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The Story in  

Finnegans Wake 

 
 

  

Despre ce este vorba în  

Finnegans Wake? 

          Place of origin: Japan. 

Profession: retired scientist and 

professor. Why Finnegans Wake? 

This book we are publishing in our 

Joyce Lexicography Series will tell 

you the story of Tatsuo Hamada, if 

a story it is. Maybe you will also 

find out while r eading it whether 

there is a story in Finnegans Wake 

too, whether Joyceõs last book is or 

is not a novel, considering that, as 

Hamada quotes, òWhat you cannot 

tell the story of is not a novel.ó (C. 

George Sandulescu, The Language 

of the Devil). 

 Tatsuo Hamadaõs book asks 

three very didactic question s: How  

to Read Finnegans Wake? Why  to 

Read Finnegans Wake? What to Read 

in  Finnegans Wake? He interviews 

           Locul naĺterii: Japonia. Profesia: om 

de ĺtiinŤń ĺi profesor; pesnionar. De ce 

Finnegans Wake? Publicńm acum ´n seria 

Joyce Lexicography o carte care dezvńluie 

într -un fel indirect povestea lui Tatsuo 

Hamada, autorul ei. Citind -o, e posibil sń 

aflaŤi dacń are ĺi Finnegans Wake  o poveste 

a lui, dacń aceastń ultimń carte a lui James 

Joyce este ori nu este roman. Este de 

remarcat cń Hamada dń la acest punct, 

printre alŤii, cuv©ntul lui C. George 

Sandulescu, citând din Language of the 

Devil: òCeea ce nu poate fi povestit nu este 

roman.ó 

        Cartea de faŤń pune trei ´ntrebńri 

simple, didactice: Cum sń citim FW? De ce 

sń citim FW? Ce sń citim în FW?  Ele sunt 

adresate cercetńtorilor Joyce cu reputaŤie 

internaŤionalń. Aceia care, pentru un motiv 

sau altul, nu au putut fi intervievaŤi, sunt 



 
 

 
 

the top Joycean scholars. Those 

whom he cannot interview, he 

quotes. Nothing written about FW 

seems to have escaped him: he has 

done his homework with Japanese 

precision, to the least detail. His 

aim is not to parade his knowledge. 

All he wants to do is understand   

and help his readers do the same. 

 Maybe his English betrays 

his unEnglishness. Joyce, however, 

would have welcomed this 

Japanese researcher, since there are 

Japanese words in FW which 

someone had to find at some point. 

Maybe Tatsuo Hamada is the one. 

 The opinions recorded in 

this book have a common 

denominator. Hamada  is trying to 

demonstrate that the composite 

woman+sex is the key to FW. He 

starts with Joyceõs daughter Lucia, 

and ends with ALPʄJoyceõs wife, 

who, he tells us, closes the book 

with her  monologue. In an 

introductory poem written by 

himself, he even gives an 

explanation in a contemporary 

key: Marilyn Monroe. 

 This Japanese synthesis of 

FW research to date opens a gate 

that most certainly leads 

somewhere. It is for the reader to 

go in and find his way now.  

 

prezenŤi cu citate din cńrŤile lor. Nu pare sń 

fi scńpat nimic: Hamada ĺi-a fńcut temele 

cu precizie japonezń, p©nń la cel mai mic 

amńnunt. Scopul volumului nu este, ´nsń, 

sń etaleze lecturile impresionante ale 

autorului în domeniu. Tatsuo Hamda 

urmńreĺte sń ´nŤeleagń ĺi, implicit, sń ne 

ajute sń ´nŤelegem. 

          Engleza ´n care scrie trńdeazń pe 

alocuri faptul cń autorul aparŤine unui 

spaŤiu cu totul diferit de cel englez, de cel 

european.  Dacń, ´nsń, ne g©ndim cń existń 

un numńr de cuvinte japoneze ´n Finnegans 

Wake, am putea gândi ĺi cń Joyce ´l aĺtepta 

pe acest cercetńtor minuŤios ca sń le 

descopere. 

          Ideile cuprinse ´n interviurile ĺi 

citatele din cartea lui Hamada au un 

numitor comun , ĺi anume ideea ce-l 

obsedeazń pe autor cń ´mbinarea dintre 

imaginea femininń ĺi sex este o cheie 

pentru FW. Introducerea se ocupń de fiica 

lui Joyce, Lucia. În ́ ncheiere gńsim pńrerile 

personale ale lui Hamada ´n ce priveĺte 

prezenŤa ´n text a soŤiei lui JoyceʄALP, 

care, afirmń el, ´nchide cartea cu un 

monolog. Mai mult decât atâta, Hamada 

prelungeĺte explicaŤia cńtre contemporani, 

prefaŤ©nd cartea cu un poem scris de el 

´nsuĺi despre Marilyn Monroe.  

          Aceastń sintezń japonezń a cercetńrii 

FW la zi deschide un drum care cu 

certitudine are un sens. Suntem 

´ncredinŤaŤi cń cititorii lui Tatsuo Hamada 

îl vor descoperi. 
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Kenji Miyazawa  

 

Introduction of Spring and Demon  

 

Translated by Tatsuo Hamada. 

 

 

 

            A phenomenon called I  

            is a blue illumination  

of a supposed organic AC electric lamp 

(Itõs all a complex of a transparent ghost) 

With a landscape and everyone 

flickering busily, busily  

being kept burning unfailingly,  

itõs a blue illumination  

of a casual AC electric lamp 

(Light is kept but the lamp is lost)  

 

With the paper and mineral -ink  

from the direction of the perceived past  

of the previous twenty -two months  

(all are flickering within me  

and are simultaneously felt by everyone)  

these are a genuine image sketch 

being kept until now  

for each chain of alternating light and shade 

Men, the Milky Way, the demon or the sea urchin,  

eating and breathing the space dust, air and salt water, 

may think  of each fresh ontology 

But they are ultimately natural objects in the heart  

This scenery recorded in any case 

is exactly the same as was recorded 

If it is the nothingness 

the nothingness is like this 

and may be common to everyone to some extent 
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(As all is all in me 

 all is all in everyone)  

But in the alluvial epoch of the Cainozoic era, 

in the huge bright accumulation of time,  

these words to be transcribed rightly  

in the light and the shade equal to that one point  

(or in some billions of years for the demon) 

may have changed their structure and quality,  

although such a tendency might exist 

as I and the printer feel them unchanged 

But as we feel our sense-organs, 

as we believe in a landscape and persons thereafter, 

and as we believe only in common, 

documents, history and geological records 

with their miscellaneous data  

(under the restriction of the causal time and space) 

are nothing but matters of our belief  

Probably after the next two thousand years 

a considerably different geology will be prevalent  

and corresponding evidences will appear,  

one by one, from the past 

Everyone will think that  

about two thousand years ago 

there were colorless peacocks 

full in the blue sky  

New college graduates 

will unearth splendid fossils  

from the brilliant iced -nitrogen 

of the uppermost layer of the atmosphere 

They will discover  

the transparent footsteps of mankind  

in the sandstone layer of the Cretaceous 

All these theses are proposed 

in the four -dimensional extension 

as the nature of the time and the image themselves 
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Tatsuo Hamada 
 

Hymn to Marilyn Monroe  
  

 

 

  (1) 

In San Francisco I bought 

a set of five Monroe pictures 

My friend put each of them in frames  

She asked me one day 

òWho is more beautiful  

Monroe or I?ó 

òOf course youó 

I answered with a joking laugh  

Monroeõs sudden death became 

a shock wave 

Was it a plot? 

or an accident? 

or a mafia hit? 

A mystery to another mystery  

 

  (2) 

America epitomized  

our last century  

In that America  

President Kennedy was assassinated 

An illegitimate child called Marilyn  

became a Hollywood super star  

But with cheaper contracts than Taylor,  

married to Miller after DiMaggio,  

and affairs with two flirtatious Kennedy brothers  

She addicted herself to drugs upon exhaustion 

In her last day, 

haunted by deathõs shadow, 

what did she ask for? 
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whom did she call? 

At last dead alone 

 

  (3) 

Cleopatra tempted Caesar, 

lived a life of decadence with Antony,  

killed herself with a venomous snake bite  

God took her to his bed, 

not letting the beauty decay 

There was also a tragic death in Japan 

Oda Nobunaga brought an end to Medieval Age,  

being regarded as a Deity or a mad man 

He was killed by Mitsuhide õs coup dõétat 

What did he think before death in raging flames?  

He ordered his page to conceal his head even from Buddha 

Since destruction of Hiroshim a and Nagasaki by atomic bombs, 

the world has survived with too many such bombs  

In this crazy world,  

wasnõt Marilyn a single rose  

that Poet Rilke admired in an old castle? 

Will a Marilyn re -appear in the 21st century? 

Monica Lewinsky shall be no avail  

 

  (4) 

We found a high vanadium content  

in Mt. Fuji underground water,  

in contrast to other clean waters 

Mt. Fuji consists of high-vanadium basalt rocks 

similar to old Cretaceous basalt volcanoes 

Vanadium was abundant  

in many fossil fuels from the ancient biosphere 

So Mt. Fuji, the most beautiful stratovolcano, is exceptional, 

like Marilyn Monroe in our modern world  

Dinousaurs, kings of the earth, perished 

sixty -five million years ago  

What caused their deaths remains to be solved yet 

Homo sapiens species also will perish 

over deserted lands, 
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as the earth gets warmer 

by increased discharge of CO2 

 

  (5) 

As Computers prevail,  

Present Being by Philosopher Heideggar fades 

Not a virtual reality  

but a naked body of Marilyn  

being blown by Broadway subway  wind  

Under her turned -up skirt  

her bare legs shorn with whitish, gleamy light  

Under the shadow of a sexy symbol 

she was such òa flower of the mountainó, 

with unsophisticated smile  

and wounded heart of simple innocence, 

wanting to progress  

òDear Marilyn,  

Will you be traveling  

and coming into a future?ó 

òYes I said yes I will Yes.ó 
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Tatsuo Hamada 
 

 

Lucia Joyceõs Lamenting Calls to her Father  

in Finnegans Wake. 
    

 

 

James Joyce was and remains almost unique among novelists in that he 

published nothing but masterpiecesʄʄ-Dubliners, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young 

Man, Ulysses and Finnegans Wake. When Sylvia Plath read Joyceõs Ulysses, her self-

confidence withered òI was a nothing,ó she explained, òA zero.ó My friend Laurel 

Willis experienced the same feeling when she first read Ulysses as a student at the 

University of Hawaii. Laurel organized readings at the James Joyce Parlor in Abiko -

shi on the first Sunday each month to study Finnegans Wake. Fortunately, we had a 

superb reader, Meg, who was a Harvard graduate. Her father was a professor of 

mathematics and her major was psychology. When I saw her picture, I thought Meg 

was likely over thirty, but she was much younger. She was tall and looked active, I 

thought. It was a real surprise for me w hen I heard Meg reading the first chapter. She 

read all of it at a constant, rapid speed and without pause. ʄʄ-riverrun, past Eve and 

Adamõs, from swerve of shore to bend of bay, brings us by a commodius vicus of recirculation 

back to Howth castle and Environs. ʄʄ-(The beginning of Finnegans Wake) 

 After having written Ulysses Joyce spent seventeen years (1923-1939) writing 

Finnegans Wake. Joyce felt that people should make the same effort to read him. Joyce 

even expected his readers to devote their lives to reading it. Joyce said, òIt may be 

outside literature now, but its future is inside literature. ó The book seems to be mainly 

auditory  because Joyce was dim-sighted like John Milton at that time. Joyce spoke 

Italian and French freely and read German and several other European languages 

such as Dano-Norwegian. He invented new words not only from English but also 

from the other languages. Joyce liked music, especially opera. Once he had wanted to 

become a professional singer. By using many portmanteau words he created a dream 

world.  

 James Joyce died in 1941 at the age of 59 and his wife, Nora Joyce, died in 

1951 at the age of 67. Joyce said, òHow I hate god and death, how I like Nora. ó When 

Joyce worked on Finnegans Wake, Joyce wrote to Nora, òIt was you who slid your hand 

down inside  my trousers and pulled my shorts slight ly aside and touched my prick.ó 
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When Joyce was writing Finnegans Wake, Nora heard laughter constantly coming out 

of her near-blind hard -working husband õs room. Nora scolded him loudly for getting 

egg all over the bedspread and wondered audibly why in the world he didn õt get up 

to work instead of sitting in bed all day writing. Nora was convinced at last that the 

man she married had indeed been what the world calls a genius. Nora once said, òI 

guess the man is a genius, but what a dirty mind he has, hasnõt he?ó Joyce had an 

obsession with the female bottom and was very interested in female clothes. Joyce was 

awfully fond of lions. But Joyce detested flowers, especially the periwinkle and the 

daisy. He also had a dread of physical violence. He was superstitiously afraid of 

thunderstorms and dogs.  

 Joyce once said, òI am like a tailor who would like to try his hand at  making 

a new-style suit. Everybody congratulated me on my extraordinary memory, my clear  

diction and my c harming voice. Someone added: what a pity he is such a fool.ó After 

the death of her husband, Nora would express impatience with people who talked 

about nothing but Ulysses. For Nora Finnegans Wake was the big book. 

 In Finnegans Wake I like the closing passage most. ʄʄʄʄʄʄʄO bitter ending! 

Iõll slip away before theyõre up. Theyõll never see. Nor know. Nor miss me. And itõs old and old 

itõs sad and old itõs sad and weary I go back to you, my cold father, my cold mad father, my 

cold mad feary father, till the near sight of the mere size of him, the moyles and moyles of it, 

moananoaning, makes me seasilt saltsick and I rush, my only, into your arms. I see them rising! 

Save me from those therrble prongs! Two more. Onetwo moremens more. So. Avelaval. My 

leave have drifted from me. Lff! So soft this morning, ours. Yes. Carry me along, taddy, like 

you done through the toy fair! If I seen him bearing down on me now under whitespread wings 

like heõd come from Arkangels, I sink Iõd die down over his feet, humbly dumbly, only to 

washup. Yes, tid. Thereõs where. First. We pass through grass behush the bush to. Whish! A 

gull. Gulls. Far calls. Coming, far! End here. Us then, Finn, again! Take. Bussoftlhee, 

mememormee! Till thousandsthee. Lps. The keys to. Given! A way a lone a last a loved a long 

the 

 This part is the passing-away scene of Anna Livia. Anna Livia is named after 

the Anna Liffy in Dublin (the only femi nine river in Europe). Life flows like a river. 

The river reflects woman and woman is r enewed as a river. Joyce said, òI love rivers; 

all which flows, all that undulates, all which passes away, image of ourselves, of our 

instability.ó Joyce wrote in Finnegans Wake; ʄʄʄ-O tell me all about Anna Livia! I want 

to hear all about Anna Livia. Well, you know Anna Livia? Yes, of course, we all know Anna 

Livia. Tell me all. Tell me now. 

 Lucia Joyce (1907-1982), Joyceõs daughter, was hospitalized for the first time 

as schizophrenic in 1932. In 1934 the famous C.G. Jung worked with her, but to no 

avail. In 1935 Joyce wrote to Lucia, òIf you are unhappy and if you want to go 

elsewhere I will try to arrange everything and to come to your rescue.ó And also òWe 
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are fairly well and hope that your health is improving. Do not give way to moments 

of melancholy. Some day or other everything will change for you, ó but Joyce was only 

too painfully aware that Lucia had no future. However, that did not prevent Joyce 

from seeing the difference between what was beautiful and shapely and what was 

ugly and shapeless. 

 Joyce wrote to a friend, òLucia behaves like a fool very often but her mind is 

as clear and as unsparing as lightening. She is a fantastic being speaking a curious 

abbreviated language of her own.ó Joyce thought that so long as Lucia was within 

reach, he could control her. But Joyce had to be loyally concerned about Nora. Formal 

marriage between Joyce and Nora occurred as late as 1931. Lucia might have believed 

that Joyce relied on Lucia alone. Lucia was afraid of losing Joyceõs affection. Much as 

Joyce loved Lucia, he always put Nora first. Joyce confessed òThere are moments and 

hours when I have nothing but rage and despair, a blind manõs rage and despair!ó 

 In the closing passage of Finnegans Wake quoted before, Anna Livia slipped 

slowly away, drifting, sad and weary, down to the dark sea. There seems to be calls of 

Lucia to Joyce, òMy cold father, my cold mad father, my cold mad feary father. ó The 

lamenting voice of Lucia might have mixed with tho se of Anna Livia and the river. 

The tone was sad and beautiful. There is also a hope for resurrection, Joyceõs pray for 

Luciaõs future.  

 It was tragic period for women. Camille Claudel (1864 -1943), a sculptor and 

elder sister of Paul Claudel, became an affectionate of A. Rodin, but separation from 

Rodin made her life difficult. She was hospitalized as schizophrenic in 1913. She 

survived for 30 years in a hospital, from which she wrote many letters in vain to Paul 

for her rescue. Zelda Fitzgerald (1900-1948) was the wife of Scott Fitzgerald. She was 

diagnosed as schizophrenic in Paris and hospitalized in 1930 and in the end she was 

burnt to death in a hospital in the United States. Lucia Joyce was also diagnosed as 

schizophrenic. Before that, Lucia wanted to marry Samuel Beckett, but Beckett rejected 

her. It was doubtful whether Lucia õs condition was truly schizophrenic.  

 The hospitalization of those women was rather cruel treatment. People were 

afraid of schizophrenia. In the hospitals no effective treatment s were done or 

available. In those days at the time of new developments in science and 

psychoanalysis, people feared such patients and confined them in hospitals. Family 

members wanted those patients to be institutionalized. Even today schizophrenia is a 

difficult malady. We don õt know yet the biochemical or neurological mechanism that 

causes schizophrenia. 

 Joyce, Beckett, Paul Claudel, Rodin and Scott Fitzgerald could not rescue 

their beloved women. However, all these men attained their goals. In their ow n way 

they seemed to have been strong and egoistical. However, in those times there were 
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brave women like Anais Nin (1903-1977) and Lou Andreas-Salome (1861-1937) who 

accomplished works of art. Nin was once a lover of Henry Miller and Otto Rank, and 

Lou was a lover or friend of F.W. Nietzsche, R.M. Rilke and S. Freud. Nin married Ian 

Hugo in 1923 and Lou married F.C. Andreas in 1887. For both women marriage was 

carried out rather more obviously for their benefit than for their men. Nin found the 

writer/love r, Henry Miller in Paris in 1932. In 1933 she acted on the advice of her 

psychiatrist and a lover Otto Rank to seduce her father and then left the father as 

punishment for abandoning her as a child.  

 Lou never slept with her husband after marriage. She had a succession of 

sexual relationships with men who were much younger than she. Rilke became her 

lover when she was thirty -six and he twenty -one. The passionate affair between Lou 

and Rilke lasted several years, including two journeys together to Russia. Then she 

said good-bye to him. She wasnõt interested in the typical relationships that women 

have with men. All her life she resisted the position of domesticity and motherhood 

which accompanied monogamous existence. Nin and Lou did not have faith in 

societyõs morals. It was a general advantage for women to disregard moral 

convention. Nin and Lou learnt psychoanalysis very well.  

 Joyce wrote in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Manʄʄ- You have asked me 

what I would do and what I would not do. I will tell you what I will do and what I will not do. 

I will  not serve that in which I no longer believe, whether it calls itself my home, my fatherland 

or my church; and I will try to express myself in some mode of life or art as freely as I can and 

as wholly as I can, using for my defence the only arms I allow myself to useʄsilence, exile, and 

cunning. These women such as Lucia, Camille and Zelda were talented, but fragile. 

They seem to have not been able to use those defences such as silence, exile and cunning. 

 

[This paper was reproduced from Abiko Quarterly 19, 38-42 (2000).] 
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1. Fritz Senn and Finnegans Wake (FW) 
  

 

 

 

Q1: Can you read FW from the beginning to the end? Are there many parts which cannot be 

understood? 

  

        Yes, many parts cannot be òunderstoodó, whatever we mean by 

understanding. The high proportion of such occurrences has troubled me. I naturally 

am not arguing for such a chimera as complete understanding, all of Joyceõs works 

undermine such a notion. But a minimal understanding would sometimes be a help. 

(See question 16.) 

 

Q2: Can you understand the plot while you are reading? 

 

         No. We have some traditional summaries, also some put in circulation by 

Joyce himself. I find them most unsatisfactory and unhelpful, they usually leave out 

the hard parts and recirculate what we already think we know. I simply cannot believe 

that FW would be as blandly uninteresting as those summaries suggest. There is also 

A Plot Summary by John Gordon, an excellent, provocative scholar. His outline adds 

gratuitous complications to me and does not tell me what I need to know.  

 

About Q2: Do you advise that for general readers A Plot Summary by John Gordon is 

worthwhile reading? 

 

              Readers may try it, if they find it rewarding they will use it. If not, not. There 

is another book, Understanding FW by Danis Rose and John OõHanlon, two Dublin 

experts who are among the most knowledgeable readers of the Wake. It is a sort of 

update on the Skeleton Key. My problem with it is that it does not live up to its title, it 

more or less summarizes/explains what I think I find out for myself and blithely skips 

over the parts where clarification is required.  

 

Q3: Then what did Joyce want to say in the book? 

 

        I never make statements about what òJoyce wantsó, out of my ken.  
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Q4: How do you evaluate the book? 

 

        Great challenge, with unique reading experiences and correspondingly 

great frustrations. Certainly very funny and often touches chords deep down that we 

cannot explain. 

 

Q5: Is reading FW worthwhile or not? 

 

        Certainly. It is done all over the world by readers who do not have to do it 

but often invest a great deal of time, energy, etc. Finnegans Wake may even spoil us 

and make us feel òordinaryó books are flat and insipid by comparison.  

(That goes for Ulysses too). 

 

Q6: Do you think FW concerns sexual matter too much? 

  

       Hard to say, òtoo muchó is a value judgment. There is a lot of sexual content, 

for some readers there seems to be nothing else. One unfortunate result of finding 

something sexual in every passage is that thereby SEX is removed from the book. 

What I do miss, however, is anything erotic. 

 

About Q6: òWhat I do miss, however, is anything erotic.ó Please explain further. Is the sex in 

FW not erotic? Then what is it? 

 

       Totally subjective. In my response none of the abundant parts with sexual 

content, or overtones (or vibrations, etc.), are erotic as something pleasant or 

stimulating, or cheerful. Other readers I am sure feel different. However, I believe that 

some of us engage in Joyceõs text (the language, the interaction with the text, not any 

erotic content, I mean) is a kind of substitute for what cannot be had in real life. Many 

of us are amateurs in this sense as well. Reading is a kind of intercourse, almost in the 

original sense of a merging of the courses of the text and our own mind. A sort of 

sublimation: the next best thing, perhaps. (Maybe not well expressed). 

 

Q7: Was reading FW interesting or not? 

  

       No doubt it isʄunderstanding or not.  

 

Q8: Will FW become the book of the 21st century? 
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        I would think so. A growing interest is apparent. It shows in the number to 

papers (òpapersó unfortunately) at Joyce conferences, growing in proportion. Also the 

many amateur reading groups. One reason may be that FW goes so much against the 

grain of the binary, digital predominance all around us. Finnegans Wake shows that 

the world is never to be resolved into eitherʄor +, cannot be reduced to 1õs and 0õs. 

There is no doubt a need for ambiguity and indeterminacy. Finnegans Wake cannot be 

dominated, controlled, domesticated, in spite of our efforts.  

 

Q9: Can we learn something by reading it? 

  

      I suppose it reinforces a sort of skepticism. Its basis seems (to me) instant 

contradiction, or a choice of alternatives. Antidote to dogmatism. It may also teach 

that all is vanity, the same anew, but somehow must go on. 

 

Q10: Do you think that Luciaõs madness affected Joyceõs writing? 

 

          It most likely did.  

 

About Q10: Do you think Joyce had writerõs block before, during or at all writing FW? If Joyce 

had writerõs block, was it caused by Luciaõs sickness? 

 

               I canõt tell. Obviously there were long periods when Joyce did not work on 

the Wake, because of problems, eyes, Lucia, lack of inspiration, maybe writerõs block. 

(This is not my area). 

 

About Q10: Do you suppose Lucia could read FW? If so, do you think she could understand 

it better than others? 

 

             No idea. If she had read it, or ever could, she might well have picked out 

meanings that are hidden from us. 

 

Q11: Which pages are the most interesting? 

 

      Too many to specify. 

 

Q12: Can we find literary techniques to use from reading FW? 
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          Well, the polysemantic procedure is something writers could learn from. 

Even advertisers have taken over some techniques. 

 

About Q12: Can you define òthe polysemantic procedureó? 

 

          Very simple: making use of several meanings, ambiguities, what is 

commonly labeled (with utter lack of discrimination) òpunó. 

 

Q13: Do you recommend for other people to read FW? If so, how do you recommend? 

 

          Vaguely, yes. Not in the sense that we should force people into it. But give 

everyone a trial run. As in our reading groups in Zurich; there is no missionary effort. 

Some people are drawn to it. Leave the door open. 

 

Q14: Why are a growing number of scholars and students interested in FW? 

 

         A lot remains to be explained, related, perhaps even clarified. It offers 

multiple openings for research, a rich field for academic and amateur research, 

reinvigorated by novel theories and trends. Also it is often hard to falsify claims made 

about it. One strange characteristic about the book: without real familiarity, intimate 

knowledge, one can say valid, brilliant, perceptive things about FW ʄand also very 

vapid ones. Finnegans Wake has become part of literary and verbal culture, by a process 

of osmosis.  

 

Q15: If you think the reading difficult, what are the major causes? 

 

        If we knew the causes, some of the difficulties might go away. Main cause is 

my obtundity, what I cannot figure out. Some such obtundity is likely to be shared, 

though not felt, by many others, to judge from publications. It is just conceivable that 

the able work done by genetic scholars (studying notes and drafts and galleys) may 

throw light on some obscurities. But if that is the only (almost) way towards such 

clarity, this would be an esthetic argument against the Wake.  

 

About Q15: Explain the word òobtundityó. 

 

     Being obtuse, dumb, insensitive, lack of perception, insight. As when one 

simply cannot òhearó a meaning that may be in a phrase. Not being smart enough.  
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Q16: How would you describe your experience of reading FW? 

 

       I started out full  of enthusiasm at the age of about 25 and invested a great 

deal of time, at one time really trying to resolve its minute obscurities into tentative 

meaning, and often this brought good returns, and experiences. But more often not. 

After many yearsʄas a scholarʄI simply gave up Finnegans Wake, in semantic despair; 

my ignorance it so overwhelming that I cannot, in all honesty, pose as an expert (and 

the experts donõt help). This does not exclude occasional probes and references in 

what I have written . All Joycean ways lead to FW. But I cannot imagine writing a book 

about something that I so fundamentally and in many details fail to grasp. So often in 

our weekly reading, I find that after 40 years or so of endeavour, I have no clue what 

a passage or a sentence does. Disheartening. Fortunately most others do not have such 

qualms. (I articulated my defeat in òLinguistic Dissatisfaction at the Wakeóʄwhich I 

vaguely remember the Abiko Quarterly may have reprinted long ago.) One actual, òreal 

lifeó effect of Finnegans Wake is to bring people together and closer, literally so. 

Reading groups take on social functions, and I believe beneficial ones. Some do 

become therapy groups (not as much irony involved as it may seem).  

 

About Q16: Would you explain more about your reading of FW at the age of about 25? I wish 

to know why you chose Joyce study as your life-long object. I suppose you read Ulysses first 

and then went to FW. 

 

       I got into Ulysses first and very soon escalated to Finnegans Wake. In the early 

years not understanding was no problem, just a beginnerõs handicap. I simply thought 

it would take time to get a basic grasp. Well, a certain grasp has of course evolved, but 

nowhere near what it should be for comfort. It also has  to be said that hardly anyone 

nowadays is interested in producing useful glosses. What goes on in the Wake chat 

groups, as far as I can tell resembles my own incompetent glossing of past decades. I 

never òCHOSE Joyce study as my life -long objectó It just happened that I found 

something to distract myself, to cope somehow with everyday frustration, to keep me 

going. (As indicated, then the frustrations re/emerge in the failure to come to terms 

with most of the Wake text.) 

 

About Q16: Why did Joyce write FW which took you (such a reputable scholar) being to such 

semantic despair state? Did Joyce do it intentionally? If so, why did Joyce choose such a way? 

Was it a necessity for Joyce? Or was it a mere fun on his part?  
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         Joyce did not have me in mind, whatever he had, when he wrote the book. 

I suppose Joyce came to write the way he did in a process of rapid escalation, which I 

celled òprovectionó (and I am NOT going to explain this here). I do not think he made 

anything obscure for the sake of obscurity.  He probably overestimated our, certainly 

my, perspicuity.  

 

About Q16: Would you explain more about òSome do become therapy groupsó? 

 

              From my experience, the reading groups become something that helps 

various member to go on, maybe it is the exercise of grappling with a text, maybe to 

engage in a common pursuit, a kind of community feeling arises (also animosities, 

naturally), maybe the sort of processes for which in real therapy sessions one would 

have to spend a lot of money. Not to forget, no one sees the reading groups as therapy, 

they may just keep some people out of even more harm. What I can tell is that many 

friendships do arise, locally and beyond.  

 

Additional Q: Which part or chapter of FW is the most interesting or favorable for you? 

 

       Roughly: chapters 1, 5, 6, parts of II,1 and II,2, book IV, certainly the fables. 

 

 

Fritz Senn  is at the Zurich James Joyce Foundation, Augustinergasse 9, CH-8001, 

Zurich, Switzerland.  

(This interview first appeared in the Abiko Quarterly with James Joyce Finnegans Wake 

Studies No. 20, page 49-56, 2000.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Tatsuo Hamada 
How to read FW? Why to read FW? What to read in FW? 

