass, not merely parodying 
it. That Joyce has chosen to give Stephen a collection 
of pawntickets for hosts and a louse-speckled box for a 
eiborium (p. 174) shows, not Joyce’s contempt for the

®C. G. Anderson, "The Sacrificial Butter,” Accent, 
XII (Winter, 1952), 3-13.
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Euchariat, but bis refuse! to take Stephen's identifica
tion with Christ seriously.

Almost all of the parallels between Stephen and 
Christ possess a parodic element; for example, the cuckoo 
of the Annunciation, the five-shilling redemption money 
of the Presentation, the turkey of the childhood 
Christmas-Passover, the farcical quality of the Pentecost, 
and the tongue-in-cheek treatment of the Bar Mltzvah 
ritual. The single exception is the baptism on the 
beach, a moment too delicate, too pregnant with symbolism, 
to carry the additional burden of parody. Parody has 
been, nevertheless, central to Joyce's treatment of 
Stephen's messianic attributes, but it Is, up to the 
Maunday Thursday Mass, a subdued parody; from this point 
on, it becomes almost raucous. Christ, before the San
hedrin is translated into Stephen attending a physics 
class (pp. 190-194), an inquisition during which Stephen 
is silent and Cranly, his boon companion —  presumably 
playing for the moment the role of Peter —  is conspicu
ously absent. The class is as vulgar and disorderly as a 
police court, and Stephen, seeing that the game is up, 
offers himself as "a subject for electrocution” (p. 193). 
From there the noisy mob, towing Stephen in its wake,
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proceeds to Pilate, to Golgotha, and to execution.
Finally Stephen dies; his "mind, emptied of theory and 
courage, lapsed back into listless peace'* (p. 215). As 
the tempo of the book increases and Stephen’s life nears 
its crisis of meaningfulness, the parody increases until 
it becomes overwhelmingly clear that the meaning is a 
negative one; that is, the messianic urge is a meaning- 
less one, doomed to futility and accompanied by indignity.

Stephen, like Christ, experiences a Resurrection: 
•’Towards dawn he awoke. O what sweet music! His soul 
was all dewy wet” (p. 216). He goes about among his dis
ciples in a detached and passive mood, issuing his last 
instructions; and, thirty-seven days later, he announces 
his impending Ascension (p. 253). The parallel between 
Christ and Stephen is complete and exact, but it serves 
to point up failure. Stephen leaves behind him not a 
doctrine —  although he announces it, it falls on deaf 
ears —  and not a Church, but the wreckage of his own 
life and the lives of those around him. Stephen, the 
messianic figure, is a failure, a fact confirmed by the 
Stephen of Ulysses**; but the story of Stephen, for ell

■* ̂Andei'son, pp. 12-13.
11mYou were going to do wonders, what? Missionary 

to Europe after fiery Columbanus. Fiacre and Scotus on 
their creepystools in heaven spilt from their pintpots,

10
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that, is not pointless. Stephan Is the beginning, not 
the and of Joyce; he is pretentions and callow, and 
Joyce’s recognition of this is the best possible proof 
that Joyce himself has passed beyond this stage of 
development. The messianic Stephen is, however, a 
necessary stage in the life of the artist. The story of 
Stephen is the story of the artist who has found his 
mission; that the mission may be considerably less than 
world shaking in scope is knowledge that comes with 
maturity.

Daedalus
Daedalus, like Christ, serves to illustrate a par

ticular facet of the young Stephen. Stephen as Christ is 
the Savior, the giver of a new law; as Daedalus (or 
Dedalus), he is the artificer, the cunning forger of a 
new craft. The two are inextricably linked, as was pre
viously noted, in their common identification with bird. 
They are, moreover, links joining Stephen to two distinct 
traditions and sets of symbols. On the one hand, there 
are Christ and Christianity, the Blessed Virgin, and 
Catholic ritual and myth; on the other are Daedalus and

loudlat 1 nlaughing: Euge! Buge *.. . . Rich booty you brought back; Le tutu, five battered numbers of Pantalon 
Blanc et Culotte Rouge, a blue French telegram, curiosity 
to show'*' '(ifTyises r'P..43) .



S3

all ha evokes, the world of the Mediterranean, ancient 
Greece with its gods and goddesses, and even older, 
darker traditions extending back into the shadows of 
pre-history.

The Messiah is a meaaiah from birth, and conse
quently his early years aro ladon with significance; it 
takes a little longer to fora a craftsman, and so it is 
not until Stephen is older and aware of his art that the 
Daedalus myth comes into full play. Richard Ellmann 
develops the idea that the Portrait is, in one aspect, 
the story of the development of an embryo into a flying 
being, i.e., into a Daedalus.* Still, while the reader 
can see the relationship between "baby tuckoo” (p. 7), 
the Christmas turkey (pp. 30-31), and all the other bird 
Images of the first part of the book (pp. 8, 22, 76,
102, 148) on the one band and Daedalus on the other, it 
is not until Stephen approaches his climactic encounter 
with the girl on the beach that the symbol ceases to be 
a merely static referent and becomes dynamic. The best 
that can be said for Ellraan’a theory is that it offers 
one possible, though comparatively unrewarding way of 
reading the symbolism; Stephen, after all, doe# not grow 
wings but, after the manner of his father, devise» them. 12

12Bllma*m, pp. 30G-3Q7.
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The Daedalus with which Stephen can be identified 
la not the builder of the Labyrinth but rather its 
prisoner} nor should the fact that Dedalus, in Stephen’s 
instance, is a patronymic be overlooked. Stephen is the 
son of Daedalus (’’Old father, old artificer, stand rae 
now and ever in good stead” fp. 233] ) , not Daedalus 
reincarnated. He is, therefore, in no way responsible 
for his own imprisonment; as Stephen puts it, when "the 
soul of a man is born in this country there are nets 
thrown at it to hold it back from flight” (p. 203).
This, then, is a case la which the sins of the father 
are visited upon the son.

The story of Daedalus’s sin is an unsavory one: 
Pasiphae, the wife of Minos, the king of Crete, developed 
a passion for a large white bull which Minos owned. She 
went to Daedalus for help, and he constructed a replica 
of a cow into which she could climb and have relations 
with the bull. She did so, and the result of this union 
was the minotaur, a creature half-man and half-bull.
For his complicity, Daedalus, together with his son 
Icarus, was confined in the Labyrinth, presumably to be 
destroyed by the minotaur.

If Stephen is the son of Daedalus, then he is Icarus; 
but possibly, he is more than that. The motif of the 
"moocow” mother recurs at a critical point in the book.
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just prior to his encounter with the girl on th® beach,
he "set off abruptly for the Bull" (p. 164), a popular
bathing spot outside Dublin near the south of the Liffey;
it is also known as the Bull Wall. Passing through the
city, he goes by his old school and thinks:

The university* So he had passed beyond 
the challenge of the sentries who had stood 
guardians of his boyhood and had sought to 
keep him among them that he might be subject 
to them and serve their ends. . . . The end 
he had been born to serve yet did not see 
had led him to escape by an unseen path: 
and now it beckoned to him once more and a 
new adventure was about to be opened to him.

