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Staging Sexuality:
Repression, Representation,
and "Interior" States
in Ulyss es
foseph A . Boone

�

I would like to begin by confessing that the task I
have set for myself is a nearly impossible one : to investigate what
are perhaps the two most elusive chapers of Ulysses-" Circe" and
" Penelope"-in order to evaluate how issues of sexuality and narra
tive inevitably impinge on each other in Joyce 's attempt to repre
sent states of consciousness. At stake in such an investigation is of
course the relation between the representation of gendered subj ec
tivity and the endeavors of many modernists to shift novelistic rep
resentations of "reality" from the vantage point of the seemingly
objective or external to that of the individual's inner life. As Vir
ginia Woolf put it in her epoch-defining essay "Modern Fiction"
( 1 9 1 9 ) 1 life is not a "series of gig lamps symmetrically arranged" but
rather "a luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelope surrounding
us from the beginning of consciousness to the end " ; and she pro
ceeds to suggest that one consequence of resituating the narrative
eye within " an ordinary mind on an ordinary day" is that " the point
of interest " for the " modems " will "very likely [lie] in the dark
places of psychology. " 1 The way in which the act of exploring the
An earlier version of this essay was presented at the 1 9 8 8 International Symposium on
Joyce in Venice and published in the conference volume, The Languages of foyce, ed. Rosa
Maria Bollettieri Bosinelli, Carla Marengo, and Christine van Boheemen !Philadelphia:
John Benjamins, 1 9 9 2 ) .
1 . Virginia Woolf, "Modern Fiction" jApril 1 9 1 9 ), rpt. i n The Norton An thology of
English Literature, 4th ed. jNew York: Norton, 1 9 7 9 ), 2 : 2 3 , 2 4 .
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flux of mental activity almost inevitably extends into this " darker"
underside of " consciousness " is corroborated, albeit in more melo
dramatic language, by Joyce's comment to Arthur Power that the
"modern theme" concerns "the subterranean forces, those hidden
tides which govern everything and run humanity counter to the
apparent flood: those poisonous subtleties which envelop the soul,
the ascending fumes of sex. 11 2 Or, as Joyce explained his goals in
writing Ulysses to Djuna Barnes in a 1 9 9 2 Vanity Fair interview :
"I have recorded, simultaneously, what a man says, sees, thinks,
and what such seeing, thinking, saying does, to what you Freudians
call the subconscious. "3
The succinctness of Joyce's description belies the monumentality
of the endeavor to represent, in Woolf's phrase, " an ordinary mind
on an ordinary day, " as the psychosexual complexity summoned
forth by his formal innovations attests. Tellingly, having just identi
fied "what you Freudians call the subconscious" as one of his repre
sentational aims, Joyce abruptly interrupts himself, Barnes reports,
in order to dismiss psychoanalysis, in no uncertain terms, as "nei
ther more nor less than blackmail"4-a statement we might do well
to read in the light of Jacques Lacan's observation, paraphrased by
Patrick McGee, that "Joyce the symptom illustrates the psycho
analysis that Joyce the subj ect refuses. "5 For, indeed, not only did
the attempt to represent linguistically the " tides " of " conscious
ness, " as well as the " subterranean" depths of what Joyce here calls
the " subconscious, " help revolutionize the twentieth-century
novel; by creating a spatial dimension within narrative evocative of
the atemporal, nonchronological, associative processes of mental
and libidinal activity, Joyce created the fictive illusion of "interior
ity" precisely by articulating the fundamentally split nature of iden
tity-" those hidden tides . . . run[ning] humanity counter to the
apparent flood"-which has been the most radical contribution of
2. Arthur Power, Conversations with fames foyce, ed. Clive Hart (London: Millington,
1 9 74), 5 4 .
3 . Djuna Barnes, " James Joyce, " Vanity Fair 1 8 ( 1 92 2 ) : 6 5 .
4. Ibid.
5 . This is McGee's paraphrase of Lacan's wording in "Joyce le symptome, " in foyce in
Paris, 1 902 . . . . . 1 920-1 940 . . . . . 1 9 7 5 , 2 vols., ed. J. Aubert and Maria Jolas ( Paris: Editions du
C.N.R.S., 1 92 9 ), 1 : 1 3- 1 7 . See Patrick McGee, Paperspace: Style as Ideology in foyce 's
" Ulysses " (Lincoln : University of Nebraska Press, 1 9 8 8 ), 2. See also Lacan's comment that
"I shall speak of Joyce, who has preoccupied me much this year, only to say that he is the
simplest consequence of a refusal . . . of psycho-analysis, which, as a result, his work
illustrates, " in The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis, ed. Jacques-Alain
Miller, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Norton, 1 9 7 8 ), ix.
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psychoanalysis to modernity. And in harnessing both the power and
slipperiness of language to express the dilemmas and impossible
desires of the radically split self, Joyce's experiments in representing
consciousness simultaneously call into question the very distinc
tion between "interior" and " exterior" on which a classical meta
physics of coherent identity has depended.6
What particularly intrigues me is how this metaphoric opening
up of narrative form made space for the representation of what Joyce
called those " ascending fumes of sex"-that is, those incalculable
psychosexual forces that shape as they subvert human subjectivity.
Hence my focus on " Circe " and "Penelope, " the two episodes in
Ulysses that most thoroughly rej ect traditional methods of realistic
narration, and particularly traditional techniques for representing
states of inwardness, in order to simulate the erotics of mental ac
tivity. In the one case we see this effect accomplished through an
exteriorization of what are largely Bloom's subconscious fantasies
and unconscious desires, and in the other through an interioriza tion
of Molly's stream-of-consciousness reveries in a self-contained
monologue. I am arguing that in both these narrative instances
Joyce self-consciously stages a return of his own " Freudian" version
of the ( sexually) repressed-"those hidden tides which govern
6 . This problematic distinction between "interior" and "exterior" is related to the
assumptions embedded in the often unquestioned use of metaphors of surface and depth
to describe psychic activity. Such metaphors not only are implicit in modernist rhetoric
(note Woolf's " dark places, " Joyce's " subterranean forces " ) but also characterize both popu
lar and psychoanalytic definitions ( thus consciousness consists of " the upper level " of
mental life, while the subconscious indicates those mental activities "just below the
threshold of consciousness, as Webster's informs us) . The demarcation of such boundaries
wi thin the self parallels the construction of the boundary between interior and exterior,
self and other, that subtends a Western humanistic conception of coherent identity. Indeed,
in a fascinating footnote to her essay "Word, Dialogue, and Novel, " in Desire in Language
(trans. Thomas Gora et al. [New York : Columbia University Press, 1 9 80]), Julia Kristeva
argues that "what is persistently being called 'interior monologue"' is modern Western
civilization's last-gasp effort to preserve a traditional norm of identity as " organized chaos "
and " transcendence. " F o r Kristeva, this "limited literary effect, " rather than being avant
garde, still operates within the realist premise that the " self" can somehow be captured
in narrative, an illusion of " an internal voice" that Freud's '"Copernican' revolution ( the
discovery of the split within the subject) [has] put an end to" (90). While I would agree
with Kristeva that Freud's theorization ( continued by Lacan) of the split within subjectiv
ity spells an end to the fiction of interiority insofar as it posits the subject's "radical
exteriority in relation to, and within, language, " I argue in an ongoing project of which
this essay is a part (in a chapter titled " Modernism's Theaters of the Mind " ) that modern
ists such as Joyce, Woolf, and Barnes, in their novelistic attempts to represent the erotics
of mental activity, also recognize "interiority" to be a linguistic aftereffect, the refraction
of a series of external surfaces, masks, and roles that call into question the assumed
distinction between interior and exterior, self and other, and hence are using what Kristeva
dismisses as a "limited literary effect" to address the very division within subjectivity
that Kristeva sees representations of mental activity as threatening to erase.
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everything"-in order t o celebrate the breakdown of unitary or nor
mative conceptions of sexuality, identity, and narrative. At the same
time, I want to account for the way in which what might be called
Ulysses's own "unconscious "-/oyce 's repressed-complicates, in
deed at times overwrites, the authorial effort to open up a textual
space for an unrepressed sexuality, for polymorphous free play,
within the text. " Circe, " in this light, inadvertently reveals an in
vestment in those mechanisms of narrative control that compro
mise the section's celebratory evocation of sexual and textual
plurality, while " Penelope" paradoxically gives ( and gives over) ex
pression to a speaking subj ect in Molly, one whose discursive con
struction tantalizingly evades Joyce's authorial impositions even as
her enacted subj ectivity remains part of the masquerade of self and
sexuality which " Penelope, " no less than " Circe, " seeks to expose.

" Circe's" Mental Theater
" Imagine the underside of a text, " Helene Cixous writes of
" Circe, " "where discourse becomes detached and fantasies imprint
their anxiety. " Indeed, to read the fifteenth segment of Ulysses for
the first time is to find oneself in such a surreal, defamiliarizing
realm, a realm of the "underside " in which repressed guilts and
libidinous desires, subconscious fantasies and symbols of the un
conscious mingle indiscriminately, jockeying for position and dis
placing one another in turn. All this occurs, moreover, on a textual
plane composed of oddly familiar but estranging words, images,
phrases-all of which we may vaguely recall having read before but,
now pried loose from their meaning-bestowing contexts, seem to
have become open-ended, floating signifiers. And if "fantasies im
print their anxiety" on this "underside of the text, " it is at least in
part because " Circe's" setting in Dublin's Nighttown or red-light
district evokes, as Cixous also so aptly puts it, "a feast day of the
repressed" in Bloom as well as in the text itself.7
Of course, Bloom's "repressed" has never been entirely absent
from the narrative proper. The interior monologue technique that
Joyce has intermittently used since " Calypso" to reveal the ongoing
7. Helene Cixous, "At Circe's, or the Self-Opener, " boundary
3 8 8-89.