Edited by C. George Sandulescu & Lidia Vianu 
24 

 

 

                                

 

2. M ichael H. Begnal and Finnegans Wake (FW) 
  

 

 

Q1: Can you read FW until the last? Are there many parts which cannot be understood? 

 

      Yes, I have read it from beginning to end several different times. It is too 

intriguing to stop, but certainly I never understand everything.  

 

About Q1: Many readers gave up and still do after the first ten pages of reading FW. However, 

apparently some scholars like you immersed themselves in FW thoroughly, not giving up. 

Explain the difference between many readers and you. What caused such difference? 

 

    I was fascinated by the language, and I liked the challenge. The book makes 

the reader work. 

 

Q2: Can you understand the plot while you are reading? 

  

       I think I can follow sections, episodes, incidents, even chapters. Only a crazy 

person would keep reading a book without an inkling of understanding.  

 

About Q2: Is is better for general readers to know the plot summary before reading FW? 

 

          Yes, I think it would help. And some readers might choose to start later in 

Book I, to ease into the complexities, say with Shem or ALP. 

 

Q3: If so, what did Joyce want to describe in the book? 

 

       Hard to say. Iõm very old fashioned. The flow of human life.  

 

About Q3: Explain more about the flow of human life? 

 

      Maybe the larger rhythms that all humans experience, as opposed to specific 

incidents in a specific place. In other words, what makes us more the same, rather than 

different.  

 

Q4: How do you evaluate the book? 



Tatsuo Hamada 
How to read FW? Why to read FW? What to read in FW? 

Edited by C. George Sandulescu & Lidia Vianu 
25 

 

 

                                

 

       Not for ever ybody, but definitely worth it t o some. 

 

About Q4: Explain more about òsomeó. 

 

     For those who will persevere, be active rather than passive, who will go 

looking for something, ra ther than waiting for it to appear.  

 

Q5: Reading FW is worthwhile or not? 

  

       It certainly is to those who enjoy it, but no one should be forced to read.  

 

About Q5: Do you think only special persons could enjoy the language of FW? 

 

         No, I think thereõs possibly something in the language for everybody, on any 

level. 

 

Q6: Do you think FW concerns with the sexual matter too much? 

 

       No, not at all, and usually the sexual parts are funny.  

 

Q7: Reading FW was interesting or not? 

 

       Of course. I try to avoid boring books and people.  

 

About Q7: What do you mean òI try to avoid boring books and peopleó? 

 

       I avoid tell -all confessional books that say look at me, look at me, or 

ponderous tomes filled with smug advice. The same for peop le. 

 

Q8: FW has a future to be read in the 21st century? 

 

       Absolutely, with its instantaneous communication on many levels at once.  

 

Q9: Can you learn something by reading it? 

 

       I donõt think we read novels to learn things, like morality.  
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About Q9: Most people may read novels for pleasure. However, donõt people want to learn 

something useful by reading novels? 

 

        Yes, but what do we learn? I donõt read Madame Bovary to learn that adultery 

is not a good idea, or Crime and Punishment to find out that one shouldn õt bludgeon 

little old ladies with an axe. I knew that already. We know basic moralit yʄwe want to 

learn about the possible complexities of the human conditionʄwhat could be more 

useful? 

 

Q10: Do you think that Luciaõs madness affected Joyceõs writing? 

 

          Hard to say, but it might have made him more interested in the complexity 

of the mind.  

 

About Q10: Did Joyce want to communicate with Lucia by discovering the Wake language? 

 

       I honestly donõt know.  

 

Q11: Which pages are most interesting? 

  

       Canõt eliminate or abridge.  

 

Q12: Can you find some literary techniques to learn from FW? 

 

        Multiplicity of perspective, point of view, steps beyond Ulysses.  

 

About Q12: In order to use the Wakean techniques in voice, in language and in dream 

extensions, what structure or what means to express structure did Joyce search for in FW? 

  

     I am very interested in the model of the shortwave radio, with many voices 

listening in at once and answering or commenting at will.  

 

Q13: Do you recommend for other people to read FW? If so, how to recommend? 

 

         I encourage, but donõt recommend. FW is too large a commitment. 

 

Q14: Why are quite a number of scholars or students interested in FW? 
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         I donõt know. The geneticists seem to like the notebooks and manuscripts, 

and theorists like to say it doesnõt mean anything. I still like to try to figure out little 

parts of the text, but, since no one seems interested any more, I keep these to myself. 

 

Q15: If you think the reading difficult, what are the causes? 

 

        Adapting to experimentation is always difficult at first.  

 

About Q15: How do you evaluate your wonderful book òDreamschemeó now? 

 

        Probably very old fashioned, but it might still help a beginner.  

 

Q16: How to describe your experience of reading FW? 

  

        My experience of reading FW is fun. It makes me happy. 

 

 

Michael H. Begnal  is Professor of English and Comparative Literature at Penn State 

University. He has published several books and over 60 essays on Joyce and literature, 

most recently on Jack Kerouac and Finnegans Wake. His essay collection, Joyce and the 

City, is forthcoming from Syracuse University Press in Spring, 2002. 
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3. Michael S. Begnal and Finnegans Wake (FW) 
  

 

 

 

Q1: Can you read FW until the last? Are there many parts which cannot be understood? 

 

      Of course it would be impossible for anyone to understand all of FW, but 

thatõs what keeps you reading perhaps. 

 

Q2: Can you understand the plot while you are reading? 

 

       At any given point it may be difficult to say what õs going on, right then and 

there, but as you go along the book seems to reveal its general framework. 

Cumulatively.  

 

About Q2: Did you read and enjoy FW without the help of the illustrative books on FW (for 

example, A Plot Summary)?  

 

        If I recall, I may have glanced at Skeleton Key, and my fatherõs Dreamscheme, 

just to get a feel for what was happening. But I didnõt want to read too much about 

other peopleõs opinions at that stage; I wanted to form my own impression.  

 

Q3: If so, what did Joyce want to describe in the book? 

  

      Everything from the simplest details of everyday existence to the whole 

cosmos, i.e. òlifeó.  

 

Q4: How do you evaluate the book? 

 

       Its sheer scope and Joyceõs use of language makes it a truly great work of art. 

But otherwise it can only be òevaluatedó by the individual reader.  

 

About Q4: Would you explain more about Joyceõs use of language? 

 

         He did not restrict himself to everyday/common prose, he made his 

language reflect the context of the subconscious mind. 
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Q5: Reading FW is worthwhile or not? 

 

        It was for me. Obviously, not that many people think so though, in terms of 

general readers. 

 

Q6: Do you think FW concerns with the sexual matter too much? 

 

       No. The òsexual matteró is probably the most important matter, besides 

staying alive. 

 

Q7: Was reading FW interesting or not? 

  

      It was for me. 

 

Q8: Has FW a future to be read in the 21st century? 

 

      For the select few. On the one hand, I think the language of FW was ahead 

of its time. On the other hand, not that many people read it in the 20 th century, and 

thereõs no reason for this to change now. 

 

About Q8: Would you show other writerõs names who also contributed to the language 

innovation, if any? 

 

      Other big names of Modernism jump out ʄPound, Eliot. Djuna Barnes was 

working in a similar vein.  

 

Q9: Can you learn something by reading it? 

 

       It prompted me to more fully investigate certain ideas/subjects contained in 

the book. 

 

About Q9: Show one example of ideas/subjects which you want to investigate now. 

 

      Television kept jumping out at me ʄthus my article. I am also intrigued by 

the various differe nt languages Joyce incorporated into FW, especially Irish.  

 

About Q9: What do you learn from FW for your poetry writing? 
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        In my own writing ʄthe use of different voices, and the possibility of 

freedom from conventional for m/syntax.  

 

Q10: Do you think that Luciaõs madness affected Joyceõs writing? 

  

       Donõt know. But I donõt think that the  style utilized in FW is an attempt to 

reflect madness. 

 

Q11: Which pages are most interesting? 

 

         3, 52, 109, 150, 349, 395, 597, 611, 627-28. 

 

Q12: Can you find some literary techniques to learn from FW? 

  

       More or less sets the standard for 20th century experimentalism.  

 

About Q12: Explain more about the 20th century experimentalism. What was it? Who else 

was involved in it? 

 

         Aside from the aforementioned Modernists, the Surrealists spring to mind 

(Breton, etc.). In America, William Carlos Williams was very influential, then later the 

Beats (Kerouac, for example). All tended to use a style that dispensed with traditional 

form/l anguage, in order that it reflect new situations, states of mind, etc. 

 

Q13: Do you recommend for other people to read FW? If so, how to recommend? 

 

        A serious fan of literature might see it as THE greatest literary challenge. 

 

Q14: Why are quite a number of scholars or students interested in FW? 

  

        Since the language used is often portrayed as ònonsensicaló it is easy to 

impose oneõs own theories on the book without paying serious attention to what Joyce 

was actually trying to do.  

 

About Q14: Please paraphrase ònonsensicaló. 
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          It is possible that the chaotic appearance of FWõs prose might encourage an 

opportunist to twist Joyceõs words to benefit his or her own theory.  

 

Q15: If you think the reading difficult, what are the causes? 

  

       Most are not willing to do the work of reading such a book. You need 

discipline.  

 

About Q15: Please explain more about discipline you mentioned. 

 

         Reading FW can be a trying experience. You need to be persistent to keep 

coming at it.  

 

Q16: How to describe your experience of reading FW? 

 

        Very interesting/very difficult. But then, difficult book s are often the most 

satisfying in the end.  

 

About Q16: Do you want to write a book on FW like your father? 

 

          A whole book h adnõt crossed my mind (I am primarily a poet), but who 

knows. 

 

 

Michael S. Begnal  is an American poet living in Galway, Ireland. His work has been 

widely published in journals such as  Poetry Ireland Review, Books Ireland, Review of 

Postgraduate Studies, and many others. His collection Ancestor Worship is forthcoming 

from the Irish press SalmonPoetry. 
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4. Finn Fordham and Finnegans Wake (FW) 
  

 

 

 

Q1: Can you read FW until the last? 

 

      From first to last, and till the rending of the rocks.  

 

About Q1: Are there many parts which cannot be understood? 

 

      What is òto understandó? Do I understand the play Othello if I know that at 

the end Othello killed Desdemona because he thought she was unfaithful with Cassio? 

Well, Iõve understood a bit of itʄsome plot. But if I cannot understand why Iago 

persuaded Othello of this untruth, does that mean I donõt understand the play? If it 

does it shouldnõt matterʄIõm caught up in the play anyway ʄIõve been mesmerised by 

it. With Finnegans Wake it doesnõt matter if you donõt understand it all or even 

muchʄbecause you get caught up in it anyway. Unlike Othello, however, itõs harder 

to say at the end what exactly has happened, and harder still to say why anythingõs 

happenedʄand that includes why Joyce wrote i t in the first place. On the other hand, 

because there is so much to understand (and to fail to understand), thereõs a great deal 

that one can understand. For instance, I understand that Joyce puts two words 

together (òriveró and òrunó) to make òriverrun ó, and in so doing makes something 

that sounds like òreverronsó (which means we will see again, in French) and 

òriverainó which means those who live by a river (in Triesteine dialect, I think), and I 

understand this is a technique that is going to astound me as I read it. 

 

About Q1: Would you explain more about the meaning of òto understandó? Does the best 

understanding mean to know exactly what the author thought or felt or planned? Or is it more 

subjective to each readerõs mind? Is it a creative act in a readerõs mind? 

  

        These are huge questions! Understanding is what you need for an 

instruction manual: understanding enables you to do or say something. Art/fiction 

may not wish you to understand in this sense. But yes, the best understanding would 

be to know exactly what the author thought or felt or planned ʄbut this assumes that 

the author himself knewʄand Joyce didnõt always knowʄor so he said. At these points 

then you carry on the quest for meaning and intention, and it õs creative, projecting, 
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like a shot in the dark, your understandings of the range of readings. Despite this 

element of creativity, that doesnõt open it up to absolutely free readings, where any 

subjective reading is somehow validated. I donõt think any part of FW can simply 

mean anything at allʄthere are limits, indeed there are patterns that you pick up on: 

so it seems subjective, but you negotiate with something else (the text, other readers) 

to get away from pure subjectivity.  

 

Q2: Can you understand the plot while you are reading? 

 

    No. Not conventionally. At the moment, the main story for me is how Joyce 

wrote it, how he smashed words and disparate articles of abstruse knowledge 

together: each word or phrase or sentence tells a story therefore.  

 

About Q2: Donõt we want to examine and find universal significance in Joyceõs treatments 

on father-son, rival brothers, father-daughter relationships? 

 

        Some may, but Iõm not sure how far you can go. Iõm more interested in specific 

and particular meanings. If you lay down notions of universal significance, then you 

find the  world is full of exceptions! I  find the idea of universal significance (a dominant 

one in early criticism of Finnegans Wake) too normative and prescriptive. It was a 

symptom of post -war humanism: a healing search for a common humanity. Joyce does 

seem to have chosen òcharactersó of a òfamilyó who, some argue, represent the basic 

types of the human race. But what he does is, layer on layer, find analogies for these 

types, none of which are a perfect fit: so you get a composite picture which is a kind 

of muddle. The types in Finnegans Wake are huge cumbersome entities into which have 

been poured so many different candidates for the typeʄbut none of them fit the job 

description perfectly. Finnegans Wake, I begin to think, is as much a parody of the quest 

for universal significance: that a consequence of such a concept is to end up with such 

impossibly swollen and unstable òpeople.ó The particular keeps falling onto the 

universal, denting its reputation and threatening to knock it over. Having said that, I 

canõt help finding significance s that reflect and echo with Joyceõs structures. Even the 

recent New York bombings echo in the fir st page: òThe fall (bababada etc) of a once 

wallstrait  old parr.ó Shem and Shaun are Palestine and Israelʄbut you canõt take that 

very far either.  

 

Q3: If so, what did Joyce want to describe in the book?                                                
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 Ummmmʄhereõs a stab at this difficult question: the order and the muddle of 

the human and non-human world, and the comic inability of ordinary language to 

code that order and muddle.         

   

About Q3: Do you think Joyce wanted to describe the dream world or unconscious world? If 

so, why?    

         

 Yes, he wanted to evoke the otherness of dreams, their fragmentariness, their 

shifts, their openness to interpretation, their lack of censorship. But he does so without 

being mimetic of a dream (which never lasts as long as the Wake). Moreover, itõs not 

clear that he started with the idea of a dream: it looks more as though the dream was 

a structure that was imposed gradually as he wrote, in an attempt to unify disparate 

sections. Part of the unification comes from thematic preoccupations taken from 

dreams and theories of dreaming. 

 

Q4: How do you evaluate FW?         

 

 As the greatest book ever written or compiled.        

 

About Q4: How do you evaluate the progress from Ulysses to FW?   

  

 I donõt know what yo u mean by progressʄhow he changed from one to the 

other or whether he improved? Experimentally, FW is more interesting, more original. 

But it turns its back on the wisdom of Ulysses, and has nothing like the same control. 

Itõs difficult to know which will last longer. FW is still an unexplored continent 

compared to Ulysses. 

 

Q5: Is reading FW worthwhile or not?       

  

 Absolutely: it õs entertaining, informative, cute, silly, bizarre, awesome.  

 

Q6: Do you think FW is concerned with sexual matters too much?   

   

 Not at all, thereõs hardly any sex in it. There is a lot of innuendo about genitals, 

and toilet humour but it õs always a ridiculous surprise. In my opinion , if thereõs too 

much of anything, it õs obscure songs: theyõre hard to track down as a researcher, and 

you canõt hear them unless you know them.        
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About Q6: You wrote òFW and the danceó in the Abiko Quarterly #17. Doesnõt the dance 

convey some sexual imagery?          

 

 Well dance is thought to be a vertical substitute for sex. Dancing is energetic 

and arouses. So the dance might seem erotic but no, thereõs a distinction in Joyceõs 

world. Erotic dance involves issues of voyeurism, detachment from the body of 

another, a contract between dancer and audience: thatõs not sex as such. Thereõs more 

dancing in the Wake than there is sex. 

 

Q7: Was reading FW interesting or not?       

  

 Entirely fascinating.            

 

About Q7: Would you tell me your favorite writers other than Joyce?  

   

 Canonical favorites: Chaucer, Rabelais, Shakespeare, Baudelaire. I go for range 

and/or bawdiness and/or experimentation. And yet Jane Austen is also one of my 

favourites. Recent writers I admire include De Lillo and Mark Z. Danielewski.  

 

Q8: Does FW have a future to be read in the 21st century?      

 

 Yes and beyond. 

 

Q9: Can you learn something by reading it?        

 

 Yesʄthat all previous attempts at fiction come nowhere near Finnegans Wake 

does in coding, and in respecting the order and muddle of the world. But I should 

add, it doesnõt reflect it but evokes it, by attempting to make something equally unique 

in its combination of order and muddle.          

 

About Q9: It appears to me that Ulysses more reflected Noraõs image whereas FW more 

reflected Luciaõs image.          

   

Interesting but I wouldn õt agree. Mollyõs monologue is the òclouó or òstar-turnó of 

Ulysses. I donõt think Issy/Lucia features in the same way. Sheõs just a componentʄ 

large, but not dominating, especially when ALP is given such a prominent position at 

the end of Books I and IV. You could equally say FW reflects the image of the relation 

between Joyce and his brother, or Joyce and his family, rather than just Lucia. Lucia 
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couldnõt stick to anything, according to Joyceʄbut Finnegans Wake does: to itself, to its 

characters, structure, themes. Finnegans Wake was finished and was distributed out 

into the world. Lucia, sadly, ended in a home, protected from the world and barely 

engaging with it. (And, I õd argue that parallels between Academic Institutions and 

Mental Institutions don õt wash). 

 

Q10: Do you think that Luciaõs madness affected Joyceõs writing?  

  

 Definitelyʄbut in the latt er stages more than the former. 

 

About Q10: You mentioned Lucia affected Joyceõs writing òin the latter stages more than the 

former.ó Would you explain this?      

 

 Just that Joyce turned his attention more to Lucia as she approached, and then 

began to go through her crisis in 1932. Details are in my thesis (unpublishable because 

the Joyce estate would not give me permissions to quote Manuscripts) which you can 

order from London University. Chapter II.1, the footnotes in II.2, Issy in II.3 and the 

revisions to the whole book, are frequently marked with references to Luciaõs fate, her 

condition and prognosis.  

 

Q11: Which pages are most interesting in FW?      

  

 It varies for me, but, at the moment, 119-124, 292-300, 526-532, and 619-627 (The 

Book of Kells, The Triangle, the run up to Here Comes Everybody and Liffeyõs 

monologue) but there are many that have interested me more in the past and others 

still waiting to reveal themselves as more interesting than these. 

 

Q12: Can you find some literary techniques to learn from FW?  

    

 Many. Especially in the formal languageðpuzzle kind of area. 

 

Q13: Do you recommend for other people to read FW?      

 Yes.             

 

About Q13: If so, how do you recommend?        

 

 Get a very rough overview from introductions to any of the guides (Campbell 

and Robinson, Tindall, Begnal, Glasheen, Bishop), then look at one or two pages in 
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intense detail, using Roland McHughõs Annotations, Dictionaries, the Internet, and if 

possible, tracing its evolution through the drafts in the Archive. Then loosen                 

upʄwhisper/speak/sing/shout it aloud. In different accents.  

 

Q14: Why are quite a number of scholars or students interested in FW?  

 

 It is the most satisfying form of the pleasurable game known as close reading, 

and yet, however close you get to the text every so often it seems to take you to the 

edge of the human universe and give you a glim pse of things from up/down/over 

there. It feels like a cosmological vision of the universe of language.   

   

About Q14: Would you let us know about your thought on the critical approaches like Derrida, 

Lacan, etc?           

  

 Blimeyʄin a paragraph? Iõd li ke to know more about what influence Lacanõs 

reading of FW had on his ideas: I think his theory of mirror -stage could be traced back 

to Issy. Derridaõs òGrammatologyó claims to cover the science of writing but it doesnõt 

examine the processes of revision in writing and rewriting. Finnegans Wake and its 

archive is an incredible place to take this early strand of Deconstruction on into a new 

science of writing.             

 

About Q14: Do you expect a new theory coming out in the future? If so, what type do you 

expect and why?          

  

 Let me look into my crystal ballé. I seeé wild predictions coming sooné 

Cultural materialism looks to be emerging as the dominant new practice, that could 

well run and run. Its methods are s imple and conclusions satisfying (theyõre 

quantifiable, to some extent, which is important for Research Assessments for 

funding). But it õs wedded to historicism which could come under attack. Aesthetics 

might then be a reaction against the ideological commitments in the above (and a 

return to the text). It wouldn õt be very new though. Religion will replace race and 

gender to be the new topic studied ideologically in literature and culture because of 

the perceived dualism between the West and Islam since September 11. I hope thereõll 

be more genetic scholarshipʄcomparative genetic scholarship, but it will always be a 

specialized and marginal scholarly activity.  

 

Q15: If you think the reading difficult, what are the causes?      
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 Youõre reading too fast and too quietly and with too few people.  

 

Q16: How do you describe your experience of reading FW?     

 

 To be honest, sometimes it is frustrating. But generally itõs intense.     

 

About Q16: Do you want to write novels or poetry other than essays in your future?  

 

 Yes I doʄIõm trying to write poetry about my experiences of and in London 

streets. 

 

 

Finn Fordham  lives in London and is Leverhulme Research Fellow at 

University College Northampton. He õs been reading Finnegans Wake for about 

ten years, and hopes to stop in 2008. Heõs currently writing an intro called 

òLots of Fun at Finnegans Wake: Genesis and Exegesisó for Lilliput Press.  
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5. Michael Patrick Gillespie and Finnegans Wake 

 

 

 

 

Q1: Can one read and find interest in Finnegans Wake?     

  

 I think that is the most important question that one can ask about Joyceõs 

writings, for to me Finnegans Wake is a radical challenge to readers. It overturns the 

linear, cause and effect mode of thinking that has been a formal part of reading (at 

least in Western culture) since the Enlightenment. It embodies the pluralism of 

language that stands as a key feature in the way that we perceive the world, but, at 

the same time, remains at best at the margins of any public pronouncements. Finally 

(if such a word can be used with regard to Finnegans Wake), it resists all formal literary 

criticism because it does not submit to the exclusionary positions that any 

methodology necessarily adopts. (By exclusionary, I mean the characteristics that set 

one methodology apart from another. In Finnegans Wake, Joyce shows a marvelous 

ability to go beyond the limits of any single critical approach.)  

 

Q2: Then what is the meaning of reading for you?       

 

 Having said why  I think that the question is important, I am afraid that I must 

go on to say how little prepared I am to answer it. First, let me respond by explaining 

my own critical biases. For me, the goal of reading literature is always pleasure. If my 

aim were instr uction, I would read technical manuals, metaphysical works, or 

directions for programming my VCR. Because I seek pleasure from literature, I see the 

experience of reading as highly subjective. Knowing Finnegans Wake pleases or 

frustrates another reader cannot increase or decrease my own gratification, just as 

knowing that someone is a vegetarian will not blunt my appetite for roast beef.  

 

Q3: I think an important key word in your assertion is òpleasureó. You said, òthe goal of 

reading literature is always pleasureó. Can you explain about pleasure more? Is that pleasure 

different from the pleasure when we hear Mozart or opera?    

 

 By pleasure I mean the aesthetic satisfaction that comes from the imaginative 

engagement with any piece of art. Thus I feel pleasure from Joyce in the same general 

way that I feel when listening to Mozart õs Piano concerto #21 or Puciniõs Madama 
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Butterfly. It is similar to the pleasure that I take from natural beautyʄa sunset for 

exampleʄbut not the same for I am aware of the imaginative workings of another 

mind when I engage art. Some people with deeply religious beliefs might argue that 

the beauty of nature excites the same feeling, but I think that mistakes my meaning. 

Art brings together two minds working on the same plane.  Few theists would wish to 

equate themselves with God, and no atheist would think the analogy worth making.  

 

Q4: Doesnõt that pleasure concern the right or wrong value of the human life in Platoõs sense?

          

 I do not think that pleasure directly concerns right or wrong values in human 

life, though some pleasures have links to moral systemsʄsexual gratification, 

gustatory fulfillment, almost any sensual indulgence can have the pleasure blunted or 

in rarer cases enhanced by how they relate to our moral values. For art, the pleasure 

is purely subjective, imaginative, and self - contained. It does not touch on our moral 

values, for it does not produce activity. Think of the difference between erotic art and 

pornography. Erotic art is sufficient in itse lf. It gives pleasure by its representation of 

our sexuality. Pornography stimulates desire while leaving the viewer unfulfilled.  

 

Q5: Do you suppose that in the future it will be possible to have a literary criticism or 

methodology that can be fit to analyse Finnegans Wake satisfactorily?    

 

 I think that every reader of Finnegans Wake struggles to come up with a personal 

system for reading it. I do not think that these systems have a broad application, but I 

do believe that when an individual finds a met hod of use to him it becomes possible 

to take a great deal of pleasure from reading Finnegans Wake.    

 When I ask myself if I can benefit from reading Finnegans Wake, I find myself 

unsure how to answer. Thinking of it purely in an instinctive fashion, I m ust say that 

I do not enjoy it as much as Ulysses, and perhaps not as much as A Portrait of the Artist 

as Young Man or Dubliners. This may be a reflection of my own limitations as a reader. 

Whenever I take up Finnegans Wake, and I have read it through perhaps a half a dozen 

times or so, I do so with the feeling that I must comprehend it as a whole. This is 

admittedly a very linear, Cartesian approach. I feel a good measure of frustration 

because I can never find sufficient connections to produce in my mind a unified 

impression of the work. If I read criticism that makes those connections for me, I come 

away feeling that too much of the text has been omitted. 

 

Q6: If so, an alternative way must be an approach similar to Einsteinõs view in physics which 

is different from linear, Cartesian approach which is similar to Newtonõs view.  
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 I agree with you that a nonlinear, post -Newtonian way of thinking is the most 

useful form for discerning meaning in Finnegans Wake.    

 At the same time, I have had moments of great pleasure reading portions of 

Finnegans Wake, particularly when I do so with a group. When people around me 

begin to read passages aloud, I hear things in Joyceõs words that had previously 

escaped me. I find delight in connections that I did not know  existed. I take pleasure 

in hearing others explain puns, allusions, or multiple references that did not occur to 

me. It is moments like this that make me feel that it is not Finnegans Wake but me that 

has limitations that inhibit my enjoyment of the work.  

 

Q7: How do you evaluate the deconstruction theory that was òfamousó, although I canõt 

understand it well?          

  

 Deconstruction falls short of this because it cannot get beyond Cartesian cause 

and effect thinking. When Derrida sees language as imprecise and arbitrary, he 

presents this condition with regret and a nostalgia for the certitude that others had in 

the efficacy of language. A more useful way of thinking is Joyceõs own, which 

embraces the ambiguities in language and takes pleasure in them. 

 

Q8: Do you understand the plot as you read Finnegans Wake? How do you evaluate the plot 

analysis by John Gordon in his famous book?       

 

 I have a great deal of difficulty holding on to the storyline of Finnegans Wake. 

John Gordonõs approach is not helpful to me for I feel that it must overlook too much 

to find the linear development in the plot. That being said, if it gives someone else a 

helpful perspective of Finnegans Wake then it is of value to that person. 

 

Q9: What is your advice for reading Finnegans Wake?     

  

 My advice to other readers is simply to trust your judgment. If reading 

Finnegans Wake pleases you, then you need no one else to validate your efforts. If it 

does not, or if the pleasure seems qualified, then turn to Joyceõs other wr itings and 

enjoy them. This is what I have been doing for the last twenty -five years. From time 

to time, I find someone who can point to aspects of Finnegans Wake that become a 

source of pleasure for me. From time to time, I will reread portions and get mo re 

enjoyment. I remain hopeful that someday I will feel the enthusiasm for Finnegans 
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Wake that many of my colleagues in Joyce studies enjoy. For now, I can only try to 

remain open to the possibility of the pleasures of its text. 

 

Michael Gillespie  is Professor of Literature at Marquette University and has 

written on Joyce, Oscar Wilde and other twentieth -century Irish writers.  
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6. John S. Gordon and Finnegans Wake (FW) 

 

 

 

 

Q1: Can you read FW until the end?         

 

 Yes, Iõve done so many times, with pleasure.       

 

About Q1: Are there many parts which cannot be understood?    

 

 Fewer with each reading.          

 

About Q1: Your excellent book FW, A Plot Summary (1986) may be one of the illustrative 

books for the newcomer when he(she) canõt read through the original FW. Could you read 

through FW the first time? How do you describe your first reading?   

 

 My recollection is that I didn õt get to the end of FW until my third try. But of 

course you can do it on the first go-through if you set your mind to it: you just have 

to decide  to keep turning the pages, no matter how confused you may feel. In 

other words, you adopt the Berlitz approach to language learning ʄan observation not 

unconnected to the fact that Joyce was a Berlitz teacher. If you want some help, then 

some page-by-page précis such as that given in Bernard Benstockõs Joyce-A gainõs Wake 

orʄon a larger scaleʄDanis Rose-John OõHanlonõs Understanding Finnegans Wake  

can at least keep you from feeling completely at sea. 

 

Q2: Can you understand the plot while you are reading?      

 

 Yes but the relationship of one subplot to another keeps changing.    

 

About Q2: How do you evaluate your book A Plot Summary now?    

 

 I havenõt read it since I wrote it. Iõm sure that it contains more than a few 

mistakes, which Iõd correct now if I could, but its central thesisʄthat FW takes place 

chronologically, according to a fixed set of temporal and spatial coordinates, with 

certain identifiable characters and stage propertiesʄseems to me rock-solid, one that 
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needed saying only because the Zeitgeist always has one particular way of being an 

ass, and at the time that way consisted of denying the reality of reality.  

 

Q3: If so, what did Joyce want to describe in the book?     

  

 

 1. A family. 2. The family.           

 

About Q3: Do you mean a universal family (a family) with regard to Joyceõs family (the 

family)? On what matter of families did Joyce want to describe as a main plot?  