As he approaches the water, a group of bathers recognize
him and call out:

Hello, Stephanos'. . . . Here comes The 
Dedalus'. . . . Come along, Dedalus! Bous Stephanoumenos'. Bous Stephans foros! . . .
Stephanos Dédalos! Bous Stephanoumenos!
Bous Stephanaforos! . . . Stephaneforos!
. . . Stephaneforos! (pp. 167-169.)
One cannot help juxtaposing the moocow of Chapter I

and Bous Stephanoumenos; and, given the Daedalus legend,
one cannot help but wonder if Joyce is not attempting to
Improve upon it here, to place the spiritual paternity
of the minotaur on the doorstep of Daedalus and attribute

i 'íits bovine maternity to Paaiphae 13

13Cf. Ulysses, p. 554.

The strange,
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pathetic creature born of this liaison is not only 
half-man and half-bull but i® also Icarus the son, the 
bearer of the guilt of the father and the bovine, sub
missive flesh of the mother. The physical fatherhood 
of the bull-like Simon Dedalus is, like Joseph's, merely 
a formality; for like the bull of the legend, he hasn't 
the wit to know what he has done.

As Stephen approaches the Bull, he is in the act of 
escape from the maze of boyhood, passing by the sentries 
of his youth. He is fleeing the half of his nature 
which he shares with the swimmers, the bovine passive
ness of their environment. "The mere sight of that 
medley of wet nakedness chilled him to the bone” (p. 168). 
He reacts with ecstasy when he is called Stephanos 
Pédalosî

Now, at the name of the fabulous artificer, 
he seemed to hear the noise of dim waves and 
to see a winged form flying above the waves 
and slowly climbing the air » . . .  His heart 
trembled in an ecstasy of fear and his soul 
was in flight. . . .  An ecstasy of flight 
made radiant his eyes and wild his breath 
and tremulous and wild and radiant his wind
swept limbs, (pp. 168-169.)

But the swimmers also call him to the sacrifice, to be
the "garlanded ox of sacrifice"; and they call him
Stephaneforoa, the "high priest." And he refuses the
call, refuses to join them in the water. What was this
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call of duty now "but cerements shaken from the body 
of death . . . cerements, the linens of the grave?"
(p. 169.)

His goal, then, Is to shake off the ox-like half 
of his nature, to cease to be half-man and half-beast, 
and to become, like his father, the "fabulous artifi
cer," the "hawklike man flying sunward above the sea" 
(p. 169). In his encounter with the girl on the beach, 
he receives the sign for which he is looking —  she too 
bears the aspect of a bird (p. 171) —  and is meta
morphosed} the old world drops away: "His soul was 
swooning into some new world, fantastic, dim, uncertain 
as under sea, traversed by cloudy shapes and beings"
(p. 172).

From this point on, Stephen is constantly aware of 
his heritage and his new nature. How the bird, the 
symbol of flight, exalts him and frees him from his ma
ternal heritage:

The inhuman clamour [of a flock of birds) 
soothed his ears in which his mother’s sobs 
and reproaches murmured insistently and the 
dark frail quivering bodies wheeling and flut
tering and swerving round an airy temple of 
the tenuous sky soothed his eyes which still 
saw the image of his mother’s face. (p. 224.)

And again,
there flew hither and thither shapeless 
thoughts from Swedenborg on the correspon
dence of birds to tilings of the intellect and
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of how the creatures of the air have their 
knowledge and know their times and seasons 
because they, unlike man, are in the order 
of their life and have not perverted that 
order by reason, (pp. 224-225.)

Having worked forward from Daedalus to Swedenborg, Ste
phen proceeds to reverse his course and tie Daedalus to 
the illimitable past:

A sense of fear of the unknown moved in the 
heart of his weariness, a fear of symbols and 
portents, of the hawklike man whose name he 
bore soaring out of his captivity on osier- 
woven wings, of Thoth, the god of writers, 
writing with a reed upon a tablet and bearing 
on his narrow ibis head the cuaped moon.
(p. 225.)

As Stephen continues to soar in long, swooping practice 
flights, Cranly, his foil, sits placidly reading a book 
called Diseases of the Ox (p. 227). The choices have 
been made, and Stephen and Cranly have reached opposite 
poles, Stephen electing Daedalus and Cranly choosing to 
throw in his lot with the cattle (or the Bull)

The moment finally arrives, and Stephen-Christ- 
Icarus invokes the aid of his father: ’’Old father, old 
artificer, stand me now and ever in good stead” (p. 253), 
and takes off. But it is not a flight of triumph on 
which he has embarked. Again, as in his identification

l^For a more detailed examination of the rela
tionship between Cranly and the ox see Chester G. 
Anderson, ’’James Joyce’s ’Tilly,*” PULA, LXXIII 
(June, 1958), 285-298.
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with Christ, he 1» doomed to failure; ho is Icarus, not 
Daedalus, and his fall Is inevitable. ”H© would fall.
Ho had not yet fallen but he would fall silently, in an 
instant” (p. 102), Stephen speculates in the Portrait; 
and later, in Ulysses, he looks back sardonically on 
his pretensions:

Fabulous artificer, the hawklike man.
You flew. Whereto? Newhaven-Dieppe, steerage
passenger. Paris and back. Lapwing. Icarus.
Pater, ait. Seabedabbled, fallen, weltering.
Lapwing you are. Lapwing he. (Ulysses,
p. 208.)

As in the case of Christ, Daedalus is a symbol that has 
been worked out to the end and must die with the book.

The Woman
Joyce has used both Christ and Dasdalus-Iearns as 

symbols of the artist; and while they are sufficient to 
depict the artist’s growing self-awareness, they can go 
no further than that, They are Internal and personal; 
they offer no hope of bringing the artist into a meaning
ful relationship with the reality that surrounds him. 
Stephen has passed from a state of apprenticeship in the 
artistic life to that of a Journeyman, and he must begin 
to look outside himself for the matter of his art. At 
this point in his development the artist is forced to 
make some sort of commitment in order to achieve direc
tion and meaning in his work. In most Instances this
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commitraent is philosophic or theological (or both) in 
nature, if not in tone; the artist, In short, must pro
ceed from some assumption or set of assumptions about 
the nature of reality which are fundamentally discursive 
in nature (that is, they are subject to verification in 
a rational, non-intuitive fashion). It is practically 
irrelevant that these assumptions may be totally pre
posterous; the essential thing is that the artist make 
them. Joyce, because of the circumstances of his with
drawal from the Church, was unable to make such assump
tions —  excepting, of course, his acknowledgment that 
there is a reality —  and for the same reason, could 
not very well allow his alter-ego Stephen to make them. 
The result of this dilemma is the symbol of the Woman.

The Mother
In the beginning, as has been indicated, the Woman 

Is present to Stephen as a mother. This is the initial 
relationship, both biological and psychological, between 
man and woman; but it is a relationship which is always 
and irreversibly weakened by time. In Stephen’s case, 
time brings not only growing independence but also an 
awareness of the difference in kind between the 
aoocow-mother and the Daedalus-begotten son. Temple, 
the outcast, voices at one point the essence of the
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mother-son relationship in the Portrait in a biological 
axiom, ’’Reproduction is the beginning of death” <p. 231) . 
This correspondence of death and the mother occurs 
several times in the early pages of the book; when Ste
phen is sick and half-fears half-wishes to die, he 
longs for his mother as though a return to her were a 
kind of death (pp. 13, 24). Dante Riordan, his surro
gate mother, also has an aura of death about her. Her 
name is the name of an author whose masterpiece begins 
with death; she threatens him with mutilation (p. S); 
and aha gloats, both in a dream (pp. 27-28) and in 
reality (p. 40), over the death of Parnell. Both Dante 
and Stephen’s mother are staunchly on the aide of the 
Church, and the sense of death which surrounds both 
mother and Mother Church serves as a common bond be
tween them.

