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ANDREW GOODSPEED 

‘SEEMS A SORT OF JOKE. READ YOUR OWN OBITU-

ARY’: JAMES JOYCE IN HIS OBITUARY NOTICES  

Abstract This essay investigates the reputation and critical reaction to James 

Joyce as it was reported in the most immediately posthumous medium: obituar-

ies. At the time of his death, obituaries were commonly unsigned, and therefore 

represent the work of intelligent journalists who were not necessarily literary 
critics; the obituary form therefore represents one of the clearest insights we now 

have to how Joyce was viewed by intelligent non-specialists at the time of his 

death.  

The essay finds that Joyce was generally considered a controversial author 

whose experimentalism and stylistic oddity would not likely (in the views of the 

obituarists) provide him with lasting fame. It also notes that the basic human 

treatment of Joyce’s life and activities was often strangely condemnatory—such 

as mocking his brief period studying medicine — or else was simply factually 

wrong. 

What is perhaps most notable to twenty-first century readers is the lack of recog-

nition that Joyce had done work that would endure. The obituaries generally pre-
sent him as a dubious and controversial author who had likely made no lasting 

contribution to Anglophone letters. Reading Joyce’s obituaries is a startling 

glimpse into how significantly even presumably responsible journalists can mis-

read the accomplishments and posterity of someone whom they recognize as 

having been notable in life. 

Keywords James Joyce, Obituary, Posthumous reputation. 

When James Joyce died in 1941, his death was widely reported in the 

Anglophone press through the medium of obituaries. This paper exam-
ines a selection of several of those obituaries to investigate the popular 

understanding of the immediate reaction to Joyce’s work in the first days 
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after his death. It finds that while Joyce was widely regarded as a notable 

writer with a controversial reputation, the general editorial view of his 
obituaries was that Joyce was someone likely too experimental to have a 

lasting impact on subsequent literature. 

The limitations of such a study must be acknowledged at once. 
This essay is a distillation of an ongoing project to examine Joyce’s obi-

tuary notices, to attempt to learn how his era viewed his achievement in 

the immediate aftermath of his death. This paper confines itself entirely 

to obituaries published in the English language. This is both to provide a 
useful boundary to delimit a potentially sprawling topic, and to focus 

simply on the language in which Joyce wrote (and might, therefore, be 

hypothesized to have had the largest significance). Additionally, it should 
be noted that no such survey could reasonably assure comprehensivity, 

even were it attempted; there must be countless small or regional news-

papers that carried wire-service obituaries of Joyce, but in locations or 

cultures to which he had no notable connection. For this reason, this pa-
per merely selects three representative or intriguing examples of Joyce’s 

obituaries, to exemplify the broader sweep of popular reaction to his 

death. They are chosen, however, not for their eccentricity, but for their 
representative characteristics. 

Obituaries merit attention for several brief reasons. First, they 

represent an immediate reaction to the passing of someone noteworthy. 
Although a draft obituary may have lingered for decades in newspaper 

files awaiting the notable’s death, it nonetheless will have been reread 

and modified when required before inclusion in the paper. Obituaries 

therefore offer contemporaneous reactions to the death of prominent peo-
ple, without the later reassessments provided by scholarly research, or the 

accretion of retrospective honor or ignominy. Secondly — and this marks 

a significant change in newspaper policy between Joyce’s time and our 
own — at the time of Joyce’s death almost all obituaries were unsigned 

documents, apparently written by professional journalists, but not by pro-

fessional literary scholars or book critics. This means that obituaries from 
the first half of the century represent a revealing look at what literate non-

specialists thought of recently deceased artists. They therefore offer a 

compelling, more critical annex to the advocacy of scholars or patrons 

who championed these artists during their lives. Finally, of course, obitu-
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aries are not an elitist medium: they print information for a popular read-

ership. Obituaries present us with a glimpse of what the newspaper edi-
tors believed their readers would like to know about the recently dead 

person. In this sense, they provide a valuable glimpse of the broad public 

perception of their subjects. 
(Because newspaper citation can be somewhat vexing, in this pa-

per such documents will be referred to in brackets, with an abbreviation 

of the title; the publication date as numerical day/month/year; and the 

page number — thus, for example, NYT, 13.1.41, 15 would refer to The 
New York Times of 13 January 1941, page 15). 

