Kennedy 1|

FROM FLIGHTS OF TELOS TO CYCLES OF NOSTOS IN THE LABYRINTH OF JAMES
JOYCE

In partial fulfiliment of the requirements
for Departmental Honors in English
THE COLLEGE OF ARTS AND SCIENCES
THE UNIVERSITY OF THE SOUTH

Submitted and Pledged:

Hobtgi 2
KRISTOPHER M

Approved by:
DR Ll RYL TUCKER

Accepted for Departmental Honors in English

Y/

eaders /

Dr Heidi Slegrlst

Dr. Matthew Irvin, Chair
Easter Term, 2023






Kennedy 3

From Flights of 7elos to Cycles of Nostos in the Labyrinth of James Joyce

“Hold to the now, the here, through which all future plunges to the past.” — Stephen Dedalus,
(Ulysses 9.84-89)

I. Introduction: The Need for a New, Nonlinear Form

James Joyce begins Ulysses with a depressed and brooding Stephen Dedalus claiming, “I
am a servant of two masters, an English and an Italian” (U 1.638) to Haines, an Englishman with
whom he boards in a Martello Tower by the sea. Stephen clarifies the specific confines of his
servitude, “The imperial British state...and the holy Roman catholic and apostolic church”
(U.1.643-44), to which Haines calmly offers up this reply: “I can quite understand that. An
Irishman must think like that, I daresay. We feel in England that we have treated you rather
unfairly. It seems history is to blame” (U.1.647-49). Per Haines’ suggestion, there is potential for
history to function as a source of order and satisfaction, as an endpoint to understanding. In the
next episode of Ulysses, Mr Deasy goes so far as to suggest that history moves “towards one
great goal, the manifestation of God” (U.2.381), a conception of linearity that obliterates all

endpoints but God, an ultimate zelos' that seeks to excise any sense of complication or

contradiction from history.

It’s no surprise that this shows up at the beginning of Ulysses, or that Stephen rankles at
it, latches onto it, and can’t stop thinking about it throughout the rest of the day. It is Stephen’s
belief that Haines’ notion of history is ultimately unsatisfying, a wimpy truism that joins the
ranks of “those big words. ..which make us so unhappy” (U.2.264). Robert Spoo notes that
narrated history and novels both rely upon teleology, and thus the linearity of Haines and Deasy,

as their “governing structure and ruling passion” (439). However, linear history and its

' The Ancient Greek felos, or teleology (I will interchange between these two terms freely throughout this paper),
refers to the final cause, purpose, or end that something serves, rather than the cause by which it arises.
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concomitant arcs of narrative structure no longer carry satisfactory weight or meaning for
Stephen. “History” can no longer function as a crutch for explaining the world with absolute
clarity and satisfaction — in fact, it is famously “the nightmare” from which Stephen is “trying to
awake” (U.2.377), functioning as the governing structure for his greatest anxieties.

Through Stephen, Joyce shows the limitations of linear narrative and suggests that a new
form is needed. Throughout 4 Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Joyce depicts Stephen as an
artistic failure, far too preoccupied with egotistical transcendence and Daedalian flight® to focus
on creating anything resonant within “the devious, meandering, and encrypted depths of the
labyrinth” that Ariela Freedman sees Joyce creating (69). In Ulysses, Stephen begins looking
around Dublin, extending and directing his perception outward towards his hometown, not
inward towards his own self-obsessions. After Mr Deasy tells Stephen that history moves
towards the singular goal of God, Stephen remarks that God is already present in their world, a
“shout in the street” (U.2.386) emanating from the playful screams of the nearby schoolchildren.
Stephen is beginning to locate possibility within the labyrinth around him, in a space he no
longer has to transcend. After getting punched in the face in “Circe” and communing with the
“Everyman or Noman” (U.17.2008) of Leopold Bloom in the Nostos, he reaches the access
point to something beyond the self, something more than his linear aims at Daedalian flight: a
paradox where past, present, and future exist together, where the labyrinth might be accepted as a
home and enable Stephen to detangle from the linearity of flight and the telos of history that so

chagrin him. By encountering this Bloomian viewpoint of the labyrinth as a place to settle down,

? Stephen Dedalus derives his name from Daedalus, the mythic artificer who constructed wings that enabled him to

fly from the labyrinth of his own creation.
* In Ulysses, the Nostos comprises the final three chapters of the book, “Eumaeus,” “Ithaca,” and “Penelope,”

the first two of which feature Stephen and Bloom’s time together, and the final of which is the soliloquy of Bloom’s
wife, Molly.