2 3

(Winter 1 9 7 5 ) : 3 90,
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stream of thoughts coursing through Bloom's mind has indirectly
revealed-through its approximation of the verbal slippages, con
densations of meaning, metaphoric substitutions, telltale gaps, el
lipses, and associative leaps that characterize the thought process
a great deal about Bloom's subliminal fears, guilts, and desires; we
are encouraged to read his "quoted" thoughts as an analyst would
read a patient's chain of associations, as keys to what remains un 
said or suppressed. For, by definition, however much the uncon
scious may operate according to linguistic rules, its activities do
not take verbal form. Accordingly, one task of " Circe" is precisely
to delve into " the ellipses of the stream-of-consciousness passages
of the early chapters, " as Karen Lawrence notes. 8 To represent these
unconscious and subconscious processes, however, Joyce must re
sort to a radically different narrative technique. Hence the shift, in
" Circe, " from third-person narration, with its intermittent internal
monologues, to the genre of dramatic script. The reader 's eye is
immediately assaulted by stage directions, scripted dialogue, rapid
scene shifts, changes of costume, and multiple levels of role play
ing-all signs that we have entered a realm of mental theater, one
in which the repressed is rendered "visible" in the form of enacted
fantasy. Joyce's method of rendering psychic processes in this epi
sode, then, is expressionistic and psychodramatic, and thus the ma
jority of the surreal " events" that subsequently unfold function as
literalized metaphors, as externalized embodiments, of unex
pressed, indeed often inexpressible, desires and fears . It is important
to note, however, that the language in which these fantasies are
expressed is not specific to any one character 's verbal ties or thought
patterns; rather, the words that compose " Circe " well up from the
text's entire repertoire of figures and images-from, if you will, the
dreaming unconscious of Ulysses itself.9
This expressionistic dissociation from any mimetic relation to
8. Karen Lawrence, The Odyssey of Style in " Ulysses " IPrinceton: Princeton Univer
sity Press, 1 98 1 ), 1 5 3 . See also Dorrit Cohn's observation concerning " Circe " that the
Freudian unconscious " can never be quoted directly" ; hence in this episode Joyce aban
dons " the realistic monologue technique in favor of a distinctly surrealistic dramatic
phantasmagoria, " in Transparent Minds: Narrative Modes for Presenting Consciousness
in Fiction I Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1 98 1 ), 8 8 .
9 . Explains Lawrence: " I t is important t o stress that the 'dxeam o f the text' is not
equivalent to the fantasies or dreams of the characters . . . . For the psychological bound
aries of the characters' minds are wildly, extravagantly transgressed . . . ; that is, the narra
tive memory of the book provides the resources for this extraordinary drama, often in
violation of the actual memories and associations of the characters. " See Odyssey of Style,
1 5 1-5 2 .
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Bloom's, or any other character 's, sensibility plunges the reader
headlong into an opaque realm of language governed by the unan
chored drift of association, a world in which the words of the text
form a depersonalizing, one-dimensional screen onto which all re
pressed fantasies are projected and a distorting filter through which
any literal actions, such as Bloom's movements through
Nighttown, are relayed. The resulting sensation is that of a halluci
nating text either totally out of control or operating according to its
own mysterious rules. This disorienting effect, as Joyceans since
David Hayman have pointed out, has been anticipated throughout
by the novel's gradual evolution toward "autonomy" or arbitrari
ness : from at least "Aeolus, " and certainly "Sirens, " on, each suc
cessive episode, more daringly experimental than its predecessor,
has increasingly given the written word precedence over action,
so that by " Circe" any "narrator" IHayman's formulation), or "the
authoritative narrative voice" (Lawrence's), seems to have disap
peared altogether. 10 This eclipse of a stable narrating center helps
create an illusion of textual autonomy that is in turn strategically
abetted by " Circe's " dramatic format : drama, after all, is the one
genre that exists for its audience without direct authorial medita
tion, appearing to "happen" of its own volition. At the same time,
because this drama is necessarily read as a script rather th an wit
nessed as performance, the illusion of immediacy characteristic of
theater is replaced by a sense of distance, an alienation effect en
hanced by the hallucinatory, indeed nonperformable nature of
much of the scripted " action. " Thus exploiting his dramatic me
dium, Joyce creates a textual universe in " Circe " that approximates
the workings of the unconscious, appearing to run on its own libidi
nal energies (although, like the libido, it too is part of a larger opera
tion) and governed by a dreamlike drift of association, in which
obsessive, repressed fantasies find expression by indiscriminately
attaching themselves to whatever external stimuli are available. 1 1
S o radically unanchored a textual universe sets the stage for the
explosion of the polymorphous perverse that accompanies Bloom's
10. See David Hayman, " Ulysses, " The Mechanics of Meaning (Englewood Cliffs, N.J. :
Prentice-Hall, 1 970), 7 6-77, and Lawrence, Odyssey of Style, 8.
1 1 . Or, as Caroline Cowie nicely put it in a paper for a seminar I taught in April 1 9 8 5 :
"It is surely more valid to say that fantasies are not prompted by external phenomena but
latch on to them, as does the 'dreamwork' of the subconscious, selecting details from
waking experience to express the patterns of pre-existing mental currents. 'My girl's a
Yorkshire girl' does not prompt an access of guilt, but it allows a loophole for the pre
existing guilt to find its own release " ( " Interpreting Circe, " 3 ) .
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movement through Nighttown. All his sexual sins of the past, all
his repressed erotic fantasies ( to say nothing of his oedipal and mari
tal nightmares), rise to the surface of " Circe" as comic actors12often with speaking roles-to accuse him of divergence from a hy
pothetical sexual norm : even within Bloom's "private" psychic ter
rain, sexuality assumes a series of ever-shifting public masks,
attesting to its essentially performative nature as one enormous
Circean spectacle. On a thematic level this revolt of the psyche,
played out as a psychodrama of simultaneous guilt and desire, is
largely precipitated by Bloom's internalization of a cultural ethos
of manhood which exists at odds with a personal sense of well-being
that is predicated, as I have written elsewhere, on his often feminine
identifications, passive preferences, and general empathy (a value
hardly exclusive to one sex but associated with women in Bloom's
Dublin ) . 13 Given the disastrous public and personal events of
Bloom's day, the sources of this unwelcome insurgence of the re
pressed are not hard to fathom. Made to doubt his adequacy as a
man on multiple counts (by Molly's impending affair with Blazes
Boylan, by his sensed difference from the hypermasculine and un
feeling world of his Dublin counterparts, by his failure to father a
son), denigrated because of his Jewish Otherness and his Christian
idealism, torn in his allegiance to nation or empire ( " Stage Irish
man! " will be one of the accusations leveled against him in the
judgment sequence), 14 the already marginalized Bloom undergoes a
further process of cultural alienation on June 1 6 that results in the
psychic state of self-division to which the expressionistic format of
" Circe" gives articulation. Appropriately, then, Bloom's first ap
pearance in the episode is literally marginalized : his walk-on occurs
in a bracketed stage direction (one kind of textual margin), where
it is reported that the " concave mirror" ( another mode of margin
alizing representation) in Gillen's hairdresser's window "presents
to him lovelorn longlost lugubru Booloohoom" ( U, 1 5 . 1 4 5 -4 6 ), an
image of alterity caught in the process of linguistic fragmentation.
1 2 . The importance of theater in shaping " Circe "-a topos to which I will be re
turning-is the subject of Cheryl Herr's " 'One Good Turn Deserves Another' : Theatrical
Cross-Dressing in Joyce's 'Circe' Episode, " fournal of Modern Literature 1 1 ( 1 9 8 4 ) : 26276, which conclusively shows how Joyce's familiarity with the transvestite tradition of
popular pantomime influences the depiction of Bloom's sexual disguises in " Circe. "
1 3 . Joseph A. Boone, "A New Approach t o Bloom a s 'Womanly Man': The Mixed Mid
dling's Progress in Ulysses, " fames Joyce Quarterly 20 ( 1 9 8 2 ) : 67-8 5 ; see esp. 7 1-74.
14. Ulysses, ed. Hans Walter Gabler (New York: Vintage Books, 1 9 8 6 ) 1 1 5 . 1 7 2 9 ; hereafter
cited in the text as U.
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It is psychologically appropriate that Bloom, unsure of himself
as acting subject, almost immediately fantasizes about himself as
passive object. Likewise, fearing that by Dublin standards he is not
enough of a man, Bloom subconsciously punishes himself for his
inadequacies by imagining himself transformed into his culture's
icon of abj ect submission : the dominated, cowering, but delighted
female. In the fantasy of sex reversal that ensues in Bella Cohen's
whorehouse, in particular, Bloom's internalization of his society's
sexual values is at its greatest. Summoning up the nightmarish fan
tasy of Bella-as-Bello, his subconscious exacts its revenge, masochis
tically whipping him for his supposed failures : "What else are you
good for, an impotent thing like you, " Bella/o torments Bloom.
" Can you do a man's job ? " ( U, 1 5 . 3 1 2 7, 3 1 3 2 ) . 15
These manifestations of guilt and humiliation, however, are only
one sign of the repressed content to which " Circe " gives expression.
For several of the personal revelations surfacing while Bloom sub
liminally imagines himself a woman and a sexual misfit attest to
quite real, only barely suppressed desires to explore avenues of sex
ual experience commonly denied men in his culture: among others,
passivity, homosexuality, autoeroticism, masochism, fetishism,
coprophilia, anality, transvestism . Through the representation of
Bloom's subconscious fantasies, then, Joyce valorizes a kind of li
bidinous fluidity, a play of sexual variation and unending capacities
of erotic stimulation, that would seem to confirm Freud's hypothe
sis, in Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality ( 1 90 5 ), that the
sexual instinct is multiple in direction, lacking a fixed or " correct"
1 5 . Controversial as the seemingly offensive, negative caricature of Bella-as-Bello is, I
would suggest that, as an emanation of Bloom's subconscious, it says more about his
destructive feelings toward himself as a "womanly" man than about his (or Joyce 's) atti
tude toward Bella as a " manlike " or destructive woman. Having incorporated his male
culture's derision of his behavior as effeminate, unmanly, and servile, he subconsciously
fantasizes in this moment that a masculine-appearing woman such as Bella must be his
opposite: domineering, castrating, shrewish. Bloom's conceptions of both "feminine" men
and " masculine" women are forged out of polarized extremes, culturally inflected distor
tions of gender identities that ironically imitate the black-and-white, hegemonic stereo
typing by which society distinguishes its "manly men" from its "womanly women. " I am
not suggesting that Bloom's conscious attitudes toward women are not often sexist (his
interior monologues offer abundant testimony otherwise), but rather his subconscious
projections should not necessarily be taken as "transparent" evidence of his conscious
attitudes toward women, "masculine" or otherwise. I develop this reading further in "A
New Approach, " 7 1 5 - 1 6 . For more negative readings of the Bella/o sequence, see Elaine
Unkeless, " Leopold Bloom as Womanly Man, " Modernist Studies: Literature and Culture
2 ( 1 9 7 6 ) : 3 5 -38, and Sandra M. Gilbert, " Costumes of the Mind: Transvestism as Metaphor
in Modern Literature" ( 1 9 80), rpt. in Gender Studies: New Directions in Feminist Criti
cism, ed. Judith Spector (Bowling Green, Ohio: Popular Press, 1 9 8 6 ), 7 3 -74.
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object or aim. 1 6 That Joyce finds this radically destabilizing sexual
free play a matter for celebration rather than condemnation is, I
think, evident in the much-touted discursive free play or linguistic
promiscuity that characterizes " Circe" as text and indeed Ulysses
as a whole. Not only Bloom's but the narrative's " erotogenous
zones " are allusive, associative, amorphous, objectless, as Caroline
Cowie has astutely noted . 1 7
Here the thematics o f " the return of the repressed" resonate most
profoundly on the textual level. For in its verbal texture " Circe"
can be seen as a mass of random associations and concentrated
zones of erotic fantasy which, once stimulated into activity, trigger
a series of multiplying intertextual references and allusions whose
excitations ripple across the surface of the entire artifact in multiple
directions; through such a deployment of the polymorphous per
verse on levels of content and technique at once, " Circe" challenges
its readers ' belief in identity, sexuality, or narrativity as fixed cate
gories. Even the most incidental details of " Circe" convey some
thing of this challenge. The humor of Bella/o's injunction to the
onlooking spectators, as she/he prepares to auction the "female"
Bloom to the highest bidder-" examine shis points. Handle hrim"
j U, 1 5 . 3 1 0 3 )-underlines the complicity of language, for instance,
in the gender stratifications that in this fantasy are being exposed
as cultural fabrications . A more significant example involves the
disintegration of the unitary "I" along both linguistic and gendered
lines as Bloom defends himself to the "Gentlemen of the jury" in
the judgment sequence : " Let me explain . . . I am a man misunderstood
I am a respectable married man . . . I live in Eccles street.
My wife, I am the daughter of . " I U, 1 5 .77 5 -7 8 ; emphasis added) .
Before the phallic " Law" that should uphold discrete masculine
identity, the juridical subj ect crumbles, cultural "misunder
standing" serving as the trigger for a far more profound psychosex
ual /1 gender confusion. " By so overloading his system of signifiers
throughout " Circe, " Joyce explodes, as Frances Restuccia has put
.