The Mistress
The Woman as mistress also makes her first appear

ance in the early pages of the book:
The Vances lived in number seven. They 

had a different father and mother. They were 
Eileen’s father and mother. When they were 
grown up he was going to marry Eileen, (p. 8 .)

The term mistress must seem, at first glance, a singu
larly inappropriate one to be applied to a child not yet 
ten years old; but it is used here in a sense antedating
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here refers rather to that raore-or-less lost sense of 
the mystic superiority of womanhood as it is found in 
the conventions of chivalrlc romance. It connotes more 
than a merely physical relationship; in fact its exqui
sitely tuned sexuality, a relationship of nuance and 
withdrawal, subsists upon a diet of discreet deprivation 
rather than fulfillment.

While it is true that this early assertiveness of 
Stephen’s is premature and abortive (Eileen drops out of 
the story, not to reappear again until Stephen is con
siderably older), it Is, nevertheless, the occasion for 
the presentation of the conflict which must be resolved 
in the course of the formation of the symbol of the 
'«'oaan. The conflict exists basically on two levels, 
religious and sexual. Eileen is, first of all, as was 
noted in Chapter One, a Protestant; but it would be a 
mistake to regard the religious conflict as a product of 
Cathollc-Protestant tension. The significance of 
Eileen’s Protestantism is entirely negative; that is, 
the positive aspects of Protestant Christianity are 
irrelevant here; what is important is that Protestantism 
registers a protest against Catholicism. Second, Eileen 
is a rival of Stephen’s mother for the boy’s affections; 
the mother-son relationship by its nature is Incapable
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of admitting a second female without suffering damage
or attenuation. Although Eileen is only potentially a
source of sexual fulfillment for Stephen, a fulfillment
which his »other can never give, she is already drawing
the boy forward, away fro» his »other, into the sort of
role-playing which eventually leads to sexual maturity
and consequent diminution of the position of the mother.

Hole-playing defines Stephen*» early relationships
with women other than his mother. Eileen herself, the
most aggressive and alive of Stephen’s "mistresses,"
exists almost entirely as a symbol in Stephen’s mind
(pp. 36, 43, 69), before fading away altogether.
Mercedes, his second "mistress,” having been taken over
from The Count of Monte Criato (p. 62), exists only in
his mind and answers nicely to the needs of the young
boy unable, because of age and circumstance, to break
definitively with his mother. But her very ideality
soon begins to pall and,

as he brooded upon her image, a strange unrest 
crept into his blood. Semetimes a fever 
gathered within him and led him to rove alone 
in the evening along the quiet avenue. . . .
He did not want to play. He wanted to meet 
in the real world the unsubstantial image which 
his soul so constantly beheld. He did not know 
where to seek it or how, but a premonition 
which led him on told him that this image 
would, without any overt act of his, encounter 
him. They would meet quietly as if they had 
known each other and had made their tryst, 
perhaps at one of the gates or in some more
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secret piece. They would be alone surrounded 
by darkness and silence: and in that moment
of supreme tenderness he would be transfigured.
He would fade Into something impalpable under 
her eyes and then in a moment* he would be transfigured. Weakness and timidity and in
experience would fall from him in that magic 
moment, (pp. 64-65.)

He can never encounter Mercedes because »be does not 
exist; he is looking for her in "darkness" rather than 
in the light where he will later encounter the girl on 
the beach* and he finds instead the sentimental fulfill
ment of Mercedes in the "beautiful Mabel Hunter"
(p. 67), a picture in an evening paper viewed by 
lamplight.

Frustrated in his love of the ideal* h© slips back 
for a time into the real world and develops a passion
ate, though again passive* attachment to a young girl
known at first only as B €____ _ (pp. 69-71; later,
on page 115» she is identified by her first name, Emma). 
Emma is wraithlike not because she is not real but be
cause Stephen wishes her to exist as an ideal, available 
but untouchable. He cherishes the moments with her 
when he was too shy to reveal his feelings (pp. 69, 77); 
only when he is literally playing a role in the Whitsun
tide play, when he is as glorified and unreal as she is, 
can he encounter her (pp. 32, 85).
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The Prostitute
When adolescence approaches and the sex drive of

the young boy begins to assert itself, he plunges from
the extreme of the sentimental ideal to the most sordid
of physical relationships. As he wanders in a daze,
craving physical satisfaction,

A figure that had seemed to him by day demure 
and innocent came towards him by night through 
the winding darkness of sleep, her face trans
figured by a lecherous cunning, her eyes 
bright with brutish Joy, (p. 99.)

He tries desperately to project himself back into hia
sentimental world, conjuring up Mercedes and assuming
himself the anguished role of Claude Melnotte15 (p. 99):

A tender premonition touched him of the tryst 
he had then looked forward to and, in spite 
of the horrible reality which lay between hia 
hope of then and now, of the holy encounter 
he had then imagined at which weakness and 
timidity and inexperience were to fall from 
him. (p. 99.)

Almost immediately he encounters not Mercedes but a 
prostitute; and with

15The sentimental hero of Bulwer-Lytton * s play 
The Lady of Lyons, which Stephen has recently seen 
(p7~9f)7.For a "more detailed explication of the impor
tance of this play to the symbolism of the Portrait, see
Marvin Magalaner and Richard M . Kain, Joyce:.""fKe"Ian,
the Work, the Reputation (New York: New York"'University 
Press, 16S®),pp7irS-ll9, In general their interpreta
tion reinforces the meaning attached to the play in the 
above remarks.
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a sudden movement she bowed bis bead and 
joined her lips to bia and be read tbe meaning 
of her movements in her frank uplifted eyes.
It was too much for him. He closed hi® ©yes, 
surrendering himself to her, body and mind, 
conscious of nothing in the world but the 
dark pressure of her softly parting lips.
They pressed upon his brain as upon his lips 
as though they were the vehicle of a vagxie 
speech; and between them he felt an unknown 
and timid pressure, darker than the swoon of 
sin, softer than sound or odour, (p. 101.)

He has found not strength but weakness, not light but
darkness. The flesh is an antidote to the troubles of
the spirit, but the price Stephen must pay for it is
the extinction of his soul, his mind. In violent
reaction against the frustrations of his sentimental
ideal, which is in turn the antithesis of the Woman as
mother, Stephen sinks to the purely physical for satis»
faction. But this satisfaction, too, is not without
its own peculiar torment:

A cold lucid indifference reigned in his 
soul. At his first violent sin he had felt a 
wave of vitality pass out of him and had 
feared to find his body or his soul maimed by 
the excess, Instead the vital wave had car
ried him on its bosom out of himself and back 
again when it receded: and no part of body 
or soul had been maimed but a dark peace had 
been established between them. The chaos 
in which his ardour extinguished itself was 
a cold indifferent knowledge of himself.
(p. 103.)

