
 

JOYCE STUDIES IN ITALY 

 
22 

 
 
 
 

JOYCE’S OTHERS / THE 
OTHERS AND JOYCE  

 
 
 

Edited by 
Fabio Luppi 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Volume pubblicato con il contributo di The James Joyce Italian Foundation 
 
 
 
TUTTI I DIRITTI RISERVATI 
È vietata la traduzione, la memorizzazione elettronica, la riproduzione totale o parziale, 
con qualsiasi mezzo, compresa la fotocopia, anche ad uso interno o didattico. L’illecito 
sarà penalmente perseguibile a norma dell’art.171 della legge n.633 del 22/04/ 1941. 
 

 
Direttore responsabile: Franca Ruggieri 
Registrazione Num.R.G, 1885/2016, Tribunale Ordinario di Cassino 
 
 
ISSN 2281 – 373X 
 
 
© 2020, Editoriale Anicia s.r.l. - Roma 
http://www.edizionianicia.it/store/ 
info@edizionianicia.it 
 
 
Single copy price: €18.00 
Subscription rates (one issue annually): 
Personal: €18.00 
Institutional: €30.00 
 
 
The journal will be published on the following website: 
https://thejamesjoyceitalianfoundation.wordpress.com/ 
Purchases can be made by directly contacting the publisher and then completing a bank 
transfer covering the price of the book and postage costs (this is €5.00 within Italy, but 
varies according to the country of destination). 
 
 
Address: James Joyce Italian Foundation 
Dipartimento di Lingue, Culture e Letterature Straniere 
Via Valco di San Paolo, 19 
00146 Roma 
joyce_found@os.uniroma3.it 
franca.ruggieri@uniroma3.it



  

CONTENTS 
 
 
 

1. JOYCE’S OTHERS / THE OTHERS AND JOYCE  
 

Fabio Luppi 
Joyce’s Others / The Others and Joycen: An Introduction   9 
 

Fritz Senn 
Joycean Minutiae of Form and Content 17 
 

Jolanta Wawrzycka  
“Unrest of Spirit” (P 189): Joyce’s Otherings            37 
 

Dieter Fuchs  
Epic Geography: The Trojan War, the Great War and the  
Austro-Hungarian Empire in Ulysses and Finnegans Wake            55 
 

Laura Pelaschiar  
From Coffined Corpses to Corpsemanure. James Joyce’s Other 
Corpses                  71 
 
 Jonathan McCreedy 
“James Joyce Literature” and Alternative Histories in Flann  
O’Brian’s The Dalkey Archive and Fabrice Lardreau’s  
Contretemps 87 
 

Sonja Đurić  
The Effect of James Joyce’s Ulysses on Rastko Petrović’s People  
Say                  101 
 
Sara Spanghero 
Stephen, Giacomo, and the Others: ‘Brief Exposures’ of Female 
Counterparts                119 
 



  

Marija Girevska 
Ithaca’s Latin-rooted Syntagmata in Macedonian, Croatian,  
Serbian, Bulgarian, and Russian Translations of Ulysses:  
A Comparative Study               135 
 
Annalisa Federici  
Challenging the Model: Joyce and Michel Butor           151 
 

Raffaella Leproni  
Mirror Mirror… Edgeworth, Wilde, and Joyce in the Face of a  
Looking-glass                171 
 

Katharina Rajabi 
(Not) See ourselves as others (do not) see us. Seeing blindness  
in Ulysses  197 
 
Andrew Goodspeed 
‘Seems a sort of joke.  Read your own obituary’: James Joyce 
 in his Obituary Notices               211 
 
2. BOOK REVIEWS edited by Fabio Luppi 225 
 
Ilaria Natali, Reading the Inferno: James Joyce’s Notazioni  
on Dante’s Divine Comedy (Annalisa Federici) 227 
 

Serenella Zanotti with Rosa Maria Bollettieri, James Joyce,  
English Teacher. Archival Explorations into Language  
Teaching in Early Twentieth-Century Europe (Fabio Luppi) 231 
 
 
 

CONTRIBUTORS 237 
 

 



71 

LAURA PELASCHIAR 

 

FROM COFFINED CORPSES TO CORPSEMANURE. 

