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Drawing on Finnegans Wake

“the one the pictor of the other”

PETER O’BRIEN

I have been reading Finnegans Wake off and on for forty years, since I
took a class on James Joyce with Roland McHugh at the School of Irish
Studies in Dublin.! Not an “ideal reader suffering from an ideal insom-
nia,” I still have a long way to go (FW 120:13-14).

Sometimes, I must admit, I don’t read the text. I just watch the words,
picture the pages. I spelunk among the speleological openings: the caverns
and linguistic apertures that the letters and punctuation marks present. I
investigate the lush and overgrown gardens of “buaboababbaun,” the
tumble and roll of the first “lapapple,” and the soft, gentle, rippling waters
of the “liffeyette” (FW 126:12, 17, 13). I trace the meandering pathways
articulated by the linear and curlicue markings: the cactus-barbed spires
of #and 4; the folds of linen cloth draped over an 7; the bulbous, jaunty
personality of g. (These are my sigla.)

The conversations that I overhear between initials and images, among
visuals and verbals, amid swirling stories and sketches, have always: fasci-
nated me. In my published materials and in my intuitive interests, I move
back and forth between these twinning attractions.

In early 2016, as a way to explore these doublings, these omnilings, and
as a way to continue familiarizing myself with a text that many consider
fundamentally unreadable—McHugh, Seamus Dean, and John Bishop
among them?—I started on a six-year project to annotate/illustrate/
disrupt the 628 pages of Finnegans Wake.

On the title page of my project, LOTS OF FUN WITH FINNEGANS
WAKE, 1 refer to what ’'m doing (scribed in archival, nontoxic, red felt
pen on 8o-pound, 100 brightness, acid-free cover stock) as a form of
“intellectual folk art.” On other pages, in other random colors, I reference
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my yoking together of the illustrative and the intelligible, the optical and
the oral.

“Words. Was it their colours?” asks Stephen Dedalus.

He allowed them to glow and fade, hue after hue: sunrise gold, the
russet and green of apple orchards, azure of waves, the greyfringed
fleece of clouds. No, it was not their colours: it was the poise and
balance of the period itself. . . . was it that . . . he drew less pleasure
from the reflection of the glowing sensible world through the prism
of a language manycoloured and richly storied than from the con-
templation of an inner world of individual emotions mirrored per-
fectly in a lucid supple periodic prose. (P 166)

Despite Stephen’s negative and equivocating answer, it is their colors that
attract him. And their physicality. Their reflection. Their prismatic,
manycolored richness. That’s what Joyce’s lucid supple periodic phrases
use as grist. That’s the stuff from which the poise and balance is built.

We dream and conjure in images. The whole spread: splintering, pervert-
ing, recurring, exaggerating, animating, distorting. Melodramatic. Foggy,
fractured. Why shouldn’t a book attempt such a self-referential and
expanding gathering of gestures? Some have said that we can’t visualize
the text of Finnegans Wake, that we can’t picture for ourselves what a
Mookse or a Gripes or the leapgirls or Anna Livia might look like. I
disagree. Just don’t look for documentary verisimilitude. Don’t allow
logic, the familiar, to get in the way. It’s preferable to see it new, or Make
It New, as Ezra Pound, Joyce’s intellectual ally, said in his 1935 collection
of essays. After all, “understanding is a very dull occupation,” Joyce’s
intellectual adversary, Gertrude Stein, said in her 1937 book, Everybody’s
Autobiography.

In the Joyce-escorted essay “The Revolution of Language and James
Joyce” from Our Exagmination Round His Factification for Incamination
of Wark in Progress, Eugene Jolas writes:

The real metaphysical problem today is the word. The epoch when
the writer photographed the life about him with the mechanics of
words redolent of the daguerreotype, is happily drawing to its close.
The new artist of the word has recognized the autonomy of language
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and, aware of the twentieth century current towards universality,
attempts to hammer out a verbal vision that destroys time and space.?