The excitement, the fruitfulness, of the spirit Is gone; 
just as he has perverted the creative function of the
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body, so must ho pay the price in ft corresponding loss 
of the power of the soul.

The Virgin
Seeking both to calm the body and excite the spirit, 

the nlnd, Stephen turns, as is natural to a young boy 
raised in ft Catholic environ»®»!, to the Blessed Virgin 
Mary. The sort of devotion which he has been offering 
to Eileen and Mercedes, without recognition, presumably 
will be recognised —  and rewarded —  by the Virgin. It 
is true that the Virgin cannot offer Stephen physical 
satisfaction, but she does offer him a means of sub
limating his physical desires through the formulae of 
devotion, through prayer and fasting. She also offers 
to the young artist a rich heritage of imagery and sym
bol for the satisfaction of hi© spirit. Stephen, in a 
moment of intense revulsion from his past, eagerly 
embraces all she has to offer; " . . .  the impulse that 
moved him was the wish to be her knightM (p. 105).

The Virgin is not, however, precisely the Woman 
Stephen assumes her to be. The Virgin with whom he falls 
in love is the creation of the artists, not of the theo
logians (see Chapter One)16:

16That artist and theologian might be different 
aspects of the same man has occurred to Stephen in a 
different context:
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The imagery of the psalms of prophecy soothed 
his barren pride. The glories of Mary held 
his soul captive: spikenard and myrrh and 
frankincense, symbolising her royal lineage, 
her emblems, the lateflowering plant and 
lateblossoming tree, symbolising the agelong
fradual growth of her cultus among men, pIttl"; iTaiieirr'are'm~i no .'5   ' ’" ’" ̂

This version of the Virgin has not suddenly broken into 
Stephen's consciousness; she has been there, growing in 
importance from his infancy. Significantly, she first 
appeared to him under the aspect of metaphor: "Tower 
of Ivory, they used to say, House of Goldt How could 
a woman be a tower of ivory or a house of gold?"
(p. 36.) The first title, Tower of Ivory, taken from 
the Canticle of Canticles, according to the orthodox 
interpretation, "suggests not only impregnable strength, 
but also the exquisite beauty of ivory. Ivory may also 
be symbolic of Mary * s spotless purity." The second 
title, according to the same source, denotes "her per
sonal perfection and her office of divine motherhood.
She was the house wherein God dwelt, and for His sake, a 17

"— Who knows? said Stephen smiling. Per
haps Aquinas would understand me better than 
you. He was a poet himself" (p. 210).
17Conde B. Fallen and John J. Wynne (eda), The New 

Catholic Dictionary (New York: The Universal Knowledge 
W u n a m b n T  W § T ,  p . 909.
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house of gold, that is, adorned with the most precious 
virtues.”18 The modern reader immediately notices the 
sexual symbolism of both images; in Houae of Gold the 
sexual meaning is quite explicit. But how does one 
reconcile a male and female symbol within the same per
son? Certainly the male symbolism of the tower was 
entirely irrelevant to the author of the Canticles who 
saw in it the neck of his beloved.19 Stephen, pre
sumably unaware of both biblical commentary and Sigmund 
Freud, works it out by direct physical analogy:

Eileen had long thin cool white hands . . .
\ because she was a girl. They were like ivory 

only soft. That was the meaning of Tower of 
Ivory. . . . One day he had stood beilTlo her 
looking into the hotel grounds. A waiter was 
running up a trail of bunting on the flag
staff. . . . She had put her hand into his 
pocket where his hand was and he had felt 
how cool and thin and soft her hand was. She 
had said that pockets were funny things to 
have: and then all of a sudden she had bro
ken away and had run laughing down the 
sloping curve of the path. Her fair hair 
had streamed out behind her like gold in the 
sun. lower of Ivory. House of Gold. By 
thinking of things you could understand them.
(p. 43.)
Stephen has changed the metaphors substantially; 

he has softened —  humanised —  them, changing the

1®Pallen and Wynne, p. 459.
19Cant 7:4.

%
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’’impregnable strength” of the orthodox interpretation 
of the Tower of Ivory to the softness of flesh, and the 
House of Gold, a glittering, treasure-box image, to the 
silky flexibility of human hair. As a result, this is 
precisely where Stephen and the Church will eventually 
part ways in their interpretations of the Woman« The 
impregnable strength of ivory is necessary in the 
Church’s interpretation of the image to preserve the 
virginity of the Virgin. To the Church, the ivory 
represents a moral virtue of body and soulj to Stephen, 
it represents an esthetic virtue. The same is true of 
the difference in interpretation of the House of Gold.
To the Church, the image is that of a strongbox, 
guarding the precious treasure of Christ; to Stephen, 
it is the veil over a mystery. Stephen has made availa
ble what must, in the Church’s ©yes, remain forever 
inaccessible.

Sven more to the point is Joyce's presentation of 
the encounter between Stephen and Eileen as latently 
sexual. The male and female sexual principles are 
united in Eileen, even if one chooses to regard the 
House of Gold as her hair, hair also being a female 
sexual symbol; to obviate misinterpretation, the images 
are reinforced by the trail of bunting (female) on the 
flagstaff (male), a symbolic picture of sexual union.
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For the sonant It seems that the male element Is dominant 
in Eileen while Stephen, in his passivity, is playing 
the female role; Eileen puts her hand (male) Into Ste
phen’s pocket (female) and remarks that pockets are 
**fanny things to have.” Then she breaks away and runs 
off, titillating hut not fulfilling him; apparently 
Stephen will not find satisfaction until he assumes a 
more masculine role. More importantly, Bileen need 
not fulfill him, for she (and, of course, the Virgin), 
possessing this sexual duality, is sexually self-suffi
cient . Such an interpretation of the nature of the 
Woman suggests that Joyce is going back beyond the 
Virgin into other traditions about the Woman, such as 
the worship of Aatart© (Ishtar) in the form of a

OftPriapus, a practice not unknown among the early Hebrews.
Even this early in Stephen's life, then, the con

ventional identification of the Virgin as chaste mother 
is beginning to blur and meld into other, older tradi
tions; Stephen, certainly, is still bound consciously 
to orthodoxy, still gives service to the orthodox con
ception of the Virgin; but as time goes on and he begins 
to mature sexually, orthodoxy becomes more and more 
strained:

203 Kgs 15:11-13. For commentary, see Orchard,
p . >{33.
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If ever his soul, reentering her dwelling 
shyly after the frenzy of his body’s lust had 
spent itself, was turned towards her whose 
emblem is the morning star, ’’bright and 
musical, telling of heaven and infusing 
peace,” it was when her names were murmured 
softly by lips whereon there lingered foul 
and shameful words, the savour itself of a 
lewd kiss. (p. 105.)

Stephen turns to the Virgin when he is sexually disturbed, 
and he turns to her under the aspect of ’’the morning 
star,” which is also identified with that erotic god
dess Venus, historically the successor to the rights 
and titles of Astarte (see also pp. 116, 138).

