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Introduction

Many decades after the first book with the title Finnegans Wake (FW) and James Joyce’s 

name on the cover was published in 1939, followed by a number of post-Joyce variants, 

“FW” today is a name affected by an epistemic impasse. The impasse consists in that the 

more claims about FW are made, the more the reference of FW is unfixed, but in order to 

fix it one needs to make even more claims. As a result of the growing number of claims, 

FW has become an irreducibly polyreferential name.

There is  no coherently justified hermeneutical  competence  to  assert  that  FW as 

a text in literature (in a conventional sense of the term) is a more privileged referent than 

other  referents.  There  is  no  coherently  justified hermeneutical  competence  to  call  the 

optimal referent among the source texts (i.e. the 1939 prototext and its variants). There is 

no  coherently  justified hermeneutical  competence  to  rank  claims,  e.g.,  indicate 

misinterpretations. In sum, there are no consistent criteria for establishing a hierarchy of 

interpretive competence about FW as,  primarily,  a literary text.  The existing models of 

competence are  extraliterary (not concerned primarily with FW as a literary text) and/or 

inconsistent. Among the inconsistent models are those that rely on various appeals, e.g., to 

common sense, knowledge, authorial  intention,  majority.  Other inconsistent  models use 

ergometrics (ranking claims by the work-time input), intellectual aesthetics (e.g., ranking 

claims by their style), formal markers (e.g., ranking claims by the proponent’s academic 

degree), but they do not explain how one: (i) adjudicates conflicts between exegetes on the 

same  level  in  a hierarchy,  (ii)  categorises  claims  which  (in  addition  to  their  initial 

vagueness) are not conflicted, (iii) categorises (apparently) equivalent claims made with 

different means, and (iv) categorises (apparently) different claims made with equivalent 

means.

However, this vision that claims about FW (whose sum is, henceforth, “the volume 

of  FW  exegesis”)  cannot  be  ranked  defies  the  paradigmatic  approach  to  competence 

adopted in the so-called Joyce industry, including the community of academics engaged in 

the professional (i.e. paid) study of FW. The industry prescribes that academic competence 

is, on average, superior. While one of its tenets is that FW is a text in English, the industry 

has made various efforts  to reconcile  it  with the usual experience of incomprehension. 

They are outlined below (with points open for debate in the parentheses):
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(i) The text of FW is incomprehensible to an unaided reader, but understanding 

can be ensured by the exegete. Also, one can read FW by reading about FW. (If 

so, the exegete should be called the author, and the exegete’s work should be 

the referent of “the text of FW”.)

(ii) One can read FW by reading a sample of the text. (But there is no agreement on 

the  size  of  the  adequate  sample,  and  whether  it  can  include  any 

incomprehensible elements or not. What is comprehension anyway? One might 

call, e.g., this  line from FW, “Bubabipibambuli, I can do as I like with what’s 

me own. Nyamnyam” comprehensible despite that it is not all lexical English, 

and might call it incomprehensible as well.

The editor of a post-Joyce variant of the 1939 text has always been concerned 

with details in the text. Genetic scholars have discussed details too, such as that 

an early variant of “bubabipibambuli” is “bupabepibambuli” (Henkes 2013: 16-

17). What they thus imply is that no element in FW is omissible, redundant. 

Arguably,  there is not a superfluous syllable, not a word too many in FW (see 

Dettmar 1996: 216). But if so, it is unclear which of the source texts is FW. The 

opposite position, to wit,  there are omissible elements in FW, raises another 

question: how should one call the entire text when a text with omitted elements 

is called FW?)

(iii) An awareness of ignorance is a legitimate result of reading. (But how does one 

distinguish  a non-understanding  reader  of  the  entire  text  from  a non-

understanding reader of but a sample and from a non-reader, also such a non-

reader who announces some kind of understanding of FW?)

(iv) English does not have to be comprehensible. (But how can one define English?)

Considering whether the difference between FW and other texts is “in degree, not in kind” 

(Attridge 1992: 79) or whether it became a new quality,  the latter seems more probable. 

Whereas the Postmodern signifier cannot be controlled, resists all closure, and falls under 

the  rule  of  EME:  ‘everything  means  everything’,  the  signifier  in  the  epistemological 

system of FW is more like an absence insofar as it cannot be pinned down. Most terms 

concerning FW, or perhaps all of them, starting with those as frequent as the term “FW” 

itself,  are  unfixed  in  their  reference  and  meaning.  Clive  Hart’s  claim  that  “simple 

certainties” are “wholly lacking” in large parts of FW (1992: 30) is initially uncertain as 
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we do not know Hart’s definitions of “simple”, “certainties”, “wholly”, and “lacking”. Finn 

Fordham’s “foremost piece of advice to those coming to Finnegans Wake for the first time: 

read a page out loud” (2007: 6) uses tacit assumptions (FW exists, it has pages, can be read 

out loud) and words (“foremost”, “coming”, “first time”, “read”) whose tacit meaning one 

does not know. Claims (or statements, assertions, contentions, and so on) about FW are 

indistinguishable  from  conjectures  (or  speculations,  assumptions,  guesses)  about  their 

meaning. A hierarchy of hermeneutical competence is initially debatable then, because if 

we are not certain what a claim is saying, we should perhaps refrain from evaluating it 

(e.g., calling it a misinterpretation).

The initial uncertainty concerns not just more openly subjective statements about 

FW, but  also such claims  that  strive  to  appear  more scholarly,  empirical,  and express 

accordance with facts or reality. But again, no matter how much a claim may appear to 

resemble a falsifiable  statement,  e.g.,  the claim that  ‘all  editions of FW have the same 

number of pages’  (Fordham 2007: 2,  J.  McCourt  2009: xix),  its  truth value cannot  be 

assessed due to the unclear terms it employs (“all”, “editions”, “FW”, “have”, “the same”, 

“number of pages”). FW radicalises the Postmodern tenet of EME into the rule of NMA: 

‘nothing means anything’.1

In the case of more orthodox texts, simplifying a claim by having the definitions of 

its  words  tacit  and  outside  the  claim,  is  welcome for  it  gives  the  claim  a cognitively 

perceivable length, while its recipient can rely on some terms, usually intuitive, that do not 

require defining. They are ‘primitive terms (or) notions’ “that seem to us to be immediately 

understandable” (Tarski 1994: 110). But in the epistemological system of FW intuition has 

become inapplicable. This is represented by conflicts of intuition vs. counterintuition in the 

volume of FW exegesis. Several examples are outlined below:

 According  to  an  initial  intuition,  the  language  of  FW is  English,  but  it 

becomes challenged as one’s reading continues. A rival intuition may arise 

that  the  language  is  strange,  but  in  order  to  preserve  their  English 

competence,  the  reader  makes  an effort  to  uphold  the  first  intuition  by 

insisting, sometimes counterintuitively, that the language is English.

1 The rule of NMA seems to contradict itself––it  is, after all, something meaningful that one can say 

about FW. On the other hand, the rule confirms itself––since its terms (‘nothing’, ‘means’, ‘anything’)  

are tacitly defined, the rule does not express itself otherwise than as a nontestable conjecture about its 

content.
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 The source text requires glosses (“Erklärungen, die nötig sind”, Senn 2011), 

“some  prior  framework,  derived  from  critics  or  from  Joyce  himself” 

(Attridge  2001:  149),  to dismiss the intuition  that  FW is nonsense.  This 

requirement  is  against  the  intuition  typical  of  such traditional  models  in 

which one can rely on their own competence to read texts in a language that 

one knows. Combining the source text with commentary  upsets intuitions 

which try to point at that text in which meaning originates. If FW is “what 

we do with it” (Fritz Senn in Fordham 2007: 1), our commentary (especially 

as it precedes, accompanies, and often displaces the source text) is, perhaps 

counterintuitively, a better referent of FW than the source text.

 The  sense  of  helplessness  persists  despite  taking  recourse  to  exegetical 

epitexts, and against the intuition that they will help. Disappointment is only 

exacerbated upon one’s learning more about the size of the volume, which 

is, counterintuitively, counterproductively large.

 Intuition  may  suggest  Joyce  as  a privileged,  omniscient  interpreter,  still 

many of his hints were contradictory. E.g., Joyce’s calling FW “pure music” 

(qtd. in  R.  Ellmann  1982:  703)  goes  against  the  intuition  that  FW  is 

literature, whereas the metaphoricity of his language is not always obvious.

 The more a section of the text is nontrivial, the more its reader’s ability to 

absorb the data2 is impaired. This disagrees with the intuition that the more 

context  is  available,  the  more  comprehensible  a text  will  be.  It  is  also 

counterintuitive to see that the post-Joyce variants of the source text do not 

improve comprehensibility.

 The  scholar’s  failure  to  explicate  the  text  is  against  the  intuition  that 

an expert knows better. There are academics who write texts about FW but 

are unable to spell the title.3 While in many other texts, the title is a paratext 

2 Possibly, “data” should be replaced by “information”. Neither word is a primitive term about FW.
3 Despite  taking  a seminar  on  FW  for  a full  semester  (Cook-Degan  1990:  879,  see  Kirkland  and 

Kirkland 1991: 283). The most common misspelling, “still-chronic” (Kostelanetz 1991: 127) consists in 

adding an apostrophe. Saying that the apostrophe “insists on being seen” (Sh. Benstock 1991: 95) may 

be true, still it does not excuse the mistake in  PhD-level texts (e.g.,  Abel 2018: 84, Calvert 2009: 64, 

Simmons  2014:  2,  passim).  The  misspelling  in  claims  makes  them  initially  flimsy,  unconvincing: 

“Finnegan’s Wake,  perhaps the single greatest narrative monument of the twentieth century” (Brink 
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that one can omit, the title of FW is counterintuitively important where it 

marks  the  end  of  one’s  reading.  If  the  title  is  everything  that  someone 

assumed from the text, then its misspelling goes against the intuition that 

the text reduced to two words can be assumed without an error.

Without  common  intuitions,  the  epistemological  system of  FW cannot  have  primitive 

terms. Simplification of a claim cannot use a primitive term as the point of departure. De-

simplification cannot have a primitive term as the terminus. The exegete cannot establish 

any terms in context (for a vague term can hardly become clear when it is described by 

means of vague terms described by means of other vague terms). Since, what has been 

assumed here, the primitive terms disappeared due to the excess of claims, they were not 

always absent in the system of FW studies. They disappeared in the aftermath of the 1939 

text having been miscategorised as  English. This miscategorisation was the initial reason 

for the epistemic impasse,  as  the linguistic  concerns pushed the exegete to expand the 

volume of claims counterproductively, beyond the point of testability or cataloguability of 

data. The 1939 text was misconceived as a kind of Rosetta Stone (see Kitcher 2007: xix), 

which can be decrypted over time, while it is more akin to the cryptic Voynich Manuscript 

(Illingworth 2017).  Since the growth of the volume of FW exegesis was incremental, the 

exegete may have been unaware that fewer and fewer primitive terms remained in their 

lexicon. The miscategorization allowed for a possibility to call FW unique. If the language 

had not been widely established as English, its effects could be described today as typical 

of an unknown language. This is, FW is a text which gained its peculiarity unnecessarily. 

This ties in with the fact that FW had been established as a work of high value owing to 

Joyce’s marketing skills which he used to promote the text before publication. Later on, the 

miscategorization was not rectified in the Joyce industry, possibly because FW as a unique 

1998: 2), “Finnegan’s Wake is the ultimate linguistic experience” (Daily 1977: 303), “Finnegan’s Wake 

acts out on a grand cultural scale” (Herr 2005: 150), “Finnegan’s Wake as a linguistic object” (Innis 

1982:  51),  “the  linguistic  relations  in  Finnegan’s  Wake take  control  over  virtually  all  the  data  of 

experience” (Izzo 2011: 134),  “Joyce’s masterpiece of  modernist  fiction,  Finnegan’s Wake” (Jeyifo 

2000:  72),  “Finnegan’s  Wake is  more  difficult  to  read  than  Ulysses”  (McCawley  1987:  462), 

“masterpieces like  Finnegan’s Wake” (Smolin 1997: 233),  “I’ve read  Ulysses and  Finnegan’s Wake” 

(Wasserstein 2005: 50-51). Other variations on the misspellings are: “Finegans Wake” (Beach 2012: 

223),  “Finnnegans  Wake”  (De  la  Durantaye  2016:  74,  McGee  2011:  130),  “Finneggans  Wake” 

(Balcerzan 1984: 64), “Finegans wage” (Thomas Merton qtd. in Biddle 2001: 39), “Finnigan’s Wake” 

(Mushtrieva 2018: 38, 64) “Finnegan’s Wake” (R. O’Brien 2017), “Finneganns Wake” (found in Rabaté 

1993: 154).
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text is more useful for it than FW as an ordinary text. In consequence, FW is unique and 

ordinary, depending on the system in which it is regarded––the uniquely miscategorised 

text is just a commodity in Capitalism; the literary exceptionality is a selling point for the 

regular forces of advertising.

Though  many people have called FW a unique achievement  (e.g.,  Gibson 2006: 

157), they have been unable to single out its salient characteristics. Some have called FW 

uniquely  (un)readable  (see  Franck  Bauchard  in  Wuetcher  2017),  which  verdict  is 

questionable to others (Dettmar 1996: 216, Nash 1996: 169). Joyce’s wordplay may have 

been quite avant-garde––but only until it became avant-garde to write a 19th c. style novel 

(Banville 2007). Some argue that the language of the text is unique, but it is not unique if it 

is just an expansion of Lewis Carroll’s Jabberwocky (Burgess 1987: 20, see J. S. Atherton 

1974: 124, Tanselle 2014: 506). There is even no consensus about FW as a “sort of limit-

case of literary interpretation” (Lernout 2006: 79, cf. Crowe 2012, Loxterman 1992: 125, 

Senn 1971: 46). It may be “difficult to imagine a more stunningly original work” (Eagleton 

2013: 179) and a more unoriginal one (Levine 1979: 113, M. Norris 1976: 131).  Various 

labels used to describe FW, such as “the most unreadable book in history” (Hayes 2019), 

“the most unread book in literature” (S. D. G. Knowles 2008: 106), “the most spectacular 

unintelligibility  in  all  literature”  (Weigel  1959:  172),  “the  most  difficult  book  in  the 

English language” (Eriksson 2012: 28) can as well be attached to other texts. For example,  

FW was called the “most misunderstood book of all time” (Rose and O’Hanlon 1982: vii), 

but the same phrase was also applied to the Bible (R. Jones 2011).

Since  many have tried to pinpoint the trademark feature of FW  (a literary text), 

arguing either for or against its uniqueness, this itself may be a unique effect of FW. One is 

perhaps right to think that FW is unique in that it invites verdicts of unreadability (more 

readily than other literary texts), and untranslatability (despite that this is a common feature 

of all texts),4 and encourages resemiotisation (more often than other texts do). A somewhat 

evasive  proposition would be that FW is unique in a way that cannot be characterised. 

Another proposition is this: FW is unique in that its uniqueness can be neither denied nor 

confirmed. Finally, in a less evasive attempt, it is a combination of several features that 

makes FW unique:

4 Or a peculiar kind of translatability where “[n]ormal criteria” “no longer apply” (Senn 2013: 871).
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1. James Joyce, the nominal author of the 1939 text,  originated the volume of FW 

exegesis by leaving his interpretive clues that became the starting points for other 

exegetes’ work.5

2. Joyce’s exegesis, his own or presented by his associates acting at his behest under 

his supervision, preceded the 1939 text.6

3. The volume stores data organised as knowledge: e.g., our knowledge of the word 

“riverrun” in  FW includes  associations  such as the words  rire-vers-l’un (Harari 

2002:  359),  contrive (Newmark  2001:  143),  err (Senn  1982a:  231),  other 

associations  of  the  word,  e.g.,  with  urination  (Bristow  2013),  “a  Heraclitean 

reminder that  panta rhei”, with a “hint of German Erinnerung” (P. O’Neill 2013: 

35, see also Knauth 2009: 54), “riverrun, = 8πG/c4 * T(2)” (Maher 2014), credit-

giving (McShane 2010: 164), the languages of British Celts (Seamus Heaney qtd. 

in  Panzera  2016:  203),  the  flow  of  truth  (Sławek  2013).  If  we  describe  our 

understanding as a synthesis of knowledge displaying semantic coherence, then FW 

cannot become   understandable  . Or, more precisely, FW can provide its reader with 

an understanding characteristic  of more orthodox literature––but  only in a trivial 

sample, whose ability to be a referent of FW is most problematic. The longer the 

sample, the less understandable.  Two people with no exegetical guidance and no 

prior knowledge of FW, asked to read a long part of the text, share only a feeling of 

5 Several examples of writers who tried to preset the interpretation of their texts are: James Macpherson, 

promoting the belief in the authenticity of Ossian (1760),  Stanisława Przybyszewska who aimed to 

control the interpretation of her  Sprawa Dantona (1929), and Harold Bloom as the interpreter of  The 

Book of J. (1990).
6 It was “paradoxical indeed” (Rabaté 1998-1999: 250) that FW could be discussed in a 1929 volume of 

essays.  That  said,  while  the commentary before the text may have been a rare thing until  the 19th 

century (Young 1810: 11-12), the modern dynamics of text reception involves ‘preemptive’ promotion. 

Examples  include:  Witold  Gombrowicz’s  Kronos (Głowiński  2013);  Duke  Nukem Forever (2011), 

a computer game promoted in 1997-1998, The Blair Witch Project (1999), made a cult film before its 

release. Also, one will consider: (i) the instrument of literary manifesto; (ii) F. D. E. Schleiermacher’s 

“pre-understanding”  (Henebury  2015,  see  Labron  2011:  60),  (iii)  metaphorical  concepts  (see,  e.g.,  

Pilshchikov et  al.  2015: 14, Sherwin 1997: 49);  (iv) the possibility  that  a text is  the Word of God 

(Erickson 2006: 56; McFall 1991: 269), (v) the idea that an oeuvre is a continuum where early texts 

comment on a successor: e.g., Nietzsche’s Morgenröthe (1881) and Die fröhliche Wissenschaft (1882) 

acted as “the commentary before the text” (W. Klein 1997: 36) of his Also sprach Zarathustra (1883-

1885).
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incomprehension; and even when they communicate their problems and pool their 

competence, they are not be able to dismiss the feeling. If

“the  cognitive  value  of  literature  lies  less  in  the  works  providing  their  readers  with  new 

knowledge than  in  their  operating  on and  enhancing  the  knowledge which  readers  already 

possess” (Mikkonen 2018: 10),

FW is peculiar in that it ‘provides’ its readers with incomprehension and self-doubt, 

which is the type of knowledge they did not necessarily already possess and which 

they might not wish to enhance.

4. What speaks for the above assumption is that the Joyce industry failed to elucidate 

the 1939 text in a satisfying manner. In an optimist scenario, about 20 percent of 

the  text  cannot  be  transformed  into  “synthetic  lucidity”  while  our  “recourse  to 

thousands of extant notes” raises “an aesthetic argument against the book” (Senn 

2002a; see Eco 1989b: 156). The plethora of glosses is clearly not the same as 

understanding (Fordham 2007: 31,  Sam Slote  in Hamada 2013: 116). The “total 

silence of saying too much” can be as frustrating as “the total silence of not saying 

anything” (Renggli 2018: 50). A canon of FW exegesis cannot be indicated; lists of 

recommended  reading  are  random  and  disjunctive.  It  suffices  to  look  at  the 

resources of the James Joyce Checklist to realise how “the Joyce criticism or even 

Joyce  criticism related  to  any one  work is  beyond the  ability  of  an individual” 

(Brockman 2016b; see Benstock 1977c: 335-336, Senn 1978-1979).

5. Attempts to find primitive terms in the epistemology of FW fail, unable to instate 

intuition to found them. As has been indicated, in the volume of FW exegesis there 

are some initial conflicts of intuition vs. counterintuition. Since counterintuition can 

be turned into intuition by an extended effort of the mind,7 one might assume that 

such conflicts can be resolved by the duality of two intuitions, one instinctive (lay), 

the other developed (expert), or corresponding to the duality of fast/slow thinking 

(Kahneman 2011: 20-21). However, an intuition-based expertise about FW cannot 

be established.8 Even from an individual perspective, the decades of examination of 

7 For examples in science see Susskind and Friedman 2014: xix-xx, 51-52, Bernstein and Friedman 

2009, see also S. Harris 2010: 36.
8 The meaning of “expertise” is hardly clarified in the general debate on the relations between intuition  

and expertise (Kahneman and Klein 2009), deliberation and knowledge (Harteis and Billett 2013: 148-

150), emotion and analysis in literature (C. Atherton 2005: 88, 119, 149), evaluations of thinking in 

literature vs. philosophy (Nanay 2013) and science (Mizrahi 2017), and the so-called expertise defence  
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FW suggest a duality of incompetence instead, the one more immediate, the other at 

the end of a longer effort to deny it.

6. Readers and non-readers   of FW are not distinguishable.

7. Some scholars changed their mind about the availability of a “complete exegesis” 

(McHugh 1980, 1991: v) and the passage of time exposed the failure of the self-

appointed to “discuss Finnegans Wake with scholarly pretense” (Senn 1984: xi). If 

the interpreter’s approach is to “keep piling up information” (John S. Gordon in 

Hamada 2013: 41) without a plan when to stop, it is teleologically indeterminate.

8. There exists no “common center to which to relate ideas generated by Finnegans 

Wake” (C. Hart 1966a: 144, 1992: 15). The volume of exegesis is a nonhierarchical 

pool of verbal and non-verbal reactions to FW (with any referent), and reactions to 

these reactions, and so on (here indiscriminately called exegetical). Some wish to 

separate  exegesis  from  hermeneutics,  annotation  from  interpretation  (W.  van 

Mierlo 2020),  more subjective criticism from scholarship as “objective  research 

and facts” (id. 2002: 35), specialists from ordinary readers (e.g., Burgess 1965) or 

common readers (e.g., Bishop 1999: viii, see Brannon 2003), and so on, yet every 

approach to FW is equally subject to the rule of NMA.

The  volume  of  FW exegesis  can  be  described  as  the  multitudes  of  claims  which  are 

uncertain  [simplified  by  the  tacitly  defined  terms,  and  undergoing  the  process  of 

conjecturing which tentatively arranges their meaning], among which there are uncertain 

claims (appearing to be) unambiguous, clear.  The Joyce industry has suggested a number 

of  unambiguous tenets  about FW, including these:  (i)  There are primitive terms in the 

epistemological system of FW. (ii) There exists an intuitive or default referent of FW. (iii) 

One can misinterpret (misread, misunderstand) FW.

Other claims which have had support in the industry are: (iv) One can extrapolate the data 

from a processed sample of the text to make claims about the entire text. (v) The effects of 

refraining from interpreting is somehow hermeneutically inferior to the effects of making 

an interpretive effort. Also, the industry has frequently suggested that (vi) there is a canon 

of knowledge about FW (oft associated with the academic’s knowledge about FW) or there 

even exists a mainstream understanding of FW.

(with its troubles; see, e.g., Horvath and Wiegmann 2016: 2722, Mizrahi 2015: 62).
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These points relate to the industry’s 3 crucial principles. The literary text principle, 

illustrated with this  quotation:  “Joyce’s baffling final book defies description” (O’Shea 

1989: 78), says that FW is a well-identifiable prosaic text, a work of literature. The author 

principle, signalled in the same example, says that the text is Joyce’s work. The language 

principle says that the language (hereafter: Wakese), used in the prototext and other source 

texts, is English. As this thesis tries to disprove them all, the question why the industry has 

abode by its paradigm of competence, using the aura of its better competence to promote 

these principles, will be addressed in a hypothesis-like proposal. This proposal concerns 

the paradigm of competence at (i) the level of literary examination and (ii) the extraliterary 

level:

1) The Joyce industry imposes, without justification, literary authority over interpretation.

At the level of its engagement with FW as a literary text, the industry imposes interpretive 

limits, e.g., indicating misinterpretations.  It will be argued, however, that the concept of 

misinterpretation of FW cannot be applied with non-dogmatic consistency.

Initially, FW cannot be misinterpreted since––under the rule of NMA––it cannot be 

interpreted, since all claims about FW use vague terms in their tacit definitions (here: “all”, 

“claims”, “about”, “FW”, “use”, “vague”, “terms”, “tacit”, “definitions”).

Secondly, given various claims about FW whose meaning is established by means 

of conjecturing, no one can say with any consistently privileged competence that one claim 

is better than another. If every claim answers some ‘good faith’ interpretive demand in the 

mind of an exegete, the claim may be validated by the fact of its emergence, being equal as 

long as we do not ascribe different values to that demand.9 If so, then a claim (if it existed) 

“FW is a book” and a claim (if it existed) “FW is a zebra” are equal in their validity (or 

else in their invalidity). The word “equal” does not mean to say that the two would have 

the same chances to appear and be considered equally productive, sensible etc. Still, given 

that appeals to common sense and intuition are ineffective about FW, and arguments from 

statistics are, first, unavailable (the volume of FW exegesis is too large to permit statistical 

tests of its data), secondly, fallible (it is not always so that a majority knows better, but we 

do not know when it does), the absence of misinterpretations in the volume of FW exegesis 

should be  understood as  the  absence  of  any consistently  justified  authority  to  indicate 

misinterpretations.

9 Obviously, one could argue that some claims are invented in ‘bad faith’, with an agenda to obstruct 

discussion. Still, we have no unchallenged mechanisms for distinguishing ‘good-faith’ from ‘bad-faith’.
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Thirdly, FW cannot be misinterpreted if one cannot misinterpret incomprehension, 

which is the usual result of processing FW.  It is perhaps useful with other texts to  tell 

experts who “know when they don’t know” from nonexperts who “do not know when they 

don’t know” (Kahneman and Klein 2009: 524); in the case of FW, however, the idea that 

academics are more competent than other exegetes because some of the former announce 

their semantic despair later than some of the latter do is not enough to justify a hierarchy 

of competence. (In fact, if this hierarchy were established, then the scholars, as they take 

more time to realise their interpretive helplessness, would be less competent than any such 

people who followed their intuition to come earlier to the equivalent epistemic conclusion.)

In wishing to appear (more) competent, the Joyce industry resembles the “literary 

institution” (Newton 1986: 8) to which it belongs.10 There seem to be no models in the 

institution  which  explain  in  a consistent,  non-dogmatic  manner  why  “a  literary  work” 

cannot  have “just  any meaning” (Jonathan Culler  qtd.  in  ibid.,  2).  Regarding FW, the 

Postmodern  condition  of  EME disqualifies  the option  that  the  interpreter  “clarifies  the 

potential of the text” (Wolfgang Iser qtd. in ibid., 3). The unavailability of understanding 

disqualifies the criterion for validity that is called comprehensiveness (ibid., 18-19). Nor 

can one say “something new or different or corrective” (Stanley Fish qtd. in ibid., 16)11 

about FW due to our inability to reveal what is new and old in the volume of FW exegesis 

(and establish what is different among claims). There is no coherently justified reason for 

prescribing any limits such as “intention and historical context” (Newton 1982: 104), for 

appeals to triviality, taste, common sense (see ibid., 106), for appeals to “original readers’ 

expectations,  genre” (id. 1985: 211),  or “completeness,  correctness, comprehensiveness, 

consistency, and discrimination” (Stein Haugom Olsen in ibid., 208).

Hermeneutical competence is not correlated with formal markers of competence 

(the number of publications, academic degrees, years of work).12 Observing the volume of 

10 Even if it is vaguely described. E.g., it is “very loosely structured” (ibid.), and yet centralised enough 

so that there can be “tension” against it (ibid., 227) and “support” can be gained from it (ibid., 17).
11 Incidentally, Fish is wrong to speculate that without saying that certain ‘something’ there would be no 

reason for a critic to write (see ibid.). One obvious reason could be economic.
12 If a degree should make its holder more competent, this might explain paying less attention to some  

non-academic work, but not paying less attention to some academic work (see de Climont 2016). Also,  

as one juxtaposes Adam Wiśniewski-Snerg (especially as the author of his text of 2003) and Stanisław 

Lem, two comparably incompetent writers as far as their academic status is concerned (Keller 2019: 14,  

30), their work received unequal treatment in academia––due to economic factors (and personal ones,  
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FW exegesis, one could assume that the industry has not established coherent mechanisms 

for rating equivalent claims made with different means (e.g., appeals to Joyce, knowledge, 

historicity, common sense), for rating different claims made with  equivalent means,  and 

adjudicating conflicts between exegetes on the same level in a hierarchy. Moreover, some 

Wakean scholars did admit incompetence. Some others disqualify themselves with internal 

contradictions. For example, if FW “mocks the notion of expertise and authority” (Israel 

2019), this claim makes an unjustified exception not to mock the authority which makes 

this claim. And if the claim is true, it speaks against privileging academic authority.

But perhaps there is a value of academic authority that could justify the paradigm in 

the industry despite its inconsistencies? If one could identify a value relevant to the study 

of literature (and specifically to the literary FW) ensured by the use of authoritative control 

by the literary institution (and specifically by the Joyce industry), then the paradigm of 

competence could be upheld. Where such a general value is suggested in the discussion of 

the literary institution, it is described too vaguely. K. M. Newton, for one, seems to have 

such a value in mind, but his reluctance to bring his argument to its conclusion  is quite 

frustrating. For instance, if an authority is necessary to prevent that “all readings should be 

regarded as equal” lest it should “make interpretation pointless” (2006: 480), the ‘point’ of 

interpretation is not specified, nor is the reason for not being pointless. If “the point of the 

[interpretive] activity is the contest itself” (1986: 39), Newton is not revealing why the 

contest should be taking place under the aegis of the institution. Why should the institution 

monopolise a “desire to interpret” (ibid., 6,  passim)? An appeal to “the need or desire to 

survive in the world or to order the world for human benefit” (ibid., 10) fails to name the 

survivors and describe the benefit.  Arguments that the study of literature without some 

institutional support may look futile (ibid., 223) are meaningless as long as they do not 

define futility and list its disadvantages in contrast to the alternative.  Last but not least, 

even if  an “authority  to  impose limits”  (ibid.,  219) is  required,  it  is  not  said who will 

authorise that authority, or who will watch the watchers.

Taking this into consideration, it will be assumed that the value does not really exist 

(which can also mean that it exists in too vague descriptions). Taking Newton’s discourse 

of “struggle for power” (ibid., 40, 43, 193) a step further, the proposal will be made here 

that the literary institution, and the Joyce industry in it, wants power not in order to hold 

see Kukulak 2018: 41).
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literary interpretation as the guarantee of a humanist condition, not primarily at least, but to 

maintain its operation.

2) At the system level (of the entire literary institution/Joyce industry), imposing authority 

is economically motivated.

The proposal goes on to say that the primary motivation of the literary institution, and so,  

of the Joyce industry too, is professional, i.e. economic, in the neocolonial capitalism in the 

WEIRD  (Western,  educated,  industrialized,  rich,  democratic)  economies.  The  industry 

needs  to  appear  competent  in  order  to  advertise  its  product  convincingly.  It  needs  to 

propagate the idea that FW is in English and Joyce’s work in order to better control the 

market. It needs consumer optimism, thus it calls FW readable, prescribes the ludic side of 

reading, inspirits  the customer with clichés like:  “[k]nowledge about  Finnegans Wake” 

“makes its world grow and live” (Fordham 2008: 316). Phrases such as “Pandora’s box of 

inquiry” (Deppman 2008: 314) in the exegesis are given positive resonance. Where Clive 

Hart’s view on the lack of certainties is called “pessimistic” (Fagan 2015: 186), one is led 

to believe that pessimism can and should be replaced with an anarchist satisfaction from 

“dismantling the rhetorical strategies of authority” (ibid.)––although anarchism is not the 

philosophy of the Joyce industry, which seeks advantage from  not dismantling its own 

strategies of authority.

The extraliterary criterion for evaluation of claims at the system level seems much 

more  consistent:  ‘more  acceptable’  is  ‘more  profitable  to  the  industry’.  Contemporary 

critics purport to advocate the idea that  anyone is free to interpret literature, however, if 

that freedom is not just a right to say things, but is a right to say things which are not 

stigmatized (e.g., by being called absurd), then the institution restricts that freedom where 

it remains committed to the category of misinterpretation.  As they strive to uphold the 

status  privilege,  academics  are  more  willing  to  review  and  promote  texts  with  titles 

suggesting a conceptual guide (Begnal and Senn 1974), a genetic guide (Crispi and Slote 

2007), a reader’s guide (Tindall 1996), a student’s guide (Hodgart 1978, see V. Mahon 

1980: 378) but not an idiot’s guide (Brazier 2018). As some critics call truth “alien to the 

activity of literary interpretation” (Newton 2006: 480), this can be a market manoeuvre to 

help the authors to remain unaccountable for the alethic quality of their texts.

The emotions that one calls “the bread and butter of literature” (Nanay 2013: 351) 

are  not,  as  such,  important  at  the  system  level.  Production  of  FW  exegesis  can  be 
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dispassionate. FW may (even should) be replaced with another text if the profit and loss 

account so instructed. That said, the economic objective is not seldom in symbiosis with 

the emotional factor in the disillusioned enthusiast who opts for what their psychological 

self-defence says, which is the second part of the following alternative––(i) to sum up their 

work on FW as failure or (ii) redefine failure and not let oneself grow embittered, e.g., by 

“having  misspent”  “youth  in  [Joyce’s]  labyrinth”  (G.  Carey  2018). The  psychological 

criterion for evaluation of claims can be coherent too: ‘more acceptable’ stands for ‘more 

appeasing our epistemic autoimmunity’ (see Arfini 2019: 39-49). There can be given other 

examples of psychological factors affecting interpretation. Regarding Wakese as a variety 

of English may be an example of satisficing (Simon 1997: 118) preferred to the pursuit of 

the optimal answer. The assumption that FW is a text of high value may be, at least in part, 

due to a kind of anchoring effect (Mussweiler and Strack 2000: 1038) as the expectations 

from  FW  assimilated  the  previously  considered,  high  standard  of  Joyce’s  writing. 

A psychological reason also explains why many Wakeans would claim knowledge rather 

than ignorance––if  “intuitively, ignorance” is “less useful than knowledge” (Arfini 2019: 

11), they wish to think that their work is more useful.

One can also assume that  the economic  motivation  is  influenced by ideological 

factors, especially when one agrees with that literature is “inevitably ideological” (Solecki 

1993: 559, see Eagleton 1978: 56-57, Newton 1985: 217-219). The difference between the 

two  motivations  is  that  the  psychological  factor  dictates  a hermeneutical  approach  in 

individuals who process FW, while ideologies, as they operate inter- and supersystemically 

in relation to the academic industry, are concerned with FW as one text among many.

Discussing these issues, the thesis will be structured as follows.

Against  the  literary  text  and  author  principles, Chapter  1  presents  FW  as 

a polytextual,  polyauthorial  text.  The  name  “FW” refers  to  the  “multitude  of  variants 

which share the same title” (Bartnicki 2014a: 373), i.e. the source texts including the 1939 

prototext and a number of  its post-Joyce variants, none privileged.  The definitive variant 

has not appeared. It if never does, this may be in accord with assertions that FW does not  

exist.13 But “FW” also  stands for the macrotext––i.e. a source text with its pre-texts and 

post-texts. It can also refer to FW+E polytexts made up of a source text and its exegetical 

co-text––and to other, even nonliterary, texts. If many interpreters are less interested in 

13 Admittedly, that non-existence has been understood differently: Senn 1992b: 215, Van Hulle 2000: 

221, W. Van Mierlo 2012, iAhuasca 2016 after Ph. K. Dick 2011b: 612.
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what the source text says, and more in how it works––one of the available referents of FW 

points  to  that  extratextual  experience.  Another  referent  of  FW is  the  volume  of  FW 

exegesis.  Correspondingly,  Chapter  1  shows  that  Joyce  is  not  the  sole  author  of  the 

prototext; he is even less the sole author of a post-Joyce source text; he is a co-author of 

a FW+E polytext; and a minor contributor to the volume of FW exegesis.

