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FRITZ SENN 

 

JOYCEAN MINUTIAE OF FORM AND CONTENT 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Abstract In Ulysses and Finnegans Wake Joyce seems to pack an encyclopaedic 

range into very little time, minutiae with a tendency towards all-inclusiveness. 

This may be an incentive to scrutinise minutiae within Joyce’s works, close ups, 

as samples of low key craftsmanship. The present paper will unfold some of 

them, both relating to form, or technique, as well as to thematic content. The as-

sumption is that many of them may pass under most readers’ radar, as well as 

most translators, the closest readers of them all. The paper will focus on such 

“minutiae” as words order (sequence also against the grain of English syntax), 

linguistic pace, lengths / brevity of words and sentences. Such scrupulous means 

have been Joyce's trademark all along. A scruple (Lat. scrupulus) meant a sharp 

little stone which was also used for tiny measurements. Such mosaics of little 

stones deserve attention as well as the overall momentous architecture. 
 

Keywords Ulysses, Translation, Language Analysis, Minutiae 

 

 
In Ulysses with a span of less than one full day and Finnegans Wake 

(provided it “is” a dream) Joyce seems to pack an encyclopaedic range 
into very little time, minutiae with a tendency towards all-inclusiveness. 

This may be an incentive, to scrutinise minutiae within Joyce’s works, 

close ups, as samples of low key craftsmanship, no matter how much out 

of fashion. I will unfold some of them, both relating to form, or tech-
nique, as well as to thematic content. The assumption is that many of 

them may pass under most readers’ radar, as well as most translators, the 

closest readers of them all, by sheer necessity. 
Translators, and for that matter, readers too, are well advised to give 

a text that close attention that Bloom manifests when he observes and lis-

tens to his cat. What he hears is not a standardised “miaow”, he discerns 

her consonantal modulations from “Mkgnao!” to “Mrkgnao!” 
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“Mrkrgnao!” all the way to a “Gurrhr!” of satisfaction, with an increase 

of purring r’s1 (U 4.16–38). The cat, incidentally an Odyssean animal 
that usually gets what she wants, changes her utterance according to cir-

cumstances, just as the book in which she occurs early on will do with 

conspicuous emphasis. Bloom at any rate gives her felinity full attention: 

 
She blinked up out of her avid shameclosing eyes, mewing plaintively and 

long, showing him her milkwhite teeth. (U 4.33) 

 
Similarly, in the first Stephen episode, when Mulligan pauses for a mo-

ment, he shows “his even white teeth glistening here and there with gold 

points” (U 1.25), which Stephen associates with “Chrysostomos”, “gold-
en mouth”. The epithet “milkwhite” is not just a stereotype, but milk is 

what the cat aims for. 

Translations can serve as instructive control groups There should 

be nothing problematic about “mewing plaintively and long”, but some-
times the order of words is reversed: 
 

emettendo un lungo e lamentoso miagolio (I/Terrinoni 82) 

miagolando lungo lamentosa (I/Celati 41) 

avec de longs miaulements plaintifs (F/Morel 82) 

et en filant son miaulement plaintif (F/Morel 82) 

maullando largo quejosamente (Sp/Subirat 86) 

 
There may be a tacit convention that in enumerations the more conspicu-

ous word should be put last. To reverse the sequence of adjectives seems 
to be a wholly minor issue, but the difference may matter. One instantly 

notices a plaintive tone in a cat, but it takes some little time to realise that 

the cat prolongs its quest, so in the act of perception “long” must come 
second. The arrangement “plaintive and long” is an immediate event, 

“long and plaintive” a retrospective report or summary. 

Joyce's “realistic” prose, as dominant in the earlier episodes, of-

ten makes language do what it expresses. The order in which information 
is passed out coincides with a process. This happens when the door of the 

tower is opened: 

                                                
1 Bold type is used for focus and demonstration 
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The key scraped round harshly twice and, when the heavy door had been 

set ajar, welcome light and bright air entered. (U 1.327) 

 

This imitates an act that is far from being smooth. The door and the key, 

old from long periods of use or disuse, call attention to themselves; a 
harsh loud scraping is heard, the door is heavy, as is evidenced by a cum-

bersome subordinate clause, separated by commas. The sentence seems to 

speed up after “ajar” — subjective impressions, no doubt. We might de-
duce that the key to the Martello tower was in fact big and heavy, made 

of copper, and the clumsy size is echoed. It is the position of “twice” that 

tells the trite story that a first effort failed and necessitated a second one. 

