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STEPHEN, GIACOMO, AND THE OTHERS: ‘BRIEF EX-

POSURES’ OF FEMALE COUNTERPARTS 
 

 

 

 

 
 

Abstract The present essay draws attention on minor female characters as coun-

terparts to Stephen Dedalus, in turn one of the first and most complex alter-egos 

of Joyce. After briefly considering the bird-girl who appears in the fourth chapter 

of Portrait, my analysis primarily focusses on Milly, the daughter of the Blooms 

in Ulysses. While the first, an idealised winged creature, reflects Stephen’s desire 

and need to fly away from the centre of paralysis in order to pursue his artistic 

vocation, Milly Bloom can be seen as a counter figure of Stephen insofar as her 

very absence from Dublin on the 16th of June 1904 highlights, by contrast, his 

failed attempt at breaking free from the city and its ‘nets’.  

Between Portrait and Ulysses, and between these two female figures, there is an 

important passage in the Joycean oeuvre that can be helpful in defining the con-
cept of other with respect to Stephen. I am referring to Giacomo Joyce, which is 

itself, in many respects, the ‘other’ work by Joyce. Like Stephen, Giacomo is 

counterbalanced by a female figure, whose identity cannot be easily defined. By 

means of a comparative text analysis, particularly focussed on the visual and im-

pressionistic features of Joyce’s writing, I pay attention some elements that link 

the mysterious girl in Giacomo Joyce to the bird-girl in Portrait, but more im-

portantly to Milly Bloom. 

 

Keywords Stephen Dedalus; Milly Bloom; Giacomo Joyce; Female alter-egos; 

Photography. 

 
 

An important manifestation of the ‘other’ in Joyce’s work is represented 

by the numerous alter egos of the author that feature his texts. One of the 

first and probably one of the most complex among the author’s fictional 
counterparts is Stephen Dedalus. While the Stephen of A Portrait of the 

Artist as a Young Man (hereafter Portrait) has many traits in common 

with Joyce, especially in the early chapters dedicated to his childhood, in 
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the passage from Portrait to Ulysses he undergoes significant changes 

and gradually detaches himself from his creator, turning into a more static 
character. As Joyce famously revealed to Frank Budgen, in Ulysses Ste-

phen “has a shape that can’t be changed” (Budgen 1972: 107) and indeed, 

as noted by Hugh Kenner, “[t]he Stephen of the first chapter of Ulysses 
[…] is precisely the priggish, humourless Stephen of the last chapter of 

the Portrait” (Kenner 1955: 112). Yet as he gains autonomy, moving 

away from his initial role as alter ego of Joyce, several characters are in-

troduced that in turn function as doppelgänger of Stephen. In the present 
essay, I focus on (mostly secondary) female characters who, having some 

sort of connection with Stephen, highlight or amplify his characteristic 

traits either by correlation or, more often, by being in contrast or in oppo-
sition to him1. Although different from one another, the female figures I 

consider here are to some degree connected to art and creativity; some 

serve as inspiration for Stephen embodying a certain ideal of beauty or a 

creative force, others (especially in Ulysses) intensify through contrast 
the failure of his artistic aspirations and his condition of neglected and 

misunderstood artist/poet. 

 The character of Emma (or E–– C––) in Portrait is certainly an 
important example; source of highly contrasting feelings for Stephen 

throughout the novel, Emma also crucially serves as inspiration for his 

first compositions. Further female figures connected to Stephen, who also 
somehow function as surrogates for Emma, are Mercedes and the Tempt-

ress of his villanelle, both fictional characters that have a meaningful role 

in crucial moments of his life. Nevertheless, the bird-girl that appears in 

the fourth chapter is possibly the most important among the female fig-
ures in Portrait.  

 The creature Stephen encounters on Dollymount Strand, highly 

idealised by him, is actually half-real and half-fictional. Indeed, their 

                                                
1 I deliberately leave aside the character of Stephen’s mother because a focus on 

her role in Portrait (and on her ghostly presence in Ulysses) would go beyond the limits 
of the analysis I intend to carry out here. Nevertheless, she would certainly count as an 