If Sanaa, Eileen, Mercedes,and Stephen’s mother are 
all cognates of the Virgin, the Virgin at the same time, 
has begun to evolve into a type of a larger figure, 
the Woman. Only in this larger figure can the con
flicts between mother and lover, virginity and fruitful
ness, life and death, be resolved; for the Virgin, as 
Joyce sees her, although infinitely preferable to other, 
lesser types of the Woman, has been rendered inaccessible 
by religion: "God and the Blessed Virgin were too far 
from him: God was too great and stern and the Blessed 
Virgin too pure and holy" (p. 116). Seeking to have the 
best of two worlds, and still within the framework of 
orthodoxy, Stephen imagines the Virgin saying:
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— Take hands, Stephen and Emma. It is a 
beautiful evening now in heaven. You have 
erred but you are always ay children. It is 
one heart that loves another heart. Take 
hands together, dear children, and you will 
be happy together and your hearts will love 
each other, (p. 116.)

But this is impossible, for as soon as he subjects him
self to the Virgin, he finds, as with other women, that 
she demands exclusive allegiance: "His eyes shunned 
every encounter with the eyes of women" Cp. 150).

At last the first enthusiasm of devotion begins to 
ebb, and the satisfaction of sublimating his physical
desires in prayer and fasting subsides; ". . .he grew
\troubled and wondered whether the grace which he had 
refused to lose was not being filched from him little 
by little" (p. 152). He has grown calmer, not by the 
fulfillment of desire but by its negation; "he would 
confess and repent and be absolved, confess and repent 
again and be absolved again, fruitlessly" (p. 153). And 
on a note of troubled irony he ends his devotion to the 
Virgin: "I have amended my life, have I not?" (p. 153.)

The Girl on the Beach (pp. 170-173)
On both the narrative and the symbolic levels, 

Stephen's encounter with the girl on the beach marks the 
climax of the novel: At this point he irrevocably com
mits himself to the life of the artist, is baptized, and
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receives a sign confirming his bird-like nature. Here 
the various strands of the story come together, rein
forcing <me another and giving birth to a symbol larger 
in scope and richer in meaning than would otherwise be 
possible. In the symbol of the Woman, which comes to 
fruition at this point, the Mother, the Mistress, the 
Prostitute, and the Virgin, all surrender their separate 
identities and merge into an all-encompassing whole.

The motherhood of the girl is certainly implicit 
in the act by which she, stirring the salt waters 
(aaniotlc fluid) ’’hither and thither,” gives rebirth to 
Stephen, In addition, it was a woman, Pasiphae (In a 
more pleasing aspect this time), who led Daedalus and 
Icarus from the maze; and Joyce, as was painted out 
earlier, seems to be indicating that Pasiphae is 
Icarus-Stephen *s mother.

In any case, Pasiphae, if not present in the role 
of motherhood, is certainly present in the capacity of a 
redemptrix by virtue of her role in the Daedalus myth. 
The name means ’’shining on all,” and she sets the boy’s 
cheeks ”aflame,” his body "aglow.” The presence of 
Venus, the morning star, as a cognate of the Virgin has 
already been pointed out; and the relationships between 
Venus, Aphrodite, and Astarte are historically and sym
bolically so close that the connection is almost
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automatic. It comas, however, almost as a shock —  a 
breathless admiration of the consummate craftsmanship 
of Joyce —  when it is discovered that the name 
Pasiphae is also "an epithet of Aphrodite as a goddess 
of the heavens." There are even more direct indi
cations of the presence of the Virgin in the girl; th© 
traditional blue of Mary is mirrored in her "slateblue 
skirts"; the House of Gold —  in Stephen’s interpreta
tion of it as long, golden hair —  is present in the 
girl’s "long fair hair"; and the Tower of Ivory has 
been transformed into her "thighs, fuller and softhued 
as ivory."

The ivory thighs merely reinforce the sexual motif 
which has been present from the beginning of the 
encounter:

In a few moments he was barefoot, his 
stockings folded In his pocket® and his can
vas shoes dangling by their knotted laces 
over his shoulder® and, picking a pointed 
salteaten stick out of the jetsam among the 
rocks, he clambered down the slope of the 
breakwater.

Stephen, with his unmistakably phallic stick, approaches 
the water and the girl like a bridegroom his bride. The 
physical effects of the encounter, too, seem to be sexual

2lCatherine B. Avery (ed.), The Hew Century Classical 
Handbook (Hew York: Appleton-Century-drofts, Inc.", 
lMBTTp. 823.
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in nature: "His cheeks were aflame; his body was 
aglow; his limbs were trembling.” And after the 
"ecstasy” of the moment has passed, he "closed his eyes 
in the languor of sleep,” which resembles nothing so 
much as it does the languor of sexual fulfillment.



CHAPTER III

JOYCE AND THE SYMBOL OF THE WOMAN

Joyce * s attempts to cop® with reality have resulted 
in the formation of the symbol of the Woman; but he has 
by no means allowed the matter to rest there. In the 
Portrait, Stephen's new-found concept requires, first of 
all, a basic readjustment of values, a re-examination 
and, in some instances, discard of old attitudes and 
loyalties; and more Importantly, since the discovery 
of the Woman is merely the event which opens the door 
to reality and by no means defines it, it entails upon 
Stephen (and upon Joyce) the obligation of exploring the 
new dimensions which have opened before him.

When the last page of the Portrait has been read, 
however, it becomes apparent that the Woman is still 
unfinished, still tentative. Stephen has been the 
vehicle through which the author —  and the reader —  
have discovered her; but Stephen's usefulness diminishes 
considerably after the discovery. His symbolic identity, 
which has served admirably as a means of focussing 
attention upon the Woman, has served its purpose after 
that has been done; and Joyce was forced by hi®
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methodology to open up new avenues of exploration, new 
and more complex modes of expressing his reality. The 
result was, first, Ulysses and then, perhaps the last 
word possible for Joyce, the almost overwhelming audacity 
of Finnegans Wake.

The Break with the Past 
The first movement of passion which occurs in 

Stephen's soul after the encounter is occasioned by his 
having heard "a mad nun screeching in the nuns* madhouse 
beyond the wall” (p. 175). This figure arouses an immedi
ate and violent reaction:

He shook the sound out of his ears toy an 
angry toss of his head and hurried on, stum
bling through the mouldering offal, his heart 
already bitten by an ache of loathing and 
bitterness. . . . his mother's muttering®, 
the screech of an unseen maniac were to him 
now so many voices offending and threatening 
to humble the pride of his youth. He drove 
their echoes out of his heart with an 
execration: . . . (p. 175.)

These figures from Stephen’s past, the mother and the 
virgin religious, are now distasteful and irrevocably 
behind him, behind the wall of the labyrinth where mad
ness lies. From this point on Stephen's maternal images 
are seldom pleasant: ’’Ireland is the old sow that eats 
her farrow" (p. 203), he says at one point; and when 
Cranly asserts that "whatever else is unsure in this 
stinking dunghill of a world a mother’s love is not"
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(p. 242), Stephen points out that neither Pascal nor 
Aloysius Gonzaga would allow his Bother to kiss him.
And finally, lumping both Virgin and mother together, he 
remarks that "Jesus, too, seems to have treated his 
mother with scant courtesy in public" (p. 242), and ob
serves that Jesus "is more like a son of God than a son 
of Mary" (p. 243).

