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ABSTRACT 

Though much has been written on Joyce and mythology, this thesis explains the 
necessary link between myth-oriented literature and Joyce's appropriation of 
materials from external sources. The study focuses primarily on Finnegans Wake but 
devotes significant attention to Ulysses as well. Though Joyce was an individualistic 
twentieth-century writer, his last book integrates with older traditions of collective 
authorship, and in particular we find many recurrences of elements from Irish 

mythology and folklore. The strange words of Finnegans Wake often prove alterations 
of other authors' sentences. Much as each bard of an oral tradition would overhear 
and then reuse the stories, motifs, and even wordings of other bards in the production 
of his/her `own' songs, Joyce seems to have regarded any and all texts he read as 
potential precursors to portions of Finnegans Wake, which he likened to `pure music'. 

Chapter 1 investigates Joyce's reappropriation of pre-existent elements, situates his 
work in relation to various myth-oriented literatures, and parallels aspects of his 
authorship with the roles of the Irish fili and druids. 

Chapter 2 explores how the returns of myth in Finnegans Wake depend upon 
felicitous states of knowledge-deficiency. Joyce's readers must use their imaginations 
to make sense of the difficult text much in the way that Vico's ignorant `first people' 
created gods to explain their world. 

Chapter 3 discusses Joyce's affinity with James Clarence Mangan regarding Irish 
tradition, and also differentiates Joyce's work from the project of the Irish Literary 
Revival. 

Chapter 4 examines the dichotomy between orality and writing in Finnegans Wake. 
The fox of Irish fables becomes an allegory for the poet who mediates between oral 
culture and tradition-binding literature. 

Lastly, Chapter 5 discusses themes of plagiarism and piracy in Finnegans Wake, 
noting that the appropriation of readymade materials is often considered criminal in 
the present age. 
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INTRODUCTION 

JOYCE AND THE READYMADE 

Throughout his career James Joyce constructed literature by reappropriating various 

types of readymade material. To say that an artist must look to the world to find 

subject matter, although obvious, serves to remind us that nothing appears 

spontaneously, that all things, even ideas, had a different composition before they 

took the shapes we see them in today. With Joyce, however, artistic acts of reforming 

readymade material hold special significance. His most famous novel, Ulysses, 

through its title, plot outline and characters, refers to various outside sources, some 

personally known to Joyce and some mythological. Although in recent years 

significant work has been done on the gestation of Joyce's books from notes and 

manuscripts', relatively little attention has been given to how much his later works 

owe to what might be called a process of literary `metempsychosis', the 

transmigration of content and meaning from one text to another. With Finnegans 

Wake in particular Joyce appears to `reincarnate' portions of older texts by keeping 

their spirits alive in somewhat altered forms. Joyce often obscures his source 

materials, changing the details in response to befit his own books and their contexts. 

This thesis will explore how Joyce appropriated a great range and variety of 

materials in Finnegans Wake. The expressive return of these elements, ideas and 

narratives-pulled from the past and incorporated into Joyce's final, multiform text- 

See in particular the excellent collection edited by Luca Crispi and Sam Slote, How Joyce Wrote 
Firmegans Wake, and also Finn Fordham's Lots of Fun at Finnegans Wake: Unravelling Universals. 
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encourages careful readers to reawaken dormant imaginative skills within themselves 

by using interpretive processes associated with mythic thinking. By unpacking the 

difficult language and tracing the references, we realize just how much the 

amalgamated, dreamlike narrative draws from external sources, real and imaginative. 

This recycling process runs parallel to Joyce's mimicking, in writing, of the oral 

performances of traditional bards: in both cases Joyce joyfully retransmits and 

recreates cultural materials, and he hopes his audience will discover joy in these 

processes as well. 

Joyce's reliance on pre-existent material seems linked to his status as a realist; 

not only do his works portray everyday life, but his very words and subjects are often 

taken from real life with minor changes. Joyce's literary appropriation of the 

readymade is nearly contemporaneous with the blossoming of the readymade 

technique in visual art. In 1937, issue 26 of transition featured both an excerpt from 

`Work in Progress' and, on the cover, a picture of Duchamp's Comb (1916) 

readymade. Seeing this, Joyce said to Sylvia Beach, `The comb with thick teeth 

shown on this cover was the one used to comb out Work in Progress' (qtd. in Beach 

72). Joyce's use of the past tense here is intriguing. More predictable would be a 

metaphor about how the comb could be used by a reader to untangle Finnegans 

Wake's language, but Joyce's phrase suggests that he is the one who has 

metaphorically used the comb. Perhaps this remark alludes to how Joyce has combed 

through so many source texts, looking for useful phrases and ideas to appropriate into 

his own work. 

Joyce himself said that he was `quite content to go down to posterity as a 

scissors and paste man' (JJ 626). This suggests that he understood his role to be closer 

to what is commonly thought of as an editor, knowing that being a full-fledged 

creator, capable of producing something from nothing, is ultimately impossible. Freud 
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knew this as well, advising in `Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming' that `We must 

separate writers who, like the ancient authors of epics and tragedies, take over their 

material ready-made, from writers who seem to originate their own material' (440)- 

seem being the operative word. Joyce did not feign originality to the extent that most 

novelists do, and through his oeuvre we perceive a unique author whose 

appropriations of the readymade include not only the lives of people he knew but also 

the myths and histories of many cultures. Sometimes his sources are disguised quite 

thinly, or not disguised at all when a character retains the name of his source (as in the 

case of Ulysses' George Russell, for example). Not only is the autobiographic quality 

of his works made quite clear, but Joyce also played down his innovations, as in the 

case of the internal monologue, when Joyce cited his precursor and said that he was 

but `resurrect[ing]' (LI 232) Edouard Dujardin, who was the real `annonciateur de la 

parole interieure' (JJ 520n). 

Similarly, throughout Finnegans Wake Joyce acknowledges a debt that the 

language of his final book owes to Lewis Carroll, the creator of the Jabberwocky and 

a purveyor of nonsense literature. The complexion and humour of Joyce's last work 

depend upon portmanteau words, a term coined by Carroll in Through the Looking- 

Glass2. Carroll also invented a game called Doublets, or `Word Ladders', in which 

players form new words from old ones by altering single letters (see Gardner 195). 

The logic of Finnegans Wake often works through what could be called `sound 

ladders', combinations of words based on homophonic similarities. The text 

encourages its readers to perceive the orality of language, which dovetails into 

Joyce's jocular characterization of the entire book as a communally authored, 

tradition-bearing song (a conception that chapters one and four will discuss in greater 

detail). 

z Portmanteau is itself a portmanteau word, a combination of porter and manteau. 
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Unlike countless other novelists, Joyce's appropriations go far beyond the 

fictionalization of real people: from Stephen Hero through Ulysses, Joyce engages 

ever more deeply with the readymade elements of mythology. By the time of 

Finnegans Wake, Joyce has become so skilled that his expropriations do not merely 

use the structures of myth to prop up his own plots, do not merely suggest 

mythological personages in order to bolster his own characters and themes. Rather, 

through its selections and adept alterations of myth, Joyce's late writing seems a 

natural part of the heterogeneous traditions it draws from and describes. Famously, 

Ezra Pound suggested that Joyce constructed Ulysses by using `a scaffold taken from 

Homer' (CH 264), but in the case of Finnegans Wake the assorted ̀ scaffolding' 

many different boards taken from different places-becomes part of the building 

itself. 

With its first section echoing Genesis, Finnegans Wake seems simultaneously 

to (re)inaugurate mythologies and to rewrite them even as it writes within them. This 

material is born again in Joyce's very words. Finnegans Wake is not simply a piece of 

literature that has to do with mythology; it functions as a genuine piece of mythology 

as well. As Rob Pope explains, 

[E]very telling or presentation of a creation myth is in some measure a 
retelling or re-presentation of a version or vision that is held already to exist. 
In that sense, to claim any kind of authority, a creation myth must be a re- 
creation myth.... [I]t is the very words, stories, images and associated actions 
of a myth which themselves in the event ... realise the moment of creation... 

. 
The telling or performance of the myth (in words and images, music and 

dance, for instance) can then be grasped as an embodiment and an enactment, 
not simply the record or rehearsal of a prior state. (137) 

With Finnegans Wake Joyce becomes a capable author-editor of an immense 

and diverse body of material, much of which was previously authored collectively and 

anonymously. Thus, a problem that Finnegans Wake strives to overcome, and a theme 
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of the work that needs more investigation, is how an individual author in the twentieth 

century could conceivably assume and recreate various defunct, collective traditions 

of ancient origin. This thesis's title comes from a paraphrasing of Albert B. Lord, who 

declared that traditional mythic literature must be the product of `many singers over 

many generations' rather than `the creation of one man, because tradition does not 

work through one man alone' (my italics; `Tradition and the Oral Poet... ' 26). By 

stating that Joyce in his final work does attempt to work through tradition alone, we 

emphasize two things. Firstly, there is the loneliness that a would-be mythic poet 

would feel in the modem age, after the traditional schools of myth-oriented poets had 

died out. Joyce could not acclimate himself to the Irish literary revival for very long, 

and `Work in Progress' further isolated Joyce due to his contemporaries' inability to 

recognize the purposes of its difficulty and strangeness. Secondly, the title intimates 

Joyce's marked and accentuated-though quite underappreciated-use of readymade 

forms and a miscellany of pre-existent materials, which is especially apparent in 

Finnegans Wake. While Joyce has long been paired with Homer due to the structure 

of Ulysses, this thesis compares Joyce in his late career with the prototypical mythic 

poet in terms of process and function. Ancient bards freely reworked passed-down 

narratives to suit their listening audience, and Joyce does much the same for the 

readers of Finnegans Wake, though his scope is worldly, his memory prodigious, and 

his alterations radical. 

Unlike most writers, Joyce never shied away from conspicuously reusing 

miscellaneous textual materials from a wide range of literary and non-literary sources 

in his literature. 3 In fact, his entire body of work at one level represents the conversion 

of his limitations into advantages, the honing of an ability to reappropriate a wide 

3 Indeed, Joyce's first long piece of literature (which he burnt soon after its completion) was the play A 
Brilliant Career (1900), which even his then-fifteen-year-old brother Stanislaus could tell was a 
`rehash of ingredients borrowed' from Ibsen (My Brother's Keeper 115). 
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array of pre-existent forms into a complex, dynamic textual design. 4 This same 

oeuvre, at a related level, represents his coming to terms with Ireland, the largest 

source of his material, the country he exiled himself from yet in which all of his 

significant literature is set. 

This thesis examines Joyce's methods in Finnegans Wake of reusing and 

altering many sorts of materials from various traditions, but particularly those from 

ancient Irish mythology. Maria Tymoczko, in her book The Irish Ulysses, has done a 

remarkable job of tracing the influence of Irish tradition on Joyce's most popular 

novel, and this thesis hopes to contribute toward a similar study of Finnegans Wake. 

Below we will also consider the significance of Joyce's engagement with other, non- 

Irish mythologies, which his work also blends together and revitalizes. Just as much 

of this ancient material existed only in nostalgic, backward-looking, folkloric forms in 

the Ireland of Joyce's youth, so too does mythology in general seem culturally absent 

(or perhaps inactive) for us today, the hallowed names of old appearing (when they 

appear at all) only in conventional narrative forms. As chapter two will explain, the 

myths of the distant past may not seem our own, but their meanings remain in our 

collective unconscious, forgotten though with the potential to be revived from half- 

forgotten names. Finnegans Wake respects these holes in mythic knowledge and even 

constructs its design to accommodate readers' ignorance of the material: its text uses 

part to signify whole, connotations to imply meanings, and names to invoke beings 

and their histories. The book often relies on the paired motifs of something absent 

returning and of the dead coming back to life-for that which momentously returns 

must first be understood as all but lost. Joyce's title references both Tim Finnegan of 

the nineteenth-century ballad, revived at his wake by the smell of whiskey, and Finn 

4 Noting this special talent of Joyce's for `[i]nspired cribbing', Eilmann writes that `his gift was for 
transforming material, not for originating it... As he remarked in later life to Frank Budgen, "Have 
you ever noticed, when you get an idea, how much I can make of it? "' ('Introduction' xv). 
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MacCool of Irish legend, who, like King Arthur, may someday return. 

`Return' is omnipresent in Finnegans Wake: Joyce returns to themes of his 

previous works, and thus to his own personal history. Kimberly Devin writes that 

`Artistic creativity for Joyce is re-creativity, and finally a doubled re-creativity: if his 

earlier works record transmutations of cultural myths, his final oeuvre reforges his 

own personal transcripts of that inheritance' (28). This thesis, however, is less 

concerned with these more personal `returns'5 than with the larger, cultural memories 

whose altered reappearances Finnegans Wake orchestrates. Historical elements and 

events (such as the Battle of Waterloo) replay themselves in Joyce's last text, which 

itself suggests a never-ending cycle6, while various mythic figures also return or, in 

the case of the sleeping Finn MacCool, threaten to return. 

Bringing mythic thinking in general-and Irish myth in particular-to bear on 

Finnegans Wake will enable us to view the work on one of the most fundamental 

levels of its composition. As the first chapter details, while scholars have already 

noted various commonalities between Ulysses and old Irish epic, Finnegans Wake 

goes further by not merely referencing, harking back to, or mimicking facets of myth, 

but extending those traditions into the modern age and building upon them. While 

Ulysses sometimes engages with similar themes, it is not as committed to them. 

Tymoczko writes, `As with the elements from Greek mythology or the parallels ... 

with Dante and Shakespeare, [Ulysses'] correspondences with Irish tradition are most 

often general, partial, and suggestive rather than exhaustive' (8). Finnegans Wake, on 

the other hand, embodies traditional themes and seemingly becomes part of the 

material it references. As Beckett stated, this strange text `is not about something; it is 

5 For instance, see Scribbledehobble: The Ur- Workbook for Finnegans Wake, edited by Thomas 
Connolly. This reprints a notebook Joyce wrote in soon after the completion of Ulysses, its pages 
representing revisionary notes on his previous novels, short stories, and works of poetry, arranged 
chronologically. 
6 Its first and last pages are hypothetically joined by the same incomplete sentence. 
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that something itself (Our Exag. 14). Joyce's last work facilitates a meeting between 

mythic and modern mindsets, and in so doing reveals the ever-present intermingling 

of all essences from all times-always going on though unrecognized by most. By 

approaching Joyce's text not with modem, readerly conceits but with an openness that 

takes nothing for granted, we learn that Finnegans Wake not only gives us privileged 

access to re-examine our own surroundings through a `collideorscape' (FW 143.28), 

but it also allows us to realize the extent and value of our cultural inheritances, the 

treasure-trove of myths and legends that are the common property and potential tools 

of everyone. 

Chapter one considers Joyce's authorship in relation to mythology in general 

and also situates this thesis and its terminology in relation to definitions put forth by 

scholarship of mythological and oral traditions. As alluded to above, the second 

chapter will then explain how the return of myth in Finnegans Wake is predicated 

upon distinct, felicitous states of knowledge-deficiency that prove generative. The 

difficult work often encourages its readers to utilize their lack of knowledge as a 

childlike, imaginative ignorance, itself the progenitor of myth. This useful ignorance 

is mirrored by the theme of forgetfulness at the ever-shifting narrative level. Lastly, 

there is the `allforabit' nature of Finngans Wake. The text is in some respect written in 

a peculiar shorthand that evokes a large body of external texts. Through this 

synecdochic process, a partial word or opaque reference seems to call forth a whole 

entity in the reader's mind if at least a trace of that entity's `nameform' (FW 18.25) 

can be discerned. (For example, `Everguin' (285.1eft margin) recalls Eve, Queen 

Guinevere, and the Evergreen Touring Company. Aspects of each of those entities 

prove useful in understanding the surrounding text. Nearby we find a reference to 

King Arthur, to whom Guinevere was unfaithful, and the owner of the Evergreen 

Touring Company managed a play titled A Royal Divorce (see Glasheen 154). ) 
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Chapter three details Joyce's project of mythic return as distinct from a 

similarly-themed project of the time, which Joyce distanced himself from, the Irish 

literary revival. The relation between Ireland and Joyce as a necessarily Irish author 

will then be investigated. Joyce uses his characters to explore the potential relations 

between different types of individuals and their home country. These exploratory 

tactics enable Joyce himself to engage deeply, and most productively from an artistic 

standpoint, with Ireland and its ancient literary tradition. 