‘other’ who is in contrast to Stephen. Her death, which takes place after his departure 
from Ireland in the period of time that separates Portrait from Ulysses, is crucial in 
determining the failure of his voluntary exile from Dublin, and therefore his impossibility 
of expressing himself fully and freely as an artist, which is one of his characteristic traits, 
particularly in Ulysses. 
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meeting could possibly be better described as a vision Stephen has in the 

decisive moment in which he resolves to follow his artistic vocation. 
Having the “likeness of a strange and beautiful seabird” (P 171), and 

therefore of a creature with wings, the bird-girl embodies and symbolical-

ly translates Stephen’s desire and need to fly away in order to mature, at 
least artistically (cf. Spanghero 2017: 209). This pivotal scene closes on a 

positive note, as Stephen “sing[s] wildly to the sea, crying to greet the 

advent of the life that had cried to him” (P 172). The bird-girl is, accord-

ingly, described in positive terms as an angel-like creature that embodies 
Stephen’s ideal of beauty and art. She is therefore an example of alter-ego 

‘by correlation’: her otherness with respect to Stephen consists in reflect-

ing and highlighting his particular condition and (relatively) positive atti-
tude towards the end of Portrait. This attitude, though, drastically chang-

es in Ulysses, where we find another Stephen as well as different female 

counterparts to him.  

 Interestingly, there is no trace of the bird-girl, nor memory of the 
vision of her, neither in the last chapter of Portrait nor in Ulysses. This is 

indeed a rare case in the Joycean oeuvre, in which both main and second-

ary characters tend to reappear, both within the same text and in different 
works. The fact that the bird-girl constitutes an exception in this respect 

ultimately signals the importance of Stephen’s encounter with her. Yet 

her absence after the fourth chapter of Portrait also significantly empha-
sises the contrast between the Stephen at the end of Portrait, projected 

towards the future with a positive attitude, and the Stephen in Ulysses. 

Notwithstanding his determination to leave the country, at the beginning 

of Ulysses he is back in Dublin, very much concerned about the events of 
the recent past and their influence on his present. 

 Among the “Telemachiad” episodes, “Proteus” is a pivotal one 

for an understanding of ‘Ulysses’s Stephen’. Moreover, being entirely set 
on a beach, it also serves as a fitting counterpart to the episode on Dol-

lymount Strand in Portrait. To begin with, in “Proteus” Stephen thinks 

back to those aspirations he had set out to achieve at the end of Portrait, 
and which he now puts in doubt: “Books you were going to write with 

letters for titles. […] You were going to do wonders, what? Missionary to 

Europe after fiery Columbanus” (U 3.139; 192-3). Strolling on 

Sandymount Strand, Stephen also thinks about his current condition of 



122 

entrapment in Dublin, which ultimately determines his difficulty in ex-

pressing himself through art, as his attempt at composing a poem demon-
strates: the lines he scribbles down on a torn piece of paper are probably 

abandoned (or lost?) on the shore2. Lastly, in “Proteus” Stephen also of-

ten thinks back to his short stay in Paris, regretting his untimely return to 
Dublin. 

 The appearance of an often ignored character, whom I neverthe-

less consider as an important female counterpart to Stephen in Ulysses, 

occurs in the following episode: Milly Bloom3, daughter of Leopold and 
Molly, is first directly referred to in “Calypso”.4 Being a secondary char-

acter, absent from the main (and only) setting of the novel, the infor-

mation the reader can gather about Milly is relatively scant. With the ex-
ception of her letter to Bloom (cf. U 4.397-414), the only instance in 

which her ‘voice’ is heard, Milly is almost exclusively represented 

through second-hand information in the words or, more often, the 

thoughts of the characters connected to her, notably her parents and Alec 
Bannon. While Luca Crispi is right in observing that, as a secondary 

character, Milly’s “primary function is merely to shed light on the read-

er’s understanding of her parents” (2015: 216), I argue that she also inter-
estingly sheds light on some of Stephen’s most representative traits. To 

begin with, the very fact that Milly is not in Dublin on the 16th of June 

1904 determines her primary function as a ‘counter-figure’ to Stephen. 
Her absence is indeed a crucial element for her characterisation (cf. ibid: 

200); on the one hand, it signals her emancipation and independence5, on 

                                                
2 Lost, and possibly later found again by Bloom in the “Nausicaa” episode (cf. 

U 13.1246-7), although, significantly, Bloom “can’t read” (13.1247) what is written on 
the piece of paper he finds. 

