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FRANCA RUGGERI 

FOREWORD 
 

JOYCE’S FICTION? “OH! IT IS ONLY A NOVEL” 
(NORTHANGER ABBEY, 1798) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
More than two hundred years have elapsed since Catherine Morland 
uttered these words in her meek defence of the novel, a poor new lit-
erary genre at the time with no precise rules and often disregarded by 
mainstream criticism. 

Over these two centuries, the production of novels, their poten-
tial variety and the ambiguous fluidity in how they might be defined 
and structured, is, and continues to be, prolific, despite the immediate 
death of the genre being announced on several occasions. This is what 
T.S. Eliot asserted in “Ulysses, Order and Myth” in 1923, claiming 
that Joyce’s use of the mythical method “had the importance of a sci-
entific discovery” and predicting the end of the kind of fiction known 
as the novel. Indeed, he also observed that Joyce’s Ulysses was not re-
ally a novel: might it be called an epic instead? It could not be a novel; 
this was a form that would no longer serve. The novel, after all, had 
ended with Gustave Flaubert and Henry James. 

And yet in a letter written in Italian on 21st September 1920 to 
Carlo Linati, Joyce defined Ulysses as his “maledettissimo roman-
zaccione”; a novel, therefore, albeit a “damnedest, horribly enormous 
novel”, which, as would be repeated on various occasions, was also 
“the epic of two races, the cycle of the human body as well as a little 
story of a day (life). Also a kind of encyclopaedia.” We should also 
stress here that the actual word Joyce uses in the letter is “roman-
zaccione” where the noun (romanzo) is modified by the pejorative suf-
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fix (-accio), as well as an augmentative second suffix (-one). This is 
not rendered particularly well in English by “monster novel”, a term 
introduced by Richard Ellmann and generally used ever since. Indeed, 
“romanzaccione” does not bear any monstrous associations, and 
Joyce’s description is perhaps best read as an understatement, under-
pinned by his full awareness of his novel’s undoubted merit, ex-
pressed here with ironic fake modesty (G. Melchiori, J. Joyce, Lettere, 
Mondadori, Milano 1974, 366 / R. Ellmann ed. James Joyce, Selected 
Letters, Faber & Faber, London 1975, 270). 

Towards the middle of the last century, Ian Watt, literary critic 
of formal realism and commentator on the rise of the novel, saw 
Joyce’s Ulysses as the pinnacle of the development of the genre. A 
pinnacle which coincided with its manner of narration, shifting be-
tween the poles of subjectivity and objectivity, that is, the twin poles 
of the reality of the ego and the reality of the external world. It was 
Descartes – Watt added – who was the founder of modern realism and 
raised the question of dualism, making it one of the central philosoph-
ical issues in the three centuries that followed. It is worth adding that 
Watt disagreed with T.S. Eliot’s comment that the use of epic parallels 
in Ulysses was revolutionary; he put forth Fielding’s fragmentary ap-
plication of a similar idea, and the definition of his “comic romance” 
as “a comic epic poem in prose” that is given in the preface to Joseph 
Andrews. 

Contemporary with Watt, Giorgio Melchiori, in The Tightrope 
Walkers, Studies in Mannerism in Modern English Literature, was 
among the first to distinguish the common thread that runs from the 
formal and linguistic experimentation of the early English novelists, 
that is to say, Defoe, Swift and Fielding – and Sterne and Smollett in 
particular – to modernist fiction, above all to Ulysses and Finnegans 
Wake. Through an abundance of detail and close reference to the texts, 
Melchiori demonstrated the links between the form of those early 
challenges to the limits of formal realism and Joyce’s hyperrealism.  