Let us therefore begin with Joyce’s New York Times obituary, 

which appeared on 13 January 1941, as the Times is commonly regarded 
as a paper of intellectual seriousness, and is based in New York City, 

where Joyce had significant support and prominent admirers. He has the 

most extensive obituary on the obituary page. Yet let us begin by noting 

several of the other obituaries alongside which Joyce’s appeared. On the 
obituary page, we read notices of the deaths of (among others): a Mrs. 

John Bell, ‘Organist at Death,’ who died at the age of 91; a Mr. Thomas 

McEwing, of Lansing, Michigan, who died at the age of 103, and was no-
table for having ‘Voted for Lincoln in 1860’; and — in a detail Joyce 

would surely have relished — a Rev. T. M. Ferris, who died at the age of 

37 while leading an ice-skating expedition for 12 boys from the Junior 
Holy Name Society and Xavier Club of the Roman Catholic Church of 

St. Francis Xavier, the Bronx.1  

These people seem to have lived lives of respectability and bene-

fit to their society. A woman who lives until 91 and volunteers as an or-
ganist at her church has done something generous with her time. Voting 

for Abraham Lincoln in 1860 was the right thing to do, and Mr. McEwing 

is to be commended for it. The ice-skating Reverend was only 37 years 
old, and was taking city children to a rural lake for exercise. Yet these 

people form a community of death with Joyce, through the happenstance 

of their inclusion in the same New York Times obituary page, and this 
gives us our first glimpse of how Joyce’s reputation has grown signifi-

cantly since the time of his death. For a twenty-first century reader, there 

is a massive disproportionality to their achievements: a man who voted 

                                                
1 All items here: The New York Times. 13 January 1941. Page 15. 
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for Lincoln, an ice-skating young Reverend, a woman who played the or-

gan in her church, and the man who wrote Ulysses. To us, Joyce fits 
awkwardly in such company; he seems a cultural giant among incompa-

rably lesser figures; yet we may assume that this juxtaposition was not 

intended to be ludicrous. We must therefore recognize that Joyce’s posi-
tion as a major artist was evidently less certain to those marking his death 

than it is to us. 

Such an assertion is evidenced throughout the obituary itself. In 

the headings it notes his authorship of Ulysses, refers to him as “Irish au-
thor of book banned for years here and in England”, comments that his 

“literary influence [was] wide”, and calls him a “scholar and innovator 

hailed and attacked for odd style and “new language”’.2 This is reasona-
ble and accurate, although we note already the emphasis is on the contro-

versy of Joyce’s work and the peculiarity of his stylistics, not the magni-

tude of his achievement. That focus upon Joyce as the center of a literary 

contretemps continues in the first general statement about him in the body 
of the text itself: “James Joyce, Irish author whose ‘Ulysses’ was the cen-

ter of one of the most bitter literary controversies of modern times, died 

in a hospital here earlier today despite the efforts of doctors to save him 
by blood transfusions”.3 Again, we note that his prominence is empha-

sized by adverting to the scandals around his work, not upon any fixed 

notion of his achievement. 
That, indeed, is the general attitude struck by the obituary: one of 

uncertainty regarding what Joyce may have accomplished on a lasting ba-

sis. The text openly acknowledges this confusion: in a section headed 

“Hailed and Belittled by Critics” we read: 

