
Introduction

A Retrospective Arrangement

Professors of English thrive on invoking, often haphazardly, their liter-
ary antecedents. Most of us can hardly get through conversations with 
colleagues and certainly cannot conduct classes without injecting apoc-
ryphal biographical anecdotes, garbled fragments of obscure poems, and 
knowing allusions to works of justifiably ignored authors. While for a few 
academics these tidbits represent the summation of their contact with the 
canon, for most of us this is simply an idiosyncratic indulgence. We in fact 
do take the trouble to read and reread the primary works in our field and 
make an effort to keep abreast of current critical debates.
 I also believe that a majority of us deeply esteem the critical studies of 
the scholars whose ideas shaped our notions of the methods and concepts 
necessary for responding to the literature to which we have dedicated 
our lives. However, despite our best intentions to remain engaged with 
the foundational views that informed our own sensibilities, conflicting 
demands often overwhelm us. Our field is dominated by assimilation and 
progression. We work in a profession that demands familiarity with the 
most current theories and pushes for the continual production of new 
ideas. These imperatives inevitably privilege the most recent views and 
methods over long-established approaches. Academic expectations also 
pressure us to produce within highly specific areas of interest at a pace 
that makes it difficult for even the most conscientious scholars to follow 
all of the other developments in the field we claim as our specialty.
 Over time, compression and selectivity characterize the pace of aca-
demic reading. At the beginning of a career, one strives mightily to be-
come aware of the diverse critical views. Within a relatively short time, 
however, one finds that practical considerations preclude venturing be-
yond engaging the ideas of those whose works have the most immediate 
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2   ·   Foundational Essays in James Joyce Studies

impact on one’s own research. Pragmatism dictates concentrating one’s 
attention on recent relevant arguments. That often leaves little time to 
consider the intellectual antecedents whose works led to those views, and 
reading outside one’s area of interest is almost out of the question. As 
careers progress, it is not uncommon that habituation and perhaps an ele-
ment of lethargy prevent much expansion of these horizons. We become 
comfortable in our area, and hesitate to venture beyond it.
 In this respect, scholars in Joyce studies prove to be no different from 
colleagues in any other area of literature. A quick survey of a recent James 
Joyce Quarterly will provide ample evidence of essays attentive to a wide 
range of current critical opinions while showing also that only rarely do 
contemporary examinations evince any interest in material written be-
yond the past ten or twenty years. For further evidence of this process, 
take up any recent book-length publication on Joyce’s writings and scan 
the Works Cited section. Imposing an implicit “past its sell-by date” on 
any interpretive effort of a certain age has become a routine feature of our 
literary studies. And the idea that a scholar might offer a useful elucida-
tion based upon views or systems of expression more than a few years old 
simply does not occur to many of us. In fact, reference to an interpretive 
tradition will evoke a sense in many of us that goes back no further than 
the preceding decade.
 Material circumstances reinforce this tendency toward the erasure of 
our critical heritage.1 Availability, even in a digitizing age, remains a sig-
nificant issue. Despite the awe and admiration that certain scholars may 
have evoked fifty years ago, in all but a few cases one now finds their writ-
ings relegated to back issues of journals that are buried in archives, or in 
books that have been sitting undisturbed on library shelves for decades. 
Inertia raises the risk of their fading completely from public awareness.
 At the same time, the influence of early writings by individuals like 
Edmund L. Epstein, A. Walton Litz, Florence Walzl, and the other authors 
considered in this volume remains a vital if often implicit element in read-
ers’ approaches to Joyce’s works. These scholars are responsible for estab-
lishing interpretative perspectives now taken as critical commonplaces or 
for initiating methodological practices now imbedded in our analytical 
assumptions. In every instance, their insights, whether acknowledged or 
not, have had a profound effect, enhancing immediate understanding and 
acting as catalysts goading readers to extend those initial insights.
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Introduction: A Retrospective Arrangement   ·   3

