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Preface

‘I SERIOUSLY BELIEVE that you will retard the course of civilization in Ireland by preventing the Irish people from having one good look at themselves in my nicely polished looking-glass,’ James Joyce wrote in June 1906 to the London publisher Grant Richards. It’s a grand claim, but the young writer needed all the self-confidence he could muster. Richards had accepted the manuscript, but now demanded changes before publishing: sexual allusions removed, swearing cut, and edgy political content toned down. Richards’s printer objected even more violently: ‘We cannot print this,’ he wrote after perusing two sample pages of ‘Two Gallants’, the sixth story in this volume. In the course of a protracted and testy correspondence, the twenty-four-year-old Joyce found himself meticulously defending the inclusion not just of this or that fictional incident, piece of dialogue or turn of phrase, but the very integrity of his literary vision. It was something he would have to get used to.

In terms of difficult publishing history, Joyce was starting as he would have preferred not to continue. The setbacks and frustrations which meant that Dubliners did not appear until 1914 are less dramatic than those that awaited him with Ulysses in 1922, where court cases loomed and copies were confiscated at customs, but they remind us that Joyce started his literary career at odds with what was expected of a young writer at the beginning of the twentieth century. Besides, he was already familiar with publishers and their conservative ways: in January 1904, he had submitted an ‘autobiographical essay’ entitled ‘A Portrait of the Artist’ to a magazine. The editor refused: ‘I can’t print what I can’t understand,’ he wrote. By 1906, James Joyce, despite not having a published book to his name, had already provoked the two accusations that were to dog his reputation: obscurity and obscenity.

Reading the Joyce–Richards correspondence today, we are struck not just by Richards’s timorousness, but by Joyce’s even-tempered and (mostly) patient engagement with his editor’s objections. He was also flexible – up to a point – and pragmatic, willing, here and there, to relent, but never at the cost of the ‘truth’ of his work. Joyce did not seek out a succès de scandale, and nor was he interested in launching himself as the angry young man of Irish letters. He desired to see his book published, and he wanted it to find its audience. Besides, he needed money – something that would change very little during his lifetime. By 1907, Richards and his printer (whom Joyce mockingly called ‘the barometer of English opinion’) had rejected Dubliners, and Joyce was left with a manuscript of fourteen short stories and no prospect of publishing.

In 1909, two years after the débâcle with Richards, Joyce tried Maunsel & Co. in Dublin. A contract was signed, but a similar fate befell the book: objections were political and moral, and this time the company’s printer refused to hand over the proofs. Joyce had, by then, written the fifteenth and longest story of Dubliners, ‘The Dead’.

In 1914, when A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man began serialization in a new modernist magazine, The Egoist, Joyce tried Richards again. Things were different now: he had the support of several energetic and influential writers, notably Ezra Pound, to whom he had been recommended by W. B. Yeats. Pound was to be as crucial to Joyce’s success as he was to T. S. Eliot’s, promoting him to publishers and editors, and helping him with money and contacts. This time, Richards agreed to publish, using the Maunsel proofs that Joyce had obtained ‘by ruse’. Dubliners appeared on 15 June 1914, six weeks before the outbreak of the First World War. Ireland was a different place too: the British Parliament had passed the Third Home Rule Bill in 1912, which became the Home Rule Act of 1914. The Easter Rising was two years away, in 1916. By the time Ulysses appeared in 1922, Ireland would be an independent nation.

Joyce was disappointed by the lack of reviews Dubliners garnered – ‘I regret to see that my book has turned out un fiasco solenne,’ he wrote: a sorry failure. It was not strictly true: reviewers knew they were dealing with a writer of rare skill and originality. But some objected to his subject matter, and to what they thought of as the darkness of his vision, the bleakness of his view of humanity. This is perhaps best, if most hyperbolically, expressed in an unsigned review in the magazine Everyman: ‘Wonderfully written, the power of genius in every line. But, it is a genius that, blind to the blue of the heavens, seeks inspiration in the hell of despair.’