Set against the language principle, Chapter 2 promotes as optimal the proposition 

that the language of the prototext (or any of its variants) is unknown.

Discussing  the  paradigm  of  competence  in  the  academic  industry,  Chapter  3 

indicates that the assumption of superior academic competence cannot be justified on the 

merits  of  the epistemic  result  of  processing  FW as  a literary  text.  It  proposes  that  the 

reason why the paradigm has nonetheless been promoted is extraliterary. The Chapter calls 

to  uphold  the  paradigm by naming  the  value  of  submitting  interpretation  to  academic 

control or to revise it (urging the industry to restore consistency by admitting its primary 

extraliterary motivation). The thesis closes with some case studies in the Supplements and 

the Bibliography.
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Chapter 1 – The Referents of the Text of Finnegans Wake

The position in this chapter opposes the idea prevalent in the Joyce industry that FW has 

this natural referent: a book, or, a prosaic text in the domain of literature, written by James 

Joyce, an element in the set that includes the 1939 prototext and its later variants (‘source 

texts’).  The purpose of this chapter is to give an idea about how polyreferential the name 

Finnegans Wake  (“FW”) is, in order to promote the proposition that it is not a primitive 

notion. Every claim such as “I didn’t like  Finnegans Wake” (T. Williams 1978: 294) is 

initially vague due to its tacitly assumed referent of the name. It is not possible to prioritize 

a referent with privileged competence, which privilege would follow from coherent criteria 

for literary study. Even where a referent of FW is less vague thanks to context or a deictic 

definition, its proponent cannot present a justified source of competence to assert that their 

referent is better (standard, more default). The polyreferential FW is polyauthorial––which 

is against the author principle that names Joyce as the author of FW.

Let us start with the source texts. As the prototext was challenged by its post-Joyce 

variants aiming to be the text of FW (or, at least, a “more corrected” text of FW, Henkes 

and Bindervoet 2004a), not one of them is definitive. Assuming that the definitive variant 

has not been published so far, one may argue that the text of FW has not even appeared. 

And even if the definitive variant has been produced, one does not have a reliable criterion 

for locating it among the contestants for the title.

Since what distinguishes one source variant from another is a number of details, the 

importance of the detail in FW has been crucial. Still, given the proposed modes of reading 

FW: one, taking on FW “in the large” with “neglect of the details”, the other “in the small”  

(Kitcher 2009: 198) with neglect of the whole, the former contests our emphasis on the 

detail. Also, it is puzzling how a suggestion that the revisions in a source text are “minor 

yet crucial” (Rose and O’Hanlon 2010, see eidem 2012a: ix, Joyce 2010b: back cover) is 

not  oxymoronic. If  the  number of  such minor  revisions were the main criterion in  the 

competition of the variants, one could argue against it  that no amount of revisions has 

made any variant a more understandable FW: any two source texts present the same kind 

of inscrutability. If the main criterion were fidelity to Joyce’s intention, one could argue 

against it that the more revisions a variant has, the more it represents the editor’s intention, 

“taking over an author’s responsibilities” (C. Hart 1966b: 79), not Joyce’s. Moreover, there 
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is a practical aspect of the detail: if no more than a few paragraphs can be held in mental 

focus (Clive Hart in Magee 2017: 365), details in that dosage are forgotten once the reader 

moves to another paragraph––no attempt to merge more paragraphs can rely on memory.14

Problematically for the proposition that there exists an intuitive referent of FW, the 

name “FW” does not even abbreviate the phrase “the source text of FW”. People who think 

that  “the final text of  Finnegans Wake so self-consciously refers to its own production” 

(Crispi, Slote, and Van Hulle 2007: 3) may use the title “FW” for a source text combined 

with its pre-texts. “FW” can be interchangeable with the Work in Progress [“FWP”] (see 

Van Hulle 2000: 232, 2005: 141, 2016), the working title of a set of pre-texts dispersed 

over the span of seventeen years between the publication of Ulysses in 1922 and the 1939 

prototext of FW.15 The name also refers to various post-texts, e.g., translations––although, 

according to some, translations are equivalent texts of FW, according to others––they are 

not.16 This does not depend on how abridged a translation is, e.g., “less than half of the 

14 Repetitions do not help if in every reading it is “hopeless to build up, piece by piece” a “larger whole” 

(Kitcher 2007: xix). Finn Fordham calls this hopelessness arrogant (2008: 315) but is just as arrogant in 

his assumption of being more competent (op. cit., 315-316). Anyway, Fordham sends mixed signals––

attentive to the detail in the variant of FW that he co-authored (Joyce 2012b), he is also able to analyse 

FW on the basis of “less than ten pages of the Wake’s total” (Hopper 2009: 306).
15 Or not even this span is certain. The closing year is not fixed if there exist post-Joyce texts attributed 

to Joyce which can be regarded as pre-texts of FW.  Regarding the initial year, Robbert-Jan Henkes 

nominated Joyce’s notebook of April-May 1924 as “the first  that can be honestly called a  Work in 

Progress one”, but he also mentioned “Work in Progress before it became Work in Progress” (2009). 

Symbolically, if “the working title did not originate with Joyce” (Simpkins 1990: 740), Joyce was not 

its author.
16 If a translation is “continuation and extension of the original text” (P. O’Neill 2005: 13), then it is 

an epitext rather than a referent of FW. O’Neill’s selection of literature on FW in translation (2013: 3) is 

Blumenbach 1990, 1998, Bollettieri Bosinelli  1999, 2001, Eco 1978, 1996b, L. Knuth 1972, Milesi  

1985, 1996, 2003b, 2004, G. Parks 1992, Senn 1967b, 1984, 1998, Topia 1990, and Versteegen 1998.  

As O’Neill discusses literary translations (2019), he implicitly denies intersemiotic translatability (2013: 

6). Discussion of the subject of FW in translation has revealed conflicts and contradictions: FW is “both  

infinitely translatable and absolutely untranslatable” (Leslie Hill 2007: 98-98), FW is “untranslatable, or 

even illegible” (Jorge Luis Borges in Waisman 2007: 192-193), FW is anti-translatable (Baydere 2018). 

Fritz Senn asserts that FW is “far too” easily provable non-translatable (1967a: 163), but if so, he should 

not have praised Maciej Słomczyński’s attempt at “translating the whole of the Wake” (1967b: 229). As 

Słomczyński translated one chapter and a few additional pages, he proved Senn wrong––either a partial 

translation counts as that of FW (and then FW is translatable) or a partial translation does not determine 
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work” in Spanish was not enough to make a FW (Harari 2002: 138-139), whereas a third in 

Chinese  was  (Kaiman  2013).  An adaptation  distilling  a source  text  into  an hour  of 

performance was called FW (Cooper 2014), and a film “roughly equivalent to 32 pages” 

(Gliński 2016b) was called a translation of FW, whereas an unabridged literary translation 

was called less––an adaptation (Słodownik 2017).

The name FW is even more polyreferential  when we allow for Gérard Genette’s 

categories of textuality (1991, 1997), borrowing his concept of the paratext, i.e. “peritext + 

epitext” (1991: 264). What is the referent of “FW” in a text with peritexts? E.g., where is 

“FW” in the variant Joyce 2012b, whose text proper is preceded by the texts Fordham 

2012a, 2012b, 2012c, Henkes and Bindervoet 2012b, J. Johnson 2012, and followed by 

Henkes  and  Bindervoet  2012a––or  in  the  variant  Joyce  2012c,  whose  text  proper  is 

preceded by S. Deane 2012, Rose and O’Hanlon 2012b, and followed by Gabler 2012, 

Greetham 2012, Rose and O’Hanlon 2012a? Perhaps a peritext belongs to the text of FW, 

but not to FW––or perhaps it is the other way round. Also, “FW” in polytexts that combine 

a source text  with  some exegetical  paratext  may stand for  either  component  (or  both). 

A number of options follow an anecdote told by Samuel Beckett, and re-told by Richard 

Ellmann, about how once “the spirit of language” (J. S. Atherton 1974: 15) made Joyce say 

“Come in” once,  which words Beckett,  taking dictation of a FWP text, included in the 

transcript, and which words, some intuit,  found their place in the prototext, turned into 

“Sammy,  call  on”  (Staples  1971:  421).  Now,  one  can  say  that:  (i)  The  words  were 

transmitted into the prototext, and therefore are part of FW. (ii) They are part of FWP, but 

not of FW. (iii) They are in FW, but not in the text of FW. (iv) They are neither in FW nor 

in the text of FW––especially if the anecdote is fake (Slote 2015: 9, see Lernout 1993). But 

if one cannot say what “the text” is, one cannot tell its peritext from epitext,  the former 

“not materially appended to the text” (Genette 1997: 344). If the 1939 prototext is ‘the 

text’ of FW, its later variants are its post-texts. If a post-Joyce variant is ‘the text’ of FW, 

then the 1939 prototext is its pre-text. If ‘the text’ is where our knowledge is found, it may 

be the volume of FW exegesis. If ‘the text’ is where our understanding is found, it may not 

exist––in which case, the volume of FW exegesis is, one may say, nothing but paratext.  

Attempting to embrace “the open totality  of all  the texts  that  can be grouped together 

whether the whole text is translatable (and then Senn’s proof accounting for the whole text cannot be 

“far too easy”). Joyce himself claimed: “There is nothing that cannot be translated” (qtd. in R. Ellmann 

1982: 632; cf. Libera 2020: 76), but his opinion may be seen as his joke (Sandulescu and Vianu 2015c: 

Press Release). For my take on the subject of FW in translation see Bartnicki 2012c.
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around that name” (Armand 2002a), discussed below are the following referents or groups 

of referents:

(1) FW as the set of texts recognisable as FW;

(2) FW as the 1939 prototext, representing the set of source texts;

(3) FW as the model source text;

(4) FW as the macrotext, made up of the source text, with its pre-text and post-text;

(5) FW as the FW+E polytext combined of a source text and its exegetical co-text;

all comprised in the multilingual, multimodal, polyauthorial volume of FW exegesis––one 

more referent of either FW or the text of FW or both.

1.1.Finnegans Wake as the Set of Texts Recognisable as Finnegans Wake

In one possibility, FW is the set of texts attributed to Joyce and associated with the words 

(the title) Finnegans Wake. This set can be divided into subsets:

(i) Standalone book variants   with an unabridged original source text; usually under 

the title FW; always with some paratext. The indicated author is James Joyce; 

the secondary author is the provider of a non-Joyce’s paratext.

(ii) Extended book variants   which combine an unabridged original source text with 

other texts by Joyce; often with the title that is not FW, yet which may include 

the words FW. The indicated author is, usually, Joyce; the secondary author is 

the provider of a non-Joyce’s paratext.

(iii) Standalone literary translations of an     unabridged original source text  . It will be 

argued that the main author of such a text is the translator;  James Joyce is the 

secondary author; the provider of an additional paratext is another co-author.

(iv) Extended literary translations of an     unabridged original source text  : bilingual 

editions with an unabridged source text and its translation. It will be argued that 

the main author of such a text is Joyce; the secondary author is the translator; 

and the provider of a non-Joyce’s paratext (other than the translation) is another 

co-author.
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(v) Internet publications   of an unabridged original source text––oft with extensive 

annotations. A subcategory is the set of the online publications of a translated 

source text.

(vi) Intersemiotic  translations  of  an     unabridged source  text  ,  e.g.,  into audiobook, 

sound, film, performance.  Cross-subset translations are available,  e.g., online 

audiobooks with music (Pyle 2015b, 2016b), online art derived from a literary 

translation (Szmandra 2012).

(vii) Abridged variants   of texts in the previous subsets.

The  set  contains  texts  recognisable  as  FW,  but  there  are  false  negatives  (FWs  not 

recognised as FW) and false positives (non-FWs recognised as FW). An example of the 

former might be abridgements which (in an arbitrary assessment) are excessive, still they 

carry  the  title  FW (e.g.,  Joyce  2016a)  and  are  discussed  as  if  they  were  unabridged 

(Kaiman 2013, Pedone and Terrinoni  2017a).  Among the latter  might  be intersemiotic 

translations which (in an arbitrary assessment) do not represent FW.

If one would assume that a text is recognisable as FW if it exhibits these  distinguishing 

features: (i) the title (FW), (ii) the author (James Joyce), (iii) the language (Wakese), and 

(iv) the length (not too abridged), it should be said that they do not work particularly well.

(i) Regarding the title. A text is initially recognised as FW if it displays the title, 

and yet one can envisage a FW without the title (e.g., a book stripped of its cover, with the 

introductory pages torn out) that remains recognisable as FW. Included in the set of FWs is 

the variant 2012c whose title on the cover is  The Restored Finnegans Wake (but the title 

FW appears in the early note on the edition and on the page preceding the text proper).  

Possibly recognisable as FW are various polytexts with a different title (e.g.,  Finnegans 

Web…: Joyce 2002b) if they include FW in the subtitle or another paratext. Non-Joyce’s 

texts  whose titles can be mistaken for the FW title (e.g., 19th c. song Finnegan’s Wake; 

Goldschmidt 2015) are potential false positives. Other false positives (even more likely if 

they bear Joyce’s name) are excessive abridgements  suggested to be an unabridged FW 

(e.g., Joyce 2014c). A FW+E polytext is more recognisable as FW if its source component 

(a source text of FW) is dominant, and less recognisable if it is not. As an example may 

serve Finnegans Wake Extensible Elucidation Treasury (Joyce 2005) whose key objective 

is not to present a text of FW (Slepon 2006). The presence of the words FW in the title of 

a collection, e.g., Finnegans Wake and Exiles (Joyce 2016b), unlike, e.g., in The Complete 
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Novels of James Joyce (Joyce 2012a), can make one think about the collection as of a text 

of FW. Last but not least, one should consider translations. It has been a matter of debates 

whether they are source texts of FW (and whether the title in translation is equivalent to the 

original  title).  Their  recognisability  is  local,  and  not  necessarily  dependent  on  the 

translator’s skills: there are translations with the words Finnegans Wake in the title because 

the words were the target language’s equivalent (as is the case of Bindervoet and Henkes’s 

Dutch  translation,  Joyce  2002a)  and  translations  with  the  original  words  in  lieu  of 

any attempted equivalent in the target language (Lavergne 1982). A translation whose title 

in the target language does not resemble the original title (e.g., Bartnicki 2012b, Joyce 

2012d) is probably less likely to be recognised as a FW, at least initially.

(ii) While Joyce’s authorship of FW is symbolically confirmed in most texts in the 

set, it makes a text more effectively recognisable as FW where the name is displayed in 

a writing system similar to the original one. In translations, Joyce’s name is either well 

exposed (where the translator wants to add the authority of Joyce’s name to the translation) 

or more hidden (where the translator wants to separate their text from Joyce’s original).

(iii) The Wakese language is the main distinguishing feature if a text recognisable 

as FW has to reveal inscrutability. This inscrutability has been confirmed even by readers 

who believe FW is comprehensible––even if FW is “a recognisable and consistent whole” 

(C. Hart 1962: 160), the newcomer is “aware of little more than a sea of vague and dream-

like symbols” (ibid.,  146).  This trademark effect  is  manifest  in an unabridged FW and 

a non-excessive abridgement––a sample that is understandable may be nonrepresentative. 

One can assume that Wakese reveals itself in a literary translation where the target text is 

appropriately inscrutable. Inscrutability can be detected in audiobooks, films, video clips 

and other audiovisual texts which use the language, yet is not so obvious in translations 

into music, image––one cannot say whether inscrutability there is typical for all texts in the 

semiotic code or it reflects the original’s individual semantic challenge. The assumption of 

literariness weighs on that literary translations are recognisable as referents of FW more 

than nonliterary translations. It is so without prejudice to the length of the translation and 

the translator’s intention to diminish, preserve, or even augment inscrutability. A literary 

translation, even a partial one, and of the explanatory kind (see P. O’Neill 2013: 289), is 

more likely to be called FW than an intersemiotic attempt whose creator did “devour the 
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whole text instead of tasting savory bits only” (Rademacher  1993: 482) and chose the 

target code because of its defiance of comfort in interpretation.17

(iv) The feature called the length (the size) is challenged by abridged source texts 

with so much paratext that together they are larger than an unabridged text proper, such as 

a third of Chinese FW (Dai 2013), which has 800 pages. It is also problematic to apply the 

feature as characteristic of FW, given that there is a subset of some (but not all) abridged 

literary texts recognised as FW and a subset of some (but not all) unabridged literary texts 

(translations)  not  recognised  as  FW. If  an abridgement  could pass as  a referent  of  FW 

regardless of how extensive its reduction of the source text is, the set of FWs would then 

include a lot of fiction and nonfiction with a quotation from FW (being an abridged text of 

FW). One example would be  The Campus Trilogy by David Lodge, due to an epigraph 

from the source text in it (and translations of Lodge’s text with the epigraph would be texts 

of FW as well). The set would also include the 10 Irish Pound note (1939-1999), various 

clocks, toys, mugs, beermats, photos, posters, caps, jerseys, t-shirts, graffiti, tattoos with 

a quotation from FW, also quoting a non-verbal element (see, e.g., a thong with an image 

from FW: CafePress,  product  75702332).  A wallet  with a stave from  Finnegan’s Wake 

(CafePress, product 647725763), if mistakable for a stave in FW, would be a false positive. 

The words “Finnegan’s Wake” written on a piece of paper could be a false positive too, as 

well as could be a false false positive to people who know that in FW there are these words 

“Finnegan’s Wake”. Extreme cases would be quotations (or ‘quotations’) in as unorthodox 

codes as garden (Tschumi 1976) and rose (Kordes 1985).

Devised to demonstrate that the distinguishing features do not quite work was the 

text Joyce 2014a, which is in the form of a book, with James Joyce’s name on the cover, 

the title not identical to FW, but close enough (closer than the titles of many translations), 

and whose size of the text proper differs from that in a source text variant by less than 1%. 

That  text  was called  Joyce’s (Przewodnik bibliograficzny… 2014: 76) and non-Joyce’s 

(Brockman and Cohn 1963-2008), an unorthodox, yet acceptable variant of FW (Henkes 

17 An example of an intersemiotic translation planned to be as challenging as the text of FW is Bartnicki 

and Szmandra 2015; see also Wróblewski 2016: 17. Of course, there also exist intersemiotic translations 

which bypass or alleviate the task of reading; e.g., M. E. Bute’s 1965 film which “helps break down the 

doors”  (Coulthart  2008)  or  an online  audiobook  with  music  to  “make  the  book  more  accessible” 

(Bausells  2016).  Released  from the “pernickety  burden of  faithful  adaptation”  (S.  Boland 2014 on 

Fouéré’s 2013), they clearly de-emphasize the detail which is so important to the editor of a post-Joyce 

source variant.
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2014) and a new title (Jakubowiak 2015, see Kearns 2017a). It is the final example here to 

contest the idea that the set of texts recognisable as FW can be a source of an intuitive 

referent of the name.

1.2.Finnegans Wake as the 1939 Prototext

A popular referent of the name FW is the prototext of FW. Parsing an available definition 

of the prototext, “a unique and historically specific original work” (P. O’Neill 2013: 6), 

“unique” will be taken to mean a single text; “historically specific”––a temporal point (the 

publication date); “original” will imply a single creator; “work”––a tangible output (rather 

than a process). This tangibility, it will be said, is marked with the title (in its final version) 

chosen by the creator, and confirmed when the creator declares that the text is  complete, 

a new declaration superseding the previous ones. The prototext is not synonymised with 

the ur-text, or the “hypothetical ‘best’ version of a lost literary text” (Wheeler 2016).

Considering the above, there are four candidates for the role of the prototext of FW:

i. The  text  completed  “in  mid-November,  1938”  (Herbert  Gorman  qtd.  in 

Spielberg 1962: 98), on “13 November 1938” (Spinks 2009: 42), “[o]n the 

evening of 13 November 1938” (“On This Day…”, 2013b), 14 November 

1938 (Norburn 2004: 184; “On This Day…”, 2014a). In November 1938, 

Joyce “pronounced the work finished” (Herbert 2009: 14) or he “began to 

pronounce the book finished” (Crispi, Slote, and Van Hulle, 30), making one 

announcement on the 13th, and another one on the 18th November (ibid., 44; 

footnote 68); if so, “the book was finished” at the later date, “[b]y November 

18th, 1938” (Hutchins 2016: 189);

ii. The unbound copy of the first edition in dust jacket, of 30 January 1939, with 

“pp. 627-628 missing” (Spielberg 1962: 150);

iii. The bound advance copy of the first edition (Rose 1995: 135) or a bound set 

of  proofs  (“On This  Day…”,  2014a),  displayed  at  “the  birthday  party  of 

Joyce, on February, 2, 1939” (Hamada 2013: 268; see Spielberg 1962: 98);

iv. The edition for official publication on 4 May 1939.
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The text of November 1938 will be rejected here because its title was kept secret (Fargnoli 

and Gillespie 2006: 93), so its bearing of the title is problematic. The text of January 1939 

will be rejected since it was not complete:  in it,  Joyce “continued to make alterations” 

(Pilling 2006: 82). Joyce may have “made it quite clear that the text that was published on 

2 February 1939 was the final version” (Lernout 1996b: 34), still he “had some remaining 

revisions to attend to” (Crispi,  Slote,  and Van Hulle,  30).  Since the fourth text  (Joyce 

1939) seems to be with the fewest reservations, it will be accepted as the prototext of FW.

One has to note that after the publication, Joyce wanted to revise the prototext. As 

the publisher sent Joyce an unbound copy of 30 Aug. 1939 to “help him with the task of 

correction” (Rose,  ibid.;  see “On This Day…”, 2013a),  it  will  be argued that  it  is  not 

a better variant of the prototext. This is claimed against various scholars, including Clive 

Hart, seeing the copy of August 1939 as  “Joyce’s last  bout with his book as a whole” 

(1966b: 83). As Hart confronts it with a “typescript (with carbon copy) of the corrections” 

(80), he admits that the two are different in “important respects” (ibid.). He also admits 

“the loss of the last two pages” (82)––the copy is incomplete. Also, it was influenced by 

strangers, including the printer (80, 83), but Hart as well––where Hart speculates, Joyce’s 

word becomes Hart’s.18

Of course, the choice of the 1939 prototext made here may be called prescriptive. 

In fact, people have raised arguments against this source text, saying that it is not Joyce’s 

last word on FW. They would argue that the 1939 prototext is deficient without James 

Joyce’s revisions (published after his death in 1945), and is not the optimal source text. 

Whatever is said about the prototext, the fact of discussing it supports these points: (a) the 

prototext has no intuitive referent, (b) the intuitive referent of the source text is even more 

debatable, (c) the intuitive referent of the text of FW is unavailable.

1.2.1. The Prototext and its Errata of 1945

Many have said that the 1939 prototext should be considered one with James Joyce’s errata 

posthumously published as “Corrections of Misprints in  Finnegans Wake” (1945), which 

prove that Joyce saw the prototext as deficient. Initially, this argument can be opposed, if  

18 Consider Hart’s “there is no evidence”, “what we might reasonably accept” (80), “remain in doubt” 

(82), “leaves the slight chance that” and “It is possible that Joyce” (83)

29



just slightly, with a technicality––is the errata text “a 14 page notebook” which “contains 

around  816 corrections”  (Navarrete  Franco  2011-2012:  378),  or  rather  “a sixteen-page 

booklet listing 628 misprints” (Bowker 2012b: 508), or perhaps with 867 corrections [my 

count: KB]?  Another counterargument might be that incorporating the revisions reduces 

Joyce’s presence in the text of FW (quantitatively––the incorporated corrections signal his 

presence less than the sum of Joyce’s errors + Joyce’s corrections).

A more important argument against viewing the 1945 errata as part of the prototext 

is informed by what is said in the assumed definition of the prototext––it is a single text. 

One may not fetishize the “book-as-a-whole” (Slote 2002, see C. Hart 1966b: 83), still one 

should appreciate the concreteness of a title. Otherwise, one would be free to say, e.g., that 

“Joyce’s last book is both “Work in Progress”  and Finnegans Wake” (Van Hulle 2000: 

232; emphasis original) or any other union of texts justified by the proponent’s idea about 

Joyce’s intent. Now, the errata are a distinct publication with its own title. One can read the 

1939 prototext without knowing (about) those revisions. One can even translate only the 

revisions (Bartnicki 2012a). A variant without the revisions can be recommended as the 

source text of FW (see Attridge 2007: x).

Moreover, one may argue that the text Joyce 1945 does not even serve the purpose 

of errata, which is to “correct errors” which “may influence the interpretation of the work” 

(Hames 2007: 193). This has support in the sceptic’s idea that “error cannot be eliminated 

systematically or in principle” (Ross 1996: 165),19 i.e., errata are impractical or impossible:

“There is nothing like an errata sheet to prompt the reader to seek out yet more errata – that is, 

nothing like the admission of some errors to provoke us to believe that the work is just full of 

errors” (Lerer 2003: 42).

Granted, the definitions of ‘correction’ vary, and in some the stress is on one’s awareness 

of errors instead of the impact on interpretation. Yet, errors are inherent in every text, more 

so in texts such as FW, especially if Joyce was not too meticulous (C. Hart, op. cit., 79, see 

Slote  2004b:  38).  Even  if  the  sceptic  looks  “implausible  in  supposing”  that  the 

“unavoidability  of  error  somehow defeats  understanding”  (Ross  1996:  193),  the  1939 

prototext challenges such epistemological pragmatism, as our understanding of FW is not 

altered by whether a source text of FW is with or without the errata.

19 This kind of scepticism is evident in Bartnicki 2010b, a text in which errors were planned ahead of 

print.
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The final argument concerns posthumous texts. To maintain that the text of 1945 is 

Joyce’s is to say that his death did not void his theretofore unenforced authorial decisions. 

Even if one would condone “taking over an author’s responsibilities” (C. Hart, ibid.; cf. 

Van Hulle 2000) by the post-Joyce editor, the prototext may never appear as Joyce’s final 

word on it would dwell in the future of the next and next would-be definitive versions.20

1.2.2. The Prototext’s Post-Joyce Literary Variants

A number of source variants of FW were published death in 1941, their editor guided by 

the ambition to “recreate and recover the text precisely as James Joyce wrote it” (Rose and 

O’Hanlon 2012b: ix), set up a text of FW that rectifies the “corruptions” (Van Hulle 2000: 

224, 228), “discrepancies” (Kitcher 2007: xiii),  “errors” (Slote 2011: 147), “oversights” 

(McHugh 1981: 77), “transmissional departures” (Henkes and Bindervoet 2012b: xlviii) 

found in preceding variants. The indefinite article in “a genetic edition” (Van Hulle 2000), 

“an accurate text” (V. Deane 1985: 1), “a corrected” FW (Slote 2001), “a restoration” (Van 

Hulle 2009: 114), “an emended text”  (Fordham, Henkes and Bindervoet 2015: 96) etc.––

instead of the definite one (see Dalton 1965, Henkes and Bindervoet 2004a, Higginson 

1956)––makes one think that the text will “remain forever in a state of perpetual signifying 

and discursive suspension” (Daniel Ferrer qtd. in Lernout 2002: 70).21 Against people who 

think it prudent to abandon the quest for the definitive FW (Slote 2001, see Henkes and 

Bindervoet 2004a, W. Van Mierlo 2012), there are many those who continue the pursuit.

Regarding the number of literary source texts. The 1939 prototext was followed by 

the booklet of 1945; and the corrigenda were allowed for in a 1950 Faber edition, wherein 

further room for rectification was suggested. They were also incorporated in a revised FW 

published by Viking in 1958, followed up with a FW in 1959. Faber issued a new FW in 

1964, including the revisions of the 1950 text, and another one in 1975, revising the 1964 

edition.  Penguin published a FW in 1976, which respected the first Viking release,  and 

a second FW in 1982, which resurrected the prototext.22 Some more recent source variants 

20 David Greetham maintains that “no fixed-print edition of the novel is a proper representation” of FW, 

and he awaits a “digital edition” (2012: 513)––not the digital edition though.
21 Similarly to the text of Ulysses (John Banville in Ruane 2000; Slote 2004b: 1).
22 See Rosenbloom (n.d.) for the “primary editions of Finnegans Wake” in 1939-2012.
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are: Joyce 2010b, 2012b, 2012c, 2014b. Another was due in 2019 (Kosters, Conley, and de 

Voogd 2016: ix, Sartor 2018: 8).

Regarding the number of revisions other than those in the text Joyce 1945. A list of 

29 emendations was drawn up in 1956, and slightly revised (Higginson 1956, 1972, see C. 

Hart 1960). Later, FW was found in  need of 7000 emendations (Dalton 1965, see Blish 

1972).23 Bindervoet and Henkes listed “1293 transmissional departures” (2003).24 Rose and 

O’Hanlon incorporated “some 9000 minor yet crucial corrections and amendments” (2010, 

see eidem 2012a: ix, Joyce 2010b: back cover) in a 493-page variant, i.e., statistically, over 

18 revisions a page––in contrast to that, an infringing use of 1/1000th of words of a text is 

enough to enjoin an edition (Saint-Amour 2003: 259). Confusingly, a variant which alters 

the text too much should not be called its edition (see Slote 2004b: 35), for a new edition 

means copies “without substantial change” (Carter and Barker 2004: 87) or indeed a “new 

edition  means that there has been substantial change” (“FAQs: Publication Formats…”, 

2014). With regard to FW, decisions whether a variant constitutes an edition (and a text) of 

FW are arbitrary (see Brockman 2014 re Joyce 2014a). The concept of a substantial change 

is  unusually  problematic  in  the  case  of  FW as  one  recalls  the  oxymoron  “minor  yet 

crucial”. If the revisions that alter the prototext are crucial, then if the prototext is FW, its 

later variants, crucially distant from it,  are not FW. If someone says that the prototext  is 

not FW, they imply that the prototext submitted by Joyce is less of FW than a post-Joyce 

variant that Joyce neither wrote nor endorsed. On the other hand, if the revisions are minor, 

they do not change the prototext substantially, and probably should not be called editions 

(which is why the word preferred in this thesis is ‘variant’).

There are some options to accommodate these concerns:

(1) The post-Joyce variants are different to an extent that makes them texts distinct 

from the prototext, which is FW. (Their titles on the covers are misleading.) They 

are co-authored by James Joyce and his post-Joyce collaborator. They have their 

own pre-texts and have or may have their post-texts. E.g., a text of FW announced 

by Fordham, Henkes and Bindervoet is a combination of several post-texts of the 

prototext: it is a post-text of the 1975 text called FW (2015: 96) and the 2010 text 

23 Or was it in 1966 (Van Hulle 2009: 114) or in 1967 (“45 years ago”, W. Van Mierlo 2012), or was it  

about 6000 emendations in 1963 (Henkes and Bindervoet 2003)?
24 Or did they exhibit “1334 examples” selected from the total of 2235 mistakes (2012b: xlviii) or 2228 

mistakes (2004a, see W. Van Mierlo 2012)?
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called FW (ibid.,  100) and the Dutch translation  of yet  another  text  called FW 

(ibid., 113).

(2) The post-Joyce variants are different from the prototext (which is Joyce’s FW), still 

the difference does not invalidate their being Joyce’s FW. FW is then the name of 

a set of texts represented by any one of them. Aspiring variants (but also published 

variants, retroactively) can be arbitrarily removed from the set. The text deserving 

the label “Joyce’s FW” the most is either (i) the prototext, or (ii) an existing post-

Joyce variant, or (iii) a future variant. If the prototext is the best Joyce’s FW, a later 

variant is its post-text, and an inferior FW. If a later variant is the best Joyce’s FW, 

the 1939 prototext is its pre-text, and an inferior FW. If a future variant is the best 

Joyce’s FW, every variant presented thus far is a pre-text, and an inferior FW.

(3) The post-Joyce variants may be equally recognisable as FW, but are not equally 

Joyce’s. The 1939 prototext is the text of FW in which Joyce’s presence is maximal 

and its later variants are less Joyce’s. The later variants would like to be regarded as 

(equally) Joyce’s FW, but this is possible largely due to copyright laws establishing 

a certain legal fiction by demanding Joyce’s name, and his alone, on the cover.

The position here is closest to (3): If the 1939 prototext is FW, then its post-Joyce literary 

variants in original Wakese are post-texts of FW, recognisable as Joyce’s FW. Translations 

of the prototext are post-texts of FW. Translations which used a post-1941 variant as the 

source text are post-texts of a post-text of FW.  Joyce’s name on the cover of a post-text 

does not agree with the actual authorship. An important co-author of each variant is the 

post-Joyce editor, “taking over an author’s responsibilities” (C. Hart 1966b: 79).

1.2.3. Joyce’s Co-Authors of the Prototext

This section means to defy the legal fiction that Joyce is the (sole) author of the prototext, 

with his single “onymity” (Genette 1997: 39) overshadowing the onymity of the editor, the 

translator, the authors of other non-Joyce’s paratexts. This refusal to accept Joyce’s (sole) 

authorship goes against the tendency to assume that he authored texts that he did not write: 

various paratexts, including translations, or even texts without his nominal authorship, such 

as the 1929 volume of FOE written by “Joyce’s puppets” (McHugh 1981: 48).
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Putting aside all those exegetes who are co-authors of FW+E polytexts, there are (i) 

Joyce’s co-authors more sensu stricto, who might have been aware of their impact on the 

source text, and (ii) the authors of various content that Joyce intercepted, some people he 

had “met or known” (R. Ellmann 1982: 6, Hassan 1975: 81).

In the example below, FW is a polyauthorial polytextuality:

“The text used is that of the first trade edition, emended according to the “Corrections of Misprints 

in  Finnegans Wake” (New York and London, 1945), after the latter had itself been emended by 

collation with the typescript (and carbon) of the corrections and with the unbound copy of the first  

edition (lacking pp. 627 and 628) on which Joyce, with the assistance of Paul Léon, drew up the 

original list of errata” (C. Hart 1974: n.pag.).

It is linked to various texts (first trade edition, corrections, misprints, typescript, unbound 

copy, errata) and people, e.g., Paul Léon. His share in the prototext found recognition in 

the descriptions of items VI.I.45.a [VI.H.4.a], VI.1I.45.b.2 (Spielberg and Crispi 2010), in 

the phrase “Joyce/Léon revisions” (Henkes and Bindervoet 2003) and other texts (see, e.g., 

“Archiving  the  Ephemeral”,  2000;  Navarrete  Franco  2011-2012:  371,  376).  Other  co-

authors sensu stricto are Samuel Beckett––whom Joyce would hand “a book from time to 

time” “to have a look at it and pick out passages” for FW (Letter to Hans Neumann, 17 

Feb. 1954 in Beckett 2011: 162), Nora Joyce née Barnacle (Slote 2004-2006: 24, 29), as 

well as people charged with the task to transfer Joyce’s decisions into print, but who failed 

to complete it faithfully, thereby revising the text. Among them, one France Raphael, who 

“has  made  numerous  errors  in  her  transcriptions”  (Spielberg  1962:  131)  and  whose 

authorship is more openly confirmed by Danis Rose (1995: 176-177, 179).