3 For a list of the relatively scant literature on the character of Milly, see Ryan 
(2014: 33). 

4 Before this, a brief but indirect mention to her occurs in “Telemachus” (cf. U 
1.684-5).  

5 Obviously, the absence of Milly’s voice in the novel can also have its 
downside, as it leaves her no possibility to redeem herself from the image other characters 

provide of her. Indeed, notwithstanding her emancipated and almost avant-garde 
occupation in Mullingar, it is plausible that the expression “photo girl” (U 1.685) used by 
Bannon should refer to her as the object of his desires rather than as a young apprentice 
photographer. In any case, she seems to reciprocate Bannon’s liking for her (she has given 
him a picture of herself [cf. U 14.754]), and it could also be inferred, as Ryan does, “that 
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the other, it further emphasises the fact that Stephen, instead, is still en-

trapped in the city and its nets. Another crucial element that defines 
Milly, both as a character and as a counterpart to Stephen, is her occupa-

tion as an apprentice photographer in Mullingar that is indicative of her 

artistic talent, which she seems to be cultivating successfully: as she 
writes in her letter to Bloom, “I am getting on swimming in the photo 

business now” (U 4.400-1). 

 Yet, in order to carry out a more detailed analysis of Milly as al-

ter-ego of/counterpart to Stephen, I think it is necessary to introduce an 
element that could serve as a bridge between Portrait and Ulysses, but 

also between the two ‘Stephens’ and his female alter egos: I am referring 

to Giacomo Joyce. Composed with all probabilities between 1911 and 
19146, and published posthumously in 1968, Giacomo Joyce can be con-

sidered in many ways as the other work by Joyce, presenting several 

‘levels of alterity’. First of all, unlike Joyce’s other published works, it is 

not set in Dublin but in Trieste. Secondly, being strongly autobiograph-
ical, it introduces another alter-ego of the author, Giacomo, who took life 

in a phase in which Stephen was already detaching himself from Joyce 

(Giacomo Joyce was most probably completed between Portrait and 
Ulysses). Indeed, while the Stephen in Portrait has numerous points in 

common with the young and very young Joyce, Giacomo shares many 

traits with the adult Joyce or in any case with the Joyce living in Trieste. 
Finally, and most importantly to the aims of the present essay, Giacomo 

Joyce introduces a type of female protagonist that is strikingly different 

from the great majority of Joycean female characters. 

 As it has been thoroughly demonstrated, Joyce’s Triestine years, 
marking the first significant phase of his voluntary exile from Ireland, 

have played a crucial role not only in his personal life but also in his 

work7. Particularly during his first stay, from 1904/5 to 1915, when Tri-

                                                                                                          
Milly not only may no longer be a virgin, but that she may have engaged in unprotected 
sex with Bannon” (2014: 26). 

6 In his introduction to the novel, Richard Ellmann concludes that “the events 

and moods collocated in Giacomo Joyce took place between late 1911 and the middle of 
1914” (1968: xv), indicating that “[t]he likeliest time […] for the final version […] is July 
or August 1914” (xvi). On this, cf. also McCourt (2000: 8). 

7 John McCourtʼs in-depth study The Years of Bloom: Joyce in Trieste 1904 – 1920 
(2000) is undoubtedly an important reference text on this aspect of Joyceʼs life and work.  
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este was a cosmopolitan and culturally rich port of the Austro-Hungarian 

empire, life in this city provided the author with countless sources of in-
spiration for his writings and for the creation of new characters. In Trieste 

Joyce also worked as a private teacher of English, an experience that ul-

timately constitutes the basis for the composition of Giacomo Joyce. 
Among his students were the daughters of some of the richest and most 

cultured families in the city, and Joyce was certainly not indifferent to the 

charm of these girls who offered a new feminine model to his imagina-

tion. Shaped on Joyce’s Triestine pupils8, the female character in Giaco-
mo Joyce is also important for an understanding of Milly, especially if 

considered in relation, or in opposition, to Stephen. The daughter of the 

Blooms certainly does not replicate the unnamed girl in Giacomo Joyce, 
but the two figures have some important points in common that I intend 

to highlight here. It is my contention that Giacomo’s girl may have 

served, at least in part, as a model for (or even a prototype of) Milly. 

Therefore, the idea for the character of Milly could have matured during 
Joyce’s first years in Trieste, although it was obviously developed only 

later, during the composition of Ulysses9.  