However gratifying it was to receive such praise, it is hard to imagine Joyce enjoying the accusation of drawing inspiration from ‘the hell of despair’. It implies that his world is full of unalloyed suffering and pain, and that his vision is tragic, if not outrightly melodramatic. There is nothing melodramatic in Dubliners, a book in which consummate realist technique is put to the service of the enigmatic and the unsaid, and where the outer world draws the reader’s eye into the inner world of the characters. As for the idea of hell, it is far too crude. Joyce would have been drawn to something subtler and more fitting to the congruence between his characters’ lives and apprehensions, and their historical-cultural moment. Joyce was a devoted reader of Dante’s Divine Comedy, and we can imagine him preferring the idea of purgatory, with all its implications of ambiguity, in-betweenness and transition, to the fixed and irrevocable idea of hell. By this logic, purgatory is a state, whereas hell is merely a place.

Set in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Dublin, Dubliners explores a particular moment in the social, political and cultural development of Ireland. It is a haunting and at times disturbing book, but not for the petty reasons that had bothered Joyce’s early publishers and editors. Its themes are as universal as they are particular, as large and various as they are culturally and historically specific. These qualities – along with Joyce’s skill in creating characters from the inside, in showing rather than telling what motivates them or undermines them, and in capturing natural speech in all its variety of register and expressiveness – have ensured its status as a classic.

This said, we can understand why Dubliners would have been such a disturbing read. There are pitiful scenes of brutality, sexual exploitation and abusive goings-on within the Catholic Church (another subject of ongoing topicality). There are stories of greed and moral cowardice, failure and shallowness of soul, violence and tenderness, arrogance and servitude. The usual suspects are all here: sexual repression, twisted desires, insecurity, unhappiness, love and disappointed love, aching self-consciousness and grotesque self-blindness.

*

In 1900, aged seventeen, Joyce gave a talk at the University College Dublin Literary and Philosophical Society. ‘Art,’ he told his audience, ‘is true to itself when it deals with truth.’ What might have sounded like precocious grandiloquence coming from a teenager’s mouth quickly became a guiding artistic principle – all the more necessary for requiring to be frequently defended. The word ‘truth’ is everywhere in his letters and essays, but invention is also a way to the truth. Joyce’s letters constantly return to ideas not just of artistic integrity, but truth as something greater than mere realism. Truth is what the artist owes not just to his subject, but to his art. By implication, truth is also what an author owes to their reader. Editorial intervention would ‘injure’ and ‘mutilate’ his work, he told Richards, ‘because I believe that in composing my chapter of moral history in exactly the way the way I have composed it I have taken the first step towards the spiritual liberation of my country’. ‘Moral history’, ‘spiritual liberation’, ‘my country’ . . . No one could accuse the young Joyce of lacking self-belief.

Opening these pages, we enter a world so granularly described, so faithfully rendered in its dialogue and so precise in its topographical mapping that we will be able to smell what Joyce called ‘the odour of ashpits and old weeds and offal [that] hangs round my stories’. One of Richards’s objections was that Joyce uses the names of real places – shops, pubs and businesses – because he feared legal repercussions. Joyce refused: the Dublin of his writing, however imaginatively recreated, was a real place, and the city remains navigable today by the guides that his fiction has drawn for us. Whether we are tourists on a day-trip or scholars and students wanting in-depth explorations, there are maps and apps to cater to our need to follow – literally – in his characters’ footsteps.

Joyce lamented that Dublin and its people had not been given their place in literature: ‘When you remember that Dublin has been a capital for thousands of years, that it is the “second” city of the British Empire, that it is nearly three times as big as Venice, it seems strange that no artist has given it to the world.’ Where Oscar Wilde had depicted cosmopolitanism and high society, and W. B. Yeats and J. M. Synge had celebrated traditional Ireland and the ‘Celtic Revival’, Joyce presented a very different Ireland to the world. The image of the ‘looking-glass’ which he invoked stands for more than a mirror. A mirror merely reflects what is in front of it; the looking comes from the writer, and from us, as readers. There is nothing passive or blankly neutral about Joyce’s notion of ‘truth’ here – it is not simply a reflective surface made of words, however polished, but an invitation to see what lies beneath.

