
Introduction
Joyce and Homer

When Penelope sets her test, saying that she will marry the man who can 
draw Odysseus’s bow (19.571–81), it is a real test. Whether Penelope has rec-
ognized Odysseus or not, neither know if the man of, say, forty-five, after 
many hardships, can still perform the feat that was his trademark twenty 
years before. For the suitors (and Telemachus) the challenge is to see if 
they can match up to Odysseus. But a similar challenge exists for Odysseus 
himself: is he the man he once was? In what sense is the worn veteran the 
same as the young warrior who set out for Troy, leaving a young wife and 
infant son behind?1

 It is not an abstruse question, and James Joyce did not need to be a 
scholar of Classical Greek to see it. He had already explored the constant 
change of an emerging self in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man and 
the Odyssey’s depiction of Odysseus as himself a kind of artist would only 
encourage the interest. In any case, Leopold Bloom has a concern very like 
Odysseus’s:

I was happier then. Or was that I? Or am I now I? Twentyeight I 
was. She twentythree. When we left Lombard street west something 
changed. Could never like it again after Rudy. Can’t bring back time. 
Like holding water in your hand. Would you go back to then? (U 
8.608–11)

Similarly for Telemachus and Stephen Dedalus, for Penelope and Molly 
Bloom, and even for the gods of the Odyssey and the various narrative styles 
of Ulysses, the prime question will be how to reconcile change and identity.
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 Since the need for a book on the relation of the Odyssey and Ulysses 
might not be obvious, I should explain. This book is a comparison of the 
Odyssey and Ulysses, not a study of how Joyce used Homer, which has been 
examined by numerous scholars.2 I do not believe there is any one way in 
which Joyce used Homer; rather, Ulysses uses the Odyssey in as many ways 
as Finnegans Wake uses Tim Finnegan.3 More importantly, however, I in-
tend a thematic comparison, a study of a specific concern that, I believe, 
lies at the heart of both works: the challenge of identity within the constant 
flux of time. Many links between the works, often superficial, have been 
duly noted. But while it is fun to hunt out where Nausicaa’s laundry shows 
up in Ulysses (and Joyce was most certainly not beyond fun), that is not all  
there is.
 Scholars have looked extensively at both Ulysses’s and the Odyssey’s in-
terest in time, memory, and identity. That there has been no full-length 
study of the two together seems due to a number of factors, some inciden-
tal, some intrinsic to scholarship. In the first place, scholars necessarily hes-
itate to step outside of their area of expertise, a step that is inevitable when 
treating two authors as different (and with as fully developed scholarly in-
dustries) as Homer and Joyce. Moreover, and perhaps surprisingly, Joyce’s 
deliberate allusions can serve more to undercut than to reinforce the con-
nection between the works. This is true both of the humorous references 
scattered throughout and of the Homeric correspondences that Joyce drew 
up for Carlo Linati and Stuart Gilbert (the Linati and Gilbert “schemas”4). 
The differences between the schemas suggest that neither is definitive, and 
while the allusions create both humor and an important leitmotif, a critic 
can track down only so many laundry baskets before feeling an urge to turn 
to more substantial matters.5
 Even more insidiously, Joyce’s superficial play with Homer seems, with 
some important exceptions, to have blinded scholars to the thematic rela-
tionship between the works.6 This is not entirely the scholars’ fault. Joyce 
was as fond of red herrings as he was of riddles and puns, all of which 
simultaneously invite readers in and keep them at arm’s length.7 So, for 
example, Joyce used Homeric names for his episodes, both in his notes and 
with friends, but did not include the titles “Telemachus,” “Nestor,” etcetera, 
in the published text.8 In some ways he even had this relation to Homer 
himself, in that, while he supplemented his excellent Latin, Italian, and 
French with Modern Greek and Dano-Norwegian (to read Henrik Ibsen), 
he remained content with only deciphering the classical language.9
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 This book, then, compares two works concerned with similar themes. 
As Percy Bysshe Shelley put it in his Defense of Poetry—a work cited by 
both Joyce and Stephen Dedalus—“The plant must spring from its seed or 
it will bear no flower.”10 The comparison brings out numerous places where 
Ulysses reflects, plays with, opposes, or rewrites Homer, and, as Fritz Senn 
has often pointed out, vice versa. Just as the Odyssey helps us think through 
Ulysses, so Ulysses brings out aspects of the Odyssey that many layers of in-
terpretive varnish have obscured.11 Ulysses clearly is not about the reunion 
of a brave hero, a stalwart son, and a chaste and patient wife. With its help, 
we can see that neither is the Odyssey, which is probably why Joyce was 
drawn to it.12

 Finally, a comparison of Ulysses and the Odyssey sheds additional light 
on both epic poetry and the modernist novel. Modernist writers, it seems, 
were not the first to pay attention to the banal incidents of everyday life or 
to track the individual, subjective sense of time passing. And on the other 
side, Joyce’s intense concern with the interaction of text and reader recalls 
something too easily forgotten: Homer’s direct oral interaction with his au-
dience, both in light of what is commonly termed “reader-response theory” 
and in making us remember that Homer’s audience were not readers.