.

.

.

1 6 . Sigmund Freud, Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, trans. James Strachey
( New York: Basic Books, 1 962), 1 3-14, 37-3 8 . Joyce's more specific debt is to Richard von
Krafft-Ebing, from whose Psychopathia Sexualis he culled much of his technical knowl
edge of male fetishism and masochism, as documented in Don Gifford and Robert J.
Seideman, Notes for foyce: An Annotation of fames foyce's " Ulysses " (New York: Dutton,
1 974), 4 1 0-1 5 .
1 7 . Cowie, "Interpreting Circe, " 7 .
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it, the "phallogocentrism" that would have been inherent in "man
fully . . . thinking up a signifier for every signified in Dublin. " 18
And yet, I would argue, the achievement of such free play is only
part of the story of " Circe. " First, on the level of content, the epi
sode's affirmation of Bloom's sexual fluidity is qualified by its un
witting valorization of the male arena that provides its overarching
context. Because Nighttown's primary reason for existing is to fos
ter and satisfy male fantasies, it in essence forms an extended men's
club where men meet, compete, and bond in various oedipal pat
terns. Houses of prostitution, Jane Pinchin pithily notes, /1 are places
men go to play with one another. " 19 This homosocial substratum
of " Circe's " narrative clarifies the significance of Bloom's fantasized
confrontations with his overbearingly misogynistic grandfather
Virag (who taunts Bloom for his lack of virility) and with the over
bearingly virile Blazes Boylan (who relegates Bloom to the position
of unsatisfied voyeur). It also underlines the fact that the one thread
of "plot" winding its way throughout " Circe's" otherwise spontane
ous drift of associations is Bloom's quest for a son in Stephen Deda
lus. Indeed, Bloom's is the paternal quest for phallic succession, as
the final vision of the long-dead Rudy, "slim ivory cane " ( U,
1 5 .49 6 6 ) in hand, rather poignantly, if also ironically, suggests. For
all its fantastical content, relations between men shape the waking
and dreaming world of " Circe. "
Second, on the level where form and content meet, I would sug
gest that the free play of " Circe" is complicated by the fact that
" sex" in Nighttown occurs almost exclusively as a textual-narrato
logical experience. An evocative emblem of this continual displace
ment of the sexual onto the level of language can be found in the
stage direction where Bloom, walking in Nighttown, comes across
some "obscene" graffiti : "He gazes ah ead, reading on the wall a
scrawled chalk legend Wet Dream and a phallic design " ( U,
1 5 . 649-5 0 ) . Not only does sexual release here "occur" only in lan
guage ( a scribbled "wet dream" )-where it is relegated, moreover,
to the fictive status of a dream-but the "phallus, /1 instrument of
men's wet dreams, also turns out to be pure text: a representational
phantasm, a chalk outline without substance. Within the drama
1 8 . Frances Restuccia, "Molly in Furs: Deleuzian/Masochian Masochism in the Writing
of James Joyce, " Novel 1 8 ( 1 9 8 5 ) : 109.
19. Jane L. Pinchin, "Durrell 's Fatal Cleopatra, " Modern Fiction Studies 2 8 ( Summer
1982): 2 3 1 .
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proper of " Circe, " one of the most perverse examples of this substi
tution of the sexual by the linguistic occurs when the disembodied
" Voices" of Boylan and Molly make their stage appearance, mimick
ing the sounds of "male " and "female" orgasm, respectively ( the
former signified by its gutteral consonants, the latter by its throaty
vowels ) :
1
BOYLAN S VOICE.

(sweetly, hoarsely,
karchkhrasht!

in

the pit of his stomach) Ah! Godblazegrukbru
1
MARION S VOICE.

(hoarsely, sweetly, rising to her throat) O! Weeshwashtkissina
pooisthnapoohuck !
( U, 1 5 . 3 808-1 3 )