I’'m not quite sure what Jolas means by destroying time and space, but
avoiding the daguerrotypical seems like a worthy, if not entirely new,
enterprise. This has, after all, been the intent of writers from Homer and
Hesiod onward.* Jolas’s remark prompts several questions: How can
words approach photographic realism, what would that look like anyway,
and why would writers seek this?

In his essay “I Don’t Know What to Call It But Its Mighty Unlike
Prose,” Victor Llona also from Ouwr Exagmination, notes that in the
Wake a

vast company of actorwords—not only of the English, but of many
languages, both dead and alive—cavort here in a whirlwind dramatic
ballet to a polyphonic orchestral accompaniment, while the eyes of
the audience are dazzled and soothed in turns by a display of colours
which runs the gamut of a lavish palette. (95)

Llona here binds together lexemes and likenesses, as though the two can-
not exist but in concert. I've always loved the testy intellectual swagger of
Samuel Beckett’s contribution to this loose assortment of essays (and I
continue to think his contribution is the most insightful) but Jolas and
Llona do have colorful and euphonic observations to make.

We start with the visual. In the caves of Timpuseng and Chauvet and
Caliboaia and Tassili n’Ajjer and El Castillo and Lascaux, we start with
hands and bulls and swirls and horizontal people (sleeping, swimming,
floating?). Only later—20,000 or 30,000 or 40,000 years later—do we
get what we now call hieroglyphs and pictograms and cuneiform. And
words. It took us a while to develop the vision, the eyesight that’s neces-
sary to read words and apprehend the pictures they present.

A few Joyceans have explored elements of the visual in his works.
“When we are in an environment of competing visual stimuli, compre-
hension is preceded by perception, which is, in turn, preceded by atten-
tion,” Garry Leonard notes in his discussion of visuality and visual culture
in Joyce.® Yet whenever I've shown pages of my project to anyone—
Joyceans or not—the first thing that they respond to is the representa-
tional, the familiar, and only later can I nudge them toward some sort of
perception, or comprehension, to use Leonard’s words.
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Invoking the Surrealists’ cadavres exquises, Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain,
and Pablo Picasso’s collages as representative of the avant-garde, Catherine
Flynn talks about Finnegans Wake as “an experiment in collective reading”
and as “a kind of collective writing.”® It could also be, I would suggest, an
experiment in collective image making. We create—collectively—images
out of the lallation and agglutination offered (see the beginning of the first
thunderword at FW 3:15—“bababadalgharaghtak . . .”—for this lallation
and agglutination, this combinatorial baby-talk, in action). Flynn also refer-
ences Joyce’s words “electric eyes” as the very last note on VL.B.37:122 in
The James Joyce Archive, which she says is “Joyce’s attempt at, or a place-
holder . for, a technological equivalent to the organ of vision, which is
replaced in the radio passage by the more felicitous ‘circumcentric megacy-
cles’ (FW 310.07)” (291).

Much has been made of the music, the noise, the cacophony, and the
thunder of Finnegans Wake, but before any of that can occur, it has to be
read. The audience has to look at the text, with their eyes.

The text enters our eyes before it enter our ears.

It’s important to remember that Joyce suffered from serious vision
problems, and this threat to his sight may have increased his interest in
film and his efforts to establish the Volta cinema in Dublin, in 1909.
Certainly, Joyce’s use of sigla helped cut back on optical, word-based
stress.

Samuel Beckett, in his frequently cited contribution to Our Exagmina-
tion, “Dante . . . Bruno. Vico . . Joyce,” observes:

This writing that you find so obscure is a quintessential extraction
of language and painting and gesture, with all the inevitable clarity
of the old inarticulation. Here is the savage economy of hieroglyph-

ics. (15)

There is something simple and primitive about the image, the picture,
here yoked by savage violence together with the spoken and the written.
The effect on the reader/listener/viewer is (or can be) instantaneous.

