
Introduction
An Ecocritical Joyce?

“Time and the river and the mountain are the real heroes of my book.” 
Joyce made this assertion to Eugene Jolas while explaining one version 
of the structure of Finnegans Wake; he continued: “Yet the elements are 
exactly what any novelist might use: man and woman, birth, childhood, 
night, sleep, marriage, prayer, death” (qtd. in Jolas, “My Friend” 11–12). 
This study follows Joyce’s direction, presenting the argument, through a 
genetic examination of environmental themes in the text, that “the river 
and the mountain” are really the heroes of Finnegans Wake. I define “envi-
ronmental themes” broadly, as themes relating to the natural world or the 
human relationship to the natural world. Such themes are wide-ranging 
and include topics such as the city, wetlands, geography, imperialism, ani-
mals, agriculture, technology, transportation, engineering, religious tradi-
tion, mapping, and the sciences, among others. However, to limit the ma-
terial, this study focuses only on instances where these themes are clearly 
grounded in the physical environment.
 Through the dual lenses of ecocriticism and genetic criticism, Finne-
gans Wake is situated here in a tradition of modernist inquiries into the 
relationship between culture and nature. If we broadly define literary mod-
ernism as a response to modernity, Finnegans Wake’s articulation of an 
urban ecology, of a self-conscious aesthetic appropriation of nature, and 
use of experimental form to represent nature make it an exemplary text. 
During the first years of its composition, Finnegans Wake was on its way to 
becoming the first major text of modernist literature to express profound 
engagement with the environment. Joyce did not necessarily commence 
the writing of the Wake with this idea in mind. However, from an exami-
nation of the earliest sketches and notebooks for the Wake, it appears that 
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Joyce was interested enough in the environment, in a capacity seemingly 
not yet clear even to him, to record dozens of notes from a wide variety of 
sources and in very different contexts and to incorporate environmental 
themes into all of the early sketches.
 In this introduction, I provide a brief overview of ecocriticism and its 
relationship to modernist studies, Irish studies, and Joyce studies. Then I 
discuss my genetic methodology and provide a genetic approach to three 
sources in one of the Finnegans Wake notebooks as an example of its ap-
plications in such a study. Finally, I provide a chapter-by-chapter outline 
of the book.

