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Abstract 

During the decade prior to the years 1922-1939— and through these 

seventeen years that James Joyce devoted to the writing of Finnegans Wake—the 

new and radical theories of Relativity and Quantum Theory became more accessible 

to the general public,  highly discussed and speculated on in intellectual circles. 

These astonishing theories had huge implications ontologically and 

epistemologically not only for science and philosophy in general, but also for 

literature and art. This monumental shift in the perceived paradigm of the universe 

was very appealing and stimulating to Joyce—one can’t help but wonder if these 

theories ultimately shaped his world view or actually somewhat confirmed it, most 

likely a combination of both— and would prove to be highly conducive to his 

crafting of Finnegans Wake, in both its form and content.         
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“You is feeling like you was lost in the bush, boy? You says: It is a pulling sample jungle of 

woods. You most shouts out: Bethicket me for a stump of a beech if I have the poultriest notions 

what the farest he all means.”1 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Jaques Aubert posits in The Aesthetics Of James Joyce that Joyce realized quite early on 

that he wanted to articulate his perceived position of man, the microcosm of man, against the 

macrocosm of God in the grand scheme of things. What is it like to really be a human being, 

thrown into this world with its perpetual dilemmas and torrential questions whirling around in 

one’s head? How does it feel to want to believe, but to find oneself unable to believe, due to a 

preponderance of doubt brought on by one’s own soaring intellect and experience? “It took Joyce 

some time […] to realize that he really belonged […] in a sense to the Nietzschean moment, 

when ‘the legitimacy of man’s viewpoint was reaffirmed against the Divine,’ asserting the real as 

multiplicity, fragmentation, difference, that only art can adequately grasp.”2 Joyce became 

focused on what he knew —that everyday men lead everyday lives, full of the contradictions of 

human nature. Arthur Power, who wrote a short book entitled Conversations With James Joyce, 

in which he shares telling bits of socialization with the author, sheds light on the inquiring 

Irishman’s concern for how literary characters should be more like real people: Power asks 

Joyce, “The question is, I said, is literature to be fact or is it to be an art?” Joyce responds that “It 

should be life, and one of the things I could never get accustomed to in my youth was the 

                                                 
1 James Joyce, Finnegans Wake, p.112—will be cited from here on as (FW page #. line #) in the text  
2 Jaques Aubert, The Aesthetics of James Joyce, p.125, italics mine 
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difference I found between life and literature.”3 Thus we get everyday men such as Stephen 

Dedalus in Portrait Of The Artist As A Young Man and Leopold Bloom and company in the 

sprawling Ulysses. 

As James Joyce matured, he moved away from his identification with the rebellious artist 

in exile to a greater empathy for Ireland, a kinship with her people, and mankind in general. In 

Finnegans Wake, Joyce attempts to embrace mankind as a whole in a more sympathetic and 

understanding sort of way. Harry Levin writes of how in Finnegans Wake, “The unpardonable sin 

of Hawthorne’s Ethan Brand, the intellectual pride which prohibits the artist from keeping up ‘an 

intercourse with the world,’ is strenuously expiated by Joyce’s H.C. Earwicker.”4 Joyce stresses 

the complexities in everyday people, their basic duality, even multiplicity. The archetypal human 

beings of the Wake, common, flawed people of Ireland (while also representing all people 

everywhere at any time in history), are the people that the sensitive author aligns himself with 

during his later years. “Securest jubilends albas Temoram” (FW593.25-26), at the beginning of 

Book IV of Finnegans Wake, the so-called “ricorso” section (from Vico’s cycles of history)5, is a 

quote from St. Augustine’s secures iudicat orbis terrarium6 roughly translating as, “the calm 

judgement of the world is that those men cannot be good who in any part of the world cut 

themselves off from the rest of the world.”7  He continues to emphasize, as he had done in Ulysses, 

that it is extremely difficult to pinpoint an individual’s true nature, that everyone is essentially a 

juxtaposition of opposing traits and personalities, many men in one.8 Early in the Wake, Joyce 

cautions against attempting to label a person based on the so-called “facts” of one’s life: “Thus the 

                                                 
3 Arthur Power, Conversations With James Joyce, p.34  
4 Harry Levin,  James Joyce: A Critical Introduction, p.160 
5 Vico 
6 Saint Augustine 
7 Bernard Benstock, An Analysis of Finnegans Wake, p.263 
8 David G. Wright, Characters of Joyce, p.106 
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unfacts, did we possess them, are too imprecisely few to warrant our certitude, the evidencegivers 

by legpull too untrustworthily  irreperible where his adjugers are semmingly freak threes but his 

judicandees plainly minus twos” (FW57.16-19). 

 The tremendous difficulty in reading Finnegans Wake as one would a “normal” book can 

be viewed as a statement by Joyce concerning the inherent complexity of reality, a reaction against 

an undiscerning individual’s all too often mistakenly perceived simple take on things such as 

history, events, science, and, as mentioned,  other people. Joyce comments on this complexity of 

reality in the Wake itself: “the toomuchness, the fartoomanyness” (FW122.36), and that “…every 

person, place and thing in the chaosmos of Alle anyway connected with the gobblydumped turkery 

was moving and changing every part of the time:…” (FW118.21-23). It was of supreme 

importance to Joyce to acknowledge reality as being in a state of constant flux; this comprehension 

involving a recognition of how nothing is really a pure anything, all things are a combination of 

things, all individual things are part something else, and nothing is firmly and eternally set as one 

distinct essence.  Nothing is absolutely clear—just as the words of Finnegans Wake suggest 

multiple possible meanings, and the reader himself is participating in creating the meaning of those 

words (as in any text to a certain extent, but a thousand times more so in Finnegans Wake). In fact, 

Joyce forces the reader to be more attentive and meticulous regarding details, to become in effect 

become a participant in his text, by writing in an unprecedented style that requires inquiring 

thought after nearly every word. A passage may have multiple translations and interpretations, 

hidden and highly esoteric components, things we don’t immediately recognize, that require a 

certain erudite scholarship, and a robust sense of humor to “get.” Compare this to everyday life, 

where things are much more complicated than they seem when one considers the multitude of 

influences that contribute to every single moment in a person’s day, every single perception one 



 
 

6 

might have, just as any individual has many facets, personality traits, histories, memories that are 

very real, but not apparent to their fellow humans. And even the previously held unshakeable, 

absolute tenets of science are susceptible to revision as the human race encounters evidence to the 

contrary while searching for knowledge of the truth. There are different accounts of characters and 

events in the narrative; all is clouded by distortions and vagaries, which adds up to an utterly 

unfixed reality.  

The three main influences in shaping the general structure of Finnegans Wake are 

Giambattista Vico, Nicholas of Cusa, and Giordano Bruno, Bruno being arguably the largest 

influence. Joyce’s interpretation of the writings of the German philosopher, Georg Wilhelm 

Friedrich Hegel, also contributed to his weaving of the Wake. Briefly, and at the risk of 

oversimplifying his theories (as with all of these gentlemen), Vico advocated that history is an 

eternal process repeating certain cycles, situations and particular incidents within these cycles 

paralleling situations and particular incidents in other cycles, with archetypal character types 

manifesting themselves as different individuals within each cycle.9 The most obvious expression 

of this cyclical history in Finnegans Wake is the curious rendering of the last sentence in the text 

as not ending in a period, because it is also the first part of the first sentence of the book, the first 

word of the Wake not being capitalized. Vico also radically speculated that perhaps Original Sin 

was actually committed by God, that it was simply the act of creation, a zanily blasphemous idea 

that Joyce latched onto in the overall grand themes of Finnegans Wake. 

Both Nicholas of Cusa (15th century) and Bruno of Nolan (16th century) believed in the 

coincidence of contraries, Bruno actually developing some of his ideas based on Nicholas’s 

philosophy. It is widely accepted by scholars that Joyce actually read Bruno, but was only familiar 

with Nicholas by extension—Bruno often quoting his predecessor with approval, admitting to 
                                                 
9 James S. Atherton, The Books at the Wake, p.52 
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deriving some insights from him.10 Bruno’s name is mentioned over a hundred times in Finnegans 

Wake, in various distorted guises (of course), most commonly as the firm of Dublin booksellers, 

Browne and Nolan. Nicholas of Cusa is clearly referred to at least once in the Wake, right 

alongside his central notion of the coincidence of contraries in an early passage, “Now let the 

centuple celves of my egourge as Micholas de Cusack calls them,—of all of whose I in my 

herinafter of course by recourse demission me—by the coincidance reamalgamerge in that identity 

of undiscernibles…” (FW49.33-50-01). Joyce incorporated the coincidence of contraries to 

powerful effect all throughout the Wake, oftentimes having two arguing or warring opposing 

personalities either inexplicably suddenly become each other, or merging into one unified entity. 

Bruno claimed that there existed a limitless amount of entities in the universe, ranging in 

significance from the lowest to the highest (God); but that all these entities except for God are 

continuously engaged in identity transformation, becoming another, or merging with another of 

greater or lesser status.11  

Joyce keenly applied this concept to a kind of nihilistic lack of hierarchy in the novel, 

where-in all things, all events, all utterances, have equal value; the most simple drunken bar tune 

being no less important than the  thunderous voice of God. The trivial action of uncorking a bottle 

is exalted as a solemn religious rite, “When, pressures be to our hoary frother, the pop gave his 

sullen bulletaction and, bilge, sled a movement of catharic emulsipotion down the sloppery slide of 

a slaunty to tilted left-ye-landsmen” (FW310.35-311.01).12  Myths have the same ontological 

status as actual historical events in Finnegans Wake, because Joyce does not distinguish between 

objective and subjective, conceptual and real. When he continuously merges such opposites, 

                                                 
10 Atherton, 35 
11 Atherton, 36 
12 Margot Norris, The Decentered Universe Of Finnegans Wake, p.75 
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neither one is more conceptual or objective than the other.13 But because these opposites take their 

identity from the other, each becomes the other intermittently before separating again in a 

permanent cycle. 

Hegel developed a comprehensive philosophical framework of Absolute Idealism for the 

relation of mind and nature, the subject and object of knowledge. In particular, he developed the 

concept that mind or spirit manifested itself in a set of contradictions and oppositions that it 

ultimately integrated and united, without eliminating either pole or reducing one to the other.14 

Examples of such contradictions include those between nature and freedom, and between 

immanence and transcendence. A major tenet of Hegel’s dialectic is that a thing can only form 

itself through its opposite: “the Thing has its essential being in another Thing”. 15 Atherton points 

to an intriguing passage in the Wake: “The June snows was flocking in thuckflues on the 

hegelstomes…” (FW416.32). Why is it snowing in June? Perhaps because the nature of things in 

Finnegans Wake is just too chaotic to categorize; there is no adherence to a predictable foundation. 

Hegel propagated a philosophy of stability, teaching that the order and connections of our thoughts 

are involved in the order and connection of things, presupposing that Knowing and Being are 

identical.16 The crazy June snows are layers upon layers of tumultuous subjective history, piling up 

on the voluminous works (tomes) of Hegel’s orderly thought, suggesting that maybe in the grand 

scheme of things, the paradigm may not be as tidy as Hegel envisions it, and it might be that 

absolutes don’t even exist.    

A clear statement of the influence of Hegel and Vico on Joyce can be found in  a letter to 

his patroness, Harriet Shaw Weaver, on 9 October 1923, in which he describes the historical theory 

                                                 
13 Susan Sailer, On The Void Of To Be, p.34 
14 Wikipedia 
15 G. W. F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, p.76 
16 Atherton, 254 



 
 

9 

in the Wake as being “after Hegel and Giambattista Vico.”17 Joyce also expressed his conception 

of the relationship between opposites in a letter to Weaver around the same time: “His [Bruno’s] 

philosophy is a kind of dualism—every power in nature must evolve an opposite in order to realize 

itself and opposition brings reunion etc etc.”18 Joyce was especially attracted to philosophers who 

chose a more wayward path, on the outskirts of his Catholic scholastic tradition. The Brunonian 

doctrine that commends itself so well to Joyce is “an aggressive reconciliation of the antitheses of 

the schoolmen.”19 

To get a glimpse of the scope of Joyce’s erudition and the incredible variety of sources he 

drew from—many almost ridiculously esoteric—in composing Finnegans Wake, one need only to 

glance at another excerpt from a letter to Weaver: “…the books I am using for the present 

fragment which include Marie Corelli, Swedenborg, St. Thomas, the Sudanese war, Indian 

outcasts, Women under English Law, a description of St. Helena, Flammarion’s the End of the 

World, scores of children’s singing games […] and so on.”20 Joyce then proceeds to plug the 

breadth of his possibly   incomparable erudition into the narrowness of his childhood hometown 

locality. He puns in a variety of languages, and all his local allusions are to the highways, byways, 

waterways, backstreets, and backchat of Dublin.21 

 

                                                 
17 James Joyce Letters I, Ed. Stuart Gilbert, p.205 
18 Letters I, 226 
19 Levin, 143 
20 Letters I, 302 
21 Frank Budgeon, “Joyce’s Chapters of Going Forth by Day.” Critical Essays on James Joyce. Ed.    
    Bernstock,  p.68  
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PART I: The Constant Of Fluxion 

The twin brothers, Shaun and Shem, who are also two parts of one entity—the sons of 

HCE, the male archetype, and ALP, the female archetype—and  their little sister, Issy, are the 

family unit that is the primary focus of Finngeans Wake. These five constitute the “characters” of 

the Wake on a certain level, but these five are much more; they are also the archetypes for 

humanity all through history, and as such they take on a veritable plethora of different incarnations 

and monikers throughout the text. Shaun and Shem are polar opposites in almost every way 

imaginable, and are constantly at war on some level—sometimes obviously, other times in more 

subtle ways. The story—if we can properly call it such—revolves around a letter pulled from a 

dungheap by a hen; a letter dictated by ALP to Shem the Penman, then carried as mail by Shaun 

the Postman. This secretive letter either contains information and explanations for everything that 

has ever happened in the universe and beyond since the beginning of time, or it might be merely a 

gentle admonishing of HCE for a sexual indiscretion in Phoenix Park.  Although Joyce certainly 

uses all five family members in what ever guise they might be in to comment on and extrapolate 

on a myriad of topics, he especially utilizes the twins to do so. One might say that Shaun and Shem 

(Shem also, incidentally, very much an autobiographical figure of sorts) are the leads in this ultra-

complicated, multi-leveled mega-opus. But don’t tell the ever irascible HCE this, for he might just 

clock you one. Interestingly, Joyce himself confided to an acquaintance that22 “Time and the river 

and the mountains are the real heroes of my book. Yet the elements are exactly what every novelist 

might use: man and woman, birth, childhood, night, sleep, marriage, prayer, death. […] I am trying 

to build many planes of narrative with a single esthetic purpose.”23  

                                                 
22 Richard Ellman, James Joyce, p. 554 
23 Eugene Jolas, “My Friend James Joyce”, James Joyce: Two Decades of Criticism, pp. 11-12 
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 Thomas Jackson Rice, in Cannibal Joyce, maintains that most of the “dialogic relations in 

the Wake, […] all variations on the war between antithetical principles represented by Shaun and 

Shem24—eye and ear, space and time, philistine and artist, authoritarianism and freedom, death 

(stone) and life (tree/stem), and so on—are unresolved.”25 Other rival pairs would include the real 

life Wyndham Lewis vs. James Joyce and Stanislaus Joyce (one of Joyce’s brothers) vs. James 

Joyce, along with the created character duos of, including but not limited to, the Ondt and the 

Gracehoper, the Mookse and the Gripes, Saint Patrick and the Archdruid, Burrus and Casseous, 

Chuff and Glugg, Kevin and Jerry, Jute and Mutt, Justius and Mercius, and Mutt and Taff. It is my 

contention that, in fact, many, if not all, of these opposites are not “unresolved” in the end; that 

they are presented as being joined as part of a dualistic or multifaceted whole, in that they are all 

minor facets of Shaun and Shem, the twins who are indeed ultimately meshed. I am going to focus 

almost exclusively on space and time in the text, how they are treated as spacetime, how Joyce 

incorporated the staggeringly original ideas of Einstein’s Theory of Relativity and the jaw-

dropping implications of Quantum Theory—both recent developments of the age—towards not 

only the form, but the substance also, to portray the interconnectedness and vagaries of things, 

especially as a conduit to express the relationship between time and space, how time is actually 

subjective and one with space as the fourth dimension.  