Chapter four then examines the dichotomy between orality and writing in 

Finnegans Wake, the very long, difficult book that Joyce playfully offered to the 

world as if it were a pleasant song. The foxes of Irish fables become an allegory for 

the artist who mediates between oral culture and traditional literature. Special 

consideration is given to St. Ciardn's fox, who swallows a lessonbook that becomes a 

holy book upon his regurgitating it. We will investigate how in Joyce's text foxes are 

also `Fawkes', `faxes', and `fakes'. Much like bearers of tradition, these roguish 

mythic animals consume the literature of the people, convey it to other places, and 

then expel the texts that they have reconfigured through their digestive processes. 

Lastly, chapter five explores how the construction of Finnegans Wake 

intimately relates to a plagiarist and a pirate, as embodied in the personas of Shem the 

sham and the prankquean, respectively. We will come full circle by discussing how, 

in the modern age, the appropriation of readymade materials for a mythic purpose 

may be considered unlawful. 

In what way, and to what extent, is Joyce an author of mythic tradition? 

Simply by the names of some of his characters and the titles of some of his works we 

know that mythological allusions and parallels are not hard to come by, and Joycean 

scholarship all but began by detailing these connections, with Joyce himself providing 

the schema correlating chapters of Ulysses with episodes of the Odyssey. Despite the 
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mythological importance of the name itself, however (see chapter two), this thesis is 

not very concerned with these sorts of topological correspondences with myth, which 

Joyce's earlier texts sometimes utilize simply to bring attention to themselves.? Rather 

our greater interest here lies in how Finnegans Wake integrates with mythic literary 

traditions, and how Joyce negotiates his individual authorship into a vast body of 

communal authorship. Unlike T. S. Eliot, who believed that the conscientious poet 

influenced by tradition(s) `must inevitably be judged by the standards of the past' 

(39), Joyce's process ostensibly orients aspects of the past into the present. Rönän 

McDonald writes that Eliot `overcomes the troubling impressionistic or personal 

dimension of artistic appreciation ... through the objectivity and authority of the 

literary past' (84). In Finnegans Wake, on the other hand, Joyce gains a degree of 

control over a heterogeneous assortment of traditions, bringing certain chosen 

elements into the service of his conglomerate text. Further, rather than grant exclusive 

focus to the individual literary greats of past generations, Joyce exhibits more concern 

for the manifold disciplines and people of the past. 

Eventually, through these processes Joyce becomes something of a myth 

himself, with his own defining back-story and linguistic hallmarks. This is the second 

meaning of the `mythological authorship' in the first chapter's title: on one level 

Joyce becomes as mythic as any of the personages named in his writing even as he 

acknowledges his position as a mere mortal scribe, as embodied by the Shem persona. 

Much as Dante made himself the protagonist of the Commedia, able to interact with 

denizens of heaven and hell, Joyce includes many aspects of himself in Finnegans 

Quoting Hugh Kenner, Maria Tymoczko relates that `one reason Joyce described Ulysses in Homeric 
terms and was explicit about the Greek mythos while the book was in progress was that the Homeric 

scheme turned the book "into something that could be talked about"' (13). 
8 Although Joyce clearly pairs himself with Shem the Penman, it is a mistake to think that his 
identifications end there. Joyce also bears resemblance to Shaun the Post in that he is a `mere mailman' 
(FW 408.10) figuratively carrying a Letter that he has not truly written. The accusations of indecency 
lobbed against HCE also double as obscenity charges against Joyce for Ulysses. In the second chapter 
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Wake because he sees himself within the very traditions he references and describes. 

In the text we not only find traces of Joyce paired with aspects of twentieth-century 

Ireland, Europe, and with their ancient and medieval counterparts, but Joyce's 

biography also stands in relation to America, to Eastern religions, and to literary, 

scientific and philosophical traditions as well. 

Any scholar may describe the genealogy of a set of ancient gods, or any writer 

may produce a work of fiction in which these gods are treated as characters, but these 

simple acts of transcribing mythological names, recounting legends or even 

vicariously altering them, do not purport to affect the vitality (or dormancy) of these 

long-absent traditions. Approaching their tasks with humility, neither scholars nor 

writers of fiction can become bearers, much less furtherers, of traditions they almost 

certainly do not believe in. Joyce in Finnegans Wake, however, does indeed assume 

those roles, as evidenced by his careful choice and thorough treatment of 

mythological subject matter. For his acts of naming, misnaming, renaming and 

reconceiving mythological figures and narratives, Joyce deserves more credit for 

reviving Irish tradition. Perhaps Joyce believed that he could reunify his native 

tradition as well, since he had said that his chosen predecessor, James Clarence 

Mangan, had `inherit[ed] the latest and worst part of a tradition upon which no divine 

hand has drawn out the line of demarcation, a tradition which dissolves and divides 

against itself as it moves down the cycles. And because this tradition has become an 

obsession for him, he has accepted it with all its failures' (OCPW 135-36). As devoted 

to Irish tradition as he says Mangan was, Joyce synthesizes these disparate, ̀ divided' 

parts, making that which has `dissolved' return. In the following chapters we will see 

that not only do various strands of Irish mythology live together within Finnegans 

we will also see that ALP's loneliness in cycling around and around the dreamlike narrative evokes 
Joyce's loneliness in writing and rewriting Finnegans Wake. 
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Wake, but the book also interfuses them with foreign mythologies. While all these 

traditions adhere to an Irish foundation, they retain their previous national identities as 

well. 

Moreover, Finnegans Wake speaks to a modern understanding of mythology 

in general and the influence that it continues to have on our world. Far from 

whimsical superstitions, the mythic techniques Joyce provides us with can enrich our 

reality, deepen our experience, and increase our awareness. An engaged reading of the 

work, in all its difficulty, allows us to perceive our surrounding culture with ancient 

thought processes that we all possess, though they get little exercise in the modern 

world. As early as 1912 we know of Joyce's suspicion that the `much trumpeted 

progress of this century', which `consists for the most part of a tangle of machines', 

was atrophying imagination on a large scale: 

[I]n the midst of this complex and many-sided civilization the human mind, 
almost terrorized by material greatness, becomes lost, denies itself and grows 
weaker.... Indeed, one might say of modern man that he has an epidermis 
rather than a soul. The sensory power of his organism has developed 
enormously, but it has developed to the detriment of his spiritual faculty. 
(OCPW 187-89) 

Gloriously and audaciously, with his most mature work Joyce engages with 

and situates his writing within ancient traditions, attempting to prove his authorship 

worthy of entering into them even as he transforms and contemporizes them. 

Centuries after the times when scribes made careful transcripts of meaningful, orally- 

transmitted stories, Joyce produces a book branded with a final dateline (1922-1939) 

that seems to tell eternity, Yes, during these years there was again a scribe who 

treated these traditions as living. 
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CHAPTER 1 

REAPPROPRIATION AND JOYCE'S MYTHOLOGICAL AUTHORSHIP 

1. FINNEGANS WAKE AND THE PRE-EXISTENT 

While this thesis focuses mostly on Joyce's expropriation of mythologies, we should 

acknowledge that Finnegans Wake reforms many other sorts of pre-existent materials 

as well: historical data, personal information known to the author, and even words 

themselves. Joyce's text blends these elements together vigorously and 

indiscriminately to form a `mythistory' (to use a term coined by Joseph Mali in his 

book by that title), a new form that houses and partially, artfully, invitingly obscures 

the readymade elements. Such obscurity has the effect of placing the reader in a state 

of emphasized ignorance, setting the stage for imaginative responses, as will be 

discussed more in chapter two. (The reader of Joyce's text is encouraged to creatively 

make sense of the inexplicable much as Vico's `first people' created myths in 

response to their strange world. ) 

The deeper we look into Finnegans Wake-perhaps deeper into anything-the 

more we begin to discern the presence of ever more rudimentary elements that could 

be described as readymade. The book explains that the Letter, a metaphor for the 

work itself, was a loveletter found by `that original hen' in a compost heap `(dump for 

short)', or in other words by `Dame Partlet' on her dungheap' (110.22,26; 124.23-4). 

A character from Chaucer; `The expression means "hen", & figuratively, "woman"' (McHugh, 
Annotations 124). 
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The Letter is also analogous to a child that Kate, the old woman or crone persona of 

the female triad2, remembers conceiving (as herself or as ALP) with Finn/HCE upon 

the `filthdump' in Dublin's `Phornix Park' (80.6). The All-Father thunders after Kate 

sneakily hides the Letter/child, burying it within the mound of earth just as Irish 

monks buried important texts (including the Book of Kells) to hide them from thieves 

and Viking invaders: 

What subtler timeplace of the weald than [... ] to will hide a leabhar [Irish for 
`book'] from Thursmen's branihands [Thor's men/bandits] or a loveletter, 
lostfully hers, that would be lust on Ma, than then when ructions ended, than 
here where race began: an by four hands of forethought the first babe of 
reconcilement is laid in its last cradle of hume sweet hume. Give over it! And 

no more of it! So pass the pick [to dig the earth] for child sake! 0 men! 
For hear Allhighest sprack for krischnians [Krishna-Christians] as for 

propagana fidies [papal centre for missionary work] an his nuptial eagles 
sharped their beaks of prey [... ] (80.12-22) 

On the narrative level, though his mother ALP may have dictated it to him, it 

is Shem the Penmen who transcribes the Letter, and his composition process echoes 

the themes of the compost heap: decay, recycling, and (re)birth. Shem has `made 

synthetic ink and sensitive paper for his own end out of his wit's waste. You ask, in 

Sam Hill ["same hill"/heap], how? ' (my italics; FW 185.6-8). The answer to this 

`how? ' comes in a Latin passage ('cloaked up in the language of blushfed porporates' 

(185.9-10)): Shem makes his special writing materials from his urine and dung (see 

185.14-26). In other words, the Letter, and in a metaphoric sense Finnegans Wake as 

well, is made up of external materials that have passed through the digestive system 

of the writer (Shem or Joyce). We are presented with writing as a reappropriation of 

pre-existent elements; and thus we can read to a much different effect Antonin 

Artaud's annoyed statement that `All writing is shit', or filth or garbage or trash, 

2 Iseult the girl and ALP the woman being the other two related personas. 
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depending on the translation3. What is more, just as the Letter doubles as a child 

conceived on a dungheap, so does Shem's writing foster rebirth. Defecation and 

creation are linked, as Leo Bersani writes when analyzing the idea that `All writing is 

shit': `We may consider the excremental process and birth as the most appropriate for 

all ontological reflection' ('Artaud... ' 100). By its content and its very nature Shem's 

writing offends, and in its offensiveness it is analogous to HCE's scandalous act in 

Phoenix Park, which may have been defecation. Campbell and Robinson note that 

`Defecation as a creative act is a well-established infantile idea. What the witnesses in 

the Park have seen may be interpreted, in part, as the moment of creation' (218). 

The metaphorical compost heap of Finnegans Wake recalls the mounds of 

earth on the Irish landscape, which in mythic tradition are considered gateways to the 

Otherworld of the fairy people, the sidhe. This word once signified only the mounds 

themselves but then became associated with the supernatural beings dwelling within, 

who were once a race called the Tuatha De Danann. The Lebor Gabäla trenn (or 

Book of Invasions) tells us that after being conquered by the Milesians the Tuatha De 

Danann fled below the earth, under these earthen mounds or rocky raths (ring or fairy 

forts). The associations between faeries and the dead are strong in Irish tradition: 

It is arguable ... that in primitive times all the dead were fairies, and that 
Christianity has removed most of them out of the fairy power. There are many 
fairy traits that might support this hypothesis, the green or white garments 
worn by the fairies-both of them colours of death-the small size of many of 
them-in stories of the separable soul the soul is generally regarded as small, 
or even tiny-the sepulchral mounds which they inhabit, the number of fairies 
who are supposed to be ghosts, and so on; but on the whole one might say that 
those of the Dead who inhabit Fairyland are people who have no right to be 
dead at all. (Briggs 96) 

3 In the original French the word is cochonnerie, literally `pigshit' or `pig stuff. The references and 
translations above are found in Artaud, L 'Ombilic des Limbes 106; Jannarone, `Exercises in Exorcism' 
38; Artaud, Antonin Artaud: Selected Writings 85; and Artaud, Collected Works of Antonin Artaud, 
Vol. 1 75. 
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Joyce connects sidhe (pronounced `shee', giving us `banshee') with `she' so often in 

Finngans Wake that Adaline Glasheen `ha[s]n't the strength to list them all' in her 

Census (261). In July 1938, a month before her husband correctly named the title of 

Joyce's work, so long kept a secret, Maria Jolas ventured `Fairy's Wake', to which 

Joyce responded, ̀ Brava! But something is missing' (JJ 708). The fairies were to be 

but part of the resurrected material, the buried conglomerate corpse that becomes a 

literary corpus. 

The writing of the Letter doubles as the recycling, in Irish soil, of the de- 

composing remains of dead bodies and dead mythologies. Joyce as rearranger4 forms 

a seemingly original creation by adroitly manipulating selected pre-existent materials 

whose structures have been broken down into smaller elements. A close examination 

of this new compound would reveal that the same rotted material has returned anew: 

`the same roturns' (FW 18.5). 5 And what is the `all-riddle of it', this strange book the 

contents of which it seems we have never seen before? `That that is allruddy with us' 

(274.2-3). Joyce said of Ulysses, `I made it out of next to nothing. Work in Progress I 

am making out of nothing' (Mercanton 406). Nothing or nothing new, as Richard 

Eilmann characterized the resultant Finnegans Wake: ̀ a wholly new book based upon 

the premise that there is nothing new under the sun' (JJ 545). 

Putting the ancient mythological themes aside for a moment and considering 

the actual text of Finnegans Wake, we discover that a startling number of its phrases 

4I use this term in distinction from David Hayman's concept of Joyce (or his narrator) as `the 
Arranger'. Whereas Hayman describes how Joyce's carefully arranged structure of repeating fragments 

affects the readers of Ulysses, I emphasize the marked pre-existent quality of the elements in Finnegans 
Wake. Joyce's arrangement of ideas, stories, and words, is more accurately described as a 
rearrangement. These source materials have existed before in various contexts, and in Joyce's text we 
often perceive these things as being reused. 
5 Described in another way, by the character Mutt, it is as if an infinite number of stories have all fallen 
together like snowflakes, forming a new cohesive heap: `Countlessness of livestories have netherfallen 
by this plage [page: French for "beach"], flick as flowflakes, litters from aloft, like a waast wizard all 
of whirlworlds. Now are all tombed to the mound, isges to isges [ges: German for "earth"], erde from 

erde [= German for "earth"; merde: French for "shit"; "Ashes to ashes, dust to dust"]' (FW 17.26-29). 
6 From Les Heures de James Joyce, as cited and presumably translated by Eilmann in JJ 543n. 
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have been borrowed (and then altered) from other authors' works. We will never be 

able to locate all of Joyce's sources, and thus never know what percentage of 

Finnegans Wake is `unoriginal'. Danis Rose and John O'Hanlon, however, in their 

abandoned H. C. E. Project7 thoroughly investigated the notebook material that went 

into one episode (FW 532.6-554) and were able to `locate external sources in 

practically every case (95% of cases)' (Understanding 333). These workbooks 

themselves represented `about half of the text of the example (4000 words [8000 

total])' (ibid. ). Thus, within this one episode, either roughly half of the text is 

`unoriginal' (i. e., it amounts to alterations of other texts), or else the figure is closer to 

95% and Rose and O'Hanlon simply lacked the documentation that would lead us to 

Joyce's sources. Since it has been estimated that about 90% of the lines in the 

Homeric epics are composed of ancient poetic formulas8, the large percentage of 

recycled phrases in Finnegans Wake is highly significant in understanding Joyce's 

process as comparable to those of myth-oriented literary traditions. `If one estimates 

what would be left in FW if all the borrowing from other books were excised, ' writes 

John Garvin, `one is faced with the conclusion that the operation would result in a 

very lean book' (227). 