 The girls Joyce taught English to in Trieste who are more likely 
to have served as models for the female protagonist of Giacomo Joyce 

were “highly educated […] singularly assured and independent […] Jew-

ish or at least of Jewish extraction […] emancipated and modern young 
ladies who were aware of the sexual and intellectual attraction they could 

exercise over a young man such as Joyce” (McCourt 2006: 23210). Cru-

cially, many of these elements can also be ascribed to Milly. She is “of 

Jewish extraction”, she is independent, to some degree also economically 
(in Mullingar she earns “[t]welve and six a week [,]” which, as Bloom 

comments, is “[n]ot much. Still, she might do worse” [U 4.425]), and she 

is aware of her attractiveness. Milly has just turned fifteen, and the fact 

                                                
8 Many hypotheses have been advanced as to the real identity of the girl behind 

Giacomo Joyce (for a list of possible ‘candidates’ cf. for instance McCourt 2000 “The 
Importance”: 16-21). 

9 As Crispi informs, the principal traits of Milly’s character were established by 
1918 (cf. Crispi 2015: 200 n64); further modifications and/or additions were made in the 
following years, roughly until 1921 (cf. ibid. 199; 206). 

10 McCourtʼs list is longer; the elements I have chosen to mention here are those 
that more significantly link the model for the “she” in Giacomo Joyce to Milly Bloom.  
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that she is becoming an attractive young woman arouses the jealousy of 

her mother11 and the worries of her father. Bloom often thinks about her 
during the course of the day, thus also providing the reader with most of 

the information on Milly. The fond memories of her as a child often over-

lap in his mind with the thought that she in now “ripening” (4.430) and 
“[c]oming out of her shell” (4.422). He is also concerned about the 

“young student […] named Bannon” (4.406-7) mentioned in her letter. 

For his part, the “young student” provides an image of Milly that con-

firms her attractiveness. Apart from the very first, and indirect, reference 
to her in the novel as the “sweet little thing” he calls “[p]hoto girl” 

(1.684-5), Bannon also praises her beauty in “Oxen of the Sun”, flaunting 

a picture of her that he keeps in a “locket that [hangs] from a silk riband” 
(14.754). 

 A few pages later, in the same episode, Milly is referred to again 

when Bloom has a vision of her as a sidereal creature (cfr. U 14.1080-

1109). Significantly, these paragraphs use several almost verbatim pas-
sages from Giacomo Joyce12, thus determining another interesting link, 

through intertextuality, between Milly and Giacomo’s beloved. The 

fragments from Giacomo Joyce that appear in “Oxen of the Sun” refer to 
a moment in which, at dusk, Giacomo sees the girl from a distance walk-

ing with her mother: “She follows her mother with ungainly grace, the 

mare leading her filly foal. Grey twilight moulds softly the slim and 
shapely haunches, the meek supple tendonous neck, the fine-boned skull” 

(GJ 3). The section that introduces Bloom’s vision in “Oxen of the Sun” 

clearly echoes this passage, starting with almost exactly the same words: 

“She follows her mother with ungainly steps, a mare leading her fillyfoal. 

                                                
11 See, e.g.: “well see well see now shes well on for flirting too with Tom 

Devans two sons imitating me whistling with those romps of Murray girls calling for her 
can Milly come out please shes in great demand” (U 18. 1023-25); “her tongue is a bit too 
long for my taste your blouse is open too low she says to me […] and I had to tell her not 
to cock her legs up like that on show on the windowsill before all the people passing they 
all look at her like me when I was her age” (18.1032-36); “of course shes restless 
knowing shes pretty with her lips so red a pity they wont stay that way I was too” (18. 

1065-6). 
12 Joyce transposed numerous passages from Giacomo Joyce to Portrait and to 

Ulysses. For a list of the correspondences, see Ellmannʼs notes in appendix to his edition 
of Giacomo Joyce (xxxi – xxxvii), later implemented by Fritz Senn (2006: 332-337; first 
published in the James Joyce Quarterly 5 [1968]: 233-236).  
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Twilight phantoms are they, yet moulded in prophetic grace of structure, 

slim shapely haunces, a supple tendonous neck, the meek apprehensive 
skull” (U 14.1082-5). In the following paragraph, “Millicent, the young, 

the dear, the radiant” (14.1101-2) finally “arise[s]” (14.1102), wearing 

“sandals of bright gold” (14.110313) and a veil that “flows about her star-
born flesh” (14.1105). The phrase “starborn flesh” also appears in a vivid 

passage towards the end of Giacomo Joyce: “She coils towards me along 

the crumpled lounge. I cannot move or speak. Coiling approach of star-

born flesh” (GJ 15). In Giacomo Joyce, Giacomo’s beloved is represent-
ed by means of concrete and realistic details, but she is also highly ideal-

ised. As Fritz Senn points out, she “is evoked not only in various moods 

and styles, but also in a series of analogies, taking in almost the whole 
range of the archetypical manifestations of the Female” (Senn 2006: 337). 