The status of James Joyce as a writer never could be determined in his 

lifetime. In the opinion of some critics, notably Edmund Wilson, he de-

served to rank with the great innovators of literature as one whose influ-

ence upon other writers of his time was incalculable. On the other hand, 

there were critics like Max Eastman who gave him a place with Gertrude 

Stein and T. S. Eliot among the ‘Unintelligibles’ and there was Professor 

Irving Babbitt of Harvard who dismissed his most widely read novel, 

2 NYT, 13.1.41, 15. 
3 NYT, 13.1.41, 15. 
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‘Ulysses,’ as one which only could have been written ‘in an advanced 

stage of psychic disintegration.’4 

 
Although this clearly strives for a rhetorical balance of positive and nega-

tive interpretations, it is notable that admiration of Joyce is attested by 

only one expert, indirectly cited, and criticism of Joyce is given two dif-
ferent expressions, both quoted, one calling him a member of an “unintel-

ligble” movement and the other asserting his “psychic disintegration”. 

Thus this apparent attempt to offer two interpretations of an undeter-
mined status for Joyce provides, if nothing else, eloquent testimony to the 

unsettled view of Joyce’s accomplishment in 1941. 

The New York Times’ obituary offers a generous assessment of 

the increase in Joyce’s status as a result of the legal decision permitting 
Ulysses to be published and purchased in the United States: “Since then 

[the admission of Ulysses into the USA] the book, unlike many another 

once banned by the censor and then forgotten, has been read widely; less 
for the passages once objected to than for the book as a whole”.5 This 

handsomely acknowledges that Joyce’s appeal is not purely scandalous, 

and accords with our later understanding that Ulysses must be judged in 

totality, and not merely through occasional challenging or explicit pas-
sages. We note, however, that the specific objectionability of Ulysses is 

left tantalizingly without clarification; whether this is the result of edito-

rial modesty, or reveals an expectation that the readership will be familiar 
with the specifics of the controversy, is uncertain. 

The obituary strays into error later, however, and the errors are 

both methodological and factual. We read, for example, that: 
 

Joyce was in continuous rebellion against Ireland and its life and said 

‘When the soul of a man is born in this country there are nets flung at it to 

hold it back from flight.’ The words are Stephen Dedalus’s in ‘A Portrait 

of the Artist as a Young Man,’ but it was Joyce speaking, and, at the age 

of 20, he left Ireland for Paris where he intended, and for a time pretend-

ed, to study medicine. At this time he started the stories that were eventu-

                                                
4 NYT, 13.1.41, 15. 
5 NYT, 13.1.41, 15. 
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ally published as ‘Dubliners’ (this book was later publicly burned in a 

Dublin public square) and started his first novel.6 

Here we observe three phenomena. First, despite the autobiographical na-

ture of Joyce’s work, it is a basic interpretive error to assume that Ste-

phen Dedalus’ words should be understood as unqualifiedly representing 
Joyce’s personal views, but here that equivalency is directly asserted. 

Second, it appears to our later age jarringly churlish — in an obituary — 

to dismiss Joyce’s efforts to study medicine as having been “intended, 
and for a time pretended”. Many people at that age explore various op-

tions for study, and one suspects that Joyce would have been startled to 

know that this brief enthusiasm of his would later arise in his obituary as 

evidence of simulation. Third, it is simply untrue that Dubliners was 
“publicly burned in a Dublin public square”. The intended reference must 

be to the publisher Maunsel & Roberts burning the galley sheets, but this 

was far from a public burning of Joyce’s text in a Dublin public square 
(note the repetition of the “public” nature of this burning).7 In the obitu-

ary of a controversial artist, and particularly in the year 1941, the concept 

of a public burning of a literary text conveyed a much more menacing 

and sinister suggestion than the reality deserved. 
When The New York Times’ obituary mentions Finnegans Wake 

it is again on dubitable ground. The newspaper notes that: 