Here are a few specific examples of Finnegans Wake's dependency on a 

variety of external texts. James Atherton discovered that FW 281.4-13 records a long 

sentence from an essay by Edgar Quinet (in French) about Vico and Herder's theories 

of history (34). Quinet argues that nature survives the rise and fall of civilizations. 

Joyce makes only very minor changes to the sentence: he changes fours to temps, 

removes a semicolon, pluralizes nom, and substitutes arrives for succede 1 'une a 

The H. C. E. Project was halted due to opposition from the Joyce Estate. The same findings would 
have also gone into Rose's government-supported 'MaMaLuJo Project' CD-ROM, which the Estate 

also halted by means of copyright. 
8 See Lord, The Singer of Tales 142. 

17 



1 'autre. We also find this same sentence in radically altered, somewhat Anglicized 

forms at 14.35 ff., 117.11 ff., 236.19 ff., 281.4,354.22 ff., and 615.02 ff. 9 Thus Joyce 

makes at least seven similar sentences from one sentence of Quinet's. 

On the other hand, sometimes multiple extracts from the same source can 

become a single passage of Finnegans Wake. This is what happens at 288.5: `him, he 

druider would smilabit eggways ned, he, to don't say', which as Roland McHugh 

notes ('Review... ' 36) is a conglomeration of three extracts from Huckleberry Finn: 

`Jim he grumbled a little, but give in' (Twain 77), `He said he druther see the new 

moon over his left shoulder' (64), and `Please to don't poke fun at a poor girl like me, 

mum' (70). 

A decade ago Rose bemoaned the fact that scholars had not made use of his 

radical claim that Finnegans Wake, 

famously the world's most idiosyncratic, eccentric and creative work, is in 
truth an assemblage made up of bits and pieces of sentences freely plagiarized 
by Joyce from the writings of other[s] ... 

[O]ne would have thought ... that 
the publication of The index manuscript in 1978 would have far-reaching 
consequences for Joyce scholarship. ... 

As it happened, nothing happened. 
(Textual Diaries 18-19) 

In the past decade there has been an increase in `genetic' criticism that documents 

Joyce's altered transfers of notebook material to drafts. However interesting these 

transfers are in themselves, we must not neglect the overall process: Joyce's pointed 

appropriation of so much outside material into his notebooks in the first place. 

Furthermore, after Rose and O'Hanlon discovered the huge percentage of pre- 

existent text in Finnegans Wake, they still admittedly could not `address the perhaps 

equally important question of the rationale-the "why"-of Joyce's method' 

('Constructing... ' 3). This thesis poses an answer to this `why', an answer that grants 

9 Clive Hart has also found over a dozen `Lesser Recalls' of Quint's sentence (238), but I suspect his 
list is incomplete, especially since his account of the `Full Statements' does not include 117.11 ff. 
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us a new perspective on how to read Finnegans Wake and interpret its techniques and 

effects. Joyce's extensive reemployment of pre-existent texts and elements can be 

viewed as his attempt to become a traditional ancient poet, a `fashioner' almost in the 

sense of a carpenter (who after all does not create the wood)1°. In order to wield the 

larger readymade forms of myth ably and successfully this type of poet must first 

master smaller readymade units, i. e. verbal formulae. Just as the ancient poet's song 

ideally represents as many features of its culture as possible, the more Joyce 

creatively `plagiarizes' (by modem sensibilities), the more culture his text embodies. 

Consequently, when we discover and identify references in Finnegans Wake we not 

only excavate material from an immense, artfully (re)arranged cultural landfill, but we 

also achieve greater understanding of how this heritage can still hold potential 

meaning for modern readers, to whom Joyce presented his work as the great sacred 

text of the era. 

Not only does Finnegans Wake return artfully altered passages from other, 

disparate texts (from the Bible to The Book of the Dead to novels such as Huckleberry 

Finn"), but Joyce's compost heap breaks down pre-existent constructs so well that 

the entire text can be interpreted as an altered return of all possible language, down to 

individual words. The most striking feature of the work itself, its peculiar language, is 

not as original as it is usually perceived to be. The similarity between the language of 

Finnegans Wake and the belra na filed (or `Dark Tongue') of ancient Irish druids is 

discussed in this chapter's final section. Besides this parallel, however, and in keeping 

with the conception of Joyce as editor or rearranger, it is simply more profitable to 

understand Joyce's portmanteaus not as wholly original creations through and 

through, but rather as what they really are: strategic rearrangements and combinations 

10 Of the `early medieval "shapers"' and the `late medieval "maker"' Rob Pope writes, `both terms are 
Germanic counterparts of the Graeco-Roman "poet", which also meant "fashioner" or "maker"' (198). 
11 Atherton's Books at the Wake was the first major investigation of this. 
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of pre-existent words. All authors use pre-existent materials, words themselves 

foremost amongst them. Usually, however, these appropriations are taken for granted 

both by the audience and the authors themselves, who usually make relatively few 

changes to their materials and thus produce a representation of reality that seems quite 

recognizable to the reader. The later Joyce, on the other hand, recognizes all authors' 

inescapable reliance upon source material that has been constructed and reconstructed 

by innumerable others in the past. Under no illusions about being a creator, Joyce 

admits his editor-like position (in part he is Shem the lowly penman, the mere 

transcriber) and thereby focuses more directly on his task of selecting and rearranging 

material as best he can. At bottom, this is the task of all authors, though most do not 

have reason to examine the situation so fundamentally. 

In Finnegans Wake the most prevalent results of this recognized `editing' 

process are the endless portmanteaus made from careful combinations of pre-existent 

words. The potency of Joyce's radical portmanteaus lies in their uncanny familiarity 

with the communally-developed words that the reader already knows. Portmanteau in 

French means a suitcase for coats or cloaks, signifying a way of transporting 

vestments between different locations. Figuratively, this is just what Joyce's radical 

portmanteaus are: containers that carry words (the vestments of thoughts) from 

language to language, culture to culture, ancient to modern, forward and back again. 

Beyond words, even letters themselves are taken and altered by Joyce, 

whether within portmanteau words or alone (as in the case of capital E, which 

becomes one of the sigla to be flipped on all sides). Often Joyce's alterations take on 

mythic overtones and imports, and changes of individual letters are no exception. 

Giving perhaps the most succinct and striking example, George Gibson notes that the 

name of the book's father-persona, HCE, is a reversal of ECH, the name of the `great 

solar god who resided in [the] human vehicle' of the Irish high priest when presiding 
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over the ancient Teamhur Feis (Rites of Tara) (6)12. Eventually ECH became Eochu, 

`the ultimate name for all Irish patriarchs' (Gibson 43). 13 

2. MYTH AS COLLECTIVE ASSEMBLAGE OF READYMADE UNITS 

When Joyce told Beckett in the late 1930s, `I have discovered I can do anything with 

language I want' (JJ 702), we should marvel not at his arrogance but at the fact that 

he needed to wait so long to express this feeling. This underscores the conception of 

the mature Joyce as an aspirant author of various traditions and of tradition in general, 

for he was increasingly mastering the tiniest elements of language and thereby 

building toward the substantiated use of larger elements, themes, and mythologies. 

In other words, Joyce's channelling of greater pre-existent ideas (Irish myths, 

for example, or the figures of the primal father and mother) is to an extent based upon 

his considered rearrangement of individual words and even letters. For instance, 

within the great personage of Humphrey Chimpden Earwicker we find (among many 

other things) Humpty Dumpty, who in turn contains the ideas of falling, humps, 

dumps, and eggs. Eggs themselves contain the idea of birth, and literally contain yolk 

and white, the latter of which is a common element that also goes into the identity of 

Finn (named after his fair hair). Joyce stays in touch with these elements within HCE 

by frequently reworking them on the textual level, forming portmanteaus to suit the 

12 Gibson in fact believes that all of the functionary personages in Finnegans Wake have parallels with 
the Irish mythological figures associated with the Rites of Tara: 

ECH becomes, in the Wake, HCE; the mother goddess Ana becomes Anna; the twenty-eight 
virgin priestesses from the temple of the goddess Brigit become the Twenty-Eight Virgins 
from Saint Brigit's Finishing School; the Druidic slayer of ECH at Tara, Mog Ruith, becomes 
the sinister nemesis of HCE, Magrath; Saint Patrick remains Saint Patrick. The other members 
of the Sigla Group (for example, the Four Elders, the Twelve Magistrates, the Twins, and so 
on) have their counterparts at the Teamhur Feis as well. (8-9) 

13 Macalister writes that `all the kings, as a matter of course, originally were called Eochu' ('Temir 
Breg' 331). 
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context of the given sentence: ̀ he dumptied the wholeborrow of rubbages on to soil 

here' (FW 17.4-5), `Hatches Cocks' Eggs' (71.27), `Hennery Canterel-Cockran, 

eggotisters' (137.7-8). With smaller connotations supporting larger themes, this 

system of composition is similar (though not quite as hierarchical) to the operation of 

the traditional oral singer, as described by Milman Parry: `His major theme can be 

made up only of minor themes, his minor, only of lesser, and his lesser, only of the 

verses and phrases which he has heard from other singers. The old romantic notion of 

the poetry as a thing made by the people is by no means a completely false one. The 

poetry does stand beyond the single singer' (450). 

At bottom, mythic literature is in every respect traditional, meaning that by 

definition it is, like language itself, the product of more than one mind. What is more, 

it is the creation of more than one-mind over centuries: `A single man or even a whole 

group of men who set out in the most careful way, ' Parry writes, `could not make a 

beginning 
... 

It must be the work of many poets over many generations' (330). Each 

poet ventures his alterations upon the established material: recurring stock situations, 

mythic characters, and especially the poetic phrasings and formulas. Judging 

audiences and subsequent poets then decide what changes would be worthwhile for 

the tradition to retain. Lacking a living, healthy mythic denomination of poetry around 

him, Joyce assumes that any words he might read or overhear can just as well be 

treated as a potential precursor for a future portion of his own text. 

Without any favoured theogony or preset poetic format imposed upon him, 

Joyce in the twentieth century must determine on his own what is worth recycling and 

what forms these materials could best be recycled into after he breaks down (to 

varying extents) the structures they had before he encountered them. As will be noted 

below, Joyce stresses the collective nature of his final work not only to make his 

authorship seem more legitimately traditional but, more pragmatically, because he 
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blatantly does need much outside help to perform this immense and arduous task 

which he has undertaken alone. 

Just as no single person can control much less create a tradition, no single 

work or text can contain an entire tradition. The `allforabit' quality of Finnegans 

Wake acknowledges this, prompting the reader to consult external sources in order to 

strive for a fuller conception of the ideas and images put forth by the hyper- 

connotative language. Though any given fraction of the text may suggest numerous 

absent wholes, the entire text itself is not the complete story, just as the Odyssey is not 

the complete biography of Odysseus and just as the Theogony is not the totality of 

Greek mythology. Kevin O'Nolan writes in `Homer and the Irish Hero Tale', `[W]hen 

we go outside [any] story [in a mythic tradition] and find the same phrases elsewhere, 

we may conclude that they are beyond question formulae' (15-16). In a similar way, 

with readers encouraged by the book's allusive difficulty to look for Joyce's external 

sources, and with scholars locating similar phrases elsewhere in other books, 

Finnegans Wake fuses a myriad of literatures together, treats this miscellany as its 

precursory tradition, and designates certain stretches of these (often previously 

unrelated) texts as its formulae, thus building meta-mythologies. Whereas Homer's 

epithets and stock formulas ('rosy-fingered Dawn', `raging Achilles') were chosen in 

part to fit the traditional epic meter, the recurring, reworded motifs in Finnegans 

Wake reference cliches and quotations from various, unrelated sources: ̀ the truce, the 

old truce and nattonbluff the truce', `lead us not into reformication', `and Irish eyes of 

welcome were smiling daggers' (336.19,333.30,176.22-23). 14 Joyce's composition 

takes innumerable phrases such as these, each well-known within its native field 

(legal, religious, lyric), and pulls them together within the formation of a new, 

14 See Clive Hart's Structure and Motif in Finnegans Wake for an index of many such phrases and their 
recurrences. 
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polymorphous tradition. 

Although Parry and most other scholars referenced in this thesis were 

unknown to Joyce, Joyce's very behaviour concerning Finnegans Wake makes it seem 

as if he were working from their theories, so convincingly does he reinvent himself as 

a mythic traditional author. Mary Colum recounts how Eugene Jolas noticed that 

Finnegans Wake ̀ seemed in the end to be almost a collective work' because of how 

Joyce enlisted the aid of many persons in the `minutiae of it, though of course the 

moulding of the material ... the pattern, was Joyce's own' (Mikhail 162). Elsewhere 

Jolas recalls Joyce propounding the idea that `Really it is not I who am writing this 

crazy book.... It is you and you and that girl over there and that man in the corner' 

(Man from Babel 166). In another instance Jolas quotes Joyce as saying, `This book is 

being written by the people I have met or known' ('Homage... ' 174). These strange 

claims clearly express Joyce's wild desire-impossible to achieve on a realistic level 

in the modern world-for Finnegans Wake to be a work of collective authorship, a 

book possessing an immense traditional value comparable to that of an ancient myth- 

oriented text or epic song. No matter if Joyce's name appears as sole author on the 

cover since, for example, the Iliad and Odyssey are attributed to Homer, understood 

by many (including Vico) as a mask of the whole ancient Greek people. Also of note 

is Joyce's entreaty for Finnegans Wake to be understood as `pure music' (JJ 703). 

Though he may have never heard the (somewhat self-contradictory) term oral 

literature, Joyce seems to dance around it, at one time intimating to a visitor that his 

final book could be considered `literature' only when read aloud, and in another 

instance writing to his daughter that `In a word, it is pleasing to the ear' (JJ 702-3). 

After Parry in the 1930s traced parallels between the barely living Slavic oral 

tradition and the remnants of the ancient Greek oral tradition that he discerned in the 

Homeric texts, he argued for academics to take oral and folk traditions more 
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seriously: `[T]here is [a] failure to see that literature falls into two great parts ... 

because there are two kinds of form: the one part of literature is oral, the other 

written' (377). For Parry, the proliferation of writing `accounts for the growth of a 

new form of society in which there is no longer any place for the old heroic ideal' 

(ibid. ). Joyce's transposition of Odysseus into Leopold Bloom suggests that he would 

agree with this, though Joyce evidently believed that the modem world was still 

informed by mythic structures. The anecdotes mentioned above also illustrate Joyce's 

attempt through Finnegans Wake to challenge any conception that overly privileges 

oral and/or written forms of communication at the expense of any other. 15 

Undoubtedly, Joyce did not make these claims that the book was `pure music', 

was `literature' only when being listened to, or was written under collective 

authorship, with complete seriousness. His notion that Finnegans Wake was simply 

`meant to make you laugh' (JJ 702), rather than having multiple `levels of meaning to 

be explored', is itself humorously duplicitous as well. 16 These amusing ideas Joyce 

put forth, however, do envisage Finnegans Wake as a traditional piece of mythic 

literature. Oral, collective, and pleasing (ideally, at least) to a large audience whose 

culture the work represents: these indeed are the general criteria that works of mythic 

tradition meet and that Finnegans Wake strives toward. But because there is no 

contemporary faction of mythic poets for him to join and learn from directly, Joyce 

must exploit the very absence which should derail his prospective career as an author 

of tradition. As noted in the introduction, the opening of Finnegans Wake doubles as 

another Book of Genesis, the setting and personas seeming to emerge from the 

15 Donald Theall has noted that, `following Marcel Jousse and Vico, [Joyce] situates speech and writing 
as modes of communication within a far richer and more complex bodily and gestural theory of 
communication' ('Beyond the Orality... '). We should add that actual practitioners of mythic traditions, 
as distinct from theorists, have always understood the importance of the non-verbal elements of 
storytelling. To take the example of the last of the Irish folk bards, Delargy relates how they considered 
gesticulations' and `movements' to be `essential to heighten the effect of the story' (12,16), 

Similarly, he had said of Ulysses ̀ there is not one single serious line in it' (JJ 524). SITY 
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nothingness ('In the buginning is the woid' (378.29)) to which they will eventually 

return. Return and absence suggest one another, each bolstered in distinction from the 

other, and so Joyce makes use of the current absence of a mythic tradition by stressing 

`return' as an omnipresent theme: the return of mythic tradition and the abundance of 

readymade elements this entails. As mentioned, not only do ancient names and primal 

scenes make their returns in Finnegans Wake, but individual words and sometimes 

even letters are made to emit a heightened sense of pre-existence, each one an altered 

incarnation of a piece of our communal heritage. 