How, too, he is irretrievably cut off from the senti
mental mistresses of his past: "Let the dead marry the 
dead" (p. 240), he says at one point; and finally, in 
his final meeting with Emma, he "opened the spiritual- 
heroic refrigerating apparatus, invented and patented In 
all countries by Dante Alighieri" (p. 232). The Woman 
with whom he has been enamored before his enlightenment 
is evoked in a chilling image by a story of Davin's 
(Joyce's peasant patriot):

. , . the figure of the woman in the story 
stood forth, reflected in other figures of 
the peasant women whom he had seen standing 
in the doorways of Clane as the college cars 
drove by, as a type of her race and of his 
own, a batlike soul waking to the conscious
ness of itself in darkness and secrecy and 
loneliness, through the eyes and voice and 
gesture of a woman without guile, calling 
the stranger to her bed. (p. 183.)

Bavin himself strikes Stephen as being involved in a
strange, incestuous relationship with his own sister
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(pp. 228-22©), presumably a bat-like soul representlag 
Ireland with whom Bavin the loyal son will eventually 
destroy himself.

The Future
The positive effects of the encounter on the beach 

are less immediately apparent. Perhaps the first thing 
to be noticed is that the pointed, salteaten stick which 
Stephen snatched up on the beach (p. 170) has been meta
morphosed into an ashplant walking stick which Stephen 
carries with him constantly from this time on (and on 
into Ulysses where he uses it to smash the chandelier

iin Bella Cohen’s brothel ). It is only snatched from 
him by Cranly (p. 273) who, Stephen fears, has betrayed 
him and seeks to undermine his resolve. It is obviously 
a defiant assertion of manhood, one which none of Ste
phen’s companions possesses.

If Stephen brandishes his ashplant as a sign of 
his new knowledge, the problem of what this knowledge is 
still remains. It is, primarily, the totality of his 
experience viewed as an integral whole. Stephen has 
seen, in the epiphany on the beach, the various strands 
of his existence suddenly coalesce into one radiant *

*Ulyases, pp. 567-368
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experience, encompassing himself and the world around 
him. He has had a vision of reality and has married 
himself to it. This wedding is not, however , a com
munion of two bodies; it is rather a union of body and 
soul. The girl on the beach is a spirit, the spirit of 
reality; and Stephen first comes alive when she breathes 
existence into him. From this time on she stands at the 
base of his attempts to understand reality:

— Let us take woman, said Stephen.
— Let us take her! said Lynch fervently.
— The Greek, the Turk, the Chinese, the 

Copt, the Hottentot, said Stephen, all admire 
a different type of female beauty. That seems 
to be a masse out of which we carnot escape.
X see, however, two ways out. One is this 
hypothesis: that every physical quality ad
mired by men in women is in direct connexion 
with the manifold functions of women for the 
propagation of the species. It may be so.
The world, it seems, is drearier than even 
you, Lynch, imagined. For my part 1 dislike 
that way out. It leads to eugenics rather 
than to esthetic. It leads you out of the 
maze into a new gaudy lectureroom where 
MacCann, with one hand on The Origin of the 
Species and the other hand on the new ieata- 
menF, tells you that you admired the great 
flanks of Venus because you felt that she 
would bear you burly offspring and admired 
her great breasts because you felt that she 
would give good milk to her children and 
yours.

— This hypothesis, Stephen repeated, is 
the other way out: that, though the same 
object may not seem beautiful to all people, 
all people who admire a beautiful object find 
in it certain relations which satisfy and 
coincide with the stages themselves of all
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esthetic apprehension. These relations of 
the sensible, visible to you through on© form 
and to me through another, must be therefore 
the necessary qualities of beauty.(pp. 208-209.)

It is not the function of the thing but the relations 
of things which lies at the heart of beauty for Stephen. 
Venus1 significance is by no means entirely utilitarian; 
and she, who is on© aspect of the Woman, of reality, 
pleases —  ¿.e., is known —  through a myriad intangible 
relations, a number of which have been discussed in the 
pages above.

Sven so, one is tempted to say that all of this 
discussion of "relation" is perfectly good scholasticism; 
that "relation" exists in the object and is thus ob
jectively verifiable. This is true; but in practice 
Joyce's correspondences (relationships) are quite 
patently modes of observation, are subjective; and, even 
in theory, as Father Noon points out,

Stephen was . . . [inclined] . . .  to mini
mise the force of extrasubjectlve factors in 
the mental experience. The integritas, 
consonantla, and Claritas (of which Stephen 
speaks in Aqulnss’' name) are conceived by 
Aquinas as qualities of things which the 
mind comes to know, not as "stages" in the 
mind's act of knowing.?

%oon, Joyce and Aquinas, p. 22
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Having thus discovered the Woman and having made 
seme attempt to understand her meaning, Stephen must now 
express his knowledge in his art. This he does, con
ceiving of the Woman as ’’the temptress of his villa
nelle” (p. 223).

Her eyes, dark and with a look of languor, 
were opening to his eyes. Her nakedness 
yielded to him, radiant warm, odorous and 
lavishlimbed, enfolded him like a shining 
cloud, enfolded him like water with a liquid 
life: and like a cloud of vapour or like 
waters circumfluent in space the liquid let
ters of speech, symbols of the element of 
mystery, flowed forth over his brain,
(p. 223.)

The radiant cloud and the living waters are symbols of 
deity; and the villanelle which follows this passage 
reinforces the deification of the Woman. She is the 
’’lure of the fallen seraphim” ; the flame and smoke of 
praise and sacrifice rise to her; the hymn which is sung 
to her is ’’eucharistie”; and she is saluted, sacrificed 
to, with a "chalice flowing to the brim” (p. 223).

Exiles: An Interlude
Having created a comprehensive symbol for reality 

in the Portrait. Joyce was faced with the problem of 
casting it in some viable form In his following works.
In the Portrait. despite the Woman's overriding relevance
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3to reality, she Is as ephemeral as Shelley’s "Alastor," 
and Stephen, at the end of the story, Is only better off 
than at the beginning because he knows she exists. He 
knows her names but he does not know her name; he has 
seen her but has not touched her nor spoken with her. 
Theoretically, the stuff of which she is comprised is all 
around him; but practically he is unable to locate her. 
knowledge of her is a knowledge of reality, and such 
knowledge comes only with experience. Stephen has enough 
experience to know she exists but not enough to find 
her —  and neither had Joyce at the time of the compo
sition of the Portrait.

In Exiles, Joyce's first and only play and the 
work upon which he embarked immediately after the

^To whom she bears some resemblance. Compare 
Stephen's description of "the temptress of the 
villanelle" above with the following:

". . .at the sound he turned,
And saw by the warm light of their own life 
Her glowing limbs beneath the sinuous veil 
Of woven wind, her outspread arms now bare,
Her dark locks floating in the breath of night,
Her beamy bending eyes, her parted lips 
Outstretched, and pale, and quivering eagerly" 
("Alastor," 11. 174-180).