For many years after ‘Ulysses’ was done Joyce worked on what he called 

‘Work In Progress.’ Much of it appeared in Transition, the magazine pub-

lished in the Nineteen Twenties in Paris by Eugene Jolas. In May, 1939, it 

was published as ‘Finnegan’s Wake,’ a book ‘distinguished’ by such 
‘words’ as Goragorridgeorballyedpushkalsom, to name one of the simpler 

ones, and many puns. In it Mr. Joyce suggested the book was the work of 

‘a too pained whitelwit laden with the loot of learning.’8 

Although Finnegans Wake remains to this day a most challenging text, 

we note immediately the ironic editorial intrusion in the quotation marks 
bracketing the concepts “distinguished” and “words”. These cast ironic 

6 NYT, 13.1.41, 15. 
7 For this destruction, see Ellmann (1982: 335). 
8 NYT, 13.1.41, 15. 
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suspicion on the distinction of the text, and the very concept of the neolo-

gisms Joyce employed. The obituary text then goes on to provide an ex-
ample of such “words”, — “Goragorridgeorballyedpushkalsom” — 

which appears nowhere in Finnegans Wake. The combination does ap-

pear, but that the Times intended “Goragorridgeorballyedpushkalsom” to 
be understood as one word is evidenced by the reference to it as “one of 

the simpler ones”. That this statement about “simpler ones” is itself un-

dermined by the next sentence, in which Joyce’s “whitelwit” is quoted, 

providing a much more accessible example of Joyce’s technique. The 
obituary comments on Joyce’s apparent opacity in the last summary of 

his personality by noting that “his conversation was clear, never anything 

like his writing”.9 
The picture that emerges from this obituary is recognizable in es-

sentials, but seems closer to caricature than appreciation. This Joyce ap-

pears to have been a controversial experimentalist writer, whose work 

was publicly burned in his hometown, and who divided critics between 
those who admired his work and those who recognized in “Goragor-

ridgeorballyedpushkalsom” the evidence of “psychic disintegration”. 

There is little or nothing to suggest that Joyce’s work might have an ex-
tended relevance beyond his own lifetime. We need not criticize The New 

York Times for failing to anticipate Joyce’s subsequent renown, but we 

should observe the casual dismissal of his work and attitudes, and the er-
rors of fact and quotation, that The New York Times printed. We may also 

permit ourselves the reflection that this was not a hatchet job; however 

correctable we may now find the obituary, The New York Times was, and 

remains, a respected newspaper, with a proven commitment to coverage 
of the arts, and publishing in an urban area where Joyce had numerous 

supporters and advocates. If we wish to understand the unexpected hostil-

ity — or perhaps just bafflement — in Joyce’s New York Times obituary, 
it may be well to recall Hugh Kenner’s observation that “Joyce had been 

the first to go of the ‘Men of 1914.’”10 In other words, Joyce represented 

the first challenge for obituarists to grapple with the achievements of the 
High Modernists.  

9 NYT, 13.1.41, 15. 
10 Kenner (1971: 550). 
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Let us now turn to the Times-Picayune (of New Orleans), chosen 

merely because it used the Associated Press wire service obituary, and 
was published in a location with no known connection to Joyce. Thus, 

unlike The New York Times — which served a readership that might well 

be familiar with Joyce’s work — the Times-Picayune represents the much 
broader readership served by complete or abbreviated wire-service re-

ports. In this newspaper (13 January 1941), Joyce’s death is reported on 

the front page, along with war news including Nazi raids on London and 

an expression of solidarity with Norway. 
Because the basic biographical details of Joyce’s life are broadly 

similar in reportage throughout his various obituaries, this essay focuses 

primarily upon those intended or implied critical comments on his 
achievement. Yet the press report of Joyce’s youth deserves commenda-

tion, for many decades later it reads as basically accurate, succinct, and 

informative: 