Such a sequence implying a second attempt gets lost in 
renderings like “Der Schlüssel kratschte zweimal grell herum” 

(G/Wollschläger 19) or “La clef tourna deux fois en grinçant” (F/Morel 

15), and many others. Again, an act is turned into a report. Also lost is the 
contrasts of “heavy” and “light”, on another level. 

When Bloom shuts the door of the he funeral carriage a similar 

second attempt is called for: “He pulled the door to after him and 

slammed it twice till it shut tight” (U 6.9). In earlier editions the word 
“tight” is repeated: “and slammed it tight till it shut tight”, in which the 

first “tight” would suggest a mere effort, the second an accomplishment. 

The reduplication might be due to a typist’s error and so it is not carried 
into the Gabler edition.  

Joyce's reiterative use of “twice” can be seen in analogous cases: 
 

“Then he read the letter again: twice” (U 4.427)2 

“Maggy at the range rammed down a greyish mass beneath bubbling suds 

twice with her potstick and wiped her brow” (U 10.262)3  

“The lacquey by the door of Dillon's auctionrooms shook his handbell 
twice again.” (U 10.642) 

 

The pre-position of “twice” occurs in retrospective summaries: “That's 

twice I forgot to take slips from the library counter” (U 3.407), “ — His 

                                                
2 Where a colon reinforces the effect. 
3 “Maggy devant la cuisinière enfonça par deux fois une masse grisâtre …” 

(F/Aubert 327), reports rather than describes.  
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grace phoned down twice this morning, Red Murray said gravely” (U 

7.62), “The referee twice cautioned Pucking Percy for holding” (U 
12.977).  

Some vignettes seem to preen themselves as poised structures 

with interior echoes: 
 

He watched the bristles shining wirily in the weak light as she tipped 

three times and licked lightly. (U 4.39) 
 

Effects are due to assonances and repetitions, the similar vowels, “bris-

tles, tipped, licked; shining wirily, light, times, lightly” tell a story of their 

own. The whole composition has a light touch that tends to disappear, 
say, in German: 
 

Er betrachtete die Schnurrbarthaare, die drahtig leuchteten im schwachen 

Licht, als sie dreimal in die Milch tupfte und leicht schleckte. 

(G/Wollschläger 78) 

 

The words are heavier, many vowels feel darker, the 23 syllables of the 
original are extended to 33, the effect changes drastically through no fault 

of the translator. It is just tough luck that an airy word like “bristles” has 

to turn into a ponderous “Schnurrbarthaare”. Translations moreover, have 
priorities that may well differ from the aspects that are highlighted in my 

probe. Again, “dreimal” precedes “tupfte” against the original order. 

 

 
Impact 

 

Syntactic order or sequence can be psychologically effective. At the end 

of Nausicaa Bloom feels accumulated tiredness 

  
Exhausted that female has me. (U 13.1253) 

 
Translators go several different ways, some following to original order: 

 
Ehausto que essa mulherzinha me deixou (Po/Houaiss 432) 

Exhausto esa mujer me ha dejado (S/Tortosa 438) 
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Others put terms before the key word: 
 

Mha proprio sfinito quella femmina (I/Celati 515) 

Elle m'a vidé la femelle (F/Aubert 473) 

Me ha dejado exhausto esa hembra (Sp/Subirat 402) 
Hon har minsann mattat ut mig (Sw/Warburton 387) 

  

Others opted for a rearrangement: 

 
Que cette jeune personne m'a mis en point (F/Morel 375) 

Das Weib hat mich ganz erschöpft (G/Goyert 430) 

Wat heeft dat vrouwmens me uitgeput (Du/Vandenbergh 441) 

Hvor har der kvindfolk gjort mig træt (Da/Boisen 352) 

Hat mich das Frauenzimmer fertig gemacht (G/Wollschläger 534) 

 

Normally, all of these solutions are within the accepted scope, but what 
happens in a mini sequence is that, first, Bloom feels exhausted and then 

realizes its cause, which is tucked in, not quite grammatically. When “ex-

hausted” is put at the end, the whole has the air of recollection in tranquil-
lity.4 

 

 

Linguistic Pace 

 

Joyce's prose appears to determine the speed in which a passage is read. 

