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In the works of James Joyce, the law is flush with contradictions, confu-
sions, ambiguities, and absurdities. It penetrates every aspect of the social 
world, much as in the writings of Joyce’s contemporary Franz Kafka, whose 
fictions are, more than Joyce’s, associated with the shadows cast by legal 
regimes. In Joyce’s work the law is rarely the authoritarian obstacle we of-
ten think of as Kafkaesque. To Joyce the law is a set of languages that can 
create a world, an intricate system that acts as a shaper of events, absorbed 
and deployed by the godlike author whose godlike presence it mirrors. 
Like that author, it does not have to be announced by name to make its 
presence felt in the text; it can sit back and pare its nails, silent, invisible. 
Legality arises in Joyce’s texts as negotiable in life and in print. The law is 
finally a discourse—a set of social signs and codes—as is clear from many 
moments of Joyce’s writing: Farrington’s legal copy-work in Dubliners’s 
“Counterparts,” the parodies of legalese of “Cyclops” and the trial scenes 
of “Circe” in Ulysses, and the myriad passages of Finnegans Wake that pick 
up the law where the earlier works leave off.
 Joyce’s view of that discourse’s power and its parallels to literary produc-
tion invite our critical attention. Paul J. Heald writes of scholarship that 
assumes that “law and literature serve very similar functions in society,” 
as each “is a language—a system of signs around which we constitute our-
selves as a community” (6). For readers who argue that literature inflects, 
rather than reflects, how a culture thinks—that narrative works have mu-
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tually influential relationships with their historical contexts—the point of 
contact between literature and legal discourse constitutes an exhilarating 
object. The law literalizes these critical premises while throwing the power 
of literary language—less tangible, more affective—into relief. Ravit Reich-
man, writing of law and literary modernism, argues that these two seem-
ingly disparate idioms “exist in a contingent relationship . . . one of mutual 
implication” where ethical matters of literature are in dialogue with legal 
doctrine (2).
 Such understandings animate Joyce and the Law, in which an interna-
tional cohort of fifteen critics seizes upon the opportunity to analyze Joyce 
and the law together. The volume treats Joyce’s works from Dubliners to 
the Wake (including some surprising stops en route) alongside legal stat-
utes, documents, and cases; in the context of law enforcement, govern-
ment mandate, and international agreement; and against a backdrop of 
legal rhetoric and legal theory. These essays illustrate how legal research 
elucidates the movements and motivations of Joyce’s characters and the 
language and shape of his narratives—including both his fictional works 
and his biography.
 The volume demonstrates that the law is an underexplored archive. We 
are a century removed from Joyce, and the Dublin of 1904 has long disap-
peared. Joyce’s narratives are set in basic material conditions different from 
ours, in buildings and streets that have since been redeveloped and rede-
signed, in a time before generations of development in technology, media, 
and of course the law. Readers know that Joyce’s characters travel by tram, 
horse carriage, bicycle, and occasionally motorcar but not by airplane, and 
that they read newspapers and send telegrams but have no Internet ac-
cess. The legal statutes that govern the world of early twentieth-century 
Dublin and Europe, the differences between the law then and the law now, 
may be less obvious, even to longtime scholars—and have certainly been 
less accessible. While its specifics are not at the forefront of the collective 
conscious of the Joyce community, the law is everywhere in Joyce’s om-
nivorous text. His works are saturated with legal rhetoric and situations of 
questionable legality.
 For example, issues of marriage and marital infidelity, meaning the 
particular legal regime that governed matrimony and divorce in nine-
teenth- to early twentieth-century Great Britain and its colonies, domi-
nate much of Joyce’s writing. As Janine Utell shows in her essay “Criminal 
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Conversation: Marriage, Adultery, and the Law in Joyce’s Work,” marital 
law hangs over the heads of characters such as Mrs. Sinico and Mr. Duffy 
of “A Painful Case” from Dubliners. Utell explains that extramarital sexual 
congress—legally codified as “criminal conversation”—was grounds not 
only for a divorce suit but for a tort action as a property crime. Mere suspi-
cion of adultery could be devastating, and the knowledge indelibly colored 
relations between the sexes. Utell, playing with the trope of “conversation,” 
examines how Joyce deploys dialogue between men and women in Gia-
como Joyce, Exiles, Dubliners, and Ulysses to portray his countrymen (and 
by implication himself) “caught up in a legal discourse that denied them 
the autonomy to shape their private lives.”