The same can be said for Milly, with the difference that her image is fil-

tered through the points of view of more than one character.  

 “Oxen of the Sun” is a good example in this sense because it pro-
vides the reader both with Bannon’s14 and with Bloom’s ‘versions’ of 

Milly. Bloom evokes an image of her as a creature that belongs to a re-

mote celestial dimension; an element that also importantly “echo[es] her 
absence in real life from 7 Eccles Street”, as Chattopadhyay observes 

(Chattopadhyay 2018: 91). Moreover, “[l]ike the mysterious female fig-

ure in Giacomo Joyce whose voice emanates from “beyond the cold 
stars” (GJ 15), Milly is “a queen among the Pleiades” (U 14.1102-3)” 

(ibid.). “Oxen of the Sun” is also one of the episodes in which Bloom and 

Stephen are together (although they do not interact yet) and, bearing in 

mind the comparison/contrast between Milly and Stephen, it is significant 
that in Bloom’s vision Milly is flying, in a distant dimension. This detail, 

apart from echoing her actual departure from home, also importantly puts 

her in opposition to Stephen who, instead, has failed to fly by the nets 
that were holding his soul back (cf. P 202). 

                                                
13 This detail refers back to one of Bloom’s first memories of Milly as a child, in 

“Calypso:” “swiftly, in slim sandals, along the brightening footpath. Runs, she runs to 

meet me, a girl with gold hair on the wind” (U 4.240-2). 
14 He refers to Milly as a “skittish heifer, big of her age and beef to the heel” (U 

14.502-3) (interestingly using the expression “beef to the heel” that also appears in 
Milly’s letter [cf. 4.403]), and as the “[b]old bad girl from the town of Mullingar” 
(14.1494-5), but also, later, as an “amiable […] creature” (14.763-4). 
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 As seen, then, Milly and the “she” in Giacomo Joyce have some 

significant elements in common that contribute in defining them as ‘oth-
ers’ in relation to the male protagonists of the texts in which they appear. 

Yet, another important common trait in their characterisations is that they 

are represented through fragments. As far as Milly is concerned, she is 
mostly evoked in the thoughts of Bloom throughout the day (and of Mol-

ly during the night), and almost every memory of her revolves around a 

detail or an object somehow connected to her (e.g.: the moustache cup 

[cf. U 4.283] or the “pale blue scarf” [4.435] that reappears several times 
in the novel), a part of her body (“her slim legs running up the stairs” 

[4.430], her “little hand [which is] now big” [14.1198]), or a particular 

behaviour or gesture (“[p]inching her cheeks to make them red” [4.433]; 
“holding up her hand, shaking it to let the blood flow back when it was 

red” [13.923-4]). In some ways, even her letter, the only concrete trace of 

her presence in the novel, is written in a hurry, providing the reader only 

with a fragmentary “brief exposure” (1.686) of Milly, and giving the im-
pression of a fleeing character. Similarly, in Giacomo Joyce, the mysteri-

ous girl is mainly represented through glimpses, “brief beat[s] of the eye-

lids” (GJ 1). Referring to the correspondence between the fragmentation 
of the text layout and of the female character in Giacomo Joyce, Clare 

Wallace comments that the “fragment suggests a totality or total identity 

that dissolves before it is even formed” (2006: 217). Indeed, as in the case 
of Milly, the identity of the girl is reduced to a series of scattered de-

tails15: parts of her body (e.g.: her “olive oval face” [GJ 12], the “dark 

coil of her hair” [11], or even her entrails, when she is operated [cf. 

ibid]), her gestures (the “shy and nervous” [1] movements, her “simple 
and proud” [11] way of walking), her clothing (the famous “heavy odor-

ous furs” [1] of the beginning, or the “green-broidered gown” [11] she 

wears at the theatre), as well as objects that belong to her (from the 
“quizzing glasses” [1] she wears in the opening paragraph to the “hat, 

red-flowered, and umbrella, furled” [16] that appear at the end). Through 

this almost systematic fragmentation of the characters, the identities of 
Milly and of Giacomo’s girl seem to escape the reader’s eye, generating a 