JAMES JOYCE’S OTHER CORPSES 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstract There is something about the dead which makes them utterly problem-

atic and awkward to deal with. Unlike other forms of otherness which we can at 

least attempt to comprehend (and therefore somehow tame), the corpse’s materi-

al (non?) life exists not only when life as universally conceived is over, but ex-
actly because it is over. Corpses possess the disturbing power of transforming 

what is well known into something which is utterly other: something which (at 

least initially) still looks like the person who has died but it is not that person an-

ymore. Julia Kristeva’s Powers of Horror famously sees the corpse as the loca-

tion of the abject par excellence, while in The Work of Mourning Derrida envis-

ages in the lost ones a form of otherness who cannot be appropriated, not even by 

close family and friends, as this attempt is nothing but an endless series of mem-

ories, moments, stories, narrations in the minds of different people. In light of 

these considerations, and with an awareness of the visibility of the corpse in hu-

man culture both as an ethical and social preoccupation and as “object” for artis-

tic imagination, the aim of this essay is to investigate and reflect on the presence 
and function of the corpse in Joyce’s texts and, more specifically, on its function 

as the location for extreme and untreatable forms of alterity 

 

Keywords Corpse, Otherness, Mourning, Abject, Ulysses 

 

 

Corpses are complicated things. There is something about the dead which 
makes them utterly problematic and awkward to deal with. Unlike other 

forms of otherness which we can at least attempt to comprehend (and 

therefore somehow tame), the corpse’s material (non?) life exists not only 

when life as universally conceived is over, but exactly because it is over. 
Besides, the corpse has the disturbing characteristic of transforming what 

is well known: something which (at least initially) still looks like the per-
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son who has died but it is not that person anymore, at least as we knew 

them. As David Sherman writes, “Corpses inhabit a complex, narratable 
temporality implicitly structured as demand because they are not inert ob-

jects in an unremarkable perduring, but only ambivalently objectifiable, 

both objects and subjects. They both are and are not the people we know, 
or knew; in the midst of their ritual and disposal processes, they are the 

quintessential liminal thing, and were at the heart of the anthropological 

conceptualization of liminality” (Sherman 2014: 110). Consequently, 

corpses are a form of powerful otherness which is utterly untamable 
through any form of cultural or even material domestication, even in their 

being so very fragile and subject themselves to temporality: a corpse 

which has not been treated (embalmed, cremated or frozen) begins very 
soon to decompose.  

 In his moving and very personal reflections on death and grief 

(published in English under the title The Work of Mourning) Derrida sees 

the lost ones, the loved ones who are no more, as a form of otherness who 
cannot be entirely appropriated for the comfort of the mourner – the self – 

because this attempt at re-appropriation, which is always a form of do-

mestication, is nothing but an infinite variety of memories, moments, sto-
ries, narrations in the minds of different people. The elusive and inexora-

ble otherness of the dead, even in the act of memory and remembrance of 

friends and family, is acutely intensified and disturbingly heightened by 
the reality of the corpse, which itself is a terrifyingly powerful symbol not 

only of our own mortality but (because of its overpowering materiality) 

also of our own inevitable, shockingly physical and often brutal end. As 

such, the corpse provokes in the beholder a reaction in which fear and 
loss, horror and grief, fascination and repulsion contend to create a pro-

found psychological and emotional turmoil.  

Julia Kristeva’s Powers of Horror famously identifies the corpse 
as the location of the abject par excellence. In spite of its stylistic density 

and hyperbolic language, however, the text (very much like Edmund 

Burke’s Enquiry into the Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful) never 
offers a clear objective definition of the abject, other than through de-

scription of the emotional responses that it instigates in the beholder. 

Kristeva identifies the abject as that object which provokes extreme and 

sometimes physical horror, repulsion, loathing, disgust: by implication, 
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an emotional and at times physical reaction which in turn signals the sub-

ject’s fear of a collapse, caused by a loss of distinction between self and 
other. The following is one of the many passages in which Kristeva de-

scribes the emotional and cultural effects of the abject on the beholder: as 

we read, it is tempting to speculate that when she was writing these words 
she had the corpse as the specific, perhaps ultimate, example of abjection 

in mind. 