A tiny review of Relativity Theory and Quantum Theory might be helpful here. In a 

nutshell, relativity states that in non-relativistic classical mechanics, the use of Euclidean “normal” 

space instead of spacetime is appropriate, as time is treated as universal and constant, being 

independent of the state or motion of an observer. In relativistic contexts, time cannot be separated 

from the three dimensions of space; the observed rate at which time passes for an object depends 

                                                 
24 Note that the first of the two contraries in this list is always the Shaun figure  
25 Thomas Jackson Rice, Cannibal Joyce, p.156, italics mine 
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on the object's velocity relative to the observer and also on the strength of gravitational fields, 

which can slow the passage of time. Quantum Theory, in laymen’s terms postulates that at the sub-

atomic level all is “becoming,” or more aptly, “potentially becoming.” Basically, it says that 

objective reality does not exist at that level. This means that while we do not know what the state 

of any object is at a sub-atomic level, it is actually in all possible states simultaneously, as long as 

we don't look to check. As soon as one checks, one influences it into becoming something specific. 

Quantum theory possesses incredible ontological and epistemological implications for 

philosophy and art. It essentially dematerializes the universe by claiming that matter is only a 

fleeting, momentary manifestation of interacting wave/particles in fields.26 Quantum mechanics 

also spurns the idea of a truly objective observer in science, proposing that in the sub-atomic realm 

the scientist cannot help but influence the outcome of her experiments, depending on the methods 

used. In quantum physics the concept of the observer is now deemed an active participant.27 This 

truly remarkable shift in paradigm had a monumental impact in that it entails an acceptance that 

the details of any specific spacetime frame at the subatomic level are being partly created by the 

observer. This world and the larger world that we are part of is never really set, is more in the act 

of becoming a range of potential states than actually being something constant. The ”untireties of 

livesliving being the one substrance of a streamsbecoming..” (FW597.07-08), Joyce writes. “…for 

if we look at it verbally perhaps there is no true noun in active nature where every bally being—

please read this mufto—is becoming in its owntown eyeballs” (523.10-12). The “constant of 

fluxion”(FW297.29) is partially articulated by the individual reader in his/her interpretation of the 

dynamic, multi-tiered words of Joyce, his peculiarly unique locution and lexicon.28  Joyce tells us 

readers that we are writers too: “I can tell you something more than that, dear writer”(FW476.20-

                                                 
26 Andrzej Duszenko, “Quantum Physics in Finnegans Wake”, p.5 
27 QPFW, 7 
28 QPFW, 7 
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21), indicating that we are assisting in shaping a particular plot or meaning at any given point in 

the text from an infinite amount of possibilities.   

On a fundamental level the theory of relativity is highly conducive to the actual structure of 

Finnegans Wake, because there is no absolute position in the text.29 From whichever viewpoint we 

examine the Joycean universe, all other frames of reference are equally as valid as potential 

perspectives. Just as time and space cannot be separated from one another in the new physics, the 

twins Shaun and Shem, in their multiple incarnations, cannot disconnect from one another. Space 

can’t disregard, can’t beat time, no matter how large or fancy or fast it may be. Time will always 

be a factor. Though Shem and Shaun continuously strive to differentiate and assign responsibility, 

their actual differentiation only arises from their mutual dependence on each other.30They 

articulate themselves via interaction with the other, thus becoming polarized, “of its himundher 

manifestation and polarised for reunion by the symphysis of their antipathies” (FW92.9-11). This 

reinforces the Bruno and Hegel logic that no distinction is inseparable from its opposite. 

Interestingly, in Greek, “symphsis” means to “grow together” [McH]. When one considers this 

added definition along with the more clear English “synthesis” of “symphysis”, one is reminded 

that at times two opposing forces can mutually thrive via healthy competition.  

As with the incessant identity blending and metamorphoses touched on earlier, this all 

perspectives being equal Theory of Relativity angle also bestows a captivating nihilism onto the 

fabric of the narrative. Louis O. Mink writes of how in the text nihilism is manifested in the word-

world of Joyce in that everything is of equal value to everything else. “Earwhicker’s [HCE] hump 

and stammer are of no less importance than his archetypal role as builder of the world’s cities. A 

                                                 
29 Clive Hart, Structure and Motif in Finnegans Wake, p.66 
30 Sheldon Brivic, The Veil Of Signs: Joyce, Lacan, and Perception, p.170 
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phrase from a forgotten music hall routine is as important as the doctrine of the Trinity…”31  

Joyce’s rather heretical theology expresses the point of nihilism: there is no demarcating scale of 

values. Everything is presented as just one possible thing on an infinite list of possible things. The 

creation of the universe is no more important than the most insignificant instant in a typical human 

day. Richard Beckman explains that, “Pigdin is to high eloquence as the pigeon is to the turtledove 

of Song Of Songs; yet, taxonomically, the exalted dove and the fallen pigeon are the same.”32  

There are sublime moments in the Wake, when it seems that all the history of time, the universe 

and beyond, is articulated, maybe combined with a base body function, within the same single 

sentence. The humorously dysfunctional HCE and his family can be viewed as a metaphor for all 

of human history, the whole human family. “The lengthened shadow of a man / Is history,” said 

Emerson.33 (It should be noted that this centrality of the archetypal reading of the Wake “has been 

challenged by recent scholarship, particularly postcolonial/new historicist approaches.”34)  

The uncertainty of Quantum Theory is overarching in the Wake, many times conveyed via 

linguistic complications on both the syntactic and semantic level.35 Joyce also evokes the muddled 

shroud with an intermittent fog: “Chest Cee! ‘Sdense! Corpo di barragio! you spoof of visibility in 

a freak fog” (FW48.13-14), resulting in “this vague of visibilities” (FW608.01). We can never be 

sure  what we are perceiving, “Whence it is a slopperish matter, given the wet and low visibility 

(since in this scherzarade of one’s thousand one nightinesses that sword of certainty which would 

identifide the body never falls) to identifine the individuone…” (FW51.3-6). The reader is 

                                                 
31 Louis O. Mink, “Reading Finnegans Wake.” Critical Essays on James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake.                
Ed. McCarthy, p. 43       
32 Richard Beckman, Joyce’s Rare View: The Nature Of Things In Finnegans Wake, p. 167 
33 Emerson, Ralph Waldo 
34 Dr. Christine Smedley 
35 QPFW, 12 
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“circumveiloped by obscuritads”(FW244.15), as the “humble indivisibles in this grand continuum, 

overlorded by fate and interlarded with accidence” (FW472.30-31).       

The very raison d’etre of Finngans Wake was to represent the musings of the dreaming 

mind, where the shifting juxtaposition of fleeting imagery meshes with glimpses of possible 

connotations to create a mental atmosphere inadequately conveyed via the usual logic and 

linguistic forms of typical English. There was a problem inherent in the English words available to 

Joyce, the limited number of words, the limitations in their definitions, their limitations in 

conveying the kind of subtlety and nuance that Joyce aspired to. He consequently began to break 

words down into their syllables and phonemes, working almost as a scientist would. “Etymology, 

that most scientific approach to words, became an important factor in shaping the texture of 

Finnegans Wake.”36  

 The parallel between sub-atomic science and the language of Finnegans Wake is 

investigated in the newscast scene in the narrative: 

[The abnihilisation of the etym by the grisning of the 

grosning  of the grinder of the grunder of the first lord of 

Hurtreford expolodotonates through Parsuralia with an 

ivanmorinthorrorumble fragoromboassity amidwhiches 

general uttermosts confussion are perceivable moletons 

skaping with mulicles while Coventry plumpkins 

fairlygosmotherthemselves in the Landaunelegants of 

Pinkadindy. Similar scenatas are projectilised from 

Hullulullu, Bawlawayo, empyreal Raum and mordern 

Atems. They were precisely the twelves of clocks, noon 
                                                 
36 QPFW, 2 
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minutes, none seconds. At someseat of Oldanelang’s  

Konguerrig, by dawnybreak in Aira] (FW353.22-32).  

This provocative passage is a reference to the first successful splitting of the atom in 1919. The 

atom is “etym” here, “etym” being obviously the root of etymology. The “moletons” and 

“mulicules” are the subatomic particles.37 Moles are the SI unit for atomic mass. Joyce conducts 

his own literary experiment here within the context of Lord Rutherford’s acclaimed experiment. 

He obliterates words, reducing them to their tiniest parts, then rebuilds them. By doing so, the 

words retain their original meaning while also taking on an array of other meanings depending on 

their context within the Wake.38 This annihilation of the atom becomes, through etymology, a 

comment on the earliest formation of words out of nothing. (abnihilisation=ab nihil, Latin for out 

of nothing, along with “annihilation,” of course);39 skape: create: Norwegian [McH], inferring the 

creation of words. Other important words in the above block quote include: “fragor”: loud harsh 

noise, “rombazzo”: uproar: Italian, “Raum”: space: German, and “Atem”: creator in Egyptian Book 

of the Dead. [McH] Also, in German, “atem” is “breath.”40 Joyce broke words into their 

component parts “for the verypetpurpose of subsequent recombination” (FW614.34-35), producing 

“nuemaid motts truly prural and plausible”(FW138.8-9). The resulting “Nichtian glossery which 

purveys aprioric roots for aposteriorious tongues” (FW83.10-11) was a vernacular with throngs of 

connotations for almost every word.41 Joyce teases the reader, “So you need hardly spell me how 

every word will be bound over to carry three score and ten toptypsical readings throughout the 

book of Doublends Jined” (FW20.13-16). 

                                                 
37 QPFW, 4 
38 QPFW, 4 
39 Roland McHugh, Annotations To Finnegans Wake, p. 353. From here on a McHugh reference will   
    be denoted by [McH] following the referred to text,  page # the same as referred to FW text.  
40 Professor Berghof  
41 QPFW, 3 
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 Sean Braune goes so far as to suggest that Joyce’s etym combined with the Lucretian 

linguistics adopted by such avant-garde conceits as Alfred Jarry’s “pataphysics” gives rise to a 

working analogy between Lucretius’s “clinamen”—the swerve generated during an atomic 

collision—and the “swerve” beneath a word, the swerve that contributes to a word’s many 

undercurrents, a fundamental aspect of poetical activity. Calling “pataphysics” the literary 

equivalent of physics, he basically asks the question, “If Joyce’s work in poetics is as important a 

discovery as Einstein’s in science, then how can his discovery be situated in terms that are 

synonymous with the scientific discourse of Einstein’s?” He argues that by focusing on Joyce’s 

incorporation of atomic theory in the Wake, and by analyzing it in relation to the Lucretian 

linguistic theory of the avant-garde, one can assert that Joyce has essentially created his own 

“etymism”, thus assisting in elucidating a potential “unified field theory” of poetics.42 

“The Joycean word possesses a quality not unlike the wave-particle duality; it cannot offer 

just one meaning, but has the properties of several other words.”43  Just as Heisenberg’s 

Uncertainty Principle renders full comprehension impossible at the sub-atomic level, the realm of 

Finnegans Wake prevents a total grasp of its overwhelming variety of elements, mirroring 

quantum physics where all is uncertainty and the observer actually changes reality by the intrusion 

of observation. In fact, Joyce had written to his patroness, Harriet Weaver, in 1923, just a couple 

months into the seventeen year endeavor that would result in the prodigious Wake, that, “The 

construction is quite different from Ulysses […] I work as much as I can because these are not 

fragments but active elements and when they are more and a little older they will begin to fuse of 

themselves.”44 

                                                 
42 Sean Braune, “From Lucretian Atomic Theory to Joycean Etymic Theory”, p.3 
43 Katherine Ebury, “Beyond the Rainbow: Spectroscopy in Finnegans Wake II.1”, p.104 
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Shiv Kumar extrapolates on the space versus time theme that runs through Finnegans 

Wake. He suggestes that it arises from the more general idea of polarity as applied to art in all of its 

forms. Take painting and poetry, for example: there are two completely opposing attitudes here. 