 

 I think that there is a specific family at the center of the book, that this family 

has certain identifiably derivative affinities with Joyce õs family on one end, and that 

at the other end it is made to stand for all families everywhere.  

 

Q4: How do you evaluate the book?          

 

 The greatest book ever written by one individual.       

 

About Q4: Why must Joyce have created such difficult language in FW?   

 

 He was fascinated with the production of meaning, and the one human 

experience in which that process is most immediately encountered is the learning of a 

new language. So he made his readers learn a new language, at the same time showing 

them how, according to his lights, language came to be in the first place. At no phase 

is either the generation of language or the learning of language a simple business; 

neither, for that matter, is reality: all meet or exceed our cranial capacity for 

comprehension. So a book along the lines he laid out should do the same. The 

linguistic (and non -linguistic) world of meanings we inhabit is bottomless; therefore 

a book about it should be too.  

 

Q5: Is reading FW worthwhile or not?       

  

 

 As much as learning a foreign language, proficiency in a musical instrument, 

or mastery of some art or science.          
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About Q5: Do you think FW concerns also the dark side of human nature such as incestuous 

desire or triangular relationship?       

 

 No doubt: Freud was in the air, and Joyce had always believed that his 

contemporary writers were to blame for flinching at the uglier side of human nature. 

So he made a point facing it squarelyʄand of course some would say he overdid it. 

 

Q6: Do you think FW concerns with the sexual matter too much?    

 

 No.             

 

About Q6: How do you think of the opinion that the sex in FW is not erotic but comic? 

 

 I donõt see the distinction. Itõs both. As, for that matter, is sex, period.   

 

About Q6: Would you explain more easily?       

 

 Sorry for being facetious. What I mean is that, first, sex is in a way the most 

serious thing in lifeʄit makes marriages, establishes families, produces children and 

love of children, lovers and love of loversʄand in another way the most ridiculous: 

the basis of a disproportionate percentage of the worldõs humor, jokes, ribaldry, farces, 

mixups, assuming of ridiculous positions. It has certainly been the cause of most of 

the bad or good or ridiculous or grand things I õve done in my life. And none of that 

would be true if its (erotic) force were not powerful. So its power to make people 

behave erotically is inseparable from its power to make people behave buffoonishly.  

 

Q7: Was reading FW interesting or not?  

       

 Always, except when Iõm too tired for it.         

 

About Q7: For general readers isnõt it more interesting to read About FW than FW itself?

  

 

 FW is more interesting by far than anything written about itʄit may of course 

be easier to read the latter. 

 

Q8: Will FW continue to be read in the 21st century?      
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 Its audience should grow.           

 

About Q8: If FW can be paraphrased into modern English, is it more helpful or useful for 

general readers?           

 

 As a means to an end only. 

 

Q9: Can you learn something by reading it?       

 

 A million things.            

 

About Q9: Can we find any new, unknown knowledge or remaining, hidden meaning in FW 

other than riddles of language?        

 

 I donõt think that thereõs any encrypted orphic truth, but òriddles of languageó 

puts it too narrowly ʄitõs riddles of everything.  

 

Q10: Do you think that Luciaõs madness affected Joyceõs writing?    

 

 It interrupted his work on it; he made it into one of the themes of the book.  

 

About Q10: Do you suppose Joyce had had a plan to write the duality or splitting personality 

like Lucia from the start of his writing?      

 

 I think Lucia brought out a theme always latent in his writing.  

 

Q11: Which pages are most interesting?        

 

 It depends. II.2 and II.3 may be the most challenging.      

 

About Q11: Why are II.2 and II.3 challenging?       

 

 In general, I think that Joyce is following a theory of dream psychology 

according to which the mid -points of any given dream are the deepest, thickest, and 

most complicated. II.2 and II.3 constitute the mid -point of the whole book, and are 

therefore especially challenging. There is, I think, a corollary pattern in B ooks I and 

III, both of which become especially dense at their respective mid-points. Which 

makes them, in a way, especially interestingʄin a way, say, that I.8 is not. 
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Q12: Can you find some literary techniques to learn from FW? 

    

 I donõt understand the question.          

 

About Q12: Can FW show some new techniques for writers or poets to learn?  

 

 Yes, but theyõd better be very good at it. 

 

Q13: Do you recommend for other people to read FW? If so, how to recommend?  

 

 The more the merrier. Keep reading, and build on what registers.     

 

About Q13: Even for the native English speakers isnõt FW itself too difficult to read through?

           

 Well, Iõve done it, many times. It depends on how much time you õre ready to 

devote to one book. 

 

Q14: Why are quite a number of scholars or students interested in FW?   

 

 Itõs the crowning achievement of the author many consider the greatest of the 

20th century.             

 

About Q14: Do you think todayõs critical approaches on FW have been much progressed than 

when you wrote A Plot Summary ?      

 

 The main thing is to keep piling up information ʄand that process has 

continued. I think the high theorists who dominated the field at the time are now in 

decline, and that that is all to the good. 

 

Q15: If you think the reading was difficult, what are the causes?    

 

 Joyceõs insistence that reality was difficult, and that literature should reflect that 

fact.              

 

About Q15: What do you mean by your saying that reality was difficult?   
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 That humanity has been arguing about how to interpret it and how to act in 

accordance with that interpretation forever. If understanding the fundamental nature 

of things were a simple matter, weõd have settled on it by now.  

 

Q16: How do you describe your experience of reading FW?     

 

 When it goes well, one of the high points of my life.       

 

About Q16: Do you have a plan to write ABOUT FW more?     

 

 Iõve done some articles and e-mail commentary since my book came out. If I 

live long enough, I may do a second book. 

 

John S. Gordon  is currently a professor of English at Connecticut College. He received 

his B.A. from Hamilton College and his Ph.D. from Harvard University. He is the 

author of James Joyceõs Metamorphoses and Finnegans Wake: A Plot Summary, a 

monograph entitled òNotes on Issyó and about forty articles and notes on Joyce.  
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7. David Hayman and Finnegans Wake (FW) 

 

 
 

 

Q1: Can you read FW through? Are there many parts which cannot be understood? 

 

 I confess that the first time I read it through, 50 -odd years ago, I took over a 

year to do so. At the time I had Campbell and Robinsonõs Skeleton Key to help me with 

the bookõs structure. There were plenty of passages that gave me pause and pause I 

did, but I was bent on finding evidence for a thesis that I no longer believe in and that 

meant I had to do a careful, line by line and word by word reading. I don õt recommend 

that procedure. It dampens the joy. I have since read it through a few times, but I tend 

to read only passages or chapters these days. Finnegans Wake is not in any sense a 

conventional novel, but it has a clear structure and certain novelistic characteristics: 

character, situation, action, development, etc. However, there is only the most 

rudimentary suspense, for which it substitutes ôinterestõ the quality adhering to the 

word play and the details but also to the reiterative or rhyming aspect, the fact that, 

as we acclimatize ourselves to the many components, we find ourselves engaged in 

the system of echoes: e.g., the names and attributes of persona. Beyond that there is 

the surprise element which functions on many levels but begins with the shifts in style 

and approach and is allied with the joys of recognition and even of awareness. It is 

fun to see through puns to unexpected meanings or fresh associations. This is a text 

with which we play games that are deeply engrossing in part because the challenges 

are both real and surmountable. There are, still, after all these years plenty of passages 

that I find challengi ng, a fact that keeps rather than dampens my interest since I have 

every confidence that someday I will master them. But master is not the word. One of 

the sources of pleasure is our sense that the text is infinitely mysterious, that no matter 

how much we know, no matter how many keys we have, no matter how deeply we 

go, we will never exhaust the potential of this book.      

   

About Q1:  I am looking at òJames Joyce A to Zó by Fargnoli and Gillespie. According to it 

you developed the concept of the òarrangeró as an attempt to explain Joyceõs innovations in the 

narrative strategies of Ulysses. Would you explain the Arranger in relation to FW? 
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 I invented the Arranger to explain the reader õs reception of Joyceõs many styles 

and to locate a source: the Arranger is a presence located somewhere between the 

authorial presence and that of the various narrators. That presence justifies the style 

shifts which cannot be ascribed to any locatable narrator or the Joyce directly. 

 

Q2: Can you understand the plot while you are reading?     

 

 Yes, but there is not always a plot in any conventional sense.     

 

About Q2: There are many books about FW. Would you list some that could help us 

understand FW?           

 

 Skeleton key, my First-Draft Version of Finnegans Wake, the Introduction as well 

as its text, the forthcoming book by Crispi and Slote which covers each chapter in 

sequence, and John Bishopõs new introduction to the Penguin edition.  

 

Q3: If so, what did Joyce want to describe in the book?      

 

 Joyce is evoking a sense of universal, using archetypical situations. The book 

depicts a universal night or a universe of nocturnal activity in which all aspects of 

creation participate.            

 

About Q3: In relation to the universal night, doesnõt FW reflect a strong influence by Lucia 

on its dualities, wordplay and human relationships similar to the influence of Nora on 

Ulysses?            

 

 That would be hard to prove, though she may have had some impact. Noraõs 

influence has been overstated. 

 

Q4: How do you rate the book?         

 

 A masterpiece. I do not use that term lightly. A life book or the book of a lifetime 

for both Joyce and the reader. 

 

Q5: Is reading FW worthwhile or not?         

 

 Yes, especially if it is seen for the challenges than for the rewards, less as a chore 

than as a game played over an extended period of time. 
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Q6: Do you think FW is too focused on sex?       

 

 Sexuality is a crucial part of (the) creation. By todayõs standards Joyceõs sexual 

reference is hardly shocking. Joyce is honest and straight forward and never 

pornographic.             

 

About Q6: Was the sex in FW related to the Creation and the Fall in the biblical sense? 

 

 Yes, but much more generally to lived experience and to a broad range of 

myths. 

 

Q7: Was reading FW interesting or not?        

 

 Fascinating, frustrating, amusing, challenging, rewarding, etc.  

 

Q8: Has FW a future in the 21st century?        

 

 Sure. 

 

Q9: Can you learn something by reading it?        

 

 A great deal about yourself and your world and your traditions and society, 

but what you mainly learn is how flexible knowledge is, how many ways it can be 

rearranged.             

 

About Q9: Why was Joyce so flexible in his thought?     

   

 Joyce was a product of the end of the 19th Century, a period in which the 

encyclopedic impulses of the 18th C had their full impact. He must have been alert to 

the informational flux of the moment. On the other hand, Joyce was heir to writers 

like Flaubert and Mallarm é. Flaubertõs Temptation of St. Anthony, and Bouvard and 

Pécuchet were clear precedents. But I am simplifying this.  

 

Q10: Do you think that Luciaõs madness affected Joyceõs writing?     

 

 Of course it did, bu t not in any simple or straight forward fashion. Joyceõs 

relationship to his daughter, his wife, his son and hi mself figures in the book on many 
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levels and defies analysis. It is prime matter if not primal matter. On the other hand, 

he wrote the book with Lucia firmly in mind. She figures in some of his earliest 

conceptual notes as a model of young femininity. If h er madness predated the 

composition, then it may have infected that part of the book, but madness is a theme 

in Joyce at least from Portrait. It frightened him as it does most of us. His daughterõs 

madness left him helpless and in denial, but the Wake is bigger than that.  

     

About Q10: Do any of your essays relate to Luciaõs impact on FW?   

   

 See òHer Fatherõs Voiceó (much reprinted , but available in James Joyce: the 

Centennial Symposium). That essay treats Luciaõs [auto]biographical papers and her 

dreams. See also òI Think Her Pretty ó (James Joyce Annual 1990) in which I treat the 

responses to her behavior that I have found in one of Joyceõs notebooks. They may 

give you some ammunition.  

 

Q11: Which pages are most interesting?       

  

 The pages that challenge me at any given moment. If you mean which are my 

favourites, the answer is many an the reasons are multiple. If you mean which are 

most accessible, perhaps Iõd have to say the concluding monologue, the ôSoft morning 

cityõ of ALP or I.8. On the other hand I enjoy Shaun wherever he appears. I love ôButt 

and Taff,õ one of the most demanding sections and that most demanding of chapters: 

II.3. But the question is unhelpful. It is too much like asking me for my favorite book 

or symphony or art work.  

 

Q12: Can you learn literary techniques from FW?       

 

 Writers have done so with remarkable results. (See my book: Writers in the Wake 

of the Wake.) 

 

Q13: Do you recommend that other people read FW? If so, how to recommend?  

 

 Of course provided they approa ch it as an endlessly evolving game and accept 

the fact that it does not yield its treasure at once or in any reading or fully at any time. 

See it as a timed relapse capsule. Grow up with it. Incidentally, I am running weekly 

Wake sessions for 20-odd peopl e here on Deer Isle right now.  

 

Q14: Why are quite a number of scholars or students interested in FW?    



Tatsuo Hamada 
How to read FW? Why to read FW? What to read in FW? 

Edited by C. George Sandulescu & Lidia Vianu 
53 

 

 

                                

 

 For quite a number of reasons.         

 

About Q14: Some critics deny the existence of narrative structure in FW and dig only the 

language. What do you think of this trend?        

 

 The emphasis is fine, but it does not rule out plot or narrative.  

 

Q15: What is your next target in FW study?  

  

 I am still working on the evolution of the Wake. My most recent Joyce essay 

is a longish treatment of chapter II.3 for Crispi and Slote. In progress are essays on 

aspects of the notebook including an essay on the Wake-era epiphanies or 

ôepiphanoids.õ 

 

One last comment by David Hayman: These answers should not be taken as the 

last word on anything, but I have done my best to be honest. 

 

David Hayman  is Evjuc-Bascom Emeritus Professor of Comparative 

Literature at the University of Wisconsin. Along with 100 essays , he has 

published 15 books of which 11 deal with Joyce. Most of his writing ha ve been 

on Finnegans Wake and most of that in the fields of Genetic Criticism. The 

creative process and the process of apprehension have been and remain 

preoccupations. 
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8. Tim Horvath and Finnegans Wake (FW) 

 

 

 

 

Q1: Can you read FW from the beginning to the end? Are there many parts which cannot be 

understood? 

 

 The notion of what it means to òunderstandó is challenged by all of Joyceõs 

work, not just Finnegans Wake, but by it most acutely. No book is less paraphrasable, 

to its credit. Similarly, no book ought to be paraphrasable, and in this sense the Wake 

is exemplarly insofar as it resists paraphrase. One can only read and reread it, passage 

by passage, page by page, and like a pot of water in folklore, it boils endlessly. The 

book is post- and pre-literate at once. It makes its literate readers feel stupendously 

illiterate, and yet it liberates the mind from the hold that literacy places on it that 

equates words with things and sees them as discrete entities. 

 

About Q1: How and why were you interested in reading FW? Did you read other works of 

Joyce as well? 

 

 My motherõs given name, although she has always hated it, was Joyce, and I 

was lucky or unlucky enough to grow up in a household where it was a given that 

James Joyce was undisputed heavyweight champion, i.e. the ultimate writer. When I 

eventually read Dubliners I was amazed at their straightforwardness and simplicity. 

This would have been in high school, so I was not equipped to see how deceptive this 

simplicity was. I wrote innumerable essays on òThe Deadó for various tests such as 

the Advanced Placementʄtheyõre hopefully keeping the worms well -fed in a 

warehouse somewhere. In college I took a summer class in Ulysses that thoroughly 

defined that summer for me. And I had a second go of Ulysses with the poet Eamon 

Grennan once I got back to college. The Wake always loomed for me like the golden 

pavilion in Mishima õs novel. Itõs a family touchstone for my brother -in-law, Rob 

Cappiello, who in fact is the copy editor that inspired my story ñthe Wake comes up 

at every family gathering. But it was the birth of my daughter and my joy at reading 

aloud to her that catapulted me into th e ranks of enthusiasts. 
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Q2: Can you understand the plot while you are reading? Does the best understanding mean to 

know exactly what the author thought or felt or planned? Or is it more subjective to each 

readerõs mind? Is it a creative act in a readerõs mind? 

 

 Understanding has less than weõd like to think to do with understanding the 

authorõs intention. Contemporary psychology and the history of literature up to and 

including Joyce show us that intention is far too vexed and convoluted a concept to be 

laid out and anatomized on the table. Understanding is not one thing but many ñsee 

above in terms of the Wakeõs ability to undermine the one -to-one equation of words to 

things. Understanding is sometimes a subjective feeling, an aha, a sense of cohesion 

in the midst of a reading experience. Too quickly we become complacent when we 

read that which caters merely to our understanding, or which appears to. Then we 

encounter the Bay of Fundy-like tides of a book like FW, and suddenly weõre 

nauseous, seasick, the illusion of terra firma torn asunder from beneath us. This is 

goodñwe should not rely on literary dramamine. But still, there is never no 

understanding. At the very least we understand things about words, about language, 

about text, about the world, even if  we are not able to assemble the propositional 

knowledge that we associate with discursive understanding in most cases. My 17-

month -old daughter, Ella, knows all sorts of things about her world and language, 

although she may stammer and spout as she does her proto-speaking and speaking. 

And thinks the moon ought to be available for her viewing pleasure at all times. But 

such are the reasons I love to read FW to her.   

By the way, we also know more and more about how the brain processes story 

as we read, and we are learning that the brain has innate capacities to create and seek 

narratives. To cite one example, Xu et al. have a magnificent, elegant study (in 

NeuroImage 25) in which they show how the brain treats language in stories differently 

than in non-story contexts. Different parts of the brain are at work. Our notion of 

understanding is at a crossroads right now where we are able to describe it and parse 

it out in unprecedented ways thanks to cognitive neuroscience. However, these 

studies are dealing wit h Aesopõs fables; the brain having a go at FW is going to look 

wildly different.  

 

About Q2: Do you read FW with the help of other illustrative books such as McHughõs 

Annotations ? 

 

 Yes, absolutely. Iõm a one-page-at-a-sitting sort of reader. I photocopy a  page, 

align it with McHugh, and read it twice, thrice. Thank goodness for McHugh. The 

virtue of his book in particular is that it allows us to peel away and peer at the layers 
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that Joyce has built into the text. I think of FW as a sort of linguistic Adobe 

Photoshopñthe same way that that computer program allows one to layer images 

dozens of times, Joyce embeds layer upon layer of words, ideas, allusions. This 

layering creates a three or four or nine-dimensional texture innocently disguised as a 

two -dimensional text. Works such as McHughõs allow us to see the òcode,ó to peek at 

single layers at a time, then reassemble them with renewed appreciation for their 

nuances. 

 

Q3: What did Joyce want to describe in the book? Do you think Joyce wanted to describe the 

dream world or unconscious world? 

 

 Joyce wanted, I think, to drape us in a dream-state while amplifying certain 

virtuosities of our waking state. He creates a sort of impossible fusion stateñin 

dreams, as J. Allan Hobson has repeatedly emphasized, our linguistic faculties and 

sense of reference are shut down completely or are hindered, while our associative 

and emotional capacities are heightened. Joyce wants us to experience what it would 

be like to have the òunconscious structured like a language,ó as Lacan puts it, as well 

as òthe language structured like the unconscious.ó I would guess that Joyce is 

influenced here by notions of the collective unconscious as well, although I havenõt 

researched this. Because òthe languageó in his case is not confined to any particular 

language, nor is it confined to some Chomskyan òidealizedó language in its molecular 

forms, he is really referring to and using the collective language of humanity itself. In 

Bishopõs Joyceõs Book of the Dark, which Iõve found to be a fascinating interpretation, he 

traces etymologies in order to map out this collective language and its resonances. 

 

About Q3: We know that Lacan and Derrida were famous about speaking on FW. But as 

shown in Lernoutõs French Joyce they did not read all FW as well and they picked up only the 

phrases or sentences of their likeliness and interpreted them in their own theoretical ways. Do 

you still support such reading and understanding of FW? 

 

 Of course Lacan and Derrida did this with all sorts of texts. Derrida has  a whole 

book on Marxõs òspectress.ó Now, really, what does this have to do with Marx or 

Marxism proper? However, once we recognize this and stop expecting these texts to 

be exegeses, viewing them rather as springboards for Derridean and Lacanian riffing, 

then they can yield pleasures and insights of their own. As Dylan Evans has pointed 

out, it is rather a shame that Lacan went astray from some of the cognitive scientific 

insights he had early on and treated science as sheer metaphorical grab-bag. Still, I 

would rather neither expect nor want the poststructuralists to have an abiding fidelity 
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to the text, and I can hardly think that Joyce would have been unsympathetic to their 

playfulness. I must admit that being a fiction writer, I don õt particularly care about 

rigor in my criticism, thank you very much.  

 

Q4: How do you evaluate FW? 

 

 Not to be repetitive, but I think the Wake has the potential to radically transform 

the way we read. Still, its influence on contemporary fiction such as that written in 

MFA p rograms like mine is minimal. It is read by fans and by literature students, not 

by writers typically looking to hone their craft. This is a bit of a shame. It is the mark 

of the narrowness of the contemporary writing aesthetic that it has not wielded more  

influence. However, it is understandable to some extent; in our reading, we like to be 

taken under the sway of narrative and evocationñwe like our dreams òvivid and 

continuous,ó as John Gardner famously put it. Joyceõs narrative is radically 

discontinuous , and not at all vivid in the sense that Gardner invoked. So, in evaluating 

Joyceõs later work, I would say that he is a resource as yet untapped, a wilderness or 

continent not yet explored, and a challenge not yet met. 

 

About Q4: Most writers like to read Ulysses but most could not read FW because most could 

not understand it because FW is completely different from Ulysses in styles and languages. 

How do you think this opinion?  

 

 One of the wonderful side -effects of reading FW is that it suddenly makes 

Ulysses seem by comparison eerily lucid, a veritable stroll in the park. This is 

fabulousé one could only posit, in Borgesian fashion, an imaginary book that would 

be to FW what The Wake is to Ulysses. It is true that they are altogether distinct 

experiences, and one should not confuse one with the other. A metaphor I like to 

consider for the entire oeuvre is that of exponents. Dubliners is the first power. Portrait 

is x squared. Ulysses is x cubed. Finally, Finnegans Wake is x to the fourth power. Can 

we visualize an object in four dimensions, a hypercube, say? Iõve heard it said that we 

can with proper training and guidance, and a work like McHugh õs offers precisely 

that training. Of course, the earlier books serve as training as wellñone proceeds 

gradually.  

 

Q5: Is reading FW worthwhile or not? 

 

 I have gotten great pleasure out of reading FW aloud, to myself and to my 

daughter. It is, therefore, entirely worthwhile, maybe more worthwhile than we know.  
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About Q5:  It is interesting that your daughter has an interest in hearing of FW reading. Can 

she understand the story of FW while she listens to your reading? 

 

 Not at all! Iõd be rather frightened if she could! But perhaps it puts us on equal 

footing more than any  other book. Iõd love to see a childrenõs version of it, perhaps a 

pup -up book. 

 

Q6: Do you think FW is concerned with sexual matters too much? 

 

 Concerned with sexual matters? Goodness, the Wake is one of the few 

phenomena that can rival sexuality in term s of sheer complexity. It is extremely 

sensuous, of course, and one might say hermaphroditic in its òboth/and óness. 

Nevertheless, I would hardly describe it as òtoo concerned with sexual matters.ó Or 

òlexical mattress,ó for that matter.  

 

Q7: Was reading FW interesting or not? Would you tell me your favourite writers other than 

Joyce? 

 

 Yes, the book of course is interesting. My other favorite writers include Norman 

Rush, Italo Calvino, Jorge Luis Borges, Julio Cortazar, Primo Levi, Paul West, Rick 

Moody, Denis Johnsoné they run the gamut from realists to magical realists and/or 

irrealists. In each of them, we see a subjectivity which reaches out and embraces the 

world and universe in a rather encompassing way. As the Minutemen once put it in 

an 80s punk song, òOur Band Could Be Your Lifeó; each of these writers could be your 

life, but I prefer to lead many.  

 

About Q7: If you recommend three books which are the most favorite? 

 

 Thatõs tough, but I can stand by Mating by Norman Rush, Visible Worlds by 

Marilyn Bowering, and The Periodic Table by Primo Levi. Each is built to withstand a 

lifetime of vigorous reading; for me they õve held up thus far.  

 

Q8: Does FW have a future to be read in the 21st century? 

 

 Yes, I believe it has a futureñIõd like to think that it can influenc e future writers 

more than present-day ones. 
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Q9: Can you learn something by reading it? 

 

 òLearningó is just as complicated and multifarious as òunderstanding,ó if not 

more so. What do we òlearnó from an experience? How do we quantify it, how do we 

sift through it and specify what was learned? This may be itself an outmoded notion, 

a relic of behaviourism and/or early psychology. We are transformed by the 

book/experience/ Wake. Thatõs a good standard for education to aspire to. 

 

About Q9: What did you learn from FW when you write your own stories or novels? 

 

 All good literary works involve the layering, the texture that I described earlier. 

Reading Joyce predisposes me as a writer to add layers, to thicken the text. He also 

emboldens me to hang the peg of language high up on the hierarchy of things to attend 

to and to relish. He also underscored some dangers, those of allusion in particular, 

since FW almost demands a scholarly apparatus that automatically turns off some 

readers. 

 

Q10: Do you think that Luciaõs madness affected Joyceõs writing? 

 

 Madness, blindness, all no doubt had their impact on Joyceõs writing. I don õt 

know enough about Joyceõs biography to add something to a discussion of Luciaõs 

madness, except to say that the book challenges the dichotomy of madness and sanity 

as well as any other book, much better than, say, the works of Foucault, which try to 

so on while remaining rather safely in the rational side of boundary. I would argue 

that Joyce was probably more tapped in to the capacity for madness within himself 

than many might be, and that this as much as witnessing any sort of external madness 

was as influential as anything else. 

 

About Q10: Do you think that all literary geniuses have more or less madness? Or donõt you 

recognize the specific influence of Lucia on FW? 

 

 Since Iõm not a scholar of Joyceõs biography, Iõm ill -qualified to say much of 

value about this. But youõve got me interestedñI am going to read up on Lucia now. 

Alice Flahertyõs The Midnight Disease is the best book I know of on writers and 

madness, incidentally. 

 

Q11: Which pages are most interesting in FW? 
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 I canõt single out any particular pages offhand; Iõd have to look into them. 

Today I read page 273. Each page yields its surprises each time one encounters it. The 

opening chapter, of course. The opening of the Anna Livia section, which is shockingly 

earthy and straightforward. The madcap lists like that on 71 or 183. Actually, I 

wouldnõt say that these are intrinsically more interesting than others, but ones that I 

find myself drawn to reread for various reasons. As I said, I read a single page at a 

time, and òfinishingó a single page gives me disproportionate satisfaction. 

 

About Q11: Did you read through FW until the last of Part IV? 

 

 Eventually, I hope to, but Iõm still a beginner. 

 

Q12: Can we find literary techniques to use from reading FW? 

 

 Absolutely, there are many literary techniques that can be extracted from the 

Wake. One learns to treat every word as a sounded/material composite, w hich is 

something writers can certainly gain from. One learns to read the work aloud, to hear 

its rhythms and repetitions and transmigrations of syllable, as with poetry but without 

the brace of line breaks and stanzas and the like. One gets to experience language 

viscerally and as though for the first time. One feels its flexibility and unfinishedness, 

the combinatorial nature of it (as emphasized by someone like a Steven Pinker) taken 

to new extremes. What once appeared solid turns out to be in flux. One learns to 

foreground language rather than narrative or characterization or plot or any of the 

traditional building blocks of creative writing as they are currently taught. This 

stripping away is a good thing, though one need not renounce the so-called 

fund amentals in order to gain by applying Joycean techniques to oneõs writing.  

 

About Q12: FW may be copies and remakes of all previous writings of Joyceõs own and others 

from not only literature but also religion, history, philosophy, etc. What do you think of this 

opinion? 

 

 Yes, of course, Joyce was interested not merely in language per se, but rather in 

language as a sort of flypaper to catch history, allusion, myth, idea, song, sign, 

politician, advertisement, candy, bodily function, and so forth. Occasio nally I find 

myself wishing heõd just stuck to language, or that Joyce had given us an intermediate 

book as linguistically rich and compelling as FW without his damned encyclopedic 

mind also firing on all cylinders. But, the again, it wouldn õt be FW were this the case. 
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Q13: Do you recommend for other people to read FW? If so, how do you recommend? 

  

 I recommend that others read the book if they already are inclined, or can find 

a group with which to share the experience, or the time to follow up with guid ebooks 

and annotations. Otherwise, people tend to become anxious and frustrated and 

resentful, the natural reaction to what we donõt understand. I know I have the same 

defensive stance with chemistry, for instance, which is why I made one of the main 

characters in my novel a chemist, thus forcing myself to spelunk around in the most 

poorly illuminated corners of my mental catacombs.  

 

About Q13: Did you read FW at first with these illustrative books? 

 

 Indeed, and I still do. After a few readings I can coast a bit without training 

wheelsé but only for a few lines at a time.  

 

Q14: Why are a growing number of scholars and students interested in FW? 