The way i n which the section's relentless textualizing of sexuality
empties out any "real " sexual content also characterizes the innu
endos that cluster around the floating signifier " teapot" in the flir
tatious but inconclusive dialogue of Bloom and Mrs . Breen : " BLOOM
'I'm teapot with curiosity . . . ' ; MRS. BREEN '(gushingly) Tremen
dously teapot ! London's teapot and I'm simply teapot all over me"'
( U, 1 5 . 4 5 7-6 1 ) . Later, Bella/o will identify the " teapot" with
Bloom's male signifier-"Where's your curly teapot gone . . .
cockyolly? " ( U, 1 5 . 3 1 2 9-30)-which, linguistically present ( cock
yollyJ but reputedly anatomically absent ( "where's [it] gone ? " ), be
comes, like the hollow "phallic design" on the wall, another textual
displacement of the sexual.
In addition to this element of linguistic displacement, both literal
and fantasized planes of physical action are robbed of any " climax, "
sexual or otherwise. Not only is there no orgasmic experience, as
far as I can tell, for anyone in Bella's bordello, but Bloom's fantasies
generally fade before they reach any kind of fulfillment. Thus, just
as Bloom's "low, secretly, ever more rapidly" whispered words to
Mrs. Breen incite her sevenfold "Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes, yes, yes "
(foreshadowing Molly's attained climax at the end of " Penelope" ),
the scenario teasingly fades, replaced by an image of coital impo
tence as " armless " loiterers "flop wrestling, growling, in maimed
sodden playfight " ( U, 1 5 . 5 8 1-8 3 ) in the street. Similarly, just as
Bloom's fantasy of being birched by Mrs. Talboys nears a climax,
with our hero trembling in submissive anticipation of fulfillment,
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the scene abruptly shifts, depriving Bloom of achieved pleasure ( U,
1 5 . 1 1 1 4) .
Now, o n the thematic level these processes of displacement and
endless deferral can be explained as an analogue to Bloom's frustra
tions throughout the day; on a psychoanalytic level they might be
explained, in Lacanian parlance, as the inevitable slippage along a
chain of signifiers that constitutes desire in language; on a third
level they might be read as the workings of a feminine jouissance,
deilberately frustrating traditionally figured traj ectories of male de
sire. But what disturbs me is the fact that, in any case, the Bloom
persona of " Circe" becomes a mere pretext for foyce 's linguistic
erotics in these instances. And this points to a further complication
in " Circe's" affirmation of sexual-textual free play: the simple fact
that, despite the illusion of textual autonomy or authorial erasure
effected by the episode's dramatic format, Joyce's fascination with
the mechanisms of narrative control and of textual authority in
scribe within " Circe " a narrative erotics that runs counter to its
proclamations of polymorphous fluidity.
Such authorial pressure is perhaps most obvious in those frequent
stage directions ( the one dimension of a script, after all, in which
the playwright's presence is palpable) where Joyce indulges in his
signature punning and verbal bravado-as, for example, when he
has " Marion Molly" saunter away "plump as a pampered pouter
pigeon" ( U, 1 5 . 3 5 3 ). Such showmanship spills over into the sheer
extravagance of many of the speeches assigned the dramatis perso
nae, such as that in which the Papal Nuncio unfolds an incredible
genealogy of "begats " stretching from the biblical Moses through
twenty-nine generations to our own Bloom ( U, 1 5 . 1 8 5 5 -6 9 ) . Even
more pointedly, the section's many self-reflexive moments call at
tention to the authorial function. Not only does the litany delivered
by the suddenly appearing mythic Daughters of Erin ( " Kidney of
Bloom, pray for us I Flower of the Bath, pray for us " ) recapitulate
the entire novel to date in encoded form; but the stage direction
that follows, announcing "a choir of six hundred voices . . . sing[ing]
the chorus from Han del 's Messiah Alleluia for the Lord God Om
nipotent reigneth" ( U, 1 5 . 1 9 5 3-5 5 ), typographically highlights for
us the imprint of that other "Omnipotent" creator, Joyce himself,
without whose talents this tour de force could never happen. Such
textual moments, I would thus argue, function as sites for a kind of
extreme authorial exhibitionism, a pyrotechnical flexing of muscle
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that becomes equivalent to an act of masturbatory display. Indeed,
an apt metaphor for Joyce's authorial practice here might be the
fireworks that go off "with sym bolical phallopyrotechnic designs "
during the fulfillment fantasy ( U, 1 5 . 1 49 5 -9 6 ) . The irony, then, is
that as much as Joyce decries the masculine ethos that oppresses
Bloom with its emphasis on male prowess, the author is more than
willing to put his own literary prowess on display for all takers.
Before proceeding further, however, I should add that "prowess"
or "potency" is not in and of itself a necessarily negative literary
quality, nor one necessarily devoid of any progressive sexual poli
tics. In this regard it is necessary to distinguish the authorial derr
ing-do weaving its way through the whole of Ulysses from the
particular mode of authorial "exhibitionististicicity" ( U 1 5 . 2 3 2 5 )
to borrow Virag 's term for Bloom's voyeurism-at work in " Circe. "
Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar have taken Joyce to task for partici
pating in a unilaterally patriarchal rhetoric of mastery-in their
words, for "inaugurat[ing] a new patrilinguistic epoch"-through a
show of linguistic "puissance " that " sentences " women to the ma
terial realm.20 In contrast, as Karen Lawrence has more recently
argued, and as a careful analysis of the narrative erotics inscribed
in many of the novel's other " exhibitionistic" tour de forces demon
strates, Joyce often uses style to deconstruct " the symbolic, encoded
forms of his own representations, " including those of women, and
in the process he exposes "the workings of male desire" in pro
ducing such representations.21 For example, " Oxen of the Sun, "
with its masterly simulation of the history of English literary styles
imposed over the story of Mina Purefoy's lying-in, might seem a
flagrantly attention-grabbing, misogynistic display of authorial
"puissance" (hence Gilbert and Gubar argue that the episode "pre
sents us with a wresting of patriarchal power from the mother
tongue" ) .22 But Joyce's use of stylistic rhetoric in " Oxen" may also
be interpreted as critiquing the manner in which male discourse
has historically attempted to use the fiat of the word, the patronym,
20. Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, " Sexual Linguistics: Gender, Language, and Sexual
ity, " New Literary History 16 ( 1 98 5 ) : esp. 5 1 8-19, 5 34-3 5 .
2 1 . Karen Lawrence, " Compromising Letters : Joyce and Women, " Western Hum anities
Review 42 ( 1 98 8 ) : 4.
2 2 . Gilbert and Gubar, " Sexual Linguistics, " 5 3 5 . See also Susan Stanford Friedman,
" Creativity and the Childbirth Metaphor: Gender Difference in Literary Discourse, " in
Speaking of Gender, ed. Elaine Showalter (New York: Routledge, 1 9 8 9 ), who focuses on
Joyce's womb envy in distinguishing between male and female modes of (pro )creation but
also notes the irony of his presentation of the medical students' attitudes ( 7 9-80 1 9 7 ) .
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to cover over its anxieties about female productivity: hence the
relegation of Mina's delivery to offstage action during the parod
ically inflated argument of the male medical students (which Joyce
shows to be empty of content or meaning) ; hence the dizzying suc
cession of literary styles that, as Lawrence argues, in their very
errancy "subvert the integrity of the pater texts expropriated. "23 A
similar gap between stylistic "prowess" and content characterizes
that other scene of literalized exhibitionism and voyeurism in the
novel, "Nausicaa" ; Joyce's masterly simulation of sentimental
prose works precisely to deconstruct the hold that the cliches of
contemporary advertising and popular culture exert on the sexual
imaginations of Bloom and Gerty.
What makes " Circe" so problematic, in contrast, is the way in
which its mechanisms of narrative control work against its simulta
neous proclamations of sexual free play. Let me cite one example.
If, as I have argued, " Circe's" narrative thwarts sexual release on
the level of both action and fantasy, I would nonetheless suggest
that in the penultimate moments of " Circe, " Joyce manages to have
his own textual-narratological orgasm-and when Joyce comes, he
indeed comes big. I am thinking of the frenzied chase scene that
follows Stephen's phallic shattering of Bella's chandelier with his
ashplant. In the episode's longest stage direction, which spills across
two pages, the text virtually explodes as Bloom, chasing after Ste
phen, is in turn pursued by what turns out to be a cast of ninety
nine characters, culminating in "Mrs Miriam Dandrade and all her
lovers " ( U, 1 5 .43 60-6 1 ) ; this gargantuan release of textual energy,
collecting together its dispersive parts into one continuous verbal
ej aculation, in effect reassembles the entire text and even manages
to foreshadow its ending.24 One could hardly imagine a more auda
cious example of authorial fiat. If Clive Hart is correct in suggesting
that " Circe" charts Bloom's inner acceptance of the fact that he
does not n eed genitally oriented sexuality to be happy, 25 Joyce's
maneuvers here suggest otherwise as regards the authorial function :
the come-hither call of the prostitutes to their prospective clients
2 3 . Lawrence, " Compromising Letters, " I I .
24. The "climactic" explosiveness of this particular passage was brought to my atten
tion by Caroline Cowie, "Interpreting Circe, 7 .
2 5 . Clive Hart, "The Sexual Perversions o f Leopold Bloom, " i n " Ulysses " Cinquante
ans apres: Temoignages franco-anglais sur le chef-d'oeuvre de fames foyce, ed. Louis
Bonnerot !Paris: Didier, 1 9 7 4), r 3 r .
11

20 3

204

Joseph A. Boone
which so intimidates Bloom-"Big comebig! " ( U, 1 5 . 1 2 7 3 )-has be
come the authorial voice's self-assumed badge of honor.
This exhibitionism, in turn, further complicates the playfulness,
the polymorphous perversity, of " Circe " by subj ecting the reader to
a coercive dynamics of textual mastery and control. The fact is that
as the audience of such "phallopyrotechnical " displays, we become,
like Bloom, the quintessential voyeur, participating in an erotic
enactment which necessarily depends on a relation of inequality
rather than reciprocity, even if we have willingly consented to be
mastered. In so wielding his power as the ultimate authority of our
pleasure, Joyce recapitulates on a narrative level the very dynamics
of domination against which his representation of Bloom's subcon
scious guilt and desire is meant to work. Freeing the polymorphous
perverse, in this Circean nightworld, occasionally becomes another
name for regulating somebody else's desire.
Patrick McGee has argued that the sexual transformations of
" Circe" illustrate "the ideology of the patriarch in a state of break
down, "26 a sentiment qualified, as we have just seen, by the degree
to which Joyce's fascination with the mechanisms of textual mas
tery begins to overwrite the episode's free play. This does not mean,
however, that authorial fiat unequivocally has the last word, or that
the polymorphous perverse is incapable of staging its own devious
returns. For McGee's statement still holds true on the level at
which patriarchal ideology contains its own unconsciously decons
tructive seeds. A case in point is the already cited chase scene ( U,
1 5 .4 3 1 4-6 1 ), which not only proves that Joyce can " come big" when
he wants to, but also exposes the anxieties of masculinity that pro
pel such phallic expenditures of sexual-textual energy. I have al
ready mentioned that the ejaculatory prose of this stage direction,
summoning forth the entire novel in its breathless list of ninety
nine names, ends with "Mrs Miriam Dandrade and all her lovers. "
Given the principles of association and substitution governing
" Circe, " this reference might logically seem an anticipation of the
novel's finale, with the name "Miriam" standing in for "Marion"
(Molly's proper name), especially since Molly's erotic reverie about
"all her lovers " real and fantasized indeed brings Ulysses to an end.
But is Mrs. Dandrade really, or only, a "mask " for Molly? It turns
out that this obscure character is none other than the person at
26. McGee, Paperspace,

131.
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the Shelboume Hotel, mentioned in " Lestrygonians, " who has sold
Bloom her castoff old wraps and black undergarments ( U, 8 . 3 495 1 ) . These " short trunkleg naughties, " it turns out, Bloom does not
give to Molly but secretly dons himself, in order to practice "various
poses of surrrender" ( U, 1 5 . 2 99-94) in front of the mirror. "You were
a nicelooking Miriam, " Bella/o taunts Bloom in " Circe, " "when
you clipped off your backgate hairs and lay swooning in the thing
across the bed as Mrs Dan drade about to be violated by lieutenant
Smythe-Smythe, " whereupon a list of eleven more names follows
( U, 1 5 . 3 000-3007 ; emphasis added) . In light of this revelation we
might well recast the phrase "Mrs Miriam Dandrade and all her
lovers" to read "Mr. 'Miriam' Bloom and all his violators. " Mrs.
Dandrade is at once a "mask" or "cover" for Bloom and the vehicle
of the cross-dressing masquerade ( " swooning . . . as Mrs Dandrade" )
in which he is privately engaging. Moreover, as one of the most
overtly h omosexual of " Circe's " fantasies-Bloom imagining him
self anally penetrated by men-it effects by its climactic positioning
in the sequence j U, 1 5 .4 3 1 4-6 1 ) an unsettling displacement not only
of the text's actual, "heterosexual " climax in "Penelope" (with its
marital implications), but also of the heterosexually charged "mas
culine" bravado characterizing the textual erotics of the passage
itself.
Bloom in drag thus becomes the agency whereby the text's poly
morphous perverse makes a most playful return indeed, unsettling
the "ideology of the patriarch" this time around in the role of the
nonheterosexual, repressed Other of Joyce's "phallopyrotechnic"
designs . At the same time, Bloom's masquerade illuminates the
crucial fact-already implicit in the jpsycho)dramatic format of
" Circe"-that all sexual identification is a kind of masquerade, a
donning and divestiture of roles and masks and words. Even within
the most interiorized spaces of psychosexual fantasy, the mind re
mains a th eater, its sexual guilts and desires and polymorphous
pleasures imbricated in a performative play of surfaces and exteriors
whose status is never a given but always in the process of being
constructed.