“One is based on coexistence in space, the other is exclusively related to a realization of a 

sequence in time.”45 By extension, these two different mediums imply different sets of values, this 

space-time polarity being supremely important to a number of aesthetic theories. Kumar suggests 

that generally in the later work of James Joyce, space and time are used as contraries, “durational 

flux” being the only reality that matters. He writes that, “Whereas space is synonymous with 

matter, externality, and convention, durée réelle, on the other hand, represents spirit, inner reality, 

and free will.”46 I would aver, however, that although Joyce does treat time and space as separate 

aspects in Finnegans Wake, especially in the opposition of the twin brothers Shem (time) and 

Shaun (space), one mustn’t forget that Shem and Shaun are very much two parts of the same 

entity. In fact, I would stress that both Ulysses and Finnegans Wake showcase time and space as 

intertwined, as a main feature of the text. Even Kumar himself states in the abovementioned essay 

that Joyce’s treatment of space-time relationships in Finnegans Wake reveals his fascination with 

the philosophy of Nicholas of Cusa and Bruno of Nola. 

  Andrzej Duszenko argues provocatively that indeed, “Time and space, so clearly discrete 

to the rational intellect and yet now joined by science, provided Joyce with a convenient motif to 

express his belief in the unity of opposites.”47 One should be reminded that the new four-

dimensional continuum of Einstein, consisting of the three-dimensional Newtonian paradigm being 

merged with the fourth dimension of time, came to be known as space-time. There is clear 

evidence to make the assertion that Joyce was indeed familiar with the incredibly radical 

                                                 
45 Shiv K. Kumar, “Space-Time Polarity in Finnegans Wake”, p.230 
46 Kumar, 230 
47 “The Theory of Relativity in Finnegans Wake”, p.8, italics mine 
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implications of both Einstein’s Relativity Theory and the revelations and speculations inherent in 

Quantum Physics. This evidence will be examined in the next section. The fact that Joyce accepted 

the radical nature of the Theory of Relativity—and didn’t rail against it or it’s adherents as did, for 

example, Wyndham Lewis, who was firmly entrenched in the classic notion of time as being 

objective and unrelated to space— enables him to give time a special prominence in both Ulysses 

and Finnegans Wake. Kumar argues that Joyce, “like other stream-of-consciousness 

novelists…treats duration as the only determining factor in assessing human experience.”48 

Relativity and its implications were a subject of constant speculation in the intellectual 

circles of the age. Joyce almost certainly found the peculiar role of the observer and stress on 

subjectivity so inherent in relativity theory to be agreeable to his deepest intuitions.49 He aligned 

himself with other “time-school” writers, authors such as Proust, Faulkner, Stein, and Woolf. The 

objective fixed unit of Newtonian time had been the only accepted to view by science up to the 

work of Einstein. “In contrast to Newtonian time, individual human experience of the temporal 

passage does not involve measurable quantities and standard units. It is always a unique experience 

in which the sense of duration is dependent on the circumstances surrounding the subject and the 

state of the subject’s mind.”50 This aspect of time was explored, of course, in Joyce’s seminal 

Ulysses. Pivotal to this notion of time is the acknowledgement that the mind does not perceive 

reality only in the present. In fact, recollections of the past and projections into possible futures 

also continuously inhabit its workings. The “time-school” novelists strived to represent this 

temporal dilatation in their narratives via the stream-of-consciousness technique. “Its essence was 

the assumption that the significance of man’s existence can be found in the mental processes rather 
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than in the external world.”51 Rather than portray the outside objective reality, the writer’s goal 

was to depict the flow of consciousness within the human mind. 

This nearly unprecedented subjective time of Joyce is the crux of the conflict between 

Joyce and Wyndham Lewis, the genesis of this mutual cantankerousness being Lewis’s scathing 

lambasting of Joyce and his writing style in Lewis’s Time and Western Man. Lewis was decidedly 

brutal in his vitriolic assessment of Joyce, concluding in the chapter titled ‘An Analysis of the 

Mind of James Joyce’ that “there is not very much reflection going on at any time inside the head 

of Mr. Joyce.”52 Referring to Ulysses as a random collection of “material, that was scraped 

together into a big, variegated heap”53, he called Joyce himself, “the poet of the shabby-genteel, 

impoverished intellectualism of Dublin”, who “is steeped in the sadness and the shabbiness of the 

pathetic gentility of the upper shopkeeping class, slumbering at the bottom of a neglected 

province.”54 Lewis adamantly slammed the “Bergsonian philosophy and relativistic concept for 

their reliance on the flux of reality instead of solid objects.”55   

Henri Bergson was a French philosopher who was convinced that immediate experience 

and intuition are more significant than rationalism and science for understanding reality. He 

advocated that the flow of time personally experienced is free and unrestricted rather than 

measured on a clock.  

Joyce counters Lewis, firing humorous, pinpointed salvos at Lewis in the Wake. He 

jocularly observes that Lewis’s conclusions are, “Nonsense! There was not very much windy Nous 

blowing at the given moment through the hat of Mr Melancholy Slow” (FW56.28-30). Finnegans 

Wake self-deprecatingly furthers Lewis’s diatribe against Ulysses by referring to the opus of a day 
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in Dublin as “a jetsam litterage of convolvuli of times lost or strayed, of lands derelict and of 

tongues lagging too” (FW292.15-17). Convolulus: bindweed (means brain), ‘flotsam, jetsam, 

lagan, and derelict’ U.71756 [McH] Joyce has fun with Lewis’s name and book at times, as in 

“wind hound loose” (FW471.31-32) towards the end of the novel. Time and Western Man becomes 

“Spice and Westend Woman (utterly exhausted before publication, indiapepper edition shortly)” 

(FW292.6-7). India paper, used for books. [McH] Joyce’s most pointed rebuttals to Lewis are the 

two fables of the rather vague Mookse and the Gripes (preceded by the ridiculous Professor 

Jones’s lecture), and the enchanting, more clear, Ondt and the Gracehoper. 

 In Book I.6, the comically contentious character of Professor Jones is a symbolic ripping 

on Wyndham Lewis and the “space-oriented Shaun”—who, of course, being the upper half, 

includes the head with its bountiful intellectual knowledge, most of which Edmund Lloyd 

Epstein dismisses as “inaccurate and based on archetypal sources”57— as opposed to temporal 

Shem.58 Jones initiates a lecture on what he deems “the dime and cash diamond 

fallacy”(FW150.23-24)—that damned temporal fallacy. In a condescendingly loquacious 

blathering reminiscent of the style of Lewis’s Time and Western Man, he tries to articulate his 

views concerning the space-time enigma, but is humorously inept in doing so. He “states the 

basic controversy between the neoclassical spatialists and contemporary time philosophers.”59 

Kumar interprets Joyce here as claiming that Jones has previously refuted Bergson in another 

treatise: 

But before proceeding to conclusively confute this 

begging question it would be far fitter for you, if you 
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dare! to hasitate to consult with and consequentially 

to attempt at my disposale of the same dime-cash 

problem elsewhere naturalistically of course, from the 

blinkpoint of so eminent a spatialist (FW149.14-15). 

Blickpunkt is German for point of view. [McH] He dismisses the modern physics of Einstein and 

Bergson’s theory of flux. ”…From it you will here notice, Schott, upon my for the first remarking 

that the sophology of Bitchson while driven as under by a purely dime-dime urge is not without his 

cashcash characktericksticks…” (FW149.19-22). Bergson had said that the intellect “spatialized” 

things. Cashcash meaning, “space/space”60, or cache-cache: hide & seek: French. [McH] As in, 

searching for a proper description and solution to these philosophical problems is like a game of 

hide and seek, perhaps?  “…which is in reality only a done by chance ridiculisation of the whoo-

whoo and where’s hairs theorics of Winestain”(FW149.26-28). Einstein, “where’s hairs theorics”= 

the song, ‘There’s Hair Like Wire Coming out of the Empire,’ according to McHugh.  

At the bottom of this page of the Wake and continuing into the next page we encounter,  

“Talis is a word often abused by many passims (I am working out a quantum theory about it for it 

is really most tantumising state of affairs). A pessim may frequent you to say: Have you been 

seeing much of Talis and Talis those times?” (FW149.34-150.01). talis: such, such like, this: Latin, 

passim: in every part: Latin, Quantum theory: theory that energy in radiation is discharged in 

discrete units, quanta, tantumising: tantum…quantum: so much …as: Latin, and of course, 

tantalizing [McH] Then, rambling on mockingly, the apparently anti-Semitic Jones harangues 

“Professor Loewy-Brueller” (FW150.15), another adherent of temporality, the anthropologist 

Lévy-Bruhl, who was also Jewish, along with Einstein,  and Bergson, situating him in that same 

group of thinkers “hopelessly vitiated” (FW.22-23), and wallowing in this absurd idea of the 
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subjectivity (relativity) of time. Lévy-Bruhl had investigated time, myth, and dream, publishing his 

findings in 1928 as “Why am I not born like a Gentileman.” (Marcel Proust, to whom Professor 

Jones alludes to later, and Gertrude Stein/Peggy Guggenheim either/or, “the fiery godmother Miss 

Fortune”(FW149.22-23) on the previous page were also Jewish.61) Epstein also detects an 

undercurrent of anti-Semitism in the rant of Professor Jones: Joyce unequivocally abhorred anti-

Semitism.62  

Professor Jones pronounces that the problem with his opponents’ angle is that: 

the inception, and the descent and the endswell of Man is 

temporarily wrapped in obscenity, looking through at these 

accidents with  the faroscope of television, (this nightlife 

instrument needs still some subtractional betterment in the 

readjustment of the more refrangible angles to the squeals of 

his hypothesis on the outer tin sides), I can easily believe 

heartily in my own spacious immensity as my ownhouse and 

microbemost cosm where I am reassured by ratio that the 

cube of volumes is to the surfaces of their subjects as the 

sphericity of these globes… (FW149.30-150.03). 

 [McH] Pythagoras’ Theorem: the square on the hypotenuse equals the sum of the squares on the 

other two sides. Jones mentions Proust’s A la recherché du temps perdu..63…which translates as 

“in search of lost time”, or as the name of Proust’s novel, Remembrance Of Things Past. He 

continues to pummel the problem of “durée”—psychologically felt time as opposed to status quo 

clock time.  “What the romantic in rags pines after […] is the poorest commonon-guardiant waste 
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of time […] ”(FW151.17-36). The ludicrous professor then “revert[s] to a more expletive method” 

(FW152.6-7). He initiates the very vague but absolutely fascinating fable of the Mookse and the 

Gripes. “Eins within a space and a wearywide space it wast ere wohned a Mookse”(FW152.18-19).  

 Finnegans Wake is not a stream-of-consciousness narrative, reality emanating via Bruno’s 

coincidence of all contraries. The relationship between time and space is conveyed as contrapuntal 

by the utilization of motley variations of Shem and Shaun, compelling, though somewhat warped 

episodes, within the text. The over-arching theme of Shem as maladjusted duration (time), 

squaring off against Shaun, the successful, well-adjusted man of action (space) is augmented by 

less significant incarnations of the warring couples: Glugg-Chuff, Cain-Abel, Swift-Sterne, 

Caseous-Burrus, for example, plus the fables of ‘the Mookse and the Gripes,’ and the particularly 

enchanting Ondt and Gracehoper.     

The fable of the Ondt and the Gracehoper in Chapter III.1 is another exploration—a 

somewhat more clear one by Wakean standards—of the controversial space-time speculations of 

the age. “Ondt is Norwegian for “angry” and tellingly, an anagram for “don’t”64, whereas 

Gracehoper equals “Graeshoper”, Norwegian for “grasshopper”. The Ondt here is affiliated with 

Shaun and space, while the Gracehoper signifies Shem and time. When the donkey inquires of 

Shaun as to whether he would be willing to sing a song,”—“Song! Shaun, song! Have mood!” 

(FW414.14-15), Shaun declines, “I apologuise, Shaun began, but I would rather spinooze you one 

from the grimm gests of Jacko and Esaup, fable one, feeble too. Let us here consider the casus, my 

dear little cousis […] of the Ondt and the Gracehoper” (FW414.16-21). Shaun only refuses 

because he objects to this purely temporal art form. There is here an intimation of Joyce 

responding once again to Lewis throughout.  

                                                 
64 Adaline Glasheen, Third Census if Finnegans Wake, p.215 



 
 

25 

This particular passage is a prime example of the loaded text of Finnegans Wake. Roland 

McHugh points out that “spinooze” is a reference to Spinoza, “grimm gests” are The Brothers 

Grimm Fairy tales (gestes: doings, exploits: French; gesetz: law: German65), and “Jacko and 

Esaup” are both the Biblical Jacob and Esau, and Aesop’s fable of the Ant and the Grasshopper.  

[McH] Hugh Kenner adds somewhat forebodingly that the spelling “Ondt” is also a Danish neuter 

meaning “evil.”66 This second fable is another effort by Shaun to vilify his brother, to justify his 

loathing, but, “like the previous fable, merely shows Shaun to be a pompous, self-deceiving 

philistine.”67 Epstein indicates that the fable serves a second purpose, as an endeavor by Shem to 

remind his Gnostic leaning other half that the physical aspect of reality counts for much, perhaps 

even more, than the spiritual dimension. 

 The Gracehoper can be thought of as Joyce himself, “always jigging ajog, hoppy on akkant 

of his joyicity, (he had a partner pair of findlestilts to supplant him)” (FW414.22-24), while the 

Ondt characterizes Lewis, “thothfolly making chilly spaces at hisphex affront of the icinglass of 

his windhame” (FW415.28-29). The Ondt is initially quite envious of the Grachoper’s good times. 

“What a zeit for the Goths!” (FW415.26-27), or “What a sight for the gods!” he exclaims in a 

bellicose manner. The Ondt prays to the Egyptian gods of the underworld while asserting his own 

impeccable virtue in the looking glass.68  Obviously spatially inclined, “raumybult” (FW416.03), 

and “chairmanlooking when he was not making spaces in his psyche” (FW416.05-06), the Ondt 

puffs away on “a spatial brunt of Hosana cigals” (FW417.12-13). (The Ondt also resembles 

Stanlislaus Joyce, a solemnly staid and prudent individual, to whom his brother once quipped, 

                                                 
65 Office conference concerning this thesis, Dr. Oliver Berghof 
66 Hugh Kenner, Dublin’s Joyce, p.272 
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“There’s a queer, grim, Dutch touch about your phiz. I pity the poor woman who wakes up to find 

it on the pillow beside her.”69)  

When the two insects cross paths, the Gracehoper, the temporal dimension, is in dire straits 

after spending his summer generally carousing with his fellow female insects—flea, louse, bee, 

and wasp—just killing time, dancing behind a watering pot. “…always making ungraceful 

overtures […] to play pupa-pupa and pulicy-pulicy and langtennas […] to commence insects with 

him, there mouthparts to his orifice and his gambills to their airy processes…” (FW414.24-28). 