Shelley, with his Platonism, could afford to wait until 
death broke the prism before feasting on his vision of 
Intellectual Beauty; Joyce was condemned to seek out his 
vision in the here and now. The quotation is from Percy 
Bysshe Shelley, Selected Poetry and Prose, ed. Kenneth 
Neil Cameron (New' Vorfe: Holt, ftineharfc"'MMt Winston, 
1951), p. 133.
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completion of the Portrait, he attempts to give his 
symbol a name and a physical reality. In Bertha Rowan 
Joyce created the first, shadowy prototype of the figure 
which reappears in a more developed form in his later 
works} she is, indeed, the temptress of the villanelle, 
but she is also firmly attached to the life-rhythm of 
reality4 } she is his symbol partly realized. But this 
is a problem play, and Joyce here works out once and for 
all the conflict between reality and ideality. In con
trast to Bertha he places Beatrice (vide Dante) Justice. 
Richard Rowan, Bertha’s husband attempts to make a 
Beatrice of Bertha and the results are nearly disastrous. 
Aa Father Noon puts it, ’’she is too much of a real woman 
to be content with the role of a Beatrice in Richard’s 
aesthetic vision.”5

Richard is Stephen all over again, struggling with 
the artist’s problem} and Joyce, too, is struggling. How 
can he invest the Woman with larger-than-life

4In his notes for the play Joyce wrote:"Her age: 28, Robert likens her to 
the moon because of her dress. Her 
age is the completion of a lunar 
rhythm.”

(Exiles: A Play in Three Acts, Including Hitherto Un
published Notes by theAuthor.DiscoveredAYteF Pta ^eath, 
and ah introduction by Padraic Colum LFew York: fhe 
V ik in g W **m , TBWf 7 p T T T r )------------

SNoon, Joyce and Aquinas, p. 35.
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significance; how can he depict her as the central fact 
of reality —  as a symbol of reality —  without disem
bodying her?

Molly Bloom
Ever since the publication of Stuart Gilbert's 

study of Ulysses it has been accepted that Molly Bloom 
represents Gea-Talius and incorporates within her also 
the lesser personages of Penelope and Calypso®; but in 
most of the studies of that book, this fact has been 
relegated to a secondary role while the son’s (Stephen’s) 
search for the father (Bloom) occupies the center of the 
stage. While it is not possible to attempt a definitive 
examination of Ulysses in these few paragraphs, it can do 
no harm to explore, at least tentatively, the possibility 
that this approach may be, at best, only partially 
satisfactory.

The general inability to recognize the possibility 
that Molly may be the important figure in Ulysses, 
thematically speaking, rather than merely one of many 
may be simply the result of a failure to recognize the 
continuity of theme from the Portrait to Ulysses; and 
this, in turn, apparently is attributable to a general 
failure to recognize the importance of the Woman in that 6

6Stuart Gilbert. James Joyce’s Ulysses: A Study 
(Hew York: Vintage Books'7 1*85777. 395.
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oarHer book. Gilbert's not© about Gea-Tellus Indicates 
how remarkably precis© is the dovetailing of the Woman 
of the Portrait and Molly Bloom:

The "Great Mother" was on© of the two 
supreme rulers of the early Asiatic pantheon, 
the other being the bull-god (celebrated in 
the Oxen of the Sun), a masculine principle.
She was worshippedas Xshtar in Babylon; to 
the Phoenicians she was Astarte and to the 
Syrians Atargatis. Associated with the 
Mother and the Bull, we find a young god,
Tamuuz or Adonis, who is represented as the 
son of the Great Mother, or her lover, or both 
at once, Zn this connexion it is interesting 
to note how Molly feels herself drawn to the 
youthful Stephen, Mr. Bloom's "spiritual son", 
and tends to idealise, not to say Idolize, this 
"fine young man" in her reverie. With thoughts 
of Stephen she links the project of a visit 
to the market to see the vegetables and "splen
did fruits" come in. Adonis was the god of 
nature's rebirth in the spring. A Phoenician 
legend connected Adonis with the river of that 
name, whose waters at a certain period of each 
year flowed reddened as with blood into the 
sea near Byblos; signifying the "death" of the 
young god, to be followed annually by the 
green magic of his reincarnation.7
Although it is, as Gilbert says, "interesting to 

note how Molly feels herself drawn to the youthful 
Stephen," it is perhaps more fruitful to not# how Ste
phen, unconsciously, i® drawn to Molly. Molly is, after 
all, the Earth Mother, immovable yet omnipresent; and 
it is up to Stephen to find her. The search for the 
father, which Stephen pursues with much seriousness and

^Gilbert, p. 400.
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1» a singularly discursive m n n e r , bas at its root an 
equally serious, far more profound, though less dis
cursive , preoccupation with the mother. In the library 
scene,8 to mention Just one of many indications of 
Stephen's concern with the Woman, Stephen, while 
ostensibly occupied with the problem of paternity, is 
in reality fascinated with the Woman; while involved 
in a subtle attempt to prove "by algebra that Hamlet's 
grandson is Shakespeare's grandfather and that he him
self is the ghost of hie own father,"9 he returns again 
and again to the problem of maternity, to his own 
mother, to Ann Shakespeare, and to Ann's famous second- 
best bed. Ann is the "greyeyed goddess who bends over 
the boy Adonis,"10 and Molly, too, as Gilbert has indi
cated, share® this identity. All the voRon of the book 
tend to merge into this central identity of earthy 
fructification: Molly, Milly her daughter, Gerty 
(Nausikaa) Macdowell, and Mrs. Purefoy in her monumental 
parturition, all share the same life-force and the same 
function.

8Ulysses, pp. 182-215.
^Ulysses, p. 19.
10Ulyases, p. 189.
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Eves Ann Shakespeare’s second-best bed has its
covin ter part in Molly Bloom’s bed, introduced in the
Calypso episode; and its quoits Jingle a counterpoint
to the action throughout the book. It is the goal of
many, the pleasant memory of some, and is presently
occupied at intervals by Blazes Boylan. Leopold Bloom
leaves it in the morning and returns to it at night;
there is room for all, and only Stephen is excluded.
He finds the father, Bloom, at last; but the ei -ounter
is curiously sterile, because Stephen, who has missed
the point before in the Portrait, fails to see that the
son can know the father only through the mother. Sta

llphen, comfortably ensconced in Bloom’s kitchen, does 
not recognize that Gea-Tellus is upstairs in the bed
room, and is doomed forever to miss his ultimate goal, 
a glimpse of which he has had in the Portrait.

This is Stephen’s failure as a man and as an artist; 
having partially apprehended the truth in the Portrait, 
he will never know it all because he refuses to recognize 
that, while the significance of reality is in his mind, 
reality itself is spread out before him. His curse is 
that he cannot see that the ideal is merely a mode of 
observing the real.

^ Ulysses, pp. 650-722
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Anna Livia Plurabell©
A way a lone a last a loved a long the . . 
riverran, past Eve and Adam’s, from swerve 
of shore to bend of bay, brings us by a 
comaodius views of recirculation back to 
Howth Castle and Environs.12
The central position of Anna Livia Plurabelle in 

Finnegans Wake has been so incontestably established 
that there is little point, even if there were space, 
in attempting to demonstrate it here. Anna as the river 
Llffey, one of her many forms, opens and close; and 
opens again the story of the Wake. The Viconlan cycles 
within which Joyce organizes the story of the Wake 
exist in time; but Anna is the river of time, is endless 
and inexhaustible. She is the ultimate dimension of 
the Woman; and, as ALP, the wife-child of Humphrey 
Chimpden Earwicker (Here Comes Everybody; Ilaveth Childer 
Everywhere) she is all women. At last the symbol has 
expanded to its limit; and everybody and everything, all 
time and all space are included within it. The Woman is 
the Alpha and Omega of reality; she is Joyce's ultimate, 
informing symbol, and there is nothing left to say.