 
A massive and sudden emergence of uncanniness, which, familiar as it 

might have been in an opaque and forgotten life, now harries me as rad-

ically separate, loathsome. Not me. Not that. But not nothing, either. A 

"something" that I do not recognize as a thing. A weight of meaning-
lessness, about which there is nothing insignificant, and which crushes 

me. On the edge of non-existence and hallucination, of a reality that, if I 

acknowledge it, annihilates me. There, abject and abjection are my 

safeguards. The primers of my culture. (Kristeva 1982: 2) 

 
Kristeva does indeed go on to make reference to the corpse as the object 

which more than any other is the site of abjection: “[i]f dung signifies the 

other side of the border, the place where I am not and which permits me 
to be, the corpse, the most sickening of wastes, is a border that has en-

croached upon everything” (3). She postulates that the corpse “seen with-

out God and outside of science, is the utmost of abjection. It is death in-

fecting life. Abject. It is something rejected from which one does not part, 
from which one does not protect oneself as from an object. Imaginary un-

canniness and real threat, it beckons to us and ends up engulfing us”. 

(Kristeva 1982: 4; my italics). It is a convincing definition of the corpse 
as abject, and of the abject as the utmost form of otherness.  

It is interesting that Kristeva takes the precaution of excluding 

from her discourse the two most powerful and traditionally antagonist 

grands récits of Western culture – religion and science – in order for the 
corpse as abject to fully work. This seems to imply that religion and sci-

ence may function as protective shields, lessening the corpse’s potential 

for abjection. In spite of this, the fourth chapter of her essay “Semiotics 
of Biblical Abomination” identifies a concern with the corpse in the Old 

Testament (and the biblical notion of impurity) which is in line with the 

argument at the centre of her text. Science is left outside the scope of 
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Kristeva’s investigation, but David Sherman seems to address the very 

field which Powers of Horror did not touch upon in his recent In a 
Strange Room Modernism’s Corpses and Mortal Obligation, which 

makes the claim that Modernism’s writers attempt to discover artistic so-

lutions with which to negotiate and possibly contest or resist the new 
ways in which the corpse, in the first half of the twentieth century, has 

become subjected to specialized medical skills, scientific investigation 

(autopsy, post-mortem, body donation), institutional control (legal pro-

nouncements of death, death certificates, transportation of the body, mor-
tuary, funeral procedures) and state rules.  

From this perspective, Sherman reads the most representative 

names of Modernism’s high literature in the English language – Owen, 
Woolf, Joyce, Faulkner, Eliot, Barnes, Williams and Stephens – and the 

section devoted to Joyce focusses rather unsurprisingly on “Hades”. But 

the relevance of the corpse both in literature, media and the film industry 

at large is undeniable: one need only mention Mary Shelley’s Franken-
stein – a text which would have been impossible without the corpse at the 

centre of its plot – and its numberless adaptations in contemporary culture 

to grasp the idea. Fintan O’Toole was clearly aware of this visibility of 
the corpse in human culture both as an ethical and social preoccupation 

and as “object” for artistic imagination when he decided to devote to it 

his 2018 course as Visiting Lecturer at Princeton University.1 
In light of these short theoretical premises, the aim of this essay is 

to investigate and reflect on the presence and function of the corpse in 

Joyce’s texts and, more specifically, on its function as the location for ex-

treme and untreatable forms of alterity. 
 

 
The Other as Male Corpse – The Father (“The Sisters”) 

 

While the impression of the reader may be that Joyce’s fiction abounds 

with dead people, the dead, dead bodies and corpses, in reality the only 
real corpse which really appears in Joyce’s pages is that of Father Flynn 

in “The Sisters”. There are quite a few corpses conjured by the imagina-

                                                
1 https://arts.princeton.edu/courses/playing-dead-corpses-theater-cinema/ 
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tion or the hallucinations of characters – mainly Stephen’s and Bloom’s – 

but as for corpses proper, visible by the characters and represented on the 
page, Father Flynn’s body is the only one really present in its disturbing, 

intense, material otherness. In this sense Joyce’s choice to insert in the 

very first text of his very first published work a lengthy description of the 
corpse of a recently deceased character and rather sinister character is 

noteworthy.  