By the time of his correspondence with Richards, Joyce had left Dublin: first moving to Zurich, then to Pola, Trieste and Rome. His links with the country of his birth were becoming increasingly tenuous as he wrote Dubliners, but in 1912 he left Ireland for the last time. Carrying the city around in his mind, he remade it in words, not just here in Dubliners but in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man and, most exhaustively, in Ulysses. It is fascinating to think of him – a writer on the move across a changing Europe – producing one of the most rooted oeuvres in literature. Rimbaud’s great line, ‘on ne part pas’ – we never leave – could be applied to Joyce: for all his travels, and in spite of all his leavetakings, writing was his eternal return to Dublin.

‘Truth’ comes in many forms in Dubliners. Most obviously, there is what we associate with realist technique: plausible plots, verifiable locations, and coherently threaded psychologies. Certainly the surface of Dubliners is, at first sight, realist, not to say naturalistic. Realism is not just a matter of fleshing out décor – the reader looking up the streets and buildings he refers to, or the names of politicians and public figures, dates and anniversaries, will see that they have significance. They add dimensions. They are never just props, and the reader’s pleasure is deepened by knowing more about the political or historical reverberations of this or that reference. There is an economy even to the most detailed and intricate passage: everything plays its part.

In an essay entitled ‘The Parish and the Universe’, the Irish poet Patrick Kavanagh called Joyce one of the ‘great Irish parishioners’. Kavanagh powerfully reclaims the ‘parish’ and the ‘parochial’ as the bedrocks of great art. His meaning is that no literature succeeds by aiming at some abstract top-down notion of the ‘universal’. It achieves universality by fully inhabiting its particularity in time and place, language and culture. By that route does it become ‘universal’. We see this in Joyce, but also in other examples of Irish literature, from Synge to Seamus Heaney, by way of Kavanagh himself.

There is also a symbolic truth, and Joyce is fond of overlaying his fictional events with mythical, religious or historical significance – seen most famously in the way Ulysses maps on to Homer’s Odyssey. Like many of his fellow modernists – notably Eliot and Pound – Joyce sees the past, and the literature of the past, as living resources to be shaped and adapted to the here and now. The idea is most pithily expressed in Pound’s idea that all great works of art, regardless of when they were made, are contemporary: contemporary with each other and contemporary with us. Joyce’s Ulysses unfolds in a form of dual time: as Leopold Bloom walks the streets of of Dublin and encounters its characters, the travels and conflicts of Homer’s wandering hero, Odysseus, are constantly called to mind. Dubliners is an early experiment in the modes of imaginative thought and connective story-telling that led Joyce to write Ulysses. It is no surprise to learn that Ulysses began life as the idea for a story intended for Dubliners.

Balancing what we might call the ‘realism’ of Dubliners and its ‘symbolic’ level, is a different, more mysterious quality: an openness, a suggestiveness, and a feeling for the ambiguous and the undecided. There is always something about these stories that escapes – behind the rich textures of the prose and the variegations of their characters’ speech, it is the unsaid that perturbs us. Our eyes, focusing hard on what is in front of us, are suddenly drawn away beyond the story’s frame. Like an artist working an empty sky into a busy cityscape, or an empty chair into a crowded family portrait, Joyce creates spaces where the reader is left to themselves. We are forced to think and interpret, to speculate about what comes next. Many of these stories end on an opening – the word ‘epiphany’ is often used: a revelation, an apprehension of mind or heart – where they gesture to their aftermaths, or to some missing piece of the narrative jigsaw. Many also begin with something unexplained – a missing detail or an unspoken trauma that, contrary to the traditional unfolding of the genre, is not clarified as the story develops. All those layers of realist brush-strokes; all those solid dimensional buildings and those intimate interiors; all those real people, places and political events; all that symbolism; but still, at strategic moments in every story, we are left guessing. As Patrick Kavanagh wrote, Joyce is one of those writers who ‘explained nothing. The public had either to come to them or stay in the dark. And the public did come.’

