Once upon a time and a very good time it was there
was a moocow coming down along the road and this
moocow that was coming down along the road
met a nicens little boy named

JAMES JOYCE.
This nicens little baby tuckoo grew up to be the
greatest writer of the Twentieth century.
by

T

LEE

HE NAME JAMES JOYCE is as

synonymous with and as monolithically commanding in the
world of modern literature as that of
Pablo Picasso in modern art. James
Joyce defined, then dominated, the
world of Twentieth-century prose fiction.
James Augusta Joyce was born on
February 2, 1882. He was the second,
and eldest surviving, child of John Joyce
and Mary Jane Murray Joyce. James was
born and raised in Nineteenth-century
Dublin and where Irish “characters”
filled his childhood to overflowing, and
the Catholicism of his Jesuit upbringing
did the same for his thirsty soul. His ex
treme Modernism—and his universal
ity—were developed through the looking
glass of the local (Dublin) and the past
(the Nineteenth century and the Society
of Jesus). His Jesuit upbringing was such
that a calm agnosticism was not an op
tion for him: he had to be either devout
or apostate. He reveled in the apostate,
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but not always completely convincingly.
Amid a family that eventually reached
nine surviving siblings, young Jim was
more than precocious enough to stand
out. He was his father’s favorite, and of
the children, Jim was pretty much the
only one who bore the eccentric, unruly,
profligate and inflammable patriarch a
genuine affection. John Joyce figures
largely in Joyce’s fictions in many guises,
but most notably and thoroughly as
Simon Dedalus (Stephen Dedalus’ fa
ther) in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young
Man and again in Ulysses. Thanks to
John Joyce’s declining circumstances, the
family was constantly being uprooted
and moved about Dublin (a peripatetic
pattern that Joyce lived by throughout
his life). Among the siblings, Joyce main
tained a genuine closeness only with
Stanislaus, the next eldest, born in 1884.
As a child, Stanislaus adored his older
brother, and as they grew older they re
mained the closest of the siblings,
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key lieutenant, Tim Healy. Only someone who
doesn’t understand the advanced nature and mind of
nine-year-old James Joyce could doubt the quality of
his perceptions of these events and the extremely
varied reactions of those around him to these events.
Within a few months of Parnell’s death, young Joyce
wrote an angry poem about the betrayals of Parnell
which his proud father had printed and distributed
among friends. Though no copies are known to sur
vive, this was Joyce’s first printed item and, though
sometimes referred to as “The Parnell Pamphlet,” it
is called “Et Tu, Mealy” by Joyce’s bibliographers. It
is unfortunate in a way—certainly frustrating—that
we have to begin the Joyce bibliography with a ghost,
a work of which there
are

no

known

agenda and regimen at Belvedere were close enough
to those of Clongowes that Joyce adapted quickly.
He was soon singled out for his abilities in English
composition. His essays brought him to the attention
of the English masters and school authorities. He
was as opinionated as he was skilled, and enjoyed the
controversy and jealousy prompted by his classroom
essays. By the age of 12 he was already earning
money from his writing, with the occasional competi
tion prize of a few quid finding its way into the fam
ily coffers. (Such income did not foreshadow similar
financial success with his adult work: the adult Joyce
was almost always destitute, living off loans and pa
tronage.) His early awards brought Joyce also to the

