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In tro duc tion
James Joyce’s works were pro duced in the first half of the twen ti eth
cen tury, a period crit ics define as mod ern ity 2, a term first coined by
French poet Charles Baudelaire in 1863, who defined it as “trans it ory,
fu git ive and con tin gent” (1962� 467), fore ground ing the world’s
broken ness and loss of unity. Lit er ary and mu sical mod ern ity has
been char ac ter ized by crit ics as the ex pres sion of a per petual os cil la‐ 
tion between the world and the hid den, elu sive inner feel ings of the
poet, writer or com poser. This phe nomenon is ex pressed, in mod ern
lit er at ure, by the gap that ex ists between the word, the sign and the
ob ject it is sup posed to de scribe ― a flaw that is at the core of mod‐ 
ern ity and at the ori gin of the rep res ent a tional crisis high lighted by
Wit tgen stein’s ap proach. An ap proach that stripped lan guage of de‐ 
nota tion, trans form ing it into a game of ab stract sig ni fi ers. Mu si co lo‐ 
gist Ju lian John son, who con siders music as cent ral in the con struc‐ 
tion of mod ern ity, ar gues that mu sical mod ern ity loc ates the sub ject
in the chan ging ex per i ence of space. The mod ern world, ac cord ing to
John son, is a world of ruins and frag ments that the com poser’s
memory tries to “piece to gether” (John son 2015� 9). The com poser’s
writ ing pro cess ap pears to be the artist’s only means at hand to give
shape and sta bil ity to his very own ex ist ence, as “mu sical mod ern ity
is shaped by the idea of a mu sica scripta. Writ ing is the dur able trace,
the per man ent mark of the con tin gent” (John son 2015� 242). Dur ing
the nine teenth cen tury, mu sical texts were groun ded in an ar chi tec‐ 
tural struc ture that os cil lated between mul tiple po lar it ies that fore‐ 
groun ded the con trast ive ef fect of music. At the cen tury’s twi light
and at the dawn of the new cen tury this struc ture dis solved pro‐ 
gress ively to give shape to mu sical evoc a tions which res ted on a
patch work based on re cog niz able mo tifs but lack ing ton al ity. Aus trian
com poser Arnold Schoen berg (1874-1951) de scribed it as “eman cip‐ 
ated dis son ance”, which en abled com posers to ex press the world’s
frag ment a tion 3. This new mu sical ap proach freed com posers from
hav ing to abide by the tra di tional nar rat ive struc tures. Ac cord ing to
John son, the music of mod ern ity is “a broken music. It’s broken from
the past, but also in it self” (John son 2015� 33). A mu sical mode that
en abled the com posers to por tray the self- defining sub ject, a sub ject
shaped by its own dis son ance between its inner self and its pub lic

1



Musical reminiscence and structure in James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake (1939)

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

iden tity. In the early dec ade of the twen ti eth cen tury, Igor Strav in‐ 
sky’s music per petu ally re- membered and re figured mu sical frag‐ 
ments into “kal eido scopic pat terns” (John son 2015� 33) that opened
al most end less per muta tions. The “cease less” (Ker mode 2000� 7) state
of trans ition that char ac ter izes mod ern ity was also a crit ical con cern
in the lit er ary field at the time. In mod ern ism, things tend to co ex ist
un com fort ably with their exact op pos ite. The writer’s task is there‐ 
fore to find the means to in ter pret the on to lo gical ex per i ence
through lan guage and words. The nov el ist, like his fel low mu si cian, is
com pelled to re sort to new means of ex press ing his thoughts, feel‐ 
ings, and emo tions, as he re sorts to a vari ety of strategies that pro‐ 
duce im pres sions in the reader that are close to those pro duced by
music, there fore pla cing high de mands on the reader. As a res ult,
mod ern com posers, poets and writers at temp ted to stretch lan guage
to its lim its to find new strategies to deal with the dia lectics of
human ex per i ence in a frag men ted world, and music’s ex press ive po‐ 
ten tial offered them the op por tun ity “to go bey ond the mere ver tic al‐ 
ity of lan guage” (Buck nell 2001� 3). While dis cuss ing the most sa li ent
mu sical echoes and struc tures en coded by Joyce in his last novel,
show ing how he re col lects the frag ments of the past as he trans lates
into words the dis rup tion and frag ment a tion of his con scious ness,
the present paper will also ex plore the cir cu lar motif that struc tures
Joyce’s uni verse. A uni verse in which both the au thor’s con scious ness
and his cos mogonic con cep tion of the novel co alesce.

1. Music and Memory
James Joyce’s Wake 4 res ted, like mod ern music, on the reader- 
listener’s memory. As Calvin S. Brown as tutely points out, the reader
and listener “must have a re tent ive memory” (Brown 1987� 11). A mu‐ 
sical or lit er ary work ori gin ates in the com poser or writer’s mind in
rather sim ilar ways. Joyce draws from the long tra di tion of past lit er‐ 
at ure and music, and re shapes already ex ist ing ma ter ial, re pro du cing
cer tain well- worn melod ies and formulæ in new guises. Joyce en vi‐ 
sions the writ ing pro cess as an act of re mem ber ing the past. Con‐ 
sequently, mu sical, and lit er ary tra di tion are a source of artistic in‐ 
spir a tion while con sti tut ing a link between the past and the present,
which im plies a dy namic vis ion of the way in which both modes of
tem por al ity in ter act with one an other. It there fore ap pears that the
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ex per i ences treated in prose can only be un der stood in terms of
memory and per sonal ex per i ence. Com poser Paul Hindemith re‐ 
marked that the re ac tions evoked by music are not feel ings “but […]
the im ages, memor ies of feel ings” (1953� 38). In other words, to work
ef fi ciently, a piece of music or prose rests on re pe ti tion. Re pe ti tion 5

is power fully mu sical in ef fect, as re peated forms es tab lish rhythms of
speech. Wit tgen stein in sists on the im port ance of a re peat in a mu‐ 
sical score as re pe ti tion con trib utes to the piece of music’s power
and thrill. The pro cess of re pe ti tion im prints in the reader or
listener’s mind the sub ject ive human ex per i ence he most likely as so‐ 
ci ates to the first time he read or heard the text or the piece of music.
As the op er a tion re it er ates it self the reader/listener re cog nizes the
tex tual pas sage or mu sical phrase, and his per cep tion and un der‐ 
stand ing of it be comes more and more pre cise each time. This
change is best de scribed by Mar cel Proust in the second volume of
Re mem brance of Things Past, Within a Bud ding Grove (À l’ombre des
jeunes filles en fleurs, 1918), when the all- pervasive nar rator re calls the
first time he heard Odette Swann play ing Vin teuil’s Son ata on the
piano:

Ce fut un de ces jours- là qu’il lui ar riva de me jouer la partie de la
Son ate de Vin teuil où se trouve la phrase que Swann avait tant aimée.
[…] Prob able ment ce qui fait défaut, la première fois, ce n’est pas la
compréhension, mais la mémoire. Car la nôtre, re l at ive ment à la
complexité des im pres sions auxquelles elle a à faire face pendant que
nous écoutons, est in fime, aussi brève que la mémoire d’un homme
qui en dormant pense à mille choses qu’il oublie aussitôt, ou d’un
homme tombé à moitié en en fance qui ne se rap pelle pas la minute
d’après ce qu’on vient de lui dire. Ces im pres sions mul tiples, la
mémoire n’est pas cap able de nous en fournir immédiatement le
souvenir. Mais celui- ci se forme peu à peu et à l’égard des œuvres
qu’on a en ten dues deux ou trois fois, on est comme le collégien qui a
relu à plusieurs re prises avant de s’en dormir une leçon qu’il croy ait
ne pas sa voir et qui la récite par cœur le len de main matin (Proust
1988 : 100).