Talking about the other group, the ‘unaware’ co-authors, it may be useful to see in 

which phase of prototext-making James Joyce appears in the authorial role:

SOURCE

↓

NOTEBOOK

↓

TRANSCRIPTION

↓

WORKSHEET

↓

DRAFT

↓

TEXT (ibid., 172; for description: 169-181; see Crispi and Slote 2007).
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As the word source refers to Joyce’s reading material authored by other people (the said 

co-authors), and notebook is short for Joyce’s notebooks, then one might say that Joyce’s 

earliest material appears in the notebook phase. But this assumption can be qualified by the 

vagueness of the difference between Joyce’s reading and Joyce’s writing (see Gabler 1990: 

213). Since James Joyce would put to the notebooks what he just read (Crispi 2016: 76), 

a reservation might also need to be made that a stranger’s text (source) becomes Joyce’s 

text (notebook) by the act of rewriting. This might set up a need to reduce Joyce’s texts to 

what appeared in Joyce’s hand––but then the typescripts and manuscripts would belong to 

the people who transcribed or copied them; neither printed copies of FW would be Joyce’s 

texts. Not to allow that, another reservation would be necessary then: Joyce’s reproduction 

of a stranger’s text makes it Joyce’s, whereas a stranger’s reproduction of a text by Joyce 

does not make it non-Joyce’s.

If the quality of autograph were to be disregarded for its pertaining to  writership, 

rather than authorship, that would pose some next questions: whether Joyce wrote texts he 

did not author and authored texts that he did not write. It would not help one to answer 

these questions that relevant theoretical models abound, including (1) the post-structuralist 

approach––the writer (scriptor) composes a text from prior texts; the author lost control 

over  the  meaning  of  his  work  (Barthés  1977),  (2)  the  originality approach––authors 

develop their own ideas while writers write about other people’s ideas (Storey 2013),25 (3) 

the status approach––authors write “the highest literary form”; writers belong to “the next 

echelon”  (Hise  2012);  (4)  the  genre approach––writers  for  journals  are  different  from 

authors of books;26 (5) the action approach––writers are ‘busy’, completing texts; authors 

are ‘idle’, behind completed texts (D. W. Smith 2012);27 (6) the legal approach stemming 

from that the “system of ownership and strict copyright rules” was central in the rise of the 

author (Foucault 1977: 125), turning Joyce into an agent of legal ownership––who may 

never have sought licences (Spoo 2011: 61), yet stood for “the market value” of his name 

25 Joyce may then be a writer who appropriated other people’s texts but also the author of the (original) 

idea to mashup ready-made inputs, who might have other writers “get the machine going” (Henkes and 

Bindervoet 2004b). In 1927, Joyce suggested a James Stephens should be his stand-in to finish FW; the 

“collaboration would result in the letters JJ & S beneath the title” (Fennell 2011: 183).
26 If we distinguish Joyce’s temporalities of a writer for literary journals and an author of the prototext, 

then he had written texts (the instalments of FWP) he later did not author in the book (the prototext).
27 If so, Joyce became the author for he finished his writing. Then, if a person “becomes an author when 

coinciding with writing” (Gagliardi 2011: 297), Joyce was an author only when he was writing his text.
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(Fisk 2011: 189); (7) the copyright approach––Joyce writes after death, which is signalled 

by his name on various translations of FW.

But Joyce’s authorship is problematic even more due to “his literary appropriation” 

(Culleton 1994: 13, see Cahalan 1999: 88, T. Conley 2001: 55). A good example of that is 

the so-called Quinet quotation, or, a passage from Idées sur la philosophie de l’histoire de 

l’humanité, Edgar Quinet’s French translation of Johann Gottfried von Herder’s Ideen zur 

Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit, introduced into the 1939 prototext, and quite 

literally (Navarrete Franco 2009: 55), but crediting neither. Joyce would be unrebuked for 

that theft, called quotation (J. S. Atherton 1974: 34, 63, 243, 276), his method described as 

“imaginative absorption of stray material” (R. Ellmann 1982: 250, see Knowlton 1998: 36-

37, Ramey 2012a: 27). Other claims in his defence are that the theft was necessitated by 

narrative preconditions (Lashomb 2008: 160) and that without “the borrowings” FW would 

be “a very lean book” (John Garvin qtd. in ibid., 17). Knowing T. S. Eliot’s position on 

good and mature poets (in  Culleton 1994: 13) and Steve Jobs quoting Picasso on great 

artists (in Linzmayer 2004: 173), one might guess that James Joyce reserved for himself 

the genius’s right to steal. Still, this would disagree with the anti-theft ambition of the same 

copyright law that grants his single authorial role.

Clearly, not only is James Joyce’s authorship hanging on the assumption that other 

people’s texts became Joyce’s the moment he wrote them down (also in plagiarising), but 

this relation is non-reciprocal. E.g., Joyce’s prototext does not become the translator’s text 

as a result of rewriting it through translation. On the contrary, the translator’s name is often 

moved to a secondary position; and so are the editor’s, illustrator’s, annotator’s names; the 

instances of the opposite (see Joyce 2016a) are rare. An idea to signal the polyauthorship 

of FW more fairly might not find support in the industry if the text is better advertisable as 

Joyce’s alone. Even so, the legal-economic fiction does not change the fact that Joyce has 

co-authors  in  the  1939  prototext  (and  he  has  them  even  more  visibly  in  a post-1941 

variant).

1.3.Finnegans Wake as the Model Source Text

Not often have scholars revealed the criteria for selecting such and such post-Joyce variant. 

One wonders, for example, if the reason for choosing “Finnegans Wake (London: Penguin, 
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1999)” (J. McCourt 2009: xix) was the value of the introduction (Bishop 1999) or anything 

else. Presenting the variant Joyce 2012b:

“This text follows the first edition of Finnegans Wake, published on 4 May 1939 by Faber & 

Faber in London and The Viking Press in New York. It  incorporates  Joyce’s posthumously 

published corrections, and has been entirely reset retaining the original number of pages and 

lines  on  a page,  from  the  bilingual  edition  of  our  2002  Dutch  translation”  (Henkes  and 

Bindervoet 2012b: xlvi),

the editors did not care to explain why a rival variant should be less adequate.

On the Internet, however, one can find the “trifecta” (taogoat 2013, xooxanthellae 

2014) ensuring that a variant of FW is recommendable: (i) Layout: FW has 628 pages; (ii) 

Readability: FW has a readable size, and font; (iii) Corrigenda: FW incorporates the errata 

of 1945. Putting the last issue aside (already discussed), the differences between the model 

text and other variants come down to certain visual elements (font, size, pagination). The 

first two elements are discussed immediately below, and then the prescription of 628 pages 

is addressed in a separate item.

If  a variant  can be disqualified for not  being in a “good readable size” (taogoat 

2013), and the “font choice” is a revision advertised by the publisher (Rose and O’Hanlon 

2010), discussed in reviews (Steve 2012, W. Van Mierlo 2011), the visual aspect of FW is 

apparently not trivial. One may even be led to think that it co-creates the story. If, say, the 

colour of the 1939 prototext’s cover reminds one of the river Liffey or a red-haired lady 

(Quadrino 2014c), the black calfskin in Joyce 2010 may be a polemic revision. If the same 

variant replaces the original typeface, Fournier or Lydian (Coles 2015), with Dante, maybe 

the role of Dante Alighieri becomes emphasised. In any case, such revisions challenge the 

assumption that the prototext should be observed as Joyce’s last word on the paratext in 

FW, and blindly (because if we cannot be certain which paratexts Joyce did design, which 

not, we should better be on the side of caution). The editor whose authorial intention does 

not  compete with Joyce’s should not revise anything in the prototext, not a punctuation 

mark, not a hyphenation,  not the typeface,  colour, size. The price,28 25 shillings a copy 

(“On This Day…”, 2014b) should not be revised either, or only in this way that the editor, 

knowing that Joyce called the 1939 price of FW “completely crazy” (1966b, vol. III: 452), 

28 The price, as the example of Bartnicki 2010b shows, can be under some authorial control. In general,  

the price can diminish readability, e.g., the price for a de luxe variant of FW had this deterrent effect that 

the variant may have passed by “almost unnoticed” (W. Van Mierlo 2011).  See Conley 2010-2011 for 

more on the price of FW and price comparisons.
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chooses  a diachronic  method  to  translate  it  into  a price  equally  “crazy”  in  the  editor’s 

world.  Either  way, if  one has no coherent  criteria  for prioritizing  some paratexts  over 

others, it is inconsistent to preserve some original paratexts, but not all.

An explanation why the paratext has become non-trivial points at economy. Since 

FW, whatever its variant, is equally inscrutable, the professional trying to sell it can make 

it advertisable only by praising revisions of the paratext. Joyce 2014b, an illustrated variant 

of FW, for example, called a “beautiful, clean version” (T. Staley 2015: 429), a “gorgeous 

new edition” (Meier 2014), able to “have you hearing and seeing Joyce’s language more 

clearly” (Duggan 2014), “make more sense than the original” (McQuade 2014), makes one 

wonder what ‘sense’ the reviewer has in mind––and in any case suggests that the illustrator 

is a co-author of this particular FW.

1.3.1. The Pagination of the Model Source Text

Regardless of whether the industry has or has not dogmatised more formally 628 pages as 

the length of the model source text, many scholars have expressed the relevant prescription 

and more seem to have accepted it as a given.29 It will be argued that since (i) no reason for 

that prescription is demanded by the prototext, and (ii) an analysis of the paratext in the 

prototext (and, even more easily, in any post-Joyce variant) proves the prescription to be 

incoherent, then (iii) a 628-page-long text is at best an ideal, never attainable as an artefact 

(printed book), and so, (iv) the professional either accepts the prescription without thinking 

about it or decides not to call it in question since, by adhering to the standard, the working-

time economy improves, because, thanks to the standard, the source text is easily matched 

up with the exegetical texts that quote from it.

Among the Wakean scholars who make the layout prescription openly is Katarzyna 

Bazarnik (2006, 2007b, 2007c). Bazarnik argues that 628 is the best or the only admissible 

number of pages in FW, and that the pagination, or broadly the layout, carries paraverbal 

meaning which serves our understanding of FW. Applauded by many (e.g., Graff, 2012: 

127), Bazarnik’s propositions deserve attention because she calls a variant which does not 

29 See the value of “99.5%” in Fordham, Henkes, and Bindervoet (2015: 95). The standard will be in use 

in this thesis as well. Quotations from FW (the 1939 prototext wherever possible) will be in the format:  

a page number followed by a dot and a line number (e.g., “Y?” comes from FW 477.31).
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adhere to the prescription useless and unreadable (2007b), and because she moves on from 

a position in maths, whereby she may be suggesting a scientific truth in her claims.

Bazarnik does not make the mistake of others (Attridge 2001: xi, Fordham 2007: 2, 

J. McCourt 2009: xix, P. Mahon 2009: 149) by saying that all FW variants carry the same 

pagination. What she says instead is that the non-standard variants are “very few” (2007b). 

It is unclear to what percentage this translates, but is likely meant to convince one that the 

standard has been almost uncontested.  The standard is absent, e.g., in the variants Joyce 

1959, 2004, 2010b, 2012c, 2014b, and the bilingual editions Joyce 1993 (1250 pages) and 

2002a (1300 pages), as well as in unabridged translations, e.g., a French FW (926 pages in 

Lavergne 1982), a 453 pages long Latin FW (see A. Roberts 2019a), an Italian FW in 6 

volumes (392+462+532+532+420+768 pages: Schenoni 1982, 2001, 2004, 2011, Terrinoni 

and  Pedone  2017,  2019),  a Japanese  FW in  3  volumes  (408+416+488  pages:  Yanase 

2004). It is neglected in abridgements that carry the name FW, in original Wakese (e.g., 

Joyce 1966a) and in translation (e.g., Bíró 1992). Despite Joyce being “extremely aware” 

of the print medium (Spodaryk 2015: 107), online variants (e.g., Joyce 2002b, 2005, 2006) 

are popular source texts too.

In the core of Bazarnik’s argumentation is the assumption that the flow of the text 

is circular––FW ‘opens’ with the word “riverrun” (FW 3.1) and ‘closes’ with the words “a 

long the” (FW 628.16) in an ouroboros-like sentence, which explains why the ‘opening’ 

word is in lowercase and the ‘closing’ words are without a full stop. The reason for that 

circularity  intended  by  Joyce,  says  Bazarnik,  is  mathematical-geodetic.30 We  should 

imagine the book as a model of the globe (i.e. the Earth) where the circle of the book is 

two semicircles, the Prime Meridian and the 180th Meridian. As 628 is the circumference 

of the circle, the radius of the book is 100 (if 2πR=628, then R=100), “a number which 

does  not  seem accidental  at  all”  (2006:  179).  One can  detect  this  structure  in  Joyce’s 

references to the North polar region around pages 628-3, the South polar region around 

30 Circularity  has earned rival explanations. Joyce signals  a Möbius strip (Bristow 2014: 91,  Shlain 

2007: 304); FW demonstrates “an upward DNA spiral rising to the stars” (Leary 1993: 31); the “wyrm-

edened book” is a “short-circuit of all myth” (Random Cloud qtd. in T. Fitch 2016: 210); FW is a text 

that “resists the emphatic closure” (Sherman 2011: 85); it  “embodies the effect of entropic erosion  

resulting from the unending repetition” (Ferrer 1996: 211); it defies that “we can step in the same river  

but once (Bartnicki 2010a: 22); its “narrative architecture” “can be understood in terms of spectrality” 

(Schultz 2012: 282). It is possible as well that FW makes “not a circle but a pendulum” (Ktownkemist 

2019).
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pages  314-315 (2007c:  204);  “the  Equator  should  be located  on pp.  157-8 and 471-2, 

whereas the Tropics of Cancer and Capricorn on pp. 115-117 and 511-513, and 197-9 and 

429-431 respectively” (ibid.). Joyce’s intention is more obvious if we recall that already in 

Ulysses there  is  “an  elaborate  symbolism  keyed  to  the  sequence  of  page  numbers” 

(McGann 1991: 79; see Bazarnik 2009: n.pag. [6]).

Confusingly though, Bazarnik discusses the circle, but also the sphere (“a circle and 

sphere”, 2007c: 204, “Shapesphere”, 2007b). Furthermore, if, in her model, Joyce draws 

the circumference of a circle c, turned into the great circle of a sphere C, the centres of c 

and C are outside FW––which is against the claims that FW does include its middle point 31 

and that “Finnegans Wake is a book without a center” (Attridge 2004a: 217). Besides, the 

circumference of a circle is not 2πR in non-Euclidean geometry (for which, see Clements 

2015, Dettmar 1996: 139, C. Hart 1962: 64, MacDuff 2020: 170 [f. 7], Rice 1997: 63-65), 

symbolised by the tesseract on FW page 100, representing “a 4D universe” (James Joyce 

qtd. in McMorran 2016: 201).

More principally, Bazarnik’s ideas can be charged with intentionalism. One doubts 

whether Joyce had the time, means, and ability to be that punctilious (see C. Hart 1966b: 

79, Kurnick 2015). If Joyce had been so precise, one might say as well, e.g., that the Euler 

number e≈2.71828 is highlighted in FW (because in line 271.8, the 28th character is “e”).

A specific objection concerns the importance of 628. Let’s take 493 [the number of 

pages of the text proper in Joyce 2012c] instead of 628, then if 493 is 2π2R3 [the hyperarea 

of a glome of radius R], the value of R3 is 25; if 493 is 1/2π2R4 [the hypervolume of a glome 

of radius R], the value of R3 is as neatly: 100. There are so many numbers except for 100 in 

Joyce’s private numerology32 that they make it easy to use them in mathematical operations 

that produce an eisegetically preconceived result.

31 Which, “the book’s formal centre”, is on FW page 293 (John Gordon qtd. in Benjamin 2010: 111, see 

“Thunderwords”, 2016). In the variant Joyce 2012c, the centre is on FW page 237 (Rose 1995: 120).
32 0, as well “other prominent Wakean numbers such as 2, 3, 4, 12, 29, 111, 1132” (Fuse 2007: 117), 

“one, two, three, four, and ten”  (DiBernard 1980: 60), “all the numbers up to seven” (C. Hart 1962: 

186), and 8 (Quadrino 2014b), “12 embracing 13” (Rasch and O’Donnell 1993: 145), 7, 12, 29, 111,  

432, 566, 1132 (T. Finnegan 2013), 28 and 32 (McCreedy 2016: 14), 101 (Chrisp 2014), 111 (znore 

2012), 1001 and 1132 (Feshbach 1991: 285), 1132 (Burgess 1968: 192, see J. Campbell 1991: 144-145, 

Sterling 2000). Possibly there are more; consider, e.g., “fourty-four names” (Fowler 2012: 224).
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One detects Bazarnik’s eisegetic intent in her circulus in demonstrando: she selects 

a variant of FW to find support to be used as evidence to justify the selection. She cherry-

picks support, e.g., she sees some references to “polar expedition vessels: the Fram (312.7, 

313.27, 315.30 (?), 317.9, Pourquoi Pas, Le France (315.34-6) and the Belgica (316.15-9)” 

(2007b), but omits “fram” (FW 596.7), “The Pourquoi Pas” (FW 479.28-29), “a bulgic” 

(FW 204.9). She proposes that the Equator is represented “on pp. 157-8 and 471-2”, yet 

does not mention the “equator” in FW 131.32, 435.13. She argues that page 3 represents 

the North polar region, yet she does not comment on the possible references to Dublin, 

America, Europe, Asia Minor, Georgia on the same page.

Crucially,  Bazarnik’s––or indeed anyone’s––prescription of 628 is inconsistent if 

we allow for paratexts, and regardless whether they “belong to the text or not” (Genette 

1991: 261). In the former case, the text does not open with the word “riverrun”,33 but with 

the title on page 1, or perhaps on the front cover.34 Nor does FW end with “a long the” (FW 

628.16)––these words are followed by “PARIS” and “1928-1939.”, FW 628.17-18 (Crispi, 

Slote, and Van Hulle 2007: 3, see Bartnicki 2010a: 22, Radak 2009: 56-57),  called “the 

other, sadder ending” (S. Deane 1992: xxxix),35 but not even they make the true ending, 

followed by more paratexts (at least 2 back-cover pages). Also, it is typical of a post-1941 

variant that the count of 628 is ruined by non-Joyce’s prefaces, afterwords, and such. This 

applies even to the variants that imitate the 1939 prototext, e.g., Joyce 1992 has 688 pages, 

therein 43 pages of Seamus Deane’s text (1992), and 4 cover pages.

If paratexts do not belong to the text, the text (proper) of FW is not 628 pages long either. 

A more probable count, excluding the title leaf (FW 1-2), 3 intertitle pages (FW 217, 401, 

591) and 4 adjacent blank pages (FW 218, 400, 402, 592), is 619. In fact,  not even one 

source text of Joyce’s FW has ever had right 628 pages. If  “the paratext is what enables 

a text to become a book” (Genette 1997: 1), the prescribed pagination, together with the 

feature of circularity, may belong in an ideal text, but cannot appear in print (which agrees 

with the idea that the definitive text will not arise). The promotion of the 628 standard is  

33 See Rose 2010 on “riverrun” changed to “Riverrun”. Also, as the word “riverrun” goes after an extra 

spacing in Joyce 2012c, see W. Van Mierlo 2012 on Joyce-MacLehose co-authorship of that spacing.
34 See that the word “riverrun” is in “Joyce 1939: 1” (Cronin 2013: 75). As Bazarnik notices the “white  

expanse of page 628 and blank pages 1 and 2, which we should consider as belonging to the book” 

(2011: 171) and recognises the role of the covers too (ibid., 165, see Starakiewicz 2017: 70), it is not at  

all clear how she could come up with 628 as the number of pages.
35 By misaligning them to centre instead of the original left, Deane shows disregard for the paratext.
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symptomatic of that FW exegesis is inseparable from the source text, in whose polytext, 

against the author principle, the exegete’s presence is augmented, and Joyce’s is reduced.

1.4.Finnegans Wake as the Macrotext

Another known referent of FW is the macrotext. The term means a central text surrounded 

with its  pre- and post-texts, its “extensions backwards and forwards in time” (P. O’Neill 

2013: 6, see id. 2005: 5-16). However, what has already been noted, the central text is not 

fixed––if it is the 1939 prototext, the post-Joyce variants are its post-texts. If it is a post-

Joyce variant, the 1939 variant is a pre-text. If the central text is an ideal, then any artefact 

trying to be that ideal is its pre-text (and there will never appear post-texts). An unabridged 

literary translation may be  viewed as a post-text of the central text in another language; 

an intersemiotic translation is more problematic if its being a translation (and a referent) of 

the name is more controversial. This section will not sort out these problems by outlining 

any taxonomy. On the contrary, it may add to the confusion by arguing that the pre-text 

and post-text of FW are vaguely distinct sets.

One cannot distinguish the central text from the pre-text and post-text by observing 

the indications on the cover, for they are inconsistent in suggesting the main author. On the 

cover of the text Joyce 1966a (which may or may not be considered a FW) there are two 

names: James Joyce’s and the post-Joyce editor’s; then the editor’s name, without Joyce’s, 

is distinguished in Joyce 1963 (which may be a pre-text or a post-text); while the editor’s 

name is absent on the cover of the source variant Joyce 2012b.36

An attempt to identify the set of pre-texts by enumerating its subsets will fail since 

their number is not clear. In one proposition, these subsets are “notebooks, manuscripts, 

typescripts, prepublication extracts, and the like” (P. O’Neill 2013: 6). Elsewhere they are 

called: letters, diaries, notebooks, proofs, manuscripts (Lemos 2009: 266). Two subsets are 

“drafts and notebooks” (Lernout 2002: 72), also described as manuscripts, including drafts, 

and notebooks (Hayman 1990: 2-3), while the manuscripts can be described as:
36 The decision what name will appear on the cover may be affected by an aesthetic reason (suspected 

behind the decision to leave the covers of Joyce 2010b, 2012c without any name) and a ploy to feature 

the marketable name (suspected in Szczerbowski 2000, an academic text released under the title “Anna 

Livia Plurabelle in Polish: James Joyce’s  Finnegans Wake, Book I, Chapter 8” [my translation from 

Polish: KB].
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“the manuscripts proper, the drafts, which comprise handwritten drafts, typescripts, proofs and 

marked-up copies of the interim publication of sections of the book in transition magazine and 

elsewhere; and the notebooks, a sequence of ‘textual diaries’ in which, in the form of long lists 

of words and phrases, we find the accumulated gatherings of Joyce’s reading over the entire  

period of the writing of his book” (Rose and O’Hanlon 2012a: 515-516).

Hans Walter Gabler mentions “notes, sketches, drafts, fair-copies, typescripts, and proofs” 

(1990: 214) and “the mass of notebooks” (233), but the pre-text in his definition may also 

include “[t]he author’s life” (219) and texts “from within his own oeuvre” (218). If so, then 

Ulysses (with its pre-texts) may be a pre-text of FW, especially since FW uses quotations 

from Ulysses and contains unused Ulysses notes (Crispi 2016: 76 [f. 5], R. Crowley 2006, 

“On This Day…”, 2014a).

In an attempt to agree the above ideas,  the pre-text of FW is a set with the initial 

minimum of Joyce’s manuscripts (sketches, notes, drafts) and his notebooks. It may grow 

to contain  proofs, typescripts, fair-copies, as well as letters, diaries, and other biographic 

material,  as  well  as  Joyce’s  pre-FW  texts.  Extensively,  if  “[a]ll  Joyce’s  works  are 

mentioned in the Wake” (J. S. Atherton 1974: 259), the pre-text includes everything Joyce 

wrote prior to the 1939 prototext.

If the post-text is similarly inclusive, it contains everything Joyce wrote after the 

1939 prototext. Naturally, this would need the assumption that one is able to define Joyce’s 

writing (e.g., if it is just his autograph material, and what he rewrote, or it is also what was 

taken down from his dictation) and address the problem that the writer and the author are 

not the same person.  The set would include non-literary texts (for the question whether 

a post-text can only be literary will be  answered  in the negative). If there should be no 

minimal content of the source text to underlie a post-text, then post-texts could be founded 

on single words. The word quark, for instance, which Murray Gell-Mann took from FW to 

name a particle in his model of quantum physics, would be a post-text of FW.37 Since Gell-

Mann had “the sound first, without the spelling, which could have been kwork” (1994: 

180) and “had to find an excuse” to pronounce  quark as kwork (ibid., see Angier 2008: 

99), one might say that its post-textuality is dependent on the medium (oral or written). It  

might also depend on knowledge, e.g., people who know that quark is “one of the very few 

early loan words in Old German taken from a Western Slavic language” (Gliński 2016a) 

would not think of it as Joyce’s; and other people might think that quark is Gell-Mann’s 

37 Provided that Gell-Mann found the word in the prototext (see Hansen 2014: 5,  Petrov 2015: 174). 

Otherwise, his one-word post-text would be a post-text of a post-text.
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word, not Joyce’s. Similarly, the word monomyth (FW 581.24) may be considered Joseph 

Campbell’s word (see 2004: 28), not Joyce’s, and its post-texts (e.g.,  The Elder Scrolls 

Wiki. s.v. “The Monomyth”, Stojković 2016: n.pag. [5]) would be ones of Campbell’s text. 

Problematising this user-dependent post-textuality further is the question of our awareness 

whether a post-text was even intended. Let us consider this text: “Finnegan’s Wake was 

a very early influence. I remember when it was published in 1939” (Weinzweig 1992: 12). 

One possibility is that it includes a revision of the title FW by means of an apostrophe, and 

so it is a post-text of the title (and of the text of FW which contains it). Since Weinzweig 

had spoken his words that were (mis)transcribed later, this would leave one with the task to 

determine if the post-text is Weinzweig’s or the transcriber’s. Alternately,  the misspelled 

title does not refer to FW (=Weinzweig did not see a published Finnegan’s Wake in 1939). 

One may also propose that the reference to the title was not cancelled by the misspelling, 

especially if we are aware of it.

Recapitulating the difficulties in separating pre-text from post-text, they draw from: 

(i) the unfixed reference of the central text, (ii) the openness of either set to include more 

and more elements; (iii) the unresolved question of the minimal (as well as the maximal) 

content of the central text that founds either of them; (iv) the user-dependent actuality of 

either of them; (v) the question of intentionality in the formation of either of them, and its 

recognisability in the role, in particular where pre- and post-texts create their own post-

texts.

The temporal divider does not separate  the sets well  since our understanding of 

a sequence of events may be different, depending on whether we prioritize consecutiveness 

or consequentiality,38 that is, on whether our approach arranges texts by the time stamps or 

prioritises the reason for writing them. If the prototext is what  propelled the study of its 

pre-texts (which would not have come under scrutiny, had the prototext been more lucid), 

then the pre-texts, chronologically earlier, are consequentially later than the prototext.

The exegete’s work on sources which are chronologically earlier than the prototext 

can concretize itself as post-text. Two examples are Joyce 1963 (“FDV”) edited by David 

38 Imagine a dead star whose light is still travelling. If consecutiveness is prioritized, the death of the star 

is prior to the light it emitted. If the death of the star is established in consequence of the light ceasing at 

one point to remain observable, then the death of the star is subsequent to the light. One may consider 

Friedrich  Nietzsche’s  concept  here, die  chronologische  Umdrehung (van  Tongeren,  Schank,  and 

Siemens 2005: 342), i.e. the chronological reversal (Chia 1996: 198).
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Hayman, and Joyce 2013 (“FH”) edited by Danis Rose. When the caesura of chronology is 

used, both, published after 1939, are post-texts. Calling FDV a paratext (W. Van Mierlo 

2002: 44, N. Morris 2008: 26) suggests post-textuality. But if FDV is an abstract of Joyce’s 

pre-textual “nine thousand pages of holograph, typescripts  and revised proof” (Hayman 

1963: 3), and FH arranges Joyce’s material composed in 1923, intuition reclassifies them 

as pre-texts. An initial understanding of their relation toward the central text is affected by 

paratexts: the cover of FDV is without Joyce’s name, yet with the title suggesting a pre-

text of FW. Still, Joyce never established a FDV, so, the editor may be seen as the author 

(see Brockman and Cohn 1963-2008, C. Hart 1964, Slote 2002). The other example, FH is 

a text with Joyce’s name on the cover, and the title that does not refer to FW. Whether 

Joyce wrote FH is a matter of controversy (Duncan 2013, Kelley 2013). Even if  Joyce 

wrote it, Rose may be the main author because Rose made the crucial authorial decision to 

see FH in print. Alternately, allowing for the institution of the title, the text of FH, at least 

its large part, was published by Joyce prior to FW, whereas the idea to publish it under the 

title FH was not Joyce’s, therefore,  the text of FH under the title FH is post-Joyce’s (see 

Jarniewicz 2015b: 70-71). By analogy,  the text  of FDV is Joyce’s,  but the text of FDV 

under the title FDV is not.39

Prioritizing  consecutiveness, FDV is Joyce’s pre-text of FW (“Joyce’s” meaning 

the writer, not the author). Prioritizing  consequentiality, FDV is a post-text of some pre-

text (not directly of FW), Hayman being the only author and a minor co-writer. In the case 

of FH, prioritizing consecutiveness, it  is either Joyce’s pre-FW text or his pre-text of FW 

(“Joyce’s” meaning the writer, and possibly, but not necessarily, the author). Prioritizing 

consequentiality,  FH is a post-text of this pre-FW text or this  pre-text,  Joyce being the 

main writer and a minor or no author, and Rose being a minor writer and the first or sole 

author. FH is more likely recognisable as a post-text of FW due to its post-Joyce life, but it 

is a pre-text if stylometry can decide about that (J. O’Sulivan 2014). Asked if FH is a pre-

textual version of FW, the publisher said: “Not really” (“Finn’s Hotel FAQ…”, 2013).

Another reason why it is difficult to rely on the temporal division is that the post-

Joyce agent decided to release texts in Joyce’s name. In the rhetoric enabled by copyright 

law (Saint-Amour 2003: 121-158, 2011: 21, Stanford 2011), Joyce is an undead writer with 

the right to announce his authorial intention after 1941, and to block unwanted texts from 

emergence (Marsh 2015, Max 2006, Rimmer 205: 402-415, Saint-Amour 2003: 157, 2011: 

39 To make the issue even more complex, FH may be a remake of FDV (see Kidd 1997).
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35). As copyright law would “bar the way to dialogue with the dead” (Spoo 2011: 41), the 

dialogue with the writer was restricted to his successors, notably his grandson Stephen J. 

Joyce.  Not a usual heir,  Stephen did not speak  for James; rather,  James spoke  through 

Stephen, the two conferring in Zurich (Saint-Amour 2003: 158).

The temporal division is also confined by that James Joyce had charted a number of 

interpretive  avenues  before  the 1939 prototext  was released.  His  commentary  is  a pre-

textual paratext of FW, unlike the exegesis made after the prototext, which is a post-textual 

paratext. If the exegesis is the text of FW, then the 1939 prototext is in part its pre-text, in 

part its post-text.

1.5.Finnegans Wake as the Polytext of Source Text-cum-Exegesis

Claims such as that FW gets “noticeably easier the further one reads” (Dettmar 1996: 210) 

must be called incorrect if they imply  that one can process the source text alone.  As  the 

source text (FW) has always been with a non-empty volume of the exegetical paratext (E), 

the referent of FW that recognises this union is the FW+E polytext. (The symbol ‘FW+E’ 

is not meant to replace ‘FW’, but merely to indicate that there are two components). The 

FW+E union is confirmed more patently where the exegetical component is a peritext, not 

an epitext, e.g., in bilingual editions or in a French rendition of a source text of FW with 

“three  notes  to  every  two pages”  (T.  Conley  2012:  22).  Some exegetical texts  which 

“create a version of the Wake that is accessible to newcomers” (Pyle 2015a) may even try 

to substitute the literary original. Where Joyce’s presence in a polytext decreases due to the 

source text having been abridged (as in Joyce 1966a, to help “those who wish to read and 

enjoy Joyce”, “‘Wake’ Shortened…, 1967: 33), the editor’s authorial presence grows more 

obvious. FW+E polytexts neither need to take the book form (Joyce 2005, 2006) nor share 

one semiotic code. E.g., Joyce 2010a is a comic book that ensures “a form to assimilate” 

a source text of FW (Fritz Senn qtd. in “Finnegans Wake, The Final Chapter…”, 2012).

Below is considered a selection of FW+E polytexts:

(1) FW and the exegesis-before-FW either nominally Joyce’s (Work in Progress) or 

non-Joyce’s (Our Exagmination Round His Factification for Incamination of Work 

in Progress);
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(2) FW  and  the  mock  source  text  component  (Annotations  to  Finnegans  Wake: 

McHugh 1980, 1991, 2006, 2016);

(3) The mock polytext, e.g., a FW with a Skeleton Key to Finnegans Wake (Campbell 

and Robinson 1976), and a FW with a Reader’s Guide to Finnegans Wake (Tindall 

1996).

One can find the selected titles on many lists of recommended exegesis (e.g.: Gioia 2013, 

Groden 2013b,  Lisa Hill  2017,  Kitcher  2007:  303-304,  T.  McCarthy 2015b,  Quadrino 

2013b, J. Staley 2013), albeit some authors in this selection would not recommend some 

others (see McHugh 1991: v; 2016: xix, Tindall 1996: 25). Anyway, the selection is not to 

meant to imply that there exist some texts better suited to explain FW. Other texts could as  

well be recommended, such as Gordon 1986 (see Hamada 2013: 37, cf. McHugh in ibid.,  

78); McHugh 1981 (see Joe Schork in Hamada, 111); Rose and O’Hanlon 1982 (see Fritz 

Senn in Hamada, 12); C. Hart 1974 (see B. Benstock 1976: 128).

1.5.1. The Polytext with the Exegesis-Before-the-Text

The first example of the FW+E polytext combines the source text with the exegesis-before-

the-text which is, nominally, either Joyce’s (Work in Progress, 1922-1939?: “FWP”) or 

non-Joyce’s  (Our  Exagmination  Round  His  Factification  for  Incamination  of  Work  in 

Progress, 1929: “FOE”).

If FWP, called “the unfinished Finnegans Wake” (M. Norris 2004: 149), “the early 

version of Finnegans Wake” (Salgado 2001: 132), is part of the source text, the polytext 

consists mostly of the source component. Trying to distinguish FW from FWP, one may 

argue that the prototext (as an example of the source text), as a book, is more concrete than 

FWP  being  “pre-book  publications  of  Finnegans  Wake fragments”  (Van  Hulle  2016) 

dispersed  in  “various  journals  and  small-press  books  1924-1937”  (Groden  2013a). 

However, others may argue that the book form does not  separate FW and FWP, or even 

may call FW and FWP together “Joyce’s last book” (Van Hulle 2000: 242, see 2005: 141). 

Instead of the book-form differentiator, one should perhaps rely on the linguistic one if FW 

is well-known for “its unintelligibility, its neologismical language, and its logopoetic self-

referentiality” (Margot Norris qtd. in Dettmar 1996: 210), whereas the language in FWP, 

away “from the sleepwakean” (Henkes 2012), ranging from “basically English” to “the 
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convolute Wakean form” (Slote 2002), is not Wakese. If FWP is used to elucidate FW, not 

the other way round, the exegetic role of FWP becomes more obvious.

Another example of the exegesis-before-the-text is FOE, or the “first book-length 

work of literary criticism devoted to the  Wake” which “appeared ten years” before FW 

“was published in 1939” (Nash 1996: 3). If Joyce’s involvement in FOE could only have 

been surpassed by Joyce taking up the pen himself (see Beach 1961: vii, Burgess 1968: 9, 

Fordham 2012b: xxxi-xxxii, McHugh 1981: 48, M. Norris 2004: 161), and FOE is Joyce’s 

for all practical purposes, albeit not nominally, this complicates the question of authorship.