For those who still doubt Joyce’s divorce from a 
rationale of reality because of hie us© in his final

^Finnegans Wake (Hew York; The Viking Press, 1950), 
pp. 628- 3 .
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definitive work of the Viconian theory of history, the 
best answer would sees;* to be to read Vico himself on 
poetry:

The best stories are theme approximating most 
nearly to ideal truth, the eternal truth of 
God: it is immeasurably more certain than the 
truth of historians. . . .13

Vico himself, although with more reliance upon the
existence of God than Joyce had, recognized his own
theory as poetic, as symbolic, rather than literal. And
Joyce certainly did likewise; compare Vico*s statement
above with Joyce's own, even more explicit remarks:

Poetry, even when apparently most fan
tastic, is always a revolt against artifice, 
a revolt, in a sense, against actuality. It 
speaks of what seems fantastic and unreal to 
those who have lost the simple intuitions 
which are the tests of reality; and, as it is 
often found at war with its age, so it makes 
no account of history, which Is fabled by the 
daughters of memory, but sets store by every 
time less than the pulsation of an artery, the 
time in which its intuitions start forth, hold
ing it equal in its period and value to six 
thousand years. Ho doubt they are only men of 
letters who insist on the succession of the 
ages, and history or the denial of reality, for 
they are two names for one thing, may be said 
to be that which deceives the whole world.14

^Giambattista Vico, Letter to Solla, January 12, 
1729, as quoted in Benedetto Croce, Aesthetic as Science 
of Expression and General Linguistics, traps'.' Douglas 
A ins'll« (¿nd ed.; tendon: Macmillanand Co., Limited, 
1922), p. 224. Joyce himself knew Vico through Croce.

14hJames Clarence Mangan," The Critical Writings 
of James Joyce, p. 81
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Conclusion

Joyce’s disengagement from the Church and from 
philosophy was, then,twofold, consisting first of a 
negative reaction from those aspects of the Church and 
of rationality which he found unpleasant or unaccepta
ble, and second of a positive movement toward reality 
through the use of the imagination. It is impossible to 
separate the two stages of this disengagement without 
somewhat impairing one’s understanding of both; however, 
there is really no other way to approach a comprehension 
of Joyce's art except by attempting to make such a 
separation.

Perhaps the most difficult point to establish in 
this examination of Joyce is his lack of philosophic or 
religious commitment. It is apparent, of course, that 
he left the Roman Catholic Church and her philosophic 
allegiances; and it should be evident now, after the 
exhaustive examination in Chapter One, that he did so on 
a strictly non-rational basis. It follows logically 
that he could not consistently embrace any other philo
sophic or religious system without some rational basis, 
however slight, on which to do so. Man is not the most 
consistent of animals, however; and the problem of



whether he did, logically or not, embrace some other 
system remains. One can approach this problem in two 
ways:

(1) One can examine all the remaining works of 
Joyce for evidence of such commitment. At best this is 
an unsatisfactory method, for the most one can hope to 
achieve is the negative reassurance that there is 
nothing in hia works, as distinguished from his life, to 
indicate it. Such an investigation must be undertaken, 
at least as a preliminary measure, before proceeding to 
any other method of examination; and the examination of 
the Joyce canon made before the composition of this 
paper, together with the absence of any significant 
critical opinion to the contrary, indicates there Is
no explicit commitment in the work.

(2) One can examine what Joyce does say about 
reality, either discursively or through symbol, to see 
if his opinions have some basis other than religion or 
philosophy sufficient to support his art. If such a 
non-rational foundation for his art is found, two things 
have been accomplished; first, positive confirmation of 
the absence of philosophic or religious commitment has 
been made; and second, the real basis for his art has 
been uncovered. This, hopefully, has been the result of 
Chapter Two.

125
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Joyce’s Initial position was like that of many 
modern artists; confronted by the apparent failure of 
philosophy to cope with the complexity of a world in
creasingly less dependent upon religion for its explana
tions, and, by the same token, unable or unwilling to 
place much confidence in the traditional religious 
orthodoxies, they —  and Joyce —  have abandoned both 
orthodox religion and philosophy and have looked inward 
to find a reason for being. It Is here, however, that 
Joyce parts company from the rest; for almost Invariably 
that which the modern artist finds In his own soul 
issues forth as a new —  albeit subjective —  orthodoxy; 
Joyce condemned himself —  perhaps more happily than the 
rest —  to remain forever in uncertainty. If he learned, 
or thought he learned, one thing from his orthodox 
origin it was that the mind enlarges to encompass and 
accommodate the most disparate aspects of experience and 
that orthodoxy, of whatever stripe, yields at best only 
a half truth. From the first, half-conscious merging of 
the Virgin into her archetypal ancestresses until the 
creation of Anna Livia Plurabelle, this concept of 
Joyce’s grew in complexity and boldness.

It is perhaps not entirely accurate to say that 
Joyce had no religion or philosophy; but in an age which 
equates philosophy with everything from the
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orackorbarre1 witticism to the intellectual vagaries of 
the "inspirational” school of ecclesiastical journalists 
and religion with both Ethical Culture and dialectical 
materialism, it seems just as well to restrict the terras 
somewhat. In the sense that he refused to affirm or 
deny a metaphysical Reality, Joyce had no religion and 
no philosophy. Religion is, in a sense, the affirmation 
of just such a Reality; and philosophy can hardly be 
said to exist without either affirming or denying It. 
Joyce's conception of reality was based on two things 
and two things only: the ability to perceive the con
crete world around him and the ability to order those 
perceptions in some coherent fashion in his mind. His 
symbol of the Woman from its inception to its completion 
signifies nothing more than that; it says nothing about 
ultimate truth, for the symbol itself is the enigma of 
truth. Richard Sllatann's insight into Joyce is 
unusually perceptive:

Joyce's fictional method does not presume 
that the artist hae any supernatural power, but 
that he has an insight into the methods and 
motivations of the universe. Samuel Beckett 
has remarked that to Joyce reality was a 
paradigm, an illustration of a possibly un- 
statable rule. Yet perhaps the rule can bo 
surmised. It is not a perception of order 
or of love; more humble than either of these, 
it is the perception of coincidence.15

15Ellmann, p. 562
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Although he misconstrues coincidence as an objective 
rather than subjective term, Ellmann saw the method 
operating even in Ulysses. He apparently did not, how
ever , see the overriding relevance of the Woman to this 
method; that is, the Woman is the method; she alone i® 
indispensable to the vision: Vico, Homer, Daedalus, all 
can be forgotten, but the Woman must be accounted for, 
for she alone is.

It is possible to regard Joyce’s work as a mosaic, 
a view of the world built up from tiny fragments of 
dissimilar systems; and this is the usual approach to 
Joyce; but a more satisfying way of viewing his work is 
to regard it as a series of transparent overlays, each 
contributing something to the total effect without 
entirely obscuring the levels beneath it. This metaphor 
seems more satisfying than the first because it better 
expresses the skill and lucidity of Joyce the craftsman; 
he did not fragment reality only to reassemble it to 
suit himself; rather he took it as it was and arranged it 
so that its interrelationships, its profundities, could 
be more easily discerned. A mosaic is two dimensional; 
its symbols interlock like the parts of a crossword 
puzzle. Joyce’s work is three dimensional; its symbols 
merge into an integral whole.
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