Epstein sheds light on the compelling “For if sciencium (what’s what) can mute uns nought, ’a 

thought, abought the Great Sommboddy within the Omniboss, perhops an artsaccord (hoot’s hoot) 

might sing ums tumtim abutt the Little Newbuddies that ring his panch” (FW415.15-19). This 

amounts to a mantra regarding the Gracehoper’s attitude toward life. The Gracehoper figures that 

if science cannot even come close to adequately describing God, then at least the arts can give us 

precious insight into the myriad details of god’s universe.70 It’s an eat, drink, and be merry, for 

tomorrow you may die attitude. But he is now—after the party, so to speak—a  “featherweighed 

animule, actually and presumptuably sinctyfying chronic’s despair”(FW417.34-36), while the 

Ondt, displaying extravagantly the tangible fruits of his disciplined frugal life is now playing Mr. 

Big, “making the greatest spass a body could”(FW417.24-25). “The Ondt is solid, fixed, and the 

‘spatialist’ philosophy he exemplifies is, almost literally, the creed of the empty-headed.”71 He’s 

allegorically occupying the house left by the prodigal son. “Now whim the sillybilly of a 

Gracehoper had jingled through a jungle of love and debts and jangled through a jumble of life in 

doubts afterworse…” (FW416.08-10).  
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In this fable, Joyce does not leave the space-time conundrum unresolved. “The Ondt may 

have the upper hand in the story but in the Gracehoper’s song which closes the fable the opposition 

of space and time is dissolved into a unity.”72: 

A locus to loue, a term it t’embarrass 

  These twain are the twins that tick Homo Vulgaris 

  […] 

  We are Wastenot with Want, precondamned, two and true,  

  Till Nolans go volants and Bruneyes come blue (FW418.25-32). 

  […] 

  Your genus is worldwide, your spacest sublime,  

  But, Holy Saltmartin, why can’t you beat time? (FW419.07-08). 

Shaun’s parable of the Ondt opposing the irresponsible, reckless Gracehoper seems at first to 

convince us that healthy bourgeois habits of making money and creating spaces for oneself is 

ultimately better than wasting time, prudence better than art, but everybody knows that even the 

wealthiest, most physically strong and durable amongst us will eventually succumb to death. It is 

in this sense that time cannot be beaten, that space cannot be separated from time, that space 

cannot live on its own merits independent of relentless time. Unfortunately, space and time are 

indeed intertwined.   
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PART II: Evidence Of Joyce’s Exposure To Einstein 

Alexis Sypek shares extensively researched priceless information regarding Joyce’s 

familiarity with Einstein and other major theorists of the day in her thesis, “Einstein’s New Physics 

in James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake: The Role of Irish Nationalism.”73 Although Irish Nationalism 

is for the most part irrelevant to my thesis (except for a small part of my final section), the 

background information pertaining to Joyce’s exposure to the new, radical ideas of physics is of 

the utmost importance, since it provides much needed evidence of Einstein’s influence on the 

Wake. Steven C. Reese, in his dissertation, “Modernism and the March of Science: Four Novelists” 

mentions a telling quote from Joyce’s brother, Stanislaus, who, when commenting on the 

overriding general pragmatism of his time, states that it ”ran counter not only to his [Joyce’s] 

Aristotelian principles of logic but still more to his character.”74 This quote reveals just how much 

Joyce found the world without absolutes to be the more interesting paradigm, and the one most 

accommodating to his model of philosophy and art.75  Kenner notices the mark of Aristotle also, 

referring to the “weird creativeness—Aristotle’s perception of similarities in dissimilars”76that he 

encounters in Ulysses.  

Joyce very much admired the eternal return, the idea of history as a recurring cycle that is 

the centerpiece of Giambattista Vico’s La Scienza Nuova, a book he read while in Trieste, between 

1905 and 1915.77 This is noteworthy to Alan Thiher, who writes that “The law of eternal return can 

look very much like a description of relativistic temporality,”78 implying that time breaks away 
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from the centuries-old, accepted Newtonian model, becoming subsequently distorted. Quite 

possibly, Vico was Joyce’s initial impetus towards his idiosyncratic views on the nature of time. 

Interestingly, Joyce once replied when pressed as to if he truly believed in La Scienza Nuova, “I 

don’t believe in any science but my imagination grows when I read Vico as it doesn’t when I read 

Freud or Jung.”79 But it seems clear that Joyce knew little to nothing about Einstein until after 

Ulysses had been published, when relativity started to became a voraciously consumed subject of 

the mass media.80 A fascinating counterpoint to this, though, is the assertion by Jean-Michel 

Rebaté that “Joyce had felt the necessity to update his scientific terminology and his view of 

modern physics, mathematics and astronomy around 1918, when he was preparing the ‘Ithaca’ 

episode of Ulysses.”81 This chapter is written in an amazingly detailed technical style, very cold 

and impersonal—309 questions and their answers narrated by a third party—as if one is reading 

from a highly specialized science manual.82The inference here being that Joyce was already 

somewhat schooled in matters of science, especially when one considers that he was very much 

immersed in science and mathematics courses during his time at Christian Brothers School in 

Dublin, and Belvedere College. Though his literary mind struggled with math he did achieve 

moderate, acceptable success in these subjects, chemistry being the one course he could not 

sufficiently handle.83 

Joyce started to write Finnegans Wake around March 10th, 192384. It was during this time 

period that Einstein’s sweeping new theories and quantum theory began to rapidly captivate the 

public’s eye. It took a couple of years for the layman to grasp the drastic implications of what 
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Einstein was proposing, but once they understood at least a little of the nuts and bolts of it, they 

were mesmerized by his maverick departure from the scientific status quo. Without getting too 

technical here, let’s just say that “Einstein’s theory of special relativity rid physics of the idea of a 

Newtonian privileged frame of reference.”85 Bertrand Russell articulated this in simple terms in 

The ABC of Relativity. Imagine yourself walking down a street towards a sign. Of course, as you 

approach the sign, it seems as though only you, and not the sign, is moving. But according to the 

conclusions that can be drawn from Einstein’s notions of there being no absolute time and no 

absolute space, it is just as feasible and theoretically legitimate to think of the sign as moving 

toward you. Against this background of no frame of reference being privileged, only the speed of 

light is consistent and independent of any observational inertial frame.     

 Another paper of Einstein’s was the impetus for what was to become Quantum Theory. 

This paper, which conceived of light as packets of energy, along with Max Planck’s earlier 

speculations about energy being self-contained packets, led to the realization that there would be 

no need for the existence of an “ether” for the light wave to pass through, the accepted previously 

held belief for centuries. In short, the Special Theory of Relativity became theoretically and 

mathematically possible because a light particle does not need an entity (the ether) at absolute rest, 

as does a wave, to travel through. Quantum Theory was at its core a debate about whether the 

fundamental nature of light was that of a particle or a wave, and this drove its development 

through other stages and important contributions—including the major advancement inherent in 

the Niels Bohr atomic model of electrons revolving around a nucleus—to the eventual seminal 

pronouncement of Werner Heisenberg, which became the Heisenberg “Uncertainty Principle”, 

with its tremendous implications. Basically, this principle states that “the more precisely the 

position of an electron is determined, the less precisely the momentum is known in this instant, and 
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vice versa.”86  These and other developments fueled a rapid, collaborative effort culminating in a 

cohesive Quantum Theory.87  

The bulk of the notes in Joyce’s Finnegans Wake notebooks were taken from Irish 

newspapers and periodicals.88 Stanislaus Joyce remarked in his diary that James often requested 

Irish magazines, newspapers, and such when corresponding with his Aunt Josephine, who lived in 

Dublin.89 Friends often noticed Joyce reading English newspapers also. On November 8th, 1919, 

both the The Times of London and the Irish Times featured stories on Einstein and his 

groundbreaking theories—about a week after the total-eclipse experiment in Brazil that validated 

his hypotheses—the headline of The Times reading, “The Revolution of Science.”90 These articles 

included such phrases as “the Newtonian principle has been upset,” “the most remarkable since the 

discovery of Neptune, and as propounding a new philosophy of the universe” from The Times, and 

“may revolutionize human thought” and “threatens the fundamental axioms of physical science” 

from the Irish Times. It is quite clear that the enormous implications of the new theories were not 

lost on the public, and one can only surmise that the highly intellectually curious Joyce would have 

been completely fascinated by this subject. 

 Less than a month later Einstein wrote an article for The Times, one which details his ideas 

in accessible layman’s language. The Times provided consistent coverage of Einstein, and was 

generally supportive. (An article even appeared on June 20th, 1921in which relativity was utilized 

to describe Shakespeare.) The Irish Times wasn’t as dedicated to covering Einstein, although it did 

engage in more trivial offerings such as, for example, an announcement of his 51st birthday, stating 
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he “has revolutionized modern scientific conceptions to a degree comparable only with Newton’s 

demonstrations of the laws of gravitation.”91 There are many other specific references in 

newspapers and magazines during the time of the penning of Finnegans Wake that we don’t have 

to touch on here; the point is that Ireland was well aware of the genius of Einstein, and considering 

how dedicated Joyce was to reading the Irish newspapers, it would not be a stretch at all to assume 

that Joyce was very much in tune with the new physics.92 No doubt Joyce’s intellectual proclivities 

led him to embrace them, especially considering how he had already begun to explore different 

depictions of time in Ulysses.  

Richard Ellman writes that a clear early ambition in writing Finnegans Wake was to 

portray a reality that was being communicated in a non-élite way, equally to all readers.93 It is 

indeed very compelling how Joyce’s annihilation of Newtonian absolute time acts as a universal 

appeal to all the humanity of history—past, present, and future. In reading some of Joyce’s early 

drafts of the novel, a colleague from Trieste, Ettore Schmitz, wrote Joyce that the way he dealt 

with time was, in his mind, one of the most engrossing aspects of the gestating colossus.94 

The Finnegans Wake notebooks consist of over fifty bound volumes that were accumulated 

during the creation of the Wake. So far Joycean scholars have transcribed twelve of the notebooks, 

which consist of annotations identifying sources, the context from which the note was extricated 

from that source, the transfer process to the draft, and where the note finally landed in the Wake.95 

One should be aware that this process has been monumentally difficult and tedious, due to the 

notorious indecipherability of Joyce’s writing. But these scholars have forged ahead, managing to 

elucidate at least a bit of the Finnegans Wake enigma.  
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The VI.B.3 notebook provides an excellent example of the way in which Joyce used an 

aspect of science as a motif to inform one section of Finnegans Wake,96 and also to contribute to 

another section. These notes focus on white as a color, including the mnemonic for the colors of 

the rainbow, or visible light, “r+o+y+b+i+v.”97 But where is the green? The notebook comments 

on how this splicing of light into different wavelengths is synonymous with “the diversity of the 

perceived world into a fragmentation…”98 Any discerning observer would notice that green is 

absent here. White light, and how white light is actually the combination of all visible 

wavelengths, and how the perceived color of a thing is really the one color that is being rejected by 

that thing while the rest of the colors are being absorbed, is an inspirational well-spring for Joyce 

in Book IV, the last section of the Wake—part of which contains a philosophical discussion using 

the analogy of color as the indicator of the true nature of a thing. Is a thing’s nature the color you 

see, the color that is being reflected, or is a thing’s nature the inside, or the colors that have been 

absorbed by said thing? This motif of the fragmentation of light also plays a role in Book II.1 with 

its references to the spectroscope and the splitting of light.  

Notebook VI.B.1, used from February to April 1924, possesses obvious and enticing 

references to quantum theory and relativity.99 He even refers to HCE as a chemical symbol in this 

notebook.100 There’s a “Columbus/Newton/Einstein ] Sign in heavens.”101 This notebook also 

contains  a reference to Leon Metchnikoff’s La Civilisation et les grands fleuves historiques.102 

There is a clear “Einstein” insertion amongst notes on Chinese history, time, and genealogy taken 
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from Metchnikoff’s work.”103 Sypek suggests here that Joyce is “playing with the idea of temporal 

flux in historical development.”104 Other VI.B.1 bits include titillating morsels such as: “See 

history retrograd if / leave E faster than lux,”105 “my particles may travel thousands of years,”106 

“lightyear / will arrive yesterday,” “ray of light / traveling backward,” “stars seen from / E 

perspective,” and “Constellations relative / their names.”107 

Apparently, Jean-Michel Rabaté was able to locate on page 73 of Notebook VI.B.19 (the 

transcription of this notebook isn’t published yet) the monumentally significant “ABC of 

Relativity / Bertrand Russell”, a reference to a small book written with the intent of educating the 

general public on relativity by using illustrations and simple examples.108 In VI.B.47 we find 

particles of physics mentioned—atoms, electrons, positrons, “adomic structure”, and possibly a 

rudimentary sketch of an atom by Joyce.109 110There are other intriguing jottings, including “light 

outrunner,”111 “timefield,”112 “the time we well / remember,”113 “temporizer,”114 and “sun=clock / 

dials(s) before his / time.”115  

Joyce was also an avid reader of the Encyclopedia Britannica, using the 1911 edition to 

116transcribe notes on an imposing range of subjects. Rabaté is of the opinion that it is highly 

probable that Joyce acquired most of his knowledge concerning relativity theory via the 1922 and 
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1926 supplements dedicated to the new physics that were part of those editions.117Here’s an 

excerpt that conveys just how accessible relativity would have been to James Joyce: 

  The two observers who used the coordinates x, y, z, t and x’, y’, 

  z’, t’ had been regarded by Lorentz as being one at rest in an ether 

     and one in motion; for Einstein they were observers moving with 

  any velocities whatever subject to their relative velocity. Lorentz 

  had regarded t as the true time and t’ as an artificial time…With 

  Einstein came the conception that both times, t and t’ had precisely 

  equal rights to be regarded as the true time…118 
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PART III: The Spectroscope Splits White Light 

 

In Book II.1 of Finnegans Wake, “The Mime of Mick, Nick, and the Maggies”, a 

particularly enchanting chapter, relativity and the new physics are woven into the magical text by 

the inclusion of a “spectrescope”(FW230.01), with the ensuing thematic scientific implications that 

entails. Shem and Shaun are manifested as Glugg, “the bold bad bleak boy of the storybooks,” and 

Chuff, “the fine frank fairhaired fellow of the fairytales.” There are obvious parallels between 

Shem (Glugg) and Joyce in this section, including Shem (Glugg) going into exile, and Shem 

(Glugg) acquiring extraordinary powers of language after a rejection of all seven sacraments and 

literal descent into the netherworld.119 This is not to suggest that Joyce was somehow aligned with 

Satan, just that his being unfettered from stultifying Catholicism and the stagnation of Ireland freed 

Joyce to write. Shem’s powers of language are centered below the belt. Joyce fundamentally 

believed that the bottom half of the body is essential to the fashioning of truly great literature. 