 

 Scholars are interested in the Wake because of its versatility, and the same way 

they might be interested in any  largely -uncharted continent. Even the charted 

continents need to get reappraised, which is why postcolonial approaches or feminist 

ones to canonical texts are not uncommon. Scholars are also moved by difficulty. Itõs 

the Everest phenomenon, of courseñJoyce has given us a peak (or set of peaks) that 

juts into the clouds. You yourself invoked Fuji in your own poem ( òSo Mt. Fuji, the 

most beautiful stratovolcano, is exceptional / like Marilyn Monroe in our modern 

worldó); perhaps this is related. I believe that the most fruitful movement in literary 

studies right now will be approaches that are audaciously interdisciplinary, and 

connect scientific insights with those of the humanities. I speak specifically of literary 

Darwinism, cognitive literary studies, etc . These movements are in their infancy, still 

clarifying their ground principles and distinguishing themselves from less nuanced 

approaches, and struggling to overcome disciplinary barriers and prejudices to build 

bridges between the sciences and humanities. Brian Boyd, perhaps the worldõs 

foremost Nabokov scholar, is taking a Darwinian approach in his latest volume, which 

will focus on The Odyssey and Dr. Seuss. If I had to put money on a future theory that 

will sweep up and reinvigorate the past ones, thi s would be it. We can rummage 

through poststructuralism, historicism, etc., with cognitive and Darwinian eyes and 

find much that is fruitful. Those intrigued by this can find links on my website to my 

reviews of some books that advance this movement. My hope is that my reviews are 

balancedñnot entirely gung -ho, but guardedly enthusiastic.  
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 About Q14: I think one of the most significant progress of natural science in the last 

part of 20th to 21st century is the biology starting from the structural findings of DNA. In the 

period of Joyceõs days people did not know this. Do you have an interest to write this fact in 

your fictions? 

 

 Joseph Caroll, one of the pre-eminent literary Darwinist s, reminds us that 

literary writers have been, for most of history, òour best psychologistsó (Literary 

Darwinism 109), by dint of intuition, observation, and introspection. Indeed, scientific 

paradigm shifts such as those weõve seen in the last half-century  do radically alter our 

conception of the universe, but the great writers of the past donõt go out with a 

whimper; on the contrary, we admire them that much more for their foresight and 

perspicacity given the inevitable limitations of historical moment. Ce rtainly Joyce 

would have had a grand old time with DNA and the Human Genome Project ñone 

can have fun imagining the helices coiling down the page like some of the musical 

staves. 

 

Q15: If you think the reading was difficult, what are the causes? 

 

 Most prob ably the sheer density of the text and its stratigraphic depth. Reading 

becomes a form of archaeology, an endeavour that most people donõt have the 

patience for. 

 

Q16: How do you describe your experience of reading FW? 

 

 My experience is sometimes exhilarating, sometimes trying. And I mean 

òtryingó in the most Wakean sense with its multiple meanings. As for novels ðyes, I am 

a fiction writer, not a critical theorist. In fact, my interest in critical theory is entirely 

tributary to my desire to represent and narrate the world in my own fiction. My own 

novel is a work -in-progress, and I thank you for the opportunity to think through my 

own literary values as a part of this questionnaire. Indeed, this has inspired me to 

think about my own use of language and techniques in the current manuscript. The 

book is already in a state of extreme flux, so why not a bit more, eh? 

 I think you õll find that òThe Copy Editorõs Wakeó embodies many of the ideas 

above. It is about the disruption of meaning and understanding that reading the Wake 

precipitates, and then what comes next. The story was inspired by an actual set of 

circumstancesñmy brother -in-law, Robert Firpo -Cappiello, was working as a copy -
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editor and became rather obsessed with the Wake. This was the premise; beyond that, 

everything is invented.  

 

Tim Horvath  is completing the brand-new MFA program in fiction writing at the 

University of New Hampshire, where he is working on a novel tentatively entitled 

Goodbye in Many Languages. His story òThe Understoryó won the 2006 Raymond Carver 

Prize sponsored by the magazine Carve, and has been nominated for a Pushcart Prize. 

Another story of his, òCirculation,ó won the 2006 prize of the Society for the Study of 

the Short Story. He has been a four-time finalist in Glimmer Train contests and has 

stories forthcoming in The Journal of Caribbean Literatures, pacific REVIEW, Seventh 

Quark, and Cranky. He can be contacted at www.timhorvath.com     

[This was reproduced from Abiko Annual 26: 134ñ143 (2007).] 
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9. Richard  Kostelanetz and Finnegans Wake (FW) 

 

 

 

Q1: When and how did you read FW for the first time? Did you read it without the help of 

illustrative books?           

 

 The first time I read it intensively was during a course exclusively on the WAKE 

given by William York Tindall at Columbia University in the spring of 1963, though I 

suspect that I owned my trade paperback copy of the WAKE before that time. My 

sense in retrospect is that Tindall and his friends in the classroom, including the 

legendary WAKE publicist Nathan Halper, got so bogged down in the multiple 

meanings of certain passages that they didnõt convey a sense of whole, which I learned 

a few years later via Marshall McLuhan.        

   

About Q1: Can you read FW to the end?       

  

 Yes, if only to return to the beginning.         

 

About Q1: Are there many parts that cannot be understood?    

  

 Sure, beginning with the smallest unit of many individual words.  

 

Q2: Can you understand the plot while you are reading?     

 

 Yes, because the plot of relations (conflict) among five people is nearly always 

presentʄa father, a mother, a daughter, and two sons.      

 

About Q2: Would you explain more about five-person conflict? What conflict did Joyce want 

to describe? And why?          

 

 The best explanation known to me of the ramifications of these relationships is 

the chart by L. Moholy -Nagy in his VISION IN MOTION  (1946). A masterpiece of 

graphic literary criticism, this chart identifies various forms taken by these five 

figures. Iõve reprinted it more than once, most visibly perhaps in my anthology THE 

AVANT -GARDE TRADITION IN LITERATURE  (1982) 
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Q3: If so, what did Joyce want to describe in the book?   

     

 His image of the relevance of at least parts of this five-person conflict towar d 

understanding all human experiences. 

 

About Q3: What do you mean by understanding all human experiences? 

 

 Again, see the Moholy-Nagy chart, which I hope youõll reprint here, for 

suggesting dimensions of possible relevance. 

 

Q4: How do you evaluate the book? 

 

 Among the most extraordinary achievements of esthetic modernism.  

 

About Q4: Explain òesthetic modernismó. Is it also your principle or method? Who else 

belongs to that movement? 

 

 Esthetic Modernism is one way of characterizing the high modern art to which 

I am especially devoted. That is the bias behind my DICTIONARY OF THE AVANT -

GARDES (1992, 1999), which contains hundreds of entries. 

 

Q5: Is reading FW worthwhile or not? 

 

 Always . Marshall McLuhan for one has demonstrated how much insight can 

be found in it.  

 

About Q5: I donõt know much about Marshall McLuhanõs theory? What is it? And how do 

you like it? 

 

 Itõs hard for me to summarize, especially since I recently reconsidered all my 

McLuhan commentaries for a book 3 CANADIAN GENIUSES (2001). What should be 

most interesting for you is how he used the WAKE to understand modern media and 

modern life.  

 

Q6: Do you think FW concerns with the sexual matter too much? 

 

 No, scarcely. 
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Abou t Q6: Arenõt there many conflicts related to the sex in FW? 

 

 Only in the sense that familial conflict includes sex, but does not dominate it.  

 

Q7: Was reading FW interesting or not? 

 

 Always, if only for appreciation of the endlessly inventive word -play.  

 

About Q7: Please explain more. What kinds of word-play do you find in it? 

 

 I wouldn õt begin to enumerate òkinds of word -playó for fear that someone else 

would then identify kinds I missed. Sorry. This question is almost a set -up I canõt 

accept. 

 

Q8: Has FW a future to be read in the 21st century? 

 

 Certainly.  

 

About Q8: Why are there so many individual differences in reading ability of FW? 

 

 Itõs different and thus problematic.  

 

Q9: Can you learn something by reading it? 

 

 Every innovative text ultimatel y teaches you how to read itself. 

 

About Q9:  How do you think of the influence of FW upon your writing? 

 

 This is not for me to measure. Its influence on my electro-acoustic music 

composition appears most clearly in my INVOCATIONS (1981, 1984), which is briefly 

described under the category of Inventories on my website, 

www.richardkostelanetz.com . Also see under the sub-heading of media commissions, 

itself under Proposals, ACOUSTIC FINNEGANS WAKE, which I describe an electro-

acoustic composition Iõd like to do, support willing, also titled WORLD-AROUND 

WAKE. 

 

Q10: Do you think that Luciaõs madness affected Joyceõs writing? 

 

http://www.richardkostelanetz.com/
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 Iõve not thought about it.  

 

About Q10: Lucia was the most important concern for Joyce at that time. Can you find Luciaõs 

image in FW? 

 

 All daughters appearing in the WAKE are Lucia. 

 

Q11: Tell me your favorite phrases or sentences in FW. 

 

 Probably the opening of Anna Livia Plurabelle, if only because of my love of 

the historic recording o f Joyceõs declamation of this passage. 

 

About Q11: Which pages are most interesting? 

 

 Anna Livia Plurabelle, probably, but not necessarily.  

 

Q12: Can you find some literary techniques to learn from FW? 

 

 In my own experience, working with words in languages one did not know 

particularly well, such as the òstringó poems that Iõve written (and published) in 

French, German, and Swedish. 

 

About Q12: Would you explain more with respect to your writing experiences? 

 

 In my extended description of INVOCATIONS, accompanying the commercial 

release of the piece (Folkways-Smithsonian) and then reprinted in my RADIO 

WRITINGS (1995), I specifically identify the WAKE as influencing the theme that 

prayer in all l anguages sounds alike. 

 

Q13: How do you recommend for other people to read FW? 

 

 Donõt expect to read from beginning to end, as one would a conventional book. 

Rather, dip into it here and there, probably in increasingly larger batches.  

 

About Q13: Without reading from beginning to end how can you understand the plot or 

narrative structure? 
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 Since the plot is continually present, while the narrative structure is the 

continuous presence of the plot, you need not read the WAKE from beginning to end.  

 

Q14: Why are quite a number of scholars or students interested in FW? 

 

 The wealth of reference and stylistic inventions that can be found in it.  

 

About Q14: What do you mean by wealth of reference and stylistic inventions? 

 

 See Moholyõs chart for documentation of the first. The second is obvious. 

 

Q15: What do you think makes reading FW difficult? What are the causes? 

 

 Trying to read it straight through as you could a conventional book raises 

unnecessary difficulties that can be transcended if you dip into it, as Iõve suggested. 

 

About Q15: Can you recommend books about FW for general readers? 

 

 May I recommend not books but essays by McLuhan as well as a single brilliant 

essay by his colleague at the University of Toronto, Northrop Frye, plus the Moholy -

Nagy chart mentioned before. 

 

Q16: You have read FW forty years. Amazing! FW may be the most important. How to describe 

your experience of reading FW? 

 

 After forty years, I continue to find things new to me in its incredibly rich text.  

 

About Q16: Are there any other comparably rich books for you? 

 

 Iõve reread Moholy -Nagyõs VISION IN MOTION for almost as long. Did I 

mention before that McLuhan himself first brought Moholy to my attention early in 

1966. Iõve also reread Ralph Ellisonõs INVISIBLE MAN since 1960 or so.  

  

Individual entries on Richard  Kostelanetz appear in Contemporary Poets, 

Contemporary Novelists, Postmodern Fiction, Bakerõs Biographical Dictionary of 

Musicians, A Readerõs Guide to Twentieth -Century Writers, the Merriam -Webster 

Encyclopedia of Literature, Websterõs Dictionary of American Authors, and 

Britannica.com, among other selective directories. Living in New York, where he was 

born, he still needs $1.50 (US) to take a subway. 
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10. Geert Lernout and Finnegans Wake (FW) 

 

 
  

Q1: Can you read FW until the end? Are there many parts which cannot be understood? 

 

 I have read FW from first to end on only three occasions, but have read in FW 

almost daily. It is only fair to say that there are a great many parts that I do not 

understand.  

 

About Q1: You wrote òFinnegans Wake: the Genesis of the Textó in the Abiko Quarterly 

#17. In that article you compared Joyceõs works with the Bible. In Harry Burrellõs Narrative 

Design in Finnegans Wake: The Wake Lock Picked, the story line of FW was interpreted 

according to the Bible (See Chapter 4). What did you describe in your article of the AQ? 

 

 My point in the article was that it is possible to read the Bible as a single book, 

although we know that in reality it is a compilation of many different tex ts, written at 

different times, in different genres, for different purposes and with different audiences 

in mind. The fact that it is possible to read the Bible as a single book does not in itself 

mean anything and the same is true for the Wake. 

 

About Q1: How do you evaluate the Bible as a narrative structure that is shown in Harry 

Burrellõs generic interpretation? 

 

 See the article mentioned above. The narrative approach to the Bible is only the 

latest version of attempts to turn the Bible into a single book. 

 

Q2: Can you understand the plot while you are reading? 

 

 NO. I greatly admire scholars who claim they can. There are little coherent plot 

lines and Book I as a whole seems to be going somewhere, but overall I donõt see a 

plot at all, at least not in the normal sense of that term. 

 

About Q2: Would you explain why the theories of Lacan or Derrida were so important in the 

recent critical approaches on FW? 
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 Not only the theories of Lacan and Derrida but every single new theoretical 

approach has had Joyce as its hero. Whether that says something about FW or about 

those approaches, I donõt know. It seems clear at least that Joyceõs work is still 

important enough to challenge new theorists.  

 

Q3: If so, what did Joyce want to describe in the book? 

 

 Even on the basis of what Joyce himself claimed about his book, it is impossible 

to answer the question. He seems to have been happy explaining words and passages, 

but only spoke in very general terms when discussing the whole book.  

 

About Q3: How do you think of the attempt to find hidden messages related to human nature 

of conflicts in FW? 

 

 My attitude to such endeavours is similar to that of other paranoid ventures 

along the lines of the X-files. All other attempts to find such meanings have been 

unsuccessful and though they might be of interest in a distant and fictional fashion, it 

is hardly to believe that they have anything to do with the real world.  

 

Q4: How do you evaluate the book? 

 

 You mean as in a newspaper review? I would recommend this book to people 

who like puzzles and libraries, who find delight in getting to grips with something 

quite difficult. But this is definitely not a book if you want plot or character or milieu.  

 

About Q4: If FW is a book of language puzzles and has no philosophical meaning, is it mere a 

comical word-play book that is not interesting to general readers? 

 

 There are not real alternatives, I hope. That FW does not interest the most 

general of ògeneral readersó is clear but that has something to do with the large 

investment that has to be made, not with the presence or lack of philosophical 

meaning. 

 

Q5: Is reading FW worthwhile or not? 

 

 See the answer to the previous question: it depends on what kind of person you 

are. 
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About Q5: Donõt we want to know more about the secrets of the greatest genius writer named 

JJ? 

 

 I am only interested in his secrets as a writer, and absolutely not in the person 

JJ. 

 

Q6: Do you think FW is concerned too much with the sex? 

 

 This depends on how much sex you would consider normal. Although there is 

a lot of sex in the book, there are lots of other themes too. And strangely enough, as 

Fritz writers, there is almost nothing here that can be described as erotic. 

 

About Q6: There are many intercourse scenes described in FW but those scenes are comical 

and not erotic. Is the sex necessary and important as a gate toward the Fall in FW? 

 

 Surely sex has something to do with the FW fall (unlike in the original fall). I 

donõt see so many òintercourse scenesó in FW, but I might have been looking in all the 

wrong places. 

 

Q7: Was reading FW interesting or not? 

 

 òInterestingó is too neutral a word. Reading FW is exhilarating (but again, see 

answer to question 4: a lot of people do not find it interesting at all).  

 

About Q7: Are you contented as a scholar to analyze the language? 

 

 Absolutely not. Language in itself does not even exist. Even a book as difficult 

as FW cannot fail to refer to an outside reality. 

 

Q8: Has FW a future to be read in the 21st century? 

 

 If we can extrapolate from what was happening at the end of the 20th century, 

the answer can only be òyesó. 

 

Q9: Can you learn something by reading it? 
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 The encyclopaedic nature of the book makes that you cannot read this book 

without learning something. Sometimes I find that a lot of what I know seems to come 

from various failed attempts to understand some word or passage in FW.  

 

About Q9: Would you comment on Beckettõs famous words, òFW is not about something: it 

is that something itself.ó 

 

 I donõt und erstand Beckettõs words anymore. I think I used to see it as a gesture 

towards linguistic self -reference, language being the means and the object of the 

exercise, but I donõt anymore. Any linguistic artifact is about something (see About 

Q7). 

 

Q10: Do you think that Luciaõs madness affected Joyceõs writing? 

 

 In the strict sense of having an influence on the practice of writing, of course; 

just read Joyceõs letters of the thirties. But I donõt know if her illness is an integral part 

of the book. 

 

About Q10: Whereas Ulysses had a strong influence of Nora, didnõt FW have a strong 

influence of Lucia as shown in Issy, split-personality and dark side of human nature? 

 

 If you look at the history of FW you would have to assume that Joyce was being 

prophetic about his daughterõs mental problems because most of the writing of the 

Wake precedes their first appearance. For that reason alone it is difficult to argue that 

in any useful sense FW is òaboutó Luciaõs problems. 

 

Q11: Which pages are most interesting? 

 

 This is impossible to answer: as soon as you begin to read it even the most 

boring page yields something of interest. Although I should say that I consider some 

parts of book II (with the exception of chapter 2) belong to the category of ònot very 

interesting.ó 

 

About Q11: Do you think beyond the riddles of language in FW there is hidden meaning or 

salvation? 

 

 If there is, I havenõt found it yet.  
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Q12: Can you find some literary techniques to learn from FW? 

 

 Less than in the case of Ulysses, and multilingual punning existed before Joyce.  

 

About Q12: How do you evaluate Joyceõs method to bring Vicoõs theory as a base to construct 

the structure of the book? 

 

 Apart from references to Vico that Joyce himself identified, it is quite difficult 

to find the same kind of role for Vico õs philosophy as that of Homer in Ulysses. 

 

Q13: Do you recommend FW to other people? If so, how? 

 

 Again, see Q4. That vast majority of people read for plot or character, and they 

should not even begin reading FW. I have been able to interest students by reading 

isolated bits like the Prankquean or the final monologue.  

 

About Q13: For the students whose native language is not English is it more difficult to read 

and understand FW compared to native English-speaking students? 

 

 Of course, but it does depend on what language(s) the reader does know. 

English is the syntactic base of the language and lots of words that may appear to be 

foreign are in reality rare or obsolete English words, but it does help if you know 

German, Italian, Latin, French etc. 

 

Q14: Why are quite a number of scholars or students interested in FW? 

 

 Its reputation as òthe most difficult bookó certainly has something to do with it: 

people like a challenge. On my more cynical days, I think that scholars like to refer to 

this book because only very few people will challenge what they say about the book. 

But see Q4: there are rewards. 

 

About Q14: Do you expect a new theory will (or must) come out for the critical approach on 

FW in near future? 

 

 I donõt thi nk so, but can you predict such things? 

 

Q15: If you think the reading difficult, what are the causes?  

 



Tatsuo Hamada 
How to read FW? Why to read FW? What to read in FW? 

Edited by C. George Sandulescu & Lidia Vianu 
74 

 

 

                                

 The lack of a clear plot and identifiable characters, the many languages, obscure 

references. 

 

About Q15: Why did Joyce make the book so difficult? Is it done intentionally? 

 

 Of course it was intentional. The second half of Ulysses was pretty difficult 

already, and Joyce cannot have failed to notice that the new work was even more 

complex. Why he was doing it is another matter. His comments are far fro m clear 

about this, although he does seem to have thought that the complexity of his style 

reflected the complexity of the bookõs subject matter. 

 

Q16: How do you describe your experience of reading FW? 

 

 My first reading was the result of undergraduate hu bris and it is only when I 

began to work with the notebooks and the drafts that I understood that it was possible 

to understand more of FW if you could understand the way it was written. I agree 

with Fritz that that fact in itself is an òaesthetic argument against the Wakeó. 

 

About Q16: Would you explain the meaning of the òaesthetic argument against the Wakeó? 

 

 I was quoting from Fritz õs answer: he believes that if it is necessary to study the 

notebooks and drafts in order to understand FW, then the book does not stand on its 

own and that would be an aesthetic argument against it.  

 

Geert Lernout  teaches comparative literature at the University of Antwerp , where he 

is director of the Antwerp James Joyce Centre. He has published books and articles on 

Joyce and on comparative literature. 
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11. Patrick A. McCarthy and Finnegans Wake (FW) 
  

 

 

 

Q1: Can you read FW through to the end? Are there many parts which cannot be understood? 

 

 I donõt think there is a single right way of reading FW, but certainly one way 

would be to start with òriverrunó and go straight through to the end. I have taught a 

FW class several times, and this is our basic strategy: to read through the entire book 

from beginning to end with as much comprehension as possible but without any 

illusions about our ability to interpr et every passage satisfactorily or to understand 

the relation of parts to one another. A reading group can afford to linger as long as 

necessary over a given passage, but in a class that option seems less reasonable, at 

least to me. Also, parts of the book get easier to read once you have read other sections: 

you start noticing familiar scenes and phrases, for example. 

 

About Q1: Teaching FW in a class seems to be unrealistic because of its difficult nature. Once 

I met a young woman, a graduate of Harvard, who could read FW very well and wrote about 

it. I thought she was exceptional. Couldnõt only a few students read through FW? 

 

 I did teach FW to undergraduates once, long ago (1975), but my experience 

since then has always been in seminars limited to graduate students. Even for the 

average M.A. or Ph.D. student in an English department, FW is a difficult book to 

tackle, but the students in these classes have chosen to be there and are somewhat 

more alert and more adventuresome than those who stick with cour ses with far less 

demanding texts. This is also true, by the way, of courses in modern poetry: I have 

had graduate students who can read through novels satisfactorily but who avoid 

poetry courses because they find many modern poems so hard to read. The result is 

that a course in FW or in modern poetry attracts better, or at least braver, students. 

 

Q2: Can you understand the plot while you are reading? 

 

 There are plots within FW, but whether or not there is òa plotóʄone central 

narrative ʄis a question on which readers are divided. I personally think that there is 

not a central, continuous narrative, but that does not mean that summaries of the main 

subject matter for each chapter, or part of a chapter, are not helpful. Early attempts at 
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summaries were made by Edmund Wilson and by Joseph Campbell and Henry 

Morton Robinson; each of the three editions of Adaline Glasheenõs Census of FW has a 

summary that I find helpful; there are synopses by John Gordon, in FW: A Plot 

Summary, and by Danis Rose and John OõHanl on, in Understanding FW; and I have 

offered one of my own, in part of a long essay entitled òThe Structures and Meanings 

of FW,ó in A Companion to Joyce Studies, edited by Bowen and Carens (1984). Anyway, 

there are continuities and discontinuities in the n arrative elements of FW, and I think 

most agile readers who are patient enough will start to make connections.  

 

About Q2: The Introduction in Critical Essays on James Joyceõs Finnegans Wake by you is a 

very excellent summary of writings about FW. If Joyce were alive now, what would he think of 

the present status of FW studies? Could he be happy? 

 

 I donõt know whether Joyce would be pleased with the sort of critical work 

being done; writers tend to like critics to pay attention to their works, but they oft en 

resent analyses that differ from what the writers imagined they were doing. Surely 

Joyce would like the fact that FW receives so much attention, but I imagine he would 

be perplexed, and perhaps even discouraged, by the fact that FW gets far less attention 

than Ulysses. He considered FW his best book and his most important book, but there 

are many Joyce scholars who focus solely on the early works and Ulysses. I think this 

is a shame. 

 

Q3: If so, what did Joyce want to describe in the book? 

 

 There are clues to Joyceõs intentions in his letters, notes, and statements to 

friends, but I think we are a long way from being able to summarize his artistic aims 

with any degree of precision.  

 

About Q3: What did you want to find or know in letters and notes? Are the letters so 

important? If so, why? 

 

 Some of the letters are quite revealing: take, for instance, the famous letter to 

Harriet Shaw Weaver about 1.8 (òa chattering dialogue across the river by two 

washerwomen who as night falls become a tree and a stoneó) and the one in which he 

described the symbols that he was using for the characters. These were both written 

in March 1924, and apart from providing useful information about the book they also 

demonstrate how early some of its most important features wer e fixed. 
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Q4: How do you evaluate the book? 

 

 I think FW is Joyceõs supreme achievement, greater even than Ulysses. It is 

endlessly fascinating. It takes the formal experimentation of modernism as far as it can 

be takenʄor perhaps even farther. 

 

Q5: Is reading FW worthwhile or not? 

 

 It depends on what you are looking for. If you primarily want to read for plot, 

then you are likely to be frustrated rather than energized by reading FW. Those who 

read the book largely for what they imagine is its social meani ng might or might not 

be right about that meaning, but the amount of effort required to read the book 

certainly must limit its social impact. Those who read for the pleasure of immersing 

themselves in this strange book have a distinct advantage, since it is in their interest 

not to have the book reduced to a plot or a social message. Iõm reminded of a 

wonderful passage in the second half of Beckettõs Molloy, where Jacques Moran thinks 

about the nature and significance of the òdanceó of his bees: òAnd in spite of all the pains 

I had lavished on these problems, I was more than ever stupefied by the complexity of this 

innumerable dance, involving, doubtless other determinants of which I had not the slightest 

idea. And I said, with rapture, Here is something I can study all my life, and never 

understand.ó I think there is a similar pleasure to be gained from FW.  

 

About Q5: Would you paraphrase Beckettõs famous comment on FW; òFinnegans Wake is not 

about something; it is that something itself.ó 

 

 Beckett was strongly against readings of literary works ʄincluding his own and 

Joyceõsʄthat seem to overshadow the works themselves. In his monograph on Proust, 

he attributed similar ideas to Proust, claiming that òhe makes no attempt to dissociate 

form from content. The one is a concretion of the other, the revelation of a world.ó I think this 

is essentially what he says about FW (or Work in Progress, as it was then known): that 

its meaning, or content, is to be found in its form and cannot be distinguished from 

the texture of the book itself. The result is that no synopsis or summary of its meaning 

is ever a satisfactory substitute for the experience of reading the work. 

 

Q6: Do you think FW is overly concerned with sexual matters? 
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 FW is about everything, including s ex, which is an inescapable part of human 

life. The view of sex in the book, though, is always comic, and I think that must be 

kept in mind.  

 

About Q6: Was Joyce affected by psychoanalytical views of Freud and/or Jung et al. very 

much? 

 

 As far as I know, Joyce never professed much interest in, or knowledge of, 

psychoanalysis except for some attempts to get help for Lucia. I might be wrong: a 

critic like Sheldon Brivic or Jean Kimball would be much better qualified to answer 

this question. But I do think th at Joyceõs interest in the dreaming mind had to be 

affected by the knowledge that it was the subject of studies by Freud and Jung, even 

if he did not read many of those studies. 

 

Q7: Was reading FW interesting for you or not? 

 

 I started trying to read FW in earnest when I was about 21 or 22, shortly after I 

had read Ulysses, but I was doing it entirely on my own and had relatively little time 

to devote to it. Over the next few years I made several attempts, and on two occasions 

worked my way about halfway through FW before graduate courses intervened and 

I was forced to give it up for so long that I decided I would have to start over. What 

kept me going through all this was the humor: I would sit and read, and I kept 

laughing alo ud at passages that I found hilarious. I think I was 26 when I finally 

finished reading the book, and immediately I sat down and started over. The second 

time was easier and even more interesting. I was so pleased at the little I understood 

that I tended to overlook how much I didn õt knowʄor at least I was not bothered by 

that. 

 One reason I got through FW as I did was that in spring 1968, Phillip Herring, 

who had introduced me to Ulysses while I was an undergraduate at the University of 

Virginia, told me t hat Bernard Benstock was coming to town and asked whether I 

wanted to meet him. I learned two things from that first meeting that were typical of 

Berni and that I have tried to emulate in my own work. When I mentioned Beckett õs 

òcome inó story and asked about Joyceõs superstitious concern with divine 

intervention, or chance, in his work, Beni noted that nobody had yet found the 

passages that Joyce was reputed to have left in his book. The lesson is not to take 

anything for granted without checking the evide nce. I also recall asking whether it 

might be best for me to read Burgessõs Shorter FW before attempting the whole thing. 

Berni advised me to skip Burgess and go straight to Joyce; he said that reading the 
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Wake was not beyond my abilities, and that while it required a fair amount of effort, 

the effort would pay dividends. Letting Burgess stand as a mediator for my first 

reading, I now realize, probably would have meant that I would never have finished 

reading the real Wake. So let me pass along Berniõs sage advice: skip Burgess and go 

straight to Joyce. 

 

About Q7: How do you evaluate the contribution of Bernard Bendstock in the critical studies 

on FW? What is his major contribution? 

 

 Berni was a superb reader of FW whose prose was colorful and exuberant, his 

critical posture one of energetic involvement with the text. His work ʄespecially his 

book Joyce-againõs Wake and a series of articlesʄwas particularly informative on 

thematic, stylistic, and narrative aspects of FW. When he died, he was planning a book 

entitled Narrative Con/Texts in FW, a companion volume to studies he had already 

published on Dubliners and Ulysses. Three articles that were planned for inclusion in 

that book are being published by the James Joyce Literary Supplement, and they show 

that Berni was still at the top of his form. All of his work is clearly written and very 

accessible, which is important because he wrote not just for specialists but for what he 

called òmiddle-rangeó readers. Heõll continue being an important source for some time 

because he did the most important thing a FW reader can do: he paid close attention 

to the words on the page, their meanings and their sounds. 

 

Q8: Will FW be widely read in the 21st century? 

 

 I hope so, but I doubt it. We are moving away from the book and toward other 

media that provide instant gratification and place fewer demands on us: television, 

movies, the internet, rock concerts. This is a book for people who really love books, 

and I am afraid there wi ll be fewer of us in the future.  

 

Q9: Can you learn something by reading it? 

 

 We learn by reading almost anything, but reading FW is especially instructive, 

if you want to look at it that way. We all pick up a lot of odd information in the course 

of tracing the bookõs allusions and hearing its wordplay, but information is the least 

of it. What I have learned from reading FW is primarily the virtue of patience: òNow, 

patience; and remember patience is the great thing, and above all things else we must avoid 

anything like being or becoming out of patienceó (108.8-10). I think in reading FW one 

becomes òout of patienceó either because it is annoying not to be able to interpret 
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every passage with any degree of assurance or because when we generalize about the 

book there are passages that donõt fit into the large scheme that we have constructed. 

