
James Joyce



Joyce’s life
James Joyce was born in 1882 in Dublin, in a large Catholic family. He received

excellent education at Jesuit colleges and then at University College, where he
graduated in Modern Languages in 1902, studying French, Italian and Norwegian. 

After graduating, having become intolerant of the Catholic religion and the 
provincialism of Dublin, he moved to Paris to study Medicine. He dedicated to
writing poems and prose sketches but had to go back to Dublin to assist his dying
mother. 

In 1904 he met Nora Barnacle, who remained his life companion and traveled around
Europe with him: they went to Paris, Zurich and finally Pula and Trieste. 

In Trieste, he worked as English teacher at Berlitz school, where he met the Italian
novelis Italo Svevo. 

In 1905 he finished his short story collection, Dubliners, although it was only published
in 1914. 

At the outbreak of the First World War, he went with his family to Zurich, where he
began to write Ulysses. It was first published in France in 1922 because it had been
considered obscene and censored in England. 

In 1923 he started Finnegans Wake (published in 1939). Although being almost blind, 
he continued writing. 

With the outbreak of the Second World War, in 1940, Joyce went from France to
Zurich, where he died in 1941. 



Dubliners

• Joyce’s first short stories were published in 1914 in a collection
called Dubliners. 

• They are a realistic and evocative portrait of the lives of ordinary
people in Dublin and the city is the protagonist of the novel. 

• The 15 stories are organized in 4 groups, which correspond to the 
phases of life: 

1) Childhood
2) Adolescence
3) Maturity
4) Public Life (political, artistic and religious). 
The protagonists come from all classes: maids, music teachers, clerks, 

students etc. but Joyce focuses on specific moments of their lives
that at first, seem to belong to mundane, everyday activities, but
then become special to the characters because they are moments
of self-awareness. 



Paralysis in Dubliners

• A recurrent theme in the stories is the feeling of paralysis
that many of the characters have. It is the result of feeling 
tired of a narrow cultural and social context. 

• This feeling is also in the relationships, which are 
conditioned by repressive religious and moral codes. 

• In fact, Joyce defined Dublin “the centre of paralysis”. 
• Paralysis is the consequence of a frenetic and impersonal

city, the frustrating consequence of an unfulfilling job, of an
unsuccessful marriagr or lack of friendship, a life they are 
not able to change. 

• In most of the stories, the protagonists have a desire they
try to fulfil but they are forced to give up because of the 
circumstances (family, culture, religion) that make it
impossible. 



Epiphany in Dubliners

• Epiphany is a SUDDEN REVELATION during the 
character’s life. It’s a moment of spiritual 
awakening, when feelings come together and 
produce a new awareness. 

• The characters have a more profound
understanding of themselves and the situation 
in which they live but passively continue with
their lives as before. 



Style

• Narration - Joyce uses an external narrator, but the 
stories are told from the viewpoint of the main
character. 

• Joyce uses the interior monologue, 
both direct and indirect, so the readers
are directly inside the character’s mind. 

Each story is told from the perspective of a character. 
• Setting - All the events take place in Dublin, which is

not only a setting. The spirit of the city is the link 
between the characters. In fact, some characters in one
story can be mentioned in another story, creating an
interconnection in the narrative. 



Free indirect speech

• He uses the technique of the Free indirect Speech. 
• It is a third-person narration which uses some of the characteristics 

of third-person but with the essence of first-person direct speech.
The character's voice is partly mediated by the voice of the author.

Quoted or direct speech: He laid down his bundle and thought of his 
misfortune. "And just what pleasure have I found, since I came into 
this world?" he asked. (diretto) 

Reported or normal indirect speech: He laid down his bundle and 
thought of his misfortune. He asked himself what pleasure he had 
found since he came into the world. (indiretto) 

Free indirect speech: He laid down his bundle and thought of his 
misfortune. And just what pleasure had he found, since he came 
into this world? (discorso libero indiretto) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Direct_speech
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indirect_speech
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indirect_speech


‘The Dead’

• The Dead is the last short story in Dubliners. It was added later and reflects
Joyce’s reflections. 

The plot – It starts with an Epiphany party at the house of 2 old unmarried
sisters, Miss Kate and Miss Julia, who are the aunts of the protagonists, 
Gabriel Conroy. He and his wife Gretta are guests at this party. 

There is the representation of the Irish microcosm, its traditions, the different
generations, religious and political beliefs and social classes. 

After the party, Gabriel goes back to their hotel and remembers his best 
moments with Gretta. When they reach the hotel, he realises that she is
crying. 

He asks why she’s so sad and she answers it’s because of a song heard at the 
party, which reminded her of her first lover, Michael Furey who “died for
her”, so she tells him their story. She had had an epiphany. 

When Gretta falls asleep, Gabriel looks outside the window, where the snow
is falling. He too has an epiphany . He realises the insignificance of his life, 
that everybody will fade and be forgotten and buried under the snow, and 
that his love for Gretta has always been shallow if compared to Micheal’s. 



Themes

• It is the culmination of the feeling of stagnation/paralysis of this
city. It combines all the categories and all the ages and unifies them
in the paralysis. 

• It is realistic, but also symbolic. The writer gives a picture of the 
inner thoughts and feelings and to do it, he uses indirect interior
monologue. 

• Gabriel is always apart from the other guests. He considers them
inferior, but at the end, after his epiphany, he reflects on his
attitude. 