It was on one of those days that she happened to play me the part of
Vin teuil's son ata that con tained the little phrase of which Swann had
been so fond. […] And so it is not wrong to speak of hear ing a thing
for the first time. If one had in deed, as one sup poses, re ceived no im ‐
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pres sion from the first hear ing, the second, the third would be
equally "first hear ings" and there would be no reason why one should
un der stand it any bet ter after the tenth. Prob ably what is want ing,
the first time, is not com pre hen sion but memory. For our memory,
com pared to the com plex ity of the im pres sions which it has to face
while we are listen ing, is in fin ites imal, as brief as the memory of a
man who in his sleep thinks of a thou sand things and at once for gets
them, or as that of a man in his second child hood who can not re call,
a minute af ter wards, what one has just been say ing to him. Of these
mul tiple im pres sions our memory is not cap able of fur nish ing us
with an im me di ate pic ture. But that pic ture gradu ally takes shape,
and, with re gard to works which we have heard more than once, we
are like the school boy who has read sev eral times over be fore going
to sleep a les son which he sup posed him self not to know, and finds
that he can re peat it by heart next morn ing (Proust 1924 : 154-55).

Jean- Jacques Nat tiez has con vin cingly shown that this pas sage high‐ 
lights “two clearly dis tinct phases in the per cep tion of son or ous phe‐ 
nom ena” (Nat tiez 1989  : 43). The Nar rator moves from an emo tional
and im pres sion istic per cep tion, when he hears the mu sical phrase “at
the time of [its] ‘ar chetypal’ per form ance” (Nat tiez 1989  : 56), to a
more in tel lec tual and ana lyt ical one as he hears the son or ous form
played again. Music and lit er at ure are there fore un der stood in terms
of memory and lan guage, which are ne ces sar ily in formed by the
reader- listener’s other ex per i ences.

3

2. Joyce and Music: A Brief In tro ‐
duc tion
James Joyce’s first book was pub lished in May 1907. It was a small
volume of thirty- six poems en titled Cham ber Music. Joyce came from
a mu sical back ground and his love for music, es pe cially vocal music,
in forms his lit er ary works from his little book of verses, through
Ulysses―in which Joyce shaped the Sirens’ epis ode into a struc ture of
“sound, se quence, and motif that, if not music it self, is music’s par‐ 
ody” (Tin dall 1969� 16) ―to Fin neg ans Wake. The lat ter is a per fect il‐ 
lus tra tion of the way Joyce plays with word sounds and the ef fect
they have on the reader’s ear. As Myra T. Rus sel rightly ob serves, “the
sound of lan guage is para mount” (Rus sel 2016� 64) in Joyce’s works es‐
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pe cially in the Wake since it hinges on the per petual blend ing of
words and sound. While Ulysses takes place in day time, Fin neg ans
Wake un folds at night. The oneiric realm of the Wake ex plores a man’s
mind, whose dream is a suc ces sion of ob sess ive re pe ti tions and ab‐ 
surdit ies. The com plex verbal web con ceals truths from the reader as
he plunges into a maze of dark ness and un cer tainty (“Me thought as I
was drop ping asleep somepart in non land”) (Joyce 1975� 403-04.18) in
search for a key to un veil the sym bolic mean ing of this dream. A
dream in the course of which sound and mean ing emerge out of the
dark ness and abyss of the text in which the reader is “cir cum veiloped
by ob scur it ads” (Joyce 1975� 244.15).

2.1. The Wake’s Mu sic al ity
Joyce began work ing on the Wake in 1922. The well- known old Irish
pub song “Fin negan’s Wake” provides the book with its mod i fied title.
The novel, which is di vided into three parts sub divided into 17
chapters, is a co lossal puzzle de pict ing a highly in tric ate and com plex
dream 6. As Joyce wrote to Ferdin and Prior, “[t]he devil knows
whether you will be able to un der stand what the story means or what
this en tire word spider web is about” (Joyce 1992� 393) 7. Joyce made it
al most im possible to read the Wake like any other text. Joyce was, as
men tioned pre vi ously, a mu si cian and, as such, music of fers a path
into the au thor’s kal eido scopic text 8.

5

The lan guage in Joyce’s novel de lib er ately re lin quishes the tra di tional
way of writ ing, not un like the way Arnold Schoen berg’s music broke
away from the tra di tional sys tem of ton al ity, which had been the
basis of mu sical syn tax for the pre vi ous two and a half cen tur ies. In
1908, Schoen berg’s work, George Lieder Opus 15 9, ini ti ated a pro‐ 
found change in the field of music. Arnold Schoen berg’s atonal music
(Simms 2000� 8) 10 was touched by angst and spurred on by a need for
lib er a tion from the past, and it emerged from the same artistic move‐ 
ment that was de vel op ing in paint ing and lit er at ure in the years be‐ 
fore World War I. The term ‘atonal’ points to the ab sence of key. Key
is char ac ter ized by the per sist ence of a tonal centre and provides the
com poser with a unity of struc ture and a means to read ily achieve
dif fer en ti ation, con trast and ar tic u la tion. Mod ern music does not
make use of tonal centres. Con sequently, in atonal music the listener

6
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does not quite really know where he or she stands, cre at ing what
com poser Paul Hindemith de scribes as a feel ing of “spa tial dizzi ness”
(1953� 56) 11, as the listener has “no tonal con text in which to in ter pret
it” (Hindemith 1953� 25). This im pres sion is due to the fact that the
mu si cian uses all twelve dif fer ent notes of the chro matic scale in
such a way that not one note seems more im port ant than an other.
There fore, in the same way Schoen berg dis rupts the tra di tional ex‐ 
pect ancy of the listener, with music that is char ac ter ized by the oc‐ 
cur rence of pitches in novel com bin a tions, the new lan guage de vised
by James Joyce dis rupts the ra tional in tel li gib il ity the reader’s “mind’s
ear” (Joyce 1975� 254.18) may ex pect. Joyce’s “vow el threaded syl la‐ 
belles” (Joyce 1975� 61.06) prose as saults the reader by way of a whole
new way of com bin ing sounds and words that leaves the reader try‐ 
ing to grasp hold of the au thor’s verbal- musical ima gin a tion. The
mean ing con veyed by tra di tional lit er ary texts is dis lo cated while it is
“as sembled and asundered” (Joyce 1975� 136.06) by the au thor. The
music of Joyce’s prose is es sen tial to Fin neg ans Wake and it proves
more than help ful to read the text aloud 12. To hear a re cord ing of
Joyce’s own read ing of the book is, as Philip Kit cher put it, “to hear a
mu si cian mak ing music” (2007� xviii). Al though listen ing to Joyce
read ing the Wake does not ne ces sar ily shed light upon the cryptic
nature of his text, it un doubtedly con veys a vivid im pres sion of the
text’s sound, and pro motes, as Wit tgen stein ob serves, the image of
the speak ing voice or “sound pic ture” (Joyce 1975� 570.14): “[…] I might
say that the writ ten word in tim ates the sound to me—or again, that
when one reads, let ter and sound form a unity—as it were an alloy
[…]. Once I feel this unity, I might say that I see or hear the sound in
the writ ten word” (Wit tgen stein 2009� 75) 13.

2.2. Joyce’s “Atonal” Prose
There are many re pe ti tions of words such as “mujikal chocolat box”
(Joyce 1975� 13.09), “harps” (Joyce 1975� 103.10) “flute” “horn” “ci ello”
and “canto” (Joyce 1975� 43.32 and 44.05), “mu sick ers” (Joyce 1975�
373.31) com bined with a sur pris ing num ber of fam ous op eras, op er‐ 
atic arias or pieces of music, some only re ferred to by title such as
the “Mes siagh of roar atorios” (Joyce 1975� 41.28) by Hændel, “O’Mara,
an exprivate sec ret ary of no fixed abode (loc ally known as Mil dew
Lisa) in ref er ence to the be gin ning of “Liebestod” from Tristan (Joyce
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1975� 40.17) 14, the “valkirry” (Joyce 1975� 68.15) by Wag ner, “magic
fluke” (Joyce 1975� 451.08) and “cosy fond tut ties” (Joyce 1975� 417.19) by
Moz art, “Pi ow tor the Grape” by “Rim seky Pop par kork” (Joyce 1975�
497.28) not to men tion the re cur rent ref er ences to tra di tional re li‐ 
gious and pop u lar songs such as the “Lit any of Saints”, “The Min strel
Boy” (Joyce 1975� 528.31) 15“Lon don Bridge is Fall ing Down”, “Ta Ra Ra
Boom De Ay” (Joyce 1975� 247.28) 16 “Auld Lang Syne”, “Molly Mal lone”,
“The Rocky Road To Dub lin” and the well- known bal lad of “Fin negan’s
Wake” 17. All these ref er ences call at ten tion to the web of mu sical al lu‐ 
sions in Joyce’s novel. I will not be men tion ing “The Bal lad of Persee
O’Re illy” 18 which has been con vin cingly ana lysed and dis cussed by
Bowen, Rough ley and Schiff. I will simply re mind the reader that the
sheet music of the bal lad is in ser ted in the Wake, em phas iz ing the
novel’s mul ti me dial nature.