At the end, in my continuing project, I absorb the text’s world through
images as much as I absorb it through words. I'm okay with thinking
about thinking, but I'd rather not hierarchize markings made by letters

over those made by visualities.
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“What is audible is presented in time, what is visible is presented in
space,” says Stephen Dedalus (P 249). Eugene Jolas may not need time
and space, but Stephen does, and so do L.

Joyce invites us to “come into the pictures” (FW 243:1) and perhaps
“the one the pictor of the other” (FW 164:4—s5) is a way for viewers (and
readers) to regard this project. (See what I mean?) ’

The illustrations that accompany this description of my project can be
found on pages 12633 in LOTS OF FUN WITH FINNEGANS WAKE.
They were done with felt pen, acrylic, graphite, and found objects on
archival card stock. Each page is 11 inches by 8.5 inches.

Viewers and readers will note that I do not follow The Chicago Manual of
Style in my felt-penned markings. I plunder annotations, critical observa-
tions, musings, and quotations from various sources, all of which I try to
note at the spot, or capture in overview citations elsewhere in the project.
More pages from the project are viewable at tpob.me.

NOTES

1. In The “Finnegans Wake” Experience (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1981), Roland McHugh talks about his role as the curator of the James Joyce Tower
in Sandycove, but leaves out information about his teaching a course on Joyce at the
School of Irish Studies (founded 1969, closed 2003). While I was there, for the aca-
demic year 1977—78, the school had a distinguished roster of professors, including
Eavan Boland, Augustine Martin, and J. C. C. Mays.

2. Many people, myself included, consider Finnegans Wake “unreadable”—using
any pedestrian definition of that word. I think this assessment carries additional
weight when noted Joyceans also use the word, or variations of it. See the third
sentence in Roland McHugh’s Introduction to The Sigla of “Finnegans Wake” (Aus-
tin, University of Texas Press, 1976), 1: “It is immensely difficult to read: I should in
fact say that it is not a reasonable thing to expect any unaided person to attempt
Finnegans Wake,” 1 see the first sentence in Seamus Deane’s Introduction to the 1992
Penguin edition of FW: “The first thing to say about Finnegans Wake is that it is, in
an important sense, unreadable” (Joyce, James, Finnegans Wake, with an Introduction
by Seamus Deane, Penguin, 1992), vii; and see the first sentence in John Bishop’s
1999 Penguin edition of FW: “There is no agreement as to what Finnegans Wake is
about . . . or even whether it is, in any ordinary sense of the word, ‘readable.”” (Joyce,
James, Finnegans Wake, with an Introduction by John Bishop, Penguin, 1999), vii.
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3. Beckett, Samuel et al., Our Exagmination Round His Factification for Incamina-
tion of “Work in Progress” (New York: New Directions, 1972), 79. Future citations will
be indicated by page number parenthetically in the text.

4. In Emily Wilson’s translation of Homer’s The Odyssey, Hermes, the messenger
of the gods, “casts a spell to close men’s eyes/or open those of sleepers when he
wants”: Homer, The Odyssey, translated by Emily Wilson (New York: W. W. Norton,
2018), 507; and Dorothea Wender has Hesiod recommend that you “let your mind
be open as your face”: Hesiod, Theogony and Works and Days/ Theognis, Elegies (Har-
mondsworth: Penguin, 1973), 82. My point here is simply to say that words are not
mirrors or windows of photographic repetition or representation that we set up to
our bodies, our souls, or any other part of us. They have their own intent. And it’s
not about mimesis.

5. See Garry Leonard, “He’s Got Bette Davis Eyes: James Joyce and Melodrama,”
Joyce Studies Annual 2008, 8o.

6. See Catherine Flynn, “Finnegans Wake's Radio Montage: Man-Made Static, the
Avant-Garde, and Collective Reading,” James Joyce Quarterly 52, no. 2 (Winter 2015),
287. Future citations will be indicated by page number parenthetically in the text.