These tiny, pre-existent building blocks of language, the actual letters on the 

page whose rearrangements produce such widely varying connotations, both were 

Joyce's primary focus during composition and are the reader's greatest concern while 

reading. By examining their construction from the ground up, toward the cumulative 

production of a book of his design, we perceive that this development upward and 

outward is driven by a pursuit of large-scale mythological traditions, specifically by a 

long-standing ambition of Joyce's to rendezvous with the heart of Irish tradition. As 

George Gibson points out, even early in his career 

Joyce clearly designates the connection between Irish mythic tradition and his 
own goals as an artist. In A Portrait, Stephen Dedalus makes the momentous 
decision to leave Ireland, and he states his ultimate reason for this decision 
simply and emphatically: `the shortest way to Tara was via Holyhead' [216]. 
Stephen/Joyce leaves Ireland, not totally rejecting his native land but rather as 
a way to acquire perspective in order to reconnect with Ireland's mythic 
center: Tara (Teamhur), the ancient Irish omphalos, her cultural and spiritual 
nexus, the great nemeton of her pagan religion, the matrix of her lore and 
mythology. At the outset of his career, Joyce clearly envisions a future 

connection with Ireland's mythic past, her ancient center, and his own artistic 
and spiritual quest. (4-5) 

However personal, this quest is not as indescribable or vague as we might think: for 

we know that the process reaches fruition with Finnegans Wake-last, best effort of 

James Joyce to write, and write himself into, mythological traditions, particularly his 
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native Irish. 

3. THE MYTHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF JOYCE'S WORK 

The potential range of Joyce's final book was apparent early on. In 1929 Frank 

Budgen wrote that `He has at his disposal all the legends not only of his own tribe but 

of all the human race' (Our Exag. 38). With the nod to Joyce's `own tribe', we may 

remark here that of all the mythologies employed in Finnegans Wakel7, the Irish 

branches are the most often utilized-though they are not `privileged', as chapter 

three will show. This section discusses the attributes that Finnegans Wake (along with 

Ulysses to a degree) shares with ancient Irish literature, and also those other aspects of 

Joyce's work that we find present across many mythological traditions. Though this 

thesis makes much of the bearing that Irish tradition has on Joyce's work, we must 

take care never to enclose Joyce solely within an Irish context, much less a strictly 

ancient one. Though he entered the stage of world literature at large decades before 

gaining much appreciation as an Irish author specifically, there nevertheless remains a 

danger, when trying to make up for this initial lack of Irish appreciation, in insisting 

too much upon Joyce's Irishness, as if to trap him in the very net he needed to elude 

through exile. 

The most obvious point of deviation between Joyce and Irish tradition came 

17 In addition to Irish and Greco-Roman mythologies, Norse mythology also has significant presence in 
Finnegans Wake, the Eddas having long been cited as an important source. Persian, Indian, and 
Arabian myths also enter into Joyce's work, in part because of his use of the Arabian Nights. Though 
he did not have extensive knowledge of Eastern mythologies and religions, the contents of Joyce's 

personal library reveal that he often studied books about these areas if not the sacred texts themselves 
(Heinrich Zimmer's Maya der indische Mythos is particularly important in this regard). Lastly, we 
would be remiss not to mention the Bible and the Koran as important pre-modern (religious if not 
`mythological') sources as well. While there is not room in this thesis to investigate how Joyce 

employs religious sources in Finnegans Wake, the poet of mythic tradition can certainly be understood 
to serve `religion in its most basic sense' (Lord, The Singer of Tales 220). 
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when Joyce, setting himself apart from many fin de siecle revivalists, refused to learn 

Gaelic. As Herbert Gorman accounted in his authorized biography, perhaps 

embellishing the apparent contentiousness at Joyce's behest: 

Gaelic he would not touch. At the earnest solicitation of George Clancy he 
attended some of the Irish classes conducted by either Patrick Pearse or 
another but dropped out in disgust and boredom at the continual ridicule aimed 
by the overenthusiastic lecturer at English: sound, sense, syntax and all. The 
resuscitation of what he considered dead tongues did not interest him at all; it 
was living languages, their evolution and possibilities, their dramatic 
extension into planes where the living word became the living thing itself that 
called to him and started him on his endless journey. For the patriotic 
importance of Irish he did not care a fig. He knew that he would never write in 
that language any more than he would in Choctaw and he knew also that there 
would never be anything but an artificial audience (a forced hothouse growth 
in Ireland itself, at the most) for works written in that tongue. And he feared, 
too, that a national immersion in Gaelic would cut Ireland still further off than 
she was from the great central current of European culture, a culture that 
recognized no fixed country boundaries but was universal to all. (My italics; 
59-60) 

While on one hand it seems outrageous for the author of Finnegans Wake to 

effectively claim authorship within a tradition whose primary language he does not 

know very well, on the other hand Joyce can be regarded as acting naturally or 

honestly, simply using the extent of his knowledge, ability, and position as he saw fit. 

To have formally learned Gaelic and then disproportionately employed it in twentieth- 

century literature would have been conceivably unnatural or contrived. Joyce had 

already written Ulysses without `any special acquaintance with the Odyssey or with 

Greek' (Ellmann, `Joyce & Homer', 570)18. While Ulysses tells us little (if anything) 

about Homer, however, Finnegans Wake does confront the reader, through its 

numerous allusions to Irish history and myths, with an overdetermined sense of 

having truly sprung from ancient Irish roots. But while we can find thousands of Irish- 

language connotations in Finnegans Wake (portmanteaus are also made from Swahili 

18 In his own words, being perhaps too self-deprecating: `I don't even know Greek though I am spoken 
of as erudite' (LI 167). 
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and many other languages as well), the basic syntax remains English, Joyce's mother 

tongue. As the above passage of Gorman's shows, Joyce clearly did not think it 

necessary to learn Gaelic. Already Irish by birthplace (and in chapter three we will 

learn the importance of this one qualification), Joyce did not need to learn the Irish 

language to consider himself a legitimate Irish author, no matter where he lived or 

what languages he employed. 

Joyce's lack of proficiency in the Irish language does not pose a problem to 

our conception of him as an author skilled in ancient traditions, which seems to have 

been a favourite self-conception of his as well. Fond of Vico and his characterization 

of Dante as the second great poet of ricorso (following Homer), Joyce may have 

envisioned himself as the next in line. It is worth pointing out, then, that though Dante 

in the fourth canto of Inferno wrote himself into the company of the ancient Greek 

poets, because he lived before the fall of Constantinople he could have only known 

the Homeric poems through translations, never being able to read (much less hear) 

them in the original ancient Greek. Thus not only does a certain ignorance seem to 

benefit readers of Finnegans Wake, but certain deficiencies in knowledge seem to 

benefit authors seeking to reform mythic literature as well: Vergil not knowing a 

comparable oral tradition yet reproducing Homer's meter in written Latin, Dante 

knowing Homer only through Latin or Italian synopses, Joyce not knowing ancient 

Greek or Gaelic all that well. 19 Relatedly, Joyce made a special point to note that the 

contemporary male embodiment of his tradition, HCE, was illiterate like Mohammad 

(see Lernout 52). 

19 Probably taking this lack of knowledge theme too far, Vivian Mercier contends that Joyce was quite 
unconscious of his reprisals of old Irish elements: `Though [Joyce] was so much more in the true bardic 

tradition than many minor figures of the Anglo-Irish Literary Revival, I doubt whether he ever became 
fully aware of this fact' (Irish Comic Tradition 235). Tymoczko strongly disputes this: `It is certainly 
possible for a writer to be in a literary tradition without being familiar with all of its texts; but in 
Joyce's case there is evidence of his extensive familiarity with the content of the Irish literary tradition' 
(10). 
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As mentioned above, we must take care not to reduce Finnegans Wake to an 

Irish allegory, for many of the techniques Joyce uses are common to several mythic 

traditions. For instance, there is nothing Irish about the inclusion of lists and 

catalogues in Joyce's later works, as anyone who has heard of the famous catalogue 

of ships in the second book of the Iliad would know. Should the lists turn absurd in 

contents or length, however (as they do toward the end of Ulysses especially, and as 

they always are in Finnegans Wake20), then we have better grounds to say that Joyce 

`continues a feature implicit and explicit in the medieval texts of Ireland as well as in 

later Irish literature', as Maria Tymoczko does regarding Ulysses (151). Indeed, rather 

than `continues', due to their previous cultural absence, Joyce reprises or revives the 

Irish art of absurd list-making, because Irish literature no longer featured such lists for 

centuries (not since the compilation of the Annals of the Four Masters in the early 

1600s). 

On a similar note, we may mention the striking inconsistencies that abound in 

Joyce's later works: from the stout Bloom at one point being given chest 

measurements of `28 in and 29%2 in' (U 17.1818)21, to the almost constantly shifting 

perspectives of Finnegans Wake which prevent any stable realistic facts from being 

pinned down. These elements should not only recall the inconsistencies and variations 

`found in early Irish literature', nor should they be treated foremost as `analogues to 

20 Counting the lists in the book that are over a page long, we find: the 'This is... ' list of items in the 
museum tour (8-10), the list of abusive names HCE was called (71-72), the list of alternate names for 
ALP's 'mamafesta' (104-107), the list of Finn MacCool's attributes (126-39), the list of the contents of 
Shem's house (183-4), the list of ALP's gifts (210-12), the list of what the children studied (306-308), 
the list of what HCE (or Shaun? ) would eat as a meal (405-407), the list of persons and events in the 
Letter's own history of transmission (420-21), the list of Shaun's pieces of advice for Issy (ca. 433-48), 
the list of those arriving for the festival (497-99), the list of all who are to live inside HCE (543-45), the 
list of HCE's instructional actions for ALP (552-54), the list of '-ations' (557-8), the list of the contents 
of ALP and HCE's bedroom (558-59), and the list of things someone (Shaun? ) did has a child (595- 
96). We should also mention the catalogues whose items are not arranged sequentially, such as the 
hidden river names and the titles of all of Shakespeare's plays scattered throughout the text. 
" For this and other inconsistencies in Ulysses, see Robert Martin Adams's Surface and Symbol, 
particularly the chapter 'Conscious Error, Unconscious Erudition', and also Bernard Bergonzi's article 
'Opaque and Glittering'. 
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the oral variants and variation in perspective of the early Irish heroic tales' 

(Tymoczko 65), but they should remind us of how `Even Homer nods'. In other 

words, all mythic traditions, when one attempts to perceive patchwork snatches of 

oral tales as a whole, are fraught with inconsistencies and variant tellings. When 

Joyce's text contradicts itself to humorous effect, however, then we might consider 

the inconsistency to be reminiscent of Irish tradition specifically. 

Nor is extensive topography exclusive to ancient Irish literature; at least two 

others, the Greek and Roman, emphasize place as well. Tymoczko notes that `the 

characters in Ulysses geographically enter into and then leave the location in which 

strange manifestations occur, just as in Irish folklore or early Irish otherworld texts 

characters enter into or depart from the fairy world or the otherworld at specific 

geographical points in Ireland' (189-90)-yet instances of the same motif are readily 

found in the Odyssey22 and Aeneid. For example, the ancient Greek tradition situated 

the door to Hades at Necromanteion, just south of Parga, whereas in Roman 

mythology the cave at Avernus, near Cumae, led to the underworld. 

Below we will also note how the episodic nature of Joyce's work is not a 

wholly `Irish' element either. None of this is to diminish the effects of Irish tradition 

on Joyce's texts but simply to dissuade us from seizing all mythic, traditional aspects 

of Joyce's work as being of indiscriminately ancient Irish origin. Joyce was obviously 

influenced by other national traditions. Quite the opposite of an insular artist (with 

The Book of Invasions one of his primary ancient influences, as chapter three will 

elaborate), Joyce was an Irish-born author whose literary project, while indisputably 

Irish, not only furthers his native mythic tradition to meet others, but expands and 

22 Joyce's favourite authority on Homer, Victor Berard, collected his own assessments of the geography 
of the Odyssey-differing somewhat from the usual ancient accounts-in Les Navigations d'Ulysse. 
For Berard, Homer's underworld is located where Vergil's is, at Cumae. See also Seidel's Epic 
Geography: James Joyce's Ulysses. 
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elaborates all of these traditions, ebulliently playing their shared and singular qualities 

off one another. 

As already indicated, perhaps the most distinctive feature that Joyce's work 

does indeed share unequivocally with Irish mythic tradition is that of humour. As 

Tymoczko explains, in sharp contrast with the usually staid epic voice, `Comic 

elements are pervasive in the Irish literary tradition: virtually no piece of secular 

literature (and little of the ecclesiastical literature) from the early period is devoid of 

humor. Wit and wordplay, including riddling and punning, are also important 

elements of the Irish comic tradition' (81). Ulysses can be considered a comedy in the 

classical sense in large part because it is not an outright tragedy (the difficult book's 

final `yes' helps significantly in this regard, retrospectively endowing the work with 

an ambivalent affirmation). Finnegans Wake, on the other hand, has so many puns 

and plays on words built into its portmanteaus that no reader could miss the usual 

presence of joking in the text, even if he or she does not get the jokes. Augustine 

Martin, in his biography of James Stephens23, writes that his subject `was the first of 

the Irish writers to treat Celtic gods and heroes irreverently and is thus the fore-runner 

of a burlesque tradition in Irish fiction that later includes, Joyce, Eimar O'Duffy and 

Flann O'Brien' (42). Perhaps for modem fiction this is true, but there are innumerable 

precedents for the comic treatment of myth in the older Irish literature. Vivian 

Mercier in The Irish Comic Tradition includes a chapter explicitly linking the later 

Joyce with the techniques of often grotesque, absurd parody and satire often found in 

the Irish bardic tradition from the twelfth century onwards. 

The shifting style of Joyce's work also relates to ancient Irish tradition, many 

23 Joyce bizarrely beseeched Stephens to finish `Work in Progress' for him if he was unable. Again, the 
magical importance of name played a role: the request seemed largely based on James Stephens being a 
combination of Joyce's first name and the first name of the character that represented him in youth. 
(Stephens also said that his birthday was 2 February 1882, which was Joyce's birthday as well, though 
Stephens's real birthday may have been 9 February 1880 (see Pyle 114)) 
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of whose texts intersperse prose with poetry of varying meters. In old Irish texts, the 

mythic characters' dialogues are often represented in poetry, while the surrounding 

narrations are in prose. This stylistic diversity again sets the Irish tradition apart from 

the mythic literature of other cultures (the long epics of Homer and Vergil relentlessly 

employ dactylic hexameter only), just as it sets Joyce's work apart from usual 

novelistic forms. Though considered Modernistic, these innovations of Joyce also ally 

with the typical conventions of ancient Irish literature. `[I]f one were to have sat down 

to write the Irish national epic in English at the turn of this century, transposing an 

Irish poetics and content into English, ' Tymoczko writes, `it would have come out 

rather like Ulysses. It would have involved a compromise between established 

European guidelines for the genre and native formal principles for hero tale. The 

content would have balanced Irish themes, perspectives, plotting, and tone with those 

sanctioned by classical models' (57). The major exception barring Ulysses from being 

a true epic in the traditional sense, however, is that its characters are not readymade 

enough. Whatever their mythical allusions, Stephen and the Blooms were inescapably 

invented as relatively conventional, modem, fictional creations. Never does one feel 

that Ulysses actually attempts to recount or rewrite the lives of Odysseus, 

Telemachus, Penelope, or of Shakespeare, Hamlet, Anne Hathaway, etc. In Finnegans 

Wake, however, ancient and modern identities blur. Past traditions are not merely 

referenced, they are made fleetingly present through the fantastical, disorienting 

workings of the multifarious text-which is mixed of more styles, mixed more deeply 

and more frequently, than the text of Ulysses with its structured chapter motifs. 