                                                
15 On the fragmentation of bodies in Giacomo Joyce, cf. also Guerra (2018: 104-

105). 
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visual impairment that is significant in such highly visual texts as Ulysses 

and Giacomo Joyce.  
 Drawing the attention on the centrality of “[p]erception and the 

ambivalence of ‘seeing’” in Giacomo Joyce, Wallace (2006: 213) also in-

terestingly describes it as “a type of textual ‘zootrope’” (ibid.). The zoot-
rope, or zoetrope, is one of the numerous proto-cinematic devices that 

were invented during the nineteenth century. It consists of a cylinder-

shaped rotating structure, on the inner side of which are attached sets of 

images (drawings or photos) that reproduce sequences of specific move-
ments. As the drum spins on itself, the rapid juxtaposition of these static 

images gives the viewer the illusion of motion. In a similar way, Giaco-

mo Joyce “creates an illusory continuity through his assemblage of frag-
ments. […] The subject of each fragment is comparable to those images 

or models which depict different stages of movement on or within the 

walls of a zootrope, and similarly may be perceived as both discrete and 

continuous” (ibid. 213-214). In the same way, the reader of Ulysses can-
not get an integral image of Milly, but only a sort of “illusory continuity” 

that originates from the fragmentary memories and impressions of her 

provided by other characters. 
 The interesting comparison with the zootrope proposed by Wal-

lace also allows for a link to photography, another form of representation 

of reality that originated during the nineteenth century and developed in 
the opening decades of the twentieth century. Intrinsically connected to 

the sense of sight and to “perception and the ambivalence of ‘seeing’” 

(ibid.), photography directly links back to Milly and to her occupation in 

Mullingar, but also to some of Joyce’s early writings, in particular the 
“Epiphanies” and Stephen Hero, the text in which the only definition of 

(Joycean) epiphany appears. Epiphanies, as Stephen explains here, are 

“delicate” and “evanescent” moments of “sudden spiritual manifestation” 
(SH 211) that “the man of letters” has to “record […] with extreme care” 

(ibid.). He also famously uses the example of the Ballast Office clock to 

clarify his definition: “Imagine my glimpses at that clock as the gropings 
of a spiritual eye which seeks to adjust its vision to an exact focus. The 

moment the focus is reached the object is epiphanized” (ibid.). Incidental-

ly (or maybe intentionally), Stephen recurs to terms that are clearly as-



129 

cribable to photography16, almost as if, like a photographer, the “man of 

letters” has to be able to capture (epiphanic) moments. 
 Keeping these considerations in mind, it can be inferred that the 

character of Milly bears a trace of the marked epiphanic/photographic na-

ture of these early Joycean writings. Both because by capturing time 
through photography she records epiphanic moments, and because she is 

presented to the reader almost exclusively through snapshot-like impres-

sions. Moreover, it is certainly meaningful that Bloom, the character who 

thinks about Milly the most, often associates her to brightness and light17, 
which are clearly linked to photography but also to epiphany (the word 

literally means “to appear, to come into view”). A highly visual, and in-

deed epiphanic, nature also connotes Giacomo Joyce, for which McCourt 
coins the definition of “interior ‘visualogue’ — a jotting down of visions, 

a rendering of transient images in words — suggestive of the “Proteus” 

episode of Ulysses with its ‘Ineluctable modality of the visible[’]” (2000: 

6)18. And indeed, “Proteus” is worth considering again at this point.  
 In light of what has just been discussed, it should not come as a 

surprise that some ‘traces’ of Giacomo Joyce can be found precisely in 

this crucial episode of Ulysses. A first example is Stephen’s memory of a 
Parisian morning (cf. U 3.209-212), clearly modelled on a passage from 

Giacomo Joyce (cf. GJ 8), which in turn describes a Triestine morning. 

Further interesting direct and indirect references occur shortly after, in 
what is arguably Stephen’s only moment of creativity in the novel (cf. U 

3.406-436). As he jots down the few lines of his ‘vampire poem’ he 

seems to be thinking about a mysterious woman. His “[s]he, she, she. 