Performing jAs) " Penelope"
To turn from the way in which "Mrs Miriam Dandrade, " aka
Bloom, foreshadows the ending of Ulysses to the masquerade of
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" Penelope " which is the ending itself raises the question of Joyce's
representational and formal goals in creating the latter chapter. As
in " Circe, " the attempt to represent those "hidden tides" and " as
cending fumes of sex" expressive of libidinal activity, I would sug
gest, fuels Joyce's narrative experimentation in "Penelope, " where
the "uncensored"-now of Molly's rather than Bloom's psyche-is
spectacularly put on display. Rather than repeating " Circe's" psy
chodramatic staging of desire, however, Joyce evokes Molly's psy
che by attempting to create, in what is perhaps the modernist
example par excellence of uninterrupted stream-of-consciousness, a
convincing mimesis of the thoughts and erotic reveries coursing
though her mind as she drifts toward sleep. Not only is the gulf
between " Circe's" techniques of surreal expressionism and " Penel
ope's" autonomous interior monologue immense; but, because this
m odal difference is mapped over the axis of sexual difference,
Joyce's narrative strategies also raise the question of how gender
marked his choices may be. In other words, what assumptions about
differences in male and female modes of consciousness and repres
sion may be encoded in the very formulation and deployment of
either technique ?
Just as the surreal expressionism of " Circe" throws up a screen
of opaque language that automatically situates the reader at a re
move from its record of psychic " events, " so it would seem that the
waking Bloom exists at a certain distance from the feverish activity
that seethes in his subconscious: repression seems to work more
thoroughly, if destructively, to maintain the ego boundaries and
psychological differentiation that much recent feminist psycho
analysis has shown to be constitutive of male identity in modern
Western culture.27 A sensation of immediacy, in contrast, is the
inevitable effect of interior monologue. By simulating the associa
tive drift of Molly's (literally unpunctuated) libidinal and mental
processes, the text of "Penelope" generates an illusion of transpar
ency not only for the reader but for Molly herself, implying that
she, as a woman, has more immediate access to her libido than, say,
Bloom to his own; her ego boundaries appear more permeable, more
capable of admitting to consciousness the desires and dissatisfac
tions of the subconscious. In Molly's monologue, indeed, " con27. See, for example, Jessica Benjamin, "Master and Slave : The Fantasy of Erotic Domi
nation, " in Powers of Desire: The Politics of Sexuality, ed. Ann Snitow, Christine Stansell,
and Sharon Thompson !New York: Monthly Review Press, 1 9 8 3 ), esp. 2 8 1-82.
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sciousness" proves a very relative term, describing a state that,
however verbal in its presentation, exists in close proximity to and
in communication with the less conscious aspects of mental and
psychosexual life. At its most positive, such a representation could
be taken to mean that women's access to the unconscious makes
them less repressed, hence more healthy, individuals; at its most
negative, it risks implying that women, lacking men's more highly
developed egos or sophisticated strategies of repression, are their
libidos, are the unconscious.
If these modal distinctions highlight questions of gender, so too
does the manner in which each chapter thematizes the "return of
the repressed. " In " Circe" what is repressed and seeks a return is
definitionally psychological-Bloom's fears, doubts, anxieties, de
sires. In " Penelope, " however, the repressed to which Joyce gives
expression is frequently culture's-that is, all that has previously
been repressed or censored in cultural and literary representations
of female sexuality. To put it another way, if " Circe" gives expres
sion to the repressed in Bloom, "Penelope" gives expression to
Molly as the repressed in culture. This subtle difference sheds light
on the sexual politics marking Joyce's narrative experimentations.
For, whereas " Circe" works to deconstruct the global category of
sexuality in the name of a polymorphous free play that is suppos
edly universal (but assigned to the male subj ect), the task of "Penel
ope" is more narrow: to deconstruct the moral category of gender
in the name of "woman, " specifically as its prohibitive laws forbid
the forthright expression of what Joyce views as "true, " "feminine"
sexuality ( even if those prohibitions have "universal " implications
for both sexes ) .
A corollary of these distinctions i s that Joyce seems to accord his
female protagonist a much more self-conscious-indeed, a cultur
ally mandated-understanding of gender as a construction, a mas
querade, that she must continually enact. To the extent that Molly's
monologue thematizes and foregrounds gender as a performance,
moreover, an unexpected congruence emerges between "Penelope"
and the overtly dramatic format of " Circe . " Both episodes have
roots in the contemporary theater of Joyce's day, as Cheryl Herr has
persuasively shown: if " Circe" draws on the pantomime tradition
of sexual impersonation to reveal all sexuality and identity as an
ensemble of constructed roles and discourses, "Penelope" emulates
the music hall tradition of saving the headline performer, the diva,
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for the star turn or " topper" at the end of the bill.28 Not only does
the narrative positioning of "Penelope" as a kind of novelistic " top
per" thus draw on theatrical precedent, but the episode's method
also has dramatic affinities. Precisely because Molly's interior
monologue is uninterrupted and self-contained, it can also literally
be read as a dramatic monologue or dramatic soliloquy-a scripted
address directed to a hypothetical audience that observes the dra
matic unities of time, place, and action (hence making it more eas
ily adaptable to the stage than " Circe, " as Fionnula Flanagan's one
woman show has illustrated) . We have already seen how the mental
theater of " Circe" becomes a strategic mode of elaborating its psy
chosexual concerns. Just how the theatrical components of perform
ance subtend the representation of ( en)gendered subj ectivity in
" Penelope" will emerge as one line of inquiry in the discussion that
follows. The ramifications of this topos for modernist explorations
of sexuality and narrative will become clearer once we have taken
a more specific look at the sexual-textual dynamics of Molly's
monologue and the controversies to which it has given rise.
Not only is Molly a consummate actress, but her first-person
monologue provides the vehicle for what many critics have called
Joyce's masquerade of femininity. And indeed, it is the very in ti
macy of Joyce's simulation of a "woman's" voice that has spawned
endless debate about the relative success or failure of his method for
representing Molly's psychosexual complexities. Among feminist
critics there is a widespread, although not unanimous, suspicion
that Joyce in effect "violates" Molly, first by penetrating her
thoughts and then by appropriating her voice through his ventrilo
quism. 29 Whatever one's view of Joyce's characterization, the ques
tion also often becomes, as one of my students once wisely put it,
whether we feminists have to apologize for liking Molly, and
whether in reading Molly we are able to avoid collaborating in ( what
28. Cheryl Herr, "'Penelope' as Period Piece, " Novel (Winter 1 9 8 9 ) : 1 3 0-42. Herr notes
that it was not unusual for a theatrical bill to include " selected scenes from classics" or
favorite arias, which "were valued quite apart from their function in the works from which
they were drawn-as tours de force that provided opportunities for an actor 's talents to
be measured and savored" ( 1 3 1 ) . " Penelope" likewise " shows us a singer doing her most
famous aria, a performer delivering the somewhat scandalous speech that made her notori
ous " ( 1 3 1 ).
29. For various readings of Molly-as archetypal earth mother, as "real" or essential
woman, as stereotypical " bitch, " as sexist creation, as the voice of antiphallocentrism
and feminist reactions to them, see Bonnie Kime Scott, foyce and Feminism (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1 984), 1 5 1-6 1, and Suzette Henke and Elaine Unkeless, eds.,
Women in foyce (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1 9 8 2 ) .
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might well be) her author 's reading of her. 30 I will suggest two ways
in which the phenomenon of Molly-as-fictional-creation gives us
an " out, " as her figural presence dodges some of the less desirable
impositions of her maker, but first I will review some of those ele
ments which seem problematic in Molly's articulation of her sexual
identity and desires; for the moment I will bracket the question of
whether these thematized viewpoints attest more to Molly's limita
tions, Joyce's impositions, or some combination of the two.
Like Bloom, Molly harbors an often negative self-image ( " I sup
pose Im nothing any more " ( U, 1 8 . 1 244] ) which is directly related
to the state of her marriage and her fears of sexual rej ection. As
her monologue obsessively reveals, the anxieties engendered by her
cultural position as woman and wife mark her perception of sexual
ity and in particular of female pleasure in profound, and profoundly
contradictory, ways. For instance, of her own capacity for erotic
fulfillment, she fantasizes procuring sex with " some nicelooking
boy . . . since I cant do it myself, " only to reveal a few lines later
that she indeed can and m ust " finish it off myself anyway, " at least
in the case of sex with Bloom, where there is "no satisfaction in it
pretending to like it till he comes " ( U, 1 8 . 84-8 5 , 9 8-99 ; emphasis
added) . Heterosexual intercourse both is (with a "nicelooking boy " )
and i s not (with Bloom) the answer, just a s autoerotic satisfaction
both is ( "finish it off myself" ) and is not ( " cant do it myself" ) an
option to intercourse.
This double-speak of both/neither also characterizes Molly's con
tradictory relation to her body as a specifically female body. If she at
times voices what appears a classically Freudian definition of female
anatomy as lack ( "whats the idea of making us like that with a big
hole in the middle" [ U, 1 8 . 1 5 l ] ), she also evinces a pride in her breasts
( " they excite myself sometimes" [ U, 1 8 . 1 3 7 9 ] ) that hovers ambigu
ously between genuine appreciation, narcissistic self-love, and a
male-identified view of women's bodies. Molly's references to oral
sex provide another telling indication of her mixed sexual self-image.
For whereas she imagines fellatio with Stephen's "lovely young cock
there so simple . . . so clean and white" ( U, 1 8 . 1 3 5 2, 1 3 5 4 ) as entirely
pleasurable, she fantasizes that she will punish Bloom by making him