While Tymoczko contends that Ulysses' `episodic structure' links the work 

more to the `episodic composition of the cycles of Irish heroic literature than to the 

structure of other classical or medieval heroic texts' (60), we should note that the 

literatures of all mythic traditions begin in fragmentary states. It is only through time 
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that disparate stories can be organized and woven together into larger, cohesive 

bodies, each understood as in some sense a singular work. Even the longest of the 

Irish epics, the Täin Bö Cüaiinge, a mixture of prose and poetry, is brief compared to 

many epics of other cultures. By admitting not only the advantages but the 

shortcomings in the Irish tradition's lack of stylistic uniformity and (perhaps 

resultant) lack of narrative cohesion, we can recognize Joyce's achievements as even 

more impressive. Not once but twice did Joyce organize a series of often humorous, 

stylistically varied episodes into an overall work several hundred pages long. The 

second time he did this, with Finnegans Wake, the material amounts, in addition to 

everything else it is, to one of the most extensive compendiums of mythology ever 

assembled, Irish or otherwise. What is more, through the work's self-referential 

quality and (as we will see) through its difficulty Joyce's book becomes a vital part of 

the very traditions it describes. 

However `encyclopedic', Finnegans Wake cannot be consulted in any 

straightforward, textbook way, and this too augments the legitimacy of its ancient 

Irish traditionalism. Though its careful arrangement and ordering become ever more 

apparent the more one studies it, the text of Finnegans Wake initially seems chaotic. 

Uncertainty regarding why any one paragraph, sentence, or even word of the text 

could not follow any other, however, indicates that the reader is trying to form themes 

larger than he or she has yet witnessed the minutiae of Joyce's text building toward. 

Taken in piecemeal succession, one perceives much unity within each chapter and 

episode24, and there is a definite sense of progression in the work, even if the 

interconnections and reasons for apparent inconsistencies remain unclear. To give one 

broad example, the ages of the children personas vary throughout: though they did not 

24 This is especially so within the passages of interpolated fables: the prankquean and Jarl van Hoother, 
the Mookse and the Gripes, the Ondt and the Gracehoper, etc. 
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seem quite so young in the first Book, in Book ii they are only of school-age, then in 

most of Book [[i they are becoming adults, yet in the final chapter of Book HI they are 

infants. As Tymoczko writes in The Irish Ulysses, and as is even more apt as an 

analogue of Finnegans Wake: 

Irish hero literature is organized into 'cycles' of relatively short, discrete 
narratives; bridges between stories generally do not exist, and it is often 
difficult even to establish chronological relations between many of the tales... 

. The result is another notable feature of early Irish literature: the quantity of 
material that is introduced but not explained, material that gives the stories a 
somewhat cryptic quality to the uninitiated modem reader. (My italics; 61,63) 

Before discussing the `cryptic quality' of Finnegans Wake, let us remark 

briefly on the overall `cycle' of the text, the first words picking up mid-sentence 

where the last words end. John Peale Bishop has linked this with a not uncommon 

narrative structure used in Irish tradition: `The circulatory form is one which seems to 

be especially sympathetic to the Irish mind, for many of the Irish fairy tales proceed in 

a circle, like the story of Oisin, where we are brought at the end back to the 

beginning' (Collected Essays 158). 25 

Despite being a modem text, Finnegans Wake places its readers in a position 

similar to the one they would be in when faced with an ancient text of mythic 

tradition. (Joyce acknowledges this situation and brings it to the forefront in Chapter 

1.5, which describes the Letter as if it were an ancient manuscript of questionable 

origins. ) This distance does not alienate a contemporary audience from Joyce's text, 

but instead places ancient mythic literature and this piece of twentieth-century 

25 Tymoczko's study of Lflysses and Irish tradition also mentions the following, and though this cannot 
be applied to Finnegans Wake in re could be made of this if the word 'riverrun' also closed the book, 
or if 'the' also opened it-it is still worth noting: 'It is possible to tell when a poem in an early Irish 
text is quoted in full and when only a fragment of a poem is quoted because poems in Irish tradition 
end where they begin: they come full circle, either by repeating the entire first line, or by repeating the 
opening word or syllable, or by repeating the opening phoneme or phonemes. Such a closing is called a 
dýnad, "closing, shutting; stoppage"' (71-72). It could be suggested that Finnegans Wake lacks such an 
ending repetition, or dýnad, because there is not to be any 'stoppage' of Joyce's recirculation process. 
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literature on equal footing. To the extent that one is able to engage with Finnegans 

Wake, so too will all these mythic traditions also in a sense return, Joyce's reader 

simultaneously gaining their access. 

Much like texts of the early Irish tradition, Finnegans Wake does not offer 

clear explanations of its features, character personas or narratives, nor does it lay 

these things out for the reader in any straightforward way. As far back as Portrait 

Joyce caused his readers extra effort by foregoing any formal, conventionally 

novelistic introductions of characters: ̀ Stephen's friends', writes Theodore Spencer, 

are but `items, so to speak, in Stephen's mind. They are not pictured for us; Joyce 

expects us to take them for granted, as features in Stephen's landscape which need no 

further identification beyond their names' (12). This refusal to introduce characters 

and situations continues through Ulysses, and in fact extends to the provision of 

setting information as well: though the industry of guidebooks hides this from us, the 

fact is that Joyce's novels do not from their beginnings easily offer up where and 

when they take place. In the entirety of Portrait, for instance, a novel quite bound to 

place and time, only once is a specific year even mentioned, and that year is 1829 (P 

45). Relatedly, the reader must always work to ascertain Stephen's age in any given 

chapter. In these respects Joyce treats major features of his texts almost as if they 

were pre-existent in the audience's memory, as if even the first reading were already a 

rereading. 

This same technique carries greater significance in Finnegans Wake, in which 

so many of the figures and situations-being based on mythic and historic material 

and arranged into primal relationships-are effectively famous. Everyone recognizes 

the names Eve and Adam in the book's first line, yet Joyce's text does not explain that 

Adam & Eve's is the name of a church and a pub on the banks of the Liffey-had he 

done so, we would know the setting sooner. The full names of the matriarch and 
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patriarch personas, Anna Livia Plurabelle and Humphrey Chimpden Earwicker, never 

actually appear in the text verbatim. In many opaque sections, the presence of major 

personas can only be discerned through experience and repeated readings, after which 

we recognize which epithets and attributes describe Father, Mother, Daughter, Sons, 

Scholars, etc. All readers should be able to recognize such basic concepts without 

being formally introduced to them, much as the prototypical ancient Greek audience 

should already know their traditional gods, heroes, and histories, allowing Homer to 

proceed in medias res. 

The outline of Finnegans Wake does not give readers as much trouble as the 

opaque language itself does, however. This too is a particular trait of some ancient 

Irish mythic literature. In the next and final section of this chapter, we will see how 

this most prominent feature of Finnegans Wake distinctly positions Joyce as the latest 

in an ancient line of Irish poets. As James Delargy noted in his study of the final Irish 

folk bards: 

The boastftil speeches of kings and heroes, the long alliterative 'runs' and 
obscure passages, together with the tricks and quips of narrative were 
hallowed by long tradition, and were intended for the approval of the listener 
rather than of the reader. To read these tales is for many of us to-day a dreary 
duty, as we strip apart the story imprisoned in the tangled net of this beloved 
verbiage. But we should bear in mind that obscurity of language held an 
attraction for the pedantically minded though unlettered listener. One old 
story-teller friend of mine, speaking of old men whom he had known in his 
youth, was full of admiration for their 'hard Irish' (crua-Ghaoluinn), 
remarking that 'they had such fine hard Irish you would not understand a 
wordfrom them! ' (My italics; 32-33) 

Lastly, Irish literature through the medieval period is known for its frequent, 

particular blendings of history and mythology. This writing has been labelled 

`pseudohistory' (Tymoczko 168), but we must realize that to a large extent these 

distinctions between fact and fiction are the result of our modem sensibilities. To 

those who live their lives in correspondence with them, myths are more true and vital 
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than the most verifiable historical data. Moreover, the most endurable histories 

inevitably become myths. As Caoimhin Breatnach notes (drawing upon the work of J. 

Carney), the Irish poets of old would bring the past to bear on the present in order to 

address their contemporary concerns: `This constant allusion to the past was clearly 

designed to add weight to events of the present. The poets' interest in past traditions 

was not motivated by a desire to merely preserve these older traditions. As Carney has 

observed, the older traditions served as a rich source for analogues which could be 

applied to the present' (199). Proinsias Mac Cana writes that the `range of interest' of 

the sage Irish poet `would have comprised such genres as genealogical lore, 

panegyric, mythological tradition, and quasi-historical and heroic narratives about the 

kings, heroes and tribes of Ireland' (41). Likewise, Finnegans Wake is remarkable in 

its mixings of various genres and of fact with fiction. While we can easily get caught 

up in tracing obscure references back to old sources, Joyce's book also works by 

bringing ancient history to bear on more recent events, colliding modem figures with 

chosen mythological counterparts, again and again showing us how various narratives 

from various times and levels of reality can be drawn together. 

4. JOYCE, ANCIENT POETIC ROLES, AND THE DARK TONGUE 

Joyce performs certain tasks of ancient poets in the twentieth century at around the 

same time as the birth of modem scholarship on oral tradition. When describing his 

branch of research into ancient poetic traditions, Parry posits an unseen gulf 

separating mythic and modem sensibilities: '[I]t is only by careful study that we can 

work away from the habitual ideas, that uneducated and uncivilized man is not really 

very unlike the man of the modern world, and that the genius of the oral poet is not 
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really any different from the genius of the written poet' (471). Today it seems strange 

to think that such similarities between ancient and modem were ever considered 

'habitual'. While this thesis does not contend that the oral poet is really very like the 

modem poet, it argues that the literate poet is indeed able to reproduce a significant 

number of the traditional oral poet's methods and effects. Finnegans Wake is one 

large piece of evidence supporting this view. Joyce's book proves that, though ancient 

tradition may indeed in a sense 'die' in the face of writing and all else that modernity 

entails and emphasizes, nevertheless literature can utilize ancient material and 

techniques, awakening readers to states of mind that all human beings possess, even if 

most have forgotten about them. 

From Parry on there has been much concern with the terminology applied to 

oral tradition (folk, or popular, or primitive, or traditional, or merely early poetry' 

(Parry 468)), and how to best describe the material most exactly and least 

(unintentionally) derogatorily. 26 Just as the ancient poets never knew these 

distinctions, Joyce himself does not bother with them very much: strict 

compartmentalization could only hinder his final work's expansive philosophy. In a 

sense it does not matter very much how old any particular source is, or what stage of 

development a source's surrounding culture was at, because all potential sources are 

but one reappropriation away from the text of Finnegans Wake. For our purposes 

here, 'tradition' is used to denote a lineage of cultural understanding, passed from 

generation to generation, which incorporates 'myth' (stories of preternatural beings) 

relayed through artful words (written or spoken) as 'literature'. 

26 See especially Parry 468,470 and Lord, Singer 6 for early examples of this sort of hairsplitting over 
terminology, which many later comprehensive studies in the field also seek to rectify. In a more recent 
work, John Miles Foley has coined the particularly useful terms unambiguously oral texts ('such as the 
songs collected by Parry and Lord') and oral-derived texts ('that is, the manuscript or tablet works of 
finally uncertain provenance that nonetheless show oral traditional characteristics'), and has contended 
that the Iliad and Odyssey belong in the latter group (Traditional Oral Epic 5). If Finnegans Wake were 
to be classified in such a way, it could be considered an oral-aspiring text, as chapter four will explain. 
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We shall also retain 'folk' to signify the (usually rural) bards prevalent in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In the hish context specifically 'folk' will refer to 

the traditional practice, conveyed almost exclusively through spoken Gaelic, of Irish 

peasants after the fall of the bardic schools in the early seventeenth century due to 

English influence (political and linguiStiC)27 
. Albert Lord, for one, warned that 

'outside the circle of folklore enthusiasts the connotations of "folk" ... tend to be 

derogatory. One thinks of the simple peasant with his "quaint ideas... (Singer 6). In 

chapter three we will see that Joyce himself does consider the Irish folk--distinct 

from the older mythic traditions from which their customs derived-as quite obsolete 

by the twentieth century. As the hermetic, modern-world-denying folk tradition 

compares unfavourably with the expansionary aims of Finnegans Wake, Joyce's 

opinion, however mean, is not altogether unjustified. 

Now that we have defined this terminology, we can proceed to ascertain 

Joyce's place as an Irish-born author of ancient myth-oriented traditions. Attributing 

to his penultimate work aspects which are even more suited to Finnegans Wake, 

Tymoczko writes that 'Joyce marks Ulysses as the product of an Irish poet and asserts 

28 through the formal structures his own identity as a file 
, the hish poet who was 

equally the storyteller, an identification suggested, probably at Joyce's instigation, in 

Gilbert's study of Ulysses' (79). We must keep in mind, however, that Gilbert's 

explicit description of 'the file or professional minstrels in Ireland' as Joyce's 

'predecessors' (70-71) was an idea guided by the author then writing Finnegans 

Wake, who was reputedly 'bored' with his all of previous works instantly 'after they 

are written and published' (Mikhail 157). Joyce certainly would have liked the 

27 See Donna Wong's account in The Cambridge History of Irish Literature, pp. 633-36. 
28 In modem Irish, which I will follow, the singular form is file and the plural fili. But in Old Irish, 
which many of my sources use, the same terms are respectively fili and filid. Other variants exist as 
well, however. For instance, Stuart Gilbert usesfile to represent the plural. 
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audience of Finnegans Wake to understand his role as akin to the ancient Irish fili, a 

self-conception he had gradually worked toward substantiating most of his life. Late 

in Portrait Stephen imagines himself as 'a priest of eternal imagination, transmuting 

the daily bread of experience into the radiant body of everlasting life' (P 192), and F. 

L. Radford contends that this 'prophetic observation' depicts a role 'closer to that of 

the ancient hishfilid than to any other cultural analogue' (268) . 
29 The wide range of 

occupations that the fili held-all concerned with learnedness, from lawyers to poets 

to magicians-corresponds to the breadth of knowledge professed by Joyce, 

especially in his final work. 

Above we noted Finnegans Wake's great miscellany of elements and sources, 

each piece of which Joyce tries to employ for all it is worth, whether it is esoteric or 

common. Scholars have often remarked upon the juxtaposition of and appreciation for 

both 'high' and 'low' culture in Ulysses. This sort of sophisticated even-handedness is 

also a hallmark of thefile, who 'observed no rigorous distinction between literary and 

unliterary elements in his work; it was, all of it, functional, and it was socially rather 

than personally motivated' (Mac Cana 38). Further, in keeping with their objective of 

integration, while 'they inherited something of the druidic preference for the oral 

mode, both in their teaching and their composition', the fili nonetheless 'did not 

eschew the use of writing' (Mac Cana 35). As we will see below and as chapter four 

will discuss at greater length, the operation of Finnegans Wake also synthesizes 

writing and orality, just as it does 'high' and 'low' cultural allusions and modem and 

mythic mindsets. Much as they were the ancientfili's, these attempts at integration are 

also part of Joyce's function. 

Joyce resembles not only the file but also the Irish druid (or seer), an 

29 Radford assures us that the identity of the file is 'a concept we know from his letters to Stanislaus as 
being part of Joyce's own self-image' (268). 

41 



occupation more concerned with spiritual matters. We have many examples of Joyce 

at his strangest professing beliefs that his writing, particularly Finnegans Wake, could 

sometimes magically influence real events or predict the future. 30 Both of these roles, 

file and druid, however, blur not only historically but also in our scholarly 

descriptions: 'A file was a practical sort of man whom you could actually consult 

about things that are going to happen. He was a useful member of society, unlike the 

poet of modem society.... [T]he name offile [means] the seer, the foreseer of the 

future' (Greene 2). Modem sensibilities may easily overestimate this apparent 

contradiction between practicality on the one hand and prophetic consultation on the 

other, but centuries ago it was considered practical to consult such a poet about the 

future. 