It seems that FOE had two objectives: (i) advertise FWP (and, by extension, FW), 

maybe even develop a bias that FWP (and FW) is worthy of attention, against any intuition 

to  the  contrary;40 and  (ii)  be  a source  of  clues “indispensable  to  readers  of  Finnegans 

Wake”  (Beach 1961:  vii,  see ead.  2012:  223),  supplementing  FWP and Joyce’s  letters 

(Kitcher 2007: xviii, Siedenbiedel 2002: 170). FOE’s present effectiveness may be under 

debate (see T. Conley 2010), but it is probably true that FOE “did much to set the means” 

by which FW “could be read and promoted” (Nash 2009: 50).

As a promotional  text  outsourced by James  Joyce,  FOE  announces  an Einstein-

scale discovery (Brion 1961: 33) by the maker of Ulysses, and makes snob appeals to the 

erudition of its readers (Llona 1961: 99-100). The curious reader is forewarned about some 

difficulties  ahead (Gilbert  1961:  50),  some  fragments  “sealed up” “to even the erudite 

reader” (Sage 1961: 169),  and an unorthodox treatment  of plot  (Paul  1961),  which are 

offset, however, with playability, letters offering “a host of associations” (Budgen 1961: 

39), sense that “is dancing” (Beckett, ibid.), “an Irish Word Ballet” (McAlmon 1961: 103) 

by “James Joyce the musician” (McGreevy 1961: 124). A critic dissuading aspirant readers 

is dismissed (Sage, op. cit.,  167, W. C. Williams 1961: 182-183). Trying to preempt or 

disengage negative criticism, FOE presents two “letters of protest”, alleged protest, one by 

a V. Dixon (1961), whose play on Joyce’s language is a sign of appreciation (see Senn 

2010a: 146), and the other by G. V. L. Slingsby who, having shown reverence for Joyce, 

promotes the text by hinting “obscenity” (1961: 191; Vanderham 1998: 57, see Fordham 

2010: 128-129).

40 Some critics had a “premonition” about FW being Joyce’s “artistic climax” (Van Herbruggen 2004), 

a “work of value, without quite knowing why” (Nash 2002: 128), “never readable” yet “overpoweringly 

worthy” (Gilbert  Highet  qtd.  in  ibid.,  129).  Such “plaudits  publicly offered on its  behalf  invite the 

charge that they are vague puffery” (Kitcher 2007: xix).
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As a source of interpretive clues, FOE agrees with the industrial principle that FW 

is Joyce’s literary text. FOE makes appeals to Joyce and promotes biographism, e.g., where 

it mentions  Ulysses again and again, or asks one to regard  his oeuvre as “an indivisible 

whole”  (Sage,  op.  cit.,  149).  The pre-Wakese language of  FWP is addressed from the 

positions of (i) mysticism, (ii) somnology, and (iii) linguistics:

(i) Finding support in the religious feeling of a “purgatorial aspect of the work” 

(McGreevy 1961:  124),  the  mystical  view is  expressed  by Samuel  Beckett: 

Joyce’s “writing is not not about something; it is that something itself” (1961: 

14, see Geert Lernout in Hamada 2013: 65).

(ii) The somnologist believes in  “dream’s own purpose and logic” as “the key to 

the understanding” (Budgen 1961: 45). Readers may lose “their way in the dark 

of this night piece” (Beach 1961: viii) because when “the sense is sleep, the 

words go to sleep” (Beckett, ibid.). As “we do not use the same words while 

asleep as  those we employ when awake” (Jolas  1961:  91),  Joyce’s  imagery 

needs to be “disordered, illogical” (Llona, 101) or “a-logical” (Jolas, ibid.).

(iii) The linguist  upholds the assumption of Englishness. A rare voice of dissent, 

saying  that,  to  Joyce,  “language  does  not  mean  the  English  language” 

(McAlmon, 106), is lost among others. Even though Joyce’s language springs 

“from more than a dozen foreign languages” (Jolas, 90) or “seventeen tongues” 

(Llona, 99) or “half the languages known to mankind” (McGreevy, 124), its 

English “sentence structure and the syntax generally will offer no obstacles” 

(Paul  1961:  136).  Amalgamating  the  languages  in  the  “so-called  English-

speaking world” (Jolas, 82) or creating “a terminology of his own” (Sage, 166), 

Joyce does simply what English does, “a notorious borrower and manufacturer” 

(ibid.).  If  “Joyce  has  created  his  language”  (Brion  1961:  29),  it  disciplines 

English (ibid.) or revitalises English (Rodker 1961: 145). In sum, the language 

is English, or at least English enough, “bordering upon English” (Paul, 131).
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1.5.2. The Polytext with the Mock Source Text Component

Participating in the polytext of FW and Roland McHugh’s Annotations to Finnegans Wake 

(editions 1980, 1991, 2006, 2016), McHugh provides an example of the mock source text 

component. Openly calling to see his  Annotations together with the source text (1991: v, 

2016: ix, xiii), he wants his exegesis to seem indispensable, integral with the source text. 

The “necessity of Roland McHugh’s  Annotations”  (Harry Burrell in Hamada 2013: 160) 

has been confirmed in many sources (Tim Horvath, ibid., 48, Joe Schork, ibid., 107, García 

Tortosa  2011-2012: 338, Kiberd 1981, Killeen  1997),41 and McHugh himself  has been 

confident about the quality of his text, a milestone in the history of exegesis (2006: vii), 

condensing “the cream of all available exegesis” (1991: vi).

As McHugh advises caution against competition (1980: v, 2006: xiii), in an idiom 

of superiority (1981: 69), he possibly wishes to make the Annotations associable with FW. 

This may be due to the fact that McHugh’s text does not make a lot of sense in separation 

from the source text.  Besides,  if  FW, “despite  the libraries  of exegesis  that have been 

erected, remains literally a closed book” (Burgess 1975: 177), then McHugh may wish to 

distance himself from that apparent futility. He is aware though that the ‘libraries’ grow––

the growth reflects in his acknowledgments: In the 1991 edition (viii-ix), he acknowledges 

53 collaborators, 24 titles, 44 a Wake Newslitter (AWN) articles; in the 2006 edition (viii-

x), he mentions 70 collaborators, 43 titles and the AWN articles; in the 2016 edition (xix-

xxiii), he acknowledges 81 collaborators, 53 titles and the AWN articles, but also takes 

account of the revisions in Joyce 2002a and 2012c, and recognizes vast online resources: 

Joyce 2005, Genetic Joyce Studies, and James Joyce Online Notes.

It is interesting to note McHugh’s change of mind about the exegesis of FW. In the 

early editions, he asks: “How much closer are we now to a ‘complete exegesis’?” (1980, 

1991: v); in the third edition, his text “does not aspire to completeness” (2006: xiii), and 

the word “exegesis”, used early in the preface, is put in historical context (vii); finally, in 

the fourth edition, the word is moved deeper in the preface, and its meaning is implicitly 

negative,  by  association  with  “the  guesswork which  characterizes  much FW exegesis” 

(2016: xvi).

41 For less favourable reviews see B. Benstock 1980, Mink 1980, M. P. Gillespie 1982, T. Conley 2007.
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1.5.3. The Mock Polytext

In another FW+E polytext, the exegetical component is A Skeleton Key to Finnegans Wake 

by Campbell and Robinson (1976; first published in 1944), perhaps the oldest post-Joyce 

book-length commentary on FW in English, offering itself as a key to the source text as 

early as in the title. Unlike McHugh’s mock source text component which is dependent on 

FW,  A Skeleton Key has a potential to displace the source text. Incorporating quotations 

from FW, A Skeleton Key makes itself a ‘mock polytext’, as if with a FW (in Campbell and 

Robinson’s English translation)42 and their commentary on it.

Then a book that “carries on where Campbell and Robinson’s Skeleton Key left off” 

(Kaleva  2017),  A Reader’s  Guide  to  Finnegans  Wake by  William  Tindall  (1996;  first 

published in 1969) is another text with a potential to substitute FW. In  comparison with 

A Skeleton Key which reads more smoothly, Tindall’s “Guide might be even more daunting 

that the Wake itself” (W. Harris 2002). If Tindall’s style “can induce vertigo” and “lose his 

reader” (Goldman 1971: 106, cf. Lyngstad 1969: 604), the reader may need to go (back) to 

the source text of FW in order to ‘reverse engineer’ what Tindall has in mind. Wherever 

this return takes place, Joyce’s authorial presence is (re)enhanced.

1.5.4. The Key-Oriented Polytext

Another  category  of  FW+E  polytext  is  the  polytext  whose  exegetical  component  is 

organised around a key to FW meant as a selection of texts (instead of a single title like 

A Skeleton Key). For example, the polytext admitting “the thunders as a key” (E. McLuhan 

1997: 238) is likely to include a source text of FW and texts on the thunders in FW. Such 

selections may seem to be limited, but only prima facie. Even where a key mentions one 

text (“Finnegans Wake is about  Finnegans Wake”, Tindall 1959: 237), it soon demands 

many more. It is very common that a key develops subkeys and sub-subkeys, on more and 

more specific subjects. For example, the key of global literature in FW (suggested in J. S. 

Atherton 1974) has the subkey of texts on Joyce in relation to Shakespeare (see  Cheng 

42 Against the view that a Skeleton Key is not “a trot, a paraphrase, or a substitute” (Begnal 1991: 37).
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1984, J. McCourt 2016b, M. Ellmann 2003, Pelaschiar 2015) or even Shakespeare’s single 

titles, e.g., Hamlet (see R. F. Peterson 1990, Restine 2014).

The industry may have grown an aversion to the word “key”, given that it promises 

the unlocking of  a more concrete  kind of  sense,  which is  a commitment  a professional 

Wakean would like to avoid. Also, there is a peculiar key that wants FW to remain cryptic 

or paradoxical––if the key to FW is “the continual process of discovery” (Armstrong 1989: 

357), or FW is realisation of Flaubert’s book about nothing (Bruns 2018: 117), or a “text to 

be read as a game without clear  rules” (Zimmerlich 2016:  40),  “bigger than all  of our 

attempts to reduce it” (Borodin 1991: 151) and so on.

As the word “key” has been in use beside understandings, perspectives, approaches, 

paradigms, narratives,  guides, discourses, principles, themes,  motifs, contexts, concepts, 

fields,  areas,  idioms,  subjects,  devices,  methods,  interests,  modes,  codes,  aspects, 

summaries, allusions, overtones, patterns, elements, etc.––many of these words, if not all, 

are synonymous enough. Fordham’s  approaches (2007: 7), for instance, could be called 

keys, and so could  contexts, whose names use the pattern “‘Joyce and  X’ or ‘Finnegans 

Wake and Y’” (ibid., 34; see J. McCourt 2009: v-vii). The work of C. G. Sandulescu in the 

linguistic key, including the lexicons in Romanian (2011), German (republished text of 

Bonheim 1967), Scandinavian (2012a) and other languages (2012c) is accompanied by his 

work  suggestive  of  various  other  keys:  literary  allusions  (2012d),  musical  allusions 

(2013abc), allusions and motifs (2012b), 633 motifs (2012efg), grouped into set-phrases, 

clichés,  religious  phrases,  Bible  quotations,  onomatopoeia,  interjections,  acronyms, 

modern language foreignisms, Latinisms, Irishisms, and others (2012e: 26-28).

Some  have  accepted  that  there  is  “no  single  key  to  unlock  Finnegans  Wake” 

(Fordham 2007: 34, see Rosenbloom 2005: 6), but it is not clear if there exists an optimum 

combination. A very large number of keys is suggested where “the conscientious reader” is 

expected “not only to recognize about one thousand leit-motifs (out of a rough total  of 

3,377 FW tokens), but also to bear in mind their level of importance” (Sandulescu 2012e: 

29). A reader shown a thousand directions cannot see the destination, but if their journey 

matters more than the destination, then the keys do not really need a hierarchy––as long as 

one’s reading lasts, it does not matter which aspects are inspected first, which later, which 

more, which less. Prioritizing, say, the key with some texts about Giambattista Vico (who 

is of “profound importance in the writing of Finnegans Wake”, MacCabe 1991: 26) or the 

dream key (since FW “is a puzzle because dreams are puzzles” and “the key to the puzzle 
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is the puzzle”, M. Norris 1976: 5) over, say, dancing (see  Nényei 2002: 10) or Humpty 

Dumpty, would be unjustified. It will be argued that a reading that admits Vico but omits 

dancing leads as inefficiently to an understanding of the entire text as that which admits 

dancing but omits Vico. Similarly, “the reader unfamiliar with ‘Humpty Dumpty’ loses as 

much as the reader unfamiliar with the Scienza Nuova” (Attridge 2001: 32), that is, they 

lose  equally  nothing  since  neither  acknowledging  nor  dismissing  a key  can  affect  the 

concluding experience of incomprehension.

The quantitative criterion––such one key is more important  than another  key to 

which more texts have referred––could not be applied due to our inability to inspect the 

volume  of  FW  exegesis.  For  the  same  reason,  one  cannot  say  what  “new  and  used 

perspectives on Finnegans Wake” (O’Shea 1989) are. Several untestable assumptions have 

been underlined in the example below:

“Many scholars of Finnegans Wake have long suspected that a key to the Wake lay deep within 

the core of Irish myth. George Gibson proposes a new interpretation of the novel, based upon 

a previously unrecognized paradigm from Irish mythology underlying the entirety of the work.” 

(“Overview”, 2005).

If Joyce’s writing can “pre-empt its own metadiscourse and thereby thwart any possibility 

of saying something about it that is not already in it” (Vichnar 2008: 5, see Borodin 1991: 

151, J. Derrida in Abblitt 2010: 55), then all aspects of FW are same-aged––there are just 

different time-points in which they become exposed. Even if it were possible to indicate 

which aspects are more current, which less, their chronology could not set up a hierarchy, 

for one man’s obsolete approach is another man’s novelty. Though Henkes and Bindervoet 

believe: “Fear of oversystematizing some Wakeologists know not” (2004b), it should be 

said that the exegesis of FW cannot be oversystematised because it cannot be systematised, 

not even at the stage of systematising the definitions of systematisation.

1.6.Finnegans Wake as the Text in a Model of Reading

In theory, one can form a ranking of models of reading and then use the best model. In 

theory, such an attempt makes it possible to read the source text with an empty exegetical 

component. In practice, the exegetical co-text is never empty––at the very least, it includes 

such texts that prescribe and describe the best model of reading. From the presentation of 

53



the psychological, emotional, perceptional, and reactive models below it should become 

clear that their outcome of reading (or “reading”) is not literary––unless one has a most 

liberal definition of literature. In the two other models––religious and nonsense-reading––

the result of reading (or “reading”) appears to be literary, but it is not so. As in the religious 

model Joyce’s authorial intention becomes sacred and the source text of FW is the Divine 

Word, the followers of the model face the problem of James Joyce’s divinely true remarks 

against the literariness of FW, such as that FW is “pure music” (qtd. in R. Ellmann 1982: 

703). Then the nonsense-reading model requires a bias to call FW literary. (In an unbiased 

approach one tests whether nonsensicality disappears on suspending the literary principle.) 

Also, one of the model’s assumptions is that FW is readable because it can be experienced, 

but surely, not every experience is literary. Instead of redefining literature so that it should 

contain any kind of experience, the semiotic affiliation of an artefact associated with the 

name FW should be best indicated by its use. For example, an artefact sold as a book with 

the text of FW, but used as a paperweight––is a paperweight, in which case the literary text 

principle and the English language principle become irrelevant.

It should also be clear that every attempt to find the best model is initially thwarted 

by that  “no one type of reading gives us the whole book” (Borodin 1991: 162; see M. P. 

Gillespie in Hamada 2013: 33, Ch. Van Mierlo 2017: 142). If one wanted to compare the 

hermeneutic success among different groups of readers, it would soon be evident that they 

are interested in incommensurable, incomparable aspects of reading. The selection of the 

types of readers [whose names are mine: KB] below aims to illustrate their diversity:

- author-oriented readers vs. text-oriented readers (C. George Sandulescu in Hamada 

2013: 87), language-oriented readers vs. thematic readers, e.g. feminists (ibid., 91);

- radicals vs.  conservatists;  the  former  maintaining  that  FW  “subverts  (…)  the 

literary  status  quo”,  the latter  believing that  “the work contains  fixed points  of 

reference in the manner of the traditional novel” (M. Norris 1976: 1, see ead. 1974: 

130); also: the novelists who assert that FW shares characteristics of the traditional 

novel (discussed in ead. 1976: 10-22) vs. such people who assess that FW does not 

have enough features of a novel (even though their list is incomplete and open-

ended, Kivy 1973: 54-55), possibly including such readers who “treat incoherence 

as  fundamentally  integral  to  the  text  and textuality  of  Finnegans  Wake”  (Slote 

1994b: 148);
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- chaos-bound readers, including those people who think that the chaotic text reflects 

Joyce’s anti-poststructuralist realism and objectivism to reject indeterminism (Rice 

1997: ix-xi, see M. P. Gillespie 1998-1999: 361) or, with a casual understanding of 

the word ‘chaos’, those people who see FW as some kind of semantic confusion or, 

alternately, as some meaning in potentia to be established by the demiurge reader; 

the group possibly including intuitionists “legitimating the reader’s intuition” (Rice, 

op. cit. 88);

- intentionalists who  see  “the  author’s  intention  as  a regulative  principle”  (Mink 

1978: xxvi, see Bulson 2006: 94), with hypothesists who arrive at that intention via 

speculation; with  reconstructionists  (see Hayman 1963: 3) who imagine the  ideal 

reader, summon the genetic reader (Rabaté 2001: 196) to study the macrotext, and 

use a “genetic approach” (Hayman 1990: 14) or “genetic  approaches” (Fordham 

2012b: xxiii), setting up a “mode of theological hermeneutics” (Deppman 2006);

- integrationists who admit “a symbiotic interpretive relationship between the Wake 

and the fictions that preceded it” (Devlin 1991: x) and advise one to read the whole 

oeuvre;

- observers of FW’s unreadability, including any would-be readers who abandoned 

the source text, and non-readers, including snobbish non-readers, fewer in number 

than what is sometimes reported in the media (see Xue 2017), vs. any such readers 

who do not connect readability with intelligibility, but, e.g., with perceptibility (see 

Reynes-Delobel 2015: 4), experiencing, apprehending (Crowe 2015), and so on;

- exchangists who believe that the reader of FW is affected by the source text and 

vice versa, including non-finitists who think this interchange is “endless” (Attridge 

2004b: 10) and that “the reader is obliged to become the act of deciphering which 

will never be total and definitive” (Sollers 1983: 197) and collectivists who say that 

reading is “hypertextual and collective” (Reynes-Delobel, op. cit., 13), vs. finitists, 

knowing that every reading eventually  ends, either  positively (with a perception, 

an experience) or negatively (since every non-ideal reader is mortal).

In addition, one can distinguish:

 the individual reader, who is with “the task of finding a consistent perspective that 

reconciles his or her impressions” (Fargnoli and Gillespie 2006: 91) as FW “impels 

the individual reader to create a text” (M. P. Gillespie 1988: 230), “morphing with 
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every individual reader’s experience” (Rocco 2016: n.pag. [1]). If James Joyce had 

envisioned FW “being read by a single reader”,  the “sole participant  at a wake” 

should be “the corpse itself” (Borodin 1991: 154)––alternately, the single reader 

was Joyce himself, reading the prototext when he was writing it;

 the re-reader whose understanding of FW changes (either improves or deteriorates) 

on every retake of the text (see Canty 2017);

 the linguistically privileged reader, usually: English-speaking Irish readers, but also 

others, e.g., the Japanese (H. Y. Jung 1986: 348, see Okuhara 2000: 4);

 the translator, who is a privileged reader, but hardly an individual (Bartnicki 2004-

2005b: 184, see Bazarnik 2010: 567); but possibly chosen by the text itself (Zanotti 

2006); also the retranslator––if FW is in permanent self-translation (Topia 1990);

 the privileged/target male reader––see: “my reader (…) he should devote his whole 

life to reading my works” (James Joyce qtd. in Max Eastman 1931 [Deming 2005: 

417], see Louis Gillet qtd. in Edna O’Brien 1999: 165; Thurston 2004: 169). Still, 

a character in the text, “Humphrey Chimpden Earwicker is Everyman–with generic 

universality, i.e, the name includes everywoman too” (H. S. Harris 1987: 72); see 

Lawrence 2010: 90-91, see also McKenna 1999: 55, Wales 1992: 163-164 on the 

female exegete;

 the paradigmatic reader in the Joyce industry––the specialist reader different from 

ordinary readers (Burgess 1965), or, common readers (Bishop 1999: viii, Brannon 

2003); sometimes with a third group in between (Schwarz 2015). The specialists 

are a very non-homogeneous group, in conflict, in “a competition that is at the heart 

of the Wake’s notorious difficulty” (Colangelo 2014: 14);

 the model, or, theoretical reader, devised by scholars (e.g., Attridge 2004b, 2007). 

In a proposition, the complete exegesis of FW belongs to an ideally insomniac Irish 

compulsory writer (Garvin 1976: 3);

 the  eisegetic reader who introduces their own presuppositions into the process of 

reading, including the post-Joyce reader, whose reading reveals elements which did 

not exist in Joyce’s timespace.
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1.6.1. The Nonsense-Reading Model

The volume of FW exegesis contains claims in which the nonsense of the text is called 

a “coherent nonsense” (Bishop 1986: 27), a nonsense dependent “on which definition of 

nonsense is  being used” (H.  Palmer 2014:  58),  “nonsense,  or rather  the limit  between 

nonsense  and  sense”  (Bourbon  2004:  150),  a “lack  of  sense”  meant  to  test  “how we, 

individually and collectively, construct sense” (Watson 2014: 267), and so on. This model 

relates to claims as diverse as those that FW is “nonsense masquerading as literature” (J. 

Davenport  2007:  255),  that  to  read  FW means  to  move  from nonsense  toward  sense 

(Lewandowska 2016: 532), that FW is “a mix of recognisable sense and incomprehensible 

nonsense” (Fordham 2007: 6), or that “FW contains no nonsense” (C. Hart 1963: 8). These 

assertions may be in no conflict given that no definition of nonsense has been agreed on 

while the intuitive understanding of adjective-free nonsense has been lost to the exegete. 

And yet, there seems to be this conviction among the professionals––a bias––that even if 

FW is nonsense, this nonsense is literary. Accordingly, FW represents nonsense writing (J. 

Williams 2008), and not, say, nonsense gardening; also, a good translation that strives to 

“let nonsense be nonsense” (Zabaloy 2015b) is literary; also, since FW serves a dictionary 

definition of nonsense, it is to be found in a dictionary of literary terms (see Cuddon 2013: 

475), not, say, genetic terms. Apart from the text principle, in the nonsense-reading model 

safe are the author principle (nonsense is attributed to Joyce)43 and the language principle 

(nonsense is in English).

As the vague term of nonsense has been linked to unreadability, the latter term has 

also become vague. Apparently, what one knows more confidently about the unreadability 

of FW would be that it is literary (so “unreadability” is a word apter than “uncookability” 

or “undancability”). However, if not much more can be said about it, then conflicts of view 

on this unreadability cannot be surprising: “The first thing to say about Finnegans Wake is 

that  it  is,  in  an important  sense,  unreadable”  (S.  Deane 1992:  vii),  “most  of  us  would 

agree” that “Finnegans Wake is simply unreadable” (Pierce 2013: 301), and yet the answer 

“in a word” to whether FW is unreadable is “no” (Tahourdin 2014, see Mills 2017). It must 

be more difficult for an exegete to declare unreadability than readability since it takes one 

reader’s success to maintain  that  FW is readable,  but it  takes  every reader’s failure to 

43 Joyce may even have his own style of nonsense, similar to Lewis Caroll’s, although less radical than 

Antonin Artaud’s (Deleuze 1990: 343).
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maintain that it is not. This may be the reason why the exegetes who dared to call FW 

unreadable would prop their claims with safety words such as Deane’s “important sense”, 

with appeals to vague collectives such as Pierce’s “most of us” above or Paula Gillespie’s 

“many” (put against “some”) in this example:

“The initial critical response to Finnegans Wake was harsh and negative. Some allowed that in 

time it would emerge as a work of genius, but many dismissed it as unreadable” (1997: 136),

which is in contrast to how positive one can be about the readability of FW (see, e.g., “In 

Memoriam”, 2020: 9, see also “patently” in Nash 1996: 310). Readability is announced 

despite that reading can be slow-paced, prone to interruptions and demanding resumptions:

- “The Wake is not, like a novel, to be read all at one go” (E. McLuhan 1997: xiii);

- “only six people have ever read it all the way through in one sitting” (Krauth 2016: 69);

- “Finnegans Wake simply defeats him [Guillermo Cabrera Infante: KB] and he can only read 

two or three pages of that hermetic work in a sitting” (Souza 1996: 99);

- “few prospective readers actually sustain their curiosity for a page or two” (McHugh 1981: 1);

- “Complete understanding [of FW] is not to be snatched at greedily in one sitting (or in fifty)” 

(Joseph Campbell qtd. in T. McKenna 1995).

Unreadability must have been reported less frequently than readability since people who 

abandon FW early on detecting nonsense make fewer exegetic reports than people who do 

not abandon it too early. In the latter  group there are professional readers interested in 

promoting readability, suggesting they can make a “recommendation for making sense of 

Joyce’s work” (McHugh 2006: xiii) or even remove nonsense. The professional has been 

trying to replace the idea that {FW is unreadable because it is nonsense} with that {FW is 

readable despite being nonsense} or that {FW is readable in its nonsense}. Regularly, this 

kind of thinking results in disobeying the law of excluded middle: “nothing in Finnegans 

Wake is nonsense, yet it is probably equally true that it is all pure nonsense” (B. Benstock 

1985: 144, qtd. in P. O’Neill 2013: 8).

One can imagine FW as a great paradox of liars (for the “liars” see Fritz Senn in T. Conley 

2002: 235). Paradoxes await, e.g., in the conclusions that FW is able to communicate to us 

that it “takes language beyond any boundary of communicability” (Eco 1989a: 61) and that 

we have anything more final to say about “a world that doesn’t make sense to begin with” 

(Beitchman 1988: 136) and that we can see in the daytime how FW “makes sense only in 

much the same way that “everynight life” does” (Bishop 1986: 27) and that we recognise 
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sense in FW that simulates a world that defies recognizable sense, and that FW “contains 

no nonsense, yet is finally beyond explication” (Owens 2010: 2460), etc. Such paradoxes 

would prompt a tetralemma:

(i) FW is readable and makes sense,

(ii) FW is readable but does not make sense,

(iii) FW is unreadable but makes sense,

(iv) FW is unreadable and does not make sense.44

The nonsense-reading model accommodates all these positions except (i):

- position {FW is unreadable because it is nonsense} is equivalent to (iv);

- position {FW is readable despite being nonsense} is close to (ii),

- position {FW is readable as nonsense} is close to (iii).

Given the many types of readability promoted in the industry (the text is readable when it 

is “interpretable”, “performable” (Fordham 2014), enjoyable, discussable, experienceable), 

it is not surprising that the times to read FW can be quite varied:

- “a couple of hours a day (…), over a period of about three months” (P. Byrne 1964: 76);

- “the first reading of the book took almost a year and the subsequent re-readings expanded over 

several years” (García Tortosa 2011-2012: 334);

- “I’ve read Finnegans Wake, that’s if anyone can read Finnegans Wake. I’ve spent seven years 

with the damn book” (F. McCourt 1999: 260).

Still, if the proper time to read FW is “lifetime” (Mink 1992: 35, Rich 2016), it is curious 

why anyone would call FW readable anywhere else than on their deathbed––earlier, it is 

impossible to have read FW, and calling it readable is premature. Jacques Derrida, “going 

on for twenty-five or thirty years” (1984: 148), was right to find it impossible to finish 

“a reading of the Wake” (Roughley 1999: xvii)––but wrong in calling his effort ‘reading’ 

while it was unfinished. Guilty of a premature judgement are also the exegetes who argue 

44 Discerning causation and correlation, it can expand into eight possibilities: (v) FW is readable because 

it makes sense; (vi) FW is readable because it does not make sense, (vii) FW is unreadable because it 

makes sense, (viii) FW is unreadable because it does not make sense, and then (ix) FW makes sense  

because it readable; (x) FW does not make sense because it is readable; (xi) FW makes sense because it  

is unreadable; (xii) FW does not make sense because it is unreadable. If (vii) and (ix) had so far been 

options absent in the volume of exegesis, they would be in it now.
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for readability when they are still in the course of reading (or what they assume is reading) 

or who think that re-taking the text in more repetitions than the number they managed will 

not change their mind on its readability:

- “He’s been reading Finnegans Wake for about ten years, and hopes to stop in 2008” (about Finn 

Fordham in Hamada 2013: 32);

- “reading Finnegans Wake for twenty-seven years” and still finding “new jokes and subtleties” 

(R. A. Wilson 1996: 18);

- “Finnegans Wake was first published in 1939, and I have been reading it for more than fifty 

years” (Burrell 1996: xi).

Guilty of the same are also those exegetes who called FW unreadable on reading a sample 

(e.g., Temple 2012) despite that their processing of the entire text might reveal readability.  

Apparently, the model is not affected by such reservations, and it welcomes people  who 

read FW, and not just once, still with “no idea what it is meant to be about” (West 2015) 

and people like John Cage who never read FW (Silverman 2012: 292), still could call it 

nonsense, albeit one that “can make a multiplicity of sense” (in Roussin 2018: 46).

1.6.2. The Religious Model

In the religious model, the text of FW is sacred, containing the divine word of God, Joyce 

being either an agent of God or God himself.45 Suiting his high self-esteem (Levitt 2002: 

xi), Joyce would be called an archpriest or high priest (Herbert Read qtd. in Hassan 1975: 

80, Likides 2002: 17, Mamigonian 2007: 81), God’s prophet (Ratcliff 2002: 182), a god of 

men (N.  Fitch  1965:  203,  Gillet  1958:  103),  God the  Father  (Gluck 1979:  32),  ‘God’ 

(Pearson 2007:  415),  Joyce-God (Bartnicki  2010a:  24),  God-author  (Manganaro  2002: 

140), the god James Joyce (Harryman 2012: 140), the Master (B. Benstock 1966: 211, 

Spivey 1997: 155), Joyce the Creator (Brivic 1985).

45 Or FW is the word of Antigod, Joyce’s non serviam against the norms of language, society, history, 

religion. FW annihilates communication “in true Satanic fashion” (Vintage Bracketologist 2016); see  

“Satanic rebellion” in Joyce (Levin 1946: 127), and Satan (or Joyce) as the ‘master of veiling’ (Sławek 

2001a: 336). Adaline Glasheen calls Joyce’s imitation of God “vainglorious” (1977: vii).
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The similar rhetoric has also been applied to FW, “a sacred text” (Brownstein 1989: 

94),46 in “the Apostolic Church of James Joyce the Redeemer” (Doyle 2012, see Kellman 

2009), “not a work of art but a work of theology” (Bourbon 2002: 217), “to be honored but 

not  approached”  (Beja  and  Benstock  1989:  xiii),  “conceived  of,  modeled  on,  and 

developed as a kind of surrogate for the sacred scripture” (Borodin 1991: 151, see Jasper 

2018: 288), which “intends to embody mythical and sacred traditions from the world as 

a whole” (Altizer 1985: 220). FW is Biblical in magnitude (see J. S. Atherton 1974: 73), 

“one of the greatest of all intertextual biblical ‘readings’” (Jasper 2003: 29), “the rewritten 

Bible” (Burrell 1996: 15), “the academic’s version of the Bible” (M. P. Gillespie 2003: 

30). Its Biblical gravity is carried by the words exegesis, exegete and so on (Attridge 2001: 

xvi, 88, 187,  B. Benstock 1965: 37 and  passim,  Bishop 1981: v and  passim, 1986: 337, 

Fordham 2007: 7, 28, 2012b: xxxii, G. Gillespie 2006: 299, M. P. Gillespie 1998-1999: 

363, C. Hart 1962: 15, 1963: 1,  passim, Jolas 2009b: 405, McHugh 1976: 1 and passim, 

1980: x, vi, ix, 1981: 39 and passim, 1991: v, vi, 2006: vii, 2016: xvi, E. McLuhan 1997: xi 

and passim, Milesi 1990: 95, Mink 1978: xii, xiv, P. O’Neill 2013: 4, Parrinder 1984: 213 

and  passim, Platt 2011:  passim, Rabaté 2014: 171, Shovlin 2012: 36, Todd 1987: 130). 

Another religious connotation possibly resonates in the word  lay––lay people (Brannon 

2003: 51, Levitt  2002: xi), lay reader (Bishop 1986: 25, Fodaski Black 1995: xiii,  23). 

Repetitions in FW (see Fagan 2010: 88) resemble Rosary-like prayers (see Franke 2006; 

see also “vain repetitions”, J. S. Atherton 1974: 182) or a sacred charm to be incanted.47

In Joyce’s  “celebration  of  the  secularization  of  the  sacred”  (Donald  Theall  in 

Hamada 2013: 124), FW has become “a new scripture” (Jameson 2011: 204) of the secular 

culture. Intercepting “the jargon of theology” (Franke 2009b: 105), “an evangelical vein” 

(Dabney 2007: 155), “a subsumation of the religious in the aesthetic” (Dettmar 1992: 34), 

FW is “analogous to the bread of the eucharist” (Ph. Carey 1993: 87) and is Joyce’s “last 

blessing on mankind” (J. P. Anderson 2009: 334)”, “apocalyptic” (Boheemen-Saaf 1999: 

158). Instead of origins, FW has its “genesis” (B. Benstock 1965: 40, Lernout 1994: 122, 

124, Litz 1953, Prescott 1954), in the register fitting James Joyce’s “exodus out of Ireland” 

(Schlossman 1985: 183) that may have lacked “the theophany at Sinai”, “none the less 

created Joyce’s texts” (Nadel 1989: 16). FW is “a literary text” spoken of “in terms of 
46 And more specifically sacred. See, for example, a “sacred book of the night” (J. S. Atherton 1974: 

28), “a sacred text to Cage” (Albright 2009: 154), “sacred in the Viconian sense” (Sailer 1993: 122).
47 But also legal doublets (such as aid and abet, cease and desist) which need an expert to explain if they 

are pleonastic redundancies.
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sacredness” (K. Hart 1991: 315 on Derrida in A. P. Wilson 2007: 148), graced with the 

“minute attention which had previously been devoted only to sacred texts” (Vance 2014: 

153).

With  “blessings that  service in  Joyce’s church bestows” (Best  1979:  222),  “the 

gospel according to Joyce” (Y. Healy 2000), “the Joycean creed” (B. Benstock 1977a: xxi, 

see Goldman 1979), a “Joycean orthodoxy” (B. Benstock 1988: 4) opposite some “Joycean 

heresy” (Burrell 1996: 14), some of his followers are devotees of Joyce (Bowen 1987: 157, 

Daniel 1984: 35, Ford 1998: x, see Rebecca West 1928 qtd. in Deming 2005: 433), Joyce’s 

acolytes (K. Williams 1991: 173), “the master’s assembled acolytes” (Pearson 2007: 415), 

orthodox believers (B. Benstock 1988: 4), “the disciples who sat at the Master’s feet” (B. 

Benstock 1966: 211), “12 apostles of Joyce” (Galloway 1976: 130), the “apostles of a new 

Joycean creed” (Rabaté 2001: 1).

Obviously, this sacredness can also be figurative, fictional (Piglia 2000: 110, see 

Elgue-Martini 2008: 72), challenged (Knight 2003: 220, see Anthony Burgess “criticising 

the very cult [of Joyce] whose initiation he himself had had a share in” (Farkas 2002: 31)). 