Right from the start Buck Mulligan’s quick acting — “… he made rapid 
crosses in the air, gurgling in his throat and shaking his head” — gives 

way to Stephen Dedalus’ heavy, passive, slow cadences: “… displeased 

and sleepy, leaned his arms on the top of the staircase and looked coldly 
at the. shaking gurgling face that blessed him…” (U 1.12). In other 

words, the style patterns itself on the actions and the mood of the charac-

ters. 

                                                
4 Compare a similar “Drained all the manhood out of me” (U 13.1253); there 

“Drained” is an active verb, not a passive participle, but even there, it is conceivable to 
extract a sequence: Drained [I feel], she drained …  
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Such contrasts manifest themselves in Bloom's rising voyeuris-

tic excitement, when intent on watching a stylish lady about to step on to 
a carriage. His agitation is reflected in a quick staccato rhythm, mainly in 

monosyllables: “Proud: rich: silk stockings … Getting up in a minute” (U 

5.122). As the climax approaches the language speeds up in light short 
bursts: 

 
 Watch! Watch! Silk flash rich stockings white. Watch! 

 
The deflation and visual obstruction is echoed in cumbersome dragging 

diction which hardly a reader would be tempted to read quickly: 

 
 A heavy tramcar honking its gong slewed between. Lost it. (U 5.131) 

 
As it happens, both sentences contain the same number of words, eight; 

but the second one is slowed down by heavy syllables and compounds, 

apart from the assonant “honking” and “gong”. A study of the linguistic 

pace in Ulysses, examining the implied stress and weight, might be re-
vealing. 

 

 

Wriggling Syntax 

 

One thumbnail description of Joyce's language is that it is dynamic, it 
tends to enact what it says, it does not keep still. Instead of talking about 

sentences, it might be preferable to think of linguistic events. A particular 

pattern consists of verbs that change their function midways. The follow-

ing sentence looks complete: 

 
A young man, clinging to a spur of rock near him, moved slowly frog-

wise … (U 1.680) 

 
But it takes a strange turn: 

 
 … moved … his green legs in the deep jelly of the water. (U 1.681) 
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First, we see a man in the water moving, then that he is moving his legs, 

in a transformation from intransitive to transitive, active, use. The same 
change occurs only a few lines away: 

 

 An elderly man shot up near a spur of rock a blowing red face (U 

1.687) 

 
In quick modification, a man shoots up from the water, then he shoots up 

a red face, in ongoing perception. We can now make out a reciprocal ar-

rangement: 

 
An elderly man shot up near a spur of rock a blowing red face 

A young man, clinging to a spur of rock near him, moved slowly frog-

wise his green legs. {TABLE} 

 
A young man shoots up a red face, a young man moved his legs, red is 

paired with “green”, as in other circumstances, like “The red’s as good as 

the green” (U 15.4519), etc. An identical transition occurs in Bloom's ob-
servation as he crosses the Liffey: 

 
His eyes sought answer from the river and saw a rowboat rock at anchor on 

the treacly swells lazily… 

 
The passive rowboat rocking at anchor becomes active: 

 
His eyes sought answer from the river and saw a rowboat rock at anchor on 

the treacly swells lazily its plastered board. 

Kino’s 

/11/– 

Trousers. (U 8.88)5 

 
The pattern is applied to vignettes of perception: 

 

                                                
5 By some strange accidence if “Kino” were Greek, which it is not, it would 

mean “I move” and might call up Archimedes. 
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The tissues rustled up in the draught, floated softly in the air blue 

scrawls and under the table came to earth. (U 7.395) 

 
Some translators, and no doubt readers once they notice it, understand it 

as a verb with a delayed object: “… floated … blue scrawls”, as is posited 

here; others understand the construction as a parenthetical apposition: 
“floated … in the air, blue scrawls, and …”. 