An Introduction to Ecocriticism

In the introduction to The Ecocriticism Reader, Harold Fromm and 
Cheryll Glotfelty provide the most frequently cited definition of ecocriti-
cism: “Simply put, ecocriticism is the study of the relationship between lit-
erature and the physical environment” (xviii). Since the formative essays of 
the ecocritical canon were published in the 1970s and 1980s, ecocriticism 
has steadily expanded in scope, and the traditional approach of examining 
the role of nature in a particular literary text now encompasses an ever-
broadening definition of both “literature” and “physical environment.” 
“Physical environment” has come to mean everything from the deepest 
woods to the busiest urban areas, and “literature” has become almost any 
type of text.
 As ecocriticism becomes more of an accepted theoretical approach in 
literary study, the subject matter of which ecocriticism is allowed to speak 
steadily continues to expand. Along with class, race, and gender, place can 
now be seen as a determining factor in the understanding of literatures and 
their production. By “place,” I (reductively) mean the specificities of the 
environment (both built and natural), and their exchange with the culture 
specific to that particular geographical area. This new focus on place has 
helped result in the merging of ecocriticism with Marxist criticism (eco-
marxism), gender studies, queer theory, feminist criticism (ecofeminism), 
ethnic studies, and postcolonial criticism.
 Though there are presently many different ecocriticisms, two roughly 
unifying goals behind them all are (1) the exposure of the ways in which 
the language we use to describe and discuss nature affects our percep-
tion of that nature, and (2) the acknowledgment of human inseparability 
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from the nonhuman world. Though early ecocriticism often embraced 
and perpetuated the timeless “nature vs. culture” binary, such a division is 
usually now seen as an artificial construct (though oddly not with regard 
to modernist literature). As Karla Armbruster and Kathleen Wallace ar-
gue in Beyond Nature Writing: Expanding the Boundaries of Ecocriticism 
(2001), the focus of earlier ecocritics on personal narratives of the Ameri-
can wilderness is guilty of “seriously misrepresenting the significance of 
multiple natural and built environments to writers with other ethnic, na-
tional or racial affiliations” (7). The culture/nature binary is implicated in 
the endurance of other damaging discursive binaries as well (white/black, 
man/woman, colonizer/colonized, urban/rural, human/nonhuman, etc.). 
As Steven Rosendale argues in The Greening of Literary Scholarship, an 
important idea to keep in mind as an ecocritic is the “human component 
of the human-nature relationship” (xvii). In the twenty-first century, there 
is no part of the nonhuman environment that is not affected by human 
life or vice versa. In short, this dynamic means that the culture/nature and 
urban/rural divide becomes less and less clear and that the ecocritic must 
examine all types of environments.
 Recent years have brought the constructive interaction between eco-
criticism and post-structuralism/postmodernism, though the attempt to 
bridge the gap between these two approaches has frequently been met 
with harsh criticism. Early ecocriticism (and much ecocriticism still) sets 
itself as against theory and in favor of a return to the “real” (once primar-
ily through recourse to nonfiction texts and “nature writing”). Critics of 
the integration of post-structuralism and ecocriticism often represent post-
structuralism as a malicious force that treats nature as solely a linguistic 
construct. Such critics tend to focus on only the most nihilistic interpreta-
tions of post-structuralism and postmodernism, overlooking the ability of 
these approaches to, for example, decenter the human subject and to query 
systems of thought and uses of language that reinforce narratives harmful 
to the environment. While such ecocritics’ fear is understandable (radical 
interpretations of Jacques Derrida or Jean Baudrillard certainly can imply 
that nature exists only linguistically or culturally and that therefore we do 
not need to worry about our effect upon it), it is also limiting to the devel-
opment of ecocriticism’s theoretical stance and its larger implications.
 Laurence Coupe, in The Green Studies Reader, argues that “green stud-
ies does not challenge the notion that human beings make sense of the 
world through language, but rather the self-serving inference that nature 
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is nothing more than a linguistic construct” (3). Coupe accepts the role 
of language in understanding and formulating the world, but profitably 
separates this from the destructive belief that the world is only a linguistic 
construct. Allowing post-structuralism to enter the ecocritical debate on 
the linguistic level allows for an exploration into the root of our current 
environmental crisis.
 A reassertion of nature’s materiality may seem contrary to much phi-
losophy associated with Joyce and with Finnegans Wake, but several phi-
losophers associated with post-structuralism and postmodernism do in fact 
“use” nature to support arguments concerning the decentering of the hu-
man, of language, and of the metanarrative. In addition to Martin Hei-
degger’s concept of “dwelling” and Derrida’s discussions of the “ani/mal” 
(in The Animal That Therefore I Am), Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s work has 
been the most readily adopted by critics working in diverse areas of eco-
criticism.1 The passages in Merleau-Ponty to which ecocriticism gravitates 
largely concern language, and David Abram goes so far as to conclude 
an essay on the phenomenologist by asserting that he stands for an “Eco-
Logos,” and that “[h]is work suggests a rigorous way to approach and to 
speak of ecological systems without positing our immediate selves outside 
of those systems” (97). Such a concept is what defines ecocriticism as a 
critical approach as opposed to simply a discussion of nature in litera-
ture; ecocriticism seeks to uncover assumptions, often buried in language, 
about the construction of “nature” as a category, and to explore the formal 
innovations for representing this construction.
 Merleau-Ponty, in The Visible and the Invisible, provides support for the 
type of work ecocriticism is now doing when he writes that the goal now 
for philosophy consists ”in restoring a power to signify, a birth of mean-
ing, or a wild meaning, an expression of experience by experience, which 
in particular clarifies the special domain of language. And in a sense, as 
Valéry said, language is everything, since it is the voice of no one, since it is 
the very voice of the things, the waves, and the forests” (155). Continuing, 
Merleau-Ponty argues that “language is born of our carnal participation 
in a world that already speaks to us at the most immediate level of sensory 
experience,” and thus, “language does not belong to humankind but to 
the sensible world of which we are but a part” (274). This detachment of 
language from the human is crucial when considering, for example, the 
relationship between language and the current environmental crisis; in a 
Lacanian sense, the system of language is something into which we have 
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been born, and it exists beyond the control of the individual utterer and 
utterance.
 Merleau-Ponty’s attitudes are consistent with the way Joyce portrays 
language in Finnegans Wake; the mixing of languages, both synchron-
ically and diachronically, the malleability of words in different contexts, 
the difficulties in communication, and the misunderstandings suggest that 
individuals are not in control of their language or its usage. This lack of 
control is demonstrated through Joyce’s decentering of the human subject, 
so that several times throughout the Wake, language’s anthropocentrism 
is queried, and the text explores the possibilities of other forms of com-
munication, be it through the legibility of the physical landscape or the 
“speech” of the river and the sea.
 Louise Westling, author of The Green Breast of the New World: Land-
scape, Gender, and American Fiction (1998), argues elsewhere that a post-
structuralist approach to literary texts can be quite useful to ecocritics, as 
“it helps to define the human place within the ecosystem by interrogating 
or erasing the boundary that has been assumed to set our species apart 
from the rest of the living community” (“Literature” 30). Writing of this 
boundary, environmental historian Donald Worster argues in The Wealth 
of Nature that “it is a completely arbitrary act to put culture and nature 
into separate categories, requiring rigidly separate methods of analysis. The 
polar bear has claws and a fur coat to cope with its environment; we hu-
mans use our cultures to do the same” (37). In Worster’s view, culture is 
something directly born out of and dependent on nature, and this idea is 
integral to the exploration of the ecology of Finnegans Wake.