 The coffined corpse of Father Flynn is exposed to characters and 

readers in the “dead-room” (D 14) on the first floor of the house which 
the priest used to live in with his two elderly sisters. Early in the story, 

the first person narrator describes a dinner scene, in which the protagonist 

is given official news of the death of Father Flynn. As I have elsewhere 
argued,2 the short story’s main stylistic power lies in its heavily symbolic 

use of silence and more specifically of aposiopesis, a rhetorical device 

which was intensified by Joyce in the revised 1914 published version of 

the text.3 Because of the consciously unfinished sentences of the charac-
ters and the silence observed by the nameless boy, the reader suspects 

that what is left unsaid by the speaker is too alien and unacceptable from 

a moral, cultural and religious point of view to be fully verbalized. Father 
Flynn is portrayed as the vessel not only of physical, but also of mental 

illness, as well as of sexual deviance (the ambiguous relationship he has 

with the boy) and religious abnormality (his dubious vocation and priest-
hood, symbolised by the breaking of the chalice).  

 The text is also charged with the same unsettling combination of 

fascination and fear, attraction and repulsion which Kristeva focuses up-

on in her many examples of abjection (see pp. 12, 45, 138, 149, 167, 204, 
208, 209). This is indeed the leitmotiv of the short story. It is initially the 

word “paralysis” which inspires in the boy this emotional mishmash – “It 

                                                
2 “Joyce’s Art of Silence in Dubliners and A Portrait of the Artist as a Young 

Man”, in James Joyce’s Silences, edited by Iolanta Wawrzycka and Serenella Zanotti, 
Bloomsbury Academic, London, 2018, 33-49. 

3 Several critics have analyzed the transformations from the 1904 Irish 

Homestead version to the 1914 Dubliners format: Therese Fischer in 1971, Florence 
Walzl in 1973 and William Johnsen in 1997, to name a few. Other scholars have written 
on this, considering the changes from different angles and perspectives, yet L. J. 
Morrisey’s detailed 1986 analysis is perhaps the most extensive scrutiny of the narrative 
effects of the alterations.  
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had always sounded strange in my ears, like the word gnomon in the Eu-

clid and the word simony in the Catechism. But now it sounded to me like 
the name of some maleficent and sinful being. It filled me with fear, and 

yet I longed to be nearer to it and to look upon its deadly work” (D 9) – 

but it will not take long to realise that the emotional blend is in reality 
connected to Father Flynn and his disquieting legacy. The ghostly image 

of the dead priest conjured by the boy’s fearful imagination before falling 

asleep inspires in him these very feelings. Though it is not clear whether 

in this scene if the figure is that of a corpse or of a sick person, and 
though the boy has not seen the corpse yet, several textual clues (the grey 

face, the spittle, the fact that the boy thinks that the priest has just died) 

seem to indicate that it may indeed be a corpse that we are already read-
ing about. 

 
In the dark of my room I imagined I saw again the heavy grey face of the 

paralytic. I drew the blankets over my head and tried to think of Christ-

mas. But the gray face still followed me. It murmured; and I understood 

that it desired to confess something. I felt my soul receding onto some 

pleasant and vicious region; and there again I found it waiting for me. It 

began to confess to me in a murmuring voice and I wondered why it 
smiled continually and why the lips were so moist with spittle. But then I 

remembered that it had died of paralysis and I felt that I too was smiling 

feebly, as if to absolve the simoniac of his sin (D 11). 

 

A cocktail of desire and fear is again presented when, the following 

morning after breakfast, the boy decides to go “down” and look at the 
“little house in Great Britain Street”: “I wished to go in and look at him 

but I had not the courage to knock” (D 11): The verb “wish” rings a bell 

here: it appears only twice in the story, the second time in the passage 
which is here under scrutiny, where it is used by the narrator – an adult 

voice which resembles that of a traditional Victorian bildungsroman à la 

Dickens, but one which does not go beyond its very first few pages – in 

reference to his own desire to see the dead priest; the first time during the 
dinner scene, where it had appeared in the enigmatic sentence pro-

nounced by the boy’s uncle, this time in reference to the priest’s attitude 

towards the boy: 
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The youngster and he were great friends. The old chap taught him a 

great deal, mind you; and they say he had a great wish for him. (D 10) 

 

The ambiguity of the lexical choice is intensified by the presence of an 
unidentified impersonal and mysterious “they say”, in a text which has at 

its core an enigma. In both cases the wish is connected to an anomalous 

or morbid form of desire: that of a priest for a young boy and that of the 

young boy for the priest’s corpse.  
The encounter between the protagonist and the corpse will have 

to wait until the following page, and – from an intradiegetic point of view 

– until the evening of the following day, when the boy is taken by his 
aunt “to visit the house of mourning” (D 14). 