The text is peppered with words packed with many syl lables de signed
to trip up the tongue
“(bababadalgharaghtakamminarronnkonnbronntonnerronntuonnthunntrovarrhounaw
oohoohoordenenthurnuk!)” (Joyce 1975� 3.15), “Bal lyaughacleeagh‐ 
bally” (Joyce 1975� 14.09) 19, “muzzlen imiis sile hims” (Joyce 1975� 5.16)
and “Nuctum bu lum bu mus” (Joyce 1975� 598.05). The words seem to
con nect through mere ad ja cency like the porte m anteaux words 20

“word wounder” (Joyce 1975� 75.19), or “voixehu manar” (Joyce 1975�
441.26) in which a single word is the junc tion of two or more dif fer ent
lan guages, a “for nicolop u la tion” (Joyce 1975� 557.17) of sorts. It is as if
they ran domly floated to ward each other and merged be fore break‐ 
ing away from one an other to form other words and mean ings in an
al most in fin ite math em at ical com bin a tion 21. Be cause music is math‐ 
em at ical it im poses a nu mer ical logic. Joyce’s clever use of as son ance
cre ates mel li flu ous sounds, through li quid con son ants cre at ing a eu‐ 
pho ni ous ef fect “[…] Penelope Ingles ante and lezba lick ing like Leytha
liane […]” (Joyce 1975� 212.10) 22. The al most vo lup tu ous drowsy vowel
sound en hances the erotic tone of the pas sage. The re cur ring use of
onomatopœia pin points the im port ance of sounds in the text
“Washy watchy watay wata shy! Oir areshe or e bukujibun! Wata cooshy
lot!” (Joyce 1975� 484.26-27) or “You told of a tryst too, two a tutu”
(Joyce 1975� 491.13). The former onomatopœia is an ex ample of what
Derek At tridge de scribes as non lex ical onomatopœia 23. The “re‐ 
peated let ters in dic ate pro longed sound” (At tridge 2009� 474), while

8
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also dis play ing a visual com pon ent in the text. Joyce in dulges there‐ 
fore not only in “ex uber ant aural games” (At tridge 2009� 483), but also
in visual ones. The lat ter is evoc at ive of someone hum ming a tune. In
the fol low ing pas sage the rhythmic clack ing of “camp”—“camp, camp,
camp.” (Joyce 1975� 343.04) 24—en hances the re sound ing ef fect of
foot steps on a pave ment by cre at ing a ca den tial pro gres sion. Joyce
also uses this tech nique with great ex pressiv ity to cre ate a dis son ant
clat ter in the text as he de scribes the world in sonic terms: “The clip,
the clop! (All cla) Glass crash” (Joyce 1975� 44.19). Joyce’s ex per i mental
use of ele ments of visual lan guage to rep res ent mu sical sound is
prob ably best il lus trated in the fol low ing pas sage:

The rye is well for whose amind but the wheateny one is proper
lovely. BENK! We sin cerestly trust that Mis sus with the kid dies of
sweet Gorteen has not BINK to their very least tittles de ranged if in
BUNK and we gree siously augur for your Meg gers a BENK BANK
BONK to sloop in with all sorts of ad ceterus and ad sat uras. (Joyce
1975� 379.26-31) 25

The ap par ent lack of syn tactical con straints and the res ult ing un gov‐ 
erned free dom pro duced by what we may de scribe here as atonal
prose makes it ex tremely dif fi cult for the reader to fol low in either
form or con tent. As the reader at tempts to de code this pas sage, his
eyes and at ten tion are in ev it ably drawn to the words in cap ital let ters
which dis rupt the text’s lin ear ity. These dis son ant son or it ies in teg‐ 
rated into the text’s fab ric sound chaotic when read aloud, cre at ing
an un fa mil iar per cus sion ef fect within the rhythm of this pas sage.
While il lus trat ing the ab struse ness of Joyce’s prose, they dis rupt the
text’s tonal struc ture much in the same way Schoen berg’s twelve
chro matic tones were con stantly used with no par tic u lar tonal re la‐ 
tion ship to one an other, cre at ing an im pres sion of dis son ance and, as
a res ult, con vey ing the im pres sion that there was no cent ral pitch
around which the com pos i tion was or gan ized. Moreover, the final
words —“all sorts of ad ceterus and ad sat uras”— provide no res ol u tion
to the present pas sage. Need less to say, that lack of res ol u tion is a
major fea ture of atonal music.

9

The fol low ing ex cerpt im it ates the cock crow “Echolo choree choroh
choree chorico!” (Joyce 1975� 585.3-4) 26, cre at ing a jar ring dis son ance,
while high light ing once more the vocal son or ity of Joyce’s text. Con ‐

10



Musical reminiscence and structure in James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake (1939)

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

sequently, the ex ternal world is re con struc ted through the son or ous
mat ter of the verbal text. Onomatopœia, or as Joyce puts it “ona mat‐ 
ter po etic” (Joyce 1975� 468.10) dis lo cates into mere sounds “Ice cold.
Brr na brr, ny prr!” (Joyce 1975� 502.09), which is evoc at ive of the noise
one makes when feel ing cold, be fore morph ing into mere con‐ 
sonantic ab bre vi ations “Sft!” (Joyce 1975� 621.08) and “Lst!” (Joyce 1975�
621.17) ex press ing music’s non- lexicality. The reader moves from
mean ing through verbal sound to un dif fer en ti ated sound as Joyce ex‐ 
presses sounds without words. The re pet it ive ef fect of stam mer ing
gives the im pres sion that the text is re peat ing it self, while it also
marks time as the au thor’s hand stut ters (“By mas ter Fin negan, of the
Stut ter ing Hand” (Joyce 1975� 4.13), con vey ing a sense of mo tion less‐ 
ness to the text it self: “that he might, that he might never, that he
might never that night?” (Joyce 1975� 90.30-31). Yet, Joyce also uses
re pe ti tion to refer to the ap par ent mo tion in music when the
speaker’s voice ac cel er ates as it be comes more and more an im ated. “I
am amp amp amp lify” (Joyce 1975� 533.33). This short seg ment gives
the reader an im pres sion of volume as the word grows pro gress ively
in size as the voice stead ily moves into a higher re gister. The ap par‐ 
ently naive rhythmic scheme of this pas sage visu ally en acts the pro‐ 
gress ive growth of sound, while pin point ing the way in which Joyce’s
novel works both visu ally and aur ally, provid ing the reader with “an
earsighted view” (Joyce 1975� 143.09-10) of the text. The louder it gets,
the more em phasis is given to what is said. The higher the voice rises,
the more the speaker as serts him self. These po etic devices evoke the
way in which Alban Berg 27 merges speech and song in a clan gor ous
fash ion in his opera Lulu (1935), or the way in which Schoen berg
makes use of in stru mental music in Verklärte Nacht (Trans figured
Night) (1899). An other im port ant as pect of Joyce’s clev erness with
words and their mu sical ef fects con cerns the way he muses with
words and how the text hinges on the vari ation of the words them‐ 
selves. In the fol low ing pas sage for in stance:

[…] play ing copers fear some, with Gus Walker, the cuddy, and his
poor old dying boosy cough, esker, new c sle, sag gard, crum lin, dell
me, donk, the way to wum blin. Fol low me beeline and you’re bum blin,
esker, new c sle, sag gard, crum lin […] (Joyce 1975� 555.11-15) 28
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Joyce plays on the re pet it ive ness of Crum lin, “esker, new c sle, sag gard”
as well as the suf fix -lin. While the al lit er a tions cap ture the reader’s
sense of hear ing, the re peated words have an al most hyp notic ef fect,
the cir cu lar struc ture of the pas sage echoes the cir cu lar struc ture of
the novel it self, a point I will be re turn ing to later in fur ther de tail.
Hence, strange rhythms and har mon ies emerge from Joyce’s musico- 
literary text, whose com plex ity and layered mean ings open up to a
mul ti pli city of in ter pret a tions, while re mind ing the reader that music
is every where in the Wake. By hitch ing to gether word and music
Joyce’s work re flects a per petual battle between mean ing and sheer
sound.