• Time is subjective: hearing a song, Gretta stops on the stairs and 
remembers her youth and it’s as if time were stopped. Gretta’s 
auditory epiphany corresponds to Gabriel’s visual epiphany: while
watching the snow falling, he reflects on the insignificance of life.  

• The snow can be considered a symbol of death and also of a new
consciousness for Ireland. 



The title

The title can be interpreted in 2 ways: 

1) It can refer to the people who were at the 
party and symbolize Irish people in general, 
who are not able to react to the passive and 
oppressive world in which they live and are 
therefore spiritually dead 

2) It can refer to Michael Furey, Gretta’s tragic
love, who is dead but still influences their
lives. 



Ulysses

• This work takes its name from the protagonist of Homer’s 
classical epic poem Odyssey, which tells the travels and 
adventures of Ulysses to go back to his native island, Itaca, 
and his family, his wife Penelope and his son Telemachus. In 
fact, there are many parallels between these 2 works. 

• However, while the Odyssey takes place in many years, the 
actions in Ulysses take place in a single day, the 16th of
June 1904 (the date of Joyce’s first walk with his future 
wife). 

• There is no real plot, but 18 episodes which correspond to
the adventures in the Odyssey. They take place in Dublin, in 
differents places such as a newspaper office, a pub and a 
funeral, and Joyce focuses on  the details of everyday life  
and  on  the characters’ inner lives: thoughts, memories, 
musings, sensations.



The plot & the characters

Ulysses is modelled on Homer’s  Odyssey and is divided into three 
parts: 

1) The  first  revolves  around Stephen Dedalus who,  like Telemachus, 
goes in search of a home and of a father, that he eventually finds in 
Leopold. 

2) The second deals with the wanderings of Leopold  Bloom, which 
parallel those of Homer’s Ulysses.  At midnight,  Leopold rescues 
Stephen from a brothel and takes him home with him. 

3) Finally,  in  the third part  Leopold  and  Stephen  talk  about several 
subjects,  while Molly, who  corresponds  to  Ulysses’s wife, 
Penelope, is already in bed. Later,  Stephen leaves and  Leopold falls  
asleep.  In  the  early  hours Molly, who  unlike Penelope is 
unfaithful to her husband, meditates on her lover and on Leopold 
and eventually decides to give her husband another chance.



Narrative technique

Although Joyce used the epic structure  of Homer’s Odyssey, Ulysses is 
a reworking of a myth. In fact, while in the Odyssey  there is a 
celebration of the mythic, legendary and heroic, Ulysses  is a  
‘modern epic’  in which Joyce stresses the lack/absence of heroism, 
ideals and love in the modern world. 

The formal aspect of Ulysses, however, is much more important than
its content. Joyce, in fact, adopted different narrative techniques,
some of which are very experimental, such as the stream of
consciousness narrative technique , which allowed him to
reproduce the chaotic flow of the characters’ thoughts and the
free association of ideas.

However,  in Ulysses there are also third person narration, dialogue 
and the language is also very experimental. He invented new words 
or deformed them, and used puns and onomatopoeia. 



Stream of consciousness
vs. Interior monologue

In literature, the Stream of Consciousness is a narrative technique 
which tries to give a textual equivalent  to the continuous  blend 
and  flow of  thoughts, feelings, sense perceptions,  and memories 
in  the  mind of a fictional character. For this reason, it is possible to 
find in it unfinished or missing words or  sentences, ungrammatical 
expressions or lack of punctuation. Nothing is filtered. The reader 
decides what is relevant to understand the plot and what is not. 

Stream of consciousness is often used as a synonym for interior 
monologue, but they can also be distinguished. Interior 

monologue, in fact, normally  presents the characters’ thoughts  
without the intervention of a narrator but it doesn’t necessarily mix 

them with impressions or sensations. Moreover it does not 
necessarily violate the norms of grammar, syntax,  and logic. Stream 

of consciousness, instead, can do one or both of these things. The 
author only focuses on the elements which are important for the 

narration.  



DIRECT INTERIOR
MONOLOGUE

INDIRECT INTERIOR
MONOLOGUE 

STREAM OF 
CONSCIOUSNESS 

The author is not present: 
Absence of introductory 
expressions like ‘he 
thought, he remembered, 
he said’.

The author is present 
within the narration.

Textual equivalent  to the 
continuous  blend and  
flow of  thoughts, feelings, 
sense perceptions,  and 
memories in  the  mind of 
a fictional character.

2 levels of narration: one 
external to the character’s 
mind, the other internal.

Narrator’s descriptions and 
comments

No punctuation

Lack of chronological 
order: time is subjective

Introductory phrases Unfinished or missing 
words 

Absence of punctuation

The author makes a choice on what to tell; the reader is
guided

The author tells every
thought and the reader

chooses what is relevant
and what is not. 



Molly’s soliloquy

• One of the most famous passages in Ulysses is Molly’s soliloquy in 
the 18th book, in which we follow Molly’s stream of consciousness
while she’s on her bed. It’s composed of 8 unpunctuated
paragraphs. 

• Leopold asks Molly to take him breakfast in bed. She starts thinking
about her husband and an old Lady, Mrs. Riordan, who didn’t leave
them any money after her death and then criticizes her and says
that nobody wanted to marry her. 

• Joyce distinguishes himself from Homer because there is also a 
woman’s voice. This probably reflected the important role that
women acquired in society. 

• Molly expresses some needs and desires that are typical of a more 
emancipated, liberated woman. In fact they lived in Paris where
there were feminist ideologies. 