extant

copies. Joyce refers to
this little piece of juve
nilia in a letter to Har
net Weaver dated November 22, 1930, mentioning that he is resur
recting a few lines for
inclusion in Finnegans
Wake Chapter I, Part
II. Stanislaus’ memories
also confirm that this
item once existed and is
not just an apocryphal
story, though he did
not recall it being titled.
As Joyce grew older, he
declaimed that he cared
less and less for politics.
However, if he could
weave politics into ex
amples of Ireland’s betrayals of its own native
sons, whether politi
cians or writers, he
would not forego the
chance.
In the summer of
1891, young Joyce had
to be moved from the
Jesuit school at Clon
gowes. For a brief spell
he attended the Christ
ian Brothers school in
Dublin. Joyce already
considered the Christ
ian Brothers as inferior
to the Jesuits, and was
most pleased when his
father was able to get
him back into the Jesuit
fold by summer of
1893, at Belvedere Col
lege, Dublin. The
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attention of the Dominicans, and John Joyce was
tempted by an offer of free room, board and tuition
to transfer the boy from Belvedere to the Dominican
school in Dublin. Sensitive to his son’s special na
ture, he left the decision to the boy, who declared
without hesitation to his father: “I began with the Je
suits and I want to end with them. “ By this period in
his life, Joyce was already preparing the autobio
graphical elements of his future fictions, with as scmtinizing a sense of observation as Dickens and an un
canny sponge of a memory.
Apart from the autobiographical impulses now
growing and the grist-for-the-mill activity of his sur
roundings, Joyce came under the spell of Henrik
Ibsen. As a teenager, Joyce’s sense of Art was much
influenced by Ibsen, with Ibsen taking the place in
the pantheon of writing for Joyce that Parnell occu
pied in the pantheon of politics. Stanislaus relates in
his book My Brother’s Keeper that it was about this
time Joyce went with his parents to see Sudermann’s
play Magda and that in a subsequent discussion of
the work, Joyce told his parents: “The subject of the
play is genius breaking out in the home and against
the home. You needn’t have gone to see it.” It was
also during this time that he began writing fiction in
earnest, though only titles survive: a collection of
prose sketches entitled Silhouettes, and a collection of
poetry entitled Moods (reportedly, and not surpris
ingly, if true, influenced by William Butler Yeats).
His school essays continued to win him the occa
sional £20 or 3O—quite helpful to a big family in
need. Joyce was reaching a point in his artistic devel
opment and religious education where a choice
needed to be made. The young man decided to com
mit himself to a life of art, literature and drama. The
Jesuits had given him sufficient education to know
how to decide such important and weighty issues,
and to have a clear picture of what he was choosing
to leave behind. In 1898, at age 16, when he left
Belvedere for University College, Dublin, he knew
the path he was taking. Already typical of the young
Joyce was that he admired the University’s founder,
John Henry Newman, more for his writing skills than
for his theological views.
There was a great deal of urgency, both artistic
and political, in the Irish theater scene of 1899. The
issues were highlighted and the parties galvanized by
the spring premiere of Yeats’ latest, The Countess
Cathleen. Most of Joyce’s fellow students booed the
performance, detesting and protesting the play’s un
attractive portrayal of Irish peasantry—many consid
ered the play offensively anti-Irish. Joyce took an op
posing view and supported Yeats’ choice of subject
matter and his approach to it. In late 1899 Joyce
contacted the Literary and Historical Society with an
offer to deliver an original paper entitled “Drama
and Life.” Joyce, at this time in his life and work,
considered drama to be a higher artistic calling than
literature (a term which he was then using disparag
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ingly). The paper, read in early 1900, was deliber
ately taunting of accepted views, in a somewhat re
bellious adolescent way, putting forth the guaran
teed-to-be-controversial proposition that Greek
Drama and Shakespeare were passé, played out, and
that it was Henrik Ibsen who was daring to point the
light forward. The paper did stir up quite a debate,
but was acknowledged all around to have been well
argued and well delivered. Joyce very tellingly put
forth the concept that “even the most commonplace,
the deadest among the living, may play a part in a
great drama,” forecasting the future of his art: his
booklength studies of Leopold Bloom and Humphrey
Earwicker. This paper gave Joyce sufficient additional
public notice and self-confidence to approach the ed
itor of The Fortnightly Review with the suggestion of a
general article on Henrik Ibsen. The periodical de
dined such an article but relayed that they would be
interested in a specific review of Ibsen’s new play,
When We Dead Awaken, (a Joycean title if ever there
was one). Joyce was thrilled to oblige, and his article
“Ibsen’s New Drama” was published in The Fortnightly Review of April 1, 1900. This marked the
debut of Joyce as a published professional author. As
if this fact alone was not on its own sufficient to
make the already cocksure Joyce even more insuffer
ably “artistic,” the English translator of the play
(William Archer) received a letter from Ibsen ac
knowledging and expressing gratitude for the review.
Archer forwarded this comment to Joyce and the
young writer thought it most auspicious to have been
acknowledged by the master. He now thought of
himself as destined to become central not only to
Irish literature, but to all of European literature. Like
Charles Dickens at the same age, the self-confidence
turned out to be well-founded, not the mere bluster
of a windy young ego.
Joyce’s general theories of modern drama, and in
particular his sense of disillusionment with the Irish
Literary Theatre, were set down in an articulate
essay entitled “The Day of the Rabblement” which
was submitted to St. Stephen ‘s magazine, the undergraduate journal at University College, Dublin. The
article was rejected. At the same time, an article by
Joyce’s good friend Francis Skeffington was also re
jected. They decided to print their too-controversial
essays together privately in a little pamphlet entitled
Two Essays. Two Essays constitutes the first bookform appearance of Joyce (even though it is a flimsy
little self-published piece) and as such is hugely im
portant to the serious collector. This cannot be considered a sidebar or footnote to the canon. The
Slocum and Cahoon bibliography of Joyce calls
Joyce’s 1904 appearance in The Venture “Joyce’s first
appearance in a book,” but that rather depends on
one’s definition of “book.” Two Essays may be self
published, and a tiny little thing in flimsy wrappers,
but, pamphlet that it is, could still be defined as a
“book” and must not be overlooked by the collector.