11

2.3. The Wake as Mu sical Score
Yet, des pite the text’s ap par ent lack of a “tonal centre”, Joyce has dis‐ 
sem in ated through out it keys to provide the reader with the ne ces‐ 
sary in form a tion to in ter pret his work. The reader may there fore read
the text as a vir tual score to be visu al ized in the form of a verbal- 
musical text. French critic Jean- Louis Backès un der lines the im port‐ 
ance of par a tex tual ma ter ial in music. He com pares the com poser’s
“music nota tions” (Backès 1994� 109) 29 that one finds on sheet music
to stage dir ec tions. This phe nomenon de veloped from the eight eenth
to the twen ti eth cen tury in du cing what Backès terms “a truly verbal
in va sion” (Backès 1994� 109) 30 onto the music sheet, as the scores
began ex press ing the au thors’ in ten tions. In the early stages of the
novel, the au thor warns the reader to look out for en cryp ted clues
and not be re buked by the task lying ahead of him:

12

(Stoop) if you are abced minded, to this clay book, what curios of signs
(please stoop), in this al laphbed! Can you rede (since We and Thou
had it out already) its world? It is the same told of all. Many. Mis ce ‐
gen a tions. Tieckle (Joyce 1975� 18.17-20).

Joyce in forms the reader that the Wake is a world in its own right: a
world within the world. Leav ing key centre and tonal hier archy be‐ 
hind, Schoen berg’s frag ment a tion of mu sical con tinu ity is mirrored
through Joyce’s ef forts to cre ate an al tern at ive prose struc ture that
trans lates his stream of con scious ness into the vocal son or ity of his
text.

13
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Bey ond the sexual in nu en dos de ployed in the sub sequent pas sage,
Joyce un der lines the fact that he views music as the ex pres sion of the
body and de sire, as he links artistic cre ation to sex 31. Joyce’s in sist‐ 
ence on the im port ance of sounds is clearly one of the many means
of ex pres sion he uses:

14

It is told in sounds in utter thath, in signs so adds to, in uni ver sal, in
poly glut tural, in each aux il i ary neut ral idiom, sor domutics, flor i lin ‐
gua, shelta focal, flay flut ter, a con’s cubane, a pro’s tu tute, strass arab,
ereperse and any thongue ath all (Joyce 1975� 117.12-16).

While this pas sage con fers a sense of sexu al ity to his cre at ive pro cess
—“the word is my Wife” (Joyce 1975� 167.29)—, Joyce uses mu sical al lu‐ 
sions as an iron ical means to ex press secret de sires that can not be
an nounced dir ectly in speech as they arise dir ectly from the flesh it‐ 
self, con vey ing a sense of cor por eal ity to Joyce’s mu sical prose.
Mean while, the reader is plunged into un cer tainty as he:

15

may have our ir re mov able doubts as to the whole sense of the lot,
the in ter pret a tion of any phrase in the whole, the mean ing of every
word of a phrase so far de ciphered out of it, how ever un fettered our
Irish daily in de pend ence, we must vaunt no idle du bi os ity as to its
genu ine au thor ship and holus bolus au thor it at ive ness (Joyce 1975�
117.35-36 and 118.01-04).

As the nar rat ive drifts on ward, the au thor in structs the reader to pay
at ten tion to the mar gins of the text—“the mar ginal pan els” (Joyce
1975� 122.25)—en cour aging him to be a “con scien tious scripture‐ 
reader” (Joyce 1975� 67.12) 32; in the same way one listens re peatedly to
a re cord, the reader of the Wake spends his time re- reading the book.
The open ing lines of chapter ten de pict the nar rator awaken ing from
the deep est of sleeps— “As we there are where are we are we there”
(Joyce 1975� 260.01). His un cer tainty about his where abouts in the
nar rat ive mir rors that of the reader. A be wil der ing situ ation that is
en hanced by the sen tence’s ab sence of syn tactical di vi sions 33. What
is more, the reader is puzzled by the form of the chapter it self—a text
with mar ginal com ments 34 and foot notes, which in form it with a
sense of poly phony and coun ter point as the voices of the three com‐ 
ment at ors con trib ute to the chapter’s con tra puntal struc ture. Shem’s
pro fess or ial com ments (left- hand mar gin), Shaun’s ir rev er ent ones

16
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(right- hand mar gin) and Isa bel’s foot notes 35, which have been
defined by Wil liam York Tin dall as “the voice of si lence” (1969� 172), in‐ 
ter act with one an other. The con tra puntal struc ture of this chapter is
be wil der ing in its frag ment ary di vi sion of the three dif fer ent voice
parts as the plural voices of the coun ter point tend to blur the ex pres‐ 
sion of the in di vidual voice. 36 The twins will change sides in the
middle of the chapter while Isa bel, whose voice re mains in the foot‐ 
notes, per son i fies a form of con stancy in this tex tual quag mire.
Shem’s mar ginal com ments, which con sist among other things of a
stave with a treble clef not at ing the higher pitch and the notes B, C, A
and D on the text “Please stop if you’re a B.C. mind ing missy, please
do. But should you prefer A.D. step please” (Joyce 1975� 272.12-14), in‐ 
dic ate to the reader that the cap ital let ters in the text may cor res‐ 
pond to music notes. To ward the end of the Wake mu sical nota tion is
used to ex press “dis cord ance” when the nar rator points to H.C.E. 37 as
an ele ment of dis cord “It is so called for its dis cord the mesedo”
(Joyce 1975� 564.04). In the fixed- do sys tem of sol miz a tion, which
sing ers use to sight- read music, the sys tem des ig nates mu sical notes
by syl lable names. C thus refers to do, E to mi and B (called H in Ger‐ 
man ter min o logy) to si. There fore, “mi- si-do” stands for E.H.C. A few
pages later, Joyce will use the same strategy to refer to C.E.H.
“Tableau final. Two me see” (Joyce 1975� 590.24-25) (do, mi, si). This
mu sical com bin a tion of let ters echoes Robert Schu mann’s “Lettres
dansantes” in Carnaval op. 9 (1835). Schu mann, who had fallen in love
with young piano stu dent Ern estine von Fricken, was thrilled to find
out that the let ters of her birth place―Asch―could be trans lated into
mu sical notes: A (la), S (Ger man for E flat / mi), C (do), H (Ger man for
B nat ural / si). The whole of Carnaval re lies con sequently on these
four notes, as is made clear from the sub title: Scènes mignonnes sur
quatre notes (Little Scenes on Four Notes). Schu mann there fore
equated music and let ters as he joined them in a dance. The dis cov‐ 
ery sparked off a set of vari ations on these four let ters just in the
same way Joyce plays upon the com bin at or ial pos sib il it ies provided
by the let ters H.C.E.