Discourse from the head may be highly intellectual and pure, packed with insight, and honed to a 

definite purpose, but to Joyce the wild, free, magically creative, transcendently powerful, and 

majestic language can only be unleashed from the instinctual center of the lower body. 

This section, also referred to as the “twilight games” chapter, features Shaun, Shem, and 

their sister, Issy, involved in a contest of riddles as twilight falls outside of their childhood home; a 

game in which Shem, who is “it”, must guess a color agreed upon by the other players. The color 

is heliotrope, and in Joycean fashion, it’s the color of Issy’s drawers. (In the interpretation of 

Epstein, Issy is actually naughtily imploring Shem to guess the color of her drawers.) Heliotrope 

literally means “turning to the sun.” Shem fails in his three guesses to get the color right. 
                                                 
119 Epstein, 104 
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Following his first failure he flees into exile and experiences new stirrings, the gestation of a 

poetry, a somewhat lame romantic sort of poetry, but poetry nonetheless. This event is enthralling 

for the impressionable Shem. He returns to the game to try and guess again, packing what he 

perceives as his recently acquired powers. He once again fails to comprehend the heliotrope—the 

light of creation—causing Issy and the twenty-eight rainbow girls, her playmates, to laugh 

mercilessly at him. This prompts Shem to retreat to the depths of hell, where he apparently is 

granted dark, supernatural powers that are very much associated with sexual power. Upon 

returning for a third attempt at guessing, and seeming to once again fail miserably, his words 

strangely affect his sister Issy, inflaming her sexually for the very first time, somehow introducing 

her blossoming mind to the secrets of intimate physical love. According to Epstein, the reason for 

this chapter is to illustrate how “Shem infects his sister with his guilty knowledge, with which they 

both will infect their pure brother, Shaun, in the next chapter”.120 The little flower girls begin their 

worship of the pure sun, Shaun. “Enchainted, dear sweet Stainusless, young confessor, dearer 

dearest, we herehear, aboutobloss, O coelicola, thee salutamt”(FW237.11-12). Here Joyce inserts a 

clever, humorous reference to his brother, Stanislaus, the more responsible of the two, who will 

“stain us less” than James, the brother of ill-repute.   

Joyce deliberately makes Shaun smugly knowing here, and Shem the appealingly clueless 

one, to draw the comparison between those who stubbornly adhered to the old physics and the 

more contemporary thinkers accepting of their cosmological doubt as a result of the new physics. 

Earlier in the text Joyce introduced us to the fall of classical Newtonian physics, using the motif 

of an apple to articulate two falls, providing an intriguing link to the Biblical fall:121 “For then 

was the age…of a pomme full grave and a fammy of levity”(FW20.28-30), followed up on the 
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next page with “newt”(FW21.02). Pomme is, of course, French for “apple” and this apple 

represents both the apple of the Garden of Eden, its wicked succulence indulged in by Eve, the 

woman of “levity,” and the falling apple that crystallized the elusive concept of gravity for Isaac 

Newton. On the first page of Chapter I.6 we come across “sports a chainganger’s albert 

solemenly over his hullender’s epulence; thought he weighed new ton when there felled his first 

lapapple…”(FW126.27-29). Newton is “new ton”, just as “albert” is Einstein, with his startling 

theories achieving prominence over Newton in the world of physics. (Albert is also a kind of 

watch. [McH] There’s that pesky problem of time again, woven into the passage). Two lines 

below, as a continuing part of this same extended passage, we are met with “had sevenal 

successivecoloured serebanmaids on the same big white drawingroam horthrug”(FW126.31-32), 

a reference to the scientific fact of white being a manifestation of the seven colors of the rainbow 

that is so integral to Chapter II.1.  

We are introduced to the “yoeureeke of his spectrescope”(FW230.01), the “Eureka of the 

spectroscope”, [McH] an optical device that Shem inexplicably finds himself clutching during 

the course of the games (“Eureka!” of course, being the traditional exclamation of scientific 

discovery). The spectroscope is an instrument that “analyses the light from a star, or indeed from 

any source whatever, into its various constituent colours.”122 It produces a strip of colors, usually 

marked by dark bands and lines of varying widths which create a pattern. These lines are called 

“emission and adsorption lines.” The different patterns of light and dark emission/adsorption 

lines of each particular spectrum produced by each particular source are then analyzed to create 

data about that specific source of light.123 The function and findings of the spectroscope were a 

major aspect of scientific debate concerning the complexity of light that was occurring during the 
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penning of the Wake, a debate that proved to be both an extension and a confirmation of quantum 

theory and relativity.  

Ebury suggests that Shem’s confusion at the feet of the cosmic specters of II.1 speaks to 

the anxieties of the society in which Joyce lived, a society registering a sense of 

disempowerment resulting from recent scientific developments that almost seemed to render the 

universe unknowable.124 Some compared the latest scientific revelations to the shock of losing 

the geocentric universe, brought about by the discoveries of Galileo. Strangely, in Joyce’s Book 

of the Dark, John Bishop examines the rainbow in relation to the optical theories of Newton, 

practically ignoring the fact that this monumental shift in the public perception of the universe 

was even taking place, the spectroscope playing a major part in this sea change. Bishop even 

posits that in the Wake often the “spectrum of visible light extending from red to violet is 

nowhere to be seen,”125 inferring that the text actually exists at and beyond the visible ends of the 

spectrum, not recognizing the inherent mystery present in the spectrum itself.126  

Joyce was apparently intrigued by light and color even earlier, during the composition of 

Ulysses, again towards the “Ithaca” chapter, judging by the entry, “infinity proved by diversity of 

colours,”127found in his notes.128 Certainly we can’t be too presumptuous here, but this note 

seems to attach supreme importance to light and its properties, which Joyce would later speculate 

and extrapolate upon in the Wake. “The position of light in the new physics was pivotal to the 

very existence of the new physics. James Jeans remarked that the new physics seemed to “reduce 

the whole universe to a world of light, potential or existent.”129 The 1887 Michelson-Morley 
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experiment illustrated the unpredictability of light, as light befuddled the scientists of the time by 

not behaving as was presumed it would. Light was revealed as inexplicably complex and 

paradoxical in that not only did it act as both particle and wave—Arthur Eddington even 

invented the word “wavicle: Joyce would have appreciated that, although it wasn’t adopted into 

the general vernacular as in the case of Joyce’s neologism, “quark.”130 Niels Bohr quipped, 

“How wonderful that we have met with a paradox. Now we have some hope of making 

progress.”131A sentiment which Joyce no doubt would have reveled in. Light became both a 

method of investigation and an object of study, in spectroscopy and atomic experiments.132 

“The scheme of the piece I sent you is the game we used to call Angels and Devils or 

colours,” Joyce mentioned in a letter to his patroness Harriet Shaw Weaver regarding Book II.1. 

“Note specially the treatment of the double rainbow in which the iritic colors are first normal and 

then reversed.”133 “Time: the pressant”(FW221.17), intones Joyce, after the introductions of the 

characters, the actors and actresses, listed as in an actual playbill presented to the audience of a 

performed drama, just a few pages into II.1. The word “pressant” is French for “urgent.” [McH] 

On the second page of this section Joyce writes, “…in the semblance of the substance for the 

membrance of the umbrance..” (FW220.32).  McHugh glosses “umbrance” here as 

“umbra:ghost” which is compelling, considering Ebury’s musings on the very viable double 

meaning of “spectrescope”, also quite conceivably referring to a spectre, or ghost.134Joyce 

pondered the tantalizingly strange notion of encountering spectres of the distant past inherent in 

the idea of traveling faster than the speed of light throughout the universe; in essence engaging in 

time travel, catching up with things that used to be in specific places, perhaps eons ago. In Book 
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III of the Wake, we encounter this concept, “…down the gullies of the eras we may catch 

ourselves looking forward to what will in no time be staring at you larrikins on the post-face in 

that multimirror megaron of returningties, whirled without end to end” (FW582.18-21). “…and 

sure as home we come to newsky prospect from west the wave on schedule time (if I came any 

quicker I’ll be right back before I left)” (FW442.11-13). Of course, an astronomer in real life 

might be faced with “specters” of the past all in a day’s work, in that they observe the light of 

stars arriving into their long-distance telescopes, light that left its starting point many years ago, 

a star now dead perhaps.  An astronomer here can be thought of as encountering a ghost of 

something long since expired, a phenomenon referred to as a “theory of ghosts” by Eddington. 

135 
Joyce paints the colors of the spectrum on a few different occasions in this chapter: 

“…could not that Glugg to catch her by the calour of her [Issy] brideness! Not Rose, Sevilla nor 

Citronelle; not Esmeralde, Pervinca not Indra; not Viola even nor all of them four themes over” 

(FW223.05-08). “Calor” is Latin: warmth, passion, colour of her brightness (rainbow colors). 

[McH] Seville oranges, citron-lemon (yellow), emerald; pervinca is Italian: periwinkle indigo 

blue. Viola would be violet. McHugh conjurs up “heliotrope” from “What is that, O 

holytroopers?”(FW223.11) a few lines down. Joyce spells out the letters of the word “rainbow” 

when he writes, “Say them all but tell them apart, cadenzando coloratura! R is Rubretta and A is 

Arcancia, Y is for Yilla and N for greeneriN. B is Boyblue with odalisque O while W waters the 

fleurettes of novembrance” (FW226.30-33). McHugh informs us that “coloratura” are florid 

ornaments in vocal music, runs, trills, etc. “Rubretta” is Italian for red, “arcancia” Italian for 

orange. 
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“A space. Who are you? The cat’s mother. A time. What do you lack? The look of a 

queen” (FW223.23-24). “With nought a wired from the wordless either” (FW223.34). “either: 

ether” [McH] I would venture that this ether is a reference to the mysterious ether believed to 

exist by scientists before the modern era, that basically had to exist as an essential ingredient of 

any medium for light waves to be able to travel through, before this paradigm changed with the 

positing of light as little packets by Einstein.  

 In another sublime passage on the next page Joyce writes, “Winnie, Olive and Beatrice, 

Nelly and Ida, Amy and Rue. Here they come back, all the gay pack, for they are the florals, 

from foncey and pansy to papavere’s blush, forsake-me-nought, while there’s leaf there’s hope, 

with primtim’s ruse and marrymay’s blossom, all the flowers of the ancelles’ 

garden”(FW227.14-18). The seven names form a backwards anagram of rainbow—

WOBNIAR—which leads one to recall Joyce’s correspondence with Harriet Shaw Weaver, “the 

iritic colors are first normal and then reversed.” Pansy refers to Pansey: Viola (purple), papaveri: 

poppies (red)—Italian, forget-me-not is blue, while there’s life there’s hope: green—from the 

feeling of the proverb, primrose: yellow, and marigold: orange. [McH] McHugh also adds that 

“foncey” is foncé, French for darkened. So, the reversed rainbow is also unusually darkened, to 

perhaps signify how Glugg (Shem) is in the dark about the cosmic questions of the universe, and, 

Issy’s heliotrope drawers.  

 This is an especially beautiful passage because it occurs right on the heels of seven of 

the twenty-eight Rainbow Girls dancing through time.136The seven Rainbow Girls begin to 

dance toward Glugg in space, but then, in an amazing twist, the girls dance into the future. Joyce 

gives us a premonition of the women these seven will become later in life (he calls them “The 

many wiles of Winsure.” The Merry Wives of Windsor. [McH]) They become older as Joyce 
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offers specific details of their lives down the road, none of which are very appealing. “This is 

what will inevitably happen to all little Maggies who worship upper purity, in the form of the 

clean Shaun, and reject the lower side of life the dark, dangerous Shem.”137 

 Joyce possibly refers to the rainbow again in the sentence “Angelinas, hide from light 

those hues that your sin beau may bring to light!” (FW233.05-06). A couple of pages later he 

writes “Our cousin gourmand, Percy, the pup, will denounce the sniffnomers of all callers…” 

(FW235.29-30). McHugh claims callers is colours here. Joyce names the colors of some of the 

twenty-eight rainbow girls: “For they are the Angèles. Brick, fauve, jonquil, sprig, fleet, 

nocturne, smiling bruise. For they are an Angèle’s garment”(FW238.9-11). Red brick, fauve: 

fawn (sort of dull orange): French, sprig of (green) vegetation, fleet (marine blue), jonquil: type 

of narcissus (yellow)—also “nocturnal” daytime (I would add)—bruise is violet. [McH] A few 

lines below this we read “Says the law. List! Lacey, the pervergined, and Bianca Mutantini, her 

conversa…” (FW238.22-23). Bianca: white: Italian [McH]. At the bottom of this same page 

Joyce makes a reference to Iris, the rainbow-goddess, according to McHugh. “Eer’s wax for Sur 

Soord, dong-dong bollets for the iris riflers…” (FW238.32).  

 “Postreintroducing Jeremy, the chastenot coulter, the flowing taal that brooks no 

brooking runs on to say how, as it was mutualiter foretold of him by a timekiller to his 

spacemaker, velos ambos and arubyat knychts, with their tales within wheels and stucks between 

spokes, on the hike from Elmstree to Stene and back, how running awage with use of reason…” 

(FW246.36-247.05). This is an especially intriguing passage. Time and space are definitely here. 

The tree/stone motif is also here (tree and stone substituting for time and space in places 

throughout the Wake).The French word for bicycles is vélos. McHugh indicates wheels within 

wheels: a complexity of influences, the wonders of discovery inherent in unadulterated science, 
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reality spiraling out, spiraling in, outward to infinity, and inward to the infinitesimally minute. 