Since then, Joycean studies, like comparative studies in general, 
have fully explored these issues in the light of a tradition of the novel 
that continues to be extremely dynamic and productive, just as it con-
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tinues to be varied, but also ‘conventional’. Nowadays novels flood 
the market and fill the bookshops in cities, railway stations and air-
ports. Very often these are anything but demanding reads and are in no 
way experimental, but are pitched by author and publisher to capture 
the attention of a certain readership, thus earning recognition and 
commercial success. But the new rise of the novel is not necessarily 
based on sheer numbers, even though this might be the most evident 
sign. Indeed, in the post-Joyce creative stew we regularly find, either 
in the original language or in translation, many other voices, such as 
Samuel Beckett, Brendan Behan, Flann O’Brien, B.S. Johnson and 
Alasdair Gray, to name but some authors writing in English. They are 
the literary heirs of that tradition of experimentation, of that other rise 
of the novel, which, according to Eliot, supposedly ended with Flau-
bert and James, but which experienced a rebirth, a new ‘rise’, as it 
were, with Joyce. Indeed, not only can we trace Joyce back to the 
rhapsodic and irregular writings of Sterne, but forward to the experi-
mental blend of satire, fantasy and farce in At Swim-Two-Birds, the 
disintegrating surreal cities of Unthank/Glasgow in Lanark, and B.S. 
Johnson’s concern with expressing happenstances and the structure-
less way we receive and record impressions (which even led to his re-
fusal to have his novel bound in any specific order). These novels 
were responses to that quotation from Tristram Shandy, not by chance 
also chosen by B.S. Johnson as the epigraph to The Unfortunates: “I 
will tell you in three words what the book is. – It is a history. – A his-
tory! Of who? What? Where? When? Don’t hurry yourself. – It is a 
history book, Sir, (which may possibly recommend it to the world) of 
what passes in a man’s own mind” (Laurence Sterne, The Life and 
Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, Vol. II, Ch. II, Penguin 
1984, 105). It is the story of what goes through a man’s own mind, 
roundly coming up against the uncertainty of one’s own identity: an 
unstable, ephemeral condition that is as much a recognizable sign of 
the existential unease and instability of the “ubi consistam” of the nar-
rator of stories and novels as it is of the philosopher. In fact Tristram 
remains an elusive figure, perhaps because philosophy – bearing in 
mind Hume’s scepticism on this subject in the Treatise of Human Na-
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ture – has taught him, to quote Ian Watt, that “personal identity is not 
so simple a question as is commonly assumed”. So much so that when 
the commissary asks Tristram ‘– And who are you?’ he can only re-
ply, ‘Don’t puzzle me’ (Vol. VII, Ch. XXXIII, 500). The identity of 
Tristram is hard to pin down, despite being both author and central 
player in this preposterous, eccentric, rhapsodic biography of self. 

From this, the perception of the ineffable nature of an identity 
that the individual wants to comprehend, this contradictory and 
heightened self-consciousness, triggers two reactions: a search, to dis-
tinguish the features of one’s own portrait over time, and the urge to 
widen the scope, both in content and linguistic expression, as regards 
the narrative discourse that opens up around that subject. 

Sterne/Tristram imagined that he could take a man’s character 
from “the fixture of Momus’ glass in the human breast” (Vol. I, Ch. 
XXIII). In 1904, the young Joyce claimed in the first paragraph of A 
Portrait of the Artist, that a portrait “is not an identificative paper, but 
rather the curve of an emotion” with features which, in the unrelenting 
flow of a present caught between past and future, might express “their 
individuating rhythm” (James Joyce, Dubliners and A Portrait of the 
Artist as a Young Man, a casebook edited by Morris Beja, London: 
Macmillan, 1973, 41). Michel Foucault wrote from a very different 
perspective in the Introduction to The Archaeology of Knowledge 
(New York: Pantheon Books 1972, 17). In the course of his considera-
tion on the epistemological mutations of history with regard to the no-
tions of rupture and discontinuity, he questioned the inevitable muta-
bility of the self: “Are you going to declare yet again that you have 
never been what you have been reproached with being? Are you al-
ready preparing the way out that will enable you in your next book to 
spring up somewhere else and declare as you’re now doing: no, no, 
I’m not where you are lying in wait for me, but over here, laughing at 
you?” And he cannot avoid the question of his own identity when he 
says he is not the only one who writes in order to have no face. We 
should neither ask him who he is nor ask him to remain the same: 
“leave it to our bureaucrats and our police to see that our papers are in 
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order. At least spare us their morality when we write.” Thus speaks 
the philosopher ... 

But acknowledging just how elusive the writer’s identity might 
be is also a precondition for total freedom without the risk of being 
judged by the reader/commentator/translator, with no historical burden 
of authorial intention. And this also explains the long supremacy of 
various forms of criticism that privilege the reader: from the open text 
of Umberto Eco to the growth of various forms of reader-oriented crit-
icism, or at least those forms where the focus is on reader response. 
These are all variants on the principle that a literary work exists only 
when it is read, as Wolfgang Iser observed in The Act of Reading at 
the end of the 1970s, and again in the late 1980s with his thorough 
reading of Tristram Shandy. It is a current that has held sway right 
through to the emergence of more recent intertextual/intercultural ap-
proaches and the input of cognitive criticism. 