The exegete in a debate who considers FW sacred (Fajfer 2015, cf. Bartnicki 2016a) may 

be given sarcastic names: a high priest, a member of the Inner Circle, the pontifex maximus 

(Poprawa and Jarniewicz 2016). Many have said that FW is pseudosacred, or that it barely 

“holds out the illusion of being a sacred text for ‘highbrows’” (Bishop 1986: 309). FW is 

not equivalent of the Koran (N. Brown 1991: 89). FW is nihilistically atheist (Altizer 1990: 

25, see Rieff 1991: 330-332). Umberto Eco employed a conditional: “If Finnegans Wake is 

a sacred book” (1989a: 87, see id. 1998: 190-191, S. S. Friedman 1998: 116, Edna O’Brien 

1999: 165).

However, arguing whether the overt veneration of Joyce belongs in the past of the 

1970-1980s (see Johnson-Roullier 2000: 91-92) would be beside the point if FW is sacred 

covertly, notably, to the genetic critics focused on Joyce’s word, who “restrict themselves 

to a mode of theological hermeneutics” (Deppman 2006) and the exegetes with a religious 

yearning for a cognitively unavailable truth (Graff 2002: 10). The model embraces these 

patterns of behaviour:

(1) The reader is exempt from having to say anything concrete about the divine 

text, but at the same time is required to study it. Even if “Finnegans Wake is the 

only work in which Joyce chose to address his readers directly” (Cahalan 1995: 
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307), Joyce’s Word is precious in any source thereof; hence various demands 

that one reads more than just the source text. If God “lies in the detail” (George 

Steiner qtd. in T. Conley 2001: 82), learning the larger text of FW in detail is 

impossible––the Word of God remains outside apprehension. Against claims 

that Joyce’s clues were vague or contradictory, the religious reader can reply 

that they are still the Word of God, which is why they should be venerated even 

if they may not look coherent in the eye of a mortal.

(2) The Word is incomprehensible in whole, but some elements are understandable. 

This  assumption  founds  the  basis  for  separating  exoteric  knowledge  from 

esoteric knowledge, “the uninitiated” from “the adept” (Staples 1965: 168-169), 

the  novice  (newcomer,  initiate)  from  the  priest  (Joycean  scholar,  Wakean 

academic), who is closer to the “text’s holy body [which] is hidden” (Roraback 

2017: 161).

Regarding Joyce’s take on these different  types of knowledge,  he juxtaposes the  plain 

reader and the  ideal one, the latter “suffering from an ideal insomnia” (FW 120.13-14), 

approached uniquely by Joyce himself (Grasso 1982: 21), so, possibly, “if such a reader 

ever existed, he died” (Lernout 1989b: 187). But for a non-masochist newcomer to realise 

that the ideal reader is either dead or has to suffer must be to face a strong psychological 

deterrent, in addition to another one, “the sheer mass of  Wake studies” (P. A. McCarthy 

1984: 626).  However,  the “industry of academics,  who dedicate  their  lives,  with other 

people’s money” (Rich 2016), needs the cult ranks to grow. It needs junior scholars, driven 

by the vision that if they endure apprenticeship, they will become “an elitist audience” in 

a “private enclave” (P. A. McCarthy, ibid.),  “priests who guard the church’s holy texts” 

(Doyle 2012; see McWilliams 2015: 73-74) and, obviously, it needs customers to purchase 

texts from the priests. In order not to scare the customer away, at least not too early, such 

deterrents are passed over in silence.  The industry is not likely to advertise that James 

Joyce demanded less from his professional critic than from his reader––or that professional 

writing about FW is easier than reading FW.48 The industry makes Joyce look benevolent, 

not intimidating. Joyce’s demand that his readers work on FW for as long as he did appears 

less cruel when one says that James Joyce made it “nonchalantly” (Ronald Stevenson qtd. 

48 If Joyce would keep “the critics busy for three hundred years” (qtd. in R. Ellmann 1982: 703), yet the 

reader should “devote his whole life” to his work (ibid., see Caramello 1983: 37), the multigenerational 

collective has it is easier than a solitary reader sentenced to life.
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in MacDiarmid 1967: 58) or “wryly” (Cahalan 1988: 149). His demand that one devotes 

life to FW was made “with a disarming smile”, his “approval” for the reader’s suffering 

being “humorous” (R. Ellmann 1982: 703). Joyce “boasted of” (not: complained about) the 

years to write FW and “expected” (not: demanded) the same from the reader (Welsh and 

Whaley 2013: 38). Umberto Eco, knowing that the reader is “obliged to suffer” (1990: 49), 

replaced Joyce’s “suffering from” with his “affected by” (1984: 9; 1990: 143, 146, 148). 

One can even be “blessed with” suffering (Nash 2002: 139, 2006: 119). Suffering ensures 

a “divine enjoyment” (Rabaté 1988: 130).

Besides, Joyce may have “joked” about it (Segall 1993: 187). His “wish that the 

reader spend time beyond forever with the Wake is not unkind” (Farbman 2008: 91). It is 

“undermined” by a “humorous collocation” (Pierce 1988: 368). His laughter is “sneering”, 

but also “welcoming” (Mitchell and Slote 2013: 3, see Kitcher 2007: 161). In general, FW 

is “fun! Hilarious! Full of laughter!” (Rogers 1991: 190) and Joyce makes us  “laugh for 

over 600 pages” (Cahalan 2005: 390).

It seems that a prerequisite in the religious model is the cult-oriented mindset with 

some naïve obedience and patient fortitude.––A novice enters their first interpretive paths 

on trust in their teacher’s guidance, and is expected to read without scepticism and to self-

censor their own observations (see Senn 2002a). The religious model does not explain how 

one individually handles the instances of misreported facts (see, e.g., “Lacan says that he 

met Joyce when Lacan was seventeen”, Brivic 2008: 12) or that Joyce’s word differs in too 

many reports: (i) Joyce wanted to keep “the critics busy for three hundred years” (qtd. in R. 

Ellmann 1982: 703); (ii) or the professors, for “centuries” (ibid., 521), or (iii) “a hundred 

years” (Harbison 2015: 144), or (iv) “a thousand years” (J. M. Morse 1974: 16), or (v) “the 

next thousand years” (R. A. Wilson 2012: 31), or wished to (vi) “keep armies of professors 

busy for several millennia to come” (P. Mahon 2012: 116), or (vii) “the academics” “for 

two hundred years” (Holzbauer 2000: 11), or (viii) “literary historians” “for the next 400 

years” (Žižek 1997), or (ix) “scholars” for “three hundred years” (Kauffman 1992: 100), or 

(x) “readers” “for two hundred years” (Geist 1985: 50), or (xi) “the professors” for “the 

next hundred years”, which was said about Ulysses anyway (Lodge 2011: 131)––but it is 

also (xii) “very likely, that Joyce never said this” (Slote 2015: 6).
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1.6.3. The Psychological Model

The psychological model embraces scenarios in which FW grants a certain psychological 

or psychiatric meaning or effect, also a therapeutic one, e.g., “to slow down the effects of 

neurological deterioration” (Lopez 2019), provide distraction (“Ablenkung”, Senn 2018), 

help one through difficult times (“über schwierige Zeiten”, ibid.).49 As such effects place 

FW among therapeutic narratives, the ‘darker side’ of the model is such scenarios in which 

the reader, who is not in a “corps of masochists” (McNally 2020), admits that their reading 

ended in some kind of disappointment or frustration, “semantic despair” (Fritz Senn qtd. in 

Ch. O’Neill 2007: 34, 271; in Hamada 2013: 16), which is then countered by psychological 

self-defence mechanisms. The negative feelings are due to the cognitive dissonance that 

certain preconceptions about FW have become inconsistent with the conclusion that FW is 

“impossible to read, literally so” (Senn 1990b: 78). Its incomprehensibility must disconcert 

every English reader who assumed that the text would be understandable.

Observing the Joyce industry, a brief, thus, simplified summary of its expectations 

is this: In the 1960s, the scholar was hopeful that they had “arrived at a half-way house” 

(Epstein 1966: 252). In the 1970s, the hope was gone. FW meant “mostly new frustrations” 

(B. Benstock 1977b: 238, see id. 1977c: 333). In the late 1980s, the frustrating issues of 

linguistics and semantics were replaced with openly ideological concerns (MacCabe 1989). 

FW studies underwent pop-culturalization (Senn 1990a). In the 2000s, the genetic analysis 

came in focus, though the study of FW had still not reached “the stage where interpretation 

really becomes possible” (Lernout 2006: 85). Later, it would become more fashionable for 

scholars (with grants) to see FW relocated into the Digital Age. One can detect  a certain 

defence mechanism in all these shifts: as long as the industry keeps reading FW, its final 

failure cannot become obvious.  Therefore, one should not be surprised with remarks that 

negotiate the time or accuracy of one’s reading, such as that “readers of Finnegans Wake 

constantly miss and omit important aspects of what they read” (Hayman 1991: 174). In 

what is a splendid example of reader-blaming (Clarke 2019), Hayman implies that a reader 

who did not understand FW must have overlooked some crucial aspects, and so re-reading 

49 Also,  one translator’s  work on  Ulysses was “protecting health” (Greaves 2014).  Joyce may have 

intended FW, or the process of writing it, as escape from his own anxieties (see Vincenti 2018: 141). On 

readings of Joyce as a self-help author see Tim Conley (2017b: 139), making comparison there of the 

publication chronologies of “popular guides to Joyce and self-help books” (ibid., 42).
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is in order. However, even a re-reading may fail those who are not “a few readers, a select 

few, [who] find Finnegans Wake worth the work” (J. P. Anderson 2008: 13).50

Another defence mechanism prompts one to deny ignorance.––Rather than say that 

FW “has too much terra incognita” (Senn 1992b: 218), the industry is likelier to advertise 

FW as quite pleasurable. “It’s only a great deal of detail that is still blurred”, still, “one can 

get pleasure out of that detail” (R. Ellmann 1989: 46). Psychological self-defence in many 

scholars acts against their having to admit otherwise that their long work has been in vain. 

When they promote communal reading, social interactions, etc., they perform subconscious 

rationalisation in the conditions of their cognitive crisis management (=‘shared despair is 

less acute’) or some more conscious optimisation strategy in accordance with game theory.

1.6.4. The Emotional Model

In the emotional model, the reader’s effort applied to FW is primarily accounted not for the 

quality of meaning of the literary text, but for the emotion linked to the process or result of 

one’s reading.51 The emotion can be negative (frustration), but also positive (pleasure, fun) 

where FW is “not necessarily understood, but at least enjoyed” (Senn 2002a), or “all the 

ill-contrived reading” of FW, “impossible to read”, is “immense fun” (id. 1990b: 78). The 

model could be endorsed by Joyce as he saw FW as “love itself” (Boysen 2014).

Following from the last section, it is assumed that the positive emotion is calculated 

by the self-serving professional––though, granted, one cannot test the sincerity of another 

man’s feelings and is limited even in testing one’s own feelings. Still, a certain ingenuity is 

detected where a goal of reading for pleasure is to “support a large publishing industry” 

(Nell 1988: 6). Good faith will also be denied this method of  teaching students to enjoy 

FW, advertised as “liberating their efforts of inquiry” (Manista and Gillespie 2011: 93), yet 

restrictive if it “does not mean giving over to undirected activity or solipsistic indulgences” 

(ibid., 88). The industry may have organised a policy of positivism, with FW envisaged as 

50 Parsing literally, the reward for the select few is that their work will be  worth it, not necessarily 

pleasant. Similarly, the word “lot” in the promise: “you get a lot out of Finnegans Wake without really 

understanding it” (R. Ellmann  1989: 46) does not have to  mean a lot of  positivity––it can be a lot of 

despair as well.
51 Or the main emotion in a mixture of emotions. For examples of mixed emotions  see  Kitcher 2007: 

261, Nemerov 1975: 653, Tindall 1996: 23.
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a source of fun, and rejecting the “negative responses” to FW (Fordham 2017: 312) and 

antipathies to Joyce (see Lawrence 2010: 91). Saying that FW is “humorous” in “attention-

seeking destructiveness” (West 2019) is an Orwellian statement similar to that “ignorance 

is strength” and “ignorance is bliss”. Accordingly, even a feeling of futility can be playful 

(Cahalan 1995: 307), a lesson in futility can be “most delightful” (Attridge 2004b: 10). The 

reader can never become Barthesianly blissfully bored (Selden, Widdowson and Brooker 

2005: 151). Our attempts at “reading Joyce” are “comical” (Derrida 1984: 148), while FW 

tries to make us laugh at ourselves (Dettmar 1996: 211).

But obviously, FW can induce negative reactions. It “often makes people angry” 

(Herr  2003:  129),  it  can  irritate  (Grudnik  2019).  It  can  be  hated  even by non-readers 

(Hadley 2014). It demands the “abandonment of much that is comforting and familiar” 

(Hofheinz 1995: 19). “Joyce was sent not to delight us but to put the fear of God into our  

hearts”  (Edmund  Wilson  in  Dabney  2007:  155).  FW  expresses  the  fear  of  textbook 

knowledge (Spodaryk 2013: 71). It is “the most terrifying document of formal instability 

and semantic ambiguity that we possess” (Eco 1989a: 61), one that may have frightened 

Samuel Beckett  “right out of English” (De la Durantaye 2016: 73). It means to spread 

“a sense  of  intimidation”  (Attridge  2004b:  9),  “intimidation  and  humiliation  of  the 

common reader” (M. Norris 2004: 162). Horror is “not an unusual reaction” on one’s first 

reading FW (D. Jones 2015: 146). Reading FW can almost be traumatic (Colangelo 2018: 

xlix).

One can correlate both positive and negative emotions with how much time, work, 

money one invested in the text. In a zero-sum game between Joyce and the reader (Cronin 

2001: 92),52 the latter loses if he or she chooses to play this “tedious game” (Patell 1984: 

69), whereas Joyce is likely to lose if the opponent has not entered the game, not falling for 

his “hoax” (Fagan 2014: 19). A rival scenario which has it that “no literary game is zero-

sum” (Edna Longley qtd. in J. McCourt 2016a: 350), and FW is literature, is more biased. 

One should not apriorize Joyce’s good intentions.  “Joyce is having a lengthy laugh at his 

reader’s expense” (T. Conley 2002: 246).  To learn that Joyce “makes fun of the reader”, 

but still assert that he “does so only within a comic world in which author and characters 

are similarly mocked” (Cahalan 1995: 307) is to applaud epicaricacy. Anyway, the reader’s 

52 Assuming that there are no more participants, e.g., the anthropomorphic text which “takes pleasure” in 

“comic inventions” and “asks the reader” to join in (Potter 2012: 70). For game theory in the context of  

reading FW see Bartnicki 2012c, Parikh 2010: 197, 229, Theall 1999; see also Latham 2015.
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gain is reduced by every prerequisite and condition, e.g., by that reading “with ease and 

pleasure”  takes  learning  (R. A.  Wilson  2012:  32)  since “the  real,  nutritious,  hard-won 

pleasure” should be “wrested from the Wake” (Chabon 2012).

In order to see whether the “correlation between work and pleasure” is “negative” 

(Diepeveen 2003: 160), one should need to define pleasure first. However, no definition 

reconciles too many reports, some as unhelpful as this: “Finnegans Wake isn’t a book that 

one is meant to enjoy in the way one enjoys something frothy” (Hadley 2016). Where FW 

is promised to combine “the pleasures of puzzling some things out”, “pleasures of texture, 

feeling, and tone”, and of “shape, wit, and playing with words” (Tindall 1996: 23), the 

beneficiary is not named. Some exegetes imagine that readers take “a great deal of pleasure 

from reading Finnegans Wake”, even though they are unsure how they themselves “benefit 

from reading” (M. P. Gillespie in Hamada 2013: 34). The test, to “ask a child to read aloud 

a random  passage  and  chances  are  they  will  burst  out  into  laughter”  (Aida  Yared  in 

Hamada 2013: 133), is hypothetical,53 and in any case challenged by this:

“No defense of Joyce’s aesthetic methods will make a first reading of  Finnegans Wake less 

tortuous and frustrating than it may perhaps be: it is humiliating” (Bishop 1986: 214).

Bishop does not explain how the frustration of a re-reader is not more humiliating. If “all 

first, second, or third timers should approach” FW with “a sense of humour” (Bulson 2006: 

91), it seems odd that Joyce might need to demand laughter, in FW “meant to make you 

laugh” (qtd. in E. McLuhan 1997: 14). Prescriptivism is shown by his exegetes too, visible, 

e.g.,  in “the critical  need” “to penetrate  into the text”  “while  remembering that  this  is 

a very funny book” (Begnal 1988: xiv-xv) or in that the “reader’s activity” “meant to be 

playful”  (Cahalan  1995:  311).  If  the “humour of  the  Wake” is  “irrepressible”  (Kitcher 

2007: 262), one wonders why it would be emphasized and explained so regularly (e.g., 

Attridge 2004b: 2, 2007: 84, Auden, Burzun and Trilling 2001: 274, Booth 1983: 301, 

Bowen 1987: 157, Cliett 2011, Fordham 2007, Frye 2014: 37, Groden 2012). Why would 

one make appeals to authority to confirm it––“Columbia professor William York Tindall 

has called Finnegans Wake the funniest and dirtiest book ever written” (Quadrino 2011)?54 

Why such people promote “a very funny book called Finnegan’s Wake” (Scott 1954: 101) 

who do not even know its title? Is the critic “murdering humour to dissect it” (Polhemus 

53 FW may be James Joyce’s way of handling his guilt and confusion of a replacement child (Mary 

Adams 2018).
54 Actually, Tindall contented himself “with calling the Wake a very funny book” (1996: 20).
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1980: 333)? Surely,  the humour is not always impressive (see A. A. Hill  1939) and to 

everybody’s liking.

An obvious fact might perhaps need to be recalled at this point: Joyce is dead, so the game 

between him and the reader of FW is just metaphorical. The actual game takes place in the 

Joyce industry. “Not everyone can play Finnegans Wake. But professors can.” (N. Brown 

1991: 21). The professors need to assure their customers of the positivity of FW against its 

negativity, despite that the negative element seems to be more genuine, as it does not need 

to be worked out and anyhow advertised.

1.6.5. The Perceptional Model

In the perceptional model, the reader’s effort applied to the text yields a contemplative or 

meditative awareness of either the text or the process of reading it, which may be called 

a “Zen experience” (J. P. Anderson 2008: 13, see Cheu 1997), a feeling of “radiance” and 

“spiritual balance and spiritual harmony” (Joseph Campbell qtd. in ibid.). To attain it, the 

reader may find it useful to be acquainted with Oriental systems of meditative cognition, 

such as Buddhism, which interested Joyce and influenced FW (Ito 2004a). FW has also 

been linked to the Zen contemplation technique of koan (Zeller 2015: 67, see Frumkin 

1992-1993) and yoga (O’Rourke and Shaw 2018, Shaw 2019). Perceptional reading may 

result in a sensation typical of the emotional model, but the perceptional result of reading 

often contains an additional component: the reader’s verbalised thoughts on their “exercise 

of thorough self-examination” (Kitcher 2015), an  awareness of ignorance, inapplicability 

of common logic, helplessness against aporias.

One may argue that the model was implicitly encouraged by Joyce as one recalls 

his ambition that  Wakese should verbalize “a state of mind not yet fully understood or 

a complex physiological experience” (Burgess 1968: 265), a “new state of wakefulness” in 

which “you enter into an almost hallucinatory state” (Ambrose 2014). The discussion of 

Joyce’s process of writing in terms of his mental and physical health (see Ferris 2010: 94, 

Sollers 1974: 96) includes Joyce’s “auditory hallucinations” (Briggs 2012-2013: 472).

The reader in the perceptional model prefers “observation to analysis” (S. W. Klein 

1999: 156) and may need to accept that their  reading will be incomplete,  and yielding 

a “befuddlement, interspersed with moments of clarity” (O’Riordan 2014), and to prioritize 
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interpretive comments that “pay attention but stop short of explanation” (Cage 1983: 53). 

Where one’s meditative reading is so deep that it ends in a hypnotic, parahypnotic, trance-

like, ecstatic state, the result is quasi-drug-induced. Therefore, the model might be called 

physiological as well since the result of a “hallucinatory conceptual reorientation” (J. P. 

Anderson, ibid.) is  physiologically equivalent to the results of drug-taking. For instance, 

when the language of the text makes the reader distracted, and the mind escapes the text, 

a paraphysiological effect of reading is cognitive procrastination (M. Wood 2009). If FW 

can be read “night after night” “to sleep” (Ali 2009: 36), the  result of going through its 

“hypnotically powerful linguistic units” (Roraback 2017: 164, see Lane 1998) resembles 

the sedative effect of soporifics.

Of course, to a number of exegetes the physiological resemblance between FW and 

drugs  is  figurative,  some  examples  being  that  constructions  in  Wakese  “display” 

a “hallucinatory quality” in their “ability to singularly present multiple meaning at once” 

(Bristow 2014: 75) and that reading is, from a perspective, “provoking visions” (Fordham 

2012b: xxix). Thornton Wilder called his obsession with FW a “narcotic” (in Feshbach 

1994:  507).  Still,  other  exegetes  have implied  non-figurative  drug-like effects,  such as 

hallucinations.  Derek Pyle wrote on a “trippy take  on the  Wake” (2016a).  To Edoardo 

Camurri, the most interesting aspect of FW is the psychedelic one, relating to LSD, peyote, 

lysergine (2016a: 75). To Marshall McLuhan, “LSD may just be the lazy man’s form of 

Finnegans Wake” (in C. Anton 2012: 49). R. A. Wilson suggested that reading Joyce was 

the next  best  equivalent  of having a psychedelic  (qtd.  in  B.  Campbell  2015).  Terrence 

McKenna made a psychedelic analysis of FW (1995).

If narcotics facilitate an understanding of Joycean aesthetics (McLuhan in Ciaccio 

2016: 12), they may need to be on the list of the required tools for reading. With alcohol, if 

FW’s “hallmark”,  its  “ephemeral quality of hallucinatory perception” (Ciaccio,  op. cit., 

108) is linked to drunkenness, “the Wake’s principal modality of intoxication” (ibid., 118).

1.6.6. The Reactive Model

The reactive model embraces such reading scenarios in which the exegete makes an artistic 

text in response to FW after it is acknowledged as too difficult to allow a more traditional 

reading. The input in Wakese can be transformed into a more gratifying, approachable text. 

70



Typically, reactive text mark their departure from the source text with their own titles, e.g.: 

Finnegans Meet (Bartnicki and Szmandra 2015), James Joyce Goes Star Wars (Bartnicki 

2014b), Mouths Making Water (see Cleverality 2018), Regain Wakes (see Hui 2011), Lots 

of Fun with Finnegans Wake (P. O’Brien 2018a),  Art of the Wake (Wade 2019). Distinct 

from most academic texts about FW, a reactive text aims to substitute FW, not to explain 

it. The question whether the resemiotisation of FW in a reactive text  avoids a competent 

reading or constitutes “a competent reading of Finnegans Wake” (Evans 2016: 9) is open. 

Also, it is open to debate if such a text counts as a reactive one which does not admit being 

inspired by FW, yet it captures the spirit of FW, as is in the case of Richard Kraft’s Here 

Comes  Kitty,  “a  plotless  opera”  of  “order  and  chaos,  reality  and  dream,  sense  and 

nonsense” and “language at play” (Mihaly 2015).

1.6.7. The Social Model

The word social is with different connotations in the volume of FW exegesis.––A “social 

component” is in the language games (Lerm Hayes 2018: 164). The meaning is political 

where FW is “a socially destabilizing book” (C. Clark 2018) or with no “social or political 

message” (Joe Schork in Hamada, 111). FW’s “social impact” (Patrick McCarthy qtd. in 

Hamada  2013:  70)  and  its  “socially  meaningful  way”  to  explicate  “the  realities  of 

intellectual and societal isolation” (Pyle 2014) have also been noticed. In connection with 

these last uses, the social model of reading embraces such scenarios in which the process 

of reading is performed by a group working together (excluding the figurative sense that 

a reader always collaborates with the nominal author of the text). If FW “induces collective 

reading” (Senn 1990b: 63), groups may be favoured over individuals. A more peculiar type 

of the group reader, existing thanks to the Internet, is the multiplayer-like group of real and 

virtual participants interconnected online (Navarro 2019, see O’Kelly 1998, Zirzotti 2012: 

134), a human version of the ideal reader in “a computer of some kind” (Slote 2009: 69). 

Another one is the “committee of scholars” (Bonheim 1967: 5), reading their “academic 

social text” (P. Mahon 2012: 116-118).

It is not certain what social interactions constitute reading, where they take place, 

how long they last, and to what end. In a theoretical model, “Finnegans Wake responds 

superbly to group readings” (Attridge 2004b: 10), but in reality a group’s ability to process 
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the text is questionable. Regarding their relevance, signalled by the number of participants, 

that number depends on where a group convenes. In 2016, the Finnegans Wake Society of 

New York listed  about  30 groups  worldwide  (“Directory  of  Finnegans  Wake Reading 

Groups”), most of them in large academic cities, which are likelier than other locations to 

ensure the presence of Joyceans in the vicinity, willing to discuss FW. Not looking for 

outsiders though (“About…”, 2006). Availability of such group reading is to be doubted if 

“many of the search links for ‘Finnegans Wake reading groups’ result  in closed-down 

webpages, sites that have not been updated, empty links or abandoned groups” (Stockwell 

2009: 67). Then, regarding efficiency, a few real-life examples of the time of reading FW 

in face-to-face group interaction are 11 years to “finish a run of the novel” (Muñoz-Alonso 

2014), 13 years (MacLaughlin 2015), 22 years, reading in progress (Reyes 2017), 30 years, 

reading in progress (García and Schuster 2013, see García 2013). After such a long time, 

groups become hermetic, “sentenced to read Finnegans Wake forever” (Chrisp 2015) or till 

some of its members die. However, if the text “is impossible to read both singly and in 

groups” (Senn 1990b: 78), FW per se cannot be the objective of group reading. It becomes 

“a living  organism of  people”  (Denizen  2013)  where  “the  user  is  the  content”  (Reyes 

2017). Groups “take on social functions” and turn into “therapy groups” (Fritz Senn in 

Hamada 2013: 16). If so, then a group of Joyceans attending a conference, who decide to 

go to pub instead of listening to a lecture on FW, prove the text in its social use, and read it 

socially––against  the  text,  language,  and  author  principles.  This  reorientation  of  the 

function may result from their inability to complete their reading in a traditional way, but it 

is also possible that the social mode is prioritized in advance in the groups which “don’t 

really care about the book” (Pyle 2017a: 10).

1.7.Finnegans Wake as the Volume of Exegesis

Of the referents of FW discussed so far: (i) the texts recognisable as FW, their set burdened 

with false positives and negatives, in which Joyce’s authorship is problematic, notably in 

translations; (ii) the 1939 prototext, which is polyauthorial and polytextual despite Joyce’s 

solitary authorship prescribed by copyright law; (iii) the model source text, an abstract text, 

the pursuit of which has resulted in many post-Joyce variants, the more polyauthorial and 

polytextual, the more post-Joyce peritexts they contain; (iv) the macrotext, or, the sum of 
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the source text, its pre-text and post-text, which sets are not efficiently distinguishable, but 

certainly are polyauthorial and polytextual, and (v) the polytextual, polyauthorial FW+E 

polytext––none is a referent of the phrase “James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake”. Referents that 

point at James Joyce appear only in ideal, abstract models, in legal fiction, and industrial 

prescriptions, but not even there the source text is assumed without a non-empty co-text of 

exegesis.55 To imagine the size of the exegetical volume, one will consider several facts 

and numbers:

(1) Finn Fordham’s advice how to approach FW is:

“Get a very rough overview from introductions to any of the guides (Campbell and Robinson, 

Tindall, Begnal, Glasheen, Bishop), then look at one or two pages in intense detail, using 

Roland McHugh’s Annotations, dictionaries, the Internet” (qtd. in Hamada 2013: 31).

Modest as it seems, the list is nonspecifically long due to its inclusion of unnamed 

dictionaries and Internet resources. Concerning the latter, Mikhail Shishkin asserts 

that  FW became available to all (“доступен каждому”) after there had appeared 

80.000 annotations on the Internet (2019: 41).

(2) The “survival tools for Finnegans Wake” according to Ted Gioia (2013) are 8 titles: 

Tindall 1996, Bishop 1986, R. Ellmann 1982, Campbell and Robinson 1976, Vico’s 

The New Science, McHugh 2006, The Egyptian Book of the Dead (The Papyrus of 

Ani), and Thornton Wilder’s The Skin of Our Teeth. They make about 3.600 pages 

of reading matter.

(3) Michael  Groden’s  list  of  8  titles  for  the  participants  of  a course  involving  “a 

concentrated reading” of FW (2013b) is: Campbell and Robinson 1976, Crispi and 

Slote 2007, Epstein 2009, Gordon 1986, Joyce 1963, Rose and O’Hanlon 1982, 

Tindall 1996, and, as an option, McHugh 2006. They make 3.200 pages of reading 

matter.  “A Selective Finnegans  Wake Bibliography”  (Groden  2013a;  emphasis 

original) includes about 100 titles.

(4) The Finnegans Wake Society of New York recommends the 16 books which make 

the James Joyce Scholars’ Collection (Hayman 2001), 12 other books, 1 periodical, 

but also “The Bible,  Oxford Dictionary of the English Language,  The Koran,  The 

Book of the Dead,  Book of Kells,  Writings of Giordano Bruno of Nola, plays of 

55 In literary fiction, Gigamesh, a nonexisting book mimicking FW, is preliminarily unreadable due to its 

author’s Joyce-like ambitions, but as it comes with the exegetical co-text (Lem 1999: 30, see Skiba 

2018: 93), Gigamesh becomes ‘secondarily’ unreadable due to the size of that co-text.
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Henrik Ibsen,  Encyclopedia Britannica (11th ed.),  Brewer’s Dictionary of Phrase 

and Fable etc.” (“Reading  Finnegans Wake…”, 2006). The Society’s “Annotated 

Bibliography of Major Criticism” (J. Staley 2013) has some 60 books and articles, 

and 5 periodicals.

(5) For people interested in textual genetics, a “Bibliography of Genetic Joyce” (Slote, 

Van Mierlo, Crowley, et al. 2008) has ca. 900 entries, with 650 in the FW section.

(6) There are 1.434 James Joyce-related titles, with 250 titles in the FW section, given 

in an 56 years old list (Deming 1964: 136-163). A complementary compilation of 

James Joyce Quarterly publications in the years 1963-2008 is some 250 pages long 

(“Fifty-Year Index”, 2008).

(7) Th. J. Rice’s guide to Joyce research, “necessarily” “selective” (2016: x), published 

first  in  1982,  catalogues  “almost  2,000 entries  from the  factory”  of  the  “Joyce 

Industry” (Warner 1986: 109), yet omits “4,000 plus works on Joyce” (ibid., 112), 

if  in  a failed  “attempt  to  overcome  American  scholasticentrism  (academic 

colonialism)” (ibid., 110-111).

(8) The James Joyce Checklist (Brockman and Cohn 1963-2008), covering the wide 

range of interests in Joyce studies, had “a total of over eighteen thousand items” in 

2007 (Brockman, 47), “19,000 citations” in 2008 (“New Online…”), and passed 

“the  30,000 item count”  in  2016 (Brockman 2016a),  but  still  excluding  “many 

thousands of stray articles” (ibid.), “a number of articles from the 1940s and 1950s” 

(Brockman 2016b) and other texts.

The volume of FW exegesis is thus a very large polyauthorial, polytextual polymodality. 

A rough overview of its properties follows:

1. Existence of the originator, or the person who set the system in semiotic motion; 

the historical author of the founding text (qv.).

2. Existence of the founding text, or the (initially) central text around which the system 

has grown––the 1939 prototext of FW. Over time, its centrality has become only 

historical. It is already impossible to non-prescriptively delimit the reference of the 

founding text. This is demonstrated in the treatment of the title––FW may replace 

FWP (or  vice  versa),  and  a source  text  of  FW can  have  a revised  title  (Joyce 

2012c), and the title may be carried by an abridged text, and so on.
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3. Existence of the larger text. A referent of the name FW is the larger text including 

the pre- and post-texts of the founding text, i.a.: FDV, FH, and the 63 volumes of 

The James Joyce Archive (Joyce 1977-1980) to “give us a clue” (Steinberg 2006; 

see Crispi 2002), also Joyce’s whole oeuvre for “Joyce’s prose is developmental; 

consequently, with Joyce one should look at the end of his work to find the whole” 

(Burke 1981: vii,  on Joyce’s earlier texts as ‘preambles’ to FW see C. F. Miller 

2009:  48-49,  61-62).  An even  larger  text  would  contain  Joyce’s  epistolography 

moved posthumously to his oeuvre (Joyce 2010c), but also nonexclusively Joyce’s 

texts posthumously attributed to him (=translations) and even his nonexistent texts 

(see DeLillo 1991: 180-181, 2005: 62, Kimmel 1998: 154, S. Joyce 1941: 514) in 

addition  to “[e]verything  Joyce  read”  (Henkes  2012). The  larger  the  text,  the 

weaker the founding text’s central role within it (see 5 below).

4. Anonymisation  of  the  author  [resisted  by  the  professional  in  the  industry]:  As 

already discussed, Joyce can and should be questioned as the exclusive (or any) 

author of the prototext, the post-Joyce variants, FW+E polytexts and other referents 

of FW. Obviously, the author of the volume of FW exegesis is a collective. But the 

professional Wakean who chose to follow authorial intention needs to overlook the 

polyauthorial FW in order not to have to deal with the resultant of the authorial  

intentions  of  Joyce  “plus  friends,  spouses,  ghosts,  agents,  editors,  transcribers, 

translators, publishers, censors, printers” (Stillinger 1999: 8), its readers, including 

would-be readers, non-readers, and people experiencing FW beyond the regimes of 

literature. Instead of that, the intentionalist relies on the legal fiction that the author 

of FW is an individual writer.56

5. Decentralisation, or absence of a centre that can be regarded as the source of main, 

‘core’ message of FW. Lots of texts have accreted around the founding text but also 

around other texts that replace the prototext as a starting point of accretion. This 

system is not distributed, i.e. no networked or quasi-networked components cross-

communicate their messages or coordinate their semiotic functions. The knowledge 

in the system is dispersed, i.e. no single agent has information as to the factors that 

influence the emergence of exegetical claims and location of their sources.

Franchise terminology (Henry 2008, Jolin 2010) can be used to describe many texts 

in the system: (i) the prototext is the original; (ii) its later variants are its sidequels 

56 This fiction is a product of Western Capitalism. For Orient alternative(s), see M. Zhang 2018.
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or remakes; (iii) translations are its reimaginings; (iv) back-translations (see Altena 

1998) display the quality of a retcon; (v) Finn’s Hotel (Joyce 2013) is a paraquel or 

a cross-over;  (vi)  Hayman-edited  FDV (Joyce  1963) is  a prequel;  (vii)  Anthony 

Burgess’s text of Joyce 1966a is a reimagining; (viii) FWP publications in journals 

are installments of prequels; (ix) texts such as Dixon 1961, Joyce 2010c are spin-

offs with content to “enhance Finnegans Wake” (Lewis 1992: 805); (x) the volume 

of FW exegesis, since it precedes and follows the original, displays the quality of 

a circumquel.57 Other spin-offs may be texts which employ a character from FW––

e.g., Persse O’Reilly, found in David Lodge’s Small World (Tymicka 2006: 200), 

Earwicker, in Thornton Wilder’s The Skin of Our Teeth (M. E. Williams 1971: 131-

133, E. Wilson 1943). Kline, Coma, Xero (in Ballard 1990) are “developments of 

the handling of characterization in  Finnegans Wake” (R. Brown 2016: 80). Other 

potential spin-offs are texts which employ a feature––linguistic (Delany 2001: 732, 

see FW 301.20-21), structural (Delany 2001: 1, 801), or mixed, such as spin-offs of 

the initials HCE (see John Barth qtd. in Lee 1968, Davis 2016,  Delany: 2003: 13 

and passim, Douglas R. Hofstadter in A. A. Mullin 1982).