3. Time and Space
In chapter el even, a radio sta tion broad casts a mu sical pro gramme
that mixes com posers, sing ers, songs, and in stru ments of fer ing a mi‐

17



Musical reminiscence and structure in James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake (1939)

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

cro cos mic and frag men ted his tory of music:

Let ev erie sound of a pitch keep still in res on ance, jem crow, jack daw,
prime and secund with their terce that betwides them, now full the ‐
orbe, now dul ci fair, and when we press of pedal (sof!) pick out and
vow el ise your name [De bussy]. A mum. You pere Golazy [Per golesi],
you mere Bare [Bach] and you Bill Heeny [Bellini], and you Smirky
Dainty [Mer cad ante] and, more beeth oken [Beeth oven], you wheck ‐
foolthenairy ans with all your bad ch thumpered peanas! We are gluck ‐
glucky [Gluck] in our being so far for tu nate that, bark and bay duol
with Man Good fox [Fox Good man] inchim ings hav ing ceased to the
mo ment, so allow the clink ars of our noc turne field, night’s sweet ‐
mozt heart [Moz art], their Car men Sylvae, my quest, my queen. Lou
must wail to cool me airly! Coil me curly, warbler dear! May song it
flour ish (in the un der wood), in chor ush, long make it flour ish (in the
Nut, in the Nut sky) till thor ush! Secret Hookup (Joyce 1975� 360.03-
16) 38.

While mak ing an agree able com pos i tion in which rhythm and sound
are in more than cus tom ary ac cord with sense, this pas sage nev er‐ 
the less il lus trates the dis crep ancy between what is read and what is
heard, the dis cord between sound and mean ing, text and sound.

18

Fi nally, Joyce dwells, through the voice of the pro fessor who is di‐ 
gress ing on “shamebred music” (Joyce 1975� 164.15-16) 39, on his love
for vocal music in an overtly erotic pas sage:

19

Of course, the un skilled singer con tin ues to per vert our wiser ears by
sub or din at ing the space- element, that is to sing, the aria, to the
time- factor, which ought to be killed, ill tem por. I should ad vise any
un born singer who may still be among my heed ers to for get her tem ‐
poral dia phragm at home (the best thing that could hap pen to it!) and
at tack the roul ade with a swift colpo di glot tide to the lug (though
Maace I will in sist was re clined from over do ing this, his re cov ery
often being slow) and then, O! on the third dead beast, O! to cluse
her eyes and ai open her oath and see what spice I may send her.
How? Cease thee, can tatrickee! I fain would be solo. Arouse thee, my
valour! And save for e’er my Bdur! (Joyce 1975� 164.32-36 and 165.01-
07)
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This pas sage also fore grounds the no tions of time and space—a re‐ 
cur rent motif in the Wake—in the writ ing pro cess “in cyc loan na lysm,
from space to space, time after time, in vari ous phases of scrip ture as
in vari ous poses of sepul ture” (Joyce 1975� 254.26-28). While music is
viewed as a tem poral form of art, the no tion of cir cu lar ity that de‐ 
veloped in the twen ti eth cen tury had an im pact on the way in which
one per ceived music. Con sequently, music over came its spe cificity as
a tem poral art only un fold ing in time, in fa vour of one un fold ing in
space. In Joyce’s “ver bivo c ov isual” (Joyce 1975� 341.18) text, the pa ginal
space of the book grows un ob trus ively into an equi val ent to time.

20

4. Cir cu lar ity and Nos tal gia
I would now like to draw at ten tion to the Wake’s nar rat ive cir cu lar
struc ture. The novel opens in me dias res of a sen tence “river run, past
Eve and Adam’s, from swerve of shore to bend of bay, brings us by a
com mo dius vicus of re cir cu la tion back to Howth Castle and En virons”
(Joyce 1975� 3.01-03), a sen tence that be gins at the very end of Joyce’s
novel “Gulls. Far calls. Com ing, far! End here. Us then. Finn, again!
Take. Bus softl hee, me memormee! Till thousend sthee. Lps. The keys
to. Given! A way a lone last a loved a long the” (Joyce 1975� 628.13-16).
The open ing sen tence gives the reader nu mer ous clues as to what
will be await ing him or her dur ing his or her tex tual per am bu la tions.
The “swerve” and “bend” an nounces nar rat ive dis lo ca tion and di gres‐ 
sions that high light the rhaps odic nature of the novel. The motives of
the river and re cir cu la tion evoke Italian his tor ian Gi am battista Vico’s
the ory of ri corso which de scribes his tory as a series of cycles, thus
ex plain ing the cir cu lar struc ture of Joyce’s nar rat ive: “The Vico road
goes round and round to meet where terms begin” (Joyce 1975�
452.21-22). Hence, the clos ing/open ing line may well be read iron ic‐ 
ally. The gull ible reader, who has fi nally reached what he be lieves to
be the book’s ter minus ad quem, is brought to real ize that, like Finn,
he is in vited to start off on his jour ney once again. The cir cu lar struc‐ 
ture of Fin neg ans Wake rests also on the re cur ring ref er ences to cir‐ 
cu lar ity that per vade the novel 40. The open ing nar rat ive device
presents us there fore with an an frac tu ous text, a breached nar rat ive
sym bol ized by the split or breach in the cir cu lar shaped text. As a
res ult, the reader lit er ally falls into the Wake. Joyce’s book may also
be viewed as an ana tom ical ex plor a tion into Tim Fin negan’s broken

21
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skull. A “mi crochasm” (Joyce 1975� 229.24) that opens up onto an
oneiric realm in which the char ac ters all spring from the dis lo cated
mind of one per son, the dreamer. The Wake un veils the dis rup tion
and frag ment a tion of the nar rator’s con scious ness. The frag men ted
as pect of the novel is pin pointed by the re cur rent fig ure of Humpty
Dumpty 41, Tim Fin negan’s sur rog ate in the Wake. These on to lo gical
frac tures are por trayed through mu sical meta phors “[…] when I’d like
own com pany best, with the help of a nor ange and bear, to be re‐ 
clined by the lasher on my lo gan some, my g.b.d. in my f.a.c.e., sol fan‐ 
elly in my shel ly hold ers […]” (Joyce 1975� 450.08-10). The five- note
chord FACE ap pears on the sol- fa scale fol low ing the as cend ing se‐ 
quence from low to high. It is as if the nar rator’s face it self were ma‐ 
ter i al iz ing in the in ter stices of the lat tice work of music nota tion.
Joyce bol sters the im pres sion of phys ical rep res ent a tion as the nar‐ 
rator pro jects his body into the in ter sti tial space of the stave, while
the voice “usurps the body and makes the mod ern writer re con sider
the il lusor i ness of phys ical pres ence as a pro jec tion of genu ine in tim‐ 
acy or au then tic iden tity” (Hep burn 2016� 208). The au thor’s
stratagem pur posely en traps the reader within the threads of his fic‐ 
tion “[a]nd en circle[s] him cir culy” (Joyce 1975� 505.13). Joyce’s dis rup‐ 
tions of words and syn tax offer an un stable per cep tion of real ity as
they open up a gap between time and space.

Vic toria Ada menko de scribes the re mark able way in which cir cu lar
music forms ex pan ded and de veloped in the twen ti eth cen tury. Con‐ 
tem por ary com poser George Crumb has demon strated that the myth
of turn ing time into space can be con veyed through scores using a
con sor tium of cir cu lar graph ics with frag ments of con ven tion ally
not ated music that con trib ute to music’s myth o lo gical di men sion. Al‐ 
low ing for the ob vi ous ana chron ism here, we could draw a com par‐ 
ison between George Crumb’s care fully cal li graphed scores that imply
har mony between the ear and the eye—not ably the scores of Mak‐ 
rokos mos I & II (1972-1973) that ex plore piano’s seem ingly in fin ite
sound ing pos sib il it ies 42—and Joyce’s Wake. The sym bolic nota tion of
Crumb’s work con trib utes to the myth o lo gical di men sion of music. As
is ex pec ted of cryptic sym bols, “they puzzle the in ter preter, who thus
re ceives hints about a wide array of mean ings” (Ada menko 2007� 205)
while present ing tech nical prob lems for the mu si cians to read, just in
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the same way the Wake causes prob lems to the reader who wishes to
in ter pret Joyce’s verbal- musical text.