 Utell’s piece inaugurates Joyce and the Law and establishes its scholarly 
strategy, thus signaling a divergence from much prior criticism treating 
Joyce and law. Because Joyce’s works from Dubliners onward have been the 
subject of legal wrangles, scholars have long taken interest in the famous 
brushes with the law checkering Joyce’s career. That is, Joyce/law criticism 
has often addressed the regimes of censorship, obscenity, and copyright—
the legal whether, what, and who of Joyce’s publishing history. Richard 
Ellmann’s biography James Joyce narrated Joyce’s entanglements with the 
law: the struggles to publish Dubliners amid concerns about libel actions 
and to publish Ulysses amid concerns about obscenity, the imbroglios over 
piracy with Samuel Roth and over pants with Henry Carr of the English 
Players.1 Closer and more sustained looks at such matters began to appear 
in the 1990s and continued through the early years of this century in a 
spate of critical treatments of Joyce’s various battles over state suppression 
and intellectual property. Joseph Kelly, Celia Marshik, and Paul Vander-
ham scrutinized censorship and the fights to publish Joyce’s works despite 
charges of obscenity; Sean Latham examined Joyce through the prism of 
libel law; and Paul K. Saint-Amour and Robert Spoo wrote extensively 
about copyright issues (encouraging a trend of copyright criticism in mod-
ernist studies).2

 In the midst of this scholarly flurry, Spoo and Joseph Valente edited a 
special Summer 2000 issue of James Joyce Quarterly titled “Joyce and the 
Law,” which collected scholarship largely explicating the legal concerns 
of Joyce’s career. It featured, for example, United States Court of Appeals 
judge Conrad Rushing’s article “The English Players Incident: What Really 
Happened,” which corroborates Joyce’s reputation for being “litigious,” and 



4   ·   Jonathan Goldman

Carol Shloss chronicling her own wrangle over legal permissions with the 
Joyce estate (with Spoo serving as her counsel) in “Privacy and Piracy in 
the Joyce Trade: James Joyce and le droit moral.” These articles do much 
to situate Joyce’s career in the legal histories pertinent to literary circula-
tion, that is, freedom of expression and intellectual property. The context 
of legal battles between scholars and the Joyce estate made such writings 
particularly timely.
 Joyce and the Law is in dialogue with that history. Spoo and Valente’s 
theme was reprised fifteen years after their collection when I guest-edited 
the JJQ special issue “Legal Joyce,” dated Spring 2013 but published in 
early 2015. A reboot of sorts, “Legal Joyce” with its connections to and 
departures from the Spoo and Valente JJQ sketched a new moment in 
Joyce/law studies, showing that reading Joyce through legal concerns 
can speak to critical approaches organized around structures of class and 
nationhood and incorporating postcolonial and feminist views of Joyce. 
The essay by Utell described above demonstrates such possibilities. The 
contents of the special issue only began to explore this potential, however; 
Joyce and the Law continues the work, reprinting, in slightly revised ver-
sions, essays by Kevin Birmingham, Robert Brazeau, Andrew Gibson, and 
Marshik, with Spoo contributing an essay that springboards from his JJQ 
piece on Judge John Woolsey. The present volume treats a wider range of 
legal matters and devotes the first three sections to the kind of work that 
researches the legal regimes inflecting Joyce’s narratives rather than those 
affecting his publication and dissemination, as characterized much previ-
ous criticism.
 The first section, “Legal Lives of Joyce’s Characters,” focuses on laws 
that cast a shadow over the private actions of Joyce’s protagonists. Follow-
ing Utell’s chapter, Carey Mickalites reads Joyce through the legal regime 
of British and international finance circa 1900. “Joyce and British Finance 
Law: Adrift on the Waters of International Investment” addresses both the 
Dubliners story “After the Race” and Leopold Bloom’s version of financial 
planning in Ulysses. Mickalites argues that Joyce’s work critically reflects 
Anglo-Irish anxieties over speculation and legal regulation of investments, 
and that the movement from Dubliners to Ulysses navigates between exist-
ing finance laws and laissez-faire British policy in order to imagine real 
social improvement for the Irish. Bloom, he writes, is “constantly negoti-
ating the contingent world of finance and seeking to balance the risks of 
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speculation with prudent calculation.” That is, Bloom’s plans are based on 
his striving to turn finance law and its limitations to his advantage.
 Utell and Mickalites represent a central aim of Joyce and the Law: to of-
fer research into the law and use it to understand the legal circumstances, 
the constraints and parameters, of Joyce’s characters—the personal and 
societal implications of their choices. The subsequent contribution, Steven 
Morrison’s “Joyce, the Aliens Act, and Immigration,” follows suit, using 
immigration law to offer a revealing context for Bloom’s family history, 
and for the anti-Semitic and xenophobic language of Haines, Mr. Deasy, 
the Citizen, and others in the novel. Morrison argues that Ulysses imagines 
a revised ethics of citizenship and immigration; it negotiates not only with 
laws governing 1904 Dublin but also with those of the time and place in 
which Joyce and his writings circulate, most saliently the debates about 
immigration in the United Kingdom that came to a head with the passing 
of the Aliens Act of 1905. The terms of this debate over British immigration 
law also help Morrison claim that the perhaps curiously disproportionate 
number of non-Irish nationals that populate Joyce’s works is a function of 
his legal critique.