 
But no. When we rose and went up to the head of the bed I saw that he 

was not smiling. There he lay, solemn and copious, vested as for the al-

tar, his large hands loosely retaining a chalice. His face was very trucu-

lent, grey and massive, with black cavernous nostrils and circled by a 

scanty white fur. There was a heavy odour in the room — the flowers. 

(D 14) 
 

“Solemn”, “copious”, “massive”, “truculent”, “cavernous”: these are the 

adjectives that the narrating voice chooses to describe that manifestation 

of ultimate otherness and abjection, the corpse of an old priested “vested 
as for the altar”. The string of epithets is remarkable because the words 

are not of common use in the English language- “cavernous”, for exam-

ple, appears only one other time even in the Joyce canon, in the descrip-
tion of the equally impressive nostrils of the Cyclops in the twelfth epi-

sode of Ulysses-4 and sound somehow alien. They also are unmistakably 

and insistently latinate: an important detail, this one, since we know that 
Father Flynn had taught the protagonist how to pronounce Latin properly. 

The boy’s visual encounter with the real corpse seems to activate in the 

narrator’s voice significant lexical memories of the hours spent with the 

dead priest. 

                                                
4 “The widewinged nostrils, from which bristles of the same tawny hue project-

ed, were of such capaciousness that within their cavernous obscurity the fieldlark might 
easily have lodged her nest” (U 12. 160).  
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The two shadowy, silent, enigmatic female figures who inhabit 

the house, the Flynn sisters, are the vestals in charge of the corpse. 
Though commentators tend to focus primarily on the latter part of the 

conversation, more than half of what is said between the sisters and the 

boy’s aunt concerns the type of death Father Flynn went through, the 
preparation of the corpse and the corpse itself. Once again the by now 

familiar combination of opposites reapperars, and the reader is taken 

aback on hearing from Eliza that “he had a beautiful death” (D 15) and 

that the woman who came to wash the body said “he just looked as if he 
was asleep, he looked peaceful and resigned. No one would think he’d 

make such a beautiful corpse” (D 15). “Beautiful death” and “beautiful 

corpse” are indeed oxymoronic concepts, especially if contemplated from 
the Kristeva’s perspective, and these ideas at this point of the story are 

destabilising and unsettling given how the corpse was previously de-

scribed in the text, with its large hands, its truculent grey massive face 

and black cavernous nostrils, all of which does little to evoke a sense of 
beauty, and if anything evoke something more in line with the Burkean 

Sublime.  

For this reason, the idea of Father Flynn as a “beautiful corpse” is 
in line with the troubling atmosphere presiding over the narration and it 

prepares the reader for the unnerving denouement of the story, which, 

with superb control of the narrative tempo, veers from the beauty of the 
coffined corpse to the mental derangement of the living priest. Eliza’s 

sudden words – “Mind you, I noticed there was something queer coming 

over him latterly” (D 16) – mark the beginning of this narrative turn. Af-

ter having been ambiguously and implicitly portrayed by Old Cotter as a 
man who entertains relationships of an unspeakable nature with young 

boys and having been therefore configured as an example of a deviant 

and pathological form of sexuality, the priest-corpse slowly becomes al-
so, in Eliza’s broken and trance-like conversation, a case of mental and 

religious deviance. The climax is of course the night scene of the three 

men entering the dark chapel with a light and their discovery of the mad 
priest laughing to himself in the gloom of his confession box: the tableau 

is so disquieting that even Eliza, who is responsible for it, stops yet again, 

this time “suddenly” “as if to listen” (D 18) expecting to hear her dead 

brother to come to life in his coffin. Of course Father Flynn’s dead body 
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does not stir but in spite of the stillness of the corpse upstairs, lying in his 

coffin in the “dead-room”, the impression is that the old priest’s descent 
into the unspeakable regions of the abject is still happening, somewhere 

and somehow, and the opening words of the short story “There was no 

hope for him this time” (D 9) resonate with the dark Dante-esque over-
tone which many readers have indeed commented upon.  