A text not in Wakese, but combined with a text in Wakese (e.g., a bilingual edition 

of FW or McHugh’s Annotations) may count as a linguistic crossover of FW. Arno 

Schmidt’s Zettel’s Traum serves as an example of both a crossover and a spin-off. 

One  may  argue  that  nonexistent  texts  (fictitious  or  unrevealed),  such  as  J. G. 

Ballard’s “completely unreadable pastiche of Finnegan’s Wake and The Adventures 

of  Engelbrecht”  (Ted  Carnell  qtd.  in  Pringle  1993),  “a  transliteration  of  James 

Joyce’s  Ulysses in  terms  of  a Hellenic  Greek  setting”  (Ballard  2001:  224),  or 

a review of FW written in 2067 (Claes 2008: 123-124), are crossovers.

6. Self-referentiality. FW is self-referent (autothematic, self-reflexive, metafictional, 

Zangouei  2013:  69-70,  self-aware,  McFeaters  2003:  4) if  its  narrative  discusses 

itself (Loxterman 1991: 125) and its theme is the language metathematising itself 

(Takács 2005).

7. Self-citing and cross-citing. Self-citation was Joyce’s mode of writing.58

8. Noncataloguability. The system is so large that it is not possible to catalogue all its 

elements. Even approximations require collaboration of many people. In 2017, the 

57 Clearly, franchise terms apply differently when it is not the prototext that is the original in the centre.
58 On self-citation as a “matter of scholarly esteem” to Joycean scholar, see Hepburn 2001: 162.
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online database in Joyce 2006 had over 84.000 notes on the source text, and listed 

50 collaborators. The idea to “gather all of the available scholarship on Finnegans 

Wake and to connect it to a digital text of the book” (Barlow 2018; emphasis added) 

rests on debatable terms (e.g., “the book”, see Armand 2003: 31-32, “available”, 

“scholarship”) but also does not concern the unavailable scholarship, the unknown 

exegesis, and the known exegesis that resists digitization and/or whose publication 

infringes on copyrights (see Hawthorne 2005: 15-16).

9. Multi- and intermediality. The system has texts in other codes than the historical 

initial  code  of  the  founding text.  Its  non-hierarchical  data  exhibit  “a rhizomatic 

relationship” (Eugene O’Brien 1988: 195), albeit only if the poststructuralist term 

rhizomatic (Deleuze  and  Guattari  1987)  does  not  impose  literariness.  It  is  also 

a nonlinear system, but only if the words reader and narrative (as in Larocca 2015: 

74-75) do not impose literariness.

10. Dynamism.  The system is  dynamic when one observes its changes, yet it  is  not 

dynamic if dynamism should entail “constant anticipation of forthcoming elements” 

(Benjamin Harshav in Mariusz Pisarski 2011: 313)––one cannot anticipate in what 

directions the FW system will develop on the level of interpretation of literature.  

On the extraliterary level, one can anticipate new and new texts in the industry. In 

a book aimed to say “why read Joyce in the 21st century” (Ruggieri and Terrinoni 

2012), the floor given to 16 academics, there is only one text which places FW 

outside academia in remix culture and neglects Joyce’s intention (Fagan 2012: 50). 

The  book  opens  with  a text  welcoming  the  “ascendency  of  genetic  criticism” 

(Thompson 2012: 17), focused on Joyce’s intention and observing the dogmas.

While no referent of FW is intuitive, the “volume of FW exegesis” may be distinguished as 

the referent of FW (though not of “James Joyce’s FW”), to take account of that the volume 

contains all other referents of the name.
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Chapter 2 – Wakese and the Language Principle

The purpose of this chapter is to promote the position that the language of the source text 

(i.e. the prototext or any of its post-1941 variants), which language is called Wakese here, 

is unknown. This position does not agree with the language principle popular in the Joyce 

industry, saying that Wakese is English.

It will be argued that the proposition that Wakese is unknown is, by Occam’s law 

of parsimony, better than the language principle at explaining the linguistic effects of FW. 

If Wakese is unknown, it is clear why the prevalent aspect that the source text grants its 

would-be reader for inspecting is visual––this is a typical feature of every (written) text in 

a language beyond our competence. On the other hand, the language principle makes more 

assumptions where it redefines the concept of “English” in order to explain that an English 

text is nonsense to competent users of English, as well as the meaning of “understanding” 

and “reading”.

Let us clarify what the word “unknown” means here. Initially, it is a synonym for 

“non-specific” (notably “non-English”, but also “non-French”, “non-German” and so on). 

In other words, Wakese is Joyce’s “largely private language” (Killeen 2010). The word 

“private” may be more apt than “constructed”, “planned”, “artificial” if (i) every language 

is constructed in the sense that no language is innate; (ii) one cannot say to what extent 

Wakese corresponds to James Joyce’s plan, and (iii) the term “artificial language” refers 

frequently to a computer programming language, which Wakese is not (or, more precisely, 

is not assumed to be). The term “private language” here is not in the sense in which it was 

used by Wittgenstein (see Munz 1987: 55). Instead it indicates Joyce’s more single-handed 

role in establishing Wakese.

The unknown language position observes the following dichotomy: any language is 

either  communicative  (conversational  in  Gricean  sense)  or  noncommunicative.  It  is 

communicative to ‘insiders’, and it is noncommunicative to “other men” that it sends into 

“zones of silence” (Steiner 1975: 56). The dichotomy does not agree with the concept that 

the two extremes of the linguistic continuum are communication and art (see Fimi 2018: 

2), because there can be artful texts that are communicative as well as non-communicative 

texts that are not art.
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The feeling of inscrutability that has been common for decades among the readers 

of the source text will be taken as evidencing that Wakese is noncommunicative. Wakese 

is with no competent user after Joyce, “inherently unco-operative” in Gricean sense (Black 

2006: 156, see Herman 1994) and (what makes it different from many private languages 

such as Tolkien’s Elvish) without enough material in the authorial comments or other texts 

to enable comparative analyses. Its ineluctably incompetent users can be positive about the 

meaning of a word (or some other unit of meaning), still, no two users can pass the test of 

communication. That is: any two people asked to read a source text will either (i) announce 

an understanding of a fragment of the text (but if that fragment is FW, another one is not; 

lest there should be lots of FW’s in one source text) or (ii) agree to call it nonsense, or (iii)  

share an understanding, but on the condition that they read about it first in the exegetical 

paratext (and then the language of FW is understandable, but one may have to choose the 

exegetical paratext, not the source text, as the referent of FW). So, the word “unknown” 

can also be taken to signal that one does not know anything or a lot about the meaning 

communicated in Wakese. If James Joyce was a competent user of Wakese (which, by the 

way, does not need to be taken for granted), Wakese may have been communicative to 

him. In Joyce’s lifetime, it may have been more reasonable to ponder whether Wakese is 

noncommunicative in English or is an unknown language.59 After his death, however, one 

should assume that Wakese communicates with no one, and there is no unbiased reason to 

say  that  its  inability  to  communicate  is  English.  The  fact  that  Wakese  is  a posteriori 

language which borrowed a lot from English (which is not too obvious either, pending the 

definition of “a lot”), is not enough to call it English––similarly, it is not enough to call 

Sindarin––Welsh, Quenya––Finnish, or English––German.

Still, if Wakese has become––as if in retroaction or retrospect––less qualifying or 

less probable as English, i.e. has grown more unknown, one might accept this idea that the 

language will have grown more unknown over time, eventually becoming so unknown that 

nothing certain can be said about it. If so, then claims such as that FW is among the texts 

“governed by entirely artificial principles, and cannot be seen as developments of natural 

language” (Fabb 2010: 1224) and “no linguistic principles underlie the formation of the 

words” (Barbara McMahon in ibid.) would exhibit a bias. An unbiased observer should not 

assume what principles govern Wakese or if it forms words. If Wakese were truly “clearly 

an un-English” (Crawford 1993: 137), one could not know that it contains “Irish speech 

59 The option that Wakese is a noncommunicative known language that is not English (e.g., it is French 

or German) is not taken into consideration.
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patterns” (ibid.). To use the parable of the blind men who examine an elephant, a “common 

metaphor used by the Wake’s readers” (Rice 1997: 113), the bias would consist in that the 

blind men make claims about an elephant (English) only after they had been told that they 

were going to touch an elephant, but unbiased, they would set out to examine an unknown 

entity. Indeed, if Wakese were truly unknown, one could not know that it is a language––it 

may be, in some sense or every sense, “not a language at all” (Takács 2005: 3).

That being said, in order to limit the scope of this Chapter’s argument against the 

language principle, the idea of total inaccessibility is suspended to the extent indicated by 

the following assumptions. First, it is assumed that Wakese is a language, and a single one. 

Specifically, it is not a dual language––English in some parts of the text, and non-English 

in others.60 Secondly, it is assumed that Wakese is equally present in every source text: any 

two source texts reveal the same “inherent obscurity” (Senn 2002a). While this Chapter 

will refrain from considering translations, it should be clear that a successful translation of 

a source text in unknown Wakese should not appear in a known language. Furthermore, it 

is assumed that Wakese is distinct from the “normal enough” (A. A. Hill 1939) language of 

FWP. The latter is “bordering upon English” (Paul 1961: 129), whereas Wakese is beyond 

the border.  Typically,  a unit  of meaning in Wakese  is  unknown (not confirmed in any 

lexicography), visible (available to the eye), and not articulable (in accordance with the 

phonetic system of Wakese, which is unknown).

More knowledge is permitted under the language principle. Some of its followers 

argue  that  Wakese  is  communicative.  For  instance,  FW  communicates  to  its  reader 

a message  about  the  futility  of  understanding,  the  impossibility  to  communicate. 

Accommodating these ideas and many others, the language principle has kept inflating the 

meaning of “English”. The English of FW is, i.a., mainly or basically English, an English 

with a qualifier, or a mix of languages which is English due to its  dominant ingredient. 

That proliferation of propositions about the sense of nonsense in FW, the readability of its 

unreadability, the Englishness of its strange language is a transgression against Occam’s 

law of parsimony, one that the unknown language position does not commit.

60 An idea  about  the  dual  language  is  detected  between  the  lines  of  Umberto  Eco’s  hesitation: 

“Finnegans  Wake is  not  written  in  English,  but  in  ‘Finneganian,’  which  some  have  defined  as 

an invented language. In reality, it is not an invented language like Chlebnikov’s transmental language 

(…). Finnegans Wake is more of a plurilingual text. (…) The fact remains that Finnegans Wake is not 

even a plurilingual text: or, rather, it is, but from the standpoint of the English language.” (2008b: 108).
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It seems that the unknown language position has never been too popular, i.e. not 

many exegetes seem to have opposed statements such as that “James Joyce wrote English” 

(Taplin 1947, cf. R. E. de Campos 2018) in clear terms and making relevant conclusions. 

An early reviewer of the prototext  wondered if “a new language may have been born” 

(“Sixteen Years Work by James Joyce”, 1939) but passed no verdict. Another person who 

said  that  Joyce  “attempts  to  create  a new language”  (Montesi  1991:  106)  did  not  say 

whether the attempt was successful. We read that Joyce “made his readers learn a new 

language” (John S. Gordon in Hamada 2013: 37), but we are not told if and how Joyce and 

his students could be competent. We read that “one starts reading Finnegans Wake in much 

the same way as one learns a foreign language” (Rabaté 1986: 31), but we do not get to 

know the name of the language at the end of the learning process. We read that Joyce did 

“expand the English language” (Begnal 1974: ix), but we are not told if the expansion 

remained  in  English. We  read  that  FW  is  in  a “new  language”  (Kitcher  2007:  xix, 

Mamigonian 2007: 93), and yet the language is discussed as if it were English.

The categorization of Wakese should have been performed in a linguistic analysis. 

According to Paul Fagan, not one has been produced in the academic industry (2010: 1-2) 

before Fagan set out to repair the deficit. The prototext was 70 years old in that time. The 

assumption of English in the text of FW being uncontested for so many decades has given 

the advocate of the language principle an undeserved argument that Wakese is English by 

commonsensical, commonplace intuition. In part, the assumption of Englishness could be 

due to that the dominant language of FW exegesis has probably been English, reinforcing 

the semiconscious association that the analysed text is English too. Still, as more and more 

English readers become frustrated in their  attempts  to understand FW, and the hope in 

a forthcoming dictionary of FW English (see Carver 1980) may have been lost, one can 

expect that time works against the language principle. In fact, the appearance of Fagan’s 

text in 2010 can be a signal that the academic system can no longer rely on the assumption 

that the language principle is indisputable (although, unfortunately, in his analysis Fagan 

swiftly discards the option that Wakese is a new language, 2010: 14-15).

In the sections below one will find some arguments concerning Wakese, sometimes 

overlapping, which are meant for one’s assessment whether they support more the English 

language principle or the unknown language proposition.
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2.1. The Argument from Appearances

One of the arguments in favour of the language principle uses appeals to appearances (and 

common sense to confirm them). What becomes evident on anyone’s opening a source text 

of FW, the argument goes, is that it “looks very much like” an English text (Takács 2005: 

4).  Allegedly,  English  is  detected  in  most  of  its  words  and  its  grammar  (syntax).61 

Sometimes, the argument from appearances is said to have support in that the sound of the 

text is  English as well, or, the “basic ground beat is still predominantly English” (Senn 

2009: 67). However, the arguments from sound (prosody, diction) should not be taken into 

consideration because any instruction that FW “should be read aloud” (Nash 2006: 126) is 

fallacious  and biased––viz.  an assumption  that  FW can be read  in  English  follows the 

assumption that it looks English.62

There seems to be, or to have been, a consensus in the industry that the grammar is 

more stably English than the vocabulary is. “Formal English syntax is maintained”, still, 

FW “disturbs” our “expectations as to meaning” (Parrinder 1984: 219) as the “greatest 

distortions of language occur in Joyce’s use of the word” (W. I. Thompson 1964: 82, see 

Attridge 2004b:  11,  Parandowski 1976: 227, Quatermain  1992:  114-116, S.  Thomspon 

2007: 11-12).  John Cage argues that  the reliable  syntax poses a double threat:  it  lends 

a compass in the labyrinth of meaning and it promises Joyce’s authorised key to the text (in 

Kutnik 1997: 196, see Kołodziej 2011: 118). However, even where “English syntax retains 

its hegemony”, there are “conspicuous exceptions” (Pickett 2008: 335) and “subject, verb, 

genitive or whatever are not always obvious” (Senn 2012: 240). Other examples are the 

passage FW 54.7-19 (Epstein 2009: 15), the so-called thunderwords (Feshbach 1991: 286), 

onomatopoeia, especially nonlexical (Attridge 2009b: 473-474), possibly a message in the 

Morse code (Škrabánek 2003) too. Crucially, even if the syntax is more stably English, it 

61 English bias is obvious where preferred to the words ‘English grammar’ (see Hall 1980, Purdy 1972) 

are the words ‘English syntax’ (see Calvo 2018), which usually minimise the role of morphology, of 

little concern to an analytic (uninflected) language such as English.
62 Joyce’s “Gee each owe tea eye smells fish” (FW 299) as a textual reference to ‘ghoti’ (Nuessel 2015: 

296-297) reminds one of the ineffectiveness of pronunciation choices  even if FW were English, and 

serves as an example of syntactic unpredictability. But one would not need to read that in English: all 

these words (gee, each, owe, tea, eye, smells, fish) are also found in Scots, and besides, each is an Irish 

word (‘a horse’),  owe is  a Polish word (‘those’),  tea is  a Spanish word (‘a  torch’),  eye is  a Middle 

English word (‘awe’).
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does not mean that it is stably English. Its logic is blurred (“zatarta”, Strzetelski 1975: 31). 

Time may have been against claims such as that “nearly every Finnegans Wake sentence 

observes the formalities of English syntax” (McHugh 1980: v)––the assertion is not found 

in the later editions  of McHugh’s book. The “sentence patterns” in FW “diverge from 

those in any natural language grammar” (Sukanya 2012: 3). In one of the source texts, the 

editor’s “greater task” was “emendation of the syntactical coherence” (Rose and O’Hanlon 

2012a: 522, see Tanselle 2014: 507). Perhaps “contrary to popular opinion”, “the syntax of 

the Wake is not the same as that of ordinary English” (Wales 1992: 166, endnote 5).

Where  Paul  Fagan  discusses  how  “the  Wake sentences”  are  “syntactically 

predictable” (2010: 18), his approach can be criticised initially on these two points: (i) not 

providing a definition of English whose syntax he analyses, and (ii) relying on a sample 

without discussing its  adequacy to represent  the entire  text.  While  Fagan mentions  the 

SVO word order, pre-noun adjective, “distinction between modal and main verbs” as the 

“factors result[ing] in a significant degree of semantic predictability in English sentences” 

(ibid., 17), they are not uniquely English, so finding them in a text does not automatically 

make it English. In fact, one can hardly think of a unique syntactic feature of English; in 

addition, FW seems to be challenging some of its non-unique features (e.g., the fixed word 

order, ellipsis, inconsistencies in spelling vs. pronunciation). The stylometrists who have 

regarded FW as a singularity (Drożdż et al. 2016, Hiatt 1993: 118, J. O’Sullivan 2014: 6) 

seem to have taken it for granted that FW is in English, but what they should have done 

instead is, first of all, exploring the option(s) that FW is in a language similar to English 

(Afrikaans, Dutch, Frisian, Scots), then, exploring the option that Wakese and English are 

separate languages that share their quiddity (whatness), still not all, yet whose haecceities 

(thisnesses) are distinct, as the non-English element in FW makes Wakese discernible.63

63 As Fagan writes that FW performs “engagements” with English, “emulate[s] and take[s] advantage of 

the rules of the English language” (2010: 133), his choice of words suggests that he is more willing to  

say that Wakese is like English than that Wakese is English. Wakese that resembles English may bring 

to mind Chinese Hanzi confused with Japanese Kanji or Slovak mistaken for Czech. One may also 

consider the examples of Dovazhul (communicative to Thu’um users, but dragon’s roaring to others)  

and Parseltongue (communicative to some people, serpent hisses to others). A piece of circumstantial or 

indirect evidence for that Wakese and English are separate languages might be an observation that “the 

English reader has to engage with an internal translational effort” (Marino 2020: 64) which effort is not 

necessarily intralingual.
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But even if the syntax were obviously English, it would not be enough to identify 

FW as a text in English if we agree that languages are recognised more on the basis of how 

their  words look (which is supported by that Friedrich Hölderlin’s translations of Greek 

texts, for example, are recognised as German despite their heavy use of Greek syntax). If 

Walter Taplin’s claim that “[t]he overwhelming majority of the words in Finnegans Wake 

are English words” (1947) represents the popular opinion, one can expect many followers 

of the language principle to be surprised to learn that only “fifty per cent of the semantic 

units are built  up out of English materials” (C. Hart 1974, “Introduction”).  “Of all  the 

different  words that  occur  in  *Finnegans Wake* only 32.5% of those words  are  plain 

English!”;  “only 66% of the words in *Finnegans Wake* are valid  (in  the dictionary) 

English words” (S. Hitchcock 2015, see Butor 1970: 161). The miniscule number of FW 

citations in a dictionary of English (Chenier 2014: 30-32, see Simpson 2016: 60) and the 

fact that a dictionary of English is of little use to would-be users of Wakese (Jarniewicz 

2004: 276, see id. 2011: 28) can be more circumstantial  evidence against the language 

principle. One expects that many units in the text of FW are miscategorised, e.g., when on 

seeing a proper noun (such as “Mookse”,  see Bartnicki  2004-2005a: 172-173),  a hapax 

legomenon, or a word with an unknown or not just English meaning (e.g., “To pan!”, FW 

466.1-2; see Bartnicki 2004-2005b: 185 about “I”), the reader assumes it to be English by 

association with the English or English-looking words in its vicinity. At a metalevel, if “we 

can never read Joyce’s works for the first time”, “the ubiquity of his influence” (Attridge 

2004b: 2) translates into the ubiquity of Anglophone annotators of FW.

At the scale of the entire text, Wakese is unintelligible to English users. The mix of 

top-down and bottom-up reading processes is not enough (“nao é suficiente”, Nodari 2018: 

187).  Where the “easiness with which one can find English referents  for each  wakean 

neologism” (Lemos 2012: 85) does not facilitate the process of understanding, it turns into 

associative hyperinventiveness––even a word that does look English invites the exegete to 

find some non-English meaning in it. Importantly, the exegete does not explain why these 

or those associations were made, and not some others. This is seen in the example of “he 

war” (Derrida 1984: 155) in which Derrida saw German words, but not, say, Arabic hiwar 

[dialogue] or Hebrew haver [friend]. The similarly selective annotator of “pftjschute” (FW 

3.19) noticed French  chute (Joyce 2005), but not, say, Spanish  chute or German  Schute. 

Importantly, even with such a selective approach, usually so much knowledge is produced 

that one fails to synthesise it into understanding. “Every gloss tends to be too much and yet 
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not enough” (Senn 1989: 168). There is no coherent synthesis of the propositions that pftjs 

(in  “pftjschute”)  is  “the  hissing  rush  of  a falling  meteor––Lucifer  falling  into  Hell” 

(Campbell and Robinson 1976: 34), “onomatopoeic elaboration of the initial consonant” 

(Franke 2009a: 647), “air going down a chute” (Kostelanetz 1989: 275), “an exclamation 

of contempt or disgust” (Ursul 2014: 334), all in a shart or “fart-tunnel” (Maimon 2017).

Let’s take “Y?” (FW 477.31) for another example. A symbol, a letter, a word, a sentence, it 

can be read as English “why” (with the possibilities in French, Polish, Portuguese, Russian 

neglected then), and even developed into “Why did you give birth to a woman?” asked 

from “the Adam of Gen. 2.21” (Burrell 1996: 85), but it also represents a character named 

Yawn (Gottfried 2011: 45) and “Y-girl, Issy” (Gordon 1986: 238), and can also be said to 

resemble the Old English letter thorn, the Old Norse rune Kenaz, a divining rod, a wye 

fitting,  a lightning  fork,  a wailing  woman,  Moses  praying  against  the  Amalekites,  and 

more, too much to synthesize it with any clarity. Wakese as an unknown language cannot 

provide that clarity either but then our not understanding Wakese is more natural and thus 

less time-consuming.

2.2. The Argument from Competence

One of the arguments in favour of the language principle is from Joyce’s competence. As 

Joyce left his commentary-before-the-text,64 one can conclude from some of his comments 

or instructions that the language is English. Joyce’s recording of several passages from FW 

might suggest that the text is subject to the rules of English pronunciation. Joyce said that 

he was not going to destroy English “for good” in FW, but was going to “give” it “back”  

(qtd. in Eastman 1931 [Deming 2002: 418]).

Two immediate arguments against accepting Joyce as a competent user of Wakese 

are the principal objections to authorial intention and the fact that his “own explanations of 

the Wake” “seem to be self-contradictory” (Atherton 1974: 18). Moreover, one should not 

take it for granted that Joyce was a competent authority in the language he designed. Joyce 

himself questioned his competence, aware that with time he would not be “encore capable” 

(Schaeffer 2016: 105). It is unlikely that “Joyce  spoke Wakese at home” (Cixous 2006: 

65). In fact, it is certain that he did not––if we acknowledge “the impossibility of reading 

64 See, e.g., his “seven explanations of nine words” in R. Ellmann (1982: 594).
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Finnegans Wake aloud” (Lernout 1990: 65). What the extant recordings of Joyce reciting 

passages show us then is that he was once able to process a sample of the text, which he 

may or may not have read in Wakese. An unbiased observer should not rule out the option 

that Joyce was not a competent user of Wakese, nor should one take for granted that Joyce 

was the only competent user (see Parandowski 2015: 141).

Since some competence in a language can be obtained through imitation, one might 

take a look at texts imitating Joyce language. Possibly the most famous one is “A Litter to 

Mr. James Joyce” by Vladimir Dixon, appended to the 1929 volume of FOE, which made 

people suspect Dixon was Joyce (Goldwasser 1979: 219). In the text, assessed to be “able 

mimicry” (Whittier-Ferguson 1992: 528) but also as lacking in Wakean complexity (Senn 

2010a), the language Dixon imitated in 1929 was not as complex as Wakese. Since Dixon 

saw himself  “unable to combprehen” (1961: 194) the English of FWP, one should not 

expect that he would be able to comprehend Wakese later.

Still, one could also consider the option that texts such as FWP, FDV can provide 

comparative material for one to draw out equivalents between FW and its:

“earliest  drafts  (from  1923-24)  [which]  are  written  in  a basically  English  style  with  few 

linguistic distortions and almost no foreign elements” and its “later first drafts (especially from 

the 1930s) [which] were already initially drafted in the convolute Wakean form” (Slote 2002),

based on which one would find the basis for language acquisition in self-study. In practice, 

it does not take much time to see how impractical discovering equivalents by collating is, 

e.g., of “answered” (FDV 46) and “bellowsed” (FW 3.9). Equivalents cannot be validated 

by context since context varies from reading to reading, reader to reader (see James Joyce 

in Mercanton 1963: 97), and is dispersed throughout the text.

Regarding yet another platform for comparative linguistics, which is translation, let 

us see the example of Joyce’s self-translation of a FWP text into Italian, assessed as “no 

pursuit  of  hypothetical  equivalents  of  the  original  text”  but  “a  more  daring  variation” 

(Jacqueline Risset qtd. in Grutman 2001: 19). If the translator “should change as little as 

possible” and should “not translate freely” if there is a pedantic way (Rathjen 1999: 907), 

then Joyce,  too creative,  was not  a competent  translator  from FWP English.  If  finding 

equivalents is more difficult than being creative (and more useful for one’s acquisition of 

a foreign language),  then a French team that translated the same text with “fidelity and 

uninventiveness” (ibid.) should be called more competent. Yet the “public’s preference” 

(Grutman, ibid.) would still be for Joyce’s text, leading to this conclusion that the French 
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were less competent for drawing the text closer to an understandability whereas Joyce was 

more competent for drawing it away from it. This in turn would suggest that a sine qua non 

property of Wakese is inscrutability. If so, texts trying to imitate FW fail if they are quite 

understandable (see, e.g., Jolley 1997). Comparing AI generators charged with the task to 

imitate  the  style  of  FW (write  in  Wakese)  and  AI  readers  trying  to  parse  a  FW-like 

inscrutability (read in Wakese), the task for the reader is more difficult since FW does not 

reveal a good degree of syntactic-semantic predictability (Burrows 2019, see Kolakowski 

2019), whereas there have already appeared AI generators capable of mimicking Wakese 

(M. 2016, see M. Byrne 2015,  Kurt  2015,  Now Playing… 2019:  6,  Wang and GPT-2 

2020).

This makes one think whether the inscrutability in Wakese is different from other 

kinds of inscrutability.  (If not, then there are other people than James Joyce who have 

some Wakese competence, or at least enough of it to write in Wakese). One will recall that 

Wakese has oft been regarded as paying tribute to, even if outmatching the challenges of 

Lewis Carroll’s Alice dilogy. James Clarence Mangan is another forerunner of the Joyce of 

FW (Ryder 2004: 2). Allegedly comparable are “the writings of James Joyce or Gertrude 

Stein” (cryptographer William F. Friedman in Sheldon 2014: 10). In an assessment, FW is 

as “outright unreadable” as four other texts (Grunbaum 2012), including Jacques Derrida’s 

On Grammatology. The “Joycean pun and paragram” are just an element of possibly more 

complex  Poetamenos  by  Augusto de Campos (Perloff 2010: 68). Possibly, FW is not as 

difficult as Martin Heidegger’s Being & Time (Wilkinson and Hallberg 2012).

A selection of other FW comparees in literature includes: Brian Aldiss’s Barefoot 

In The Head, “in a dense, punning style reminiscent of James Joyce’s  Finnegans Wake” 

(Clute  and  Pringle  2011,  see  Barthelmess  1987:  15-16,  Stockwell  2014:  42),  James 

Graham  Ballard’s  “unreadable  pastiche  of  Finnegans  Wake and  The  Adventures  of 

Engelbrecht” (R. Brown 2016: 81), Carlos Fuentes’s  Terra Nostra, which is “a Mexican 

Finnegans Wake” (Fraser and Altamiranda 2010: 1667), Sasha Sokolov’s Между собакой 

и волком, “a Russian Finnegans Wake” (D. B. Johnson 1989: 163, see Borden 1999: 329, 

389),  Sydney  Goodsir  Smith’s  “Scottish  Finnegans  Wake”  (Rosko  2018),  Thomas 

Pynchon’s  Gravity Rainbow (Barciński 2017: 64), Velimir Khlebnikov’z poetry in Zaum 

language (Fimi 2018: 19), Krzysztof Bartnicki’s  Prospekt emisyjny (Sendecki 2010: 49). 

Given that the SF genre is well represented on lists of literature in unorthodox languages,  

with Iain M. Banks’s Feersum Endjinn, James Blish’s Common Time, Anthony Burgess’s 
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Clockwork Orange, Samuel R. Delany’s  Babel-17,  Time Considered as a Helix of Semi-

Precious Stones, Hal Duncan’s  Vellum, Philip Jose Farmer’s  Riders of the Purple Wage, 

Kirk Hampton’s The Moonhare, Russell Hoban’s Riddley Walker, Daniel Keyes’s Flowers 

for  Algernon,  Mirosław Jabłoński’s  Duch  czasu,  Norman  Spinrad’s  Bug Jack  Barron, 

Janusz Zajdel’s Paradyzja, and many others, then possibly “the Joycean method, especially 

in Finnegans Wake” is “science fictional” (Freedman 2000: 90; see Westfahl 1998: 6).

But examples of Wakean-like inscrutability have also been found outside literature. 

The ‘semantic burden’ (“obciążenie semantyczne”, Morawiec and Madeyski 1974: 36) in 

Józef Szajna’s performance Faust can be compared to that in FW as well as Bruegel’s Big 

Fish Eat the Little Fish (ibid.). Pavel Tchelitchev’s Hide and Seek is “a pictorial equivalent 

of the method of Finnegans Wake” (G. Davenport 2013: 248). Giuseppe Arcimboldo does 

“justice to the wealth” in FW (Paris 2012: 236). FW is as unreadable as Jean-Luc Godard’s 

Histoire(s) du cinéma is unwatchable or unlistenable (Rosenbaum 2009: 4), and they share 

complexity with Stravinsky, Eliot, Picasso (O’Donoghue 2012: 58), and Stanisław Ignacy 

Witkiewicz (Curyłło-Klag 2014: 71-72, 78). Some think that FW is an “unfilmable work of 

word art” (Winthrop-Young 2011: 63), yet others say that it is translatable into film (see 

Movin  2007).  Ryan  Trecartin’s  film  The  Re’Search (2009-2010)  compares  with  FW, 

owing to  wordplays  (Wójtowicz  2014:  15);  Richard  Linklater’s Waking Life (2001)  is 

equivalent to FW due to its complexity, obscurity (Nebnos 2015).

However, Joyce’s inventions would also be compared to Goethe’s German words 

as regular as Glanzgewimmel and Flügelflatterschlagen. Joyce would even be called less of 

a language rebel than Goethe (and Rainer Maria Rilke) who dared to break the constraints 

of syntax (Wallis  1975: 165). Seeing FW compared to Tymoteusz Karpowicz’s regular 

poetry (Jerzy Pilch qtd. in Kokoszka 2006: 158), Jeffrey Archer’s bestseller,  Best Kept 

Secret (Bradford 2015: 253) and other less challenging texts (see Bazarnik 2018: 79, J. M. 

Davies 2015), one is reminded of that Joyce and FW have become brands that one can use 

as  a “most  extravagant  praise”  (D. E.  Morse  2009:  100,  about  Stanley  Schatt  calling 

Slaughterhouse-Five “Vonnegut’s  version  of  James  Joyce’s  Finnegans  Wake”,  qtd.  in 

ibid.). Such comparisons overstate the association with FW for the blurb’s sake or mean to 

discourage people from approaching the comparee (Dukaj 2003: 93).

Opinions vary on whether Wakese  should be imitated. Quite symbolically, if FW 

was “designed on the principle of the Anglo-Saxon riddle: the more difficult to guess the 

meaning the better” (H. Read 1969: 44), then FW is an imitation itself. One reads that its 
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“influence has been disastrous”, its imitations showing “a simple failure to communicate 

any meaning but the meaninglessness of all forms of communication” (ibid.). Nabokov’s 

puns in Ada may be Joycean, still Nabokov “spoke disparagingly of the excess of pun” in 

FW (Kager 2013: 87). “[A]ny new attempt to produce “Wakespeak” would fail” (Gordin 

and Katz 2018: 81). Arno Schmidt may be a writer who ‘creatively misread’ FW (Rathjen 

1993: 101). Some think that FW does not need to be––or even “heaven forbid that it should 

be imitated” (Scott-James 1939: 265). On the other hand, some praise, e.g., its stimulating 

poetical experiments (Borowski 2012: 94). In sum, a Wakese sort of competence to present 

an inscrutable text can be looked for in authors of texts with complex wordplay, stylistic 

opacity,  challenging  syntax,  multitude  of  characters.  If  Wakese  competence  should  be 

associated with incomprehension, not with lucidity, the English language principle must be 

undermined by every incomprehensibility in FW which is not easily attributed to English.

2.3. The Argument from Multilinguality

The argument from multilinguality follows the assumption that the text of FW “can’t be all 

in one language” (Ezra Pound qtd. in Sabatini 2008). As “a composite tongue” (Burgess 

1968: 29), Wakese intertwines English with many other languages (Strzetelski 1973: 55). 

To use the linguistic key to the text means to apply English competence to understand 

that better part of it which is English, and then use knowledge of all the other languages to 

understand the non-English remainder. The argument agrees with “the assumption that  if 

one knew all the languages that Joyce knew, Finnegans Wake would become readable” (B. 

Benstock 1976: 128) and “to anyone with the time and the space for the Wake dictionaries, 

all the linguistic problems of that book will be solved” (Burgess 1975: 178).

Still, it would be against the language principle to claim that Joyce used language 

after language to present the same message, replaying one “basic story” (Edmund Epstein 

qtd. in Letzler 2014: 76),65 for if it had been so, that story of FW would be available to 

anyone knowing any of the constituent languages, which would mean that Wakese is not 

English, but English is just one ingredient of Wakese.