The verb smile can be used as an act in itself, as in most cases, 

but it can also mirror itself as an object, as in Wandering Rocks: “They 
passed Dan Lowry’s musichall where Marie Kendall, charming soubrette, 

smiled on them from a poster a dauby smile” (U 10.495), with a gram-

matical variant: “A charming soubrette, great Mary Kendall, with dauby 

cheeks and lifted skirt smiled daubily from her poster upon…” (U 
10.1220). In an odd collocation “Mr Bloom smiled O rocks at the two 

windows of the ballastoffice” (U 8.112); it possibly expresses a confused 

state of mind (thought of Boylan).6 Some Smiling can again become in-
cestuously transitive: “All smiled their smiles”. (U 9.777)  
 

 

Concision 

 
Joyce can be short, economic, dense (with Ithaca as a counterfoil at the 

other extreme), possibly most so when, in Sirens, Boylan leaves the Or-

mond bar, followed by Lenehan in imitative haste: 
 
Lenehan gulped to go. (U 11.431) 

 

All is condensed in two syllables, containing four consonants: “g-lpd t”; 
this both characterises the speed of the movement and a stumbling awk-

wardness of coordinating finishing a drink and hurrying. Translations un-

derstandably cannot match the brevity of “gulped to go” with its 3 sylla-
bles and 6 consonants: 
 

                                                
6 A French translation reverts to a paraphrase: “M. Bloom mit un O mes bon-

bons dans le sourire qu’il adressa aux deux fenêtres du ballast office” (F/Aubert 225).  
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Lenehan dut avaler d’un trait pour le suivre. (F/Aubert 385) [10 sylla-

bles] 

Lenehan s’ingozzò per andare. (I/Celati 360) [7] 

Na een laatste slok ging Lenehan ook. (Du/Claes-Nys 285) [7] 

Lenehan avale pour le suivre. (F/Morel 260) [6] 

Lenehan engoliu para ir. (Po/Houais 445) [6] 

 
Romance and inflected languages simply cannot muster enough monosyl-

lables. Notice also how a swift “drinking quickly” (U 11.421), with four 
short and light “i” vowels, is elongated in a French “qui se dépêchait de 

finir son verre” (F/Morel 385): “se dépêcher de” for a quick movement 

contradicts itself. 
It is hard to imagine a more condensed way of responding to a taut: 

 
 Gerty smiled assent and bit her lip. (U 13.360) 

 
Smiling, as claimed above, is generally not transitive. The terse spite of 

“smiled assent” shows how confected and artificial the smile is. By con-
trast, many translations turn the defiance into an almost amiable agree-

ment and suggest a harmony that is patently absent between Gerty and 

her companions: 
 

Gerty eut un sourire d’assentiment (F/Morel) 

Gerty acquiesça avec un sourire (F/Aubert 441) 

Gerty sorrise assentendo (I/Celati 480) 
Gerty asintió con una sonrisa (Sp/Tortosa 408) 

Gerty sorriu assentindo (Po/Houaiss 404) 

Gerty lächelte zustimmend (G/Wollschläger 400) 

Gerty glimlachte instemmend (Du/Claes-Nys 377) 

 

The sequel, “bit her lip”, three short clipped words ending on a labial, 
acts out a tight-lipped curt answer 

 
… et se mordit la lèvre. (F/Morel) 

et se mordilla la lèvre. (F/Aubert 441) 

e si morse un labbro. (I/Celati 480) 

y si mordió el labio. (Sp/Tortosa 408) 

e mordiscou o próprio lábio. (Po/Houaiss 404) 
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und biss sich auf die Lippe[n]. (G/Wollschläger 400) 

en beet zich op de lippen. (Du/Claes-Nys 377) 

 
It is just bad luck that in most languages the word for “lip” contains two 

syllables and may end much more weakly, thus conveying a different at-

mosphere. 
A lot can depend on succinct sounds and closed syllables, ending 

with a consonant: 

 
 Richie cocked his lips apout. (U 11.630) 

 

The ad hoc “apout” seems to be the appropriate non-existent mot juste, 

ending in an abrupt dental. The French or Italian idiom (calling up the 
bottom of a hen) — “Richie fit une bouche en cul de poule” (F/Aubert 

393) / “Richie cacciò fuori le labbra a cul di gallina” (I/Celati 375) — 

turns an imitation into a description.  
An earlier and wholly sufficient German rendering — “Richie 

streckte die Lippen vor” (G/Goyert 306) — was replaced by “Richie 

spitzte schmollig die Lippen” (G/Wollschläger 377), which mistakes a 

facial protrusion as an expression of sullenness, whereas Richie Goulding 
is about to whistle. 