Kennedy 5

Stephen can begin to integrate home and community into his own artistic aims and eschew the

narcissistic notions of escape.

Stephen needs Bloom in order to reach this point of artistic construction, for Bloom not
only baffles Stephen’s tendencies towards teleological transcendence, but stands as someone who
can complement Stephen’s aims. Bloom does not have the same ambitious hopes as Stephen, and
he himself is not an artist, but his way of seeing the world can still accommodate artistic power;,
he counsels Stephen, “You have every bit as much right to live by your pen in pursuit of your
philosophy as the peasant has. .. You both belong to Ireland, the brain and the brawn. Each is
equally important” (U.16.1158-1159). Like Stephen, Bloom suffers within the confines of the
labyrinth, having to endure the anti-Semitism of the Citizen, accept his wife Molly’s affair with
Blazes Boylan, deal with middle age, absorb Stephen’s ultimate refusal of asylum at the end of
the day, and push on through the devastating losses of his father’s suicide and son’s death.
Bloom, however, makes no attempt to try and escape the labyrinth, even in spite of his life’s
dissatisfactory elements. For Bloom, the labyrinth is not a place to fly from, but a place to build
your home, accepting the paradox of its inescapability with as much equanimity and grace as one
can muster.

Being at the end of a generational line, Bloom points not to the end of a line, but to the
end of lineage in general, enabling him to show Stephen a history that’s not linear, but cyclical.
The Italian Enlightenment historian Giambattista Vico proposed in his 1725 New Science that “a
civilization’s accomplishments are won at the price of diminished energies. . .The rise of
civilization inevitably creates the preconditions for its decline. There is a cycle of civilization, as
there is a cycle of life, and each one runs its course” (Hutton 541-542). Like Vico, Bloom

provides a nonlinear view of history as he comes into contact with Stephen in “Oxen of the Sun”
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and “Circe.” Bloom attunes himself to a paradoxical conception of historical time that sees past,
present, and future as repetitions of each other, thus embodying a cyclical pattern that Contradicts
Deasy’s telos; for as Paul G. Kuntz notes, “There is a contradiction between the idea that a]]

events recur in never-ending cycles and the idea that each life and even each event is unique ang
can never recur” (517). Bloom accepts this cyclical pattern with a spirit of equanimity, and hijs
encounter with Stephen in the Nostos of Ulysses provides the young man with a chance to absorb
a perspective that embraces the Vico-like repetitions of historical time as an antidote to Deasy’s
telos. Deasy’s end-point of historical time, which is a determinism that ensures a single way out
of the labyrinth, and Stephen’s attempts at Daedalian flight, which is an escapism that tries to

exit and abandon the labyrinth, both run counter to Bloom’s mode of surrender to the cyclical
repetitions that characterize the labyrinth through his lens. By encountering this viewpoint,
Stephen might be able to translate his egoistic attempts at escape into a greater empathy for the
world of the labyrinth which surrounds him in Dublin. In the Nostos with Bloom, Stephen does
not experience an overt epiphany or coming-of-age, but he does have interactive conversations
instead of impersonal monologues, and he even constructs his first truly artistic scene, one
reminiscent of Joyce’s Dubliners style.

As Stephen and Bloom part, going off into the night and to sleep, and as Molly Bloom
gives her final soliloquy, Ulysses comes to an end. There is a traditional interpretation of Joyce’s
work as a progression from Dubliners realism to a triumph of the experimental avant-garde in
Ulysses and Finnegans Wake. Kuntz wonders, “Is Ulysses the portrait of the artist in middle age
and is Finnegans Wake the portrait of the artist as aged?” (528). Joshua Kavaloski notes that in
the first half of the twentieth century, “the Anglo-American literary scholars, later known as the