Rus sian myth o grapher and scholar Eleazar Me let in sky ob served that
there was a re birth of myth in early twentieth- century lit er at ure and
claimed that “[m]yth i fic a tion [was] cer tainly linked to Mod ern ism”
(Ada menko 2007� 4) 43. It has been said that Joyce’s style of lit er ary
prose draws on Richard Wag ner’s com bin a tion of myth and music,
and there is no doubt that the Wake merges the con scious ness of the
dreamer and a cos mogonic con cep tion of the world. Joyce’s cos‐ 
mogony merges the Greek uni verse—the world as cos mos— with the
Heb raic vis ion of the world namely the world as his tory. The in‐ 
cantat ory verbal music of the Wake en ables the reader- listener to un‐ 
der take a unique voy age, from the cre ation of the world through the
whole his tory of hu man ity. Joyce’s work pro claims the im port ance of
the col lect ive memory of man kind as he calls upon each reader’s
memory to re cord and re- member the Cre ation (“the very dawn of
pro to his tory” (Joyce 1975� 169.21) through the sound ing mat ter of the
verbal text in an age of dis in teg ra tion, dis rup tion, and frag ment a tion
of con scious ness. Joyce sought for a ra tionale through his myth o lo‐ 
gical tale. He tried to cre ate the means to renew and re struc ture our
frag men ted uni verse, whose dis lo ca tion is rooted in Man’s Fall, as
Joyce at tempts to make sense of tem por al ity and its in fin ite ness
within the lim ited space of his book.

23

The Wake refers re cur rently to the Fall of Man― “The fall” (Joyce 1975�
3.18) as well as the Fall of Babel
“(bababadalgharaghtakamminarronnkonnbronntonnerronntuonnthunntrovarrhou- 
nawn skawn too hoo hoo rden en thur nuk!)” (Joyce 1975� 3.15-17) ―both
res ult ing in on to lo gical and lin guistic frag ment a tion.

24

A wake is also the oc ca sion for look ing back on life whether in
mourn ing or cel eb ra tion and, in the Wake, Joyce clearly links music to
memory. Not un like the phrases of Vin teuil’s son ata, “the evoc a tion of
events through sound in Joyce’s fic tion sug gests that the hear ing
body re mem bers, and re cap tures, lost youth and lost time” (Hep burn
2016� 207).

25

As the nar rat ive un folds, the reader un der goes a me morial pro cess in
“Memo land” (Joyce 1975� 318.32-33) as he moves from the dark ages of
the past to the present day “[i]t was ages be hind that when nul lahs
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were nowhere”. Time and space col lide through out the ages of his tory
as he moves “from space to space, time after time, in vari ous phases
of scrip ture as in vari ous poses of sepul ture” (Joyce 1975� 254.26-28) in
a nev erend ing circle “Allow! allow! Gyre O, gyre O, gyro tundo!” (Joyce
1975� 295.23-24). The dream it self is ret ro spect ive—“[w]hen I’m
dream ing back like that I be gins to see we’re only all tele scopes”
(Joyce 1975� 295.12)—and it re gains the con tinu ity of human ex ist ence
through ret ro spec tion. The com plex lay er ing of flash backs is evoc at‐ 
ive of the jumbled, or mo saic nature of time. The reader is there fore
summoned to re mem ber—or to put it in Joycean terms “re dis mem‐ 
ber” (Joyce 1975� 8.06); while read ing he must “fress up the rinner ung
and to ate by heart” (Joyce 1975� 300.15-16) 44 to re con struct, and re- 
member the frag ments of his oneiric jour ney:

[n]ow, not to mix up, cast your eyes around Capel Court. I want you,
wit ness of this epic struggle, as yours so mine, to re con struct for us,
as briefly as you can, in ex actly the same as a mind’s eye view, how
these fu neral games, which have been por ing over us through
homer’s kerryer pidgeons, mas sacreedoed as the ho li n ame rally
round took place (Joyce 1975� 515.20-25).

Joyce’s Nos tos rests first and fore most on the re turn it self as ex per i‐ 
enced by the reader and on the po etic and mu sical telling of that ex‐ 
per i ence. Joyce’s nos tal gia 45 ex presses a sen ti ment of loss and dis‐ 
place ment, while also ex hib it ing the ro mance of his wild est fantas ies.

27

Con clu sion
The mu sical res on ances and echoes, the snatches of lyr ics and
melod ies, cre ated within the struc ture of James Joyce’s last novel car‐ 
ries hid den or ob scured mean ings for read ers, who are en gaged in
the tem poral pro cess of read ing and hear ing, and whose minds are
sub merged by a wildly ac cel er ated flow of im ages and sig ni fi ers.
Joyce wanted his prose to con tain the non- lexical prop er ties of
music; this is es pe cially true of the Wake in which Joyce seems to
show an ob vi ous pref er ence for sound over sense. The mu sic al ity
that emerges from his late prose dis rupts the tra di tional order or uni‐ 
fy ing cantus firmus, as it at tempts to es cape from the con strict ing
toils of tra di tion. Joyce’s works simply make aud ible the dis son ance at

28
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the core of the old har mony. Yet, while his works hol low out new
paths, his art is para dox ic ally deeply rooted in the arts, lan guages,
and cul tures of the past. Joyce fol lowed in lit er at ure the path Schoen‐ 
berg had fol lowed in music. Schoen berg be lieved it was “of great im‐ 
port ance that we con serve the know ledge and ex per i ence of the past.
Pre cisely this former know ledge and ex per i ence will show, I hope,
how cor rect is the path along which we are search ing” (Simms 2000�
16) 46. His works are not ad dressed to the ægrum vul gus to put it in
Poundian terms (Pound 1918� 227), as Joyce re sorts to memory, and
re lies on the reader’s memory and know ledge to grasp the subtle cul‐ 
tural, artistic, and lin guistic ref er ences that are scattered through out
his work. The mu sical re min is cence and struc ture dis played in his
works offer a fas cin at ing re flec tion on the so- called Mod ern Times.
Joyce’s “later” style ex pressed it self fully in the Wake, as he shapes
sounds into words and words into sounds, cre at ing a mean ing ful se‐ 
quence of sounds that con vey a meta phor ical mu sic al ity to Joyce’s
pros ody. The Wake’s tex tual in carn a tion provides the reader with a
lit er ary text whose tex tures of sounds, by the rhythms they cre ate
when read aloud, morph al most into a mu sical com pos i tion. In terms
of sound and music the at tent ive reader- listener of Joyce’s works
moves from the clas sic po etic mu sic al ity of Cham ber Music to the
Wake’s cham ber pot music of “turn ing break farts” and “farter‐ 
noiser[s]”, as the Joycean text shifts from har mony to dis son ance,
from tra di tion to mod ern ity, to “mu sics of the fu tures” (Joyce 1975�
407.32-33).
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con text. Mod ern ity ori gin ates in the second half of the nine teenth cen tury
and ends ap prox im ately at the end of the 1930s.

3  Bryan Simms notes that Schoen berg found in dis son ance “a portent ous
in dic a tion of the fu ture.” Quot ing Schoen berg’s Com pos i tion with Twelve
Tones, Simms de scribes this mu sical style as one that “treats dis son ances
like con son ances and re nounces a tonal centre”, (Simms 2000� 15).

4  My paper is greatly in debted to the works of Ro land McHugh and Wil‐ 
liam Tin dall that helped me walk through the “slip pery ground” (Rabaté
2007� 390) of the Wakean maze. As Luca Crispi has it, read ing the Wake is
“such a dis or i ent ing ex per i ence” (Crispi 2007� 214) in it self that my only am‐ 
bi tion, for lack of a bet ter term, is to offer a tiny win dow onto Joyce’s “slip‐ 
pery” text.

5  Re pe ti tion was deemed an es sen tial ele ment of music by Saint Au gustine
who noted in his De Mu sica that: “Repet endo per mu lat auditum” (“re pe ti tion
charms the ear” my trans la tion from the Latin), (Saint Au gustine, 1947� Book
IV, C. XIII, 16, 254). Hindemith un der lines the im port ance of Saint Au‐ 
gustine’s work in the philo soph ical ap proach to music, a work he ar gues is
“a most in tel li gent ana lysis of mu sical per cep tion and un der stand ing.”
Hindemith pin points the com plex ity of mu sical im pres sions and the im port‐ 
ance of the mne monic as pect of music as well as the way in which it stim u‐ 
lates the listener’s memory which has the “abil ity to un cover mu sical ex per‐ 
i ences stored in our memory like old keep sakes, to draw them out of their
hid ing places, re vive them men tally, and allow them to im press us with the
same in tens ity as ac tual music would do, after which they may again be put
to rest in the stor age chests of our soul” (Hindemith 1953� 3-4).