Finnegans Wake seems the manifestation of Joyce's belief that he could 

assume such roles in the modem world, a conviction based not so much on personal 

intuition or any sort of sentimentality for myths of the past, but rather on his ability to 

wield immense amounts of traditional information and bring them to bear on the 

contemporary world. Joyce in his last book may seem to pursue completely strange 

and new, obscure goals, but his authorship actually recalls the performances of Irish 

druids and fili. Though others in the recent past had been enamoured with similar 
31 

ancient poetics , their attempts at recreating them seem less comprehensive and 

ambitious than Joyce's. Specifically, most of these imitations lack the culturally 

informative aspects, the consistent employment of pre-existent material and 

30 See Atherton 14-15 for an account of several of these incidents: for example, 'When the Russo- 
Finnish War broke out shortly after the publication of Finnegans Wake Joyce wrote, "As foretold by 
the prophet, the Finn again wakes. "' 
31 We think of Shelley taking over for Aeschylus in writing a new Prometheus Unbound (the ancient 
version having been lost), of Tennyson writing his poem 'Ulysses' to complete the story of the ancient 
Ithacan king, or of Longfellow effectively employing in English the same dactylic hexameter of ancient 
epic verse. 
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readymade forms, and the documentation of contents 32 that were, are, and always will 

be in the world. As Eric Havelock writes, 'The Romantics' also 

sought to revive the conception of the poet as prophet and seer possessed of a 
unique vision of reality and a unique insight into things temporal. These 
powers, however, were conceived in a sense quite alien to those wielded by 
the Homeric poet ... They aspired but they did not inform. The Homeric poet 
controlled the culture in which he lived for the simple reason that his poetry 
became and remained the only authorised version of important utterance. He 
did not need to argue about this. It was a fact of life accepted by his 
community and by himself without reflection or analysis. (Preface to Plato 
145) 

We can clearly see that Finnegans Wake, in its conglomeration of vast amounts of 

mythic and cultural information, is comparable to the practices of the Homeric poets 

as well as the secularly useful file and the spiritually useful druid. However, an 

obvious difference between most products of ancient poets and Finnegans Wake is 

that Joyce's work is not nearly as transparent in revealing its contents and external 

sources. 

The distinction between druid and file can be roughly traced to two 

interconnected authorial influences brought to Ireland by St. Patrick in the late fifth 

century: the privilege of writing instead of speech, and the privilege of Christianity as 

opposed to native pagan mythology. Though chapter four will deal more thoroughly 

with the oral/written dichotomy, for now let us note that '[b]efore the sixth century 

Irish literature was, for all practical purposes, purely oral' (Mac Cana 35); thus the 

occupation of the druids, being almost totally oral, was in direct opposition to Patrick. 

The fili, on the other hand, almost by definition, were those former druids able to 

32 While these documentarian or informative qualities are not usually attributed to Joyce's work, we 
should remember his expressed intention for Ulysses 'to give a picture of Dublin so complete that if the 
city one day suddenly disappeared from the earth it could be reconstructed out of my book' (qtd. in 
Budgen 67-68). Similarly, a sizeable portion of the history of Western culture could conceivably be 
reconstructed from Finnegans Wake. 
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incorporate writing 33 into their native cultural practices. Importantly, however, the 

'impact of writing seems to have had little effect on the oral character of Irish 

literature' (O'Nolan, 'Homer & Irish Heroic... ' 18). This endurance of the oral within 

the written presages Finnegans Wake and its ability to retain the ancient in the face of 

the modern. 

As recorded in the manuscript of the Senchas M& (or The Great Tradition): 

Before Patrick came the right to speak was not given to anyone except three 
people: the chronicler, for recounting and storytelling; the man of art, for 
composing praise and satire; and the man of law, for issuing judgments by 
way of pronouncements and maxims. But since Patrick came, each of these 
kinds of speech is under the yoke of the man of the white language-that is, of 
the Bible. (My italics; trans. & qtd. in Nagy, Conversing 203) 

This speech-controlling 'white language' is of course the very opposite of the bg1ra 

na filed. As mentioned above, this latter is the Dark Tongue, the obscure language 

used in ancient Irish rituals which Joyce seems to recreate with the peculiar language 

of Finnegans Wake. 

Toward the end of the previous section we noted that linguistic opacity 

remained a feature throughout Irish literary tradition. In the case of the Dark Tongue, 

however, this opacity had the extra purpose (in addition to impressing the audience 

with its complexity) of storing the most advanced and most precious information that 

the druids and fili had discovered. Preserved in such a code, this data could be 

transmitted to those of the next generation able to comprehend the language and 

extend the material further. 'For the Fili, ' George Gibson writes, 'the Dark Tongue 

and its concomitant array of linguistic techniques were ... used as tools for prophecy, 

for acquiring insight, inspiration, and knowledge of the hidden connections, obscured 

patterns, and invisible relationships between things' (228). 

33 And to an extent their ability to incorporate Christianity as well, though again this lies outside the 
scope of this thesis. 
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As for the purpose of this parallel between the language of Finnegans Wake 

and the language of ancient druidic secrets, Gibson has it that Joyce conceived of his 

final work as a cultural event whose character and effects were the opposite of St. 

Patrick usurping the Rites of Tara by lighting 'his Paschal fire nearby on the Hill of 

Slane', thereby 'herald[ing] the end of hish paganism' in 433 AD (7). Finnegans Wake 

with its polyglot, multifonn language exhibits an intent to oppose forces of cultural 

consolidation, reduction, or outright censorship, proposing instead an enterprise of 

endless, wild though calculated, reappropriations and expansions of foreign materials. 

If it were possible, it seems Joyce's process would take all myths in the history of the 

world as its backing tradition. Finnegans Wake's process of utilizing any and all 

sources indiscriminately, all in the service of the work's consummate functionality, 

makes itself apparent not only on the broadest, myth-(re)making levels of the work, 

but also on the level of the multifarious, secret-storing and information-binding text 

itself: 

In the book whose ultimate purpose is renewal and recovery, there is no more 
appropriate means for Joyce to express this purpose than through his 
deliberate re-creation of the very language that was banned by the Invader at 
Tara so long ago-making the Dark Tongue truly the language of the Ricorso, 
and its recovery in Finnegans Wake the defense and indictment of the book 
itself. (Gibson 236) 

Let us conclude this chapter with the clearest confirmation of Joyce's ancient, 

traditional authorship, which he received not only in his lifetime but before the final 

version of Finnegans Wake even went to press. Having seen sections of 'Work in 

34 Progress' 
, 

R. A. S. Macalister in his The Secret Languages of Ireland (1937) 

compared Joyce's text with the language of the Hisperica Famina, an ancient fifidecht 

manuscript written in the Dark Tongue. What is more, besides the likelihood that he 

34 See Mercier's letter in A Wake Newslitter, No. 14, June 1963, pp. 7,10. 
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had already been familiar with Macalister's previous scholarship on pagan Insh 

ritualS35, Joyce actually read The Secret Languages of Ireland and incorporated its 

findings into Finnegans Wake less than two years before its completion. In part 

because Macalister never refers to Joyce by name (thus excluding him from the 

index), only a handful of scholars in the first half-century of Wakean criticism even 

noted this connection. 36 The influences of Macalister and the Dark Tongue have 

remained largely overlooked (Tymoczko does not mention them at all), though time 

will tell if Gibson's recent claim that 'Macalister is very likely the most important 

source of information on Irish lore' will change this (17). 

A large amount of Macalister's commentary on 'Work in Progress' is worth 

quoting: 

These days of ours have seen the rise of a school of writers, whom the reader 
can readily name for himself, for they have earned their full share of 
advertisement.... My knowledge of these works is ... limited to the chance 
extracts from them which I have come across from time to time in the 
periodical press. If I may generalize from these fragmentary data, their 
language is fundamentally English: but the sense, if any, is placed beyond the 
reach of ordinary persons by anarchic neologisms of idiom, accidence, and 
vocabulary; by artificial deformations of words, and violent wrestings of their 
orthodox meanings ... and by interspersed combinations of letters, not always 
pronounceable, and to me, at least, unintelligible. I am quite ready to admit the 
possibility that these writers may have grounds for self-congratulation, hidden 
from my undiscerning eyes. Critics tell me so, and in matters so far outside my 
competence I must believe what I am told. But originality is not to be 
reckoned among these assets. Every one of the vagaries above enumerated 
was anticipated twelve or thirteen hundred years ago by the authors of 
Hisperica Famina: the only novelty which has been introduced into the 
modem antitype is an occasional affectation of moral irresponsibility. (My 

35 Joyce's conceptions of the Rites of Tara in Finnegans Wake seem informed by Macalister's earlier 
work. Gibson notes that Joyce must have followed Macalister because the latter's interpretations are 
unique in their privileging of 'occultism' and 'strange correspondences', which drew criticism from 
other scholars in the field: 'These charges have made Macalister's work on Tara both marginal and 
obscure; these are, however, the very charges that have been levelled at Joyce himself' (19). 
36 In 1968 Adaline Glasheen documented how Joyce added to Finnegans Wake certain words in Shelta, 
Ogharn, Bog Latin, Cearlagair Na Saer, and general Gaelic only after the publication of The Secret 
Languages of Ireland, in which Macalister defined those very words (A Wake Digest 48-51). (For 
instance, fin in Shelta is 'man'. ) Through 1980, Mercier, Rose, and Ian MacArthur, appear to be the 
only Joycean critics to have mentioned Macalister, and no extended treatment was ever given to him 

until the publication of Gibson's Wake Rites in 2005. Joyce also includes 'MacAhster' in a list of the 
Twelve at FW3 70.2 1. 

46 



italics; The Secret Languages ofIreland 78-79) 

Reading this in 1937, near the end of his long labour, what 'self-congratulation' Joyce 

must have taken from these somewhat disdainful remarks. Whatever negativity 

Macalister, who devoted his life to ancient studies, apparently felt toward modemist 

literature, he nonetheless must have been greatly impressed by seeing the Dark 

Tongue quite as he had described it, though in an English variant, reappear in 

contemporary journals. Until now there has been no explanation of why Macalister 

refers to Joyce in the plural, but here we can pose one: In his own way, Macalister 

conveys his awe by describing Joyce's authorship as both multiple and anonymous. 

There could be no greater compliment for someone aspiring to be a traditional poet 

than to be (mis)taken for an entire 'school' unto himself 

Though understanding Finnegans Wake obviously means more than 

understanding its connections to mythic literature, we benefit greatly by pursuing 

many lines of thought from the ancient literary contexts into which Joyce undeniably 

sought to earn entry, revitalize and reappropriate. Instead of the 'occasional 

affectation of moral irresponsibility' that Macalister complained of, however 

(presumably Joyce's penchant for obscenity), the culmination of our research will 

investigate the ever-present literary 'crimes' of appropriation, which Joyce perpetrates 

on every page of Finnegans Wake, just as a master of deep poetic traditions should. 
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CHAPTER 2 

IMAGINATIVE IGNORANCE, GENERATIVE FORGETTING, 
AND RECOLLECTION THROUGH NAMES 

The introduction and first chapter investigated how Joyce's composition tends toward 

a law of conservation of artistic material-nothing created, nothing destroyed. This 

chapter will explore how ancient material can be recalled from long cultural absence, 

and how Finnegans Wake exploits (or even redeems) modem readers' ignorance in 

order for mythic knowledge to eventfully return. 

To bring back dead mythological elements Joyce must trust that all lost 

elements always survive in some unseen reservoir. While Jung with his 'collective 

unconscious' positions such a catchall below the threshold of human consciousness, 

Joyce in Ulysses suggests that all infonnation, including the entire past Irish tradition, 

is stored above, in the akasa (Sankrit for 'sky'): 'Gone with the wind. Hosts at 

Mullaghmast and Tara of the kings. [ ... ] The tribune's words, howled and scattered to 

the four winds. A people sheltered within his voice. Dead noise. Akasic records of all 

that ever anywhere wherever was' (7.880-83). 

As will be explained below, Vico informed Joyce that the gestation of mythic 

poetry has little to do with scientific intelligence but everything to do with 

imaginative ignorance. Joyce's incomplete knowledge of mythologies, along with his 

imperfect (however prodigious) memory, actually proves conducive to the cultural 

project he envisioned for Finnegans Wake, the rebirth in the modem era of forgotten 

ancient material. 
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Joyce was not the only modernist who recognized the creative potency of not- 

knowing, however. The themes in the following passage from Kafka's 'Investigations 

of a Dog' are particularly relevant to the facets of Finnegans Wake addressed in this 

chapter. The 'great advantage' of 'earlier generations', Kafka's narrator contends, was 

that 

their memory was not so overburdened as ours today, it was easier to get them 
to speak out, and even if nobody actually succeeded in doing that, the 
possibility of it was greater, and it is indeed this greater sense of possibility 
that moves us so deeply when we listen to those old and strangely simple 
stories. Here and there we catch a curiously significant phrase and we would 
almost like to leap to our feet, if we did not feel the weight of centuries upon 
us.... I can understand the hesitation of my generation, indeed it is no longer 
mere hesitation; it is the thousandth forgetting of a dream dreamt a thousand 
times and forgotten a thousand times; and who can damn us merely for 
forgetting for the thousandth time? (299-300) 

If exploited positively, the forgetting that lifts 'the weight of centuries upon us' can 

also restore us to an ignorant primal state and thus open the possibility for mythic 

return, or return of repressed cultural material within the human imagination. The 

ingenuity of Finnegans Wake binds and redeems various related states of not-knowing 

('Oferax cupla! ' (606.23 ['0 felix culpaTO fruitful pair'])). For instance, while the 

character-personas (ALP in particular) seem locked within a cyclic narrative that 

forgets itself by the book's last page, readers benefit by approaching the difficult text 

with an active curiosity predicated by unassuming ignorance. 

Finnegans Wake incorporates ignorance and forgetting into its construction in 

a variety of ways, and these absences of knowledge facilitate the entrance of larger 

mythic presences whenever the reader searches them out after perceiving their names. 

Even Joyce himself cannot possibly know everything about the ancient, traditional 

elements referenced in his final work, yet the mere inclusion of a mythic name can 

effectively summon the entire named figure into our imagination. The fact that these 
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names are usually obscured by difficult language actually aids the recall process, as 

the true names are not provided by the text but rather arrived at by the discerning 

reader. Regardless of however much we can read into any reference to Tristan and 

Isolde, for example, we must allow that all elements of the Tristan and Isolde story 

(every variant of it, however obscure) may have a bearing on any given reference to it 

in the text of Finnegans Wake. Once the reader recognizes that Tristan and/or Isolde 

are being invoked, every related element of their story potentially comes into play. To 

request this influx of an entire entry from the akasic records, the essential piece of 

data needed is the name, an ingredient that has always carried tremendous 

significance in mythic traditions and primal thinking. Joyce seems to consider that 

such ancient processes still function in modemity, thus refuting some scholars whose 

work on myth influenced him deeply, such as Frazer and L6vy-Bruhl. 

Lastly, the mythic name is linked to the bit of Finngans Wake's synecdochic 

'allforabit' concept, in which 'a part so ptee [petit] does duty for the holos [whole]' 

(18.36-19.2). Communication theorists, influenced by Marshall McLuhan's 

interpretations of Finnegans Wake, have noted the compatibility of basic bits of 

infon-nation across various technologies and media. This chapter will go further, 

arguing that the mythic name allows conveyance of ancient traditional material to the 

modem world, which has forgotten myth, and to modem readers, who lack mythic 

knowledge. 

1. MEMORY AND MYTHIC TRADITION 

The prototypical oral poet does not remember traditional songs verbatim. For illiterate 

singers, such as the Homeric and the Slavic bards upon which Parry and Lord based 
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their theories, all performances that describe the same narrative are understood to be 

the exact same poem, no matter how much they may differ from one another on a 

word-by-word basis. The skill of the poet of oral tradition is largely defined in terms 

of his or her proficiency at using various types of formulas, which can be as broad as 

the outlines of mythic storylines or as narrow as the usual metrical patterns of verse. 

Such a poet does not conscientiously adhere to or recollect any previous telling: 

He does not 'memorize' formulas, any more than we as children 'memorize' 
language. He learns them by hearing them in other singers' songs, and by 
habitual usage they become part of his singing as well. Memorization is a 
conscious act of making one's own, and repeating, something that one regards 
as fixed and not one's own. The learning of an oral poetic language follows 
the same principles as the learning of language itself, not by the conscious 
schematization of elementary grammars but by the natural oral method. (Lord, 
The Singer of Tales 36) 

Thus the oral poet functions by singing (each time in different words) the set pieces of 

a tradition not defined by any immutable external sources, while the audience checks 

that the poet's songs seem to match what they also have already learned by heart. The 

arrangement of myths and the songs based on them change slowly over the years, 

roughly corresponding to the surrounding culture's understanding of itself at any 

given time. 