 

 

Phonetics of Disgust 

 

When Bloom enters the Burton restaurant, the description of the noisome 
eaters approaches verbal nausea, as in one example: 

 

A man with an infant’s saucestained napkin tucked round him shovelled 

gurgling soup down his gullet. (U 8.658) 

 

I can only guess at what causes a repulsive effect, possibly an assonance 

of the sound foregrounded in “tucked /shovelled /gurgling /gullet”, part 
from the semantic impact.  

Bloom's recollected sight of a butcher’s shop with “[f]layed 

glasseyed sheep hung from their haunches, sheepsnouts bloodypapered 
snivelling nosejam on sawdust” (U 8.726) is uncomfortably evocative. 
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Joyce pointedly abstains from romanticising the act of dying, but 

makes it starkly revolting: 
 

A bowl of white china had stood beside her deathbed holding the green 

sluggish bile which she had torn up from her rotting liver by fits of loud 

groaning vomiting. (U 1.108) 

 

The accumulating impact of “green sluggish bile”, “her rotting liver” 

seems to slow the sentence down to a negative climax, “fits of loud 
groaning vomiting” — a sequence of one, two, then three ponderous syl-

lables. 

 
 

Sequential Perception 

 

Joyce frequently seems to approach the sequence in which the action is 
perceived, even if it goes against the grain of English syntax; it generally 

puts the object close the governing verb. For good reason, it can be post-

poned: 
 
 Looking down he saw flapping strongly, wheeling between the gaunt 

quaywalls, gulls. (U 8.51) 

 

The deviation from the norm (“… he saw gulls, flapping …”) simulates 

possible phases of apprehension. First one would notice movement, 
“flapping strongly, wheeling” and only then what is moving, gulls. Some-

thing flapping and wheeling turns out to be gulls. Translations, following 

native syntactic rules, prematurely let the gulls out of the bag, as in a 

German arrangement: “Er blickte hinunter und sah Möwen, die heftig mit 
den Flügeln schlugen, zwischen de dünnen Quaimauern hin und her 

fliegen” (G/Goyert 173), and similarly, with recourse to a relative clause, 

in French: “Il aperçut sous lui des mouettes, qui battaient des ailes 
véhémentement, et tournoyaient entre les parois de pierre” (F/Morel 

148). More recent translations are aware of the succession: “En regardant 

par-dessus bord il vit, qui battaient des ailes avec force, tournoyant 
entre les murs lugubres du quai, des mouettes” (F/Aubert); the odd anti-

cipatory relative clause with a dangling “qui”, has a slightly disruptive 
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air. Two Italian versions recreate the perceptive sequence: “Abbassando 

lo sguardo vide con vigoroso palpito d’ali, roteanti fra i tetri 
muraglioni, i gabbiani” (I/Celati 2068); “Guardando in giù vide 

svolazzare con forza, roteare tra gli spogli muraglioni, gabbiani” 

(I/Terrinoni 169).  
Syntactic corsets may interfere. In Romance languages, the noun 

generally precedes its accompanying adjective, which changes Bloom's 

sight of “Gleaming silk”. The perception of gleaming comes before the 

recognition of what is gleaming. “Soies chatoyantes”; the inevitable 
word order of “Sete brillanti /luccicanti” or “Sedas brillantes / rutilan-

tes” puts the active shining last. 