 Despite these achievements, one might legitimately question the need 
to return to early ideas if these points have been incorporated, developed, 
and enlarged in contemporary critical positions. The simple response is 
that mere awareness of the latest iteration of this critical thinking is not 
enough for complete understanding of the existing analytic matrix that 
informs Joyce studies. Reading the works of Shakespeare, in addition to 
the inherent pleasure the plays give, presents one with a far sharper sense 
of both our dramatic heritage and the creative logic permeating the con-
struction of contemporary dramas. Likewise, having a firsthand under-
standing of the interpretive discoveries of the pioneering men and women 
of the Joyce industry will give current students a far more sophisticated 
grasp of the nuances of epistemological developments and of the actual 
mutability still part of numerous current assumptions now seemingly re-
solved into fixed points of view.
 Some recent projects have already demonstrated the efficacy of this 
sentiment. While the general trend toward privileging contemporary 
analysis has not abated, over the past two decades a movement to recog-
nize prior critical achievements has been under way. In the early 1990s, Ja-
net Dunleavy asked a number of scholars to write responses to individual 
works by eminent Joyceans from the 1930s to the midcentury. Her col-
lection examined the achievements of Stuart Gilbert, Adaline Glasheen, 
Harry Levin, Hugh Kenner, William Noon, and others.2 A decade later, 
Paula Gillespie and I took a look at more diverse interpretive approaches 
to a narrower topic, surveying the prominent critical trends in readings 
of Ulysses that arose over the previous three decades, though admittedly 
this very focus underscores the tendency to privilege more recent works 
as representative of the critical heritage.3 Six years later, Nicholas Fargnoli 
and I extended the scope of that project beyond the thirty year limit, and 
in the process acknowledged the difficulties confronting scholars seeking 
to engage what is already a dauntingly diverse and wide-ranging field. 
We edited a collection of essays that sought to assess the evolution of 
interpretations of Ulysses grounded in clearly defined methodologies like 
feminism, cultural studies, psychoanalysis, textual criticism, and other 
distinctly delineated hermeneutic areas.4 (Five years earlier, Fargnoli had 
compiled a volume included in the Gale Dictionary of Literary Biogra-
phy series that, while highlighting excerpts from Joyce’s writing, also in-
corporated an invaluable collection of contemporary responses to Joyce’s 
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4   ·   Foundational Essays in James Joyce Studies

published works that neatly complements the studies noted above.5) Each 
of these books establishes a sense of distance, provides background for a 
general understanding of specific elements of Joyce criticism, places read-
ers at one remove from the works discussed, and, except in the case of 
the volume edited by Fargnoli, offers summaries and assessments of the 
material rather than presenting reproductions of primary sources.
 While demonstrating in various measures the importance of retro-
spection, these recent efforts, intentionally or not, can create the impres-
sion among contemporary Joyce scholars that pioneering essays have now 
been relegated to the category of historical artifacts. In fact, the impulse 
implicitly driving these collections, to move beyond antecedents while si-
multaneously acknowledging them, attests to the conflicting demands of 
acquiring a broad knowledge of the criticism in the field while managing 
the finite amount of time that one has to engage that ever increasing pool 
of analytical studies. In this light, the inclination to revere the pioneers 
while turning to summaries of their works rather than to their original 
efforts stands as perfectly comprehensible, but one cannot expect such 
précis to provide the fullest possible understanding.
 At the same time, engaging essays of a half century ago proves to be 
less straightforward than it might initially seem. If we articulate a sense 
of these studies as simply forming the first stages of an evolving cultural 
heritage, one need not have more than a general awareness of their con-
tent. If, as I believe, they occupy a position of importance equal to other, 
more recent works, they assume roles as integral parts of a dynamic and 
reciprocal critical enterprise. This in turn means that anyone seeking the 
fullest interpretive response to Joyce’s canon must examine them in the 
same detail as that afforded any contemporary study.
 Though this is admittedly time consuming, ample evidence exists to 
support the merit of cultivating a balanced sense of past and present 
critical insights. The misconceptions that impaired many of the opinions 
voiced in the mid-1980s after the appearance of Hans Walter Gabler’s edi-
tion of Ulysses, for instance, offer a stark example of the problems created 
by readers relying upon a partial or imperfect knowledge of the critical 
tradition. While a great number of individuals participated in the debate 
over the efficacy of Gabler’s version, too many involved had no direct 
knowledge of the evolution of the textual criticism of Joyce’s novel or of 
the fundamental interpretive issues that this long process of analysis had 
identified.6 Instead, they based their opinions upon summaries, often 
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highly selective, of what had been done on Joyce’s prepublication mate-
rial and upon synopses, often highly subjective, of accepted practices of 
textual analysis.
 In consequence, the critiques to Gabler’s work made by John Kidd and 
the support tendered by a number of readers to his often tenuous claims 
regarding editorial practice consistently ignored key elements in Joyce’s 
creative process and showed a stunning lack of awareness of what previ-
ous scholarship had established regarding editorial cruxes in his work. 
The misunderstandings that resulted and the distorted conclusions that 
some reached clearly underscore the problems that can accrue when con-
temporary commentators offer interpretive judgments without the ben-
efit of reading and comprehending pioneering studies—in this case the 
groundbreaking work published in the 1950s and 1960s by A. Walton Litz 
still esteemed by serious textual critics—and their impact on subsequent 
understanding.7