Homeric Issues and Joycean Concerns

Throughout this book I use “Homer” simply as shorthand for the poet of 
the Odyssey, not unlike Stephen’s “Rutlandbaconsouthamptonshakespeare 
or another poet of the same name” (U 9.866). I do not know if the poet of 
the Odyssey also composed the Iliad, nor do I know that there was a single 
defining poet. I certainly know nothing else about him (or her, accord-
ing to Samuel Butler). For my purposes here, I do not believe it matters. 
What does seem clear, as will be explored in chapter 1, is that both the Iliad 
and Odyssey emerged from a long oral tradition. This tradition stretched 
from the fall of the Mycenaean civilization (and possible fall of Troy) in the 
thirteenth century, through the loss of literacy and contraction of society 
that followed, to the regaining of literacy and the beginnings of the polis 
in the Archaic Age, around the eighth century.13 The tradition gave rise to 
a kunstsprache (or artificial language) composed of a variety of Greek dia-
lects, whose formulae allowed for spontaneous oral composition.14 Thus, 
the Iliad and the Odyssey, Hesiod’s (or the Hesiodic) Theogony and Works 
and Days and the Homeric Hymns, as well as the poems of the lost epic 



4   ·   Time and Identity in Ulysses and the Odyssey

cycle, share a common diction, including epithets, set scenes, similes, and 
given characters. The poet is perfectly capable of crafting the poem, but 
what he shapes is an epic tradition with its own independent reality.
 Although the developing interest in oral tradition, not only in the case of 
Greek epic but also contemporary and worldwide, has somewhat stilled the 
controversy, Unitarian Homeric critics, who look to a single poet (either of 
both the Iliad and Odyssey or a single poet for each) still argue with Ana-
lytic critics, who believe that the poems grew out of the tradition without 
the need for a single shaping voice.15 While Joyce did not have access to 
Milman Parry’s work on orality, the same issues were open to him, begin-
ning from Friedrich Wolf ’s 1795 claim that, lacking writing, the Homeric 
poems must have grown out of a loose collection of rhapsodes’ songs.16 
Butler, a favorite of Joyce’s, saw this “Wolfian heresy” as responsible for the 
questioning of Shakespeare’s identity as well—and responded by “proving” 
that the Odyssey was composed by a young Sicilian princess who included 
herself as Nausicaa.17 As it happens, the question of authorship, though in 
a rather different form, goes to the heart of this book, which suggests that 
not only Homer, but all of us, are in some sense both one and many. James 
Joyce, after all, was an actual person, and yet he changed radically over time 
and contained multitudes.
 Just as we do not know if there was a Homer, we do not know how or 
why the Odyssey was written down or where its book divisions came from. 
Since the twenty-four books of the poem correspond to the twenty-four-
letter version of the Greek alphabet, the division seems connected to writ-
ing, but more than that we cannot say. The poem as we have it falls into two 
distinct halves, with Odysseus’s return to Ithaca occurring at exactly the 
midpoint, and each of the halves falling into three clear divisions:

Bks. 1–4: the Telemachia Bks. 13–16: Eumaeus’s hut
Bks. 5–8: Calypso to Phaeacia Bks. 17–20: from Eumaeus to the palace
Bks. 9–12: the Wanderings Bks. 21–24: the palace and Penelope

 Tempting as it can be to attribute significance to the very neat divisions, 
for our purposes the arrangement matters mostly because Joyce played 
with this structure in putting together Ulysses.
 Finally, in regard to terminology, I refer to “Calypso’s island” rather 
than “Ogygia,” and “Phaeacia” rather than “Scheria” (which is Homer’s 
term), purely for the sake of simplicity. In a more significant case, I also 
periodically substitute “mythic/heroic world” for “mythic/heroic time,” and 
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similarly, “human/ordinary world” for “human/ordinary time.” Apart from 
simply varying the phrases, the substitution points out that the sorts of time 
Homer deals with are what Mikhail Bakhtin termed “chronotopes” or, in 
Einsteinian relativity, “spacetime”: time as formulating a distinct order of 
the cosmos rather than as an arbitrary measure.18 Much the same is true of 
Joyce’s use of inner, experiential, and outer clocktime (although references 
to an “inner” and “outer” world have not generally seemed necessary).
 Like the Odyssey, Ulysses has its own language, including the use of 
dashes in place of quotation marks and Joyce’s refusal to allow periods at 
the end of “Mr” etcetera. I refer to chapters (or “episodes”) by the Homeric 
names that Joyce used with friends and mark these with quotation marks, 
so that “Cyclops,” for example, is the twelfth episode in Ulysses, not the 
giant blinded by Odysseus. I similarly use quotation marks for the three 
major divisions of the novel, the “Telemachia,” “Wanderings,” and “Nostos” 
(or homecoming), as Joyce called them (LI 113, 145).
 In many cases I have adopted what has become conventional terminol-
ogy among Joyceans, hence “initial style”19 for the narrative mode of the 
first part (chaps. 1–9), and “gigantisms” for the interludes in the “Cyclops” 
episode. As I wish to emphasize the multiplicity of the styles that Joyce 
uses in the second part of the novel, I largely avoid referring to a singular 
“Arranger” responsible for the variations, although I do use this terminol-
ogy in the final chapter for reasons that will be obvious there.20 In other 
cases, where the nomenclature can be misleading, as with the “headlines” 
that punctuate “Aeolus,” I try to use more neutral terms, such as “headers.” 
Just as Ithaca appeared strange to Odysseus after twenty years away, Ulysses 
makes us see the familiar with new eyes. In this light I try not to inadver-
tently decide what something is in the process of naming it.
 Ulysses, like the Odyssey, has a very deliberate structure, which I have 
summarized in the appendix for convenience. However the twenty-four-
book division of the Iliad and Odyssey came about, it soon entered the 
tradition, so that Virgil composed the Aeneid in twelve books, followed 
by John Milton, who rearranged the original ten books of Paradise Lost 
into twelve. Never to be outdone, Joyce split the difference and composed 
Ulysses in eighteen episodes. As in the Odyssey, there is a distinct break 
half-way through, here after the ninth episode, “Scylla and Charybdis.” 
Joyce marked this location on a fair copy of one of the manuscripts by writ-
ing: “New Year’s Eve, 1918 / End of First Part of Ulysses” (JJ 442n) and on 
the Linati schema with “Central point—umbilicus” (or “Punto Centrale—