As for Joyce’s idea of a ‘moral history’, it is helpfully open, at once psychological, imaginative and spiritual. Joyce wrote: ‘I call the series Dubliners to betray the soul of that hemiplegia or paralysis which many consider a city.’ This is important: Joyce suggests that the characters who people his stories, for all their individual dramas, are emanations of the city and the country that made them. Joyce’s characters are thwarted, failed, hemmed in. They are prisoners of their time and place – and, when they look further and deeper, which a few of them do, they are prisoners of themselves. Rarely has failure been so patiently and variously explored, so tenaciously traced: from the strutting wannabe politician with his empty words, or the self-styled seducer with his grubby plans, to the mental shackles of English colonial rule and the spiritual sclerosis of the Catholic Church. Joyce, like his literary hero at the time, Ibsen, and like the French novelists he admired, knew the drama of interconnection: that the world we live in and are shaped by is also there for the shaping. In A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Joyce’s thinly disguised alter ego, Stephen Dedalus, declares: ‘This race and this country and this life produced me.’ The statement is a reworking of the French novelist Émile Zola’s motto about his own naturalist vision: ‘Race, milieu, moment.’ We are the products of our race (here understood as our heritage rather than strict ethnicity), our environment and our historical context. As he was writing Dubliners, Joyce was working simultaneously on an earlier version of Portrait, entitled Stephen Hero. All of Joyce’s works interconnect, and what all his characters have in common is that they make, and are made by, their environments. Yet, at the same time, they are not simply reducible to them. They are, like all of us, simple-complex creatures: simple in our motivations and needs, but complex in the lengths we will go to to justify them to ourselves and others. People may be the same everywhere, Joyce seems to say, but this is how they are the same in Dublin.

‘Paralysis’ – literal and metaphorical – is everywhere in Dubliners. This is a microcosm of a world on the cusp of change. The stirrings of the independence movement coexist with the servile mentality of what Joyce called the ‘gratefully oppressed’ who accepted British rule. The Catholic Church, like the colonial power, is losing its authority, and as with all societies in the throes of change, class differences, economic realities and ideological conflict are played out in everyday lives. Despite the ‘paralysis’ Joyce announces, the world of Dubliners is a world in transition. It may be slow and piecemeal, stopping and starting, partial and murky, but change is afoot. As Marx wrote: ‘In history as in biology, decay is the laboratory of life.’

As for the word ‘hemiplegia’, which most of us will need to look up in a dictionary, it has a specific meaning worth pausing over: paralysis on one side of the body. Joyce chose his words carefully, and had intended to study medicine. It is difficult not to think of ‘hemiplegia’ as a very deliberate choice of word for a place and a people caught between movement and stasis, between the nineteenth and the twentieth century, between oppression and freedom. We are struck too by how Dubliners is made up of endings and beginnings – not simply at the level of the characters’ own lives and dramas, or at the level of Joyce’s plotting, but at the end of an empire and the embryonic movements of an independent nation. Joyce never idealizes the new Ireland, but Dubliners quietly pulses with its intimations. Perhaps ‘hemiplegia’ is also present in the combination of literary qualities remarked on earlier: writing that is descriptively immersed in the social realities of time and place and people while also soaring constantly into the unknown. The one tendency anchors the stories in realism, the other sets them free of it. These stories are written against the very idea of closure, of the ‘well-made’ tale which snaps shut like a box, its contents neatly put away. Joyce’s prose shows us all that language can do, only to leave us at the edge, where language does not go.

Patrick McGuinness
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