McHugh also points to “running awage with the use of reason”: the age of the use of reason, for 

Roman Catholics, the age at which a child is capable of committing sin. I would assert that Joyce 

here intends to put the utilization of reason on the highest pedestal. He is pontificating that we 

should always follow the evidence and use our intellectual faculties, not be prone to silly 

superstitions to come to conclusions about things, especially considering the time he lived in, 

with its dramatic changes in the paradigm of the universe sparked by the Theory of Relativity 

and Quantum Physics. Particularly beguiling here is the word “mutualiter” in that mutualita is 

Italian for “reciprocity.” [McH]. The Theory of Reciprocity in Newtonian physics states that 

reciprocal balance requires the qualitative value of every instance of being within an entity to 

have an opposite equivalent. 

 Starting towards the bottom of this page and continuing into the next one Joyce pens an 

absolutely gorgeous passage that once again illustrates the splitting of white light into the visible 

spectrum: 

“Lift the blank ve veered as heil! Split the hvide and 

aye seize heaven! He knows for he’s seen it in black 

and white through his eyetrompit trained upon jenny’s 

and all that sort of thing which is dandymount to a 

clearobscure. Prettimaid tints may try their taunts: 

apple, bacchante, custard, dove, eskimo, feldgrau, 

hematite, isingglass, jet, kipper, lucile, mimosa, nut, 

oysterette, prune, quasimodo, royal, sago, tango, 

umber, vanilla, wisteria, xray, yesplease, zaza, 
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philomel, theerose. What are they all by? Shee 

(FW247.31-248.02). 

McHugh clarifies that “blank” is Dutch for white and “hvides” is Dutch for whites. Also, 

he refers to  “eyetrompit” as a telescope, trompe-l’oeil being French for telescope, but I 

would argue that it is more suitably a spectroscope—in keeping with the theme of this 

chapter—because a telescope does not split white light into the spectrum of color. “aye 

seize heaven”—I see seven (colors) (white light split into seven colors). [McH] Red, 

orange, yellow, green blue, indigo, and purple are the seven colors of the spectrum. Joyce 

is not just conveying the seven colors of the rainbow here. The wordsmith extraordinaire 

is describing the fantastic shades and subtleties contained in the colors of the twenty-

eight rainbow girls. “Dandymount to a clearobscure”—chiaroscuro (disposition of darker 

& lighter masses in a picture) [McH] (Interestingly, McHugh claims twenty-eight colors 

in Joyce’s list but I count only twenty-seven from apple to theerose, unless Mr. McHugh 

is also including white from earlier in the passage.) “bacchante”: Bacchantes wore fawn 

skins, “dove”: dove and green both represent peace, “feldgrau”: ginger and German for 

fieldgrey, “hematite”: iron ore, “Eskimo”: blue with cold, “mimosa”: greenish-yellow, 

“isinglass”: a form of gelatin, Licillia: genus of greenbottle flies, an X-ray is colorless, 

“royal”: blue, “tango”: tangerine, “wisteria”: blue-violet flower, and “theerose”: theeroos 

is tearose in Dutch. [McH].  

Joyce writes towards the bottom of that same page, “…Wonder One’s my 

cipher and Seven Sisters is my nighbrood. Radouga,” (FW248.35). A radouga is a 

rainbow if speaking Russian. [McH] One can surmise that Seven Sisters portrays the 

rainbow once again. The cipher is the spectroscope being used to decipher the properties 
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of white light, to separate the seven visible colors. “But if this could see with its 

backsight he’d be the grand old greeneyed lobster” (FW249.02-03). I am of the opinion 

that Joyce, by using “backsight” here, is alluding to how when one observes a star in the 

sky, either by naked eye or through a telescope, the light that one is seeing is actually the 

light emitted by the star many years ago, since, of course, all stars are at least four light 

years away—the vast majority thousands, if not millions, of light years away. Essentially, 

one is engaged in “backsight”, looking into the distant past, seeing that star as it was a 

very long time ago. 

 Joyce proceeds to bring space and time back into the mix, “…in cycloannalism, 

from space to space, time after time, in various phases of scripture as in various poses of 

sepulture” (FW254.26-28). He writes a couple of pages later that “That little cloud, a 

nibulissa, still hangs isky” (FW256.33). Issy is still hovering, sizing up the two brothers 

here. (This brings to mind an exquisite earlier passage in the Mookse and the Gripes 

episode—one of my favorite single sentences in the book—“Then Nuvoletta reflected for 

the last time in her little long life and she made up all her myriads of drifting minds in 

one” (FW159.6-7). Issy then was also engaged in weighing the pros and cons of her 

continuously battling brothers. Here “nibulissa” also infers nebulosa: nebula: Italian 

[McH]. A nebula during the time that Joyce lived was a name for any diffuse 

astronomical object, including galaxies beyond the Milky Way, before the true nature of 

galaxies was elucidated by Edwin Hubble, amongst others. A nebula would be just the 

sort of thing to be investigated by a spectroscope. 

 Beginning the following paragraph Joyce writes, “While, running about their ways, 

going and coming, now at rhimba rhomba, now in trippiza trippaza, pleating a pattern 



 
 

47 

Gran Geomatron…” (FW257.03-05). The rhomb and the trapezium are two examples of 

quadrilaterals in geometry [McH], the four-sided nature of these shapes acting as 

metaphors for the four dimensions of space-time. Joyce incorporates the number four as a 

thematic pillar throughout the Wake for this very purpose. HCE transforms into a 

tesseract—the four dimensional analog of the cube—early in the text, after being deemed 

“the cluekey to a worldroom beyond the roomwhorld,” (FW100.29)… “(the gravitational 

pull perceived by certain fixed residents and the capture of uncertain comets 

chancedrifting through our system suggesting an authenticitatem of his aliquitudinis)” 

(FW100.32-34).138  

Einstein was born in Ulm, which is also German for elm. Joyce used this fact to 

enhance his Shem as time, as tree/Shaun as space, as stone-theme in the Wake. An 

example of this can be seen in the passage—later in the text—“the Turnpike under the 

Great Ulm (with Mearingstone in Fore ground)” (FW293.13-14). After HCE transforms 

into a tesseract, Joyce closes that scene with, “Be still, O quick! Speak him dumb! Hush 

ye fronds of Ulma!” (FW100.35-36). Joyce is sarcastically imploring the adherents to 

Einstein’s new physics to be quiet. Don’t want to be distressing the old guard now. There 

are also the Four Old Men materializing intermittently in different forms throughout the 

Wake, their names in chapter II.4 combined to form Mamalujo, a shortened Matthew—

Mark—Luke—John. There’s even the focus on the four bedposts in the bedchamber of 

HCE and ALP in Book III.4., the Four Old Men taking their voyeuristic positions to 

comment on the unsuccessful coupling of the aged HCE and ALP. And the four 
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dimensions of  “…facing one way to another way and this way on that way, from 

severalled their fourdimmansions”(FW367.26-27).139 

The undulatory feature of light being split is touched on in the Wake: “That grene 

ray of earong it waves to us yonder as the red, blue and yellow flogs time on the 

domisole, with a blewy blow and windigo” (FW267.13-16).  Joyce also mentions the 

frequencies beyond the two edges of the visible spectrum in Finnegans Wake. Thus, we 

enjoy “…nighthood’s unseen violet rendered all animated greatbritish and Irish objects 

nonviewable to human watchers” (FW403.34-36) in Book III.1, just as Shaun begins his 

mail route backwards through the night. At the very end of Book III.4 we encounter the 

ultra-violet and infrared combined: “They know him, the covenanter, by rote at least, for 

a chameleon at last, in his true false heaven colours from ultraviolent to subred tissues” 

(FW590.07-09).   

Towards the end of “The Mime of Mick, Nick, and the Maggies”, Joyce seems to 

reconcile the two brothers and by extension all else they might represent on whatever 

level, including the highest level of God vs. Satan. The Glugg-Chuff physical altercation 

is over, and according to Benstock, Glugg (Shem) has lost the fight, (just as Satan has 

lost the fight).140 The children’s bedtime prayers represent the prayer for the dead being 

recited over his body. When the two brothers go to sleep in a shared bedroom, they are 

indistinguishable from each other in the dark of the night. Just as the tree and the stone—

time and space—merged into each other to close out I.8, “Who were Shem and Shaun the 

living daughters of? Night now! Tell me, tell me, tell me, elm! Night, night! Telmetale or 

stem or stone. Beside the rivering waters of, hitherandthithering waters of. Night!” 
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(FW216.01-05). Joyce portrays the two antagonistic brothers as integrating again, “And 

shall not Babel be with Lebab? And he war […] Go to, letus extell Makal, yea, let us 

exceedingly extell” (FW258.11-15). It’s  appropriate here that Joyce would refer to 

Babel, considering the implications of that story. The author here expresses Babel as a 

reversed form of Lebab, and he combines the completely different meanings of extol and 

expel into one word—extell. With “he war”, Joyce incorporates the German word for 

“was”141, “war”, to indicate that though Babel and Lebab have become the one he, that 

one he is still complicated by undertones of war—past and present, an individual 

constantly waging war upon itself. Twice here Joyce utilizes a single word to express two 

concepts.142   
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Part IV: The Final Chapter Brings the Dawn 

In Book IV of the Wake, Joyce brings out us out of the dreamy “collideorscape” 

(FW143.28) of the mesmerizing night. “It was a long, very long, a dark, very dark, an allburt 

unend, scarce endurable, and we could add mostly quite various and somewhat stumble-tumbling 

night” (FW598.06-09). Einstein is alluded to here again with “allburt.” With the brand new 

sparkling dawn comes mental renewal and a dissipation of the doubts that creep and overwhelm in 

the dark. Finnegans Wake opens with an actual wake—his overture, writes Philip Kitcher143—an 

opportunity to analyze the questions of a single human life, and closes with a general consolation, 

a final monologue spoken by a woman contemplating her death and looking back on what her life 

has meant. Just as Ulysses concluded with Molly’s mental soliloquy, the Wake’s final notes are the 

thoughts of ALP, wife of HCE, the archetypal All Woman, become the River Liffey, flowing to 

meet her lover, the sea, at dawn. But this will not occur until the last few pages of the novel. 

Before this great rendezvous we get the opportunity to frolic fleetingly in the promising morning, 

to shake off the fears of night, to consolidate those opposites, including a final definitive 

synthesizing of time with space.  

The book itself is recognized as “Our wholemole millwheeling vicociclometer, a 

tetradomational gazebocroticon […] autokinatonetically preprovided with a clappercoupling 

smeltingworks exprogressive process,” (FW614.27-31).144 The “tetra” are illuminating our old 

friend, the four dimensions of space-time once again. Joyce writes: “…just mentioning however 

that the old man of the sea and the old woman in the sky if they don’t say nothings about it they 

don’t tell us lie, the gist of the pantomime, […] , Father Times and Mother Spacies boil their kettle 

with their crutch. Which every lad and lass in the lane knows. Hence” (FW599.34-600.04). The 
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sun is initiating time and space, the now and here, while entertaiining the reborn Earth with the 

fantastic sights and sounds of a fresh new day. 

The hen who pulled the letter from the midden heap is back in the yard.145 Shem and 

Shaun are depicted here as being on generally friendly terms with each other, the only time in the 

entire book where they get along for an appreciable amount of time. Shaun has been carrying the 

mail through the night, with Shem cuddled up inside his trousers since the end of II.2.146 They are 

now apparently united in peace, in the form of one coordinated young man, with the top half, 

Shaun, finally accepting his lower half, Shem. Shaun has come to terms with the genesis of his 

“root language” as originating from his bottom half—a reluctant admission after railing against it, 

demonizing Shem because of it, almost the entire book. (In III.1, Shaun is quizzed by his brother in 

the form of a donkey. The donkey eventually brings the subject around to language. Shaun is 

insecure and uneasy because he is aware that deep, creative language originates in the lower half. 

Finally, he confronts this unpleasant fact, declaring that he despises his brother “for his root 

language” [FW424.17].)   

This joining of Shem and Shaun at dawn is a coming to fruition of what Shem’s words 

had foreshadowed during the night, when in the role of Mercius, pendant to Shaun’s Justius, he 

declared “…all that has been done has yet to be done and done again, when’s day’s woe, and lo, 

you’re doomed, joyday dawns and, la, you dominate”(FW194.10-12). In the dead of the night 

Mercius had initiated his soliloquy with, “He points the deathbone and the quick are 

still”(FW193.29), but ended it suddenly with a life-affirming, “He lifts the lifewand and the dumb 

speak”(FW195.05). These passages magnify the sometimes extreme disparity in the atmosphere of 

the night-mind versus the day-mind— something we all experience. The dawn has triumphed, but 
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only, of course, for a short while. The Shem principle has somehow triumphed in this synthesis of 

night and day, his Mercius vision realized. Just as the “giddygaddy, grannyma, gossipaceous Anna 

Livia [ALP]” (FW.195.03-04) finished I.7—the Shem the Penman chapter—she is now also 

destined to close the final chapter. “…O me lonly son, ye are forgetting me!, that are turfbrown 

mummy is acoming…” (FW194.21-22), Shem proclaims then at her imminent arrival. Now 

ecstatic, he welcomes the morning, “Death banes and the quick quoke. But life wends and the 

dombs spake! Whake?” (FW595.1-3). As abstract language proves, we are in the human age, and 

now by the light of dawn we can study the entire foggy pantomime, though we can add little in 

terms of what exactly it all means.147 Joyce here catalogs the details of the strange early morning 

landscape of Dublin appearing through the fog, these intricacies functioning on an allegorical level 

as “the rubbish heap of the past.”148  

A flurry of activity is occurring in the bustling swarm of the Dublin dawn. We witness the 

union of East and West, “In that earopean end meets Ind” (FW598.15-16), as the Hindu concept of 

a lotus blossoming from the navel of Vishnu as he dreams into existence the whole universe, 

“Padma, brighter and sweetster, this flower that bells, it is our hour or risings. Tickle, tickle. Lotus 

spray” (FW598.12-14).149 HCE and ALP awaken and all is wonderful. “Health, chalce, 

endnessnessessity! Arrive, likkypuggers, in a poke! The folgor of the frightfools is olympically 

optimominous; there is bound to be a loveleg day for mirrages in the open; Murname and Aveling 

are undertoken to berry that ortchert”(FW613.27-31). Mirages and marriages abounding. 