Joyce was born in Dublin February 2, 1882, into a family of some conse-

quence but poor economic resistance, and before the author was out of his 
teens poverty was upon them. In spiritual rebellion against the economic 

decay and incomplete culture of Ireland, disillusioned in faith, and deter-

mined to treasure his artistic integrity on the continent of Europe, he left 

Dublin in 1904 at the age of 22 to escape the fog of Anglo-Saxon civiliza-

tion. He lived in Trieste, later in Zurich, Switzerland, where in 1914 he 

began work on ‘Ulysses,’ which required seven years to write.11 

One might note the “incomplete culture of Ireland” and the “fog of An-
glo-Saxon civilization” as being disputable, but this notice does not ap-

pear grossly misleading about Joyce’s life, circumstances, and activities. 
The difficulties begin in earnest, however, in the obituary’s at-

tempt to summarize Joyce’s work. The general comment offered in ex-

planation of Ulysses is that “’Ulysses,’ the record of the complete man of 

literature, carried forward the spiritual and artistic development of Ste-

phen Dedalus who, to all intents, was Joyce himself”.12 Here again we 
note the conflation of Joyce and Dedalus, with only the light and essen-

tially affirmative codicil “to all intents”. Yet, as we already observed in 

11 Times Picayune (New Orleans), 13.1.41, 1. 
12 TP, 13.1.41, 1. 
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the obituary from The New York Times, there was a common identifica-

tion of Joyce and Dedalus that twenty-first century readers may wish to 
question, but which was clearly uncontroversial at the time of Joyce’s 

death.  

More interesting, however, is the uncertainty about the centrality 
of Stephen Dedalus. The obituary defensibly attempts to describe Ulysses 

as being “the record of the complete man of literature”, but then appears 

to imply that the subject being thus explored is Joyce’s fictional alter-ego, 

and not a completely different — indeed, an unmentioned and unnamed 
— character. Thus the syntactical and thematic sense of the sentence 

might easily lead a reader to believe that the main character in Ulysses 

was Dedalus, and might additionally confuse that reader into believing 
that this Dedalus was the subject of “the record of the complete man of 

literature”. Leopold Bloom is not mentioned. 

The obituary then attempts to contextualize Ulysses, with a star-

tling intrusion of editorial judgment: 
  

The book was immediately banned in London, Dublin and New York — 

it had been published in Paris — and become the most controversial novel 

of modern times. It became also one of the most influential books of our 

day, exerting an enormous influence, chiefly for the worse, on the literary 

style and thought of hundreds of young men.13 

 

The reader of this obituary would be justified in understanding therefore 
that Joyce’s book is about the development of Stephen Dedalus; that 

Dedalus is Joyce; and that this book was “the most controversial novel of 

modern times” — but is left with no indication about why it was contro-
versial, or why it was defended by some, or why it was legalized by an 

important judicial verdict. Joyce’s influence is “chiefly for the worse”, 

without evidence or explanation. The reader learns essentially that Joyce 

wrote a controversial book about himself that was banned, and had a lam-
entable influence on both the writing and thought of young men. (Alt-

hough tangential to the focus of this essay, it should not pass unobserved 

that young women were apparently expected either not to read Joyce at 

                                                
13 TP, 13.1.41,1. 
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all, or perhaps at least not to have their writing or thought disordered by 

his influence. The casual sexism of the era is remarkable). 
The obituary continues, evidently still striving to contextualize 

Joyce’s accomplishment, by noting that “Joyce distrusted enthusiasms, 

but ‘Ulysses’ made him the fountain head of a cult which contributed lit-
tle if anything to the world’s letters and became chiefly known for in-

comprehensibility”.14 This commentary is oddly gratuitous. Understood 

most charitably, it might appear to be an attempt to address the challeng-

ing stylistics of Finnegans Wake, but that work is not named, nor would a 
reader reasonably guess about the experiment that the Wake represents. 