The English genitive can cause minor problems. “Bloowhose 
[Bloom's] dark eye read Aaron Figatner’s name” (U 11.149 becomes au-

tomatically “Bloodont l’œil noir lisait le nom d’Aaron Figatner” in 

French (F/Aubert 374), or “Bloodeluale l’occhio scuro leggeva il nome 

di Aaron Figatner” in Italian (I/Celati 350), a slightly different process. 
Bloom does not read a name, he reads “Aaron Figatner” and then thinks 

of it as a name. Just as, immediately following, he notices “… And Pros-

per Lorés huguenot name”: “Loré” reminds him that the name is hugue-
not; the versions “et le nom huguenot de Prosper Loré”, or “E il nome 

da ugonotto di Prosper Loré” puts the horse before the cart in almost un-

noticed mini-modification. 

 

 
Last Beats 

 

The last word in a sentence often has a privileged position, like the slight 

shock that ends Bloom's food preference: “…that gave to his palate a fine 
tang of faint scented … [?]”. Would anyone expect “urine” in a palate? 

Analogous to it, in Eumaeus we find a statuesque-like horse, “rearing 

high a proud feathering tail”, that “added his quota by letting fall on the 
floor which the brush would soon brush up and polish, three smoking 

globes of turds” (U 16.1874), ending in a strong Anglo-Saxon thump. 

The effect is heightened by the relative clause which anticipates what 
will happen, before the turds have even reached the floor. 
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  A similar surprise is created which Bloom looks for a book under 

the bed: 
 

The book, fallen, sprawled against the bulge of the orangekeyed cham-

berpot. (U 4.329) 

 

The book is indeed “fallen” — which word also corrects Molly’s preced-

ing mistake, “It must have fell down”. The still life portrays an unusual 
conjunction, which, however, is less startling in languages that put the 

adjective behind the noun: 

 
… contre la panse du pot de chambre grecorange (F/Aubert 94) 
… contro la pancia del vaso da notte decorato d'una greca arancione 

(I/Celati 89) 

… contro il rigonfiamento del vaso da notte con sopra un fregio 

arancione (I/Terrinoni 89) 

 

These sentences end on a decorative note and soften the immediacy of the 

impact. A book adjacent to a chamber pot (however ornamental) is a 
strange collocation, but might also serve as a thumbnail description of 

Joyce's range from Literature to physical realities, Ulysses as an epic 

based on classical precedent and also of the human body. 
The Calypso episode shows Bloom reading Milly’s letter while en-

joying his kidney and then reading Titbits while sitting at stool — 

“Chamber Literature”. The two diverse activities are conjoined in a sur-
vey of the day in Ithaca: “The preparation of breakfast (burnt offering): 

intestinal congestion and premeditative defecation (holy of holies)” (U 

17.2044). It takes some lexical effort to discover that the “orangekeyed” 

pot is decorated with an orange pattern, often called “Greek key” (or 
“Greek fret” or “meander”). That an epic marginally features a book in 

close contact with a Greek key may subtly suggest how Ulysses can be 

approached by its key in Greek mythology.7 

                                                
7 In a Circean stage note Bloom refers to “that absurd orangekeyed utensil 

which has only one handle” (U 15.3295); it seems to link up Stephen’s reduction of 
Nelson to a “onehandled adulterer” and adultery. Cryptic wheels within peripheral wheels 
or a mishandled lunatic fringe benefit? 
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Formal niceties documenting Joyce's scrupulous meanness are not 

simple to separate from matters of content as will be exemplified by 
analogous small scale thematic minutiae. 

 

 
Small Scale Eros and Thanatos 

 
Minutiae of course also applies to content. Like probably most Literature, 

Joyce deals with the eternal topics of Love and Death or Eros and Thana-

tos, both on a grand scale that needs no repetition, and in marginal de-

tails.  
Statues are an example. After Bloom's erotic recall of lovemaking 

on Howth among the rhododendrons he is brought back to reality and 

daydreams of Greek naked goddesses: 
 

Shapely goddesses, Venus, Juno: curves the world admires. Can see them 
library museum standing in the round hall, naked goddesses. Suppose she 

did Pygmalion and Galatea what would she say first? Mortal! Put you in 

your proper place. (U 8.920) 

 

As it happens, Greek gods or goddesses speaking to humans in the Odys-

sey generally boast of their divine Olympic rank, above the humans. Gal-
atea was a sculpture done by Pygmalion that he found so attractive that he 

prayed for her to come to life. Venus granted his wish and the statue took 

live human shape in a happy ending story. A few minutes later, Bloom 
leaves Davy Byrne’s, with Don Giovanni on his mind: 

 
He hummed, prolonging in solemn echo the closes of the bars: 

— Don Giovanni, a cenar teco 

M'invitasti. 