 While the first section concentrates on laws that color the private moti-
vations and dilemmas of Joyce’s characters, the essays in part II, “Legal Re-
gimes of Joyce’s Spaces and Places,” treat regimes governing public spaces 
in Ireland and Joyce’s Europe. Tekla Mecsnóber in “National Languages 
and Neutral Idioms: Joyce among the Language Laws” argues that much of 
the Wake, specifically the passages that showcase the contrasting language 
politics of the brothers Shem and Shaun, responds to the “legislative frenzy 
for defining and enforcing new official languages in numerous, often new, 
nation-states.” That is, she reads Joyce’s polyglot book as reflecting societal 
concerns about language purity. Rich Cole parallels this approach in his 
“Rights and Losses: The Ends of Minority Recognition in Joyce and In-
ternational Law.” Cole reads “Cyclops” alongside legal regimes governing 
international statehood, showing that the episode’s language is shaped by 
Joyce’s interest in the movement, represented by the League of Nations 
accord, that systematically suppressed the rights of smaller populations 
in the race to national sovereignty. Cole’s and Mecsnóber’s essays, with 
their focus on governance and the legal inequities for minority popula-
tions, connect logically to Marshik’s “Dublin Inc.: Municipal Corporation 
Reform in ‘Ivy Day in the Committee Room.’” This piece recontextual-
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izes the Dubliners story as highlighting Joyce’s strong interest in municipal 
self-government, his casting nationalist agendas as inadequate to Dublin’s 
needs as a sovereign legal entity. Marshik explains the legal purview of the 
Dublin Corporation, established to manage the affairs of the metropolis, 
and concludes that Joyce is at least as interested in the Corporation’s Com-
mittee Room as he is in the Ivy Day that celebrates and laments Charles 
Stewart Parnell. This is quite a different understanding of the story than is 
often taught.
 The section’s last two essays concentrate on the legislation of Dublin 
spaces, public and private respectively. Gibson, in “‘Nobody Owns’: Ulys-
ses, Tenancy, and Property Law,” analyzes scenes from Ulysses alongside 
the legal regime governing tenancy in 1904 Ireland: “the site par excel-
lence,” as he calls it, “of the intractable colonial face-off.” Summarizing 
the historical conflict between colonial versions of tenancy and those of 
the traditional and local Brehon law, he shows Joyce’s ambivalence about 
both, and argues that Ulysses exposes the rentier culture in Dublin of the 
early twentieth century as a social and economic disaster. Brazeau’s “Pro 
Bono Publico: Urban Space in ‘Cyclops’” addresses laws governing alcohol 
in public space. It treats “Cyclops”—giving a nod to Fritz Senn, who ad-
dressed the legal language of the episode for the Spoo-Valente issue—in 
the context of the Inebriates Act of 1898 and the Licensing Act of 1902, 
which sought to restrict the clustering of pubs. Brazeau argues that Joyce 
uses the law to theorize and depict space as constructed through language 
and codes. His essay concludes the two sections of Joyce and the Law that 
explicate laws governing individuals and collectives to understand how 
specific legal regimes inflect plots in Joyce’s work.
 The following section, “Joyce’s Legal Languages and Sources,” uses 
specific legal histories and documents to parse Joyce’s texts. Anne Ma-
rie D’Arcy’s “‘Eating orangepeels in the park’: Largesse, Libel, and Public 
Action in Ulysses,” addresses legal battles fomented by Queen Victoria’s 
controversial Ireland visit in 1900, an event parodied in the “Circe” epi-
sode of Ulysses. As D’Arcy recounts, Maud Gonne wrote a scathing ar-
ticle about the royal visit, “The Famine Queen,” for the United Irishmen, 
which was immediately suppressed over concerns of sedition. This in turn 
led to Gonne’s criminal libel case, for which Arthur Griffith’s testimony 
against Ramsay Colles, publisher and editor of the Irish Figaro, was cru-
cial. D’Arcy locates hitherto overlooked references to these developments 
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all over Ulysses and the Wake. Taking a wider angle, Terence Killeen’s 
“The Law in/of Finnegans Wake: A Starchamber Quiry” argues that the 
Wake serves as a filter of legal language and history. Killeen scours Joyce’s 
notebooks and drafts to identify numerous places where Joyce makes use 
of his notes on legal sources, specifically the Bywaters-Thompson case 
and the Maamtrasna murder trial. More generally, he identifies the book’s 
debt to the notion of legal inquiry, a mode he asserts is fundamental to 
its structure and technique. Killeen’s view that legal inquiry helps shape 
Joyce’s text prefigures how I see trademark law in my own entry, “The Lo-
gos of Trademark: Joyce, Bass Ale, and Brand Insignias,” reprised and re-
vised from JJQ 51.1. This essay reads Joyce through the prism of trademark 
law of the late 1800s and early 1900s, finding parallels between trademark 
registration and Joyce’s specific self-construction as authorial brand, leg-
ible in Ulysses.