65 This is how Harry Levin’s claim that Wakese is only seemingly difficult was relayed by Zygmunt 

Kałużyński. Kałużyński praised Levin’s position on the dispensability of a complete understanding of 

FW as most correct (1998: 22). In a later revision of his text, Kałużyński called it correct (2004: 61).
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Anyway, it is impossible to list all the languages worked into FW. Joyce mentioned 

40 languages  (see Van Hulle  2007:  457, n.  13,  but see also Lernout  1989a:  399-400): 

1. English, 2. Irish, 3. Norwegian, 4. Latin, 5. Greek, 6. Chinese, 7. Japanese, 8. Esperanto, 

9. Volapuk, 10. Novial,  11. Flemish, 12. French, 13. Italian,  14. Burmese, 15. Basque, 

16. Welsh, 17. Romansch, 18. Dutch, 19. German, 20. Russian, 21. Breton, 22. Hebrew, 

23.  Sanskrit,  24.  Kisuaheli,  25.  Swedish,  26.  Spanish,  27.  Persian,  28.  Rumanian, 

29. Lithuanian,  30.  Malay,  31.  Finnish,  32.  Albanian,  33.  Icelandic,  34.  Arabic, 

35. Portuguese,  36.  Czech,  37.  Turkish,  38.  Polish,  39.  Ruthenian,  and 40.  Hungarian. 

Numerous discrepancies appear when one compares this list to others, such as the one with 

Armenian,  Bulgarian,  Croatian,  Danish,  Gypsy,  Ido,  Hindustani,  Latvian,  Old  Norse, 

Polynesian,  Provençal,  Samoan,  Serbian,  Shelta,  Slovak,  excluding  Flemish,  Italian, 

Novial (and English?) (Szczerbowski 2000: 49) or to the list of 20 languages, including 

English, Gaelic/Irish, Sanskrit, Greek, Latin, Hebrew, Spanish, Finnish, Turkish, Arabic, 

Persian,  Malay,  and unspecified dialects  of primitive peoples (Naganowski 1997: 166). 

The numbers vary a lot, ranging from a few languages (Parandowski 1976: 227), through 

16 agglutinated languages (Berman 2000: 296), and about 20 languages (T. N. Hudes in 

Kurowska  1987:  232),  “29  (?)  of  the  world’s  languages”  (Hassan  1975:  89),  over  40 

languages (Pyzik 2008: 18), 42 languages (Alford 2015), over 50 languages, therein 20 

major ones (Rene 2016d), the “echoes of almost 50 languages” (D. Norris 2000: 150), 50 

languages  (T. Crowley 1996: 58),  around 60 languages or dialects  (Pascual 2007:  99), 

“over  60  languages”  (Harbison 2015:  136),  62  languages  (McHugh 2016:  xxviii-xxx), 

“between  sixty  and  seventy”  (Bishop  1999:  xi),  “seventy-plus”  (Milesi  2003a:  3),  77 

languages  (P.  Škrabánek in Paszek 2016:  41,  see  Škrabánek 2003),  over  80 languages 

(Joyce 2005), to 100 languages (Cixous 2011: 82, Mirkowicz 1982b: 342, Simpkins 2001: 

157). There are instances where one person suggests more than one number,  see, e.g., 

nearly 100 languages (Bazarnik 1999a: 109) but over 100 languages (ead. 1998: 4). Some 

exegetes neglect languages on Joyce’s list (e.g., the Polish tag is overlooked in McHugh’s 

Annotations).  Some promote  languages  not  listed  by  Joyce,  e.g.,  Tibetan  (Helsztyński 

1976: 85).66

66 It is not clear if Helsztyński’s “Tibetan” is Sino-Tibetan, Bodish or Tibetic [see Majewicz 1989: 69-

76 for classification]. Some notice a cultural (not linguistic) impression of Tibet on FW: Campbell and 

Robinson mention Tibetan mandalas (1976: 44), Frumkin speaks of Tibetan Buddhism (1994), McHugh 

mentions the Tibetan Book of the Dead (1974: 21), and others overlook that influence. Symbolically,  

Atherton does not mention the Tibetan Book of the Dead, only the Egyptian one (1974: 191-200).
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An attempt to divide the languages of FW into major and minor ones is almost 

impossible due to that various languages which (apparently) are lexically underrepresented 

can be prioritised, especially locally, due to an extralinguistic reason. Examples include: 

Russian (Cornwell 1992: 49),67 Egyptian (Gołąb 2010; Słomczyński 1973b, Troy 1976, see 

Bishop 1989: 456-457), Welsh, where FW demonstrates the “strong liking for alliteration 

on the Welsh pattern” (Visser 1963: 312), Italian, being “the first language of the Joyce 

family” (Burgess 1975: 177), and Polish (Bazarnik 2000). Africa plays an important role 

where Joyce “portrays the creative members of the Wake family as African” (Brivic 2008: 

182) and there also are passages which are “preposterously Asia-centric” (ibid., 200).

Since English competence alone is not enough (Darasz 2000: 382) because there 

are non-English languages in FW, still no reader, not even a team of readers, is competent 

in 100+ languages, the key must be unsuccessful, unable to expose the semantic meaning 

of the entire text of FW, or at least, its non-English meaning. In an attempt to protect the 

key, the focus may be on English alone, as if on the main dish without foreign spices and 

sauces. However, the English element in FW has never been in splendid isolation, but has 

been put together with other languages, e.g., Irish, becoming then an “English, read with 

an Irish accent” (Boheemen 1998: 24, Melchiori 1992: 12), “English with foreign touches 

and a strong Irish accent” (Brenda Maddox qtd. in A. Gibson 2006: 167).68 At the same 

time  Wakese  is  anti-English  and  anti-Irish––as  tradition  finds  Joyce’s  ancestors  to  be 

Normans ennobled by William the Conqueror (Weaver 2013), one can imagine that FW 

imitates  an invasion of England and Ireland, and that Wakese mimics  the confusion of 

tongues after Viking raids (see Armintor 2018). English has also been linked to the broader 

Celtic world, including druidic Ireland (G. C. Gibson 2001), Scotland (Barlow 2017ab), 

Wales  (Weaver  2009:  189),  and  less  broadly,  to  Gaelic/Erse  (Milesi  1993:  98),  Irish 

English,  Anglo-Irish  (Wall  1986),  Dublin  English,  being  either  a language  or  a dialect 

(Sandulescu 2012i: 8), “the Hiberno-English slang of the city of Dublin” (Maguire 2002: 

114), all in complex relationships to English taken as all the languages, dialects, jargons, 

English-based creoles, “pidgin English and Nippon English” (Budgen 1972: 326), and so 

67 Marked with various Russianisms, whose quantity is not fixed (Fomenko 2017b, Rene 2016d) and 

whose Russian (but not more generally Slavonic) character can be debated (Bartnicki 2019).
68 Incidentally,  if  one chose to  mimic Joyce’s  accent,  one would need to  decide if  it  was more of 

“an Irish accent, more particularly a Dublin accent” (Strathern 2005: 80), “an Irish accent, not a Dublin 

accent” (Pádraig Trehy qtd. in McCracken 2016), or perhaps “the Rathmines accent” looking “toward  

England” (Linehan 2016).
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on,  and  English  taken  as  its  varieties  in  the  colonies,  including  America  (Fox  2014), 

Australia,  New  Zealand  (Jassy  2015),  India  (Szczepanik  2014),  but  also  English  in 

opposition to its old enemies such as French, whose rivalry is symbolically represented by 

the  two  main  protagonists––(more  Germanic)  Humphrey  Chimpden  Earwicker,  (more 

Romance) Anna Livia  Plurabelle.  Such ‘referential  inflation’  of what English is  makes 

English a multilinguality again.

Even where our observations of the text were limited to the most manifest English-

looking units, those units would not stand for FW. (If they could be enough, Joyce would 

have used just them.) Crucially, the languages in the text are not easily separable––in fact, 

they oft are interconnected, subsumed one by another, underlying, overwriting one another. 

Ignoring the non-English element can mean writing off its English ingredient, and focusing 

on English can fail to get rid of some foreign intrusions. As the reader of FW arrives either 

at an understanding of too little in the text to call it FW or at a non-understanding of FW, 

the unknown language proposition is more efficient with regard to the second option, since 

it can evoke an equivalent conclusion in less time.

2.4. The Position of Universality

What will be called here the position of universality is the set of such propositions found in 

the volume of FW exegesis which mean to say that FW is a text “about everything” (P. A. 

McCarthy in Hamada 2013: 71, Reyes 2017),  “coterminous with the universe” (Eagleton 

1978:  157),  “a universal  culture”  (Zarrinjooee  2016),  “the  book  as  world”  in  the 

Mallarméan  sense  (Carpenter  1998:  200),  enacting  “a  Darwinian  merging  of  text  and 

world” (Walsh 2010: x), “universaliz[ing]  time and setting in support of a fundamental 

human connection across all  cultural,  geographic, or temporal boundaries” (Chamberlin 

2014: 2), and so on. Ingrained in this is a concept that since FW represents the world, the 

hermeneutical result of processing FW  should be incomplete in order to reflect that the 

world’s self-knowledge is incomplete. There is “no evolutionary need for us to understand 

Finnegans Wake” (Eagleton 2008: 8); one may even wonder whether a total decryption is 

in  the  reader’s  interest  (“im Interesse  des  Lesers”,  as  in  Senn 2011).  The  position  of 

universality helps one to downplay the feeling of inscrutability––even helps one to enjoy it.
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Yet the reader in the industry does not stop regarding English as the main language 

in which the text of FW with the ambition for universality is delivered. But the position of 

universality and the language principle do not agree since “English” and “universal” are 

not synonyms. If FW is universal, then it is not English, and if it is English, then it is not 

universal. Even putting aside the fallacy of anthropocentrism, the world according to Joyce 

is too Joyce’s to be everybody’s. Even if it is mimetically correct that not all our questions 

about FW can find their answers just like not all our questions about the world can find 

theirs, it is still unjustified to assume that Joyce can ask questions on behalf of us all. 69 If 

Joyce wanted to write a history of time, and “Time is the real hero of his final masterpiece” 

(Borg 2007a: 1), his text failed as it could not include the future. Even if time moves in 

a loop, so the future is accessible to some extent (see, e.g., Zarrinjooee 2013: 19), FW is 

not universal where it neglects other concepts of time, e.g., the world without time (Rovelli 

2018). Or even if FW could be about the future, the language of FW could not be English 

insofar as future is not English (nor is the past).

A similar objection concerns the text in Wakese presented as an “infinite variety” 

(Levin  1941:  178),  “infinitely  open to  languages”  (Schlossman  1985:  174),  “infinitely 

suggestive” (Beitchman 1998: 28), “whose ambiguities open the text infinitely” (Hélène 

Cixous in Nash 1996: 146), with an “infinite  series of substitutions and juxtapositions” 

(MacCabe 1991: 26), with “endless”, “limitless semantic possibilities” (C. Hart 1992: 24): 

the words “infinite” and “English” are not synonyms. Besides, most of these infinities are 

not real, e.g., there is no “infinite circle of a book” (Conger 2011)––the circumference is 

a finite number, and it remains finite even if we would multiply it by the number of all our 

readings, future readings included. Even if “infinity” is a recklessly used synonym for “a 

large number”, or it means a “virtual infinity” (Rabaté 2016: 34) where “virtual” is short 

for “for practical purposes”, that is to say, even if infinity translates into a certain finiteness 

on the reader’s side, not even that finiteness is simultaneously English and characteristic of 

the finite world. Also, if FW is in a devilish language of “silence, emptiness, and nothing” 

(Riquelme 1991: 532 re Sandulescu 1987), silence, emptiness, nothingness are not owned 

69 Us,  humans.  Tim Conley  sees  FW as  “a  sort  of  literary  Turing  Test”,  “by  which  humanity,  or  

humanness,  can  be  differentiated  from  an artificial  construct”  (2003:  722).  This  proposition  is 

contestable. First, until the text becomes understandable to AI, the test will not differentiate humanity 

from AI, both parties being unable to answer the questions asked in FW. Secondly, Conley seemingly  

implies that the questions in FW can be understood, but in accordance with the unknown language 

position––they cannot.
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by English. If Joyce tries to break out from “language as prison” (Olsson 1979: 300) so 

that Wakese should gain some ontological autonomy and become a more self-dependent 

consciousness (see T. Conley 2003: 718-719), free from the users that it locks or used to 

lock, Wakese is not English if no user remains in the language to observe that.

What persists in the examples of the position of universality is the assumption that 

the language is sufficiently English to present some questions that readers understand even 

though they cannot answer them. One is asked to regard FW as “impossible to master or 

fully grasp” (M. Norris 2004: 157), which impossibility leads readers toward a universal 

conclusion about the incompleteness of meaning, inaccessibility of sense, unreliability of 

knowledge,  unavailability  of  truth,  and  still FW is  in  English  there,  “apotheosised”  to 

“a universal language capable of absorbing all others” (Burgess 1975: 35). Since Wakese, 

with “the dream” of becoming a “new super-language that will unite divided humanity” 

(Attridge 2001: 158), was linked to the Babel myth, one should consider the nature of this 

ambition.70 One theoretical possibility is that Joyce designed Wakese to be a post-Babelian 

“Esperanto English” (Błoński 1965: 163) to overcome the confusio linguarum and return to 

some pre-Babelian, Adamic condition when “the whole earth was of one language” (Gen. 

11: 1). However, FW does not provoke glossolalia, and the languages of FW do not “speak 

to one another lucidly and comprehensibly” (Attridge, ibid.). It is the opposite––the text 

remains inscrutable, so, the post-Babelian design should be called a failed one. The other 

option is that Wakese is Babelian, presenting or representing the confusio linguarum. The 

equivocal  name “Babel” itself,  combining Sumerian  bab-ili [the gate  of God],  Hebrew 

bilbél [confuse],  Ba-Bel [father-god] (Markowski 2003: 311-312), passed as a word into 

the text (e.g.,  FW 258.11). In this option, humanity––or this part of it that is aware of 

FW––can cease to be divided, becoming united in semantic despair and feeling dumb. If 

this is what Joyce planned, he succeeded.

Whether Joyce meant well but was incompetent or he was an agent of confusion 

and despair, neither option is very advertisable and marketable,  except among snobbish 

masochists. As the professional motivation of the industry enters these considerations, one 

can assume that while the industry (i) would not like their consumer base to be narrow, (ii) 

nor would it give up the image of Joyce as a genius, (iii) nor could it convincingly call FW 
70 To avoid ambiguities that may result from calling the language “Babelian (or, rather, post-Babelian)”  

(Slote 2013: 2), “Babelian” here refers to unintelligibility, while “post-Babelian” relates to that future in  

which unintelligibility is replaced by a distinct quality. Accordingly, even though we live, in the words 

of George Steiner, “after Babel”, our intercommunication is continually Babelian.
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a smooth read, it would need to orient the discussion of FW so that (iv) it remained under 

the industry’s control. It is useful for the Joyce industry to make people assume that FW is 

English because then it can wield control over the production and marketing of its exegesis 

more effectively than it could if more people opted for the  unknown language position. 

The explanation for the industry’s “resistance to the idea of Joyce as a conlanger” (Michael 

Adams 2013), an inventor of a new language, is, admittedly, a deficient hypothesis insofar 

as one can hardly imagine how any hypothesis about FW could be tested, nevertheless, the 

explanation it provides is coherent. On the other hand, coherence is lacking in the position 

of universality combined with the language principle.

Sometimes, a partial answer to the question how the confusio in FW can be called 

English tacitly appeals to the tradition of thinking about FW.––Before the publication of 

the prototext, one could certainly imagine that a new text by Joyce, a recognised writer in 

English (see Barlow 2017b: 4, Jarniewicz 2018: 186), was going to be another piece of 

English prose, after Dubliners, a Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man and Ulysses, which 

conviction was not spoilt by the published FWP pre-texts which might seem still English. 

Still, if the “initial critical response”, “harsh and negative” (P. Gillespie 1997: 136), these 

earliest reactions to the language in FW were as close to an assessment unbiased by any 

extraliterary or extralinguistic factors as one could get, it was incoherent to act against that 

intuition. The decision to favour English instead of an unknown language becomes more 

understandable when one realises that as FW became interesting to academic centres in the 

USA and Western Europe, its language had to be (called) English in order to qualify for 

English  studies  (whose  professionalisation  was  concomitant  with  Joyce’s  work,  Nash 

1996: 14).

There are three main arguments the professional has taken to avoid the charges of 

incoherence. The first argument uses the already discussed appeal to appearances, saying 

that English stands out in the midst of the languages in FW. (This is not in line with the  

story in Genesis if one assumes that when the builders of Babel got scattered and their 

languages got separated, none of them stood out.) As FW can be either about everything or 

about English,  the unknown language position aligns with the position of universalism 

much better because it distinguishes no individual language (but itself).

The second argument is that FW is about “everything”, but that  “everything” still 

needs a lens, some kind of filter, and the most obvious lens of an English reader is their 

language. However, anyone who would like to advertise FW as a text which is universal, 
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transcultural, translingual should do their best to overcome their desire to select the most 

obvious, most available lens. Unless one subscribes to a view that English is the Adamic 

language in which the post-Babel man is going to be rescued from the confusio linguarum, 

the more prominent the English element is in FW, the less universal its story grows.

The third argument says that there is no good reason to disqualify English from 

being “the particular [that] contains the universal” (R. Boyle 1972: 53). It will be argued 

against this, however, that there  is a good reason to avoid the English-centric bias in its 

current American version, overlapping with the (prior) Eurocentric bias, covert in claims 

such as that “[t]here can be no more globa1 work, conceptually speaking, than Finnegans 

Wake” (Damrosch 2003: 289), and overt in such synonyms for Wakese as “pan-European 

idiom” (Cross 1971: 11) and “Eurolanguage” (C. G. Sandulescu in Sandulescu and Vianu 

2015b: 17). The bias will be called neocolonial, as it succeeds the bias of the times of more 

classical colonialism, when Joyce presented his own Anglocentrism, detected in that he 

founded Wakese on English despite that he had other options. As Joyce in FW is “making 

the foreign native” (Eoyang 2019: 17), his nativisation means looting foreign dictionaries, 

taking them into the empire, much against the assumption that FW was “Joyce’s attempt to 

escape from the echo of colonization embedded in the English language” (Booker 1996: 

143, cf. id. 1990: 178). Since the English-speaking exegete today is neocolonial at least in 

their use of the language privilege (especially where it is possible for one to abandon it by 

reasonable efforts), it is ironic, and importantly, inconsistent that FW should be associated 

with  “linguistic decolonization” (Milesi 2003a: 6), a “multitudinous plurality of voices” 

(Franz 2012: 13), a “democratic speech of the multitude” (Paltin 2014: 50) and so on. The 

neocolonial bias explains the ‘thematic’ expansionism of the industry searching for new 

topics, yet disregarding the unknown language position that could harm that search.  The 

industry makes use of that the “totality of the equivocal” that James Joyce “babelizes” is 

“asymptotic”  (Derrida 1984: 149),71 incomplete (Sławek 1993: 13), continually open to 

exegetical consideration. Expansionism is detected in assertions such as that Joyce used 60 

languages consciously, yet all the languages in the world unknowingly (Bindervoet and 

Henkes 2004-2005: 202).

71 Misquoted as “asymptomatic” by M. Norris (1996: 179).
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2.5. The Position of Encryption

What will be called here the position of encryption is the set of such propositions found in 

the volume of FW exegesis which agree with the concept that FW is “a book to decipher” 

(Frye 1964: 103),  with “the private,  exclusive dimension of an ‘anti-language’” (Wales 

1992: 156), nevertheless recognisable as an English text, especially if one can see why and 

how FW is “wilfully obscure” (Bishop 1986: 3). The encryption is as “most deliberately 

cryptographic” (Gloversmith 1984: 23) as Joyce planned it––or more (C. Hart 1966a: 145, 

1992:16). It is efficient if it  cuts the unauthorised off. If Wakese is “a ‘newspeak’ that 

nobody can speak”, “made only to be written” (Gault 2007: 76), oral reading is cut off.

Many have sought the reason for and the roots of the encryption in Joyce’s life. 

Already in the opening line’s “past Eve and” (FW 3.1), Joyce supposedly alludes to his 

“pa” (father) and “Stephen” (his grandson); in “gorgios” (FW 3.8) there is a reference to 

his son Giorgio; in “nor avoice” (FW 3.9), to his partner Nora Joyce née Barnacle. The text 

makes references to more distant relatives, friends, acquaintances, even people of as minor 

presence in James Joyce’s life as a Mrs. Conway complaining about her back pain (S. 

Joyce 1971: 10, see FW 213.17). According to Grace Eckley, journalist  W. T. Stead is 

“biographical original of the hero” in FW (2018: xiii). Also Joyce’s daughter Lucia may 

have been a “model” for “the entire book” (Sh. Fogarty 2015, see Fordham 2013b, 2017). 

Alternately or in addition, FW is James Joyce’s hate-song against his brother Stanislaus 

(“Jimmys Haßgesang”, 1960, see Naganowski 1997: 30, Raleigh 1953, cf. Mason 1955: 

188). It may also be Nora’s biography (Żuławski 1995, see Riquelme 1985: 241 re Gordon 

1981), and possibly Joyce used encryption in order to “hide meaning” from her (Feshbach 

1994: 503). Moreover, FW may be polybiographical, a “product” of the Irish culture Joyce 

was born into (Splitter 1982: 203-204), a biography of Dublin (Helsztyński 1948: 322) or 

pan-biographical,  as  a story about  the human kind, whose “experiences  of birth,  guilt, 

judgment, sexuality, family, social ritual, and death” recur in FW “as they do in human 

lives” (Fargnoli and Gillespie 2006: 91).

In the following subsections, the reasons for encrypting FW are divided into the personal 

or taboo ones, like James Joyce’s intention to enjoy freedom of expression on sex (C. G. 

Sandulescu in Hamada 2013: 92, Vanderham 1998: 57-59), and the  less personal ones, 
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notably Joyce’s intention to write a text in the language of dreaming, or, as it will be called 

here, dreamspeak.

2.5.1. Taboo Reasons for the Encryption

Discussing theoretical reasons for obscurity in FW, Anthony Burgess wondered if Joyce 

was (i) incompetent, (ii) demented, or (iii) seeking beyond ordinary language (1968: 265). 

Burgess categorically dismissed the first possibility and doubted the second one. But other 

possibilities are available, e.g., the one that Joyce was an impostor––or either an impostor 

or a psychopath (Costa 2017). As his writing in FW is indicative of a maniere or a mania 

(Kydryński 1974:  6), some exegetes,  unlike Burgess,  would link Joyce (and FW) with 

“madness” (Kaplan 2002) or “disease” (id. 2008).  N. J. C. Andreasen, MD, called Joyce 

a schizoid and his text psychotic (1973: 70). Verdicts were also passed in a non-medical 

jargon: Joyce may have lost his mind (Grochowski 2000: 180) or he went bonkers (“dostał  

hyzia”, Kałużyński 1988: 225). If “not insane”, he was “peculiar” (W. Harris 2006).

Regularly, Joyce’s mental health has been discussed with regard to his sexuality 

and in connection with the health of his daughter. Udo Loll asserts that James’s repressed 

hatred for his father had resulted in his psychosomatic illnesses that led him to incestuous 

abuse of Lucia that in turn drove her into schizophrenic psychosis (1992, as summarised in 

Schweizer 1994). FW contains “every so-called perversion” (Hassan 1975: 88). Among its 

themes are “rape, prostitution, procuring, incest, homosexuality, sodomy, and so forth” (B. 

Benstock 1965: 80). Even so, the likely first attempt to break the taboo in the form of 

a non-occasional academic book in English appeared only 30 years after the prototext. It 

was Margaret Solomon’s book on Joyce’s psychosexuality (1969) with “a key to a sexual 

ciphering” in FW (Hervé 2017, see Utell 2010: 160, n. 1, see also R. Brown 1990: 3). The 

list of psychosexual proclivities found in FW and presumed about Joyce (or vice versa) has 

grown extensive, including: sadomasochist paraphilias (Baranowska 1964, Kitliński 2002: 

144-145), urolagnia and verbal exhibitionism (Maddox 2000: 151-152), voyeurism (Power 

1989), neuroticism manifested in cuckolding, and homophobia, fetish, coprophilia (Gross 

1973: 97), scatology, eproctophilia, somnophilia (J. M. Knowles 2006: 98), somnophilia, 

which is “the neurotic equivalent of necrophilia” (Griffiths 2014, see Seidel 2002: 39), 

candaulist jealousy (Bowker 2012b: 190), cuckoldry (J. M. Morse 1960: 331, f. 12), the 

98



Oedipus complex, possibly ephebiphobic (see M. Norris 2004: 167-168), castration anxiety 

(Boheemen 1998:  24,  Lewiecki-Wilson 1994:  49,  276-277),  persecutory  and grandiose 

delusions, extreme egocentricity, in addition to cynophobia and tonitrophobia (Andreasen 

1973: 69), incest (Eide 2002: 136-138, Ford 1998: 137-145, Jousni 2013, Donald Theall in 

Hamada 2013: 123, Promiński 1977: 215, Shelton 2006, C. L. Shloss in Max 2006, Shloss 

1998: 101, 2003,  passim, Tindall 1996: 18, see also Rabaté 2001: 172). In addition, FW 

“displays  stereotypical  textbook  symptoms  of  psychosis  such  as  aphasia,  paralysis  or 

amnesia” (Radak 2014: 54), reflects impediments of speech (Eagle 2014: 82, Alexandrova 

2014:  2);  Joyce’s  own vision  impairment  matches  “invisible  disabilities”  (Marchisotto 

2014: 43) and there is “systematic uncertainty and obscurity” in FW, running “parallel to 

Joyce’s pathology” (van Velze 2010: 8). Some would consider that Joyce’s expression was 

influenced by syphilis (Birmingham 2014ab, Ferris 2010, Schneider 2014, cf. Lyons 1988, 

see also Tyler 2018: 175) and his aesthetic modes were due to the auditory hallucinations, 

a side effect of the medications administered in the course of STD treatment.

Other people would protest such calumnies.––FW is not a schizophrenic aberration 

(Baranowska 1960: 160). Never was Joyce’s mind chaotic (F. O’Brien 1984: 196). Never 

in his life did Joyce make a slightest indication of a minor mental imbalance (Słomczyński 

1973b: 17). Some would resort to metonymy––it was not Joyce, but his “imagination” that 

slid into a catatonia (Promiński 1977: 225); it is not Joyce, but his “writing” one links to 

schizophasia (Kępiński 2001: 76). At times, the taboo was sublimized: “schizophrenesis” 

may be an “ironic commentary on the colonial stereotyping of Irishness” (Herr 2003: 117); 

the “depictions of venereal disease” in FW read “alongside” an “anti-colonial narrative” 

(Lovejoy 2014: 40). The taboo could also be depersonalized––FW reflects the condition of 

Dublin, not Joyce’s. Collectives such as the Dublin of Joyce even need to be “unhealthy” 

in order to gain on universality (Szymutko 2001: 21; see Sławek 2001b: 12). The “singular 

mode of paranoia” in the work depicts a general paranoia “resulting from people’s mental 

paralysis  caused  by  a bourgeois  scene”  (Tsoi  Sze  Pang  2011:  16).  Some  exegetes, 

including Campbell and Robinson, would use understatements about Joyce’s schizophrenia 

(Naganowski 1997: 156). But perhaps unnecessarily so.––If schizophrenia is the price our 

species pays for language (Crow 1997, 2000), a “consequence of literacy” (M. McLuhan 

1962:  22),  then  James  Joyce,  “the  colossus”  transforming  “schizophrenic  speech”  into 

“creative writing” (McKenna and Oh 2005: 77), in the company of Niżyński, Strindberg, 

Swedenborg (Kępiński, op. cit., 65-78), Hölderlin (Słonimski 1973: 166) and other artists, 
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is to be marvelled at for overcoming the limitations of ordinary language (N. Brown in 

Sławek 1996: 82). “Madness” is “recreated and adopted” in FW (Restine 2014: 88). Joyce 

in that case is not a patient––in FW, he is a psychoanalyst, getting to “the crime of sexual 

perversion”  “at  the  heart  of  psychic  life”  (Bowring  2009:  12).  If  Joyce  “had  a latent 

disposition to schizophrenia”, yet prevented its “precipitation” (Dalzell 2017), then he had 

the wondrous power to choose whether or not to be disordered.

After  Lucia  Joyce  had  been  diagnosed  with  schizophrenia,  the  diagnosis  was 

rejected by the father, who “consistently refused to acknowledge her increasing insanity” 

(Fuller Torrey and Miller 2001: 155), understandably so, if he could be called responsible 

(Rudnicki 2009: 204). While some Wakeans have argued over that diagnosis (see Ku 2019, 

Vincenti 2018: 139-141), schizophrenia in the daughter could be used, first of all, to stress 

the artistic affinity between James and Lucia Joyce (in contrast, Nora’s sanity means that 

she is down-to-earth, even vulgar, see Naganowski 1997: 31), secondly, to reaffirm that the 

father was able to resist what the daughter was not. A side effect of this tactic to praise 

James Joyce through contrast to his family is that one then hesitates to call Lucia a “fellow 

artist”  (Capili  2017:  56),  “a creative collaborator”  (C. L.  Shloss in O’Hagan 2004, see 

Sasidharan 2018: 1357-1358), let alone a co-author of FW––just like one disagrees with 

the theory that  Nora Bloom, whose influence  on the husband was libidinal  (Majewski 

2011), could be the spiritus movens behind his work (Maddox 2000).

Before anyone considered whether there is English under the encryption in FW, the 

proponent of the psychosexual motivation should explain why Joyce did not encrypt other 

texts––for one sees plain “corporeal fascination that underpins Joyce’s early work, Stephen 

Hero” (Purcell 2014: 54), a fear of cuckoldry in Exiles (Gross 1973: 97, Naganowski 1997: 

74), extramarital infidelity in Giacomo Joyce (Słomczyński 1970: 103), “sins ranging from 

fetishism to  coprophilia”  (Lamos  1998:  150)  in  Ulysses,  and  a schizophrenic  aspect  is 

something that a layperson can notice (C. G. Jung 1981: 469). It is unclear why it would be 

only in FW where Joyce allegedly “confesses in a foreign language” (Stanislaus Joyce qtd. 

in Ferris 2010: 36-37), and how the word “confession” applies at all if it implies contrition, 

yet FW is a display of James Joyce’s narcissism, similar to “the masochist’s provocative 

exhibitionism” in his Ulysses (Cotter 2003: 144). Claims that Joyce trying “to unburden the 

heart” (Wilder 1957: 12) is akin to the pop-cultural serial killer who wishes to be caught 

have no confirmation in psychology (Bonn 2014). Even if he was graphomanic, it does not  

explain why the impulse to write did not choose a subject that does not need encryption. 
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One explanation would be that FW conceals a sin graver than those in the earlier texts––

e.g., father-daughter and/or brother-sister incest (see Max 2006).

But perhaps Joyce is not confessional or apologetic at all, but is defiant in testing 

the ways in which one dismisses ethical norms. When Joyce was writing FW, he was also 

growing older, sexually inactive, closer to the experience of death (Bereza 1996: 97-98), so 

he may have wanted his final text to grow as bold as possible in its defiance of historicity,  

corporeality, existentiality, which was effected by its defiance of language and morality. 

Alternately, his mentality may have grown disordered over time (in ways objectionable to 

the society), and this found reflection in FW because Joyce was an autobiographical writer 

(Naganowski 1997: 156)––if so, Wakese was a means of expression rather than confession. 

The encryption level followed Joyce’s internal negotiations between the need for safety 

(the task was to set up an obscurity that exceeds Ulysses for which he had faced obscenity 

charges, see Birmingham 2014c) and his wish to be understood (which one infers from that 

had Joyce not wished to be understood, he could have easily invented a more hermetic 

code). Either way, while attempts to decrypt the text via Joyce’s psychosexuality can be 

charged with biographism (Giczela-Pastwa 2011: 105-106), not even radical biographism 

renders FW lucid.  If so, Joyce’s failed to find the equilibrium between encryption and 

communication.  One cannot  say how  “thick” the “veil  of multilingual  wordplay”,  with 

“a function of camouflage” (Sárdi 2013: 193), is, that is, whether the code works or not in 

those parts of the text where we understand something. Nor can one find the reason for that 

part of the code due to which FW “can never be comprehended in its entirety” (Switaj 

2016: 121). Nor can one be sure why the code is not ubiquitous (see Staples 1965: 168). 

What one can say, however, is that if FW means what the eisegetic reader thinks that FW 

means (see Talar 2011: 123), then every disorder and sin found in FW is the reader’s.

Whatever our thoughts on this are, a serious argument against the taboo encryption 

will appeal to a sense of morality. People who think that FW is Joyce’s confession have no 

way of confirming their eligibility as his confessor and confidant. It is unethical of them to 

prioritise the wish to learn more about Joyce over moral concerns such as those concerning 

Joyce’s letters (2008), too intimate for publication or disclosure (Nicholas Fargnoli in T. F. 

Staley 1983, cf. Lowery 1983, see S. J. Joyce 1989, D. Norris 1993: 352).  People who 

assume that Joyce was a masochist aroused by the idea that his secrets can be exposed 

make themselves a party in the sadomasochist venture, one they should leave immediately 
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when Joyce is no longer able to withdraw his consent. Their insisting that FW is in English 

means usurpation of confessional eligibility or abuse of a sadomasochist relation.

2.5.2. Non-Taboo Reasons for the Encryption

Among the ideas about the non-taboo reasons for encrypting is this  (para)religious idea 

that the text is esoteric, or occult, whose meaning should not be available to everyone. The 

text of FW has been linked to Kabbalah, gematria (J. P. Anderson 2008, 2009, 2010, 2013, 

Bazarnik  2006:  171-176,  Brivic  1983,  Crook  2018:  9,  Terrinoni  2007:  129-130), 

Blavatsky’s Theosophy (Platt 2008, L. Wilson 2013: 66-67), alchemy (DiBernard 1980, 

Hegerfeldt and Vanderbeke 2002), spiritism, necromancy (Carver 1978b: 80), divination, 

bibliomancy  (J. A.  Snyder  2004,  Quadrino  2019),  tarot  (R. A.  Wilson  2000:  73,  201), 

I Ching (Moore 1980, Quadrino 2014a). In a broader sense, if the meaning in FW is occult, 

its exegesis is magic, “occult science” (see Hanegraaff 2006: 716). Then a ‘wild’ claim 

such as that the ghost of Elvis Presley is spotted in “the king’s highway with his hounds” 

(FW 334.34) (Michael O’Shea in  Navarrete Franco 1999: 25) is as magical as whatever 

likes  to  be more  seriously  looking,  e.g.,  that “riverrun”  (FW  3.1)  echoes  Coleridge’s 

“Alph, the sacred river, run” (see Fritz Senn in P. O’Neill 2013: 36). Importantly, a claim 

that FW is in English is then as occultly insecure as any rival claim, till a privileged agent 

of occult knowledge deigns to resolve the rivalry. Seeing FW as an esoteric text reduces its 

potential to be (confirmed as) English. Also, where one’s study of the occult text of FW 

involves gematric-like analyses of individual symbols and their numerical values, FW is 

not quite in English insofar as symbols and numbers are not English.

In the esoteric text, Joyce leaves shibboleths (see T. Conley 2014: 194-195, Kitcher 

2007: 105), words as challenging as “Pthwndxrclzp” (see Bauer 1997: 36), associations as 

unobvious as “Ireland” and “herring” (Jarniewicz 2015a), and “tea” and “love and sex” (B. 

Benstock 1965: 9). Still, if FW, unlike a kabbalist text trying to connect with the divine 

thought,  is  “the  abyss  that  awaits  modern  man,  who tries  to  communicate”  (Weathers 

1964: 108), Joyce’s preclusion of communication, his violation of the cooperative principle 

(Grice 1995: 28-31) can be interpreted as a hostile act against the reader fated “to stand 

deaf and dumb” (Wheatley 2001: 3). If  Joyce “wars on language and reading” (Reisman 

2009a), his more immediate objective can be to “pay off all his old grudges” in an “act of 
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revenge” (Edel 1980: 476), and his long-term goal to occupy people with his biography.72 

However, if Wakese is a code of war (Bartnicki 2012c, see Okulska 2013, 2018), the non-

masochist, non-defeatist reader should refuse to call FW English, in a strategic move not to 

make it any easier for the enemy by accepting his rules of linguistic engagement.