The development of writing alters traditional poetic composition immensely. 

Serving as the frozen voice of ideal, absent singers, writing effectively recasts specific 

sequences of formulaic material-which the oral poet never intentionally remembered 

or fixated upon-into blocks of text that resist alteration. Verbatim memorization 

instantly becomes an admirable skill, though its use is comparatively recreational 

because no one needs to recall in such detail mythic information that has already been 

recorded. For example, after the 'official' transcription of the Homeric epics in 

Athens in the late sixth century BC, contests were held at the Panathenaic festivals to 
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see (not hear) which rhapsode could recite them most accurately (see Young 42). 

Foundational formulas become immovable text; the audience no longer judges a poet 

in relation to an evolving communal tradition but upon adherence to dictation set 

down beforehand, and the oral tradition dies along with the myths it propagated. 

Joyce is obviously not an oral poet but a literate writer; chapter one, however, 

noted the frequent oral-aspiring quality of Joyce's late work, a trait he shares with 

much of the Irish tradition before him. Remarkably, as the first chapter also 

mentioned, Irish traditional poetry always retained much of its 'oral character' despite 

the increasing cultural emphasis on writing in the centuries from St. Patrick onwards 

(O'Nolan, 'Homer & Irish Heroic... ' 18). The bardic schools once taught a form of 

oral composition that entailed students working on, perfecting, and memorizing a new 

poem alone in the dark for an entire day; after this the young poets would recite for 

their masters' evaluation, at which point the new verses were committed to writing 

(Corkery 74). This strange practice forces a solitary, mental composition tending 

toward the oral to be strictly memorized, and then to adhere immediately to writing 

upon first presentation. To give a later example, Delargy relates that even for Irish 

folk in the early twentieth century, '[t]he tale must be passed on as it has been 

received, unaltered, not in regard to language, but in fonn and plot' (20). Even though 

they felt the need to discourage evolving structural alterations, these late lines of Irish 

oral poets nonetheless share something with the ancient Homeric singers in their 

explicit statement that stories need not be remembered (or reproduced) verbatim. 

Evaluating the entire history of Irish tradition, Delargy writes that 

Irish literature, both written and oral, must be studied as a continuous whole. 
Both oral tradition and written literature have exercised considerable influence 
on one another; the early sagas contain a wealth of motifs borrowed from a 
still older orally preserved tradition: Gaelic medieval romance shows 
uninistakable evidence both of the written literature, and of folk-elements, 
native and foreign; while, in more recent times, the paper manuscripts of the 
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seventeenth to nineteenth centuries have exercised a greater influence than has 
hitherto been suspected on Gaelic oral literature. (30) 

The above outline of various traditional poets' relations to their source 

materials-unwritten or written, used as pliant guidelines or tending toward verbatim 

recollection-provides a context in which to interpret Joyce's own relation to the 

sources of Finnegans Wake. In his reprisal of mythic traditions Joyce employs 

writing, obviously, but also much of the fluidity of oral tradition. As the first chapter 

discussed, Joyce selected snatches from a wide miscellany of external texts, which 

became the makeshift, pre-existent 'formulas' that Finnegans Wake often repeats, 

altering them each time, on a sentence-by- sentence level. Oral poets of myth 

intuitively make use of inherited metrical strategies and traditional word-runs in their 

performances. Joyce, on the other hand, despite his oft-lauded memory, could not 

learn his many chosen 'formulas' by heart and thus needed a small library of 

notebooks in which to record them. ' Significantly, as explored below, Joyce while 

composing 'Work in Progress' did not value his own revisions of these precursory 

'formulas' at the expense of the original versions he had found in other authors' 

books. This gives us some insight into how Joyce set up, channelled, and (re)vivified 

a patchwork textual tradition whose disparate, pre-existent sentences he reworked into 

his own conglomeratic mythology. 

At a very early point in the composition of Finnegans Wake, in a letter to 

Harriet Shaw Weaver dated 24 May 1924, Joyce wrote, 'I found my memory, vision, 

power of attention all gradually getting worse yet I knew that if the books or even the 

Mss and notebooks were left here I would go on. [ ... ] To write a book like this I 

' Obviously Joyce did not need to keep written notations of the common phrases that Finnegans Wake 
also uses as formulas, though these number into the hundreds. To give but one example, Joyce repeats 
and alters 'The early bird gets the worm' in a variety of ways: 'I have met you, bird, too late, or if not, 
too worm and early' (37.13-14), 'Earlyfouler' (197.8), 'Keep airly hores and the worm is yores' 
(435.23-24), 'the curly bard said after kitchen the womn in his hym' (465.28-29). 
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should have a study of my own where I could quickly get at my books and papers. 

Otherwise it is impossible' (LI 214). Jed Deppman deduces from such comments as 

this that Joyce, while undertaking his immense task, actually held his own drafts and 

manuscripts (i. e. his revisions of other authors' words) to be of lesser importance than 

the original books which contained their source fonnulas: 

Such comments, scattered about in his letters and in the memories of his 
ftiends, are proof that to write his new book Joyce needed ... more 
information, sources, and details than his mind could carry. Yet, as the letter 
also suggests, while preliminary research and a room of his own were 
necessary for him to write 'a book like this, ' he was also dependent on the 
actual physical presence of his source material, that is, the manuscripts, 
notebooks, and other 'books and papers. ' ... His unromantic admission -'I 
knew that if the books or even the Mss and notebooks were left here I would 
go on'-confirms that in 1924 not only did Joyce not think he could continue 
if he were entirely cut off from his sources and drafts but he also had in mind a 
rough hierarchy-'or even the Mss and notebooks'-in which his books were 
more important resources than the sketches and notes that he himself had 
written. (307) 

The exact hierarchy is not as important as the fact that Joyce expressed a strong desire 

to keep his source materials with him even after he had made use of them by turning 

them into notes for Finnegans Wake. 

Poets within an oral tradition must hear all relevant formulaic elements often 

enough to sense the metrical and thematic options available to them. Yet no poet can 

consciously remember all fon-nulas. Unable to commit his source 'formulas' to 

memory and unwilling to forget them even after making use of them, Joyce as an 

apprentice poet of mythic traditions felt compelled to remain in possession of the 

original sourcebooks. With no living tradition surrounding him from which he could 

repeatedly overhear formulas, Joyce must remain in possession of the books which 

literally are his amalgamated backing tradition on the sentence level. It is as if Joyce 

needs to feel the continued influence of his source sentences (even after he rewords 

them in his own compositions) in order for these original 'formulas' to function as a 
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living, pastiche tradition that underpins his emergent tradition-binding authorship. 

Asking Joyce to leave his sourcebooks would be like asking an oral poet who has not 

yet mastered his craft to never again hear any other, older poet sing. 

The first chapter already alluded to the sense of aloneness evident in Joyce's 

weighty task of sifting through and reappropriating so many readymade elements into 

one cohesive work. While collective authorships certainly had a bearing on Finnegans 

Wake, the entire production on a much more practical level was composed by Joyce 

alone. Proceeding as if destined to recycle this traditional material, Joyce fears that if 

he fails all he has been cultivating will be prematurely lost to oblivion. 2 Everything 

may disappear again eventually at the end of the current cultural cycle, but he has 

tried to document and synthesize as much as possible before all vanishes from his 

mind when he leaves the world. Near the end of Finnegans Wake, Joyce incorporates 

into ALP's final monologue overtones of his own lonely struggle to complete his 

mythic feat in the modem world: 'Thinking always if I go all goes. A hundred cares, a 

tithe of troubles and is there one who understands me? One in a thousand of years of 

the nights? All me life I have been lived among them but now they are becoming 

lothed to me' (627.13-17). '[I]f I go all goes' not only expresses the precariousness of 

Joyce's task but also echoes words Dante spoke when asked to undertake a papal 

embassy ('If I go, who remains? If I remain, who goes? '). Yeats had quoted this when 

ineffectively inviting Joyce to join the Academy of Irish letters (McHugh, 

Annotations 627). No existent community could give Joyce the support his final 

literary work needed; offers of membership became repugnant, 'lo[a]thed' to him, 

because they only indicated how poorly Joyce's supposed peers appreciated his last 

work, which has 'lo[st]' them because it is so unlike the literature they knew. 

2 As previously noted, Joyce placed such importance on the work's completion that he even requested 
James Stephens to complete it if he could not. 
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The surrounding culture neither believes religiously in the myths that 

Finnegans Wake documents and forges into mythic archetypes (HCE, ALP, etc. ), nor 

expects such strange, conglomerated language that relates a wide range of material. 

Emphasizing themes of revival and ricorso, Joyce admits not only the absence in the 

modem world of much of his chosen material but also the inability of anyone to 

comprehend it to any comfortable degree. After all, as its sole bearer he himself has 

experienced how such massive information is more than anyone's memory can retain. 

Joyce cannot trust his modem audience to guide his work-as an ancient audience 

would guide an ancient poet-by offering their approval to the most appropriate 

representation of tradition as they understand it at the time. In fact, the situation is 

almost reversed: Joyce must guide his audience, making them aware of just how 

ignorant we all are of past traditions. The next section will explain how Finnegans 

Wake actually utilizes these inescapable modem conditions of not-knowing. 

2. VITAL STATES OF NOT-KNOWING IN FINNEGANS WAKE 

Vico wrote that the type of thinking that generates myths can take place only in 

atmospheres of creative ignorance: 

[T]he first people ... lacked the power of reason, and were entirely guided by 
their vigorous sensations and vivid imaginations 

.... Their poetry also sprang 
naturally from their ignorance of causes. For ... ignorance is the mother of 
wonder; and being ignorant of all things, the first people were amazed by 
everything. In them, poetry began as literally divine. For whenever something 
aroused their feelings of wonder, they imagined its cause as a god. (par. 375) 

Only a process of forgetting, unleaming the modem conceits that stifle imagination, 

could restore consciousness to a state receptive to myth, in which many strange 
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features seem endowed with mythic presence. To this end, the design of Finnegans 

Wake returns its readers to a childlike state of wonder with respect to the complexities 

of language, history and geography. 

A. Forgetting Restores Potent Ignorance on the Narrative Level 

Ending with an incomplete sentence that seems to wrap around to the first page, the 

book's final section showcases ALP's struggle to pass her memories on beyond the 

completion of one cycle. 'What has goneT she wonders, and the following short 

paragraphs starkly contrast with the long sentences of reminiscing around them: 

How it ends? 
Begin to forget it. It will remember itself from every sides, with all 

gestures, in each our word. Today's truth, tomorrow's trend. 
Forget, remember! 
Have we cherished expectations? Are we for liberty of perusiveness? 

Whyafter what forewhere? 
Forget! (614.19-26) 

ALP reminds herself to forget, putting trust in the text that is her story to 'remember 

itself from every sides', just as the surrounding culture remembers a poem even after 

a single poet within that tradition dies, and just as the data of dying mythologies 

remain in the akasic records. ALP, having 'lapped so long' (625.27), trusts that the 

contents of the Letter will not disappear from the universe, though she can never 

know for certain since after the last page of Finnegans Wake all features within will 

return to their starting places again. Joyce suggests that traditions as well as 

individuals are forgotten between historical cycles, yet this very forgetting allows the 

materials to later re-emerge in renewed mythic fortris. George Gibson writes that 

'Patrick's victory at Tara meant the defeat, suppression and forgotten memory of the 

other and earlier tradition. This loss results in collective amnesia [and] Joyce sought 
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to remedy this amnesia' (82). Joyce's solution, however, consists not only of the 

return of many elements from lost traditions but also the acknowledgement that all 

cultures must intermittently lose--or lose track of-some of their contents. This may 

come as if it were advice (Torget, remember! '), but the process seems inevitable, 

however much ALP may wish otherwise. As Clive Hart notes, '[I]f she could be 

brought back to meet her lover among the rhododendrons of Howth Castle and 

Environs with her memories intact, she might avoid the Fall and so escape from the 

eternal circle in which she is condemned to run. As things stand, however, she must 

eventually revert to the same old way of life' (53). 

Near the beginning of the narrative cycle Kate, the aged version of ALP, gives 

the reader a tour of the 'museyroorn' (FW 8.9). As the caretaker of old artefacts, this 

crone persona shows ancient materials in a condition of low relevance to 

contemporary society, preserved away in a museum. Kate reminds us of the old Irish- 

speaking milkwoman from the first chapter of Ulysses; both figures bring with them 

the presence of past tradition experienced as old-fashioned. John Vickery writes that 

this old milkwoman seems the embodiment of James Frazer's theory of eras in mythic 

decline, and what he says of the milkwornan can be applied to Kate as well: 

[Joyce's] description of her as 'a wandering crone, lowly form of an immortal' 
[U 1.404] indicates that like Frazer he was concerned to link modem folklore 
with primitive beliefs. The goddesses of Homer's day have, as Frazer averred, 
dwindled to crones and milkmaids; the witch is the intermediary in the 
degeneration of immortality.... What The Golden Bough affords Joyce here 
is ... a general thesis. Imaginatively deployed, it allows him to link immortal 
queens, contemporary peasant women, and sinister female workers of magic 
and spells in an image of the power of woman and her loss of it. The awesome 
lineage of the woman is rendered in a context of historical decline and 
diminution. The witchlike old woman is one with all those figures in The 
Golden Bough who illustrate Frazer's thesis about the dwindling of magic and 
its rituals ... (353-54) 

To this we might add that the figures in Irish tradition diminished over time. While 
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the small figure may still represent an entire soul-and perhaps it is nothing but the 

soul-the decrease in size signifies that the figure's relevance has all but passed: 

'[P]rimitive peoples commonly believe that the soul, when separated from the body, 

resembles a tiny person. The Celts shared this belief, and it seems that the 

leprechaun's definitive trait, small size, associates him with these spirits of the 

departed' (Winberry 68). 

Accordingly, while the size of imagined beings has shrunk in the modem age, 

the oldest, most powerful mythological figures are imagined as having been gigantic. 

Finnegans Wake conceives its title personage as a great sleeping giant whose bulk 

embodies the very landscape. Shaun also expands to the size of a hillside when, in 

111.3, he begins to take over for his father HCE. This too seems influenced by Vico, 

who connected gigantism with the birth of mythology from the ignorance of primal 

humans. As John Bishop explains: 

Men void of the learned capacity to perceive, who sense nothing but their own 
feelings, can only stand as giants in proportion to all the rest of the unborn 
world ... Torn in ignorance .. .' the first men of Vico's 'giantle' humanity 
QF91 509.19 ['gentile, ' 'giant']) accordingly resemble the unconscious hero 
of Finnegans Wake ... (Joyce's Book of the Dark 188-89) 

Another state of not-knowing, Finn's unconsciousness (dreaming or dying) is 

also vital to Joyce's narrative. Early on, re-enacting the scene from Tim Finnegan's 

wake, the Twelve men (analogous to jurors) calm the title personage back to sleep (or 

.3 death) when he begins to stir: 'Now be aisy , good Mr Finnimore, sir. And take your 

laysure like a god on pension' (FW 24.16-17). They behave as if Finn were the Red 

King in Through the Looking-Glass, as if their entire existence may depend on his 

slumber or be contained within his dream. 

Furthermore, the Twelve themselves are dreamers. Though they dream in a 

3 Aisy perhaps connotes Aes Sidhe, the spirits buried in the mounds. Aes means 'godly'. 
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more metaphoric sense even than Finn does-for they appear to be awake within the 

story-their 'dreaming' also facilitates the societal workings of Finnegans Wake's 

narrative world: 

Who are those component partners of our societate ... who crunch the crusts 
of comfort due to depredation, drain the mead for misery to incur intoxication, 
condone every evil by practical justification and condam any good to its own 
gratification, who are ruled, roped, duped and driven by those numen daimons, 
the feekeepers at their laws, nightly consternation, fortnightly fornication, 
monthly miserecordation and omniannual recreation, doyles when they 
deliberate but sullivans when they are swordsed, Matey, Teddy, Simon, Jorn, 
Pedher, Andy, Barty, Philly, Jamesy Mor and Tom, Matt and Jakes Mac 
Carty? 