Instead, it merely adds a paragraph of summary suggesting that Joyce 

was a cultish figure, whose influence “contributed little if anything to the 
world’s letters”. This note of dismissal has not aged well, but it is strik-

ingly revealing to a twenty-first century audience; we need not disparage 

the obituary author for underestimating Joyce’s literary longevity, but we 

do well to note that — even in his obituary — his reputation was suffi-
ciently dubious that it was acceptable to note that his work added “little if 

anything” to the world’s writing, beyond the enthusiasm felt by cultish 

adherents of his brand of “incomprehensibility”. 
In fairness, it must be acknowledged that this final judgment is 

ambiguously phrased. One might suggest that this statement could be 

read to mean that it was Joyce’s “cult” that made so little contribution, 
and was notorious for its “incomprehensibility”. In such a reading, we 

would take this statement to imply that Joyce was sui generis, but that the 

following he inspired resulted in a fervent band of imitators who champi-

oned a confrontationally unclear style. Perhaps that was indeed the au-
thor’s intention. But several observations then advance themselves irre-

sistibly. First, if Joyce were not responsible for this cult following, it is 

only appropriate to distance him explicitly from his admirers. Second, 
such sentence architecture is rarely encountered in, or utilized by, news-

papers; they understand that their major requirements are clarity, accura-

cy, and forthrightness. Third, however acrobatically we may read this 
statement as referring to Joyce’s “cult” and not to himself, it remains the 

assertion of this obituary that Joyce’s influence was not beneficial to 

belles lettres — something entirely consistent with the obituary’s earlier 

14 TP, 13.1.41,1. 
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assertion that Ulysses exerted “an enormous influence, chiefly for the 

worse, on the literary style and thought of hundreds of young men”.  
The Irish newspapers were more moderate, as Gordon Bowker 

noted: “While Catholic opinion was antagonistic, and at his old schools, 

Clongowes and Belvedere, Joyce’s death went unacknowledged, there 
was no hostility from the leading Irish papers”.15 Bearing that in mind, let 

us now direct our attention to The Irish Press of 14 January 1941. If one 

accepted absolutely the two previous obituaries’ insistence that Joyce was 

in frenetic rebellion against Ireland, one might therefore expect a more 
censorious obituary notice in his native papers. This does not appear to be 

true. Although we see a certain anticipatable parochialism to their refer-

ences — quite simply, Irish readers will understand Irish references — 
the obituary is notably more broad-minded and reasonable. It certainly 

seems like more responsible, and less sensational, journalism than we en-

countered The New York Times and the Times-Picayune/Associated Press 

reports. 
The Irish Press account gives basically reliable details of Joyce’s 

life: 
 

James Joyce was born in Dublin in February, 1882, and studied at 

Clongowes, Belvedere, and at University College, Dublin… James 

Joyce’s father was a Parnellite organizer.16 
 

Thus far this is a decent summary of Joyce’s early life, with references to 

local schools and a university that the readers would know. It also notes a 

detail that escaped other obituaries, that he was “the son of a Parnellite 
organizer”. Although one may dispute the overall effectiveness of John 

Joyce as a “Parnellite organizer”, the detail about Joyce’s father would 

have carried weight in Ireland, and would have situated his famously ex-
patriate son in his original Irish context. Please also observe that The Irish 

Press refers to his brief medical studies without comment, and refrains 

from stating that this was an imposture: a restraint not shown by The New 

                                                
15 Bowker (2012: 534). 
16 The Irish Press (Dublin), 14.1.41, 1. 
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York Times: “In many of his writings Joyce introduced his knowledge of 

theology, medicine, and music”.17 
The Irish Press obituary continues: 

While in Dublin he published ‘Dubliners,’ a set of tales and studies of 

Dublin personalities in 1914, and the novel ‘A Portrait of the Artist as a 

Young Man,’ in 1916. He left Dublin about this period and spent the re-

mainder of his life in Europe, living at various times in Rome, Trieste, 

Paris and Zurich.18 

We may now find amusing the innocuous reference to Dubliners as being 

a compilation of “the capitol’s personalities”: it sounds like a collection 

of characterful anecdotes. Yet again, here, a reader would have some 

basic idea of what Joyce had written about, and the obituary makes no at-
tempt to offer an immediate valuation of the merit — or demerit — of 

Joyce’s accomplishment, or of his long-term posterity. 
Moving on to Joyce’s most prominent work, The Irish Press rec-

ords that: 