New Critics, valorized literature’s formal qualities. ..establishing the aestheticist model which
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elevated 1920s works by Eliot, Pound, and Joyce” (5) as appropriate responses to the apparent
collapse of history and belief, with Ezra Pound’s motto “Make It New!” punctuating the tenor of
these readings that so adamantly prized experimentation. Ironically, the critical celebration of
High Modernist rupture and the rejection of conventional narrative teleologies echoes Deasy’s
fetishization of telos, as it participates in a development story of literary expression. Much of

High Modernism’s development story hinges upon the work of Joyce:

Joyce’s Ulysses is consistently identified as a foundational text of modernism in
general and high modernism in particular. But Dubliners...is frequently ascribed
to naturalism. .. For its part, Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man clearly
has some modernist features, but it also arguably participates in the established
tradition of the so-called Kiinnstlerroman...a literary genre with roots as far back
as the late eighteenth century. For many critics, Joyce’s late work Finnegans Wake
(1939) displays modernist features, but it also ushers in postmodernism with its

self-referentiality and playful approach to language. (Kavaloski 4)

This kind of linear development narrative, however, is exactly what Joyce wants to resist; as
Kavaloski notes, “this [High Modernist] model inevitably marginalized other phases and
dimensions of modern literature” (5). Ulysses is not a further step towards an end point in
Joyce’s career, nor is it the triumphant unveiling of an experimental, High Modernist aesthetic
set apart from A Portrait and Dubliners; rather, Joyce returns to an anti-teleological aesthetic that
encapsulates all of his work, including 4 Portrait and Dubliners, which are not stepping stones
in experimentation, but sophisticated performances of Joyce’s nonlinear interests, perhaps even
moreso than Ulysses is. Joyce isn’t interested in creating an evolutionary, teleological arc with
his work, but embodying the very cycles of repetition and return that Bloom offers Stephen.

At the turn of the twentieth century, the Irish poet W.B. Yeats found dissatisfaction with
outdated forms of poetic expression that had been reduced to cheap tropes through overuse, such

as the moon. In his poem “Adam’s Curse,” he writes of a “hollow moon” that bespeaks the
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frustration with traditional linear forms burgeoning at the beginning of the twentieth century. The
early work of Yeats deals predominantly in Symbolism, with elements of Romanticism,
mysticism, and cultural nationalism as well. However, at the turn of the twentieth century, Yeats’
abstruse occultism gave way to more Naturalistic forms of representation. “Adam’s Curse”
crystallizes this tension between old and new ways of expression. Yeats’ speaker and the poem’s
addressee* sit together and see a “moon, worn as if it had been a shell / Washed by time’s waters
as they rose and fell / About the stars and broke in days and years” (31-33). He continues this
lunar musing in the poem’s final stanza: “I strove / To love you in the old high way of love; /
That it had all seemed happy, and yet we’d grown / As weary-hearted as that hollow moon”
(35-38). The speaker sounds sober; Yeats’ diction of “worn,” “washed,” “broke,”
“weary-hearted,” and “hollow” sags with deflated lethargy, painting the moon a dysfunctional

love symbol equated to “the old high way of love,” the tactless wooing tactics of Yeats’ speaker:

There have been lovers who thought love should be
So much compounded of high courtesy

That they would sigh and quote with learned looks

Precedents out of beautiful old books;

Yet now it seems an idle trade enough. (Yeats 23-27)
Here, the speaker suggests that society conditions a practice of dry, citational, and
clinically-expressed love via “learned looks” and “precedents” from “old books,” an “idle trade”
as outdated as the “hollow moon,” implicating the moon as one of these outdated symbols,
which, once full of vibrant meaning, now slumps with weary fatigue, a diminishing shell of its
former self. Yeats renounces this pre-Modern influence of Symbolist and Romantic tropes. Yeats
seems to claim there needs to be a new language, a new form.