A major theme of Book IV is the rejection of an over-emphasis on an unmaterialistic, 

idealistic, Gnostic view of reality—an unreasonably spiritual philosophy adhered to by many—and 

a corresponding embracing of the physical reality perceived by the five senses as the only one we 
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really know for sure.150 Joyce was familiar with, and loathed, these sorts of idealists in Dublin, 

who were convinced that ignoble physical reality needed to be transcended. That the physical body 

was somehow opposed to God. In Ulysses he portrays them as the adorers of “ideas, formless 

spiritual essences.”151 In ‘The Holy Office’ he scoffs scathingly: “Thus I relieve their timid arses, / 

Perform my office of Katharsis. / My scarlet leaves them white as wool. / Through me they purge a 

bellyful.”152 

The scene is set for “The Great Debate” between St. Patrick (Shaun) and the Archdruid 

(Shem), “Rhythm and Colour at Park Mooting. Peredos Last in the Grand Natural” (FW610.34-

35). Thus begins an intriguing, but ultimately ludicrous, discussion based on the nature of color—

the fact that a thing’s “color” is actually that color that is being rejected by said thing—and how 

this seemingly counterintuitive fact corresponds to the true reality of a thing. The idea that the 

color of an object is not part of its nature, or alternatively is its only reality, suggests the 

speculations of the Anglo-Irish philosopher George Berkeley,153 when taken in context, and 

reinforced in the passage “topside joss pidgin fella Ballkelly” (FW611.04-05).  

Joyce fervently admired Berkeley, expounding in an early essay on William Blake that 

Berkeley would be included on a short list of innocents who would surely fall to the unenlightened 

barbarism of the ignorant masses, “if we must accuse of madness every great genius who does not 

believe in the hurried materialism now in vogue.”154Though Berkeley’s later piety would probably 

have alienated Joyce on a certain level, the inspired aspect of Berkeley’s toil was his analysis of 

the conventions behind perception. Berkeley saw the world as a product of his own mind, a 

projection of himself into the role of God, not that he considered himself to be anything special, 
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just that he believed the world was a product of a person’s mind in general—that to be is to be 

perceived. It follows that if God is the ultimate father, then replacing God with one’s own mind is 

the absolute parricide.155 “The Wake repeatedly links Berkeley with the demolition of the 

establishment.”156 

Considering their earlier incarnations in the Wake, the overtly intellectual Archdruid 

should certainly be Shem, and the extremely practical Saint should be Shaun, but there is present 

here an indiscriminate mutual borrowing of the twin’s typical personality traits. In fact, both 

participants possess odd contradictions in their usual natures, features one would figure to be 

wholly uncharacteristic in the prevailing scheme of the Wake.   The Archdruid is not fully Shem, 

so to speak, just as St. Patrick is not entirely Shaun. The Archdruid’s single-mindedness, 

intolerance, and love for the sound of his own pedantic voice are the qualities remarked upon by 

Adaline Glasheen as reminding one more of Shaun,157 though she makes this case rather 

tentatively with “usually” and “probably.” He also possesses a “ponderous loquaciousness” and 

faith in an absolute, characteristics more associated with Shaun.158 

Patrick leans to the more objectivist pole. A bit of a blind hypocrite and enacting 

unconscious ritual outwardly, he seethes with a vague resentment within.159 For the Saint, a 

staunch fear of God is the beginning and end of the matter. He is not one prone to philosophizing 

about the mysteries of the universe. His “holier than thou” approach is pious and pure, simplistic, a 

manner that infuriates the Archdruid. It is my contention that this blending and confusion of the 

typical personality characteristics of Shaun and Shem in Saint Patrick and the Archdruid is a 

further enhancement of the coincidence of opposites, and that things aren’t necessarily as clear as 
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they may seem; and in this case they are the furthest thing from clear.  Joyce is stressing that 

people, even the most seemingly disparate of personalities, have a lot more in common than what 

might initially meet the eye, that our similarities are more noteworthy than our differences. As with 

the unpredictability inherent in Quantum Theory, the essence of a thing at a particular moment is 

what pops up out of the potential mix of possibilities at that precise moment. In fact, Joyce goes to 

extraordinary lengths in this scene to make it extremely muddled and difficult. He seems to want to 

make it as absurd as possible. He really keeps the reader on his toes, tossing in such especially 

preposterous phrases as “…, with other words verbigratiagrading from murmurulentous till 

stridulocelerious in a hunghoranghoangoly tsinglontseng while his comprehendurient,…” 

(FW611.28-31). In my opinion, the debate could easily be construed as nothing more than 

hilarious satirical commentary by Joyce on the heavy philosophical discussion of youth—having 

by this point in his life come to a certain resigned wisdom as to the inevitable fruitlessness of such 

endeavors, of finding “the answer.” And he did once call “comedy the perfect manner in art.”160 

An early draft version of the Archdruid’s preliminary argument here is somewhat helpful 

in locating the genesis of what proves to be a frustratingly unresolved debate. In Understanding 

Finnegans Wake, Danis Rose and John O’Hanlon extrapolate on what they perceive as the two 

basic levels of reading Finnegans Wake: the first being the sense—what is the sentence trying to 

say— and the second involving a complex sense of allusions of external data that perhaps 

comments on, or provides an alternative example or angle, or sometimes even flatly contradicts the 

initial surface sense.161 Here we have the first sentence of the Archdruid’s comments from David 

Hayman’s A First Draft Version Of Finnegans Wake before its complex embellishment with 

esoteric references that Joyce would inevitably provide:   
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The archdruid then explained the illusions of the colourful 

world, its furniture, animal, vegetable and mineral, appearing 

                       to fallen men under but one reflection of the several iradal 

gradations of solar light that one which it had been unable to 

      absorb, while for the seer beholding reality, the thing as in itself 

                        it is, all objects showed themselves in their true colours,  

       resplendent with the sextuple glory of the light actually retained  

                        within them.162 

If we were to paraphrase the entire passage on its surface level as set forth in Hayman’s 

invaluable compilation, to capture its salient points, it would sound a bit as follows. The 

Archdruid, who also represents Berkeley, declares that the physical world is an illusion; the 

unenlightened individual comprehends only the outer appearance of the color that is reflected by 

an object rather than the true color (nature) within. The Archdruid is a seer with the ability to 

discern: “he savvy inside true inwardness of reality” (FW611.20-21). If seen as in reality, the 

object is the color of the light it absorbs. This is also an expression of subjectivity, that the inward 

is reality, the mental perception of a thing is it true nature—a very Berkeley-like angle on reality. 

Unfortunately, though the Archdruid’s subjective idealism/Berkeleyan theorizing might have a 

place in sincere philosophy, he is quite obnoxious about it. To be able to contemplate the inner 

vision of “Ding hvad in idself id est” (FW611.21), a noumenal reality splicing Kant, Newton, 

Pater, Freud, and Arnold, as well as Berkeley is a wonderful ability,163but he acts as though he has 

come to these profound insights courtesy of  his own brilliance.164 
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To the eyes of the seer looking upon King Leary—who is present at the debate—he is, 

oddly, all green despite his multi-colored outward appearance. His red hair, orange kilt, yellow 

breastwork, blue eyes, indigo ring, violet bruises; all green. King Leary is quite comical here, 

having placed a bet on both parties to insure himself a victory. “He has help his crewn on the 

burkeley buy but he has holf his crown on the Eurasian Generalissimo”(FW610.11-13). In fact, he 

has placed equal bets on both opponents, thus assuring the future.165 Sailer notes an infinite axiom 

in the version of reality set forth by the Archdruid, that he “sees the continuity of reality from one 

object to another and realizes that it is only their surfaces that differ.”166 It can be surmised that 

because he perceives the colorful appearance of King Leary as all green points to his conviction 

that underneath their outside differing details, all humans are on a fundamental level the same. 

(But once again, there is total confusion here as evidenced by the fact that just which one is seeing 

all green is a point of contention between different exegeses of this section. It actually seems way 

more logical that St. Patrick would be the one seeing all green. But Finnegans Wake is hardly 

logical.) 

 Importantly, there is also here a sarcastic criticism of destructive Irish patriotism, in that 

the seer perceives all as green. Though Joyce was very loyal to his homeland, he was the furthest 

thing from a misguided blind patriot. The refined writer, constantly exposed to the sophisticated 

currents of the modern world while residing on the continent after leaving Ireland more than 

twenty years earlier, had always been very concerned about Ireland’s place in Europe, or more 

accurately, its lack of a place in Europe. The problem of Ireland as a backward nation compared to 

the rest of Europe was an incessant reality that nagged at Joyce. Ireland had always been outside 

the flow of European culture and Joyce recognized that it would remain so, and most likely fall 
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even further behind, if certain extreme elements within the country had their way. Ireland had long 

struggled for status as a sovereign state apart from England, and Joyce had kept abreast of recent 

developments from afar, dramatic events with giant consequences, including the Irish War of 

Independence that lasted from 1919 to 1921, and the following Irish Civil War from 1922 to 

1923.167 Joyce was ideologically at odds with passionate revivalists in his homeland who viewed 

the adoption of Irish Gaelic as the national language as the way towards officially extricating the 

country from the imperialistic tentacles of England. These revivalists desired to—in effect—

pretend that England never had colonial power over Ireland, to essentially reject recorded history. 

Joyce saw the retention of English as the language of Ireland as being the only way of participating 

in the comparative enlightenment of the rest of Europe. Also, considering the time-frame in which 

Finnegans Wake was being written, the Archdruid’s polemicism might be more relevant to issues 

of the future of the Irish Free State—the possibilities for unification of the North and South, 

etc...168 

Although St. Patrick observes the daytime distinction between things, the Archdruid 

perceives the ultimate unity of all that exists.169 There is an undercurrent here also of St. Patrick 

being a man of action, a man aware that the little choices matter in determining the course of a life, 

whereas the Archdruid, by seeing King Lear on the outside as all green despite his multi-colored 

nuance, is focusing on the commonality of the unrelenting issue of death for all as being central to 

the paradigm of being, no matter what specific course a person takes during their brief stint on 

earth.  

The Archdruid’s viewpoint is generally rational, humanistic, and appealing, but he makes 

himself strangely unattractive with his condescending delivery. The Archdruid here comes across 
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as egocentric.170  Basically, his attitude is one of “because I say so.” There’s also the glaring fact 

that the Archdruid’s explanation of color “bears little resemblance to [Berkeley’s theory] that the 

things which are called sensible material object are not external but exist in the mind.”171 The 

Druid’s logic is faulty in that he assumes that because he can see the six colors absorbed, he 

therefore knows that object as it really is. Like phenomenologists in general, he does not even 

consider that the inside colors may not even be colors anymore, if indeed they ever were.172 

Generally, the Druid maintains that since sight must involve selective blindness—the color we 

perceive is the one slice of the spectrum that is not there—we should, therefore, “in the pursuit of 

truth turn from this self-occultation we call vision, seeking instead the full rainbow world by 

looking instead inward toward that microcosm, our soul.”173 

 Patrick seemingly ignores the Archdruid’s words, thinking “Bigseer” (FW612.16). 

Inexplicably, he proceeds to wipe his nose with a clump of shamrocks, in effect deeming this triple 

leaf the symbol of the holy trinity. The observers to this exchange cheer Ireland, St. Patrick, and 

the newly established symbol of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost in this battle for the soul of 

Ireland. Joyce himself, in a letter to Harriet Shaw Weaver in 1923, actually refers to this scene as 

“the conversion of St. Patrick by Ireland.”174 That’s an interesting take, probably partly in jest but 

based on a sincere opinion. The crowd is quite awed by it all as the dawn dissipates the night, the 

day taking charge for what amounts to a short while. “No new elements have been introduced into 

life by this interchange, and nothing has been taken away, but the order of life has been 

changed.”175  
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Margaret C. Solomon contends that Joyce felt that dreams give us a hint of the occult, that 

a man in considering his time spent awake living in ordinary time and space as the only “real” part 

of his life thus comprises a dualism when adding his “dream” life to the mix176. She posits that this 

dualism is depicted in the battle between the Archdruid (Berkeley) and St. Patrick, that the 

Archdruid represents the night world and Patrick defends the day. In a general way, Solomon 

recognizes that this conflict between the Archdruid-Berkeley and St. Patrick is at its foundation the 

perpetual war between art and religion. “The permanently constructive union of these two factors, 

according to the symbols of impotence, seems an impossibility.”177 She reiterates, buttresses, the 

basic premise that Joyce’s use of these opposites to convey the dichotomy in just one Shem-Shaun 

individual demonstrates his intuition of a chronic and insoluble paradox existing in every single 

human being.   

“The debate distinguishes between natural and mystical epistemologies.”178 The Archdruid 

recognizes truth in the true colors revealed to him. He follows his physical perceptions and 

believes what he sees. Truth is not based on some vague covert notion, something grounded in 

some other objective sphere. As Martin Heidegger wrote, “truth is rather the revelation of what-is, 

a revelation through which something overt comes into force.”179 There’s a freedom involved in a 

participation in the revealed nature of the way things are, in a latching on to the obvious. Patrick, 

on the other hand, prefers “an anagogical interpretation of the phenomenal world.”180 His 

conclusions are theological in nature in that he sees the one reflected color as the one and only 

ultimate truth, the absolute, the only truth that matters. The Divine Mystery contains the truth for 
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the saint, while the seer’s vision of truth, as with Heidegger, belongs in the direct human 

experience of the day to day.  