His publications between 1914 and 1921 were few, but in 1922 came his 

much discussed ‘Ulysses,’ which attracted considerable attention because 

of some obscene and objectionable passages.19 

Although this seems to imply the publication of Exiles, without mention-
ing it by name, this is a reasonable summary of why the name of the au-

thor of Ulysses might be familiar to readers, why the book had received 

attention, and why this person deserved an obituary. We may observe a 
certain paucity of detail (what is Ulysses about? what was the motivation 

behind the alleged obscenity and objectionability?), yet there is also no 

editorial intrusion to suggest that the work was incomprehensible, unin-

telligible, nor for that matter is there any implication that it was worth 
reading. The Irish Press has laudably explained that a controversial au-

thor has died, without denigrating that writer nor praising his work. It is 

balanced in describing a divisive reputation. 

17 IP, 14.1.41. 1. 
18 IP, 14.1.41. 1. 
19 IP, 14.1.41, 1. 
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Concluding its discussion of Joyce’s literary accomplishments, 

The Irish Press describes Finnegans Wake in the following terms: 

‘Work in Progress’ was another publication with a Dublin background 

which appeared intermittently between 1927 and 1932, of which writers 

wrote of the style as a ‘difficult problem’ and as a work that to ‘999 read-

ers out of 1000 must forever remain a sealed book’...Mr. Stephen Gwynn, 

in his ‘Irish Literature and Drama,’ said of ‘Ulysses’ that it had ‘beyond 

question, affected or infected the whole of Europe.’20 

This again has minor errors of fact (Joyce worked on Finnegans Wake 
long past 1932), and we may retrospectively observe that Stephen 

Gwynn’s observation about Ulysses having ‘affected or infected the 

whole of Europe’ remains pessimistically ambiguous. But we should 
acknowledge that The Irish Press has given a reasonable enough descrip-

tion of the experimental challenge of FInnegans Wake’s stylstics that a 

reader might understand the basic controversy behind Joyce’s final work, 

without being urged by the obituary either to admire or disparage Joyce’s 
novel. It is also worthy of commendation that The Irish Press quotes di-

rectly a notable local — Stephen Gwynn — to testify to both the signifi-

cance and the difficulty of the writer being obituarized. 
The Irish Press obituary is, by any reasonable reading, the most 

professional and informative of the three examined here. It makes certain 

small errors of fact, but it does several things that the others surveyed did 

not accomplish: it explains clearly why this person was worthy of public 
interest; it explained his complex literature in a reasonably comprehensi-

ble way; and it avoided making adverse comment on Joyce’s incompre-

hensibility or his being a figure of transitory avant-garde interest. 
In the end, of course, obituaries do not matter enormously. Their 

subject cannot read them, and they do little to influence later reputation. 

Joyce has survived his own, and remains far more significant than his 
obituary writers predicted. Yet it is intriguing for us to read these initial 

impressions many decades later, as they help to contextualize the man, 

his reputation, and the cultural context in which he lived at the moment of 

his death. We see that Joyce was largely regarded as a figure of provoca-

20 IP, 14.1.41,1. 
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tive reputation, someone notorious for avant-garde — but probably limi-

nal — books. Of the three newspapers analyzed here, only The Irish 
Press asserted in print that Joyce’s work possessed something that would 

remain of interest to later generations. If nothing else, the study of 

Joyce’s obituaries is salutary, in that it reminds us of the transitory nature 
of critical judgment, and of the formidability of artistic achievement. Alt-

hough he strikes us now as an irreplaceable part of world literature, our 

impression of Joyce and of the magnitude of his accomplishment is prov-

ably inconsistent with what many of those who lived in his era believed. 
At the time of his death he was dismissed as “incomprehensible” and his 

obituary appeared alongside those of an old lady organist, and ice-skating 

priest, and a guy who voted for Lincoln; and yet his death continues to 
seem more significant to us than it did to the people of his time, because 

of the art that still remains behind him. 
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