 

About Q9: The words you cited from FW (108.8-10) are impressive. Originally what situation 

did Joyce have in mind? 

 

 Joyce might have had a great deal in mind, but one thing, surely, was the 

frequently expressed wi sh that he state his meaning more clearly. In the context of FW 

the words are spoken in a soothing voice by someone (a scholar, perhaps) responding 

to the impatient question about the letter recovered from a mid den heap: òSay, baroun 

Iousadoor, who in hallhagal wrote the durn thing anyhow?ó The scholar canõt really answer 

that question, so he stallsʄbut in the process he inadvertently gives good advice about 

the virtue of being a patient reader of FW. 

 

Q10: Do you think that Luciaõs madness affected Joyceõs writing? 

 

 Yes, I think Luciaõs mental problems affected the book in some ways, both good 

and bad. Their effect was negative when Joyce was so worried about Lucia that he had 

trouble concentrating on FW. On t he other hand, those problems helped to shape 

Joyceõs portrait of Issy, the daughter. Joyce tried to put everything he knew into the 

book, and many of its sources are personal: Joyceõs bad eyesight is passed along to 

Shem, for example. It was inevitable that he would try to make use of a family tragedy.  

 You asked Fritz Senn whether Joyce had writerõs block at any time. I think not, 

at least as I understand writerõs block, which is a psychological condition. Other 

writers have been afflicted with writer õs block in one form or another: Wordsworth, 

Coleridge, Malcolm Lowry, and Dashiell Hammett are examples. One factor in some 

cases of writerõs block is an obsession with originality, but I think Joyce avoided that 

by seeing all previous writings as something h e could appropriate. In any event, apart 

from times when problems of health or other personal problems kept him from 

writing, he never had trouble writing ʄand he did bring his projects to completion. As 

to whether or not Lucia could read FW, I donõt know.  

 

About Q10: Didnõt Joyce think that splitting seen in Issy might be a normal psychological 

phenomenon rather than a mental disorder? 

 

 I think Joyce regarded mental disorders as extreme manifestations of 

tendencies in the ònormaló mind. So in that sense youõre probably right.  
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Q11: Which pages are most interesting? 

 

 Different people will be interested in different pages. I don õt have a favourite 

page or pages, although some chapters might interest me more than others (see my 

response to Q17 at the end). 

 

Q12: Can you find some literary techniques to learn from FW? 

 

 The techniques of FW are so daring, so revolutionary, that few writers have 

been able to adapt them successfully for the writersõ own purposes. An exception is 

Samuel R. Delany, who has used some Wakean techniques in his science fiction 

novels: for example, his 1974 novel Dhalgren employs a variation on Joyceõs idea that 

a book could begin in the middle of the sentence with whose first half it would 

conclude. Many writers have used puns that demonstrate the influence of FW, and in 

general I think Joyceõs experiments with stretching language to its limit are important 

because they demonstrate the resources all writers have at their command. As Normal 

Mailer said some years agoʄwith reference to Ulyssesʄeven a writer who chooses not 

to use these resources so extensively will benefit from the knowledge that they are 

available. 

 

About Q12: Why didnõt Joyce use ordinary English expression in FW? Does creating new 

words in FW contribute to an improvement or in some a distortion? Can you guess necessary 

reasons for those changes? 

 

 I donõt think I can improve on Joyceõs 1926 letter to Miss Weaver (cited in the 

revised version of the Ellmann biography, pp.584 -85): òOne great part of every human 

existence is passed in a state which cannot be rendered sensible by the use of wideawake 

language, cuttanddry grammar and goahead plot.ó By use of polylingual coinings Joyce 

was able to combine many meanings into one word and thereby suggest the shifting, 

ambiguous nature of the dreaming state and simultaneously to universalize the 

charactersõ experiences. 

 

Q13: Do you recommend for other people to read FW? If so, how should they go about it? 

 

 The number of people who will enjoy reading FW carefully, from beginning to 

end, is rather small, but I think that anyone with an appreciation for language should 

read a page or so, just to get a sampling of Wakese. I recommend reading aloud. A 

possible alternative is to have the book open to a passage while listening to a recording 
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of that passage. Thereõs a very good recording of some passages from FW available on 

compact disk. 

 

Q14: Why are quite a number of scholars or students interested in FW? 

 

 I think people are attracted to the bookõs richness and complexity, and above 

all to its humo ur. But this is a guess; I havenõt conducted a survey. 

 

About Q14: Do you expect a new theory coming out other than those of Derrida or Lacan in 

the critical approaches on FW? 

 

 I donõt know what will come next, but to some extent Derrida an d Lacan have 

already been displaced by postcolonial theory, in keeping with the tendency to 

politicize all literary works. This too shall pass.  

 

Q15: If you think the reading difficult, what are the causes? 

 

 There are several reasons why FW is hard to read. First, there is the language 

itself, with puns in various languages and frequent references to arcane materials. 

Then there is the dream situation, which (as I read the book) is one reason for the 

constantly shifting, discontinuous narrative. Finally , there are the characters 

themselves, who seem to change form and at times even to become indistinguishable. 

All of this means that the book is complex and ambiguous in its language, narrative(s), 

and characterization. 

 

Q16: How would you describe your experience of reading FW? 

 

 Over the years I have derived more pleasure from reading FW than form any 

other book with the possible exception of Ulysses. There are passages that I have read 

dozens of times and still find so funny that I laugh every time I rea d them. 

 

About Q16: How do you evaluate your book The Riddles of Finnegans Wake now? 

 

 The book appeared in 1980. That is a long time ago, and it has been so long 

since I looked at the book that I donõt know what I would think of it now. I remember 

that people whose opinions I especially respectedʄincluding Mike Begnal, Tom 

Staley, Bob Boyle, Berni Benstock, and Zack Bowenʄliked it, and that gave me a great 

deal of reassurance. 
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Q17: Which part or chapter of FW is the most interesting for you? 

 

 Different chapters attract me for different reasons. The bookõs first and last 

chapters are obviously interesting because, like òThe Sistersó and òThe Dead,ó they are 

in a position to initiate or to recapitulate major themes, images, verbal patterns, and 

situations. Book I, chapters 5 and 7, are very interesting for what they have to say 

about art and the artist. In Book II, I especially like the marginal writ ings of chapter 2 

and the overlapping narratives of chapter 3. There are innumerable attractions in Book 

III: for example, the Yawn inquest/séance in the third chapter and the Honuphrius 

law case in the fourth. But I suppose I would say that Book 1, chapter 8ʄóAnna Livia 

Plurabelleóʄis the one that most attracts me right now, since I recently wrote a long 

article on its genesis, and that experience renewed my pleasure in reading that chapter 

and FW in general. 

 

Patrick A. McCarthy is a professor of English at the University of Miami in Coral 

Gables, Florida. He has written or edited nine books, including The Riddles of FW, 

Ulysses: Portals of Discovery, Critical Essays on James Joyceõs FW, and (with Paul Tiessen) 

Joyce/Lowry: Critical Perspectives. He is now working on a scholarly edition of Olaf 

Stapledonõs science fiction novel Star Maker (1973) for Wesleyan University Press. 
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12. Roland McHugh and Finnegans Wake (FW) 

 
 

 

Q1: Can you read FW from the beginning to the end? Are there many parts which cannot be 

understood? 

 

 Yes, I can read it from beginning to end but in practice itõs best to read only a 

few pages at a time. That gives the highest chance of noticing something new. As you 

press on, the experience increasingly resembles previous readings. Many things are 

accepted rather than understood: one has got used to them and cease to question. 

 

Q2: Can you understand the plot while you are reading? 

 

 The term ôplotõ is of limited utility in FW. The discoveries one makes in reading 

are not like the uncovering of the plot in a conventional novel. It is true that at one 

level a small number of personalities with particular mutual relationships may be 

discerned, but one can hardly fail to be aware of these whilst reading. Grasping them 

is hardly the matter which gratifies or illuminates.  

 

About Q2: How do you evaluate FW: A Plot Summary  by John Gordon? Is there any book 

to illustrate the plot of FW other than Gordonõs? For the general readers who want to read FW 

at first A Plot Summary  is useful, isnõt it? 

 

 No, I donõt find it useful. Looking for a plot is a bad approach. FW isn õt a code 

message. 

 

Q3: Then what did Joyce (J) want to say in the book? 

 

 Neither is this matter a set of Jõs opinions. Ultimately, what one gets from 

reading FW is similar to what one gets from reading Ulysses (U). Concepts formed 

from the superposition of several seemingly irreconcilable images, forced to cohere in 

beautiful fragile clouds th rough accidents of language. Usually their logic and the 

grotesque picture it conjures conspire to produce humour. Sometimes I have to get off 

the chair and lie on the floor because I canõt stop laughing.  
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About Q3: Those who praise U could not always praise FW. Those readers who can 

understand U find it difficult to read and understand FW. There exist large differences between 

U and FW. Explain more about your expression that, ultimately, what one gets from reading 

FW is similar to what one gets from reading U. 

 

 Well, what you get from reading U isn õt exposure of a plot, is it? The plot is 

almost non-existent. What you get is what Stephen Dedalus calls ôaesthetic pleasureõ. 

 

Q4: How do you evaluate the book? 

 

 Two constraints are valuable in evaluating FW.  Firstly, exposure to the 

environment of Dublin helps one to decide how much one is justified is reading into 

the text. Secondly, awareness of the kinds of the material used to construct it produces 

the same feeling of objectivity. The main source here is the set of Jõs notebooks at 

Buffalo. See the forthcoming edited transcriptions The Finnegans Wake Notebooks at 

Buffalo, eds V. Deane, D. Ferrer, G. Lernout, from Brepols Publisher N. V. (Turnhout, 

Belgium): the first volume is expected in June 2001. 

 

About Q4: Is The Finnegans Wake Notebooks at Buffalo useful in other studies than genetic 

studies? 

 

 The 66 notebooks allow us to identify real words and quotations in the FW text 

and are therefore priceless. 

 

Q5: Is reading FW worthwhile or not? 

 

 Yes, very worthwhile, but as I said , it provides similar sensations to those 

obtained from U, so naturally it õs good economics to read U several times first, and 

then when one starts getting less from it, to begin phasing in FW. 

 

Q6: Do you think FW concerns sexual matter too much? 

 

 Noʄbut many studies of FW contain far too much, which is boring.  

 

About Q6: Arenõt there too many words and expressions related to the sex in FW? 

 

 No. 
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Q7: Was reading FW interesting or not? 

 

 It could not have been sustained were it not interesting. The first time I read it 

took almost 3 years. 

 

Q8: Will FW become the book of the 21st century? 

 

 Maybe, but the erosion of the bookõs cultural background will abstractify its 

study. Decreasing literacy and appreciation of good English style will not help.  

 

Q9: Can we learn something by reading it? 

 

 Yes, but what we learn often defies verbal expression. Also, the book tends to 

mean very different things to different people. The most encouraging fact is that many 

people obviously enjoy it.  

 

About Q9:  Please explain òwhat we learn often defies verbal expressionó. 

 

 Take an FW sentence, spell out exactly what its contents mean and look at what 

youõve written. Youõve destroyed its interest. The sentence only works in its original 

form.  

 

Q10: Do you think that Luciaõs madness affected Joyceõs writing? 

 

 Yes, he could obtain inspiration from seemingly unlikely sources.  

 

About Q10: Could you explain more about this? 

 

 Lucia probably understood next to nothing of what Joyce was doing. When I 

met her shortly before her death, she asked me whether FW was a play. But probably 

odd little expressions of hers interested Joyce enough for them to find their way into 

FW. 

 

Q11: Which pages are the most interesting? 

 

 Mostly Book II, chapters 1-3. Say pp. 219-355. But theyõre also the hardest parts 

until you õre used to them. 
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Q12: Can we find literary techniques to use from reading FW? 

 

 I donõt think we need another FW. One is quite enough to be going on with!  

 

Q13: Do you recommend for other people to read FW? 

 

 As a biologist I hardly ever come into contact with literary people or 

prospective FW readers. 

 

About Q13: There is an expression by Beckett òMr. Joyce, biologist in wordsó. Explain the 

meaning of biologist in your sentence. 

 

 Iõm a specialist in myxomycetes (acellular slime molds). See my book The FW 

Experience (1961). I work as a lecturer in Biology. My other books are The Sigla of FW 

(1976)ʄwhich you might say deals with ôplotõʄand Annotations to FW (1980, 2nd ed. 

1991). 

 

Q14: Why are a growing number of scholars and students interested in FW? 

 

 I suppose itõd a consequence of increased exposure to U. The gratitude to the 

author one feels after U produces the energy to attempt to cope with FW. 

 

Q15: If you think the reading difficult, what are the major causes? 

 

 The prime necessity is repetition. Problems arise from insufficient repetition 

plus failure to understand words and see overtones. My Annotations should help.  

 

Q16: How could you describe your experience of reading FW? 

  

 Covered in my The FW Experience. 
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13. Margot Norris and Finnegans Wake (FW) 
  

 

 

Q1: Can you read FW until the end? Are there many parts which cannot be understood? 

 

 Yes, I have read FW through from beginning to end several times. All textsʄby 

Joyce and by other writersʄoffer possibilities for different levels of understanding. I 

believe all parts of FW can be understood on some level, but no part of FW can be 

perfectly or totally understood. (I think this is true of all other literary texts as well). 

However, some parts of FW are much more difficult, on a first or second reading, than 

other parts. I personally find Book III the most difficult.  

 

About Q1: Would you explain about the meaning of understanding? Does the best 

understanding mean to know exactly what the author thought or felt or planned? Or is it more 

subjective to each readerõs mind? Is understanding a creative act in a readerõs mind? 

 

 I consider a text to be somewhat more complicated than a communication by 

an author through languag e with a readier. For one thing, the author writers through 

a fictive persona, a narrator in fiction, a lyric voice in poetry, a character in drama. By 

the same token, a òreaderó is not only the individual who is reading a text, but also an 

interlocutor of the text, someone to whom a narrator addresses a discourse, and the 

òreaderó is thereby turned into a fictional construct, for example, a listener to a 

narration who might be ca lled ònarratee.ó In FW this already complex negotiation 

between the narrating voice, its language, and its listener is complicated even more 

because each these terms may be multiple or split. For example, in the òALPó chapter 

(Book I, chapter 5), the washerwomen may also be the òsons,ó Shem and Shaun. ALP 

may be the mother or the river Liffey, and if she is the river, then it is banks of the 

river that seem to be doing the talking. Since the washerwomen conduct a dialogue 

about ALP to each otherʄwhere does the òreaderó fit in? Are we put into the place of 

one or the other washerwomen? Are we listening in or eavesdropping on a 

conversation we are not meant to hear? The readerõs òunderstandingó takes the form, 

among other things, of recognizing that the text p oses these kinds of questions. Put 

differently, one of the levels of òunderstandingó in reading FW is a metatextual 

understanding.  

 

Q2: Can you understand the plot while you are reading? 
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 I donõt believe FW has a plot, in the novelistic sense, but it contains many 

episodes that have some sort of narrative line. Some of those narratives are more 

accessible than others, and I believe I have a sense of many of those episodic plots. 

Some of the little stories in FW echo recognizable tales or fablesʄfor example, the Ondt 

and the Gracehoper is a parody of the fable of The Ant and the Grasshopper. Often, 

when I reread a chapter, new narrative lines will come to my attention, so that I 

consider the plots of FW as constantly proliferating and multiplying and changin g. 

 

About Q2: Since you published your wonderful book The Decentered Universe of 

Finnegans Wake, more than a quarter century has passed. How do you evaluate your book 

now? 

 

 Thank you, very much, for the kind words about my book. I believe I was very 

lucky  to have begun a dissertation on FW at the very dawn of what we now call 

òcritical theory,ó when the first Derrida essays and books were becoming available in 

translation, and acute attention was being paid to the theoretical works of early 

twentieth century linguists. I especially benefited from having my attention focused 

on the linguistic and  poetic implications of Freudian dream theory ʄwhich gave me a 

theoretical handle on the workõs punning and portmanteau words, and on the 

instability, shifts and multiplicities of the work õs figures, with their anxieties and 

guilts and passions. We have a much broader and richer array of critical theories now, 

than were available in the early seventies, but I believe I used what I had at hand to 

make the workõs seeming irrationalities more comprehensible to myself.  

 

Q3: If so, what did Joyce want to describe in the book? 

 

 Many things. Language, when it is cut loose from sense and from conventional 

rhetorical purposes and gives pleasure mainly through sound. Thoughts and feelings 

that are transgressive and repressed in waking thoughts. The poetry in the gossip of 

working washerwomen. The verses and little songs in children õs games. Pedantic 

lessons. An absurd trial. Riddles that have no solution. Prayers or snatches of liturgy. 

Accusations of absurd behavior. Excuses that are ineffective because they donõt make 

sense. Non-human things. Light on water that breaks into prisms. Clouds that 

precipitate rain. A river flowing out to sea. A tree or a book that is losing its leaves. A 

landscape with hills and mountains. A rainbow. A chicken that is pecking at rubbish. 

Husbands and wives walking and talking about their children. Boys quarreling over 

a girl. A girl wisecracking. Babies. Thunder. Myths. Poetry and fiction and philosophy. 
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Fables. Insects. Clothes. Men listening to a radio. Wars. Museums. Writing. Dying. 

Many insects. 

 

About Q3: Do you suppose that Joyce had an initial plan to write about the dream-world or 

unconscious world in FW? 

 

 Joyce already pays a great deal of attention to symptoms of the òunconsciousó 

in Ulysses, for example, when Bloom suppresses a painful thought or makes a slip of 

the tongue. There is also evidence that Joyce read Freud with care, and was aware of 

Freudian theories of dream work and the unconscious. I do believe, therefore, that he 

planned to write FW as a dream work right from the  start. John Bishopõs brilliant 

Joyceõs Book of the Dark further elaborates the text as a kind of performance of the 

sleeping body. 

 

Q4: How do you evaluate the book? 

 

 It is the most stunning and inexhaustible book ever written.  

 

About Q4: How do you evaluate FW in comparison to Ulysses? 

 

 The two books offer very different, but equally intense pleasures to the reader. 

Ulysses offer us such an intricately realized world that it makes readers feel as though 

they have lived two separate livesñtheir own, and one that transpired in Dublin on 

June 16, 1904. Ironically, we probably know our imaginary Dublin life infinitely better 

than we know our own, and any time we read Ulysses I believe we have an acutely 

pleasurable sensation of having come òhome.ó Reading FW, on the other hand, makes 

me feel like an utterly fascinated tourist who revisits a place over and over but never 

feels like a native. 

 

Q5: Is reading FW worthwhile or not? 

 

 I always tell friends and students who apologize for not having read FW that 

they can have a full and happy life without doing so, and that not everyone has to 

read FW. But for anyone who likes language and who likes puzzles and who likes 

poetry and playing with a text, FW is a great pleasure and very rewarding and very 

funny.  
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 Q6: Do you think FW concerns sexual matter too much? 

 

 FW was written in the early twentieth century when study and interest in the 

sexuality of human beings first became a discipline and a science, as well as a 

permissible subject of serious literary interest and representation. Because I believe 

that Joyce was definitely influenced by Freudian models of dreams and their 

expression of unconscious desires and the guilts they produce, I do not find the 

preoccupations with sexuality that haunt FW surprising or ex cessive. 

 

Q7: Was reading FW interesting or not? 

 

 Reading FW is a fascinating and rewarding pleasure! 

 

Q8: Will FW continue to be read in the 21st century? 

 

 Absolutely! FW will always present itself as a challenge to the adventurous 

reader, and there will always be adventurous readers who will want to tackle it.  

 

Q9: Can you learn something by reading FW? 

 

 You learn how complex language is. You receive a practical, intuitive, 

fascinating linguistic experience. You see the way a single letter or a single sound can 

determine or change meaning. You learn the way different languages overlap or flow 

into each other or change each other over time. You learn that a single sentence can 

really be four different sentences packed into one and mean contradictory things. You 

lean the complicated and possibly contradictory intention and attitudes and effects at 

play when someone utters a bit of speech or produces a bit of discourse. You hear the 

poetry that exists in all language, and you learn that seemingly undisci plined and 

excessive language can be just as interesting and enticing as seemingly beautiful and 

tightly crafted language.  

 

Q10: Do you think that Luciaõs madness affected Joyceõs writing? 

 

 I donõt know, and Iõm not sure if anyone can know. But I suspect that if it did, 

he saw irrational language as not so different from dream language or avant -garde 

poetic language. 

 

Q11: Which pages are most interesting to you? 
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 I love the passages dealing with women and children: the ALP chapter and the 

gossip of the washerwomen, the childrenõs games and the homework lesson. But my 

favorite chapter is the last chapter, in which dying is represent ed as going backward 

into oneõs life, reliving middle age, and oneõs prime, and oneõs youth and oneõs infancy 

again, and returning to oneõs origin in the fluids of oneõs parents. An astonishing 

concept retold in magical prose. 

 

Margot Norris is Professor of English and Comparative Literature at the University of 

California, Irvine. She is the author of four books: The Decentered Universe of Finnegans 

Wake (1976), Beasts of the Modern Imagination: Darwin, Nietzsche, Kafka, Ernst, and 

Lawrence (1985), Joyceõs Web; the Social Unravelling of Modernism (1992), and Writing War 

in the Twentieth Century (2000). Her new book on Joyceõs Dubliners will be appearing in 

late 2002 or early 2003. 
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14. C. George Sandulescu and Finnegans Wake (FW) : 

Whoõs Afraid of Finnegans Wake? 
  

 

 

 

Q1: Can you read FW to the end? Are there many parts which one cannot understand?  

 

Yes, FW is indeed meant to be read through. There are parts of the Book which 

are more readily understood  than others, without any doubt. But if Joyce is sure to 

have understood everything, so can we! We are still, sixty years after, most humbly 

learning f rom him:  In all respects. The ones who still reject any part of Joyceõs writings 

considering them as failures will one day repent. If they are still alive.  

 

About Q1: Would you explain about the meaning of understanding? Does the best 

understanding mean to know exactly what the author thought or felt or planned? Or is it a 

more subjective and a more creative act in a readerõs mind? From your context you may 

support the former.  

 

The understanding of understanding ñor Understanding Understanding, for 

shortñis a HERMENEUTIC problem which, I thought, stands, on account of its 

complexity, quite outside the scope of the present interview; initially I had a passage 

about it which I left out, its being too philosophical. Here is a quick tentative reply to 

your quer y: A text once definitive stands on its own two feet ñbe they FORM & 

CONTENT... The fundamental problem is that, in FW, Joyce fuses the two 

inextricably: The thing obtained circulates, but in another Cosmic dimension. That 

baffles Critics & Readers alike. And nonMaterialized (in the Text!) authorial intentions 

come to naught. They simply do not exist! Mine is a text -oriented approach. Not an 

author -oriented one. But Joyceõs mind was so linguistically vast that no careful 

Reader can ever hope to find something in there that Joyce had not envisaged at least 

in part. Just scrutinize the Beckett òCome in!ó controversy, as told by Nat Halperé 

 

Q2: Can you understand the plot while you are reading?  

 

Let me tell you the following story: Somebody went to Joyce once and said òIõve 

read your Ulysses and I donõt understand it!ó And Joyce asked in his turn òHow many 
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times have you read it?ó And the man said: òIõve read it twice over, sir.ó òThen read 

it ten times over!ó, replied Joyce commandingly. It is the same with FW: which 

reading are we talking aboutñthe very first, or the very twelfth? Each and every one 

of us have so far done hundreds of readings of it, in part or in toto, and every time we 

discover new things. Iõll tell you another one: Sergiu Celibidacheñthe famous 

Rumanian-German conductor of the Berlin, Munich, & Stockholm Philharmonic 

Orchestras, who never made a single intentional recording in his life, out of pure 

principleñsaid the following to the press: òWhen I scan a music score of genius the 

very first time, I donõt understand absolutely anything. I read it ten times over: that õs 

when I begin to understand its underlying patterns. I read it a hundred times: I know 

it better than its author!ó Not quite so with Joyce, where even the two editors of the 

Wake Newslitter gave up in despair, and stopped publication  of their most useful 

periodical more or less at the same time with the collapse of the Soviet Union, after a 

solid quarter century of endeavours. But the Celibidache procedure  helps a lot: for, 

as the saying is, ôto travel hopefully is better than to arrive. õ Another important point 

here: FW, just like Ulysses, is thoroughly episodic; so was in part Dubliners (mere 

sketches!), and the Portrait of the Artist (ultimately, a carefully hidden set of 

òprospectiveó & retrospective Diary entries & jottings down).  And last of all the 

Epiphanies: so very short, but so overwhelmingly important.   So significant that the 

term bobs up so frequently in the last thirty or so pages of the FW Book, where 

everything  is so very important.  

 

About Q2: What is the Celibidache procedure? Would you explain more about your assertion 

that FW, like Ulysses, is thoroughly episodic? Can you recognize the narrative structure or 

plot which binds each episode in the whole book? Compared with Ulysses such narrative 

structure of FW appears to be invisible.  

 

          (a) Both a Music score & a Lit.text have this in common that they have a script. 

But the music score has the advantage of carrying no stable semantic component. 

What a Conductor of genius does is simply to appropriate the òsyntaxó of 

music: melodic patterns & other patterns. Celibidache takes in EVERYTHING that is 

there, but no more: the FW Reader should do the same. Remember that an Opera is 

easier to direct than a Play: there are TWO Scripts. 

          (b) Ulysses is not at all divided into Chapters: it is made up of EPISODES. For 

Pragmatic featuresñTime, Place, Person, and Mannerñare discontinued: the 

narrative thread is thus totally disrupted.  

          (c) In Ulysses we establish Paradigmatic Links between Episodes, and we 

understand perfectly: in FW thereõs still a lot of basic work to do.  
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          (d) In FW, there are still so many macro- & micro - elements to be interConnected: 

once that done, the Reading will the n become plain sailing. (Never give 

WindowsMillennium to a French or Italian old -age pensioner whoõd never seen a 

keyboard in his life before:  I was as frustrated when I read Kafkaõs Metamorphosis as a 

12-year-old!).  

[Footnote: For Manner, or MODE, SEE Stuart Gilbert. 1930. And James 

Joyceõs Ulysses, passim.] 

 

Q3: If so, what did Joyce want to describe in the book?  

 

FW is the very first cosmopolitan Epic of the Global Village ñtogether perhaps 

with Ezra Poundõs a hundred and twenty or so Cantos. It is about EveryWoMan in the 

Eternal City of the  World Village PanEpiphanizing in Time, Place and Person. Quite 

a mouthful this, for the average litCritic to swallow with contentment. Hence, the FW 

battle... But: In order to answer this question, you must first  think in terms of 

Browningõs The Ring and the Book (perhaps compared with his Sordello), Poundõs 

Cantos, Eliotõs Waste Land & Sam Beckettõs two TrilogiesʄOnly in order to stay 

reasonably within the end of the previous Millennium; to say nothing of Nabokov õs 

Lolita, which was the first text ever to  have an Annotations Volume published during 

the authorõs own lifetimeé How well do you know these texts? If you havenõt scanned 

them properly, then it is high time to get cracking, and do it now.  Perhaps before 

proceeding to handle FW. Stop messing around with S. Conranõs laces & P.D. Jamesõ 

devices, the flaming bonds & blondes, Folletts & Forsyths and that ilk of best 

sellers. As  that guy Burgess put it, ôyou must get it well into your head  that, never for 

a second, Joyce ever intended to have his fw Book available for Airport purchase & 

inflight reading õ. For youõll have to work hard at your forty (European?) languages, 

even before starting scanning the... Books at the Wake, the whole lot. (I find it more than 

weird how every reader is supposed to òknowó, even remotely, the... actual Books at 

the Wake, but nobodyñeverñis equally supposed to be at all conversant with any of 

the forty languages...) And then, How many learners in this world of internet speeds 

& ubiquitous addresses are indeed prepared to invest so much time & so much effort? 

Only the philosophers... and the Joyce nuts.  

[footnote: Beckettõs Two Trilogies are as follows (with years of first publication in French or 

English ): Trilogy: 1. Molloy (1950.fr). 2. Malone Dies (1951.fr). 3. The Unnamable (1952.fr). Nohow On. 

1. Company (1980. eng). 2. III Seen III Said (1981.fr.). 3. Worstward Ho (1983.eng).] 

 

About Q3: In your book The Language of the Devil you said that FW is a universe simulacrum. 

Simulacrum means image or representation. Would you explain more about this? 
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 Simulacrum is far more than ôimageõ or ôrepresentationõ: it should nowadays 

by interpreted as òvirtual Reality ó in Literature.  

 

Q4: How do you evaluate the book? 

 

I leave this answer to A. Burgess, who, in his book Ninety-Nine Novels, The best 

in English since 1939, (first published in 1984!), rates FW as the star of his 99 texts, and 

even states by implication that the date of 11 February 1939 is far more important than 

its corresponding 1 September. AB, Mr ClockWorkOrange as it were, then concludes: 

 

(1984:26) Janus-faced, FinnegansWake looks back to the twenties but also to the indefinite future: no 

writer of the contemporary period has been able to ignore it, though most writers have succeeded 

in not being influenced by it. 

 

However, ABõs opening statement of this two-page entry is equally important in 

placing FW against the important background of its specifically idiosyncratic literary 

tradition:  

 

(1984:25) This long and difficult work represents for many the end of the period which began in 1922 

with Eliotõs WasteLand and Joyceõs own Ulysses (and, I add Virginia Woolfõs Mrs Dalloway ). To 

eliminate all traces of Victorianism, literary style had to change to the spare, ironic, experimental. There 

was also a franker realism than known in the old days. 

 

I agree with him more than entirely.  

 

About Q4: How do you evaluate FW or Joyceõs other works if you might criticize them from 

the feminist perspective? 

 

 Practically all feminist criticism comes from the United States, where 

knowledge of Foreign Languages never counts for very much, except in professionals. 