[…] What does that teco mean? Tonight perhaps. 
— Don Giovanni, thou hast me invited 

To come to supper tonight, 

The rum the rumdum. 

Doesn't go properly. (U 8.1039–55) 
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The scene called up in the opera is when the statue of the dead Com-

mendatore, mocked by Don Giovanni in a taunting invitation for dinner, 
has come to life and in the end kills the archetypal seducer. In close se-

quence, Galatea coming to life represents Love, in the opera the statue 

spells Death. 
Goddesses, Bloom has been musing, living on unsubstantial am-

brosia and nectar, are in no need of evacuation: “They have no. Never 

looked. I'll look today. Keeper won't see. Bend down let something drop. 

See if she”. His intention, to “certify the presence or absence of posterial 
rectal orifice in the case of Hellenic divinities” (U 17.2077), combines an 

interest in realistic representation in art with erotic curiosity. The same 

anatomical location appears in Hades when Bloom imagines a corpse 
falling out of a carriage: “Much better to close up all the orifices. Yes, al-

so” (U 6.425). Eros and Thanatos may be tucked into the most obscure 

locations.  

Both Bloom and Molly revive the memory of a romantic climax on 
Howth sixteen years ago. In Bloom's detailed recall the incident is anti-

climactically sandwiched between two flies: 

 
Stuck on the pane two flies buzzed, stuck. 
Pillowed on my coat she had her hair, earwigs in the heather scrub my 

hand under her nape, you'll toss me all. O wonder! Coolsoft with oint-

ments her hand touched me, caressed … Wildly I lay on her, kissed her: 

eyes, her lips, her stretched neck beating, woman's breasts full in her 

blouse of nun's veiling, fat nipples upright. Hot I tongued her. She kissed 

me. I was kissed. All yielding she tossed my hair. Kissed, she kissed me. 

Me. And me now. 

Stuck, the flies buzzed. (U 8.896-918) 

 
In Bloom's mind the two buzzing flies seem to do in the present what 

happened to him in the past long ago, in pointed contrast to his present 

state. In an entirely different scene, young Dignam remembers his fa-
ther’s death: “His face got all grey instead of being red like it was and 

there was a fly walking over it up to his eye” (U 10.1161) 

Master Dignam also remembers how his father “looked butty in 
his shirt” (U 10.1169). In Cyclops, the Police Gazette illustrates the 

“Misconduct of a society belle” caught in the act, which leads to a lurid 
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comment: “— O jakers, Jenny, says Joe, how short your shirt is!” (U 

2.1170). In Hades, “Devil in the picture of a sinner’s death showing him a 
woman. Dying to embrace her in his shirt” (U 6.851) combines the two 

extremes. Molly Bloom visualises Boylan “pulling off his shoes and trou-

sers …so barefaced in the half of a shirt …” (U 18.1372). 
In the scene already mentioned above, Bloom is intent to watch 

the stylish lady getting up on an outsider (revealing a tiny part of her 

legs), while reluctantly giving attention to M’Coy’s tedious account of 

how he heard of Dignam’s death, but he is frustrated by an intervening 
tram thwarting his voyeuristic gratification, he says, “after a dull sigh” of 

disappointment, “Another gone”, while M’Coy counters it with “One of 

the best”, with Dignam in mind (U 5.136).  
In Cyclops, when the conversation turns to hanging which may 

lead to the victim’s erection, which in itself combines love and death and 

moreover gives rise to a clever quip: “— Ruling passion strong in death, 

says Joe, as someone said” (U 12.463), which gives a and innocent line 
by Alexander Pope (Moral Essays, Epistle 1, 262) a wholly different 

meaning 

Hades, the episode of Death, naturally features Love by contrast, 
when Bloom speculates, with Shakespeare in mind: 
 

Whores in Turkish graveyards. Learn anything if taken young. You might 

pick up a young widow here. Men like that. Love among the tombstones. 