 

 

The Other as Female Corpse – The Mother (“Circe”) 

 

Unlike Father Flynn’s dead body, which is really lying in his coffin and 

is really there in the story, May Dedalus’s corpse as it appears in “Circe” 
is obviously not a member of the gang visiting Bella Cohen’s brothel in 

the episode, but is instead a Gothic figment of Stephen’s altered state of 

mind. Yet it is in fact its unreal narrative status which gives this corpse 

some prerogatives — first and foremost that of coming back to life and 
talking to Stephen — which it would not possess, or at least not in the 

type of novel which Ulysses is, had it been a dead body of the textual re-

ality.  
Milan Kundera suggests that death “has two faces. One is nonbe-

ing: the other is the terrifying material being of the corpse” (Kundera 

1984: 123). May Goulding Dedalus is given the taxing narrative mission 
of representing both. In her two ghostly apparition in “Telemachus” (U 1. 

100-110, U 1. 270-279) she is represented as dying body, but not yet as a 

corpse. In the her third and by far longest performance in “Circe” she has 

clearly reached the stage, and the status, of decomposing, rotting corpse. 
  
(Stephen ’s mother, emaciated, rises stark through the floor, in leper 

grey with a wreath of faded orangeblossoms and a torn bridal veil, her 

face worn and noseless, green with gravemould. Her hair is scant and 

lank. She fixes her bluecircled hollow eyesockets on Stephen and opens 

her toothless mouth uttering a silent word. A choir of virgins and con-

fessors sing voicelessly.) (U 15. 4157-62)  

 
In “Circe” May Goulding’s corpse is, like Father Flynn’s, “vested as if 

for the altar”, since she is wearing her wedding dress. She is a mortal 
bride, but also a mortal mother, and therefore the perfect embodiment (or 
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maybe, in this case, the disembodiment) of the two traditional roles as-

cribed to female subjects by patriarchal culture. While conversing with 
her son, she mentions her pregnancy - “when you lay in my womb” (U 

15. 4204), and in so doing evokes a term which, in “Proteus”, Stephen 

had equated, with remarkable textual coherence, to a devouring tomb: 
“Oomb, allwombing tomb” (U 3 402). Carer and provider (“Who saved 

you the night you jumped into the train at Dalkey with Paddy Lee? Who 

had pity for you when you were sad among the strangers? (...) Years and 

years I loved you, O, my son, my firstborn, when you lay in my womb”, 
(U 15, 4174), but mainly an instructor of death, she speaks the memento 

mori of the dance of death which in the episode has indeed raised her 

corpse from the underground (U 15, 4139). Besides, the death she an-
nounces is one of punishment and hell (“Repent! O, the fire of hell!” (...) 

“O Sacred Heart of Jesus, have mercy on him! Save him from hell, O 

Devine Sacred Heart!” U 15, 4175), and in this she manifests that strange 

combination of sadism and masochism which is typical of the dans ma-
cabre tradition (Saugnieux 1972: 98) as well as of the martyrological 

episteme she obviously has absorbed, both as Irish female subject and as 

Irish Catholic. This explains why she presents herself as an alter Christus 
figure, and her suffering, which she offers to our Lord, is an explicit imi-

tation of the Passio Christi , the absolute and irresistible model for any 

martyr.  
Indeed there is evidence in Joyce’s representation of the maternal 

spectre-corpse, with its aesthetics of death, of various medieval traditions 

– the literature of de putredine cadaverum, ascetic texts, martyrial litera-

ture. With no comic counterpart to relieve the horror (such is the dynamic 
of Joyce’s corpse rethoric in “Hades”, as we shall see) the mother in 

“Circe” is a corpse which keeps dying in front of Stephen’s as well as the 

reader’s eyes. Seen only by Stephen, “in the agony of her deathrattle”, 
like Father Flynn she is a tremendous distillate of alterity, as she is dying 

body, rotting corpse and ghost all rolled into one. As hyper-abject and 

summa of so much untreatable otherness, she is Joyce’s sermo corporeus, 
to borrow from the terminological apparatus of medieval martyrial tradi-

tion: the horribile spectaculum which in Ulysses can be contemplated on-

ly by Stephen, but whose admonition is there for everybody to read: “I 

was once the beautiful May Goulding. I am dead” (U, 15, 4173) and, a 
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few lines later, “All must go through it, Stephen. More women than men 

in the world. You too. Your time will come” (U 15. 4184-7). As both 
contrapuntal and complementary to Father Flynn’s dead body – the only 

words of the dead priest which we hear in “The Sisters” (“I am not long 

for this world”, D 9) deliver exactly the same kind of message, although 
in self-referential form – May Goulding’s corpse is after all very tradi-

tional, if not conventional tout court. Elsewhere in Ulysses the corpse is 

instead unorthodoxly presented as not so much the source of abjection, 

but of its very opposite: laughter. And ultimately life. 
 