When Joyce writes A4 Portrait, Stephen also wants to break free from established literary

forms. In Stephen’s adolescence, the moon symbol becomes a way to express his sense of weary

* Yeats’ speaker here represents Yeats himself, and the addressee represents his unrequited beloved, Maude Gonne.
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and jaded detachment, as Joyce writes, “[Stephen’s] mind...shone coldly...like a moon upon a
younger earth,” continuing, “He was drifting amid life like the barren shell of the moon™ (£ 102).
By referring to the moon as a “shell,” Joyce directly tethers himself to Yeats. Stephen later
describes the moon as “pale for weariness” (P 110), and this diction reverberates with Yeats’s
“worn” and “weary-hearted” moon. Like Yeats, Stephen occupies a liminal space of tired-out
Romantic symbols that remain the only forms at his disposal. At this juncture of A4 Portrait,
Stephen is sixteen, meaning these moments take place in the late 1890s, the same era in which
Yeats relies largely on Symbolism and the outdated forms he’ll soon want to thwart. Joyce
recycles these images in A4 Portrait to show Stephen moving in a timeline parallel to Yeats,
trying to craft a new literary form that can accommodate that anti-linearity which these
hollowed-out forms no longer can.’

In Ulysses, Joyce uses Bloom to confirm Stephen’s wariness about linear history and
present Stephen with an equanimous orientation towards the labyrinth — a space not to fly from,
but to make a home in, a space where Stephen might begin to construct his art. By juxtaposing
the beginning of Ulysses with the end of 4 Portrait, Joyce shows how Stephen’s teleological
efforts at flight from the labyrinth have proven vain and left the young man overwhelmed.
Stephen and Bloom first come into close contact in “Oxen of the Sun,” where Joyce creates his
most overt display of anti-teleological interests in Ulysses, constructing a cyclical pattern where
past, present, and future intermingle. Stephen and Bloom continue to intersect within the
bubbling, labyrinthine stew of temporal subversion that is the subconscious play form of “Circe,”

a section which ends with Stephen getting cold-cocked into consciousness and finding himself

5By 1919, Yeats seems to have found that form in his poem “The Second Coming,” which contains the Vico-like
cyclical repetition of “widening gyres.” Seamus Deane writes that this poem is as “concerned with an ending and a

beginning, both of them so interfused that it is scarcely possible to say where the distinction between them can be
found” (92).
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humbled before meeting with Bloom and being provided with an alternative viewpoint of
accepting the labyrinth as home in the Nostos of Ulysses. In the Nostos, Stephen creates a
striking artistic scene for the first time. Then, Stephen and Bloom part, and their departure is
dissatisfying — but only if read along teleological lines; when read with an eye for cyclical
enclosure, it fulfills the anti-linear aims that cohere all of Joyce’s works. This includes 4
Portrait, where Joyce works to subvert the Kiinstlerroman form, and Dubliners, where 1 will
glimpse into the stories “Eveline,” “Araby,” and “The Dead” to continue the ongoing critique of
epiphany as an organizing logic for Joyce’s stories. By moving through Joyce’s work in
reverse-chronological order from Ulysses through 4 Portrait to Dubliners and back to Ulysses, 1
will show that there’s not a gradual progression of growing experimentalism between each piece,

but rather that each work shares the paradoxical cycles of return that comprise Joyce’s labyrinth.

IL. Subverting Stephen’s Flight: Icarian Dedalus from 4 Portrait to Ulysses

In 4 Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Joyce represents Stephen Dedalus’s interiority
through free indirect discourse, and it’s this very mode that allows him to subvert the
Bildungsroman® form at play. In the Bildungs tradition, the protagonist achieves some kind of
coming-of-age; ostensibly, the satisfaction of Stephen’s development hinges upon him becoming
an artist. Heike Hartung writes, “Human time entered the genre of the Bildungsroman in the
nineteenth-century novel, relating the categories of youth and age to concepts of individual
development” (45), providing a clear sense of how linear temporality was intertwined with the

teleological development of a character in the narrative structures that Joyce grew up with.” 4

® This form is integrally intertwined with the nineteenth-century realism that came before Joyce; as Tobias Boes
notes, “Nineteenth-century Europe witnessed the apex both of historicism and of nationalism, and it should thus
come as no surprise that the Bildungsroman quickly established itself as the dominant literary form” (285).

’ Nineteenth-century realism often followed a clear sense of felos, with the narrative conflict of the novel moving to
a point of inevitable resolution by the end. These realist novels structure their stories so that they might build up to
this point of resolution. Eugene Goodheart writes, “realism...is linked to the power of mind to order reality” (75).