 The process of engaging our interpretive heritage, of course, involves 
more than simply reverential reference to beatified titles from the past in 
a secular variation of the Litany of the Saints. Contemporary scholars not 
only need to understand and apply accurately the insights and discoveries 
of their intellectual forebears, they have the obligation to reexamine long 
accepted assumptions based on the work of the past. To continue my reli-
gious metaphors, this means that even for true believers the critical ideas 
that have shaped the way contemporary readers have come to understand 
Joyce’s canon do not enjoy the same presumption of infallibility that many 
Catholic faithful assign to encyclicals of the popes. The early essays on 
Joyce need periodic review to reaffirm or overturn their efficacy. Just as a 
familiarity with A. Walton Litz’s early textual criticism would have obvi-
ated a number of errors that crept into mid-1980s Gabler-Kidd debates, 
rigorous reassessments of other early works would have forestalled inhibi-
tive interpretive views that have become critical commonplaces.
 Along these lines, a still popular approach to the structure of Finnegans 
Wake, now more than seventy years old, illustrates how unexamined as-
sumptions can exert an inhibitive influence on subsequent readings. Ed-
mund Wilson’s essay “The Dream of H. C. Earwicker” offered a speculative 
view that quickly became a prevalent belief. Asserting unequivocally that 
Joyce constructed Finnegans Wake around the sleeping reveries of its cen-
tral character, Wilson claimed that all subsequent understanding needed 
to be based on that assumption. The extremely popular early book-length 
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6   ·   Foundational Essays in James Joyce Studies

study of Joyce’s last work, Campbell and Robinson’s A Skeleton Key to 
“Finnegans Wake,” which appeared just a few years after the publication of 
Wilson’s essay, picked up the idea that it chronicles Earwicker dreaming.8 
Campbell and Robinson’s endorsement legitimized the notion, and within 
a relatively short time many Joyceans had come to consider this opinion 
an irrefutable fact.
 Their reaction is not surprising. Like any effective hermeneutic gen-
eralization, the concept of Finnegans Wake articulating the dreams of a 
single individual relieved a great deal of interpretive stress that readers 
otherwise had to engage. For all of us, accustomed to cause-and-effect 
analysis, it offered the comfort of imposing a manageable linear direc-
tion on an aggressively chaotic, nonlinear narrative, and in doing so pro-
vided a sturdy foundation for a number of subsequent traditional analytic 
approaches.
 Inevitably, this theory imposed strict causal limits on the kinds of in-
terpretations that one could adduce from Joyce’s final work, and it threat-
ened one of the most experimental pieces of writing with a plethora of 
reductive responses. Several contemporary scholars—Nicholas Fargnoli, 
Derek Attridge, and Bernard Benstock, to name just a few—have vigor-
ously challenged the validity of Wilson’s theory of the dream and dreamer. 
They have suggested that one can discern far more sophisticated readings 
by acknowledging the narrative’s dreamlike conditions without embrac-
ing the prescriptive roles of dream and dreamer.9 Over the past decade, 
their resulting counterarguments have gained traction and have expanded 
our ability to come to grips with the text of Finnegans Wake by once again 
opening options for nonlinear readings.10 These results underscore my 
point about reassessing foundational pieces of our interpretive heritage: 
the more often this scrutiny takes place, the greater the integrity of the 
critical canon.
 While both refamiliarization and reassessment stand as important rea-
sons for the retrospective arrangement offered here, nonetheless, as with 
the decoration of the sleeping quarters of Edward VII mentioned in the 
Cyclops chapter of Ulysses, considerations of space force us to proceed se-
lectively. This collection returns attention to some heretofore neglected es-
says upon which important tenets of our current understanding of Joyce’s 
writing are based. Laying them before readers presents the opportunity 
to grasp key critical concepts in their original form with greater specific-
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ity than what one sees when only the consequences or the summations of 
their views appear in subsequent iterations.
 With a nod toward the linearity that I rather cavalierly dismissed a few 
paragraphs ago when speaking of Finnegans Wake criticism, I have split 
the collection into four parts, each devoted to one of Joyce’s major writ-
ings, and each containing three essays dealing with various interpretive 
cruxes or scholarly issues of the work under consideration. At the begin-
ning of each part, I have commented briefly on the essays’ epistemologi-
cal impact. To this end, I have contextualized these early efforts, making 
some mention of the critical achievements that preceded them. Then, 
looking ahead to their subsequent influence, I link them with prominent 
contemporary studies that grew out of their findings.
 From a chronological and hermeneutic perspective, Dubliners offers a 
propitious starting point for a collection of this sort. It represents Joyce’s 
earliest published fictional work, with initial versions of some of the sto-
ries appearing in 1904 and the collection being published as a book in 
1914. It also has proved to have an enormous attraction for a wide range 
of literary critics, including many who have not devoted themselves to a 
close study of Joyce’s other writing. This anomaly, at least for Joyce studies, 
has produced an interpretive tradition noticeably distinct from analyses 
of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Ulysses, or Finnegans Wake. 
Doubtless, many readers turn to Dubliners because of the nonspecialists 
who have contributed so much to its rich and accessible critical tradition. 
These writers inculcated into this heritage general assumptions about 
the work that have provided eminently sound fundamental concepts 
upon which to build securely more specifically focused observations. As 
a consequence, one finds sophisticated commentators, and well-known 
Joyceans, like Margot Norris and Garry Leonard, who have adeptly ad-
opted poststructuralist thinking to illuminate Joyce’s text, working out 
of a tradition inflected by a range of views from scholars with distinctly 
different literary backgrounds.
 Florence Walzl’s “The Liturgy of the Epiphany Season and the Epipha-
nies of Joyce” demonstrates wonderfully how insights from half a century 
ago remain at the core of our understandings of Joyce’s stories. Her es-
say presents an urbane explication showing the complexity of issues that, 
when treated by lesser readers’ hands, had led to, and unfortunately con-
tinue to lead to, hackneyed applications of clichéd principles in a fashion 
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8   ·   Foundational Essays in James Joyce Studies