As regards the role of the reader, and the readiness of the artist, 
writer or painter to grant the reader total freedom to interpret their 
work regardless of intention, Joyce once said to Arthur Power, “What 
do we know about what we put into anything? Though people may 
read more into Ulysses than I ever intended, who is to say that they are 
wrong: do any of us know what we are creating? Did Shakespeare 
know what he was creating when he wrote Hamlet; or Leonardo when 
he painted ‘The Last Supper’?” (Arthur Power, Conversations with 
James Joyce, Dublin: The Lilliput Press 1974, 102-3). On the other 
hand, this very free, possibilist approach towards the future of a work 
and its independence from the author once it has been published, was 
also underscored by Joyce’s characteristic indifference to errors and 
typos in his manuscripts and eventual publications, even when they 
were brought to his attention by the typesetter. The outcome is that, in 
spite of, and in addition to, the huge mass of notes and details supplied 
by schemes, guides and keys to his works, Joyce’s ideal sleepless 
reader is always free to interpret the open text in his or her own way. 
The reader recomposes an apparently fragmented text, making sense 
out of it, giving a new meaning to every reading. This calls to mind an 
episode from Vol. VII of Tristram Shandy, when the Abbess and the 
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novice of Andoüillets are forced to say out loud three times in succes-
sion – and more quickly each time – the magical but sinful words, 
“bouger” and “fouter”. Doing this can save them from danger by get-
ting the mules to move forward and take them back to the abbey. So 
as not to commit a mortal sin, the two nuns decide to utter just one 
half of each word apiece, though even when the words are divided into 
two, the Devil does understand. In a similar way, the reader of Joyce 
hears the two separate parts of the word, and the devil of Tristram in 
us all supplies the overall meaning. 

Indeed, the looming presence of the reader has been seen in the 
world of western literary criticism since the 1960s and Wayne Booth’s 
The Rhetoric of Fiction, and this has spawned various theories. The 
emphasis on the act of reading, on interpretation, on the collaboration 
of the addressee/receiver has become the all-important concern, to the 
point that it has even affected the sphere of translation as interpreta-
tion/ communication. In this case any investigation focuses on the fact 
that the text is created as it is being read; this is the necessary condi-
tion for activating the text. A text functions, therefore, in relation to 
the comprehension and the interpretation of the addressee, in addition 
to the way the text itself might direct this participation. However, in 
the different, but similar, cyclical history of things and ideas, it must 
be history that provides the context for any work, just as it does for the 
corresponding analysis of the creative process. And sometimes great-
er, sometimes less emphasis is granted to either the author or the read-
er, just as simple or more sophisticated instruments of analysis are 
called into play. 

Because it is also true, as Eco says in The Limits of Interpreta-
tion (Indiana UP 1994, written 1958-62 and republished by La Nave 
di Teseo, 2016) that ever since Aristotle the history of aesthetics can 
be linked to a history of theories of interpretation and the impact that a 
work has on its addressee. In the case of Joyce, ongoing research, and 
the amount of papers that put his work at the centre of so much 
thought, is rooted in the fact that his readers are provoked by his tex-
tual strategies and can thus explore the texts in an infinite variety of 
ways. 
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Volume 19 of “Joyce Studies in Italy” evidences this, providing 
further instances of how variously Joyce’s work can be interpreted and 
reinterpreted, and how this is a prerequisite for a new generation of 
readers. In many respects, therefore, this is an extremely varied collec-
tion. Some of the authors are established, well-known names, while 
others are young: proof of the commitment that has been undertaken 
in recent years by “Joyce Studies in Italy” and The James Joyce Italian 
Foundation to support the work of emerging scholars. The essays 
range from explorations of Dubliners and A Portrait of the Artist as a 
Young Man to Ulysses and Finnegans Wake, focussing on specific 
textual details and references or else taking up more general themes 
using various tools of investigation. 

And this edition of “Joyce Studies in Italy” is special not just for 
purely formal reasons. It is, in fact, a double issue: on the one hand it 
celebrates ten years of The James Joyce Italian Foundation, which or-
ganized the X James Joyce Birthday Conference in Rome this year, 
and on the other it opens up to a new focus of investigation, that is, to 
considerations made by Italian scholars of Italian literature who also 
happen to be passionate readers of Joyce (and we should not forget 
that Italian was a lingua franca in the Joyce household). With this in 
mind, for the first time in its fifty-year history, the present volume 
contains a long essay written in Italian (followed by a brief abstract in 
English) by an accomplished young scholar of Italian and Compara-
tive Literature, who examines the occasional, evident, links between 
Joyce’s work and the poetry of Giovanni Pascoli and the fiction of 
Carlo Emilio Gadda.  

In the last few years we have suffered first the loss of Giorgio 
Melchiori and then of Jacqueline Risset, Umberto Eco and Rosa Maria 
Bollettieri. We have, however, also welcomed the arrival of a promis-
ing new generation of young, creative and interactive scholars and 
translators, readers and artists as well as literary critics, experts in mu-
sic, painting and computer studies, all ready and willing to respond to 
the inexhaustible forms and the infinite play of Joyce’s stories and 
language. In this way they help us to reflect on the state of Joycean 
studies in Italy, to draw a balance, and to suggest new horizons. 
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I am again particularly grateful to Peter Douglas for his contri-
bution in editing the book. 
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