 

The Other as Comic Corpse – Paddy Dignam & co. (“Hades”) 

 

Dealing as it does with death, corpses and burying rituals and practices, 

“Hades” should in theory be the most disturbing episode of Joyce’s mas-

terpiece. Instead, Bloom’s death thoughts are among his most hilarious 
contributions to the destabilizing comic principle which presides over so 

many pages of the novel. As a matter of fact, the sixth episode turns out 

to be one of the most comic, if not the most comic in the novel. Ulysses’s 
most celebrated joke, which makes fun not only of the Bible, but also of 

the corpse itself – “Come forth, Lazarus! And he came fifth and lost the 

job” (U 6, 678-9) – is told here and with a purpose: it is both slightly ma-
cabre and highly irreverent, but it also hides a very serious intent. In 

“Hades”, Bloom’s stream of consciousness substantiates the chapter’s 

textual strategy of ironic inversion of foundational and traditionally un-

contested cultural taxonomies. In this case the taxonomies related to the 
corpse: from this perspective, “Hades” articulates a humorous counter-

discourse to Kristeva’s Powers of Horror. Corpses are the ambiguous 

protagonists of this textual strategy. Of course the most important corpse 
is that of the deceased which is going to be buried in the episode, but 

many others are evoked, imagined or remembered in Bloom’s mental 

universe.  
The chapter begins at Dignam’s house three days after his death, 

as the carriages of the funeral party are about to leave. It becomes clear 

from the outset that Bloom’s comic naturalism has the intrinsic gift of de-

flating or even eroding the “terrifying” effect of the physicality of death, 
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and the corpse and its material fate is approached from a very domestic 

and reassuring perspective (washing, shampooing, nail clipping): 
 

Extraordinary the interest they take in a corpse. Glad to see us go we give 

them so much trouble coming. Job seems to suit them. Huggermugger in cor-

ners. Slop about in slipperslappers for fear he’d wake. Then getting it ready. 

Lying it out. Molly and Mrs Fleming making the bed. Pull it more to your 

side. Our windingsheet. Never know who will touch you dead. Wash and 

shampoo. I believe they clip the nail and the hair. Keep a bit in the envelope. 

Grows all the same after. Unclean job. (U 6. 14-209) 

 
Bloom worries about the hygiene of the corpse which was once upon a 

time a “lemonyellow” (U 6. 569) body and he reflects upon the idea that 
the nails keep growing after death. The reference is to a superstitious be-

lief, which in the Western tradition is ascribed to women, that the dead 

might not be dead at all. Indeed, the idea of the un-deadness of the dead 
and, more specifically, of the corpse, (hinted at from the very start of the 

chapter) will be reiterated time and again in the course of the episode. In-

stead, however, of originating fear, horror and loathing, it will become 

both a cause for laughter and also, and more importantly, the foundation 
of a cyclical concept of human life in which the corpse is necessarily cen-

tral.  

As a sort of comic counterpart to the biblical Lazarus, Dignam 
has the first of his three post-mortem pop-ups here in “Hades”. Bloom, 

inspired by Jack Power’s Gothic memory of a hearse capsized round 

Dunphy’s and the corpse rolling about the road, imagines poor Paddy as a 

victim of a similar accident, but once again the horrifying potential of 
such a macabre event is nullified by the comic twist which Bloom puts on 

it. 

 
Bom! Upset! A coffin bumped out on the road. Burst open. Paddy Dig-
nam shot out and rolling over stiff in the dust in a brown habit too large 

for him. Red face: grey now. Mouth fallen open. Asking what’s up now. 