I consider myself a LanguageMan first, and try to consistently promote a language -

oriented approach. Joyce the Author decided to write FW in order to ram home the 

overwhelming significance of Language, which is less obvious, but always there, in 

his earlier writings (he admired Ibsen). (NB: There is no feminist approach in 

Linguistics: Linguistics is all ONE!)  

 

Q5: Is reading FW worthwhile or not? 

 

 More than that: it is the ideal and sole item to take along on a Desert Island! (in 

the sense of the BBC Radio Four programme anchored by Sue & her Disks): a 
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prerequisite to understand FW is never to back M. Drabble in choosing Old Wiveõs Tale 

(1908) by Arnold Bennett for sole reading on that islandé FW is mighty malt whiskey, 

by comparison. 

 

Q6: Do you think FW is too much concerned with sex?  

 

It must be understood once and for all that the 20th Century and its Great War 

(the First) brought about the collapse of the Victorian Puritanism in Literature and 

social morals, which had put Oscar Wilde into prison just before the Fin de Siècle 

(though i t is still lingering on in some non -European cultural and political 

Establishments, such as China and Cuba, and certain related areas). In the forefront of 

this change were writers like D. H. Lawrence & H. Miller. Joyce had identical 

intuitions  with them and, in consequence, most, if not all, of his early books were 

banned for precisely the same reasons. The literary panorama nowadays is to such an 

extent overtolerant that the Joycean descriptionsñin Ulyssesñof Poldyõs defecation, 

Stephenõs & Poldyõs respective micturitions, and Molly õs menstruation (thereõs 

symmetry in all that!) look so benign by the side  of the current literary output of, 

say, Anais Nin, Erica Jong, Régine Desforges, and even... Alberto Moravia. To end this 

answer with a rheto rical question: how important is sex to current television 

programmes all over the world, with few totalitarian exceptions? It ultimately was 

Joyce who opened our literary eyes wide to it, though Stanley Kubrick wound it all 

up with his eyes wide shut (whi ch, by the way, is, ultimately, a quotation from FW...).  

Then, on a lighter note , though wife sex & parents sex are never talked about in public, 

unless deviant, we shouldnõt forget that we owe our own individual lives to our own 

parentsõ more than adequate sex life (singular, rather than plural; mutual & 

interactive, rather than individualistic & narrowly hedonistic). Joyce was more than 

aware as to how important Sex was to the newly set up Kingdom of Darwin, and, in 

incommunicado connivance with Lawrence  (not the one of Arabia), helped bring 

down for ever the World Empire of Victorian Puritanism (which still survives in large 

pockets of the greenest Island of purest Ireland, where proper obstetrics is still 

practised only  on board the Dutch ships...). No, there is never enough Sex in the 

highBrow Dantesque Circle where our friend under scrutiny ñFWñsits. Just reRead 

the Honuphrius Episode (FW, pp 572-3)! 

 

About Q6: Do you think that the treatment of the sex in FW is different from that in Ulysses?  
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Joyce is the same: though his Freedom of Expression (on Sex) is far greater on 

account of his CRYPTIC discourse: that may well have started it all! His cryptic stance, 

I mean! 

 

Q7: Is the reading of FW any way interesting? 

 

 A large chunk of the answer here was already given, perhaps under Q4. 

However: The word interesting must be further qualified and/or rephrased: Reading 

FW is essential to the Writer of Fiction: for it is he whoõs got to learn. Reading FW is 

indispensable to the Talented Poet: for he innovates. Reading FW is necessary to the 

PlayWright: Shaw hated it; OõCasey shunned it; Wilde would have adored it. Reading 

FW is a treasure trove to the Journalist: to better headings in The Sun & News of the 

World. Reading FW is an occasional fountain of ideas to the Scientists: for what would 

they do without the quark (fw383)? Reading FW is a menace to the practising Literary 

Critic: how to handle it & stay clean? And learned. Reading FW is an ideal kow -tow 

opportunity to the  Literary Historian: for mentioning it would elevate his own Status 

(and a mere mention is a mere Form of Politenessé). Reading FW is a breadWinner-

cum-Status Pedestal to the fwNuts: but even Nat Halper was sensitive to Brancusi in 

Paris in 1975é As to the Global-Village Professors of Literature: they are sure to 

know better.  

 

About Q7: Would you explain the meaning and significance of the Global-Village? 

 

 The G8 Meeting starts about now in Genoa, Italy, where I am most of the time: 

it will deal with MOND IALISATION, and GLOBALISATION, which IS the Global 

Village. The European Union, likewise, is one Europe. So was the Soviet BLOC. So is 

Scandinavia, or the British Commonwealth. Joyce had sure seen this. 

 

Q8: What, in your opinion, is FWõs destiny in the 21st Century?    

 

With some luck (which it never had, because of the outbreak of the Second 

World War),  it may still be the Book of Literature which had witnessed  the Linguistic 

Pool of the World : The Global Village idea didnõt start when it started, nor did the 

Common Market; let us be honest about it: they all started in 1939, with the publication 

of Finnegans Wake: How many realized that? Practically nobody. For it is in there that 

the Spirit of the Age  first nested: Chaos & Babel come again: sprouting in Brussels & 

Bruxelles, Belgium. But with Order superImposed: quite Administratively so; for the 

Euro kangaroo, qv, provided The Concordance of Maastricht, as it were...  
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Footnote: According to the O. E. D., and to most Australians, the Euro is the standard name of 

a kangaroo the size of a Labrador... (Look it up, if you donõt believe me!) 

 

About Q8: How do you evaluate Vicoõs theory now? 

 

 Vicoõs Theory, rightly approached, is for all time; like Lavoisier.  

 

Q9: Can one learn anything by reading FW?      

 

  I defy anybody in this world who may say that Something ñlet us call it xʄis 

not there: All Languages are there (Joyce listed at least 40 or so). All Great Authors & 

Texts are there (cf. Athertonõs 1959 Books at the Wake). All major philosophic -historic -

scientific-psychologic ideas are there: (from Vico to quark to young Jung to Freund 

Freud to Beria...). The very specialized branches of Scholarship are there too: (even 

Topometry & Geodesy, & Topography, accordin g to Clive H, Motifs... (1962/1971: 95; 

117; 249). Graphotactics, according to the Concordance, esp the overtones Section. 

 

About Q9: Didnõt Beckett comment òthe Wake is not about something; it is that something 

itselfõ? 

 

 Beckett precisely meant the Virtual Reality I mentioned above (under Q3), 

though the actual term did not exist at the time (in 1929!). 

 

Q10: Do you think that Luciaõs madness affected Joyceõs writing?  

 

Not at all.  Neither the direction of his work, nor its very essence: He was far too 

single-minded for that. He was set on his course like a space rocket is set on its course: 

Linguistic acrobatics was, beyond doubt, Joyceõs forte, and he was sure to go the whole 

hog. Give me six months, and Iõll have any language. Volubly. Joyce was the same. 

Not even his wife (òJim, how about writing a best -seller?ó), the War, the European 

mess, the Irish mess could set him off his course. He finished FW, published it, as 

usual, on his Birthday, had it reviewed in the TLS in the very same issue with Hitle rõs 

Mein Kampf, and then, not having much else by way of plans, chose to pass away (13 

January) his work completed. With a little effort he could even have managed to die 

on his Holy Birthday ( 2 February): Like Shakespeare (23 April (both ways!)  & St 

George, Patron Saint of England).    

 

About Q10: How could Joyce be so strong to cope with the daughterõs sickness? 
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 Joyce was no ordinary man at all: he went for Massiveness & Meticulousness 

in both Ulysses (10 years) & FW (17 years), precisely because of Luciaõs mental illness, 

(b) his own blindness (please try and dictate to somebody a difficult passage from 

FW!) and (c) his own wifeõs inability to understand what he was after ( òJim should 

write a bestseller!ó). 

 

Q11: What passages do you find the most interesting?  

 

 Most certainly not the ones that Joyce recorded for Charlie Osgood in the 

1920õs. And not the openingʄor closingʄpages that make such excellent anthological 

& Seminar material for a host of respectable lecturers. No! I here advance that Joyce 

should be read paradigmatically, the way Atherton, & Hart, & Glasheen, & Halper 

used to do! And rather less so syntagmatically, which is indeed òthe Passagesó, andé 

the pages. To make full sense, we can never read FW in part, we must always read it 

in toto. Thatõs where the difficulty really is. Most difficult to interpret ʄbut 

exceedingly fascinatingʄare to me the ten one-hundred letter words. In fact, that 

expression carries a slight inaccuracy of fact, as one of themʄthe last one, in factʄin 

101 letters (fw424.20). Add it all up, and you will get 1,001; Les Mille et une nuits, in 

French; O mie ĺi una de nopŤi, in Rumanian, or The Arabian Nights, in English. A very 

good beginning that! Joyce carefully tells the careful reader right at the beginning o f 

the Bookʄ(005.28) (There extand by now one thousand and one stories, all told, of the 

same).  Could these ten òwordsó, hypothetically put together, end to end, make a run -

on text? If so, take the ten together, start chopping them up the way Hart does in his 

Syllafications, and you will be having a splendidly difficult nut to crack: Like the genes 

& chromosomes of the human body. Sort of. Only more chaotic! Like Hamletõs 

(3.2.366) cloud/camel/weasel/whale analogiesé That was, is, and will be The 

Paradigmatic Approach! It was thus that Bonheim (1967) followed the Germanic 

element quite germanically, and somebody else followed the Italian streak 

italienissimo. Cheng (1984) looked at Shakespeareana, and Reynolds (1981) at Dante 

(esp pp 302 to 326); I for one am looking at philosophy: In the FW texture. For I firmly 

believe that Joyce remains the most exquisite philosopher of all Language. A 

philosopher practitioner promoting a mandatory philosophy (oxymonron that?) of the 

panEuropeansõ Language. Or should it be the common unional language of the 

pun Europeans? Very rare that. Shakespeare was one. So was Dante. So is Browning 

& Eliot & Poundé 

And more especially, Joyce was indeed a philosopher of languages other than 

his own. It is a real pity that so many outstanding literary scholars of our days have 

so little languages (sic!): the linguistic tours de force of Browning & Pound, Eliot & 
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Beckett, and also, more recently, Borges & Nabokov are quite, quite out of our 

studentsõ minds these days. But on top of it all, Joyce remains and will eternally be the 

Supreme Philosopher of Literary Rhetoric. For in the Age of exclusively pecuniary 

incentives, who will again work for nothing for full 17 years (not to take into account 

the so very special skills of genius involved)?   

 

About Q11: Do you think that FW cannot be paraphrased or summarized to anyoneõs 

satisfaction? Why did Joyce make such difficult expressions using so many languages? With 

such difficult word play did Joyce want to convey some important messages? 

 

 As long as we do not exactly understand WHY Joyce fiddled with Language 

Convention to such a wild extent, and (b) WHY hce/HCE is so protean, and his Family 

too, we can neither paraphrase, nor summarize. Nor even Translate. Remember that 

WHY is a very difficult question Word indeed!  

 

Q12: Are there any literary techniques in FW worth imitating, or, at least, letting oneself be 

influenced by...?  

 

All. Everything. Stuart Gilbert (1930/1969: 172 -176) pointed to many... It is only 

a pity that scholarship hasnõt got that far yet. But it will come. It will sure come. When 

the period of linguistic -discourse debasement by the media will have spent its force... 

And it is here that the Internet will help. Stuart Gilbert brought 

circumstantial  evidence to prove that ALL figures of speech were there within the 

span of a single episode of Ulysses. Later a contributor to the Wake NewsLitter proved 

beyond a shade of doubt that all these, and more, were to be discovered within one 

single page of FW! Though they were both speaking in terms of 50, or so, literary 

devices, rather than in terms of the existing 500 or more, their point was proven 

beyond doubt, and their evidence is very, very relevant.  

 

Q13: Do you recommend FW to other people? If so, how should they handle it?  

 

God forbid FW is ever recommended as obligatory Reading by any Educational 

Establishment well -established! through Government push anywhere in the World! 

Anywhere! For that would kill it the way it has quite killed Shakespeare &  Flaubert & 

Proust & Blake in the eyes, ears & hearts of so many millions of little boys & girls 

plodding unwillingly to school, in ever so many schools all round the world. I do 

recommend it  most warmly, but only by implication ... and occasional hints: For 

imposition ex cathedra kills Literature.  Irrémédiablement 
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About Q13: Do you think that Joyce wanted FW to be read by general readers who have no 

profound knowledge in languages?  

 

He thoughtñtogether with Eliot & Pound ñthat the whole world would 

gradually get more & more educated: our own parents thought so too. Instead, the 

whole world gets more illiterate with pulp fiction generating cheap television (with a 

range of vocabulary of around 3,000 American words or even less), & Government 

Education foregrounding the Here & Now to the detriment of a panChronic 

Weltanschauung (with Thunder taught as part of Environment Studies), and Poetry 

having disappeared from the Media absolutely everywhere). Paradoxically, a Reader 

today is far less equipped culturally than a Reader 100 years ago. Then, WHY did 

Joyce study Italian (& French), and not English, like you & me? And not Irish either?   

 

Q14: Why are quite a number of scholars or students interested in FW? 

 

 Because they might intuit its overwhelming imp ortance. Others of course do it 

for mere academicʄor scholarlyʄcredit. 

 

About Q14: How do you evaluate the famous critical approaches of Lacan or Derrida on FW? 

What do you think of the future trend of those critiques? 

 

(a) I met Jacques Lacan first in 1974 at the First World Congress of Semiotics in 

Milan, a congress organized by Umberto Eco (both his lecture, & my FW paper 

are printed in the Congress Proceedings). Then I met him again at the 1975 

Joyce Symposium in Paris. His lecture there I have in front of me, edited by J. 

Aubert, entitled òJoyce le Symptomeó. On both these occasions I discussed FW 

with him, sometimes in the presence of Roman Jakobson of Harvard. I basically 

agree with Lacan (esp pp.16-17 of vol.1 of Paris Proceedings) where he 

compares Joyce with Verdi & calls pages 162 & 509 ôun tour de farceõ, a 

comment full of praise.  

(b) I studied Derrida in the early 1970õs in Stockholm, in a Danish translation of De 

la Grammatologie, which I still must have somewhere. I was asked to do 

presentations of that particular book to the Swedish Society of Psychoanalysis 

whose members had no French. The discussions went on in Swedish about a 

text in Danish, originally written in French by Derrida. Then, I met the Man 

himself at the 1984 Joyce Symposium in Frankfurt, organized by Gabler: as I 

shared the same hotel with Derrida, we had breakfast together and, inevitably, 
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discussed FW. I feel I have very little in common with him, as his fundamental 

views on Language are so very divergent from mine. We never found comm on 

points worth the notice. There is a lot of preliminary FW work to do before we 

get to Derridaõs brand of philosophy. I never even quote him in my book on 

FW. 

 

Q15: If you think the reading is difficult, what are the causes?  

 

 I explained this in my book The Language of the Devil: the paradox is thatʄThe 

more difficult the text, the faster the very first reading must be (forget the 

ReadersGuides!): just like driving a car on a bumpy road ʄgoing faster: you may kill 

the car, but you get there with less hiccups in your breast... 

 

About Q15: How do you evaluate your book Language of the Devil (1987) now? Why did you 

use the word devil? 

 

 You ask how do I evaluate my book Language of the Devil now: I think it is as 

topical as ever, and as correct as ever. I would never change a syllable in it. I am slowly 

putting together a follow -up along identical principles: that was mentioned here and 

there in the text, if you remember. I am using DEVIL in the sense of Blake, esp. his 

Marriage of Heaven & Hell. It is the sense of Joyce too, in his letter entitled The Cat & the 

Devil to his grandson Stephen J, who visited me in Monaco several times, and who 

published that letter in bookform, in English, and then separately in French. Act ually, 

Joyce was fond of the devil: he even looked like one. Remember also his slogan 

òSilence, Exile, & Cunningó, very devilish indeed. Then the Dante-Inferno associations 

& affinities which bring in Beckett and the whole of Italian literature.  

 

Q16: How to describe your experience of reading FW?  

 

Exhilarating! Quite probably it is the most òcharged-with -meaningó Book in 

the whole of World Literature.  

[footnote: Always remember Ezra Poundõs so very relevant definition of Literature: 

òGreat literature is simply language charged with meaning to the utmost possible 

degree.ó (in: ôHOW to Readõ, in: Literary Essays. 1918/1968. p.23.)] 

 

About Q16:  Would you tell me about your first experience of reading FW; when, how, and 

why?  
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As a small child, during the War (1941-1944), my favourite hobby was to 

identify foreign languages on short -wave radio. Having had a smattering of Greek 

from earliest days (my paternal grandmother came from the island of Rhodos), and 

speaking English with my father most of the time (h e had received an American 

education at Constantinople), I could identify up to twenty languages on the radio 

without ever having seen them written, or without having met any people who were 

native speakers of them. In secondary school, I was the best pupil at languages: first 

German, during the occupation, then Rumanian, Latin, some Russian, a lot of private 

lessons of French at home, and finally massive English at the end of the war. 

Throughout my schooling days, & University, I was the acknowledged 

multi Language expert. I then learnt Swedish in six months (after my father died), and 

thus easily understood both Danish & Norwegian. I tried Finnish without any success. 

It is against this language background that I came to FW as a teenager: I took it to be 

the universal language book. For I am one of the rare persons who reads FW for 

multiLanguage rather than for the Story: and I have remained like that all my life, I õm 

afraid.  The fundamental attraction of my first reading of FW, fragmentary of course, 

was the rather childish research Question òHow can so many Languages & so many 

difficult words be in one single head?  That of Author Joyce?ó And I have stayed with 

this Question. To put it bluntly, I think I am at the opposite pole of scholars like 

Adaline Glasheen & Bernie Benstock who concentrated on WHOõS WHO in the book 

and were almost exclusively digging for the Story, which was th en so elegantly 

displayed by Anthony Burgess, my neighbour here in Monaco, in his book A Shorter 

FW. The Story is vastly important of course, but there are also other structural 

elements, like Clive Hartõs motifs, which give the book both Shape & Symmetry. Then 

I discovered by myself that it is not th e Story that is so important but rather the 

characters, headed by the protean HCE. But I usually I do not adopt other peopleõs 

ready-made conclusions: I prefer to read & re-read FW until I reach conclusions of my 

own. That is why I always have a copy of it  at hand.  

 

Q17: Is FW translatable?  

 

Most faithfully & absolutely accurately, NEVER ! (Nor can Shakespeare, within 

the same narrow Range of Rigour , with Pentameters, (non)Rhyme, Alliteration, Pun, 

etc. met on an ABSOLUTE parity basis.) (No! No genuinely great literary text ever is: 

except perhaps by Beckett his own work only.)  But very, very approximatively, 

MAYBE ! If we define journalistic subediti ng of press agency fax & teleprint pulp as 

intraLanguage paraphrase , then Translation becomes almost automatically what we 

should call interLanguage paraphrase , the prerequisite of which is to define the 



Tatsuo Hamada 
How to read FW? Why to read FW? What to read in FW? 

Edited by C. George Sandulescu & Lidia Vianu 
105 

 

 

                                

Language first. Let us state the following: There is  genuine consensus that Dickens 

wrote in English. Balzac wrote in French. Equally clearly. Which means that the 

Languages of Dickens & Balzac are Constants. In the 20th Century  however, the 

language picture changes drastically, as Sam. Beckett would be Dickens & Balzac in 

one, sending his English manuscripts to Publisher John Calder in London & his 

French manuscripts to Publisher Jérôme Lindon in Paris, equally famous. (There is 

then here the subsidiary questionñWas Beckett translating himself? If so, from what  

Language into what Language? On that point, all Critics either fumble, or remain 

quasiSilent.) Bearing all this well in mind, we must then ask the question: How about 

Joyce in FW? Where is the Language Constant? It is not at all by mere chance that he 

clearly appended his List of 40 Languages right at the end of his 

(BritishMuseumLibrary) FW Manuscript. Why did he do that? To ram the point home 

with the finesse of a dull sledge hammer that it was these 40 Languages (and perhaps 

a little more) that was his Constant. Quite idiosyncratically so.  If we are to adopt a 

consistent Fragestellung Approach in dealing with Translation, we must then also ask 

ʄIs the Honuphrius Episode (fw572.21 to 573.33 down to òTranslate a laxó) written in 

crystal-clear English? My answer to that question is most categorically YES! One only 

needs to take into account the following types of òrewrite transformations ó in point 

of ubiquity of personal reference, or ubiquity of identity , for short: A nother 

theoretical aside is necessary here: Roman Jakobsonõs fundamental definition of the 

Sign in 1972 at the Milan Congress of Semiotics is more than essential for a rigorous 

outline of the FW Story. Jakobson says in untranslatable French: òLe signe est un 

renvoi.ó If we represent it by an arrow, thus PƂ. We obtain a remarkable placement 

of the 48-line long Honuphrius microtext against the overall macrotext of 628 pages 

(of, roughly, 36 lines each) which is the whole of FW: (in order of appearance in the 

Episode:) 

Honuphrius Ƃ Humphrey Ƃ HCE                               Ƃ {Fatheré} 

Felicia Ƃ Issy Ƃ Izzy Ƃ Isabel Ƃ Isolde                      Ƃ {Daughteré) 

Eugenius Ƃ Coemghen ƂFinn Ƃ Kevin Ƃ Shaun    Ƃ {Son 2é)  

Jeremias Ƃ Jerry Ƃ                                            Shem    Ƃ {Son 1é) 

Anita Ƃ Ana Livia Ƃ                         ALP                      Ƃ {Motheré}        

 It must be said in passing that the Honuphrius Episode carries exactly thirty 

different Names of Persons in 48 lines: the rest is written in very òpureó and 

unadulterated English. One of the relatively few writers of good literature who 

resorts to ubiquity of identity in his fiction is William Faulkner in his The Sound and 

the Fury (1929). Did he ever get it from Joyce? They seem to have caught a glimpse of 

each other in a Paris restaurantéThe hypothetical answer (in part to Q 12 above) is 

that most Americans have always been fascinated by the ubiquitous Man in the 
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Macintoshé (Ulysses 6.895 òI donõt hnow who he is. Is that his name?ó) Then, the most 

important question in Paraphrase & Translation is that of Equivalence. Complex 

informational -cum-linguistic equivalence. (Most acutely aware of it was of courseé 

Beckett). It constantly asks the question whether A is equivalent to B, and on what 

grounds: the range of grounds is indefinite, too often fringing infinity. We should 

never forget that there is Cultural Equivalence and Linguistic Equivalence: a word 

is sure to always and invariably have a corresponding equivalent; not so much a 

Proverb or a Cliché. Or rather: not quite as easily. Then come the more complex 

StylisticRhetoric Equivalence, and last but not least national (?) Discourse 

Equivalence. One last thing on the issue of Translation: by the side of the most 

outstanding Linguistic Genius of James Joyce, the Linguistic Competences of a 

Dickens, of a Balzac, and even of a Beckett look minuscule: Shakespeare himself pales 

somerwhat. The only pity is that the glitterati have so little foreignAlien Language to 

go by in their value judgmentsé 

 

About Q17: There are FW translations into French, Italian, Spanish, Korean, Japanese, etc. 

however, Yanaseõs FW translation into Japanese looks like to make a different FW. On the other 

hand a paraphrase of the end of FW entitled òSoft Morning, City!ó by John Hinsdale Thompson 

(in The Analyst XII) conveys the original meaning and beauty. Do you think the paraphrase 

of FW into the modern English is still useful? 

 

 I have right in front of me the Italian Translation of Luigi Schenoni as well as 

the French Translation of Philippe Lavergne. I know Schenoni personallyʄI met him 

often at Joyce Congresses, and he visited me several times in Monaco. Between 1977 

and 1987, I used to co-ordinateʄat Joyce symposiaʄpanels called òLinguistic Analysis 

of FWó and both Schenoni & Liana Burgess (Anthony Burgessõs wife) were my 

panelists in Dublin, Zurich, Frankfurt, etc.  I have the Japanese translation, boxed 

somewhere too, though I cannot lay my hands on it right now. The Spanish & Korean 

translations I have never seen. I rate Schenoniõs Italian translation the best of all the 

ones I know and I can judge: he is far more courageous, & dares to twist Italian most 

energetically; Joyce himself is sure to have looked benignly upon it. Schenoni is so 

cocksure of himself that he puts the original FW text a fronte, that is, by the side of his 

own work. Also, his critical apparatus is form idable. Lavergneõs is quite tame by 

comparison: it is more than clear that he does not dare to mangle the delicate French 

language as he should in order to pack in all that Joyce wanted carried by the FW 

texture. The text is complete it is true, but the translatorõs flimsy Avant -propos (pp.3-

6) does in no way reveal the translatorõs motivations or procedures. Whenever I look 

at it, I wish I could do some research into the specific constraints societally imposed 
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on French non-casual discourseé As to paraphrase, it is better than nothing, but I 

donõt think much of it.  

 

Q18: What is the place of FW in World Literature? 

 

  I am using the term Weltliteratur  in the Goethe/Eckermann sense, qv, and I 

consider it superior to the overSubjective overCirculated Comparative Literature , for 

global-village mentality & ways of thinking do in the long run impose World 

Literature as one. Within this optic FW  is still patiently  expecting its doom in the Great 

Dentistõs waiting room, with Joyce non-novices doing far too little to ensure it pride 

of place. This sustained interest in Japan for Joyce & ALL his work amply proves my 

point. Not quite agreeing with Vladimir Nabokov, who extols Ulysses, but not FW, 

this is exactly what I for one am trying to do.  A quixotesque und ertaking? In this world 

of semiLiteracy & avalanche of pulp fiction, perhaps. The book may have been 

halfkilled by Hitler & his War,  but my conviction is that the 1939 artistic & literary 

standards are not history yet. FW is sure to come into its own whenñ(1) non-

translation attitudes will carry the day, (2) individual European Languages will all of 

them be thriving all over the world, and (3) Rhetoric  as a complex Theory of Literary 

Devices will again be what it used to be in the good old days... 

[footnote : The term Weltliteratur is first mentioned in Gespräche mit Goethe in den letzten 

Jahren seines Lebens, 1823-1832, published by his secretary Johann Peter Eckermann.] 

 

About Q18: Could you tell us who are your favourite authors other than Joyce?  

 

Favouri te Authors? I like to discuss William Blake or Joseph Conrad with my 

students: years ago, in a series of lectures at the University of Turin I gave an Analysis 

of Blakeõs Prose for a whole term. Other names of authors have already cropped up in 

my Answers to your Questions here, which I entitled òWhoõs Afraid of FW ?ó. I am at 

the moment preparing for a couple of lectures on Ezra Pound, whom I consider to be, 

together with Eliot, even more important than Joyce or Beckett, in point of weighty 

theoretical statements. Beckett, of course: I gave about ten lectures on Beckett in 

Stockholm & Uppsala in December 1969, when he got the Nobel Prize. In Monaco, at 

the Princess Grace Library, where I had been appointed Director by Prince Rainier 

III,  I organized the following international Congresses:  (a) Gablerõs 1984 Ulysses, in 

1985. (b) William Butler Yeats (with Norman Jeffares, who even sent an invitation to 

attend to the Crown Princess of Japan), in 1987. (c) the Joyce Symposium, for 500 

participants, in June 1990. (d) the first ever Congress on Samuel Beckett, in 1991. (e) 

the first ever Congress on Oscar Wilde, in 1993. (All Proceedings Volumes were 
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published by Colin Smythe.)  My research interest at the moment is focused on Writers 

who Wrote in Languages Other than Their Own: (a) Tristan Tzara, Eugene Ionesco, 

Mircea Eliade & Emile Cioran (coming to French from a Rumanian background). 

(b) Elias Canetti, Nobel Prize 1981, (coming to German from Bulgarian & Spanish, via 

English?). (c) Vladimir Nabokov (coming to  English from a clear Russian 

background). (d) even the poet Dylan Thomas, whose Welsh language is omnipresent 

in his English... They are practically all 20th Century writers. From previous centuries 

I would first name Dante Aligheri, who wrote everything in Latin, except the 

Commedia (I am lucky to be so close to Italy, and have the opportunity to polish my 

Italian all the time). And, of course, Black & Browning. esp, The Ring & the Booké and 

Sordelloé 

 

Q19: How many distinct types of Imagination did Joyce have? 

 

 There is a close interdependency between what I call Joyceõs Linguistic 

Imagination (fw539.06 Daunty, Gouty and Shopkeeper) to say nothing ofʄ(fw47.19 

Suffolose! Shikespower! Seudodanto! Anonymoses!) on the one hand, and what is 

generally know n as the Imagination Character -Situational on the other hand, in the 

following very relevant microtexts:  

 
Dickens (òPapa, whatõs money?ó) 

& Ch. Bronte (òReader, I married him.ó) 

& Swift (òMy father had a small estate in Notthinghamshireó) 

& DefoeʄJoyceõs favourite! (òI was born in the year 1632, in the city of Yorkó). 

 

Remember that, by comparison, Joyceõs Imagination has always been more than 

episodic (Epiphanies, to Diary jottings down, to snatches of interior monologue, to ʄin 

FWʄsnatches of words). Throughout. It should always and invariably be defined as 

(a) episodic, and (b) thoroughly linguistic. One of the most superb of Joyceõs 

òlinguisticó achievements is beyond doubtʄ(fw244.34:1.2) (Panther monster for gloss 

ôpaternosterõ). Its counterpart in point of exquisitness of aesthetic perfection (in plain 

words, Joyceõs by far the most beautiful piece of texture) is the very last Sentence of 

the second Episode of Ulysses: the wellknown ôMr Deasyõ Episode: (u 2.448-9) (On his 

wise shoulders through the checkerwork of leaves the sun flung spangles, dancing 

coins.) 