Ecocriticism and Modernist Studies

Though the situation is changing every day (as attested to by the publica-
tion of studies such as Bonnie Kime Scott’s In the Hollow of the Wave: 
Virginia Woolf and Modernist Uses of Nature [June 2012], or the empha-
sis on nature in modernism at the 2011 Modernist Studies Association 
conference, etc.), very few ecocritics address modernist writers, and very 
few modernist critics address the natural environment. It is only slightly 
reductive to suggest that prior ecocritical focus on the romantics and na-
ture writing, combined with modernist studies’ emphasis on the urban, 
metropolitan aspects of modernism, has led to a significant gap on both 
sides. Fairly expansive bodies of ecocritical work already exist on the lit-



6   ·   The Ecology of Finnegans Wake

erature of the early modern period, the romantic period, and the years 
from World War II to the present, but the period from 1900 until 1950 
remains largely unexplored ecocritically. Several studies examine the role 
of science (largely, physics) in works of modernist art and literature, but 
few focus on other sciences such as ecology, botany, entomology, zoology, 
or ethology, or on “nature” as a larger category. J. Scott Bryson, in one of 
the only attempts to bridge this critical gap, an essay titled “Modernism 
and Ecological Criticism,” also notes this dearth and questions why this is:

An ecocritical methodology has much to offer as an approach to 
modern literature, not only because modern artists displayed a sig-
nificant interest in natural elements in their work [ . . . ] but also 
because a central question for artists and intellectuals in the early 
part of the twentieth century became how humans could somehow 
render their experiences with a more-than-human world. (591)

This negotiation of the human and the nonhuman or “more-than-human” 
world can be found, to some extent, in all the central works of modern-
ist literature, but more often than not, these negotiations are overlooked 
for more predictable modernist themes of despair, alienation, or stylistic 
experimentation. Such themes can be examined from the perspective of 
the environment as well, and any ecocritical approach to these tropes of 
modernist studies would produce propitious new readings. Themes of de-
spair and alienation could be viewed as stemming from “a fundamental 
uncertainty about the relationship between human and non-human na-
ture” (Bryson, “Modernism” 591), and stylistic experimentations could be 
understood as attempts to adequately represent a natural world that was 
receding farther and farther from human life, comprehension, and imagi-
nation every day.
 To introduce my approach to the definition of an ecological modern-
ism, I turn to Lawrence Buell. In his defining work of ecocriticism, The 
Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing, and the Formation 
of American Culture, he articulates four criteria for determining the “envi-
ronmental” quality of a text:

1. The nonhuman environment is present not merely as a framing 
device but as a presence that begins to suggest that human history 
is implicated in natural history.