6  “—Dream. Ona nonday I sleep. I dreamt of a som day. Of a wonday I shall
wake” (Joyce 1975� 481.7-8).

7  The em phasis is mine.

8  I am bor row ing the ex pres sion from Philip Kit cher.

9  “Das Buch der hängenden Gärten” Opus 15 is a song cycle of fif teen
poems by Ger man Sym bol ist poet Stefan George (1868-1938) pub lished in
1895 and set to music by Schoen berg in 1908 or 1909. It is con sidered as
being the com poser’s first atonal mas ter piece. Schoen berg ex plores the
meta phor ical world of George’s poems with his own ideas of ex ten ded chro‐ 
mat icism in tonal music to such an ex tent that it de fies tonal ex plan a tion.
Thomas Wil liam Ev dokimoff notes that des pite the writ ten metres in Opus
15, Schoen berg gives shape through Schwebender Tonalität and aufge hobene
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Tonalität (fluc tu at ing and sus pen ded ton al ity) to a con stant shift ing pulse
that il lus trates the frail and sus pen ded at mo sphere of the hanging gar dens,
(Ev dokimoff, 1997� 3). Hence, po et ical and mu sical metre may be viewed as
ana log ous as Schoen berg trans lates the po etic foot into the mu sical pulse.
How ever, Schoen berg’s music was not, at the time, so much atonal as an ex‐ 
ten ded form of ton al ity. In 1937, Schoen berg wrote that “[i]t was the first
step to wards a style which since has been called the style of ‘aton al ity’”,
(Stein 1975� 49).

10  The term atonal was prob ably first used to de scribe Schoen berg’s new
style by his stu dent Egon Wellesz. In the mar ginal notes of his copy of Josef
Math ias Hauer’s book (Vom Wesen des Mu sikalis chen, 1920), Schoen berg re‐ 
jects the ex pres sion in no am bigu ous terms “[t]he ex pres sion “atonal music”
is non sense” (Simms 2000� 8).

11  Arnold Schoen berg de scribed the twelve- tone com pos i tion in its early
stage of de vel op ment as fol lows: “With the onset of twelve- tone com pos i‐ 
tion [i.e. aton al ity], one was sud denly con fron ted by the void. The old way
was re jec ted, but a new form had still not been found. At first one had to
com pose by in stinct […]” (Simms 2000� 9).

12  My Em phasis. The im port ance of or al ity in the Wake is men tioned by the
nar rator: “Do tell us all about. As we want to hear all about. So tel lus tel las all‐ 
abouter”, (Joyce 1975� 101.2-3).

13  Jack Boss pin points the im port ance Schoen berg at tached to the re la tion‐ 
ship between form and con tent: “feel ing is already form, the idea is already
the world” (Boss, 2014� 19).

14  “Liebestod” be gins as fol lows: “Mild und Leise”.

15  “The lein strel boy to the wall is gone” (Joyce 1975� 528.31-32).

16  “Tara boom decay” (Joyce 1975� 247.28).

17  The first song is re ferred to as “Long tong’s breach is fallen down” (Joyce
1975� 58.10). The second one is al luded through its lyr ics “Euro pra nobis!”
(Joyce 1975� 228.26), “Hora pro Nubis” (Joyce 1975� 514.22) and “in ter ror gam‐ 
mons lawdy dos” [Te ro gamus audi nos/We beg, Thee, hear us] (Joyce 1975�
433.02), the second one is re ferred to as “sold lang syne” (Joyce 1975� 238.13)
and “for auld lang salvy” (Joyce 1975� 305.29). Molly Mal lone is re ferred to in
an ob lique man ner through the song’s lyr ics “The Bar rel, cross Eb blinn’s
chilled ham let” (Joyce 1975� 41.18) or “in Dum bil’s fair city” (Joyce 1975� 116.13).
The last one is re ferred to as the “rag lar rock to Dulyn” (Joyce 1975� 64.03)
and “the lucky load to lub lin” (Joyce 1975� 565.22). The al lu sions to “Fin ‐
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negan’s Wake” are nu mer ous: “Fan agan’s weak” (Joyce 1975� 351.02), “Feneg‐ 
ans Wick” (Joyce 1975� 358.23) and “Fin negan’s Wake” (Joyce 1975� 607.16).

18  The bal lad, whose melody was com posed by Joyce, is char ac ter ized by
the com mon mu sical prac tice of match ing melod ies to lyr ics. The syl labic
struc ture of the lyric should be the same for each of the verses un less a dif‐ 
fer ent melodic pat tern is provided in order to ac com mod ate the dif fer ent
syl labic ar range ments of the lyr ics. The bal lad is rooted in a for got ten story
about how the fam ous Italian tenor, En rico Caruso, was ar res ted in front of
the mon keys’ cage in the Cent ral Park Zoo for grop ing a woman in the
crowd. See “Pars ing Persse: The Cod o logy of Hosty’s Song”, Zack Bowen and
Allen Rough ley, and “Syn thes iz ing “The Bal lad of Persse O’Re illy”, (Schiff
2016� 295-306 and 307-317).

19  Dub lin’s name in Gaelic Baile Átha Cliath means: “Town of the Ford of the
Hurdles.”

20  For a de tailed and in sight ful study on the way Joyce uses port manteaux
words see Ruben Borg “Neo lo giz ing in Fin neg ans Wake: Bey ond a Ty po logy
of the Wakean Port manteau” (Borg 2007� 143-164). Borg in ter est ingly notes
that the ef fect of the porte m anteau “is rather like an im per fect syn chron iz‐ 
a tion or an in com plete rhyme, whose pur pose is to gen er ate not har mony
but dis son ance” (Borg 2007� 145).

21  “num ber of M- items per muta tions”, (Joyce 1975� 285.15).

22  This may well be read as a par ody of the fol low ing line of al lit er a tion in
Wil liam B. Yeats’s poem “The Lake Isle of In nis free”: “I hear lake water lap‐ 
ping with low sounds by the shore”, (Yeats 2016� 74).

23  At tridge notes that: “All onomatopœia re lies on the reader’s know ledge
of the sys tem of lan guage in which the text is writ ten, in the case of non lex‐ 
ical onomatopœia, the know ledge re quired is of the phon o lo gical sys tem of
the spoken lan guage and the psy cho lo gical sys tem of the writ ten lan guage”
(At tridge 1988� 138).

24  One of the sev eral ref er ences (78.21 and 534.06) to the song Tramp,
Tramp, Tramp, the Boys are March ing.

25  Luca Crispi ob serves that “the visual clues of the text’s format are suf fi‐ 
cient to alert most read ers to its per form at ive pur pose” (Crispi 2007� 214).

26  This frag ment echoes T.S. Eliot’s cock stand ing on the “rooftree” singing
“Co co rico co co rico” in the Waste Land, “V. What the Thun der said” (l.
392), (Eliot 2015� 70).
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27  In Lulu, Alban Berg, as Allan Hep burn points out, “pushes the human
voice to strained lim its of in tel li gib il ity by in ter ming ling Sprech s timme and
arias with non musical shrieks, groans, and yelps” (Hep burn 2016� 203). The
“sound- world” of Lulu rests on the com bin a tion of un ordered and par tially
ordered pitch col lec tions with seri ally ordered sets (Perle 1989� 29).

28  My em phasis. Crum lin is a town loc ated on the south side sub urb of Dub‐ 
lin.

29  My trans la tion from French “in dic a tions d’exécution mu sicale”.

30  My trans la tion from French “de véritables in va sions verbales”.

31  Luca Crispi ar gues that sexu al ity is re lated “to the pro cess and in tent of
writ ing” in the Wake (Crispi 2007� 233).