Romeo. Spice of pleasure. In the midst of death we are in life. Both ends 

meet. (U 6.752) 

  
He then judges that “Women especially are so touchy” (U 6.753). A tiny 

link leads to Bloom's earlier reflection of how Rudy may have been con-
ceived: “Must have been that morning in Raymond terrace she was at the 

window watching the two dogs at it by the wall of the cease to do evil. 

[…] She had that cream gown on with the rip she never stitched. Give us 

a touch, Poldy. God, I'm dying for it. How life begins”. A textual touch 
can go a long thematic way. An English idiom clinches two themes: 

“God, I’m dying for it” (U 6.77). 

Parnell’s death was due to an illicit love affair, so at least was a 
common opinion: “A woman too brought Parnell low”, according to 

Deasy (U 5.394), and a similar view is aired in Eumaeus: 



33 

 

— That bitch, that English whore, did for him, the shebeen proprietor 

commented. […] She put the first nail in his coffin. 

— Fine lump of the woman all the same, the soi-disant townclerk Henry 

Campbell remarked. She loosened many a man's thighs (U 16.1352) 

  

The Homeric borrowing is almost too conspicuous; a frequent metaphor for 

death in battle is called a “loosening of a man’s knees”. It occurs, fittingly 

in connection with Helen of Troy: “But he hath perished, as I would that all 

the stock of Helen had perished utterly, forasmuch as she hath caused the 
loosening of many a man's knees” [pollôn andrôn hypo gounat’ elyse] 

(Odyssey 14.69). When Homeric knees are replaced by Eumaean thighs we 

move from heroic death to erotic hint.  
  The report of an inquest in Ithaca sums up the last day of Bloom's 

father: 
 

The Queen's Hotel, Ennis, county Clare, where Rudolph Bloom (Rudolf Vi-

rag) died on the evening of the 27 June 1886, …, in consequence of an 

overdose of monkshood (aconite) selfadministered in the form of a neural-

gic liniment… (purchased by him at 10.20 a.m. on the morning of 27 June 

1886…) after having, though not in consequence of having, purchased at 
3.15 p.m. on the afternoon of 27 June 1886 a new boater straw hat, extra 

smart (after having, though not in consequence of having, purchased at the 

hour and in the place aforesaid, the toxin aforesaid), at the general drapery 

store of James Cullen, 4 Main street, Ennis. (U 17.622) 

 

It remains a mystery why someone about to take his life should invest in 

“a new boater straw hat, extra smart”; and it is odd that smart Blazes 
Boylan is characterised by just such a hat: white disk of a straw hat (U 

6.199) / Straw hat in sunlight (U 8.1168) / Blazes presented … a wide-

brimmed straw hat (U 10.1242) / a rim of his slanted straw (U 11.346) / 
wearing a straw hat very dressy (U 11.882) / his boater straw hat set 

sideways (U 15.3738).  

Even an aimless digressions in Eumaeus can join the two themes, 
as when Bloom's thoughts turn to Howth: “a favourite haunt with all sorts 

and conditions of men especially in the spring when young men's fancy, 

though it had its own toll of deaths by falling off the cliffs by design or 

accidentally, usually, by the way, on their left leg” (U 16.560); “young 
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men’s fancy” in the spring “lightly turns to thoughts of love” in Tenny-

son’s “Locksley Hall”; Bloom's memories of Howth are amatory. 
Molly, who appropriately “was dying to find out was he circum-

cised” (U 18. 314) contributes her own thematic combinations as when 

she remembers a murder case 
 

… that Mrs Maybrick that poisoned her husband for what I wonder in love 

with some other man yes it was found out on her wasnt she the downright 
villain to go and do a thing like that … she must have been madly in love 

with the other fellow to run the risk of being hanged O she didnt care if that 

was her nature what could she do besides theyre not brutes enough to go 

and hang a woman surely are they... (U 18.234) 

 

Scrupulous means have been Joyce's trademark all along. A scruple (Lat. 
scrupulus) meant a sharp little stone which was also used for tiny meas-

urements. Such mosaics of little stones deserve attention as well as the 

overall momentous architecture. 
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