The problem here is that this scene is so convoluted that it can also be stated logically that 

Patrick is the one that Joyce is actually sympathetic to towards making his argument of a rejection 

of the over-emphasis on a Gnostic, immaterial, idealistic unseen  reality. St. Patrick shrugs off the 

Druid’s fancy arguments, choosing instead to worship the sure thing, the rainbow actually seen, 

“the Great Belanarch” (FW612.27).181arcobaleno: rainbow (Gen 9:13-16): Italian [McH] Which 

one is which here? For there is a real rainbow in the sky in this vignette, to which the Saint 

eventually kneels towards. “Them boys is so contrairy” (FW620.12-13). Patrick’s approach is 

simple and sensible, seeming to support Joyce’s angle of accepting wholly what we perceive for 

certain, as opposed to the Archdruid’s looking at things in less of a common sense sort of way, as 

if to search for an epiphany hidden in plain view.182 The Archdruid sees what he sees—but only he 

sees—and goes with it. St. Patrick sees what he sees, and presumably what the rest of the world 

sees, and goes with it. Both combatants exude an obvious unpleasant intolerant attitude towards 

those who do not agree with their philosophical viewpoint. The only thing clear here is Joyce’s 

disdain for narrow-minded pedagogues of philosophy (which makes perfect sense in the big 

picture).183 The Archdruid is cockily convinced that he, and only seers like him, know the true 

nature of reality. There are many illusions out there but only he knows what is real. St. Patrick is 

guilty of the same sort of “my way or the highway” approach in that he contemptuously dismisses 

the speculations of the Archdruid without a second thought. This might be allegorical considering 

Joyce’s personal history, meant to depict as repugnant and deleterious the ignorant zealous 

devotion to a particular religion as the one and only way to salvation —everyone else be 

                                                 
181 Beckman, 168 
182 Beckman, 168 
183 Beckman, 176 



 
 

62 

damned—the dogmatic white light that masks the breathing spectrum being deemed the one way 

to heaven.   

There is even the idea here that Joyce is using this color relationship to illustrate his unique 

use of language in the Wake; that the way the Archdruid sees the many colors that the observed 

color conceals reflects a technique of diction in which the surface of a word or phrase may hide six 

out of seven meanings.184 Joyce had written to Frank Budgeon in August 1939: “Much more is 

intended in the colloquy between Berkeley the arch druid and his pidgin speech and Patrick the 

archpriest and his Nippon English. It is also the defence and indictment of the book itself, B’s 

theory of colours and Patrick’s practical solution of the problem.”185 

 The apparent culmination of this showdown, completely unresolved on a civilized 

intellectual level, is the sudden attack of the Saint from behind, as he is kneeling towards the 

rainbow. In a forced and brutal consolidation (though a consolidation nonetheless) of subjective 

reason and dead objective matter, a veritable “black parody of the subject-object relation that gives 

us the only world we know,” 186 the Archdruid either kicks the Saint hard in the ass, shoves his 

hand up his ass, or forces his face into his ass, (depending on which exegesis one consults). What it 

is exactly that the Archdruid does to the saint is not really important here as long as we 

comprehend that what occurs is a not gentle coming together of the two opposite schools of 

thought, but a union forcefully executed by the Archdruid in a fit of total frustration. 

 “…Bilkilly-Belkelly-Balkally. Who was for shouting down the shatton on the lamp of 

Jeeshees. Sweating on to stonker and throw his seven. As he shuck his thumping fore features apt 

the hoyhop of His Ards” (FW612.32-35). [McH] lamp of Jesus: love of Jesus (“shatton”: 

Laoghaire’s druid performed miracle of blotting out the sun) sweat on: wait on, wait anxiously—
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Australian Schatten: shadow, shade—German, stonker: defeat, outwit—Australian, stuck his 

thumb & four fingers up Hojhed: Highness (as a title)—Danish, arse (exposed when Patrick 

kneels) Ard: High—Italian, The Ards: baronies, Co. Down. Norris niftily avoids attempting to 

explicate the possibly unseemly details of this incident.187 Beckman suggests that Campbell and 

Robinson imply that the Archdruid has merely lost the throw of dice here, the most staid 

interpretation. 188 “That was the very thing, begad. The druid was completely nonplussed. His 

throw had lost. Thud.”189 Tindall concludes that Berkeley defecates on the spot. “Accepting the 

point, Berkeley ‘throws his seven’ (discarding his seven colors, took a crap), but, apparently, failed 

to wipe ‘His Ards’ (arse and art).”190Other interpretations include that of Rose-O’Hanlon: “the 

arch-druid…raises five fingers in the air and, like Buckley, resorts to violence by throwing a blow 

at Patrick.”191 Gordon’s take is especially comical and blatantly self-defeating, for the Archdruid 

as “bookley is reduced to sticking his head up his arse—hardly what he had in mind when he 

began his search for ‘the true inwardness of reality’.”192 Gordon has articulated the important 

distinction here that he meant that the Druid sticks his head up his own arse.193 Sailer throws 

another twist into the mix, insisting that it is King Leary’s ass we are discussing here, “Play is 

seen, too, in the archdruid’s aggressive anger towards Leary, thrusting his gingers up the latter’s 

arse.”194But there is a further warping of this scene: the thumb and four fingers of the hand have 

transformed into “thumping fore features,” i.e., the face. The face of the Archdruid-Berkeley is 

what is shoved into the arse of the Saint.195 John Gordon is the only other commentator to notice 
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this assault by face. Solomon succinctly states that “At the end of the argument, there is no victory 

of one contender over another. The scene ends in sodomy.”196   

 Beckman ponders the significance of this gross anatomical bonding. Might this be a satire 

of the Archdruid sticking his nose where it doesn’t belong, into metaphysical questions that are 

off-limits? “Is it a treacherous version of the until now amusing theme of how Shem and Shaun 

may be fused in a coincidentum oppositorium?”197In a fascinating footnote here we are alerted that 

in Joyce’s first draft “Park Mooting” was written as “Park Mating.”198 The “shuck” may insinuate 

a grotesque mating of the two brothers beneath the skin.199 

Such disparate viewpoints of concepts, events, and people are presented as beneficial, as 

complimenting each other, in the Wake. “Like the corpuscular and the undulatory characteristics of 

light in Bohr’s complementarity principle, they are but differing facets of the same entity”200. The 

shucking of the archdruid’s features into the saint’s posterior is a forceful achieving of a unity of 

all there is.201 Even such drastically opposing opinions like those of Saint Patrick and the 

Archdruid as presented in their passionate discussion concerning the “true inwardness of reality” 

are ultimately joined in a symbiotic oneness,202 “(for beingtime monkblinkers timeblinged 

complementarily murkblankered in their neutrolysis between the possible viritude of the sager and 

the probable eruberuption of the saint)” (FW612.21.24). That principle of coincidentum 

oppositorum apparently does not require that the theoretical and the literal be melded; there will 

always be discord there though coinciding in some ways.203Joyce makes this assertion way back in 

the beginning of the narrative. “There will be tuggling foriver. They will be lichening for allof. 
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They will be pretumbling forover. The harpsdischord shall be theirs for ollaves”(FW13.17-19). 

[McH] forover: forwards—Danish and voruber: past, gone—German, ollav: sage—Anglo-Irish 

(Beckman offers “wrestling in utero” for “pretumbling” and “turning rock into soil” for 

“lichening.”)204 

In the final pages of the Wake we witness Anna Livia Plurabelle (ALP), in the form of the 

River Liffey, her sons its two banks, flowing towards the sea. In what constitutes an amalgamation 

of life and death, Joyce renders the two ultimate opposites as two halves of the same eternal 

process. In a sad and touching grand metaphor representing death and rebirth we are privy to the 

mixed emotions and psyche of ALP, an old woman now, remembering her youthful days of beauty 

and being wooed by HCE, as she approaches her final moments.  She thinks of her children, 

accepting that it is only inevitable that they will live on now as she dies. She muses upon the 

universal hope of innocence, attempts to subjugate the negatives concerning her family that gnaw 

at her. Then she resigns herself to their humanity: “I’ll close me eyes. So not to see. Or see only a 

youth in his florizel, a boy in innocence, peeling a twig, a child beside a weenywhite steed. The 

child we all love to place our hope in forever. All men has done something. Be the time they’ve 

come to the weight of old fletch”(FW621.29-33). “florizel”: prince in pantomime The Sleeping 

Beauty, florimel (Spenser): virginity, (child on a white horse on Tarot Card XIX, The Sun) [McH].   

Earlier on this page, in a scene reminiscent of the close of Book II.1, Anna Livia, while 

pondering her sons, unable to tell them apart as they sleep in their room, reconciles the victor and 

the vanquished as part of her final words of farewell, the ultimate antagonists God and Satan once 

again, “Let besoms be bosuns. It’s Phoenix, dear. And the flame is, hear! Let’s our joornee 

saintomichael make it. Since the lausafire has lost and the book of the depth is. Closed. Come! 

Step out of your shell! Hold up you free fing! Yes. We’ve light enough” (FW621.1-5). The word 
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“laus” is both Latin for praise and German for louse. Lucifer here is both the praise-of-fire and the 

louse-of-fire. Both a benevolent light and a malevolent light, and just as Prometheus provided fire 

for mankind, the hell fires of Lucifer brighten the path of St. Michael on his journey.205   

She approaches the morning sun towards the east in Dublin Bay, her freshly cleansed and 

innocent husband—just as the sea itself is her ideal lover, her tainted, all too human husband as he 

would be if he possessed no flaws—resolving to rush to him206, “…and I rush, my only, into your 

arms. I see them rising!”(FW628.04-05). She crosses a threshold of death in which she lets go of 

her cares and worries of this world: “Anyway let her rain for my time is come. I done me best 

when I was let. Thinking always if I go all goes. A hundred cares, a tithe of troubles and is there 

one who understands me? One in a thousand years of the nights? […] now they are becoming 

lothed to me” (FW627.12-17). The great lament combined with anticipation continues as she lets it 

all go: “O bitter ending! I’ll slip away before they’re up. They’ll never see me. Nor know. Nor 

miss me. And it’s old and old it’s sad and old it’s sad and weary I go back to you…” (FW627.34-

628.01). Anna Livia’s call to her lover has been heard and she notices the arms of her 

father/husband/son rising to embrace her through the mist: “…moananoaning, makes me seasilt 

saltsick and I rush, my only, into your arms. I see them rising!” (FW628.03-05). The action of the 

final page of Finngans Wake is the sexual bonding of the sea and the river, the earth and the sky, 

“the only complete sexual union of the book, which takes place in the silence between the last 

sentence of the book and the first.”207 

Both the spatiotemporal unity of Relativity Theory and the persistent uncertainty of 

Quantum Physics contribute mightily to Joyce’s unique and astonishing masterpiece. The 

uncompromisingly meticulous genius asserts in the Wake that it is only via the dissolving into one 
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whole of apparently extremely separated concepts208 that the “true inwardness of reality” is 

enabled to shine through,  “And let every crisscouple be so crosscomplimentary, little eggons, 

youlk and meelk, in a farbiger pancosmos”(FW613.10-12).  

Shaun’s reply to Shem, the last of the twelve riddles of I.6, could be considered the final 

word on the matter. “12. Sacer esto? Answer: Semus sumus!”(FW168.13-14). From, “Patronus si 

client fraudum ferecit, sacer esto.” (If the patient abuses the client, let him be accursed. “Sacer” 

came to mean a man disgraced.) [McH] Shem is goading his brother to confess to their 

indissoluble connection. He wants Shaun to admit that he (Shem), as the sometimes embarrassing 

lower half, is as important to their mutual shared body as is Shaun’s respectable upper half. But to 

be “sacer” is to be contaminated, guilty. It would seem that Shaun is being asked by Shem to admit 

their common guilt as humans.209 Shaun acknowledges enthusiastically, “We are Shem!”, one in 

the same— sumus: we are: Latin [McH].   
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CONCLUSION 

To me, Finnegans Wake is the official beginning of post-modernism, although most 

scholars probably would not agree with me. It is very interesting to speculate on just how much the 

new physics influenced James Joyce is his writing of Finnegans Wake. Just where did he stand 

exactly on his ideas of time and subjectivity before being first exposed to the new physics? Did the 

new physics maybe crystallize in a concrete scientific form certain hunches Joyce already had in a 

more vague, literary way, or was the new physics initially shocking and confounding to him, 

something the author would never have dreamed of in a thousand years?  

The motif of the simple rainbow, though it might seem a bit pedestrian considering the 

complexity of Joyce’s writing, could be the gist of the Wake. The rainbow as unseen spectrum with 

its seven distinct colors camouflaged by the visible white, as representative that things—histories, 

events, people, science— are always more complex than they might appear. The rainbow as a 

symbol for Quantum Theory, the way the one color that manifests itself as visible out of the other 

equal potentialities when a beam of sunlight or artificial light collides with a physical thing in 

space depends on the chemical composition of said thing (or the way that a particular situation 

manifests itself in life from other possibilities depending on the factors influencing that situation).   

And we can imagine the spectrum behind the white light as a metaphor for the Joycean word in 

Finnegans Wake, how the words contain multiple potential meanings and references behind what 

might be considered a more obvious surface one. That Joyce is using this color relationship to 

illustrate his use of language in the Wake.  

In the letter to Budgeon, Joyce states that the debate between St. Patrick and the Archdruid 

“is also the defence and indictment of the book itself, B’s theory of colours and Patrick’s practical 
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solution of the problem.”210 To me, it is quite conceivable that Joyce is saying in the letter that 

Patrick’s solution to the problem of complexity, unanswerable questions, and possibly no 

absolutes—those sorts of things that feed human anxiety— is to perhaps create God, the Ultimate 

Absolute. It could be a commentary on the idea of God. Not God exactly, but the mind-

assassinating God of organized religion, Catholicism, for example, the religion that caused Joyce 

so much torment. Giordano Bruno, who was burned at the stake as a heretic for his beliefs, is 

surely the one man who embodied the symbolism of which Joyce was most fond.211 Joyce read 

Bruno’s life like a heroic fable. Bruno suffered an agonizing death rather than reject his freedom of 

intuition. His philosophy of the coincidence of opposites thrilled Joyce, who wrote early on that 

“through all these modes and accidents… [he] remains a consistent spiritual unity.”212 Joyce 

himself would attempt to reconcile the body and the soul through hisown work. But Joyce’s 

heroism, unlike Bruno, was from a relatively safe distance.213 From the summit of the mountain he 

defended his truth until the end, attacking the world of puppets and hypocrisy. 

In the latter part of this conclusion, I have focused on what theories of relativity imply for 

the orthodoxy of religion, but indeed, these new theories had major implications for other sorts of 

orthodoxies also—scientific, political, sociological, psychological, artistic. The insinuations of the 

connection between the new physics and the experimental technique of Joyce are immense and 

profound.214 Recognizing this, Phillipe Sollers deemed Finnegans Wake the “most formidable anti-

fascist book produced between the two wars.”215  
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