30. I am thinking of Moira Wallace's superb (and untitled) paper, written for a seminar
I taught in April 1 9 8 5 , which has had a significant influence on my interpretation of
" Penelope. " Suzette Henke opens her book fames foyce and the Politics of Desire (New
York : Routledge, 1 990) 1 with a similar question: "How can a feminist begin to approach
the writings of James Joyce ? " ( 1 ) .
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practice cunnilingus on her ! "Ill make him do it again if he doesnt
mind himself and lock him down to sleep in the coalcellar with the
blackbeetles 11 [ U, 1 8 . 1 2 5 1-5 2 ] ) . The metonymic process of associa
tion that links female genitalia to beetle-infested cellars is, of course,
part of the same cultural anxiety that Molly internalizes in the "up
ward11 displacement informing her valorization of " bubs 11 over
"holes. "
The simple fact is that the obj ectifying terms provided by male
heterosexual discourse provide Molly with the only sanctioned lan
guage she knows for expressing the sensuality of her material pres
ence. To appreciate her voluptuousness, much less another
woman's, Molly automatically slips into a male viewpoint. Hence
her expression of pleasure in the smoothness of her thighs immedi
ately becomes the thought, " God I wouldnt mind being a man and
get up on a lovely woman" I U. l 8 . u 46-47 ), and her admiration of
her breasts leads her to imagine having a penis in order to conceptu
alize " the amount of pleasure they [men] get off a womans body" ( U,
1 8 . 1 3 80-8 4 ) .3 1 Although some critics have seen these statements as
signs of latent lesbianism, and others as proof of Freudian theories
of penis envy, they more crucially index Molly's entrapment within
a sociolinguistic order that simply does not provide her with a vo
cabulary adequate to an articulation of her specific bodily pleasures.
From conceiving of her body in terms of male paradigms of desire,
it is a small step to Molly's tendency to measure her self-worth
in terms of men's responsiveness to her sexuality. Thus, whatever
personal release she finds in sex with Boylan is overshadowed by
her preoccupation with whether she has " satisfied" him ( U, 1 8 . 1 2 12 2 ), and, with regard to Bloom, she decides " the only way" to solve
their marital problems is to "make him want me 11 ( U, 1 8 . 1 5 3 9 ) .
Molly's personal metaphysics of being hence reduces to one thing,
her sexual essence as woman : "I suppose thats what a woman is
supposed to be there for or He wouldnt have made us the way He
did so attractive to men" ( U, 1 8 . 1 5 1 8-20 ) . With her position as
cultural and narrative subject dictated from above by these divine
and authorial "He's, " Molly in her bedridden immobility has
seemed to many readers the embodiment of the archetypal Femi3 1 . To emphasize the socially conditioned and gendered pressures that underlie the
circuitousness with which Molly here approaches her sensuality, one might hypothetically
ask how many heterosexual m en would express their pride in being well hung by ex
claiming to themselves, " God I wouldn't mind being a woman to be mounted by that
brute of a thing! "
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nine, condemned to play the role of the willing and ( im)passive
female flesh that always says yes, through a Joycean sleight of hand
that transforms her bodily specificity into pure essence.
And yet, simultaneous with this narratively overdetermined ac
quiescence to biology, Molly reveals much more than she overtly
says about her capacity for sexual self-pleasure. If her standard com
plaint is that sexual enj oyment is a male privilege-" nice invention
they made for women for him to get all the pleasure" ( U, 1 8 . 1 5 7 )
she also subtly modifies this judgment when she inadvertently re
veals why men have " all the pleasure" : " they want to do everything
too quick take all the pleasure out of it" ( U, 1 8 . 3 1 5 - 1 6 ) . Pleasure,
it turns out, is not exclusively male; the problem is that female
pleasure is subjected to male demand within the patriarchal frame
of heterosexual coupling. Moreover, for all Molly's psychological
reliance on heterosexual paradigms, her discourse positively rever
berates with desire and the potential for self-enjoyment as well as
self-fulfillment : it is clear that she knows what it feels like "to let
myself go, " to " come again, " and to "feel all fire inside me"
( U, 1 8 . 5 8 4-8 5 ), and she knows, as the final pages of her monologue
reveal, how to give herself satisfaction. However lackluster Molly's
love life may be, however inadequate or limited her vocabulary for
expressing her eroticism, she nonetheless exercises a sexuality, a
sensate eroticism, that often proves sufficient unto itself. It is pre
cisely this unconscious knowledge of the body, this autoerotic suf
ficiency, that forms the "repressed" of "Penelope. "
What Molly's monologue also makes clear i s that she i s perfectly
comfortable with contradiction; any viewpoint she offers at one
moment is likely to be reversed the next. Bonnie Kime Scott has
written of Molly that " even in the things she dislikes, there are
momentary pleasures, " as if to apologize for Molly's capitulation to
male standards or her stereotypical life.32 I think one should press
the implications of Scott's statement further: to say that Molly's
contradictions are evidence of her feminine illogic or of Joyce's ste
reotypical representation of female consciousness finally is not suf
ficient.33 In fact, it is precisely this capacity to contain and
32. Scott, foyce and Feminism, 1 6 1 .
3 3 . Indeed, as Moira Wallace has argued (see n. 30), the pervasiveness o f Molly's contra
dictory stances makes it impossible to categorize her as simply one thing or the other,
realistic womanhood or male fantasy, symbolic Eternal Feminine or archetypal Gea Tellus,
laudable heroine or despicable whore. The critical endeavor to polarize Molly as only one
side of the equation is already contradicted by the contradictions that exist in the flow of
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withstand contradiction, along with what I have just called Molly's
unacknowledged potential for autoerotic sufficiency, that begins to
illuminate at least two routes by which her textually constituted
subj ectivity eludes not only her maker but her readers. I take as my
signposts to these escape routes two phrases Joyce used in writing
Frank Budgen on separate occasions to explain the relation of " Pe
nelope" to the rest of Ulysses. The first appears in a letter of August
1 6, 1 92 1 , where he calls "Penelope" the clou of the book.34 In its
literal meaning of "nail, " " spike, " or " stud, " this French term
would seem to summon forth a worst-case scenario of the authorial
mastery involved in "pinning" down (a) woman's consciousness,
precisely by affixing Molly to her bed. Taken in its aural sense as a
" clue " to Ulysses, the term hardly serves Molly any better, ascrib
ing to her monologue a superhuman explanatory power that, in
effect, makes woman's voice the existential truth or key underlying
Everyman's quest-an only slightly less pernicious way of pinning
Molly to a traditional literary function.
But clou can also mean the " star turn" or " chief attraction" of a
theatrical event, and to see Molly, as Cheryl Herr suggests, as the
headline performer, the so-called "topper, " in Ulysses's novelistic
show provides an illuminating context within which to reinterpret
the gendered implications of her star performance.35 Following
Herr 's cues, Kimberly Devlin has brilliantly argued that " Penelope"
not only "foregrounds theatricality, " but that " theatricality medi
ates Molly's visions of self and other. " That is, cognizant of the
role-playing element in all behavior, of the self-dramatizations
underlying any "identity, " Molly " dons multiple recognizable
masks of womanliness " throughout her monologue, as her thoughts
sift through the various props, costumes, gestures, appellations, and
signifiers at her disposal in constructing whatever "feminine" im
age she wishes to proj ect in a given social or personal encounter.
The past perfect tense of Molly's wistful claim-"! could have been
a prima donna only I married him" ( U, 1 8 . 8 9 6 )-is at least in part
belied by the multiple performances she con tinues to enact, both
her associations---c ontradictions intrinsic, as I shall attempt to show, to the psychosexual
spaces of representation opened by her erotic reveries.
34. James Joyce to Frank Budgen, August 1 6, 1 9 2 1 , in Selected Letters of fames foyce,
ed. Richard Ellmann ( New York: Viking, 1 97 5 ), 2 8 5 ; hereafter cited in the text as SL. The
various meanings of clou are glossed by Herr, "Period Piece, " l 3 l, and McGee, Paperspace,
171.
3 5 . Herr, " Period Piece, " 1 30-3 1 .
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in her everyday negotiations with others and in the roles she " does"
or "pretends" in imagination and memory, for example ( to list only
a few of the illustrations culled by Devlin), "Ill do the indifferent
[spouse] " ; "I could do the criada" ; "when I came on the scen e
I preten ded I had a coolness on with her over him " ; "I pulled him
off into my handkerchief pretending not to be excited" ; " of course
I had to say no for form sake dont understand you I said" ( U,
1 8 . 1 5 29, 1 482-8 3 , 1 7 1-8 3, 809-10, 3 24-2 5 ; emphasis added).36
In the light of this ability to conjure up roles at a moment's no
tice, the contradictions in Molly's monologue that have caused such
debate among critics can more usefully be seen as a function of her
awareness that femaleness in her world is always an enactment, a
series of sometimes mutually contradictory performances. Hence
Devlin, returning to Joyce's description of " Penelope" as " the clou
of the book, " defines Molly's monologue as 11 a concatenation of
roles, an elaborate series of 'star turns' that undermines the notion
of womanliness as it displays it. "37 On the one hand, to the extent
that Molly submits to cultural norms, she participates in the female
masquerade in order to "become " woman through, in Mary Anne
Doane's terms, a "hyperbolisation of the accoutrements of feminin
ity, "38 a phrase that well describes Molly's narcissistic flaunting of
her figure, obsession with female dress, exaggerated reliance on
male prowess, and the like. But, on the other hand, Molly's con
sciousness that she is always playing a role, a recognition height
ened with every repet1t10n, simultaneously turns female
masquerade into a parody of the signifiers of gender, and this mim
icry constitutes a very different mode of power: "Miming the femi
nine, playfully 'repeating 1 it, " Carol-Anne Tyler writes, "produces
knowledge about it. "39 Experiencing her subjectivity as an enact
ment, Molly not only performs "femininity" but plays on that very
act of role playing, thus becoming, in Devlin's engaging analogy, a
modern-day 11 gender performance artist. 1140
.