32  My em phasis. Note here how the idea of re pe ti tion is con veyed by the
act of re- reading the text it self.

33  Brad Buck nell ob serves that the “res ist ance to lex ic al ity, and in deed, to
syn tactic, syn tag matic, and even nar rat ive lin ear ity and caus al ity, will ap‐ 
pear in dif fer ent forms in the “mu sical” ex per i ments of the mod erns” such
as Joyce or Pound, (Buck nell 2016� 18).

34  The mar ginal notes are there to help the reader’s be nighted mind to find
a glow of un der stand ing in the text’s dark maze: “that light phant astic of his
gnoses’s glow as it slid lu ci fer i ously within an inch of its page […]”, (Joyce
1975� 182.4-5).

35  This chapter was pub lished sep ar ately as a book in 1937. Joyce en titled it
Stor i ella as She is Syung, a title, as Wil liam York Tin dall as tutely re marks,
which brings Isa bel from the bot tom to the top of the page. The term
“Syung” is a com bin a tion of the words young, sung and sew ing (sy being
Dan ish for sew) or knit ting. Knit ting and un knit ting the text is what Joyce
strives to achieve through out the Wake: “With Kiss. Kiss Kriss. Kiss Criss.
Cross Criss. Kiss Cross. Undo live’s end. Slain”, (Joyce 1975� 11.27).

36  As Italian Renais sance his tor ian of Greek music, Gir o lamo Mei ob serves
“the plural voices of coun ter point dis tract one an other, blur ring and di lut ing
the ex press ive power of any in di vidual voice”, (John son 2015� 33). Mei be‐ 
lieved that the voice ex pressed one’s “inner feel ings” (Pal isca, 1954� 10).

37  H.C. Ear wicker is the father fig ure and hus band of A.L.P. Anna Livia Plu‐ 
ra belle. Like Adam or Tim Fin negan he is the Mas ter Builder who “cre ates
and falls. Pick ing his pieces up and re new ing them” (Tin dall 1969� 4). He is
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also a sur rog ate of “Shun the Pun man” or “Shem the Pen man” namely Joyce
him self, (Joyce, 1975� 93.13).

38  My read ing of this pas sage is greatly in debted to Ro land McHugh
(McHugh 1991� 360).

39  This may well be read iron ic ally as Joyce al ludes in his last novel to the
very first book he pub lished.

40  Nu mer ous words and ex pres sions high light the novel’s cir cu lar ity: “And
it was cyc lums cyc lor ums”, “cir cu lar cir cu la tio” (Joyce 1975� 336.01) many
other ex amples could be called from the Wake such as “cir cu lar cir cu la tio”
(Joyce 1975� 427.07-08).

41  These are a few of the oc cur rences of Humpty Dumpty in the Wake:
(Joyce 1975� 3, 44, 219, 314, 317, 319, 325, 341, 351, 352, 363, 374, 375, 386, 387,
550, 567, 568, 628). I have only given the page num bers here.

42  Amer ican com poser George Crumb’s Mak rokos mos has been re cog nized
as one of the mas ter pieces of piano writ ing. Crumb’s work ex plores piano’s
al most in fin ite sound ing pos sib il it ies. Between 1926 and 1938, Béla Bartók,
whose in flu ence Crumb spe cific ally ac know ledged, had ex plored the cent ral
role played by the piano in Mik rokos mos, de scribed by Bartók him self as “a
little world of music”, which cor res ponds to 153 short pieces for piano di‐ 
vided into six volumes that move from simple to highly com plex mu sical
tex tures. Dur ing a New York City radio broad cast on 2 July 1944, Bartók
stated that “Mik rokos mos may be in ter preted as a series of pieces in all dif‐ 
fer ent styles that rep res ent a small world” (Suchoff, 2002� ix).

43  My ana lysis rests on Ada menko’s com pel ling study. See also Claude Lévi- 
Strauss’s ‘Over ture’ chapter of The Raw and the Cooked in which he char ac‐ 
ter izes Myth and music (Lévi- Strauss, 1986� 1-32).

44  The Ger man word Erin ner ung means memory (McHugh 1991� 300).

45  The term nos tal gia comes from two Greek roots: nos tos “the re turn
home” and algia “long ing”.

46  Arnold Schoen berg, The ory of Har mony (Har monielehre, 1910-1911),
(quoted in Simms 2000� 16).
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English
James Joyce’s en thu si asm for music is pro ver bial, not to men tion the long- 
acknowledged im port ance of music that is at the core of his cre at ive pro‐ 
cess. His works are re plete with ref er ences to Opera, clas sical music and
song. The way Joyce de ploys lan guage de notes the tem poral dis son ance of
mod ern ity while evok ing a dis junc tion with the past. James Joyce’s Fin neg‐ 
ans Wake (1939) could well be viewed as a mu sical com pos i tion in its own
right. In Fin neg ans Wake, nos tal gia ex presses the im possib il ity of a myth ical
re turn to the pre lapsarian unity of time and space. The dis son ant clat ter in
Joyce’s Wake sig nals the break with that pre vi ous state of har mony. Joyce’s
last novel oozes with an aware ness in every word and phrase, in every
rhythm and pause. The aural di men sion of the words ques tions the status of
lan guage it self as the writ ten text makes aud ible the dis son ance that is at
the core of a once har mo ni ous cul tural land scape. Fur ther more, Joyce was
deeply con cerned with the mu sic al ity of the word that en abled him to play
on the non- lexical prop er ties of music.
Fol low ing Ezra Pound—who be lieved that the poet’s duty was to learn music
—and Lud wig Wit tgen stein for whom read ing was like listen ing to music,
the present paper will first at tempt to tease out some of the mu sical frag‐ 
ments, al lu sions, ref er ences and struc tures in Joyce’s novel, be fore point ing
to music as both a mod al ity of self- reflexivity and a mir ror of the his tor ical
mo ment in which he pro duced his work of art.

Français
L’in té rêt de James Joyce pour la mu sique est pro ver bial, et il va sans dire
qu’elle joue un rôle cen tral dans son pro ces sus créa tif. Ses œuvres re gorgent
de ré fé rences à l'opé ra, à la mu sique clas sique et à la chan son po pu laire.
Joyce y dé ploie un lan gage qui met en lu mière la dis so nance tem po relle de
la mo der ni té évo quant ainsi une dis jonc tion avec le passé. Fin ne gans Wake
(1939) peut d’ailleurs être consi dé ré comme une com po si tion mu si cale à
part en tière. Dans cet ul time roman, la nos tal gie ex prime l'im pos si bi li té d'un
re tour my thique à l'uni té du temps et de l'es pace pré lap saires. Le fra cas dis‐ 
so nant du Wake si gnale la rup ture avec cet état an té rieur d’une har mo nie
dé sor mais dis pa rue. Le texte est im pré gné d'une conscience per cep tible
dans chaque mot, chaque phrase, chaque rythme et chaque pause. La na‐ 
ture auditivo- phonique des mots remet en ques tion le sta tut même du lan‐ 
gage, dans la me sure où le texte écrit rend au dible cette dis so nance qui est
si tuée au cœur d'un pay sage cultu rel au tre fois har mo nieux. Joyce était pro‐ 
fon dé ment pré oc cu pé par la mu si ca li té des mots qui lui per met tait de re‐ 
créer les pro prié tés non lexi cales de la mu sique et d’en jouer à tra vers le
texte écrit du roman.
À la suite d'Ez ra Pound, qui es ti mait que le de voir du poète était d'ap‐ 
prendre la mu sique, et de Lud wig Witt gen stein, pour qui la lec ture s’ap pa‐ 
ren tait à l’écoute mu si cale, notre ar ticle ten te ra tout d'abord d'iden ti fier
cer tains frag ments, al lu sions, ré fé rences et struc tures mu si cales dans le
roman de Joyce, avant de mon trer com ment la mu sique y est à la fois l’ex ‐
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pres sion d’une mo da li té, d’un désir d’au to ré flexi vi té et un mi roir du
contexte his to rique dans le quel le ro man cier ir lan dais a pro duit son œuvre.
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