 The final section of Joyce and the Law returns critical attention to the 
legal contexts of Joyce’s literary life, contributing new research and com-
menting on the critical history of reading the laws governing the move-
ments of Joyce and his books. Part IV, “Circulation and Its Legalities,” 
starts with two essays that treat principal figures in the twelve-year legal 
battle over the U.S. publication of Ulysses. Joseph M. Hassett’s “Literature 
Meets Law in Court: The Trials of Ulysses” critiques John Quinn, pil-
lorying the lawyer for his failed defense of Ulysses after U.S. Customs 
agents confiscated the book, and lauds the work of the judges John Wool-
sey and Augustus and Learned Hand in Ulysses’s court victories of the 
next decade. The subsequent essay, Birmingham’s “The Prestige of the 
Law: Revisiting Obscenity Law and Judge Woolsey’s Ulysses Decision,” 
is part biographical sketch, part literary analysis of a legal tract; it reas-
sesses the unusual features of Woolsey’s ruling, such as his sparse use 
of case history and his famous but eccentric forays into modernist-style 
prose, by deploying new archival research and interviews with surviv-
ing acquaintances of Woolsey. The suppressions of Ulysses also undergird 
Spoo’s essay, “Ulysses as Deodand: Books, Automobiles, and the Law of 
Forfeiture,” which, departing from critical predecessors, presents Ulysses 
as a protagonist in Joyce’s battles against suppression. Spoo writes that the 
material book “stood accused as a sort of dangerous instrumentality, a res 
or thing subject to the strictures of civil forfeiture” and observes Ulysses as 
a “defendant” and a “deodand”—an object removed from its context and 
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put on trial. Like Hassett, Spoo valorizes the judicial daring that resisted 
and reversed such treatment.
 Spoo then emerges as scholarly object himself in the volume’s last es-
say. Amanda Golden’s “The Past and Future of Joycean Copyright” chron-
icles how copyright has affected the publication of Joyce’s work and the 
scholarly and aesthetic use of Joyce’s words, and how the legal regime has 
been used in criticism. She also offers prognosticatory thoughts on the 
outcomes of recent technological developments and copyright changes, 
writing that “critics can quote more liberally and editions can speak to the 
changing scope of Joyce scholarship in the twenty-first century.” While 
research continues in the history of Joyce and copyright, Golden’s essay 
gives an overview of how this legal regime has inflected Joyce studies thus 
far. Like those of Hassett, Birmingham, and Spoo, moreover, it continues 
the important work of noting that Joyce’s writing is inextricable from the 
changing legal contexts, claims, challenges, and rulings that affected its 
circulation and those that continue to do so.
 Absent from Joyce and the Law is one essay that would have fit perfectly 
into the book’s third section: a contribution planned by the late, lamented 
Supreme Court justice of Ireland, Adrian Hardiman, who passed away 
suddenly in early 2015. Some months earlier, I had the honor of reading 
an incomplete draft of Judge Hardiman’s essay about “the Cornwall Case,” 
mentioned in the “Eumaeus” chapter of Ulysses (16.1201–1205). Judge 
Hardiman intended to offer a new reading of this reference, whose source, 
he would show, critics have incorrectly identified. I mention Judge Hardi-
man’s absent essay here to pay tribute to his scholarship and to note that 
the topic of Joyce and law is resonant enough with our own moment to 
attract the attention of a judge in Ireland’s highest court.

.   .   .

Joyce and the Law mirrors much recent Joyce scholarship, which, swept up 
in the wave of what is sometimes called materialist modernism, has paid 
renewed attention to the cultural discourses of Joyce’s moment, viewing 
literature as participating in the cultural sea changes identified with tech-
nological, mass-reproducible society, and approaching Joyce more than 
ever as a participant in and shaper of early twentieth-century mass soci-
ety. Indeed, the materialist turn in modernist scholarship, a mode of criti-
cism indebted to both poststructuralist theory and archival gruntwork, 