.

.

3 6 . Kimberly J. Devlin, "Pretending in 'Penelope': Masquerade, Mimicry, and Molly
Bloom, " forthcoming in Molly Blooms: A Polylogue on "Penelope, " ed. Richard Pearce
( Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1 99 3 ) . Quotations are from ms. 2, 3, 4, respec
tively. I am grateful to the author for permission to quote from the unpublished essay.
3 7 . Ibid., 5 .
3 8 . Mary Anne Doane, "Film and the Masquerade: Theorizing the Female Spectator, "
Screen 2 3 ( 1 98 2 ) : 82; quoted in Devlin, " Pretending in 'Penelope. ' "
3 9 . Carol-Anne Tyler, " Female Impersonation" ( Ph.D. diss., Brown University, 1 9 82,
2 1-22 ; quoted in Devlin, "Pretending in 'Penelope. "'
40. Devlin, " Pretending in 'Penelope, "' 8 .
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The farthest extension of viewing Molly as an actress is to read
" Penelope " as a literal script, a tack that leads Cheryl Herr to argue
that the speaking voice in "Penelope" has no mimetic value or
fictive existence at all, that "Molly" is only a "role" to be filled by
any competent actress-or actor. 41 If such an extreme reading risks
stating the obvious about any fictional text's " characters "-who
are always verbal artifacts, nothing more nor less-the conceit of
" Penelope" as an actor's script serves the useful function of point
ing out the degree to which Molly's words (whether envisioned as
literal theatrical vehicle or internalized dramatic monologue) form
a screen, a mask, behind which the character can hide and, in hid
ing, elude both reader's and author 's impositions. Similarly, Patrick
McGee argues that " Molly's word . . . is a masquerade, a play of
conventions . . . . But this does not mean that [her word] has no rela
tion to something like a woman, to something like the feminine,
to something that resists Molly's word and Joyce's writing . . . . To
read Molly is to half-create her but never to possess her. "42
Molly's theatrical self-presentation, moreover, holds significant
resonances with recent constructionist theories of gender. Judith
Butler, for example, hypothesizes that gender 's " substantive effect, "
its appearance of a fixed essence or substance, is always "performa
tively produced, " inscribing itself through various cultural codes
on the body rather than rising from within the subj ect. Indeed,
Molly's use of masquerade, her gender role playing, is, to use But
ler 's terms, a "repeated stylization of the body" which reveals gen
der to be an act " that performatively constitutes the appearance of
its interior fixity. " 43 This formulation sheds a crucial light on the
theatricality that pervades Joyce's representation of the psychosex
ual complexities of Molly's "interior" life. For what promises to be
a privileged glimpse into Molly's feminine " essence" or " core"
turns out instead to reveal a series of masks, of performative sur4 1 . As Herr puts it: " I can no longer find it in myself to grant the Molly of 'Penelope'
any reality-value whatsoever. . . . For me, 'Penelope' projects simply an actor reading a
script . . . . To say this is, for me at least, to argue that Molly does not occupy the level of
narrative reality that we have normally granted her" ( " Period Piece, " 1 3 4). As a role that
conceivably any actor can assume, the monologue lives up to the letter of its Homeric
namesake, since one etymological meaning of "Penelope, " as Herr notes, is '"countenance
of webs' or mask" ( 1 30).
42. McGee, Paperspace, 1 7 2, 1 8 1 .
4 3 . Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York:
Routledge, 1 9 90); quotations are from 42, 3 3, and 70, respectively (emphasis added) . A good
summary of Butler's thesis appears on 1 2. 8-4 1, in chap. 4, section 4, "Bodily Inscriptions,
Performative Subversions. "
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faces, upon which are inscribed those gender prescriptions that cul
ture produces while it pretends they originate in some "interior
fixity. " Thus, however disparately weighted the deconstructive
"tasks " undertaken in " Circe " (with regard to sexuality) and " Pe
nelope" ( with regard to gender), the representation of Molly's "in
ner" consciousness ultimately works to unsettle the assumed
boundaries of "interior" versus "exterior, " "surface" versus
" depth, " every bit as much as does " Circe's" flaunting of the uncon
scious as a theater of unending sexual masquerade.
If theatricality constitutes one path whereby Molly's representa
tion evades authorial and readerly mastery, a second avenue of es
cape exists in the formal attributes of the technique Joyce employs
in " Penelope. " Critics have often noted the anomalous position
Molly's monologue occupies as Ulysses's final word or, as Joyce
put it in a second letter to Frank Budgen, the text's "indispensible
countersign" ( SL, 2 7 8 ) . In a narrative whose structure has been dic
tated by the crisscrossing traj ectories of its male heroes-which
finally meet in "Ithaca, " the immediately preceding section-it
may come as a surprise to find oneself lodged, at text's end, in a
consciousness and a chapter that stands so completely apart from
the interests of the rest of the narrative. At first glance this position
ing of " Penelope " might seem either a deliberate or a subconscious
means of circumscribing Molly's power, adding to her obj ectifi
cation by stripping her consciousness bare and making its excava
tion the basis for a demonstration of Joyce's virtuoso pyrotechnics.
Molly is kept in her bed, as it were, framed by the larger narrative
of which she forms only a small part. In the function of "Penelope"
as a " countersign" to the entire narrative, however, one of the ef
fects is to establish its separa teness by virtue of its formulation as,
in Dorrit Cohn's words, "a self-generated, self-supported, and self
enclosed text. " Rather than an effect of constriction, the autono
mous status of Molly's self-enclosed interior monologue thus be
comes a vital sign of its formal independence. For, technically
speaking, this episode, beginning and ending within a single con
sciousness, forms, as Cohn also argues, " the only moment of the
novel where a figural voice totally obliterates the authorial voice
throughout an entire chapter. "44 The point is crucial because it im
plies that however much Joyce may ( or may not ) desire to impose
44. Cohn, 'Ilansparent Minds, 2 1 8 . I am grateful to Moira Wallace for directing me to
Cohn's argument.
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his viewpoints on Molly, there is a sense in which her voice, by
virtue of its figural constitution as a self-sufficient "I, " removes the
author, and with him his authority, from the picture: her "I" de
mands neither audience nor reply.45
The few times Molly engages in the language of personal address,
directing her thoughts to an imaginary audience, only serve to con
firm the degree to which her position as speaking subj ect grants her
a certain independence from the controlling powers in her life. It is
no coincidence that all the interlocutors Molly imagines are m ale
figures, whose authority, tellingly, is successively desacralized by
the contexts of her statements. Thus, to her divine creator she com
plains, " Give us room even to let a fart God" ( U, 1 8 . 90 6 ) ; to her
domestic lord she grumbles, "O move over your big carcass out of
that for the love of Mike " ( U, 1 8 . 1 42 6 ) ; to her earthly creator she
demands, "O Jamesy let me up out of this pooh" ( U, 1 8 . 1 1 2 8-2 9 ) .
Even what certainly is, on one level, the epitome of "Jamesy's"
effort to assert control over Molly by making h er articulate or voice
her subjection to his whims ( " 0 . . let me up " ) simultaneously
ends up unmasking the anxieties that subtend the desire for autho
rial mastery. For Joyce's name, his self-conscious signature, is left
irretrievably stranded among references to menstrual blood ( sign of
Molly's creative fiat), thoughts about women's capacities to simu
late virginity ( and hence rob fatherhood of its certitude-the night
mare haunting Stephen's interpretation of Shakespeare in the
library episode ), and signs of incipient domestic rebellion ( "whoever
suggested that business for women what between clothes and cook
ing and children" [ U, 1 8 . 1 1 2 9-30] ) . "Jamesy" is fairly outnumbered,
his authorial intrusion overwhelmed by the " countersigns" of in
surgent female authority most calculated to whet his masculine
anxieties. This series of mental addresses appropriately culminates
in a prophetic statement of insurrection-putatively directed at
Bloom but vague enough to include all men-that augurs a different,
more empowering story for female characters such as Molly: " Oh
wait now sonny my tum is coming" ( U, 1 8 . 1 5 3 3 ) . And " coming"
Molly indeed is, by text's end.
The way in which the term " sonny" potentially includes more
.