Answer: The Morphios! (142.8,19-29) 

As their dreaming resembles the imaginative abilities fostered by ignorance, the 

Twelve correspond to Vico's 'first people', inhabiting the myth-laden setting they 

have created as 'new men' possessed by godlike forces ('numen daimons'). Time and 

again, the plot of Finngans Wake consists of stock scenes of inquiries and accusations 

made by people who, often admittedly, lack sufficient knowledge of the objects of 

their conjecture and scorn: the Twelve jurors do not know HCE's crime, the scholars 

cannot read the Letter, Shaun cannot write like Shem. The ignorance of all these men, 

working beyond their means and postulating more than they know to be true, fuels the 

same cyclic process that ALP's forgetfulness will eventually reset. Respectively, 

ignorance and forgetfulness suggest the beginning and end of knowledge, but never 

the accumulation of knowledge beyond one full cycle. 

B. The Reader's Necessary, Unassuming Ignorance 

Finnegans Wake implies that recurrent states of not-knowing make the world go 

'round; and just as the unconsciousness of Finn and the ill-advised judgments of the 

Twelve Morphios facilitate the narrative, Finnegans Wake depends on a certain type 
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of ignorance on the reader's part as well. Early on Joyce's text tells us to pause a 

moment, 'if you are abcedminded' (18.17), and note 'the ignorance that implies 

impression that knits knowledge that finds the narneform that whets the wits that 

convey contacts that sweeten sensation that drives desire that adheres to attachment 

that dogs death that bitches birth that entails the ensuance of existentiality' (18.24-8). 

While 'find[ing] the namefonn' will prove especially pertinent in the following 

sections, let us first examine the connotations of an absentmindedness partnered with 

interest in the alphabet (by extension, the Letter). 

We begin our reading of Finnegans Wake-as we begin our reading of any 

book-in relative ignorance. Unlike most other books, Joyce's work prolongs the 

reader's state of ignorance as long as possible through its difficult, hyper-connotative 

language. The reader must search out and bring in all sorts of outside references, yet 

each traced reference opens up questions about the validity and vitality of potential 

connotations and their possible significances. Competing logistics collide with one 

another and metaphors mix. The very impossibility of settling on any tidy, rational 

explanation of even a portion of this text seems to be the point. It is as if the more we 

learn about this book the stronger our realization of how little of it we can 

comprehend; with each attempt to progress from our initial state of ignorance (not 

knowing anything about the book) we encounter a multitude of new things to be 

ignorant about. 

In its own jocular and bemused ways, Joyce's text sometimes speaks quite 

expressly to the plight the reader faces; as James Cahalan notes, Tinnegans Wake is 

the only work in which Joyce chose to address his readers directly' (307). For 

example, we read in 1.5, the chapter devoted to examining the nature of ALP's (or the 

Hen's) Letter: 
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You is felling like you was lost in the bush, boy? You says: It is a puling 
sample jungle of woods. You most shouts out: Bethicket me for a stump of a 
beech if I have the poultriest notions what the farest he all means. Gee up, 
girly! The quad gospellers may own the targurn but any of the Zingari 
shoolerim may pick a peck of kindlings yet from the sack of auld hensyne. 
(112.3-8) 

Even though the four gospellers may have special translations and interpretations of 

the 'scripture' of Finnegans Wake 4, the above passage assures us that anyone can find 

some meaning in this strange, difficult writing. In this quest for understanding, the 

reader is interpellated by Joyce's text through the offer of lost, secret knowledge. If 

we approximate the meaning of the above extract, the text effectively tells the reader, 

'As you have recognized that you are ignorant of me, so do I too recognize your 

ignorance and empathize with you. But follow me now when I tell you there are still 

things in me you are capable of discovering. ' As with Ulysses, Joyce always actively 

encourages-never discourages 5 
-any and all interpretations of Finnegans Wake. In 

this way the reader is invited to build his or her own connection to the work, sparked 

by whatever elements of the text he or she recognizes. What is more, lost in this 

primal 'jungle of woods' and grasping in our ignorance for any familiar word or 

name, we feel a mythic presence whenever 'here and there we catch a curiously 

significant phrase' (Kafka 299)-for 'whenever something aroused their feelings of 

wonder, they imagined its cause as a god' (Vico par. 375). 

Having limited the purchase of the reader's understanding through strange 

language and conglomerated themes, the workings of the book remain imaginatively 

4 'Targum: each of several Aramaic translations & interpretations ofýparts of Old Testament' (McHugh, 
Annotations 112). But would such targurn really help us understand the Letter? The Four, who own 
such translations, still seem puzzled. 
5 Arthur Power quotes Joyce as saying, 'What do we know about what we put into anything? Though 
people may read more into Ulysses than I ever intended, who is to say that they are wrong: do any of us 
know what we are creating? ' (102-3). This striking mark of humility from a man reputed to be egoistic 
connects with another decidedly modest way in which Joyce related to Ulysses: Ellmann tells us that 
'Joyce made a point of not challenging any interpretation' (JJ 527). He must have realized that to claim 
authoritarian control over Ulysses (and, later, Finnegans Wake) would not only be false but also 
unbeneficial to the relationship between the puzzling work and its investigating audience. 

62 



ambiguous. No matter how many references we trace or how many portmanteaus we 

unpack, our understanding of Finnegans Wake must by Joyce's construction remain in 

an infant state. If this is a 'book of the dark' then might not its readership need to be 

'left in the dark' to experience it? Today, both as individual readers and as a scholarly 

community, we have not yet sufficiently learned how to read Finnegans Wake. Nor 

should there be any one clear method of analysis, for our processing of the book has 

always benefited from a multitude of vantages from which to make partial headway 

into the text. By and large the construction of the work has made it profitable and 

enjoyable to remain in a perpetual cycle of forever learning how to read it. Joyce 

trains his audience to use their powers of creativity upon his strange text the same 

way Vico's 'first people' used their imaginations upon their strange world. It is 

important to note that even as they made sense of their surroundings through the gods 

they created, these people did not understand their world in any immutable scientific 

capacity. So too is it with our reading of Joyce's text. By the nature of Finnegans 

Wake, any master reader would perhaps resemble Finn himself, an 'overgrown 

babeling' (6.31), pleasurably locked in a cultural state conducive to primal, mythic 

poetry; his thoughts would be wildly creative but they would in no way pin down or 

exhaust the meaning of his world. 

Though much can be learned from Finnegans Wake, for all its 'encyclopedic' 

qualities the work's greatest value lies in its imaginative construction. However well 

organized and potentially edifying, despite the inclusion of so many facts from 

numerous disciplines, the key ingredient of Joyce's system is imagination. This 

organization recalls Vico's description of all societal institutions as the progeny of 

primal poetry: '[P]oetry laid the foundation of pagan civilization, which in turn was 

the sole source of all the arts' (par. 214). '[A]II the arts serving human need, 

advantage, comfort, and, to a great extent, even pleasure were invented in the poetic 
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centuries, before philosophers appeared' (par. 217). As Ernesto Grassi writes, 

summarizing Vico's contention: 'Poetry, not rational metaphysics, discloses the real; 

this is also Joyce's thesis' (153). Vico says of Dante, the 'Tuscan Homer' (par. 786), 

that in order to write the primal poetry or 'true history' of his Comedy, he needed to 

overcome 'all his erudition and esoteric knowledge' and cultivate instead his 

'barbarous nature' (par. 817). Joyce, once dubbed Dublin's Dante by a contemporary 

(JJ 75), understood that all organizations of knowledge, however valuable, were 

intennittently swallowed up in periods of cultural night. Bishop writes, 'A sustained 

reading of Finnegans Wake actually does manage to draw a reader deeply into the 

"blank memory" [515.33] of the "percepted nought" [368.36]' (Joyce's Book 63). 

From this apparent emptiness, however, all lost, forgotten material can and will 

eventually return, though in altered fornis. All of the different states of not-knowing in 

Finnegans Wake (forgetfulness, sleeping, dreaming, unconsciousness and ignorance) 

lead toward a fuller appreciation of this cultural night or akasa. 

3. THE MEANS OF MYTHIC RECALL: NAME AS ENTIRETY 

Birthed through ignorance, myths die when their remembrance is reduced to trivia. 

When a myth ceases to serve its religious function, its name is the last thing the 

surrounding culture remembers; but even though the meaning of the name may 

steadily decrease, from the name the entire myth can be summoned back. 

When Tennyson's Ulysses states 'I am become a name' he laments not only 

his celebrity status but also the disproportion that has arisen between what is said 

about 'Ulysses' and what the aged king can actually do. Both narratively, within the 

imaginary Ithaca he rules, and literally, for the real people who no longer believe in 
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his myth, Ulysses has stagnated and become impotent. The poem recognizes that once 

Ulysses loses prominence and fades from the cultural landscape-metaphorically 

taking a final voyage in which he will perhaps find Achilles on the Happy Isles- 

authorship of the Ulysses figure loses its exclusivity and sacrosanctity. Once the 

ancient Greek tradition of which he was a part became defunct, anyone could write 

anything they wanted to about Ulysses. In a sense Homer's Ulysses and Tennyson's 

become equally (ir)relevant once the fon-ner has lost most of his cultural function, the 

mythic persona having been reduced to a name and nothing more. Matthew 

Rowlinson notes: 

Tennyson's text ... refers to Ulysses' fame as it is circulated by the Homeric 
epics, as well as within them, and also by-to name only the most salient 
moments in a long history-the Epistles of Horace, by Dante's Inferno, and by 
Tennyson's poem itself, which may here be taken as reflecting on its own 
enterprise. In the implicit claim that the name Ulysses designates the single 'F 
that speaks in his poem, Tennyson implies that all of these texts, with all of 
their divergences from one another's narratives, refer to a single fictional 
person whose life exists in different versions. (122) 

Each 'Ulysses' is as good as any other in the modem age, when in a sense all of them 

are nothing but common words on a page. (Likewise, Joyce's modem Ulysses avatar 

is an everyman: Bloom is the result of the renowned Ithacan king having fallen 

through Vico's ages-from the age of heroes to the age of people-and become a 

representative of the everyday life of human race. ) 

Joyce's employment of names in his final book strives to move beyond these 

text-bound confinements, attempting to reaffirm the status that both names and the 

mythic figures they designate hold within oral traditions. As Lucien L&vy-Bruhl 

wrote, 'From the emotional point of view, the mere listening to the myth is to [those 

who believe it] something quite different from what it is to us. What they hear in it 

awakens a whole gamut of harmonics which do not exist for us' (33 1). Any name in 
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Finnegans Wake not only suggests all other instances of that name but also invokes 

the multifarious entirety (more simply, the soul) of the absent entity, a logistic leap 

frequently taken in the thought processes of illiterate peoples. Between their states of 

mind and ours the 'collective representations' once inherent within a name have been 

'gradually impaired and dissociated' (L6vy-Bruhl 40). At the behest of civilization, 

we learned to forget our aptitude for myth. Having returned his readers to a position 

of imaginative ignorance, however, Joyce allows us to perceive how names at their 

most potent serve as far more than convenient designations or labels. 

Not only does the mythic name recall a figure's characteristics, but its 

utterance very nearly is that figure. Decades ago Atherton noted the prevalence and 

strangeness of Joyce's acts of naming in Finnegans Wake, wondering, 

Did Joyce, perhaps, adopt a principle described by L6vy-Bruhl as being almost 
universal among primitive people? They believe that there is a real and 
material connection between a man and his name; and many peoples are 
confused as to the difference between a name and a thing. ... It is not 
impossible that Joyce himself had some such idea in mind, indeed he 
frequently claimed that to be mentioned in his book had an effect on the 
people named that was often drastic and sometimes fatal. He seems to have 
had some odd idea that his work could subsume the things it named, and it 
seems to have been something very close to the primitive belief which he must 
have thought to contain some element of truth. (45) 

Our dual-focus on myth and return informs us that there is more to it than this. Names 

not only represent entireties but can also recall absent personages' essences to a 

society that has forgotten them. When we no longer intuitively know or believe in a 

myth, all we know of it is its name; thus names must be the starting point for the 

recovery of myth. Joyce orchestrates a situation in which an impressionable modem 

reader, working with 'the ignorance that implies impression', 'whets [his/her] wits' by 

'knit[ting]' together the only information that the modem age still remembers of 

myths, this 'knowledge that finds the nameform' (18.24-25). 
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Sometimes the forgetting of names is purposive, enforced by strict 

superstitions. Since the name is the vital part of a person, the names of the dead have 

been taboo in many illiterate cultures for fear that speaking them could summon 

ghosts. In a similar way, the name of the Hebrew deity 'YHWH' was not to be 

pronounced out of reverence. Frazer in The Golden Bough notes that in many cultures 

the names of gods and other supernatural creatures are not to be mentioned, since 'the 

mere utterance of them may work wonders and disturb the course of nature' (384). 

Enacting (or marking) such an alteration in the status quo of modem humanity's 

relation to myth is part of what Joyce aims at with Finnegans Wake. 6 

Further, Frazer also tells of how some cultures would perform an act called 

'raising the dead' by 'bestowing the name of the departed upon someone else, who 

thus became to all intents and purposes a reincarnation of the deceased' (256). This 

can only occur, however, after enough time has passed so that neither grief for nor 

fear of the dead is felt any longer, that is, after the presence of those who died has 

been forgotten. Through thousands of renamings--conglomerations of the names of 

the living and the dead, the mythic and the historic-Finnegans Wake provides 

altered returns of figures whose presences have long been absent from the modem 

world. 

For example, when glimpsed by the desperate reader through Joyce's written 

Dark Tongue the names of Zeus or Jove seem to carry increased relevance and more 

meanings than when printed clearly in a book of Greek or Roman mythology. In one 

instance Finnegans Wake partners Zeus with the Danish word for 'grandfather' and 

6 Joyce was also very protective about the real name of 'Work in Progress' for years, as if keeping the 
real title a secret during composition somehow ensured that the process was not disturbed. When 
Eugene Jolas finally guessed Tinnegans Wake' in August 1938, Joyce reportedly turned white and said 
'Ali Jolas, you've taken something out of me' (JJ 708). It should also be noted that late in life Joyce 
suggested an equivalency between an author's name and work: '[A] work belongs to its author by 
virtue of natural right and [ ... ] the law can protect an author against the mutilation and publication of 
his work just as he is protected against the misuse that can be made of his name' (OCPW 216). Lastly, 
the name of Joyce's nearest surrogate in Finnegans Wake, Shem, means 'name' in Hebrew. 

67 



also gives him the same epithet that the Book of the Dead gives to the Egyptian god 

Ra: 'Besterfarther Zeuts, the Aged One' (414.35-36). Elsewhere, knowing that J' in 

becomes 'sh' in Gaelic (Glasheen 148), we find Jove hidden within 'shoviality' 

(6.19), remaking the Roman god as hish and jovial while emphasizing his 

forcefulness (as in shove). Simultaneously, Jove is also appropriated into a folk song, 

since the text at this point reworks a portion of 'Phil the Fluter's Ball' ('Then all 

joined in with the utmost joviality... '). These obscured names of gods that Joyce's 

readers discover seem inseparable from a massive linguistic network containing and 

reworking much material from many diverse sources, arcane and commonplace, 

ancient and recent. Readers almost inevitably find parts of themselves in Finnegans 

Wake-all of our names seem hidden in there, as do so many names of places where 

we've lived-and Zeus/Jove lives again in that readers can connect him to their own 

lives through this text. 

We should remind ourselves that the ancient peoples themselves only 

possessed the names of their respective cultural myths, not any actual bodies of these 

supposed gods. Names, however, meant much more to them than they do to us, for 

they used what they could project behind these names to explain their environment. 

Similarly, in Finnegans Wake we experience just as much of a myth when we posit a 

name and all the deeds and qualities associated with it behind a span of difficult text 

seen before our eyes. 

The mythic potency of a name does not demand that the name be repeated 

verbatiM7, which perfectly suits Joyce's process. Working optimally, Joyce's text 

causes the reader to regard each portmanteau word as if it were a mythic name. Just as 

7 'The same fear of the ghost, which moves people to suppress his old name, naturally leads all persons 
who bear a similar name to exchange it for another, lest its utterance should attract the attention of the 
ghost, who cannot reasonably be expected to discriminate between all the different applications of the 
same name' (Frazer 253). 
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