[foot note re Panther monster: cf my Language of the Devil, which is devoting a whole 

chapter to a Paradigmatic Analysis of the various occurrences of Paternoster segments 

in FW, pp.36 to 55] 

 

About Q19: What is the source of Joyceõs imagination? 
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 There is no single source for Joyceõs Imagination. He had a fixation with 

Languages, and ALSO a fixation with Prose Fiction: hence TWO, (a) we should all 

remember that wherever Joyce went he not only learnt the language of the Place, but 

also, more important, pushed all his family to do the same (his wife õs Italian was 

adequate; his grandsonõs Stephen Zurich-German is near native). Then, Trieste has 

this in common with both Monaco & Zurich that they we re & are places where many 

languages are spoken (cf Italo SVEVO, La Conscienza di Zeno & Tom Stoppardõs 

Travestiesʄwith Tzara, Lenin & Joyce in Zurich). According to statistics there are today 

92 national groups in Monaco speaking at least 40 languages: this is hypothetically 

true of both Zurich & Trieste, full of exiles throughout the 20 th Century. (b) Genuine 

imaginations, be they fictional or linguistic, are compulsive in nature. The most 

relevant examples are the major novelists who produced a novel a year (not 

necessarily for money!) for long stretches of time. Rebelais & Fielding. Balzac & 

Dickens, or Thackeray. Proust & Henry James. Graham Greene & Anthony Burgess. 

Not all had other languages (neither Greene nor James did!), but they all had the 

compulsion to write fiction, which is one way of materializing imaginative outbursts. 

What triggers the outbursts? That we do not know. Money? No! that only happens 

with very nonpermanent Literatureé 

 

C. George Sandulescu  (Ph.D.) is Greek by origin, Rumanian by birth, Swedish by 

nationality , and English by education. He has worked as a teacher & researcher, & 

taken part in international congresses. His twin focus of research is (a) 20th Century 

European literatures, with emphasis on Joyce & Beckett, and (b) a handful of central 

European languages and their respective linguistics, again wih emphasis on Joyce & 

Beckett. In 1978 he settled in Monaco, soon after Anthony Burgess took up residence 

there, and was appointed Director of the Princess Grace Irish Library, which he 

developed as a Conference Centre: in the following 14 years or so, he organized 

international conventions on Joyce (1985 & 1990), Irishness (1986), Yeats (1987), Beckett 

(1991), Wilde (1993), with all Proceedings published. At present he conducts massive 

research into how languages correlate with the narrative structure of Joyceõs Finnegans 

Wake. 
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15. Joe Schork and Finnegans Wake (FW) 

 
 

 

Q1: Can you read FW from beginning to end? Are there parts which cannot be understood? 

 

 No, I personally do not (and have not) read the WAKE continuously, from start 

to finish; rather, I read selected pages and puzzle through them. There are many parts 

which are very difficult to understand, even for readers who have gone over the pages 

many times. I suspect that almost every reader uses Roland McHughõs 

ANNOTATIONS  for basic help with facts (linguistic, cultural, historical) buried in the 

text. 

 

About Q1: When and how did you read FW at your first reading? 

 

 My first extensive and through read ing of FW was in the 1980õs, after I had 

examined the facsimiles of the NOTEBOOKS and was interested in tracing Joyceõs use 

of a series of notes (from a popular biography of P.T. Barnum). Before that I had 

merely tried to make sense of a few passages here and there in the work.  

 

Q2: Can you understand the plot while you are reading? 

 

 If òplotó means the presence of the basic characters and the repetition of 

primary themes (as determined and constantly modified and refined by experts), 

yesʄafter many years of examining the text itself, working on the underlying 

NOTEBOOKS, and reading the critical suggestions of experienced scholars, I feel fairly 

confident in following the general movement of the WAKE (which is nothing like the 

òplotó of a conventional novel). If òplotó means following the action and the characters 

involved in it on every page (as would be necessary in a conventional novel), hell no!  

 

About Q2: Would you teach us about reading the texts hagiographically as suggested by your 

book JOYCE AND HAGIOGRAPHY (2000)? 

 

 Granted the cultural/religious aspects of Joyceõs youth and his education in 

elite Jesuit schools, it is natural that the saints of the Roman Catholic church were as 

much a part of his early life as the heroes and heroines of Classical mythology or the 



Tatsuo Hamada 
How to read FW? Why to read FW? What to read in FW? 

Edited by C. George Sandulescu & Lidia Vianu 
111 

 

 

                                

figures of early Irish history. Thus, when he wrote about turn of the century Ireland, 

saints played a significant role in his fiction. This is a matter of background, not belief. 

I share the same of the cultural and educational background (but in the United States, 

not Ireland), thus I have written a book on the impact of hagiography (saint -lore) on 

Joyceõs workʄespecially since I have found out that most Joyceans know very little 

about this esoteric topic. The detection of saints and their usually humorous 

contributions to Joyceõs fiction is just one of the many ways that scholars can help 

others to understand and enjoy the sometimes difficult task of getting at ULYSSES or 

FINNEGANS WAKE. 

 

Q3: If so, what did Joyce want to describe in the book? 

 

 In my judgment, Joyce wanted to do at least two things in the WAKE: first, 

create a sustained work in which the language, techniques, and structures are very 

different from any other book; second, incorporate into that work elements from many 

cultures from different eras and placesʄwith a natural (because that is what he knew 

best) emphasis on material from western European civilization, ancient and modern. 

The WAKE has no moral, political, social, or religious purpose; it is a literary 

experiment. Thus, it describes its own execution. And, always and everywhere in its 

conception and evolution, humo ur in the most important element.  

 

About Q3: What do you mean by òFW describes its own executionó? Please explain more. 

 

 By òexecutionó I do mean òlegally sanctioned death,ó but òthe process of 

putting the work of art together, ó òthe creating, making of the work, in all its details. ó 

Thus FW is about its own creation. 

 

Q4: How do you evaluate the book? 

 

 A huge success for those who (like me) enjoy working on 628-page 

multilingual, polycultural, funny crossword puzzles. I like a good laugh, even at the 

expense of days of trying to figure out what the joke is, and in what languages. Those 

who are not turned  on by language-study and exotic references to minute bits of world 

history, all jumbled together, will be totally frustrated by even a few lines of the 

WAKE. Those who attempt to find in it a social or potical message, expressed in some 

buried code or key, are wrong and usually boring.  
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About Q4: Canõt we try to find great issues of universal significance in FW, such as the 

struggle between father and sons or the relation between father and daughter? 

 

 Those who want to examine and find universal significance in Joyceõs use of 

father-son, rival brothers, father -daughter relationships in FW are certainly welcome 

to do so. I personally find that a concentration on such issues usually stems from a 

desire to find parallels in Joyceõs personal life or to construct some cosmic theory 

based on FW. That process does not interest me. 

 

Q5: Is reading FW worthwhile or not? 

 

 If you enjoy the type of detection that I describe above, you will enjoy the 

WAKE, but it takes time, patience, and practice. If you want  or expect a òmoral 

messageó or a guide to social action in what you read, pick up another book and wax 

ponderous over it.  

 

About Q5: Do you think Joyce wanted readers to read FW as you have stated? 

 

 Yes. 

 

Q6: Do you think FW contains too much sexual matter? 

 

 There is sexual (and scatological) matter everywhere in the WAKE, but it 

generally takes a lot of digging to figure out what õs going on, how, and to whom. The 

WAKE is not a pan-European KAMA SUTRA; on the other hand, there are many 

humorous and outrageous references to sexual matters of every sortʄand usually 

expressed in the language of clever, but raunchy high-school boys. 

 

Q7: Is reading FW interesting? 

 

 If a reader is interested in the topics and techniques which I judge to be essential 

to the WAKE, yes. If the task sound too difficult, too Eurocentric, too much of a puzzle 

aimed at language-savvy fact-freaks, no. 

 

Q8: Does FW have a future? Will it be read in 21st Century? 

 

 In my judgment, very few people read FW during the last half of the  20th 

Century. Many people pretend they have read the WAKE, but they have usually 
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merely read about it. Others read into FW their own political/social concerns. That 

will continue; but I suspect that the current century will see a drop in WAKE readers, 

as its linguistic and cultural foundations seem more remote and require years of study. 

The WAKE is now a book for a small international group of intellectually elite who 

like looking things up in reference books (and that has nothing to do with academic 

credentials or positions); it will remain even more so in the future. Please note, my 

answer is undoubtedly conditioned by my primary interests in the ògeneticó 

background of FW, its sources, their traces in the NOTEBOOKS, and the development 

of the text. 

 

About Q8: When I see Joyceõs original hand-writing, I am afraid that some errors might have 

occurred in reproducing the manuscripts. Do you think the present text of FW has no such 

errors? 

 

 Given the exotic nature of the development of FW there are certainly many 

typographical error in the final text. Also, Joyceõs handwriting is often extremely 

difficult to decipher. One of the reasons why I like genetic scholarship is that the 

finding of Joyceõs source is sometimes the only clue to what one of his notes says. 

 

Q9: Can you learn something by reading FW? 

 

 Yes, you can learn everything, but that knowledge will not make you rich, or 

just, or kind, or piousʄit will, however, give you great fun and fill your head with 

wonderfully useless information which has been expressed with flair and humour.  

 

Q10: Do you think Luciaõs madness affected Joyceõs writing? 

 

 Of course, since he was a human being and a concerned father. Did it leave an 

discernible mark on or is it the key to the WAKE? Noʄno more that the workõs sexual 

and scatological dimensions are indicative of Joyceõs personal behavior or taste. 

 

Q11: Which parts of FW are most interesting? 

 

 My personal favorites are: I.6 The Questions (pages 126-168); II.1 The Mime of 

Mick, Nick and the Maggies (pages 219-259); II.2 Night Lessons (pages 260-308); III.2 

Shaunõs Sermon (pages 429-473); IV (.2) Kevinõs Isolation (pages 604.27-607.22). I must 

immediately add that I like these sections because I know the most about them, their 

sources, and the NOTEBOOK material from which they evolved.  
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About Q11: What are the NOTEBOOKS? Where can we find the NOTEBOOKS you referred 

to? 

 

 For brief comment on the NOTEBOOKS and their use, see R.J. Schork, òBy 

Jingo: Genetic Criticism of FINNEGANS WAKE,ó in JOYCE STUDIES ANNUAL 5 

(1994) 104-127; a comprehensive overview in Danis Rose, THE TEXTUAL DIARIES OF 

JAMES JOYCE (Dublin: Lilliput Press, 1995).  

 

Q12: Can one learn any useful literary techniques in FW? 

 

 Practically speaking, noʄbecause FW is unique; it cannot be imitated (and can 

be parodied only in small bits). Theoretically, yes: any masterpiece (and it is) requires 

years of planning and revision, as did the WAKE. Hence, my special interest in its 

genesis and gradual revelation. 

 

Q13: Do you recommend that people read FW? If so, how? 

 

 Yes, if they like puzzles and are prepared for years of puzzlement. For help in 

that frustrating task, I recommend Roland McHugh, THE FINNEGANS WAKE 

EXPERIENCE as the best introduction to the project. Two basic and essential reference 

works: Roland McHugh, ANNOTATIONS TO FINNEGANS WAKE (revised edition) 

and Danis Rose and John OõHanlon, UNDERSTANDING FINNEGANS WAKE. Two 

more advanced helps are James S. Atherton, THE BOOKS AT THE WAKE and Roland 

McHugh, THE SIGLA OF FINNEGANS WAKE. 

 

Q14: Why are quite a number of students and scholars interested in FW? 

 

 Because FW is known, world wide as the ultimate literary challenge. Many 

people like to try their hand at the most difficult tasks. Others like to pretend that they 

do. 

 

About Q14: People are interested to know why Joyce wrote FW after ULYSSES. How do you 

evaluate ULYSSES in comparison to FW? 

 

 I guess that Joyce felt that FW was the next step in his writing career, one to 

which he was willing to devote seventeen years of intensive work, even though many 

of his friends told him that very few people would or could read it. Despite its 
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technical innovations ULYSSES is a relatively conventional novel; the WAKE is unique 

in matter and form. FINNEGANS WAKE stands all by itself as the ultimate 

linguistic/cultural puzzle. The two works cannot be compared, even though some 

Wakean elements are present in ULYSSES. 

 

Q15: If you think that reading FW is difficult, what are the causes of the difficulty? 

 

 Throughout all my answers I have stressed that even a beginning reader of FW 

must have a wide language background (English, Latin, German, French, Italian), 

know ancient and modern European and Middle Eastern history, and have s ome 

background in the scriptures of the Judeo-Christian tradition and the heroes and ritual 

of Roman Catholicism. These prerequisites, I emphasize, are NOT matters of value, 

practice, or belief, rather they are necessary backgroundʄthat of Joyce and of his ideal 

readers. 

 

Q16: How do you describe your experience of reading FW? 

 

 Best fun in the world is working at Finnegans Wake. 

 

R.J. Schork (D.Phil.[Oxford]) taught Classics (Latin and Greek language, literature, 

and culture) in several American universities. His publications include articles on Latin 

literature, Roman Egypt, Byzantine religious poetry, Shakespeare, 19-20th Century 

European novels, and James Joyce. His current project is an examination of Joyceõs use 

and abuse of the Bible. 
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16. Sam Slote and Finnegans Wake (FW) 
  

 

 

Q1: Can you read FW from the beginning to the end? Are there many parts which cannot be 

understood? 

 

 I can and have read FW from beginning to end several times (as well as having 

read chapters or passages individually many times). There are far too many parts that 

I canõt understand at all; there are many parts where I would say my understan ding 

is tentative at best; and in certain places, admittedly few, after much work, I õve 

reached a level of comfortable, bur still incomplete, comprehension. Iõm not sure that 

this is the same as claiming that there are parts that cannot be understood at all. I 

would say that provisional comprehension is perhaps the best that can be achieved, 

but this is not quite the same as utter incomprehensibility.  

 

About Q1: What is òprovisional comprehensionó? Explain more. 

 

 I simply mean an interpretation that does not cover everything; there are gaps 

and so on. Itõs something tentative, a first (or second or third) step; but never a final 

step, not something definite, that closes and resolves the matter definitively. To a large 

extent every interpretation is provisi onal, with FW I would say that most 

interpretations that are worth anything are somewhere aware or conscious of their 

limitations.  

 

Q2: Can you understand the plot while you are reading? 

 

 There is a great temptation for readers these days to focus on plotʄat the 

detriment of other facets of the òliterary experienceó. I try to avoid looking for plot in 

FW but the temptation is always there: itõs easy to think you understand something if 

you can reduce it to a plot. I strongly doubt that FW tells a story tha t was then 

òmucked upó by all those puns. In a sense, I try to avoid òunderstanding the plot ó 

when I read FWʄbut then I donõt always succeed in this. 

 

About Q2: Do you advise that for general readers the Plot Summary  by John Gordon is 

worthwhile reading? 
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 I donõt want to rule anything out, if it helps fine, but be aware of its limitations.  

Gordon is very knowledgeable about JJ and FW and his approach is very scholarly. 

One way his book is useful is to show the limitations of a òplot analysisó of FW. 

 

Q3: Then what did Joyce want to say in the book? 

 

 If I knew that. ... 

 

Q4: How do you evaluate the book? 

 

 Is evaluation the goal of reading? Why must there be a value? or, even, why 

must there be a goal to reading? 

 

Q5: Is reading FW worthwhile or not? 

 

 See above. Also, some people find it enjoyable, others (many others) donõt. The 

same could be said about pretty much any human activity.  

 

Q6: Do you think FW concerns sexual matter too much? 

 

 This question cropped up in our FW reading group last week. A simpl istic 

answer is that FW aims to encompass all human experience and sex is certainly a part 

of human experience and perhaps, depending on who you ask, the key part of human 

experience. One need not resort to Freudian or psychoanalytic approaches to 

appreciate this. 

 

Q7: Was reading FW interesting or not? 

 

 Certainly, otherwise I still wouldn õt be reading it. 

 

Q8: Will FW become the book of the 21st century? 

 

 What then was the book of the 20th century (and the 19th and so on)? 

 

Q9: Can we learn something by reading it? 

 

 FW certainly forces its readers into learning how to read again. It canõt be read 

in the same way as a traditional novel and thus requires something different, an 
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approach that comes slowly, after many years of engagement with the text. I certainly 

approach other texts differently now.  

 

About Q9: Could you explain more about the approach that you think the best now? Please 

extend your opinion. 

 

 I donõt think that there is any single mode of reading that can be applied ôen 

masseõ to literar y texts. Each text suggests its own protocols of reading, which should 

always be viewed with some degree of skepticism, i.e. they should be questioned. I 

think this might be a good way of characterizing how I approach texts differently now 

after the Wake. (This is something that Nathalie Sarraute calls the òère de soupçonó, 

the age of suspicion.) 

 

Q10: Do you think that Luciaõs madness affected Joyceõs writing? 

 

 I prefer not to answer questions like this.  

 

About Q10: Do you think Joyce had writerõs block before, during or at all writing FW? 

 

 Definitely. For the first four years of writing FW (1922 -1926), Joyce worked 

without the benefit of a clear template for what he was writing (unlike Ulysses where 

he had the basic scheme in mind from day one; Ulysses did evolve over its seven years 

of writing but the basic template had been set from the beginning). In October 1923 he 

wrote Weaver: òThe construction is quite different from Ulysses where at least the 

ports of call where known beforehand. é I work as much as I can because these are 

not fragments but active elements and when they are more and a little older they will 

begin to fuse themselvesó. For those first few years, each new piece would lead to 

something else which in turn would lead to something else a nd so on. By 1926 he had 

enough written that the basic structure was finally apparent to him (the fourfold 

Vichian scheme, etc.). It only òfused togetheró in 1926. But, by 1927 Joyceõs 

productivity declined sharply. One could say that Joyce had difficulty writing once he 

had a clear idea of what he was doing. From that point on he only could work in fits 

and starts with several lengthy periods of virtual inactivity. It was only in the mid -late 

30s, with the final revisions and the writing of II.2, II.3, II. 4 and IV that he built up 

sustained momentum again. 

 

Q11: Which pages are the most interesting? 
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 For me, I like I.5 and pretty much all of book III (especially III.3), but I would 

not claim that these are the most interesting pages. 

 

Q12: Can we find literary techniques to use from reading FW? 

 

 Probably. As I said earlier, we can certainly learn to read again, differently.  

 

Q13: Do you recommend for other people to read FW? If so, how do you recommend? 

 

 Yes. Not everyone will like it. FW works for so me sensibilities, not others. I 

usually say something along the lines of: donõt worry about not understanding it, find 

something to latch onto, you may be wrong in that choice, but since youõll probably 

never be right about FW anyway, thereõs no harm in being wrong. In fact, being wrong 

about FW is more enjoyable than being right about many other things.  

 

Q14: Why are a growing number of scholars and students interested in FW? 

  

 Iõm not sure this is true. 

 

Q15: If you think the reading difficult, what are the major causes? 

 

 Briefly: any single passage in FW (and, by extension, the book as whole) 

occasions a variety of interpretations, some of which will be contradictory. At the root 

level the punning and the syntax are behind this polysemy, but there are o ther factors 

as well. FW contains references to such a broad number of fields that no single reader 

has the requisite competence to catch them all (this is one reason why group readings 

are useful). And even if one could (armed with McHugh, Mink, Glasheen,  O Hehir et 

al.), that might not make any substantive difference: annotation is not quite the same 

as understanding; at best itõs a step along the way. We read FW with our ignorance 

(obtundity as Fritz said) as well as with our knowledge.  

 

Q16: How would you describe your experience of reading FW? 

 

 At first: ambitious. I read FW before reading anything else by Joyce and 

thought that I could òget itó with enough work. The first time I went cover to cover in 

about a month and pretty much deluded myself into thinking I had attained some 

slim level of understanding. Still haven õt cracked it, not expecting that I will anytime 

soon, or ever. In some ways I could say that at each new reading I understand it less 
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overall but enjoy it more. There is something almost magical when a passage starts to 

gel, not all the pieces resolve, but something unexpected emerges. I think that thereõs 

very little that õs accidental in FW; I think Joyce rarely (if ever) puns for the sake of 

punning, there is some kind of cohesion within passages, but itõs a lateral cohesion 

(and there would be many different modes in which this kind of cohesion could 

happen). As I said earlier I think people rely on plot too much, this may be because 

plot is a privileged mode of cohesion. Iõd say that FW works otherwise.  

 

About Q16: I think this is an important opinion; so please explain more. What is cohesion? 

Explain the last sentence more.  

 

 I simply mean an interpretation where everything fits together (see my first 

answer and the follow -up). Cohesion is when you can close a book, lay it on your 

table, and smoke a pipe (or another suitable activity for moments like this), smug in 

the knowledg e that you have mastered the object you have just consumed. I donõt 

think that one can ever approach FW with an expectation of eventual mastery, itõs not 

in the dice. 

 

Sam Slote is the Joyce scholar in residence at the Poetry/Rare Books Collection, SUNY-

Buffalo. He has written The Silence in Progress of Dante, Mallarmé, and Joyce (1999) and 

has co-edited two volumes of Joyce criticism: Probes: Genetic Studies in Joyce (1995) and 

Genitricksling Joyce (1999). 
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17. Donald Theall and Finnegans Wake (FW) 
 

 

 

 

Q1: Can you read FW until the end? 

 

 Yes, I have read it through a number of times, since my first reading in 1950ʄa 

small reading group which included Marshall McLuhan and my wife, Joan. I think it 

is important to read it as the learned satire that it is. This is why in the early readings 

of the Wake, it was frequently pointed out how central Swift, Sterne, and Rabela is were 

in the Wake (and to a bit lesser extent Pope). Joyce signals this by the constant play 

with Swift and Sterneõs names in the Wake. Reading it in the spirit of learned satire, 

that is, playing with a multiple series of levels enriches the experience, but also brings 

one closer to Joyceõs playing with myths and religions ʄanother motif of the early 

discussions of the Wake. This is also genuinely in the spirit of the Wake being a book 

about books in an era where the book is being transformed by the new electric era. 

 

About Q1: Would you explain more about McLuhan and your first reading experience of FW? 

 

 I first encountered Joyceõs major works as an undergraduate at Yale in late 1948 

when I read Ulysses in a seminar on great epic works. Because a close friend was doing 

a baccalaureate thesis on Giambattista Vico, I began playing around with Finnegans 

Wake at the same time. But my first major encounter with the Wake began in 1950 when 

I moved to Toronto and met Marshall McLuhan. In early 1951 as a graduate student 

working on a thesis under McLuhan õs direction, he, my wife and myself and a varying 

group of two or three other people began to read the Wake a few days each week. 

Sometimes McLuhan and I did further readings on our own. This persisted over three 

years. During that period I was writing a doctoral thesis under McLuhan õs direction 

on Communication Theory in Modern Poetry: Yeats, Pound, Eliot and Joyce, which included 

a substantial section on Ulysses and the Wake. I also wrote an article on Joyceõs Wake, 

which appeared in the journal associated with McLuhan õs first Culture and 

Communication seminars, Explorations, entitled òHere Comes Everybodyóʄan article 

which was praised in a letter from Carola Giedion -Welcker. She and her husband had 

been friends of Joyce who arranged his emigrating with his family to Switzerland 

during the Second World War. The activity with McLuhan was more than a reading, 

since it was an ongoing interactive dialogue about Joyce and his context, including 
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casual readings of a paragraph or two at virtually any time during the day. His 

personal sense of humor made the reading particularly rich, since he had a natural 

affinity f or the Joycean style of wit (puns, portmanteau words, verbal overlayering, 

etc.) which permeated his later writings on communication, media and technology.  

 

About Q1: Are there many parts which cannot be understood? 

 

 It is obvious that there are parts of the Wake that will elude most readers, but 

whether this is a question of their not being understood or rather a question of 

limitations on the time or attention that any reader can give to explicating an 

extremely complex, multi -level book. The work of so many Joyceans, such as David 

Hayman, Adaline Glasheen, James Atherton, Roland McHugh, Clive Hart, Louis 

Mink, Fritz Sennõs A Wake Newslitterʄand many later writers who have extended their 

researches into other areas such as childrenõs games and lore, science and technology, 

popular culture, Greek and Latin references, linguistics, etc.ʄincreasingly suggests 

that there are no parts of the Wake that do not provide perceptual, if not conceptual, 

significance to all of the text. While there may be parts that at one reading or another 

I donõt grasp, does not mean that they cannot eventually communicate a significance 

and have an effect. Frequently, it is a question of acquiring further knowledge, 

particularly in areas such as history and the history of literature  and the arts. 

 

Q2: Can you understand the plot while you are reading? 

 

 Since there are multiple plots in the Wake and as plots they are not central to 

the nature of its structure, it is relatively straightforward to understand the various 

plots. But being a learned satire (a contemporary Franco-Anglo -Irish transformation 

of what Bakhtin has discussed as Menippean satire), the plot is not the central feature 

in the way that it might be in a traditional novel or in Aristotlean poetics. The obvious 

plot(s) have been pointed out since early on in critical discussions of the Wake. But it 

is an action like that of Lewis Carrollõs Alice booksʄan imaginary dream action 

reflecting and refracting the everyday world in which plot elements actually become 

perplexing complexes of semantic ingredients. The famous letter is a prime example 

of this; the rainbow is another. Joyce constantly gave guidance to the significant 

elements, which are partly, if not largely marked by the earliest sketches that were to 

mark what Hayman in The Wake in Transit has described as the nodal system of the 

Wake.  
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About Q2: Do you recommend to read FW from the beginning to the end (from Book I to Book 

IV)? Why do most people lose interest in that process? Are there too many difficult words that 

deviate or dissipate the interest? Isnõt it too difficult to grasp the main theme for average 

readers? 

 

 I believe it is best to set the goal of reading the whole of the Wake, but the 

beginning reader must be aware that he will from time to time wander around in 

different parts of the Wake. Since Joyceõs work encourages intellectual play while still 

providing inte nse feeling and perceptual activity, there is a natural desire to seek 

complementary sources of information, while reading. When I first did it in 1950, the 

guide we used was the then highly regarded Skeleton Key to Finnegans Wake, but we 

supplemented it by looking at those books that Joyce used as basic frames of reference 

which we could recognizeʄi.e., the Bible, classical sources, the great spiritual books of 

the East and West, major writers of all periods, atlases, encyclopedias, etc. People often 

lose interest in the process of reading the Wake because they try to approach it like an 

ordinary novel (or perhaps long, relatively prosaic poem), while the work itself is an 

entirely new mode of oral, literate and graphic multiplexity which Joyce himself 

indi cated repeatedly. The words ought not to be difficult if they are treated as puns, 

particularly multilingual puns and if they are listened to for their music as well as 

their sound and their graphic alphabetic structure. It helps to think of dream, nonsens e 

writing and literature as constituting the code (Roland Barthes) and to think of Joyce 

as establishing transverse communication as described by Gilles Deleuze in his work 

on Proust. This transverse aspect causes some of the difficulty, since it is relatively 

unusual in literary material to lead the participating audience -reader back and forth 

throughout the work across the surface. This is why the motifs listed in Clive Hart õs 

study of the Wake reveal a key aspect of this type of writing (i.e., motifs lik e òfelix 

culpaó, thunderwords, òfiat luxó, Buckley and the Russian General, etc.). 

 

Q3: If so, what did Joyce want to describe in the book? 

 

 òDescribeó seems a strange word to use in relation to what Joyce is about in the 

construction of a waking dream. If it aims at asking about the core visions of the book, 

then it should be said Joyce is using learned satire on religion, myth and science to 

celebrate the re-embodiment of a faith in the world within the human person, fully 

recognizing that such a fleshly re-embodiment is situated in a world in which an 

embodied person is an electro-machinic construction of nature. For Joyce this re-

situates in his world  the love, respect and mutual support of the traditional familial 

relations through the primacy of the woman. In the process he is critiquing the 
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continual war that rises out of paternalistic or power oriented belief systems, whether 

as religions, mythical  systems or the power-oriented aspects of science and 

technology. His satire, in the tradition of learned satire, is a mixture of praise and 

blame, celebrating the sacredness of everyday life, while condemning the multitude 

of modes of power, paternalism and control which threaten it.  

 

About Q3: Who is the most interesting character in FW among HCE, ALP, Shem, Shaun and 

Issy for you? And why? 

 

 Each of the characters is interesting (not necessarily likable) in a different way 

and I would be hard pressed to choose between them. Besides such judgements may 

not be relevant since the characters are constantly undergoing metamorphosis 

throughout the Wake so there is a certain inconsistency to their nature when compared 

to the characters in a straightforward novel . HCE is largely an anti-hero (as Bloom is); 

Shem is a medley of the poet-intellectual and a trickster -con artist permeated by 

conflicting bouts of insecurity and ego; Shaun is a great study of the manager-

politician -bourgeois; ALP, a medley of the feminin e, like Molly and the mother 

goddess; and Issy is the embodiment of sexuality, virility, youthfulness, seductiveness 

and teasing. 

 

Q4: How do you evaluate the book? 

 

 Iõm not sure whether this is asking how one would go about evaluating the 

book, or what oneõs evaluation of the book is. Taking it to mean the latter, personally 

I would consider it one of the greatest books of the twentieth century and artistically 

on a par with Dante and Leonardo. Perhaps in the long run it is even more the unique 

epic of its time (like those of Homer, Vergil and Milton) than even his Ulysses is. It 

should be noted the impact that it has had on artists and thinkers from diverse areas 

of interest such as John Cage, Merce Cunningham, Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, Jacques 

Derrida, Marshal l McLuhan, and Phillipe Sollers. Further in the popular cultural 

sphere there are people such as Frank Zappa, Robert Dobbsʄthe Flipside columnist, 

and even the Beatles. In reaching such an evaluation I personally unabashedly rate as 

a high factor that it i s an intensely intellectual, yet intensely human and emotional 

work contrary to many of our preferences of the present moment. While my references 

are focussed on the West, it is only because the generic direction Joyce chose rose out 

of that tradition, bu t as many discussions of Joyce have pointed out, his challenge was 

to produce one of those globally significant books on a level with the Upanishads, the 
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Koran, the Book of the Dead, etc. (and perhaps in the secularizing the sacred and re-

inserting it with in the everyday world of physical love, he has succeeded). 