4 5 . As Cohn also notes, this self-sufficiency is reflected in the fact that Molly's thoughts
are primarily exclama tory in syntax, which is "the self-sufficient, self-involved language
gestwe par excellence" ( Tlansparent Minds, 2 2 5 ).
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men than Bloom alone also calls to mind the psychologically en
abling use to which Molly puts the pronoun "he" throughout her
reveries. One could select any number of instances in which the
reference of the third-person singular masculine pronoun is ambigu
ous; likewise, Molly's memories of the men in her life repeatedly
collapse into one syncretic image : "what was his name Jack Joe
Harry Mulvey was it . . . no he hadnt a moustache that was Gard
ner" ( U, 1 8 . 8 1 8, 872-7 3 ). As this interchangeability suggests,
Molly's thoughts attach no special privilege to any one man, not
even Poldy; she receives continual pleasure, rather, from imagining,
desiring, manipulating an infinitude of men-or "he" -men, as Cohn
jokingly but aptly puts it46-ranging from those she has known to
those she has glimpsed on the street. Early in her monologue Molly
mentions her fancy to have a "new fellow" every spring ( U, 1 8 . 7 8 2 ),
and, at least within her imagination, she fulfills her desire.
Thus interchanging fantasies about men for her private erotic
gain, Molly becomes, within the realm of her imagination, an acting
subject, not merely a passive object whose existence is entirely de
pendent on male approval. Amidst the referential instability of the
pronouns "he" and "him, /1 her first-person "!" remains the one con
stant, the single fixity the reader can always depend on to be identi
cal to itself-even if and as that self is divided, contradictory, and
multiply positioned. Moreover, just as Molly's figural "I" strips
Joyce of a direct authorial voice in her monologue, Moira Wallace
suggests that what Molly means by her famous "yes " may not be
identical to her author 's infamous extratextual assertions, to friends
such as Louis Gillet, that her final word denotes "acquiescence, self
abandon, relaxation, the end of all resistance"-that is, feminine
passivity in its most archetypal representation. First, to the extent
that Molly's "yes " intimates "self-abandon, " she only abandons
herself to h erself, retreating to a private world of her own making
as she fades into sleep during orgasm.47 Second, the very fact that
46. Ibid., 230.
47. Wallace, untitled paper, 14; Gillet is quoted in Richard Ellmann, fames foyce ( New
York: Oxford University Press, 1 9 8 2 )1 7 1 2 . Wallace's deconstruction of Joyce's reading of
Molly's "yes" takes as its starting point a letter to Frank Budgen in which Joyce transforms
the Faustian formula "I am the spirit that always denies" into a Penelopean analogue,
"lch bin der [sic) Fleisch der stets bejaht" (I am the flesh that always says yes) (Letters of
fames foyce, ed. Gilbert Stuart [New York: Viking, 1 9 6 5 ) 1 1 : 1 70); but the text's Molly,
Wallace argues, is "far closer to being the acting subject of Faust than she is to being the
object of that subjectivity. Molly questions, denies, exploits and interchanges men in a
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she is bringing herself to orgasm, as the final series of lyrical "yeses"
signals, makes it clear that this sexual act of autoeroticism is one
which, by its very nature, excludes us even as we voyeuristically
look on. As such, Molly's "yes " also becomes an assertion of what
she feels; its affirmation is her self-affirmation. Simultaneously,
Molly's "yes " is thus also a resistant "no, 11 the refusal of an acting
subj ect to submit her thoughts to others' desires and demands; it is
another way of saying, as Molly already has, "I suppose he thinks
Im finished and laid out on the shelf well Im not no" ( U, 1 8 . 1 0222 3 ), or, "O wait now sonny my turn is coming. "
This self-affirmation is not without its problems or ambiguities,
of course. If Molly emerges as an acting subj ect in her reveries, it
is also true that her subj ectivity may not necessarily or always be
congruent with a female subj ectivity, particularly as defined by
feminist psychoanalytic theory following in the wake of Nancy
Chodorow and Carol Gilligan. That is, Molly's sense of identity
does not seem particularly "relational " ; her relations with other
women are almost uniformly competitive and denigrating, re
flecting a more masculine fantasy of women as "naturally" j ealous
of one another. And however freeing Molly's grammatical confla
tion of all male objects to a metonymic series of interchangeable
"he's, 11 she still remains dependent on her reflection in male eyes to
assure her of her worth. Even in the twist whereby Joyce's boastful
"Jamesy" is submerged in references to female menstruation and
the like, the ambiguities linger, to the extent that Molly's counter
authority resides in an appeal to the body-again, perhaps more of
a male's fantasy of female subjectivity than a woman's evocation of
her power.
Literally, of course, Molly, like any fictional character, cannot
exist alone. It takes a Joyce to write a Molly into being, just as it
takes the reader to give her textual life. Nonetheless, the very act
of writing and reading Molly, because of her representation within
a self-contained and self-generated interior monologue, also frees
her figural presence-not of all male markings, as we have just seen,
but of any absolute authorial attempt to "make" or " speak for"
woman. For the very grammar of Joyce's representation of female
way that is definitely Faustian . . . . She can be seen as the constructor of an eternal mascu
line " ( 12. ) . If Molly thus also says no, Wallace proceeds to show, along lines similar to
Cohn's and my arguments, how Molly's "yes" is less a sign of female acquiesence than
of a self-sufficiency implicit in the structure of autonomous monologue.
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consciousness ironically undoes his authority to make his language
signify what he might want it to mean: hi s promiscuous "he's"
become h er access to erotic pleasure; his inscription of "female"
contradiction through Molly's continual self-interrogation becomes
her means of keeping the question open; his "yes " of feminine sur
render becomes her affirmation of a private space and a public mask
that, finally, resist appropriation.
As Molly lies beside Bloom in bed, thinking back on her encoun
ter with Boylan, another of those ambiguous third-person masculine
pronouns crosses her mind : "I wonder is he awake thinking of me
or dreaming am I in it" ( U, 1 8 . 1 24-2 5 ) . Whether "he" refers to
Bloom or Boylan, this wistful thought would, at first glance, seem
yet another confirmation of Molly's incapacity to imagine herself
apart from men: unless they " think" of or " dream" her, she feels
she has no real identity or existence. But when Molly's words are
applied to the authorial presence who has figuratively dreamed her
into novelistic existence-Joyce himself-they take on a tantaliz
ingly different valence. For, in fact, Joyce literally did dream about
Molly, and his recounting of this dream on two separate occasions
quite stunningly attests to what Karen Lawrence has called the au
thorial anxieties engendered by the possible "presumptuousness"
of his attempt "to lend voice to female desire. "48 Simultaneously,
his dream attests to his uneasy intuition that Molly's "power" is
precisely the power to "escape" his text's boundaries. In the dream
Molly comes calling on Joyce to reprimand him for meddling in her
"business "-that is, for taking over her story-and in response to
Joyce's passionate defense of his intentions in writing "Penelope, "
Molly flings a miniature coffin at him, announcing, "And I have
done with you, too, Mr. Joyce. 1149 In other words, refusing to be
coerced by "Mr. Joyce's" insinuating explanations, she establishes
her independence from his authorial control by finishing with him,
symbolically killing him off, instead of vice versa. Not coinciden
tally, Molly also appears in masquerade in the dream: she is wearing
a black opera cloak "that looked like La Dus e. 11 Having dismissed
her creator, she is free to exist beyond his text in a realm to which
his representational powers can only gesture. On some profound
level that is not merely a critic's dream, Molly La Duse has indeed
48. Lawrence, " Compromising Letters, " 3 .
49. Joyce's versions of the dream are recounted in Ellmann, fames foyce, 5 49, and in
Herbert Gorman, fames foyce (New York: Rinehart, 1 948), 2 8 3 .
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escaped the bedstead.fastness of Ulysses, 50 moving outside the con
straints of her fictional context and making an appearance, a kind
of curtain call, as a consummate actress with the uncanny ability
to return without notice to haunt her creator's subconscious. What
is "interior" and what is "exterior" are hopelessly blurred as Joyce's
attempt to represent Molly's "interiority" in external form becomes
a manifestation of his own interior anxieties. In yet another ironic
twist, Ulysses's repressed has made a return, and this time the space
of representation is not the dream-text of " Circe" but the theater
of Joyce's unconscious.
As I hope this overview of the highly charged textual erotics of
" Circe" and "Penelope " has begun to suggest, when it comes to
the modernist endeavor to represent states of interiority, issues of
sexuality and narrative impinge on each other in highly complex,
often unpredicable ways. In this regard I find Joyce's statement to
Djuna Barnes, cited in my opening paragraph, suggestive : "I have
recorded, " Joyce says, " simultaneously, what a man says, sees,
thinks, and what such seeing, thinking, saying does, to what you
Freudians call the subconscious. " Perhaps Joyce could have at
tended more closely to his own subconscious operations in making
such a neat summary statement, for not only has he captured the
"Freudian subconscious" in choosing different modes of represent
ing the psychosexual forces driving Bloom's and Molly's inner
worlds; he has also made available throughout Ulysses a "textual
unconscious "-his own repressed-in which issues of narrative au
thority and autonomy, acts of textual elision and expression, con
tinually summon their counterparts into operation. Perhaps it is
this textual unconscious, for instance, that is responsible for his
repressing the question of gender in speaking to Barnes of Ulysses 's
achievement in generically male terms ( "I have recorded . . . what
a man says, sees, thinks " ), when, as we have seen, it is precisely
what Bloom does not get to say in " Circe " (given its expressionistic
format) and what a woman does get to say in " Penelope" (given its
status as interior monologue) that calls into question the relation
between Joyce's narrative authority and the putative free play of his
characters' psychosexual desires. Likewise, perhaps it is this textual
unconscious that paradoxically allows Molly her orgasm while rob50. I borrow the phrase from Phillip Herring, "The Bedsteadfastness of Molly Bloom, "
Modern Fiction Studies 1 5 ( 1 9 6 9 ) : 49-6 r .
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bing Bloom of the satisfaction of his own polymorphous sexuality.
And perhaps, finally, it is this operation of Ulysses 's "repressed"
that allows Joyce to assume Molly's contradictory logic as his own
and, as Karen Lawrence has suggested, at once long to recapture
woman as origin and simultaneously acknowledge her existence
elsewhere, beyond himself, 51 on a textual stage his epic has created
for her, finally, to appropriate from him.
S I . Lawrence, " Compromising Letters, " 6, 1 5 .
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