What she?” (3.426) is indeed reminiscent of Giacomo Joyce’s opening 
question “Who?” (GJ 1), which remains unanswered. In “Proteus”, Ste-

phen refers to her as “[t]he virgin at Hodges Figgis” (U 3.426-7), very 

much like the unnamed girl in Giacomo Joyce, described as a “virgin 

                                                
16 On this, see also Baron (2008: 962) and Williams (2013: 94). 
17 On this, see also Ryan (2014: 22; 27). Moreover, as I will point out again 

later, this is another element of contrast with Stephen, who is instead a rather dark and 

gloomy character in Ulysses, where he also, quite fittingly, wears black. 
18 McCourt also describes Giacomo Joyce as “Joyce’s most concentrated and 

pure epiphanic work, one which presents a layered succession of transitory moments of 
revelation and insight constructed around the link between implicit sexuality and overt 
attention to language” (2006: 236). 
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most prudent” (GJ 9). “She trusts me”, Stephen continues, “her hand gen-

tle, the longlashed eyes” (U 3.424), two elements that can also be traced 
in Giacomo Joyce, in the girl’s “grandissima ammirazione” (GJ 5) for 

her English teacher, and in her “cold frail hand” (GJ 13), “quiet and cold 

and pure fingers” (ibid.), and “dark languor-flooded eyes” (ibid.). Finally, 
exactly like the girl in Giacomo Joyce, Stephen describes the woman he 

imagines as “a lady of letters” (U 3.430; GJ 12).  

 In the paragraphs in question (cf. U 3.406-436), though, there al-

so are some details that seem to indirectly refer back to Milly, as well as 
elements that reinforce some of Stephen’s characteristic traits that Milly, 

in turn, later emphasises by contrast. As Stephen writes, bent on “a table 

of rock” (U 3.406), he observes his shadow and, imagining that it could 
stretch “endless till the farthest star” (3.408-9), he muses about light and 

darkness, following a subtle stellar motif: “darkness shining in the bright-

ness, delta of Cassiopeia […]. Me sits there […] in violet night walking 

beneath a reign of uncouth stars. […] You find my words dark. Darkness 
is in our souls do you not think?” (3.409-11;420-1). These references to 

stars indeed seem to anticipate the vision of Milly in “Oxen of the Sun” 

as a “queen among the Pleiades” (14.1102-3). As already pointed out, 
Milly’s brightness serves as a contrast to Stephen’s darkness, to which he 

makes clear reference here. A last important element in this passage is 

that Stephen once more ridicules and almost repudiates his past literary 
ambitions (“the alphabet books you were going to write” [3.427]) and his 

juvenile “epiphanies written on green oval leaves, deeply deep” (3.141); 

by contrast Milly is in a phase of great creativity19. In this sense, it is cer-

tainly interesting that in “Oxen of the Sun”, the episode dedicated to ges-
tation and birth, Milly ‘gives birth’ to the letter Alpha (cf. 14.1107-9). As 

pointed out at the beginning of this essay, a crucial element that links the 

female figures analysed here is their connection to the creative act, and 
specifically to the act of writing.  

 If the bird-girl in Portrait embodies Stephen’s artistic ideals, de-

finitively convincing him to become a poet, in Ulysses Milly ‘counterbal-

                                                
19 Her creativity should be understood here in its broadest sense; as the reader 

learns in “Calypso” (cf. 4.260) she has already entered puberty, and is therefore capable 
of procreation. (On the importance of the potentiality of an heir for Bloom, see Ryan 
2014).  
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ances’ Stephen’s missed chance to become one. Between them, Giacomo 

Joyce stands out as a crucial element of transition that can shed light both 
on the transformations of Stephen and on the attitude of Joyce towards 

him. As noted by McCourt, “the generally enigmatic and liminal nature 

of Giacomo Joyce” is pivotal to “much of the writing that was to follow 
and represent[s] the writer passing somewhat uneasily through a thresh-

old which will see him move from […] A Portrait to Ulysses” (2006: 

238), but also ‘from one Stephen to another’. Giacomo as a liminal char-

acter (cf. ibid.: 234) and Giacomo Joyce as a liminal text ultimately re-
flect both Joyce’s and Stephen’s liminalities. Unlike Joyce, though, Ste-

phen seems to be unable, or unwilling, to follow the exhortation of the 

girl in Giacomo Joyce “Write […] otherwise I could not see you” (GJ 
16). Indeed, while the beginning of Ulysses is still centred on Stephen, 

before the end of the novel his traces are completely lost, leaving space 

for other alter-egos of Joyce, in Ulysses and beyond, from Bloom to 

Shem the Penman and the several other Joyce-like characters in Finne-
gans Wake.  
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