(U 6. 421-423) 

 
The de-othering of the corpse via comic imagination is also obvious when 

Bloom, later on, fancies the dead males yearning for a joke, as they used 
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to do when they were living bodies, and the dead women eager for an up-

date on the fashion front:  

 
The dead themselves the men anyhow would like to hear an odd joke or 

the women to know what’s in fashion. A juicy pear or ladies’ punch, 
hot, strong and sweet. Keep out the damp. You must laugh sometimes 

so better do it that way. (U 6. 789-92) 

 
And it is still corpses we are laughing not so much at but with when 

Bloom brings them comically back to some form of life by concocting 

the idea of a gramophone inserted in the coffin to let the corpse get in 
touch with his family in for post-prandial Sunday communications be-

tween the living and the dead:  

 
Put on poor old greatgrandfather. Kraahraak! Hellohellohello amawfully-

glad kraark awfullygladaseeagain hellohello amawf krpthsth” (U 6. 963-

966). 

 

The corpsemanure business represents the essence of Bloom’s attitude 

towards the corpse and, given his profession as a canvasser, he even for-
mulates ads for selling the goods in storage: “Well preserved fat corpse, 

gentleman, epicure, invaluable for fruit garden” (U 6. 772). For a man 

who had started off his day with an explanation of the concept of metem-
psychosis, the thought that death does not defeat life, that death somehow 

is not final in spite of itself, is quite a natural assumption.  

Bloom’s fascination with the corpse is evident from beginning to 

end and is pivotal in the orchestration of the entire episode, but this fasci-
nation is not part of that mix of repulsion/attraction, which was so repeat-

edly textualised in “The Sisters” and clearly identified by Kristeva in her 

analysis of the abject. Nor is Bloom’s fervid imagination associated with 
the horror which the putrefying martyrological corpse of The Mother in-

spires in “Circe”. Of course, he is not utterly deaf to the abjection which 

corpses do possess: he does imagine the “dawrf’s face” and “dwarf’s 
body” of the child whose coffin he sees flashing by the Rotunda corner 

(U 6. 326), and he does think of Mrs Riordan’s death and the awful as-

pect women have when they die (“Our Lady’s Hospice for the Dying. 
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Deadhouse handy underneath. Where old Mrs Riordan died. They look 

terrible the women” (U 6. 377-79). But the otherness of the dead and of 
the corpses which so many other characters were unable to cope with is 

for Joyce’s Dublin Odysseus much less of a problem. Bloom reflects on 

the “juicy bones”, “raw stuff, hide, hair, horns” deriving goods of the cat-
tle, comes up with his own version of the Last Judgement Day where the 

“lungs, hearts, livers” lying around the graveyard will have to be recov-

ered by their legitimate owners, but lingers with curiosity on chromatic 

variations of decomposition of human bodies, while seeing in the very 
materiality of corpses not so much the most unnegotiable symbol of 

death, which may certainly shock and disturb, but rather a profoundly 

useful element for the natural cycle of life. 

 
Chinese cemeteries with giant poppies growing produce the best opium 

Mastiansky told me. The Botanic Gardens are just over there. It’s the 

blood sinking in the earth gives new life. (…) I daresay the soil would be 

quite fat with corpsemanure, bones, flesh, nails. Charnelhouses. Dreadful. 

Turning green and pink decomposing. Rot quick in damp earth. The lean 

old ones tougher. Then a kind of tallowy kind of cheesy. They begin to 

get black, black treacle oozing out of them. Then dried up. Deathmoths. 
(U 6.769-71; 776-780). 

 
Joyce’s discourse on the corpse and its intractable otherness, which is 
also a discourse of the materiality of death and of life, challenges re-

ceived attitudes, offers options, envisages alternatives and even oppo-

sites, alerting us to the complexity and unpredictability of corpses and 

their significance. Father Flynn, May Dedalus, Paddy Dignam and the 
other numerous corpses of Joyce’s texts all give voice (so to speak) in 

their multifarious forms – coffin corpse, memento mori, fertilisers – to 

these possibilities. Finnegans Wake is obviously the ultimate example of 
the destabilising and yet not unpleasant surprise that a dead, or presumed 

dead, body may present us with. The idea that juicy corpses may give 

rise to new crops, that death and life are inseparable, and that new end-
ings – “A way a lone a last a loved a long” – may recirculate into old be-

ginnings – “riverrun, past Eve and Adam's, from swerve of shore to bend 

of bay, brings us by a commodius vicus of recirculation back to Howth 
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Castle and Environs” – is the inevitable, albeit possibly illusory, happy 

ending of Joyce’s art. 
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