that actually subverts understanding of certain pivotal features of Joyce’s 
short stories. In shining contrast, Walzl’s reading reminds us of the pro-
found intricacy of Joyce’s literary application of the liturgical.
 A glance at the title of Thomas Staley’s “Moral Responsibility in Joyce’s 
‘Clay’” might draw one to the hasty assumption that he is offering one 
of the narrow religious-based explications referenced above for which a 
secular-minded critic would have no sympathy or use. That would be a 
mistake. Despite the unease that some contemporary readers may feel 
when confronted with Joyce’s Catholic tradition, its theology permeates 
his stories, and its sophisticated application cries out for equally sophis-
ticated explications. Current readers still engage the moral decisions that 
inform the lives of Joyce’s characters, and they see contemporary connec-
tions because of the contextualization of pre–Vatican II Catholicism that 
comes from Staley’s four-decades-old essay.
 Robert Scholes’s “Semiotic Approaches to a Fictional Text: Joyce’s ‘Eve-
line’” was written a number of years after most of the other essays in the 
collection first appeared. Nonetheless, reading his careful elaboration of 
one of Joyce’s least examined short stories and seeing the way Scholes ap-
plies linguistic methods that had only recently come to the awareness of 
the American academy affords a revelatory glimpse at the beginnings of a 
radical shift in Joycean interpretations. It captures wonderfully for us this 
paradigm shift that both connects with and reconfigures all that came 
before it.
 The works of such pioneering critics have established a body of analyti-
cal suppositions that now make the short stories in Dubliners seem readily 
accessible even to those unaware of the rich interpretive tradition that has 
unpacked many of its cruxes. And, again in a condition unique to this area 
of Joyce criticism, they developed through instances of complementary 
thinking not found elsewhere. In contrast, early responses to A Portrait 
of the Artist as a Young Man struggled with differing though equally chal-
lenging views. Due in no small part to the suggestion of autobiographical 
resonances in its title, boundaries between fact and fiction were for some 
readers easily blurred, and the impulse to explain both fact and fiction 
by collapsing events in Joyce’s life into the narrative of his first published 
novel threatened to overwhelm more sophisticated interpretations.
 That view has doubtless been fostered by Richard Ellmann’s biogra-
phy of Joyce, as a careful examination of his footnotes demonstrates. To 
be sure, the felicity of Ellmann’s prose style and the intimate access that 
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