 

About Q4: Why are such thinkers as Derrida and Lacan interested in FW? How do you 

connect FW to Beatles? 

 

 FW is connected to the Beatles on various occasions by John Lennon himself 

(see, for example, The Beatles Anthology, 176). In a brief reply it would be hard to 

encompass all the complex inter-relationships of Joyce with Derrida, Lacan and for 

that matter, Deleuze. Derrida has explained his own fascination in two lectures on 

Joyce, which are well known in the Joycean world. Lacan incorporated Joyce into his 

lectures that have been published. These issues have been explored in Geert Lernoutõs 

French Joyce, in the essays in Post-Structuralist Joyce (ed. Attridge and Rabaté) as well 

as more specific studies such as Allan Roughleyõs work on Joyce and Derrida. But 

basically Joyce was a pre-post-structuralist who anticipated in his practice many of 

the issues that Derrida, Lacan and Deleuze later theorised. Their interest in the Wake 

was an interest into the intuitive realization within Joyce õs art of what vitiates many 

aspects of their theories. 

 

Q5: Do you think FW concerns itself with sexual matters too much? 

 

 No, since embodiment is central to the core vision of the work. The entire sexual 

realm is relevant and significant. The celebration of the sacredness of human 

intercourse at all levels necessitates, even welcomes, the entire spectrum of sexual 

activity, including the tactility and sensitivity of the flesh of human bodies.  

 

About Q5: How do you think of the incest desire or triangular relationship in FW? 

 

 Incest is just one aspect of Joyceõs encompassing all the modes of 

polymorphous perverse sexuality that permeate the Wake. It has a particular 

significance because of its association with the question of Freud-Jung and psychiatry 

which Iõll comment on below, but it is only one of the modes of perverse sexuality that 

Joyce invokes and it is only one of the many sets of triangular relationship within the 

Wake. Joyce is not judgmental on any of these modes of sexuality, since he is reviewing 

the global modes of human existence through time and space that have been 

investigated anthropologically. Seeing he does approach these questions 

anthropologically through writers like Mali nowski, Lévi -Bruhl, Jousse and others, he 

could approach the question of incest through its presence in tribal cultures as well as 
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the early stages of biblical history. In this context it became an essential part of his 

Viconian history of the emergence of humankind  

 

Q6: Is reading FW interesting or not? 

 

 Since Iõve been reading it now for fifty -two years and am always happy to 

return to it, I find it fascinating and rich in emotional and intellectual rewards.  

 

About Q6: Can average readers find interest in reading FW? 

 

 Obviously, since many have. 

 

Q7: Does FW have a future to be read in the 21st century? 

 

 Like all great, complex works it has a prospect for being read long into the 

future as long as there is a future, which may not be, if we cannot sense the critique of 

war and violence in books such as the Wake. 

 

About Q7: Would you explain more about danger of òthe critique of war and violenceó? 

 

 Joyce was writing the Wake between two wars, the first of which it is known 

affected him and his writing of Ulysses (see, for example, Fairhillõs James Joyce and the 

Question of History). The Wake was launched as a period of military action and violence 

in Ireland was coming to a conclusion. As he was finishing the work, Hitler was rising 

to power and the threat s of impending war permeated Europe. Joyce well understood 

Hitlerõs power as Ruth von Phulõs note in the Wake Newslitters (New Series v. I, #5 

(1964)) suggests. The Wake opens with the òmuseyroomó and its remembrance of 

Napoleon and Wellington ( òWillingdon eó) and closes with the debate between Muta 

and Juva, which von Phul suggests referred to the Munich pact of 1938 among other 

things. Puns such as those present in òGhazi poweró link Irish violence to later Nazi 

violence. But it is permeated with remembran ces and echoes of wars, some of which 

focuses around Buckley and the Russian general. The wars are often linked with 

religion which seems to be an aspect of the conclusion to the debate between Patrick 

and the Archdruid following the Muta and Juva intercha nge. But the point is that 

Joyce satirizes war and violence as part of his overall satiric vision. This association 

also often involves religious elements as well, since wars are so frequently permeated 

by religious elements as they were in Ireland. This fits with Joyceõs satirization of 

organized religion and his celebration of the secularization of the sacred. Iõd like to go 
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on at greater length, but the complexity and importance of this subject makes it 

impossible to encompass in an interview. 

 

Q8: Can you learn something by reading FW? 

 

 Obviously from my previous remarks I believe that I have. It is also apparent 

that people like Cage and Derrida feel that they have. For an exemplary account of 

how much someone can learn by reading Finnegans Wake read the chapters about Joyce 

and McLuhan in my recent book The Virtual Marshall McLuhan. 

 

About Q8: Would you explain more about the relationship between McLuhan and Joyce or 

FW? 

 

 The relation between Joyce and McLuhan is so extensive that it permeates three 

chapters in my recent book, The Virtual Marshall McLuhan (Montreal: McGill -Queenõs 

University Press, 2001). Therefore, I would suggest to anyone interested in Joyce and 

somewhat interested in McLuhan to read it.  

 

Q9: Do you think Luciaõs madness affected Joyceõs writing? 

 

 No, not in the obvious way, but it did lead him into an intense interest in 

psychiatric literature which has a major role in the Wake. In other works, I think it 

opened him to influences he otherwise might not have pursued (e.g. Jung, whose 

analysis of Ulysses upset Joyce, but who, as a later contact through Luciaõs problems 

intellectually involved Joyce).  

 

About Q9: Did Joyce trust the psychotherapy of Freud and Jung? 

 

 Joyce never òtrustedó any theories. While he was intrigued and used the work 

of Freud, Jung and other writers on psychology, he contained it within an ambivalent 

satiric context, which he foreshadows in such quips as the one about Alice, who is 

òjung and easily freudenedó. 

 

Q10: Which pages are most interesting? 

 

 This question I find leads to a trivializing of genuine reading of the Wake, since 

it is the scope of the entirety that most fascinates. Genetically, perhaps the pages 
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associated with the original sketches are of great interest as guides to the nodal 

structure.  

 

Q11: Can you find some literary techniques to learn from FW? 

 

 In a certain way, the Wake is an encyclopedia of literary styles, techniques and 

structures. Just as in Episode 7 of Ulysses, Joyce incorporates a comprehensive display 

of rhetorical figures and techniques. But he also incorporates an extensive display of 

the wide varieties of prosody. Most obviously, though, is his extensive variety of 

elaborate paranomasia and other forms of verbal display. Along with microstructures, 

the Wake like Ulysses exhibits a wide variety of macrostructures both in its overall 

structure which is a dream vision, a learned transformation of Menippean satire, an 

extended dramatic monologue, a cyclical or helical celebration of death and rebirth, 

etc., and the included structures with each of the seventeen episodes demonstrating 

one or more different generic forms. It could provide a major source of new literary 

techniques for contemporary writers, just as the variety of uses made by aspects of it 

by such various writers as John Cage, Anthony Burgess, Stanislaw Lem and Phillipe 

Sollers. Of particular importance was the way that Joyce was designing a new 

language to cope with the complexities of exploring a world in which the book was 

being transformed as all pre- and post-electric media were rapidly converging. This 

theme is associated in studies of this aspect of Joyce with the prehistory of 

cyberculture and virtual reality, and the emergence of hypermedia.  

 

About Q11: Would you explain more about the study of FW through the Internet? 

 

 This cannot be outlined in a brief interview. Apart fro m material in my books 

on Joyce about this subject. I have two articles which would be particularly relevant 

to anyone who might be interested. The first òBeyond the Orality/Literacy Principle: 

James Joyce and the Pre-History of Cyberspaceó can be found on-line in Postmodern 

Culture (May 1992) at the John Hopkins University site or the Finnegans Web site at 

Trent University (www.trentu.ca/jjoyce). The other, which is about using the 

computer technology in Joyce research is available through the journal Text Technology 

(Fall, 2001) and is available at the web site of the Centre for Computing in the Social 

Sciences and Humanities at the University of Toronto. The latter text is more 

specifically about using the powerful facilities of computers in textual analy sis; the 

former is a more speculative consideration of the way Joyceõs vision and the 

emergence of the Internet were connected. Neither fully examine the wide potential 

of the web for research for aids to understanding Joyce and the large number of Joyce 
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aids available. Just the easy availability of the multitude of texts to which Joyce refers 

and the ease with which they may be searched is not only an impressive aid, but 

almost an anticipation of what Joyceõs vision anticipated.  

 

Q12: Do you recommend for other people to read FW? If so how recommend? 

 

 Of course, I recommend that people read the Wake. It is vitally important as a 

vision leading to an understanding of the wake of the twentieth century and it is 

accessible to a wide range of people, as those in reading groups exemplify.  

 

About Q12: Would you explain about your saying in Q3 that an embodied person is the 

electro-machinic construction of the nature? 

 

 Again, because of the complexity, I must cite my James Joyceõs Techno-poetics 

(Toronto: UTP, 1997) in which the fourth chapter is entitled òSinging the Electro-

Mechano-Chemical Bodyó. You see this motif coming up again and again in the Wake, 

particularly in the opening of II,iii in which HCE is described in terms of being an 

electro-mechanical communicating machine (FW, 309-10). It also suggests one of the 

ways in which Joyce incorporates and transforms Whitmanõs poetic vision in his own 

work. All of this ties up with Joyce õs early medical training and with his living through 

a century in which there  has been an increase in our awareness that human body 

functions are an assemblage of electric, mechanical and chemical energy. In fact, the 

whole of James Joyceõs Techno-poetics explores this theme among other scientific, 

technological and mathematical aspects of Joyceõs work. And it is Joyce himself who 

described himself as òthe greatest engineeró as well as a òphilosophistó and musician 

in writing the Wake. He also insisted on the Wake being grounded on a mathematical 

structure. It should be noted this h as links forward to the next question about new 

theoretical directions, since these issues arise in the items I have cited there. 

 

Q13: Why are quite a number of scholars or students interested in FW? 

 

 Just note the preceding replies. 

 

About Q13: Do you expect a new theoretical approach on the critical study of FW? 

 

 The nature of literary theory is such that there will always be a new theoretical 

approach to the critical study of texts and the complexity of Joyceõs text particularly 

invites this. In some ways the approach through virtuality and cyberspace that has 
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arisen in works such as those of Darren Tofts and my own writings suggest this. In 

the light of such recent work as Kathleen Hayles, HOW We Became Posthuman, this 

approach should take on new significance for reasons which I mention below.  

 

Q14: You think the reading difficult, what are the causes? 

 

 An unfamiliarity with the complex play with language and languages coupled 

with a global culture that seems to favour the unintellectual and what is easily grasped 

and sensational. Reading the Wake becomes easier the more one plays with it while 

reading it. There are other attendant difficulties. It, like Ovid one of Joyceõs most cited 

classical poets, invites a certain amount of research on the part of its readers into 

history, myth and religion because it is of genuinely satiric epic proportions.  

 

About Q14: Can FW be included in the poetical work too? 

 

 The Wake can only be described as a post-Menippean (or Varronian) satire and 

like the Varronian or  Menippean satire a poetic mixture of poetry and prose.  

 

Q15: How do you describe your experience of reading FW? 

 

 That seems to me to be implicit in my responses to all the previous questions. 

It has been a wonderful, life long encounter and interaction wi th a great poet, visionary 

and thinker of the twentieth century.  

 

About Q15: What are the differences between the times of your first reading and the present 

with regard to reading and understanding of FW? 

 

 Obviously with such a rich text there is increas ed pleasure and understanding 

which occurs over time through continuous study.  

 

Donald  F. Theall  (B.A. Yale 1950; M.A. Toronto 1951; PhD Toronto 1954) is 

Professor Emeritus, Trent University and former Molson Professor, McGill 

University. His publications were: The Virtual Marshall McLuhan (2001); James 

Joyceõs Techno-Poetics (1997); Beyond the Word: Reconstructing Sense in the Joyce 

Era of Technology, Culture, and Communication (1995); The Medium is the Rear 

View Mirror: Understanding McLuhan (1971). He was the author of articles on: 

communication theory, poetic theory, James Joyce, T.S. Eliot, Wyndham 

Lewis, Science Fiction, Film Theory, Alexander Pope, Satire, Harold Innis, VR 

and Cyberspace, including an electronically published article òBeyond the 

Orality/Literacy Dichotomy: James Joyce and the Pre-history of Cyberspaceó. 
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18. Aida Yared and Finnegans Wake (FW) 
 

 

 

 

Q1: Can you read FW until the last? 

 

 Yes, in fact I have read it several times. Initially, it was from beginning to end. 

Nowadays, I randomly open any page and read, unless I am working on a specific 

passage. However, whenever I read page 628, I cannot help but turn to page 3 where 

the sentence seems to continue. 

 

About Q1: Are there many parts which cannot be understood? 

 

 Way too many. I find that the parts that are understood are only a minority.  

 

About Q1:  I know your name by your feminist framework article entitled òReference as 

Feminine Pleasure in FWó published in the Abiko Quarterly #18. You are also unique because 

of your Middle Eastern background. What language is your native one and how many 

languages can you speak? Where and how did you learn English? 

 

 I can speak Arabic, French and English. I grew up in Lebanon where most 

children learn 2 languages (Arabic and French or English) from the start. In my home, 

we spoke a hybrid of Arabic and French. The grade school I went to was mostly 

French, as it was a catholic school started by French missionary nuns. We started 

English as a 3rd language in Middle school, and then I went to an American 

University. Defining which is my òmother tongueó is very confusing to me, because I 

do not feel anchored in any of the 3 languages. Currently most of my work is in 

English, so this is the language I think and write in. People have suggested various 

ways of defining a mother tongue; my favorite is Fritz Senn õs suggestion: it is the 

language in which you address a cat (for me Arabic), or possibly the language in which 

you count (French), you cuss while driving (Arabic), you tuck your children into bed 

(Arabic), you pray (French)... 

 

Q2: Can you understand the plot while you are reading? 
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 Most often, it is very difficult to u nderstand the plot and there may actually be 

no plot at all. There certainly is some òactionó going on but with no linearity to it.  

 

About Q2: Can you recognize a connecting story line or a hidden narrative structure from 

Book I to Book IV across FW? 

 

 I personally cannot and do not try to. The way the òplotó if any is structured, is 

akin to what you may find in Shakespeareõs Mid-Summerõs Night Dream or in the 

Arabian Nights, with shifting identities and a storyline constantly distracted and 

diverted.  

 

Q3: If so, what did Joyce want to describe in the book? 

 

 I think Joyce wanted to describe what writing is at its most basic level. The 

process of writing, the way letters look on the page, the difficulty and purpose of it. 

In many passages, he may be battling his own problems: the illness of his daughter, 

his eye problems, toothache, questions about intimate relationships. Very importantly 

in my opinion, he is describing the anxiety of death and the afterworld, and trying to 

push that moment away.  

 

About Q3:  Would you explain how to prove your opinion that Joyce is describing the anxiety 

of death and the afterworld? 

 

 It is only a component of FW. There are very frequent references to death, the 

afterworld, judgment day. The references draw on the Bible, Islam, the Egyptian Book 

of the Dead and certainly many other sources. Quickly leafing through FW, I notice the 

presence of Israfel the Summoner (the Angel of Death) on p.49, the soul in Islam getting 

handed from angel to angel on p.191, many frightening images of death on p.549. All 

of chapter II.1 (The Mime of Mick, Nick and the Maggies) may be taking place in the 

afterworld. I think one of the reasons Joyce was particularly interested in the Arabian 

Nights is that the storyteller Sheherazade is trying to defeat death by telling her tales, 

stringing them together or enclosing them in one another so that there is no definable 

òendó. Such storytelling may be a way of fending off death. Joyce further crams into 

FW countless reference books so that the amount of storytelling in FW, or rather 

through FW, is practically endless, and would keep one so busy as not to have time 

for fear, war, death and the such. There is a wonderful letter from Joyce to his 

daughter-in-law Helen in 1935, where he wishes for her to tell him tales to fill òthe 

nights of the Imbecidrivelling war ó (JJLIII, 381). 
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Q4: How do you evaluate the book? 

 

 I think this is a great book. It reminds me of a movie by the French moviemaker 

Alain Resnais called òToute la Mémoire du Mondeó from 1956. In it Resnais visits and 

talks about the French Bibliothèque Nationale, and how it is a repository of human 

memory. Finnegans Wake seems a condensed version of the same. Joyce in fact used to 

go to the Biblioth èque Nationale and work there on a  regular basis. If you were asked 

which book you would take on the proverbial desert island, and decided to take 

Finnegans Wake, you would have, included in it, fragments from or references to an 

enormous number of volumes. Some are òreferencesó in the usual sense of the term, 

others are less known works of doubtful importance; but all are there, present 

somehow in Finnegans Wake. To name a few, the 11th edition of the Encyclopaedia 

Britannica, the 17 volumes of Burtonõs Arabian Nights and the Bible would p rovide you 

with plenty of reading material.  

 

About Q4: Explain more about the influence of Bible and Arabian Nights on FW. 

 

 I have not explored the influence of the Bible on FW, besides noticing quotes 

from the Bible or references to various characters or stories. A lot has been written 

about it; let me mention for example the book A Wake Lock Picked,  where Harry Burrell 

highlights the presence of Genesis in FW. I have been working on the Arabian Nights 

and find that  this work has an enormous influence on FW; in particular the edition by 

Sir Richard Burton that had some 17 volumes. Joyce greatly admitted Burton, which 

he considered a fellow Irishman. Joyce was reading Burtonõs Arabian Nights over the 

several years he was writing FW, and some passages he read 2 or 3 times as we can 

infer from his Notebooks. He was interested in many aspects of that work: the stories 

and the narrative strategies used, but also their religious background, and importantly 

the vocabulary of  Richard Burton. I have included some of my findings in an article 

on Burtonõs òTerminal Essayó that came out in Joyce Studies Annual, 2000, but there is 

a lot more to be said. 

 

Q5: Is reading FW worthwhile or not? 

 

 I think it is absolutely worthwhile, no t so much for the plot or the content, but 

for the way one reacts to it. It is a very funny book; to be sure, ask a child to read aloud 

a random passage and chances are they will burst into laughter. Other passages are 

very tragic and introspective. The Wake also provides numerous opportunities for the 
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thrill that those of us who like puzzles and riddles feel when coming across one; to 

give you a simple example the word òshiroskuroó occurs in the Wake and means the 

Italian òchiaroscuroó which is a painting term meaning the juxtaposition of light and 

dark; but the same word is made of the Japanese terms òshiroó and òkuroó which 

mean white and black. It reminds one of Lewis Carroll but Joyce has a background so 

much more erudite than Carro ll that it is much more challenging: he plays across 

languages and all kinds of references. Then of course, the Wake is a starting point for 

all kinds of research, into its sources or its techniques... 

 

About Q5: Are there any Arabic alphabet or words used in FW? 

 

 There are a few Arabic words scattered in FW. They are mostly related to Islam, 

for example on page 5. Joyce also refers to the Arabic alphabet on pp. 121 and 366. I 

have included some of these findings in an article on Islam in FW (James Joyce 

Quarterly, 1998). Joyce also collected several words (Arabic and English) from Richard 

Burtonõs Arabian Nights. They make up a big part of the section entitled òWordsó in 

Notebook VI.A (Scribbledehobble). It is also interesting that Joyce had in his library  a 

pamphlet entitled òDoughtyõs Englishó published by the Society for Pure English. 

Doughty is the author of Arabia Deserta. In the pamphlet, the author argues that 

Doughty found in Arabic his model for òpure Englishó. This is something very 

interesting th at I am currently working on.  

 

Q6: Do you think FW concerns with the sexual matter too much? 

 

 I do not think so. Many passages definitely have sexual overtones, but themes 

I find at least as frequent are the act of writing and death for example.  

 

About Q6: Arenõt there several passages related to incestuous desire or dark side of human 

nature in FW? 

 

 There certainly are incestuous desires evident in the book, towards the mother 

or among the siblings. 

 

Q7: Was reading FW interesting or not? 

 

 I think it is absolutely fascinating. I started reading it in the early 1990s and 

since then almost everything I have read had to do with Finnegans Wake. I think that 3 

things attracted me the most. First is how precise its language is. Language can be very 
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deceptive or very loose; in Finnegans Wake there is a ferocious precision of language; 

any change of even a single letter was probably deliberate and carried some kind of 

meaning. The other reason is the enormous amount of erudition that underlies it. 

When I was a child, my parents had very few books but one of them was a dictionary 

and I loved to read in it a lot; reading Finnegans Wake has a similar effect. Third I find 

it quite confortable to have many languages mixed up; again this has to do with my 

upbringing and not having a defined òmother tongueó, not feeling absolutely 

comfortable in any language. 

 

About Q7: This might be a stereotype question. Is FW a book that has no censorship from the 

feminist viewpoint? 

 

 FW is a very interesting field for fe minists, because it attracts very varied 

responses. 

 

Q8: Does FW have a future to be read in the 21st century? 

 

 As you know Ulysses was voted by Random House and many other surveys as 

the top book of the century. Finnegans Wake was on the òTop 100ó list but not as high. 

I do think however that it will receive much more attention in the 21st century. At the 

first Joyce conference I attended (1992, Dublin) I had to look hard to find papers or 

panels on the Wake. This yearõs conference (2001, Berkeley) seemed to have the Wake 

as its focal center. This probably had a lot to do with the fact that John Bishop, who 

organized the conference, is a pioneering Wakean; but also I think because more 

people are reading it. Finnegans Wake will probably be better un derstood if people can 

figure out what every word or reference means, and this will become much easier with 

computerized information exchange. To give you a simple example, if you are looking 

for the occurrence of a word, you can computer-scan a text and find in no time what 

you are looking for. I think also the new generation of readers familiar with computers 

may find Finnegans Wake less intimidating than previously; the Wake is definitely a 

òhypertextó where many words have their own story or history tha t is embedded 

somewhere between or within the lines, that one could decide to explore (by double 

clicking on a hot word) or ignore.  

 

About Q8: Would you comment your favourite books other than FW? 

 

 Before discovering Joyce, my favorite writer was Marcel Proust and my favorite 

book À la recherche du temps perdu. When I read Ulysses, I realized Joyce had 
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accomplished everything I liked in the introspective narrative of Proust, but in a much 

more complex way. Obviously, Ulysses is another favorite book of mine. I also like the 

works of the French writer Marguerite Duras such as Moderato Cantabile and her script 

of the movie Hiroshima my Love; she takes psychological moments and expands them 

into enormous proportions, turning them into spaces you can inhabit. Other favorites 

that come to my mind are The Name of the Rose by Umberto Eco, The Remains of the Day 

by Kazuo Ishiguro, The Tempest by Shakespeare, Confessions of a Mask by Yukio 

Mishima. Of the books I recently read, a favorite is Out of Place, an autobiographical 

work by Edward Said.  

 

Q9: Can you learn something by reading FW? 

 

 You can learn as much as you want. I have learned an enormous amount by 

reading books that have to do with the Wake one way or another. They include the 

Bible, Shakespeareõs work, the Koran and many books about Islam and Mohammed, 

the Arabian Nights, books on African Exploration and the Discovery of the Nile, Irish 

life and politics... to mention a few. I think also that Finnegans Wake tends to bring 

people together: its readers have a very strong drive to understand or learn more 

about it, and therefore are eager to interact with other readers. This can be in reading 

groups or at Joyce conferences. In reading groups for example, many people have the 

intense and slightly anxious listening attitude you may see if a gypsy is reading your 

future in the palm of your hand or the grounds of your coffee. I have learned a lot for 

example from listening to presentations at the Joyce conferences, both about the topic 

the person was presenting and about the person presenting it. There is an enormous 

amount of humanity to these interactions. There is a group of people I really like that 

are my òJoycean friendsó that I look forward to se eing once a year. 

 

About Q9: Do you think FW concerns with politics? 

 

 FW is filled with references to various wars and historical events from Ireland 

and elsewhere. My particular interest is the British presence in Africa in the 19th 

century and the Sudanese war. There is no doubt also echoes of political events 

contemporary to the writing.  

 

Q10: Do you think that Luciaõs madness affected Joyceõs writing? 

 

 I am sure it did, though I am not very knowledgeable about it.  
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About Q10: Do you support the assertion that duality in female characters of FW reflect the 

influence of Lucia? 

 

 This is not something I know first -hand about, but Carol Shloss has unearthed 

very interesting findings about Lucia (see FW and the Daughterõs Body by Carol Shloss 

appeared in the Abiko Quarterly #17). Also Margaret McBride has published a lot about 

schizophrenia and FW. 

 

Q11: Which pages are most interesting? 

 

 I particularly like Chapters I.5, I.7 and the last chapter. Chapter II.2 is probably 

the most interesting in its complexity.  

 

Q12: Can you find some literary techniques to learn from FW? 

 

 The main one that I find interesting is the crossover of various languages as in 

the example I gave above. I also very much enjoy the punning and portmanteau 

words; when it is time  for our evening meal, my children pretend to ring bells and call 

for òdinnerchimeó! The most interesting technique I find in Finnegans Wake is the 

ability of a passage to relate some action in two totally different and parallel moods, 

with very different connotations. 

 

About Q12: Why did Joyce use these difficult techniques? 

 

 Joyce certainly wanted to push language to its limits. Although the language of 

FW may seem chaotic, I rather think that it is extremely precise. 

 

Q13: Do you recommend for other people to read FW? 

 

 I usually do not. I find myself sometimes recommending Ulysses very 

enthusiastically, but I do not think I ever encouraged anyone to read the Wake. It is 

difficult to start reading the Wake, but I think that at some point you may become 

engrossed in it and it becomes hard to read anything else. 

 

About Q13: Are there people who are interested in FW in Arabic countries too? 

 

 I am not sure. I often find references to Dubliners and Ulysses. I know Ulysses 

has been translated into Arabic by Mr. Taha Taha (Egypt); we also met at the James 
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Joyce Symposium in London Mr. Darwish (Iraq) who is translating Ulysses now. The 

only extensive piece I have seen about Finnegans Wake is in Maousouõat James Joyce 

(James Joyce Encyclopedia) by Taha Taha, which was published in 1975. 

 

Q14: Why are quite a number of scholars or students interested in FW? 

 

 I think the text is so rich that everyone find s something of their own interest in 

it. For example I am from the Middle East and I found a lot to do  with the Arabic 

language or Middle Eastern religion which made reading much more interesting to 

me. People from very different backgrounds or varying inte rests can undig or  discover 

something literary much like a ògoldmineó. If someone knows about heraldry or 

chemistry or hermeneutics or astrology... they are likely to stumble upon something 

that will be very much from their area of interest.  

 

Q15: If you think the reading difficult, what are the causes? 

 

 The main reason I think is the amount of information that forms part of the text. 

It is so much packed in that the words become unintelligible and this is very 

frustrating. Another reason is that people a re accustomed to a plot and a story line, or 

the description of something very visual, and these are rarely readily obvious in 

Finnegans Wake. 

 

About Q15: We have nostalgia for a hidden plot in FW even if its presence is denied. Why are 

there words without a plot? 

 

 I think there are too many plots rather than the absence of one. The plots relate 

to the òstorylineó of FW (the possible crime of HCE and the events happening in his 

household) but there are also innumerable embedded plots that come from fiction  

books, historical events, newspaper clipping, the lives of saints, myths and legends... 

 

Q16: How do you describe your experience of reading FW? 

 

 When I tried to read it initially, I was totally baffled; two books helped me get 

in the mood of sorts: The Finnegans Wake Experience a small volume by Roland 

McHugh, and the cartoon version of the first chapter by Ahearn. I then read it in its 

entirety, trying to understand spontaneously as much as possible. I then got the 

Annotations to Finnegans Wake by Roland McHugh, mostly to check if my findings were 

correct and also to try and get enlightened on the majority of words or sentences or 
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passages that I did not understand. I still keep the Annotations handy when I read the 

Wake. At the Joyce Conference of 1992 in Dublin, I learned of the existence of the James 

Joyce Archive and the Finnegans Wake Notebooks, and that became a central starting 

point of my readings related to the Wake. 

 

About Q16: Would you explain what you wanted to describe in your article of the Abiko 

Quarterly #18? 

 

 It attracted my attention that the central female figure ALP had component 

figures that had sinister connotations (Baudelaireõs mistress Jeanne Duval whom he 

called the òvampireó, the Biblical queen Judith who gruesomely beheaded 

Holophrenes, and Islamic deities), and therefore I wanted to report on this dimension. 

I also was fascinated by how a change in a couple of letters in a word brought in a 

whole story as a sub-plot in FW; ALP carries a òmealiebagó and this can be read as a 

òmailbagó since one of ALPõs children is a mailcarrier, but also òmealó refers to the 

òfoodbagó where Judith put Holophrenesõ head. This is an example of what I was 

mentioning earlier: the precision of Joyceõs language, as well as the òsubplotsó brought 

in by a word or sometimes just the substitution of a few letters. We try as readers to 

òcorrectó the words back, and McHughõs Annotations very often do that, but I wish we 

could rather unravel (possibly by the study of sources) what every letter that seems 

òwrongó in FW actually means. 

 

Further Q: Can FW be translatable to Arabic language? 

 

 It would be beautiful in Arabic, because Arabic is a very rich language with an 

enormous vocabulary, and therefore the possibility of very nuanced renderings. 

Sometimes when talking to friends I realize we use different words for very common 

items such as òroomó or òcloudó. FW would be very rich material for someone with 

the time and erudition to translate it.  

 

Aida Yared was born and raised in Lebanon. She holds an M.D. fr om the American 

University of Beirut, and is a pediatrician at Vanderbilt University in Nashville, TN. 

Most of her spare time is devoted to reading Joyce. Her main interest is the presence of 

Arabian and Islamic cultures in Finnegans Wake. She welcomes comments and 

suggestions from readers and fellow Joyceans. 
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