Alternately, by a quite rich tradition, FW is a “book of the dark” (Bishop 1986) and 

Wakese is “the language of night or of the unconscious” (Rose and O’Hanlon 1982: 7), or, 

as it will be called: dreamspeak. This tradition had “rather humble and apparently singular 

origins” (Platt  2011: 116, see A. Roberts 2015).  The  mimesis was advertised by Joyce 

himself, who spoke of the night’s “different stages––conscious, then semi-conscious, then 

unconscious” (in R. Ellmann 1982: 546). A curious argument in defence of dreamspeak 

echoes Leibniz: Joyce’s way of encoding the night third of human life may be poor, but is  

the best one of the possible ways (ibid., 703).

An initial difficulty in assessing the mimesis in FW is the problem of the dreamer’s 

identity. One supposition is that the dreamer is Earwicker (Loska 1999: 60) and that FW is 

a stenographic record of the events he dreamt on a night (Strzetelski 1959b: 60). As he 

“imagines himself being commented on by other people” (H. Zhang 2009: 81), they should 

be “people he has known or heard about” (Moffat 1985: 1). If Earwicker is an ordinary 

man (Gołaszewska 1977: 222), his dream should not reveal any non-ordinary knowledge. 

Since sometimes he seems to be a man of erudition, the dreamer may be Joyce dreaming 

‘via’ Earwicker (Cieślikowska 1965: 139). The question arises whether Joyce is a diegetic 

narrator of Earwicker’s dream-story or a mimetic narrator using “multi-faceted characters 

that reflect both Joyce’s imagination and represent different facets of his psyche” (Wack 

and Lutsky 2011: 1) or an extradiegetic proxy in FW being “a roadmap to larger ideas” “in 

the  form  of  archetypes  that  connect  the  personal  unconscious  with  the  collective 

unconscious” (ibid.).

According to Clive Hart, there are three “dream layers” in FW (1962: 84):

(i) “the [intextual] Dreamer’s dream about everything that occurs in the book” 

(85),

(ii) “the Dreamer’s dream about [male protagonist] Earwicker’s dream” (86), 

and

72 Incidentally, “war” is one of Derrida’s two words for Joyce (1984); riverrun became a “sound of war” 

in Japanese (Ito 2004b). Beckett’s Joycean style was ‘de-naïvied’ by a real war, WW2 (T. Parks 2012).
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(iii) “the Dreamer’s dream about Earwicker about [his son] Shawn’s dream” 

(87).

Furthermore, the dreamer may be a historical figure (e.g., Vico, see Donald Phillip Verene 

in Franke 2009b: 109) or Anna Livia, the female protagonist (fundagain 2018a) or a group 

of  people  (Naganowski  1997:  164),  e.g.,  gone  out  on  an ocean  of  sleep  in  Dublin 

(Kaczmarek 2014: 108). Some or all merge in or with Earwicker as the narrative permits 

metamorphoses of a person into people (Bugajski 1986: 59) and Joyce transgresses beyond 

the individual toward archetypes (Ważyk 1982: 188). If the characters in FW sleep/dream 

the history of humanity from start to finish (“od początku do końca”, Gołaszewska 2002: 

31, see also Naganowski 1997: 164), it  is unclear––the start and finish of what: sleep? 

dream? history? reading?, but whose then: the reader’s? Or the author’s, possibly––Joyce’s 

fiction is 24 hours and FW occupies the final hour (Williamson 2015).

What questions the mimetic success is that one cannot really say if FW is a “night-

book or sleep-book” or “a dream-book” (M. Norris 2009: 237) and the object or subject of 

mimesis is elusive among too many possibilities:

(i) the night, which does not have to be dark, used for sleeping, and whose time 

can be measured, against James Joyce’s design that “in the night world of the 

Wake all events are contemporary” (Verene 2002: 472);

(ii) the dark (Bishop 1986), not necessarily synonymous with the night;

(iii) the unconscious mind––however consciousness and sleep are not antonyms;73

(iv) the subconscious mind (if distinguished from the unconscious one), however, 

“the subconscious has no language” (E. Wilson 1931: 227);

(v) sleep, which may be without dreams recalled by the waking mind (and without 

dreams in people with brain injuries); consisting of hallucinatory REM sleep 

and different NREM sleep;

(vi) falling asleep, between consciousness and sleep (S. Carey 2011, Moffat 1985: 

1,  Szczerbowski 1999:  139, 2000: 8);  hypnagogic hallucinations at  onset  of 

sleep are, “in contrast to dreams”, “usually rather static” and “without narrative 

content” (T. Weiss 2005: 101);

73 Marian Promiński’s Polish novella Szczelina (1935), in a convention similar to Joyce’s (Wawrzycka 

2004: 232-233), shows consciousness in sleep (“świadomości w czasie snu”, Strycka 2012: 241).
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(vii) language-unrelated  sensations,  such  as  hypnic  jerks, in  the  early  stage  of 

NREM sleep;

(viii) dream (Naganowski  1997:  143,  Wales  1992:  138),  the  REM  sleep  vision 

ending a 90-minute cycle, 4-6 cycles per night; possibly surreal in content, but 

not obscure in language: “the words and sentences dreamers hear are usually 

quite normal” (Moffat, op. cit., 7);

(ix) waking up, the hypnopompic state, when “the dreaming psyche attaches items 

of knowledge or information from the waking consciousness” (M. Norris 1976: 

7); the hypnopompic speech is most often confused, nonsensical;

(x) sonic-lexical  production of  the  sleeping mind,  since  the sleeping mind uses 

“soundroots” to form names for new phantasmagories (Strzetelski 1975: 32, see 

Eco 1998: 133, Łuba 2007: 54);

(xi) lucid dreaming; a metacognitive phenomenon of the dreamer remaining aware 

of dreaming;

(xii) dream-like  hallucinations,  which  may  be  disease-induced  (e.g.,  by 

schizophrenia) and drug-induced, experienced in any time of the day;

(xiii) dreaming,  etc.  with a metaphor function;  e.g.,  FW is “understood as  a night 

journey  through  a body  or  an anthropomorphized  landscape”  (Lerm  Hayes 

2007: 6);

(xiv) being  awake,  and  able  to  narrate  the  dreaming  experience,  albeit  only  in 

a partial, deformed way (Grochowski 2000: 169).

Still  more objections can be raised. If dreams occur in one’s mother tongue (E. 

Wilson 1931: 229), how can dreamspeak be foreign (Loska 2000: 107), made up of dozens 

of languages? Why is it obscure if dreams can be lucid? How can Wakese be dreamspeak 

if dreams become available only in the reductional language of tale? Should not FW have 

been written in sleep? Read in sleep? Various people have spoken against Joyce’s mimetic 

design (Attridge 2012-2013: 185, Moffat 1985: 1, 7, Reed 1947: 140). Some have praised 

the intention, yet criticised the implementation (Prior 2013: 203; see S.  Deane 1992: ix), 

ineffective already in FWP (E. Wilson 1931: 235, see Jolas 1961: 91). Some have thought 

of a non-mimetic mechanism, e.g., “a suspension of disbelief” (Moffat 1985: 3), a lullaby-

machine, “une machine à provoquer et faciliter mes propres rêves” (Michel Butor qtd. in 
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Slote 2004a: 386), “a metalanguage, not a dream” (Hassan 1975: 83). FW may succeed in 

comparison with more metaphorical than mimetic Dream of the Red Chamber (H. Zhang 

2009: 2) or Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland (Kuliczkowska 1983: 118), but in its own 

right, its mimicry fails to serve all  levels––where the text of reading should mimic the 

reader (like FW mimics Joyce), the text made (or dreamt) by the FW characters mimics the 

past world, which, in turn, mimics the world of the reader (who mimics the author), and so 

on, in a loop. If Wakese is dreamspeak, Joyce’s encryption failed utterly and so discussing 

its language, English or not, is moot.

2.6. The Argument from Poetry

One of the explanations why FW is opaque, but still is English is that FW is poetry, whose 

aesthetic-rhythmic qualities replace the more ostensible meaning characteristic of prose. 

Exegetes have disagreed on the extent of that poeticalness: is the text of FW categorically 

pure and absolute poetry (Królikowski 1998c: 140), the purest poetry that one imagines 

(Słomczyński 1975: 153), as non-understandable as the sound of magic (Kuncewiczowa 

1984: 199), convoluted poetry (Eustachiewicz 1973: 104), or is it no pure poetry (Bazarnik 

1999b: 143), or not quite poetry (Conner 2012: 21-22)? Some have located FW on the 

prosaic side of literature, closer to “prose” than to “poetry” (Kostelanetz 1977: 66), calling 

it pure poetry in prose (Strzetelski 1973: 84),  “prose aspiring to the condition of poetry” 

(Tahourdin 2014), a poem in prose (Sommer 2013: 452), a narrative poem in the novel 

form (“poemat powieścią”, Poprawa 2008: 149), a novel-poem-epopee (Bazarnik 1998: 4). 

FW blurs the boundaries between poetry and prose (Elektorowicz 1966: 47) or removes 

them  (Przyboś  1970b:  385);  perhaps  it  arrives  at  metapoetry  (Eco  2008a:  267;  see 

Łazarczyk 1990: 155) or some new type of literature (T. Świątek 1936: x) whose form may 

be as nonliterary as that of, say, Arras tapestries (Helsztyński 1976: 84). Yet, if FW only 

sometimes is poetry (“bywa”, Grochowski 2000: 155) and is not poetic where its language 

is not free from grammar (Przyboś 1970a: 150),74 this could be interpreted as a claim that 

FW is English where it is poetic, i.e. where its grammar is less obvious and its meaning 

less lucid. (The question about the language where the text is prosaic would remain open.)

74 The sources in Polish, a highly inflected language, mention FW’s grammar more often, whereas those 

in English, an uninflected (analytic) language, speak more often about its syntax.
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On recalling Coleridge saying that “prose = words in their best order; poetry = the 

best words in their best order” (1835, vol. I: 76), there would arise the question of how one 

grades lucidity. If FW is more understandable in a theatrical performance than in writing or 

in an utterance (Bereś and Braun 1993: 128), it is probably because the verbal aesthetic is 

desophisticated  on stage––due to  the  articulator  effect (named so by analogy with the 

observer effect)  collapse of superposition of meaning occurs (named by analogy with the 

wave function collapse in quantum measurement). Reading FW aloud can exhibit a more 

lucid meaning that one recognises as more plainly English, but only because the reading 

removes multiple complexities which, until read out loud, one recognises as not so English 

or does not recognise them at all.

Thinking of  more non-referential  poetry than  James Joyce’s,  the work of  Hugo 

Ball, Velimir Khlebnikov, and Christian Morgenstern comes to mind (Soliński 2004: 263). 

The last  poet,  inspired by English nonsense poetry,  makes one think of  Lewis Carroll, 

whose Jabberwocky is a benchmark if FW is “merely an expansion of the “Jabberwocky” 

procedure” (Burgess 1987: 20, see Christensen 1991, M. Wood 2010: 12). To discuss the 

levels of lucidity in FW and Carroll, Joyce’s word “overgoat” (“carryin his overgoat”, FW 

35.13) will be taken for example, and compared to Carroll’s “outgrabe” (“the mome raths 

outgrabe”,  Jabberwocky,  l.  4).  Joyce’s  word is  an English noun combining  “goat”  and 

“overcoat” (Joyce 2005); Carroll’s word can be, in theory, much more: an adverb, a verb, 

a noun, not English, and yet it is regarded as clearly an English verb. This certainty is owed 

to  Carroll’s  in-text  explanation  what  “outgrabe”  means  (2000:  216)  and  a note  in  his 

Stanza of Anglo-Saxon Poetry (1932: 140). So, lucidity is dependent on the author’s self-

exegesis (Joyce’s less helpful than Carroll’s) and the general amount of words, especially 

neologisms (Joyce’s much larger than Carroll’s). Without enough hints, a Wakean reader 

trying to establish sense may start questioning grammar even where it  seems regular.75 

Also, as the English annotations for a non-trivial section of the text do not expose any lucid 

synthesis, a “perfectly normal English word” (Hegerfeldt and Vanderbeke 2002: 70) can be 

viewed as non-English, not just such words that look less ‘perfectly normal English’, e.g., 

“six dix” (Harvey 2014) or “ei-thou” (Kędzierski 1982: 84). “[A]ttempting to make sense 

of the text, especially if they are convinced it can be corrected to produce some deeper 

75 Of course, the question of regularity is debatable. The syntax in “And he ankered on his hunkers with  

the belly belly pressed” can be parsed: “And he did something on his something with something” (Senn 

1990b: 70; prest misquoted as pressed), but also as “he did something to someone with something’ or 

“something on his something was somehow”.
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meaning” (Letzler 2014: 85), readers accept more and more propositions, which may be as 

odd as that “overgoat” (and Carroll’s “outgrabe” as well, by the way, anagrammatisable to 

“ubergoat”) refers to H. P. Lovecraft’s Shub-Niggurath.76 But as in such pursuit of sense, 

the reader chooses to see regular (English) elements as irregular, FW becomes more and 

more non-English, and grows the less lucid, the more annotations have been amassed.

Though the argument from poetry looks initially like the best explanation why FW 

is incomprehensible but still English, it is inconsistent in disregarding the external features 

that make FW look like prose, and not poetry. If external features can be disregarded, the 

argument from poetry comes into insoluble conflict with positions against the language 

principle (e.g., that the text is a music score).

2.7. The Position of Nonliterariness

What will  be called  here the position of  nonliterariness  is  the set  of  such propositions 

found in the volume of FW exegesis which agree with the proposition that an important 

aspect of FW is nonliterary. It opposes the inference that if something looks like a book, 

then it is a book.77 Instead it proposes that FW is “a novel that doesn’t work like a novel” 

(Shockley 2010: 90). While, in a proposition, James Joyce moves away from the verbal to 

overcome the constraints of natural languages like English “in expressing perceptions like 

vision, sound and touch” (McKevitt and Guo 1996: 49), toward a “full reading” which is 

“simultaneously  visual,  aural  and  vocal”  (Vichnar  2014:  8;  see  Theall  1992),  the 

proposition in its radical form says that  the principal medium of FW is not verbal. The 

nonliterary text of FW crosses the boundaries of incomprehensible “[p]oetry” that “stands 

midway between fiction and music” (Johnson-Laird and Oatley 2016: 82), moving toward 

another incomprehensibility, typical of music, encouraging exegetes to call FW an atonal 

symphony (Frank Delaney qtd. in Quadrino 2015a, see also Butor 1971: 295), a concerto 

76 This  can  be  supported  by  the  references  to  Lovecraft’s  Cthulhu:  “ctholy”  (416.19),  “Culthur’s” 

(523.14), “cuthulic” (603.30, “cholic, High Thats Hight Uberking Leary his” (611.33). For more on 

Lovecraft-Joyce see Chabon 2012, Costa 2017, Gayford 1989, R. A. Wilson 1990 and Arnott 2014, see 

also annotations for “Allmaziful” (FW 104.1) and “stock collar” (FW 137.19) in Joyce 2006. Protests 

that Joyce did not know Lovecraft would concern only dogmatic biographists.
77 The  position  here  relates  to  the  source  text  of  FW in  the  codex form.  It  does  not  concern  any 

nonliterary post-texts of FW which may be referents of the name FW (e.g., intersemiotic translations).
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(Grochowski 2000: 168), a literary sonata (Szczerbowski 2000: 67-70), a suite (Weaver 

1988: 4).

Clearly, the position of nonliterariness threatens the text principle which says that 

FW belongs in literature, as well as the language principle which says that the text is in 

English. To remove the threat, many exegetes who consider possibilities such as that  in 

FW “Joyce  plays  endlessly  with concepts  of  text,  speech,  writing,  print,  sight,  sound” 

(Theall and Theall 1989: 55) do not resign from the literariness of FW, but think of it as 

(inter)semiotically complemented (the term as in Kaźmierczak 2017: 30-31). So redefined 

literariness is then endowed with properties of non-literature in order to help the interpreter 

facing the text which “pushes to the limit the concept of prose” (Seaman 1999: 216) to 

remain an interpreter of a literary text. Instead of saying that FW is music or art, one says 

then something like that its “towering status” “in experimental literature is uncontested”, in 

comparison with other  “experiments  with  English prose” (Gordin and Katz 2018:  82). 

However, where literature is redefined to be in union with non-literature––similarly to how 

the English of FW is redefined to be in union with non-English––this new definition of 

“literature” (or of “English”) becomes vague. One can imagine counterdefinitions in which 

“non-literature” comprises literature (or “non-English” comprises English). It is not certain 

what should tip the balance of literariness and nonliterariness in favour of the latter, e.g., 

make one regard FW not as a literary text, but a sound-text, and then not as a sound-text, 

but a piece of music.

In the way of that, stand––again––appeals to how the text of FW looks. But there 

are arguments that help one to overcome them. There exist texts in which the letters of FW 

mean music non-figuratively (Bartnicki 2016b, Joyce 2014a). If primarily or exclusively 

accessible in FW are its “rhythmic and melodic aspects” “at the level of the sound” (W. 

Martin 2012: 203), then, for practical purposes, FW is the rhythm, melody, sound. If “few” 

can “honestly claim to have read” FW (Johnston 1958: vii) whereas nonliterary approaches 

have turned out to be more rewarding to more people, one may argue against the appeal to 

appearances that (non)literariness is not a stable quality, but a function (see Głos 2017: 92-

93), and the answer to whether FW is literary depends on its prevalent semiotic impacting. 

Anyone not persuaded by this should keep in mind that the unknown language proposition, 

while it does not challenge the text principle, explains better than the language principle 

does––whence such considerable interest in how FW looks and sounds––these aspects are 

what is available for experiencing in a text in an unknown language.
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While FW  has provoked lots  of derivative texts and reactions outside literature, 

below will be discussed the sound text and the visual text of FW, popular in the volume of 

FW exegesis (Lerm Hayes 2004, Evans, Lerm Hayes and Pyle 2014, 2015, Lerm Hayes 

and Pyle 2017-2018, Pyle and Bartnicki 2016). These two texts are not easily separable, 

but it would be more difficult to analyse them in conjunction, especially as sometimes the 

“force of sound is made so pervasive as to interfere with the processes of visualisation” 

(Connor 2002: 222-223) and sometimes “the graphic nearly invariably trumps the phonic” 

(Slote 2014: 39).

2.7.1. The Sound Text

The tradition to regard FW as a sound text has its roots in the historical appeals encouraged 

by James Joyce to think of FW as of a text whose “real reading” is “inevitably, an oral and 

communal  reading”  (Altizer  2016:  161).  Another  approach to  FW as  a sound text  has 

drawn force from that, to a number of people, FW is with “a kind of acoustic rather than 

semantic intelligibility” (Connor 2002: 222). But as meaning or sense has been associated 

with sound, the specifics of their relation have not become clear in the debate. There are 

principal differences of view on whether Joyce’s attempt at a “fully musicalized language” 

(Shockley 2016: 17) succeeded to become music. As sounds evoke meanings (Pietrkiewicz 

1986: 294), i.e. meaning is released in reading, FW remains literary (Baranowska 1960: 

160). One is advised to give in [“poddać się”] to the song of FW, to its lyrics in a hardly 

known  language,  in  order  to  start  capturing  [“wychwytywać”]  words  which  sound 

understandable (Ćwiąkała-Piątkowska 1973: 276-277). FW has such words, almost utterly 

unclear (“prawie zupełnie niezrozumiałych”, Adamiec 1996: 129), which are enjoyable as 

sound. In a method Joyce proposed for Ulysses, but which can be used for FW too,78 words 

which are not understandable should be said over and over till they are learned by heart, 

and through them ‘glimpses of the real world’ arise (Bereza 1967: 90). The method is not 

too effective if the only illuminations are local, epiphanic (“gelegentliche Erhellung”, Fritz 

Senn qtd. in Dapp 2016: 23). Then, where sound prevails over meaning (Drozdowski 1977: 

193-194), departing from natural language (Grochowski 1995: 365), FW appears as more 

radical than whatever one encounters in poetry. It  may even be “something beyond word 

and music” (K. Anton 2009: 38). However, since one cannot be sure about the definitions 

78 And is transposable to music (see Gołaszewska 1973: 442).
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of “sound”, “music”, “literature” used here and there, there may or may not be conflict,  

e.g.,  between the claims that FW “only goes part of the way towards the ideal of ‘pure 

sound’”  (J. R. R.  Tolkien  in  Hiley 2015:  118)  and “Joyce’s  assent  to  the imperium of 

sound” “voids the contract of intelligibility” (White 2008: 185) or among the claims that 

FW “shares far more with music than it does with literature” (Bateman 2005), that FW is 

more meaningful as music than as literature (Libera 2009), that FW is not a blending of 

literature and music, but is “pure music” (James Joyce qtd. in R. Ellmann 1982: 703), and 

that FW “is not a musical work. It is not music” (Harry White qtd. in T. Brown 2015).

An overview of approaches to the role of sound in FW is proposed below:

(i) [Content-specific] The role of sound is expressed in direct musical information, 

especially in what is like the most overtly musical element in the text, “The 

Ballad of Persse O’Reilly” (FW 44-47). A translation of the ballad may change 

notational elements, e.g., the time signature (Rene 2016bc).

(ii) [Terminological] The role of sound is emphasized by many music-related terms, 

as FW hints at names or lyrics of songs, composers, instruments, etc. (Bowen 

1974, Hodgart and Bauerle 1996, Hodgart and Worthington 1959, McCreedy 

2008, Sandulescu 2013abc).  This  emphasis  may be characteristic  of Joyce’s 

whole oeuvre, thus musical (Bowen 1995, S. D. G. Knowles 1999, Mulliken 

2011, Weaver 1988), especially in Ulysses (S. Brown 2007, Fischer 1990, Levy 

2016, Sanz Gallego 2011, Wiesenmayer 2009, 2011: 39-57, Witen 2010). That 

emphasis is also found in exegetical texts, e.g., where FW is called an extreme 

of  the  polyphonic  novel  (Loska  2000:  18)  or  the  “most  dancing”  novel 

“concerning sound and language” (Nowakowski 2005: n.pag.).

(iii) [Linguistic] The sound effect is due to multilinguality. The text is a polyphonic 

melody of languages (Jasiński 1999: 180) written by a logophilic/logomaniac 

polyglot (P. O’Neill qtd. in Giczela-Pastwa 2011: 117). This effect is literary, 

and translatable into literature, though a prerequisite of a correct translation is 

that the translator’s hearing is as fine as Joyce’s sense of hearing (Jarniewicz 

2005: 12), characteristic of a poet or a musician (Svevo 2005: 63), which grew 

acute due to Joyce’s impaired vision (Promiński 1977: 218). If FW is, unlike 

polyphonic Ulysses, a heterophonic novel, and in it “the multiplicity of voices is 

never suborned to the authority of a single voice” (White 2008: 184), Wakese is 
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not suborned to the single authority of English, which is against the language 

principle.

(iv) [Poetic-musical]  The sound effect is due to poeticalness. FW is or resembles 

poetry, in particular lyric poetry (Delville 2007: 57), using the phonic-rhythmic 

qualities of language. Joyce was more interested in how words sound than how 

they are polysemous (Paszek 1976: 131). FW is music in this broad meaning of 

the  word  in  which  the  vibrations  and  tensions  of  poetic  content  are  music 

(Grochowski 2000: 168-169). The “moods” in FW “are conveyed by rhythm 

and cadence” or “are almost identical with the cadences they express, or better 

yet, incarnate them” (Schavrien 1981: 177).

(v) [Mimetic-inspirational]  The sound effect owes to mimesis of composer’s work, 

but also to the music compositions it inspires. In examining the phonic quality 

of words at the phonetic level, Joyce acts like a composer (Szczerbowski 1998: 

48). In his work one detects some blues (Herr 1999), jazz rhythm (Paszek 1974: 

27) and jazz improvisation (Weaver 2014). His punning recalls the counterpoint 

(Clarke 2015: 137).  FW is comparable  to works  of  Joyce’s  contemporaries: 

Anton  Webern  (Paniewicz  2004),  Arnold  Schönberg,  Alban  Berg,  post-

dodecaphonists (Naganowski 1997: 171, see Cummins 2016: 2-4). But FW also 

inspires musicians. For example, its “technique of distorting the surface of the 

work” and its  use of “apparently meaningless repetition” (Priore 2007: 196) 

were taken up by Luciano Berio. Joyce’s defiance of the orthodox concepts of 

language brings  to  mind John Cage’s  efforts  to  free himself  “from melody, 

harmony, counterpoint and musical ‘theory’” (McNeilly 1995). The cyclicity or 

spirality of metamorphosing in FW brings to mind Pierre Boulez’s  Notations 

(Bleek  2018).  FW is,  like  Opus  clavicembalisticum by  Kaikhosru  Shapurji 

Sorabji,  “to be studied and admired rather than heard and performed” (P. A. 

Jones 2016).

(vi) [Structural] The role of sound relates to how the text is organised. The structure 

of FW is that of the suite (Weaver 1988: 4), or of the four-movement symphony 

(Corkern 2010: 3),  with local  characteristic  features  of the nocturne (Chrisp 

2013, Fordham 1999: 100-101), as well as the sonata form (Martis Ross qtd. in 

Szczerbowski 2000: 67). There exist structural parallels between the work of 

Joyce and Richard Wagner (T. Martin 2009, see White 2008: 182-185).
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(vii) [Cryptogrammic]  The  sound  effect  results  from  interpretation  of  FW  as 

a musical cryptogram. The option to read letters as music notes (and vice versa) 

is implied in the BCAD cryptogram (FW 272, see Rene 2016a; see also “the 

“lines” GBD” “between the “spaces” FACE”, Gilbert 1961: 71, “the key of E 

flat”, Weaver 1988: 5). Examples of the texts which turn the entire source text 

into musical notation are Bartnicki 2012d, 2016b, Joyce 2014a.

The assumption of Englishness has no application in (vi) and (vii), and is limited in (i). 

One’s recognition of Englishness in FW relies on how the verbal element looks or sounds, 

yet neither visual inspection nor aural performance of FW can be an unbiased source of our 

knowledge about Wakese. The pro-English reasoning seems circular: FW looks English, 

therefore it can be read in English, therefore it is English. A warning such as that “reading 

the Wake as musical code has its pitfalls—it’s simply far too easy to find musical clues 

everywhere” (Shockley 2010: 94) can be paraphrased against the literary text and language 

principles:  Reading  FW as  literature  has  its  pitfalls––it  is  far  too  easy  to  find  words 

everywhere.

Moreover, the assumption of FW’s Englishness needs to answer the dilemma that 

FW demands silence on the one hand, and performance on the other. Silence is required to 

not let meaning be lost in oral presentation (for examples see  A. A. Hill 1939, Eriksson 

2012: 7-8), where  superposition of meaning  collapses on reading of an English-looking 

word.  A valid  argument  against  silent  reading  is  that  silence  is  always  disturbed  by 

subvocalisation, “the experience of hearing a voice in one’s head” (Magee 2017: 357), still, 

the better a reader suppresses subvocalisation, the less constrained their reading. Also, the 

more one yields to internal speech, the more difficult FW seems (for subvocalisation is 

correlated with the difficulty of the reading material, Yates 1980: 133-134), and the less 

one’s proficiency can be trusted.

Anyway, if the text is a “libretto” to be performed (see Trehy 2016), the method of 

its performance is not known. The model performer is also unknown. If FW is (or imitates) 

a sacred  text,  whose  rhythm is  magic  (Paszek 1976:  25),  its  performance  may require 

chanting, singing (which, by the way, Joyce would separate from music, Beja 1992: 104), 

but only by trained precentors. Reader’s recommendations vary––(i) a loud reading is more 

rewarding (Pióro 2000: 413), (ii) “the sense created by listening may be even greater than 

that  allowed by the printed word” (Elliott  2018: 42,  see Attridge 2004b:  11,  Żuławski 

1995: 123), (iii) a loud reading is less correct than reading it in general (Fordham 1999: 
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102), whatever this should mean. FW in a private reading is not the same as FW recited for 

an audience  (Jasiński  2000:  74),  while  it  can  also  be  chanted,  sung,  recited  with 

accompaniment  (R. A.  Wilson  2014)  or  with  added  media  (Lacabanne  2006,  2007). 

Moreover, the reader may distort the flow of the text on purpose (Baars 2011), use the text 

as an instrument (Zielińska 2009: 92), as a source of an alien sonic message (Kucharczyk 

2012), either omit nonlexical units or embrace them as pure phonemes (“czysty fonem”, 

Caballero 2010: 16), arrive at the nonsense quality of lilting or scat, where FW resembles 

Adriano Celentano’s  Prisencolinensinainciusol, which is not in English but “English-y” 

(Cory Doctorow in Celentano and Doctorow 2012).

If Wakese is “beyond national language” (Boheemen 1998: 24), and it “allows for 

a foreign reader, and a foreign voice” (Lanari 2015), but it  can be English-cum-German 

(Derrida 1984), Irish as German as Chinese (Cage 1982: 87), or departing “toward a secret, 

silent  language”  (Philippe  Sollers  qtd.  in  Hollier  2001:  1064)  as  well,  there  are  two 

methods for an exegete who still  wants to call  that strange language English.  The first 

method is to resort to paradoxes to shun the law of excluded middle. For example, Wakese 

is “English, read with an Irish accent”, while questioning “the very principles of language 

and speech” (Melchiori 1992: 12). The other method is to inflate the definition of English 

so that it embraces the positions against Englishness, e.g., to say that English demonstrates 

an absence of referential meaning or is indistinguishable from music. Still, these methods 

threaten the language principle. If paradoxes are not ruled out, one can as well propose that 

Wakese looks quite like English, but is not English, or Wakese is non-English and English. 

If definitions can be liberally inflated, the language of FW grows undefined––i.e. Wakese 

as a liberally defined English can hardly be distinguished from Wakese as another liberally 

defined language, from liberally defined music or liberally defined visual art. Though our 

“linguistic  competence includes both the observance of rules and the ability  to subvert 

them”  (Lemos  2010:  59),  and  an important  ability  of  English  is  to  generate  texts 

incomprehensible to its users, non-English languages have that ability too, and it remains 

debatable if a genuine incomprehension belongs to one language, not another, only because 

of whence it came into existence.
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2.7.2. The Visual Text

Symbolically, FW is associated with the visual where it is compared to “a kind of linguistic 

Rorschach ink-blot” (Harvey 2015b, see C. Hart 1962: 29, Colangelo 2016: 69), or where 

it is “a book which you can’t read”, still “useful to the eye” (Robert Dobbs in Baldwin and 

Dobbs 2012), or to “be looked at rather than ‘read’” (S. Deane 1992: vii, see Laird 2007a). 

There are testimonies of enjoying the visual aspect of FW more than (or perhaps instead 

of) traditional reading (Majcherek 2005, see Goldsmith 1999, Koenders 2015). It was also 

asserted that only with illustrations can the text ensure the “experience Joyce envisioned 

originally” (Duggan 2014). The visual in the text is not meant to “showcase any single 

interpretation” (ibid.); usually it abounds in many a “referential superposition” (Bruneau 

2014).  As FW  requests  “reading-through-drawing” (Cahill  2017:  2) or  its  visualisation 

(Bartnicki and Szmandra 2015, Jacob Drachler qtd. in Popova 2013b, Holm and Alonso 

2013, Szmandra 2012), it does not have to confirm the literariness of the source text––such 

derivative interactions can be intrasemiotic.

A discussion of the visual aspect should probably start with that FW contains more 

overtly graphic elements. They do not belong to the English language if one agrees that it 

is not proper to call, e.g., a five-line staff (FW 44, 272), a diagram (FW 293), or a drawing 

(FW 308) English. In fact, if one were to name the language of that diagram, it would be 

Graeco-Roman as it employs Greek and Roman letters (Pickett 2008: 95). If one decided to 

see it “from three perspectives: geometrical (Euclid), biological (the vulva) and Dantean 

(the Divine Comedy)” (McCreedy 2011), its language could be Dante’s Tuscan Italian, or 

not a language at all if geometry and biology are nonlinguistic. McCreedy’s analysis of 

another diagram for “a glimpse into the possibility that Finnegans Wake could have looked 

physically very different and more graphic-heavy” (2020: 10) suggests that this different 

FW would have been even less English. The  “dark print of white pages” that befits the 

“book of the dark” (Lurz 2013: 676) is not English if neither dark nor white is English.

Many exegetes have shown a keen interest in Joyce’s use of “ideograms, letters, 

and alphabetic characters” to which every so often “words give way” (Maharaj 1999: 86, 

see Baron 2016, Rasula 1997, Reisman 2009b), notably in letters, graphemes (Sandulescu 

2014: iii). An assumption that the shapes in FW belong to an alphabetic system––and not, 

say, to a musical notation (see Joyce 2014a)––is biased.  Suspending the assumption of 

115



nonliterariness for a moment, if there are letters in FW, there is no unbiased reason to think 

that they are English. The alphabet set up for FW is the less English, the more non-English 

characters it includes, e.g., the diacritics that “add a strikingly alien(ating), non-English” 

“touch to the text” (Mecsnóber 2014). Other non-English characters are the sigla (see, e.g., 

FW 299 f.5), i.e. the shapes that Joyce devised as notebook shorthand, which “function as 

elementary plot units”  (McCreedy 2013: iii;  see Joyce on their  symbolism in McHugh 

1976: 8), yet do not necessarily carry meaning in English. The letter ethel (e.g., in “Blœm”, 

FW 203.10) and the ampersand & (4 occurrences on FW 111) are not uniquely English.  

“Indo-European roots” (Fomenko 2018: 31) and “Latin alphabet” (ibid., 33), not English, 

are mentioned in a text on a Cyrillic version of FW. Where a Chinese translator of FW 

mentions  differences  between  Chinese  ideograms  and  “the  twenty-six  letter  English 

alphabet” (Dai 2010: 580), she succumbs to the (pro-)English-bias.

If  Joyce “moves his primary focus” to “individual words and letters” (Macaffey 

1988: 4), a follower of the language principle should be able to confirm that individual 

letters in FW are English. That person should be able to explain, e.g., how the 3 letters in 

“war” are English, and not Dutch, German, Kurdish, Polish. It should be noted that some 

Joyce’s words do not even look English, for example: N, Nn, Nnn (FW 16.5-7) in which 

“the particular emphasis [is] placed on the letter  n” (Aubert 1984: 72-73). If the visual 

element is important, the mispunctuation in “nn”, “nnn”, “nnnn” (C. Conley 2009: 149-

155) is critical. If the letter should be granted autonomy, its Englishness is in question, e.g., 

the “sexual” letter T (Solomon 1969: 61) does not belong to English. Letters in FW carry 

intertextual messages, e.g.,  O links FW with B. S. Johnson’s  See the Old Lady Decently 

(Stamirowska 2008: 201), but such connections can also be made with non-English texts, 

e.g.,  H forms a connection  between Joyce  and J. G.  Hamann’s  “New Apology for  the 

Letter  H” (Purdy 2010;  original  in  German:  “Neue Apologie des  Buchstabens h”). As 

Joyce’s O is linked with boldness (Maddox 2000: 201), is a marker for laughter (Janus 

2009:  160),  is  “suggestive  of  the  female  aperture”  and  “the  French  ‘eau’”  (Quadrino 

2014b)  and  more,79 the  connotations  are  not  English––some  are  not  even  a matter  of 

linguistics. The examples of S, which is a character in FW (Fredkin 1986), and C, the mark 

of Cain (Ferris 2010: 18), show that letters can play roles that are not linked to English. 

The acronymic strings, HCE and ALP, representing the main protagonists, play biological 

79 O is the middle letter in the acronym of Generation Operation Destruction (Trela 1989: 77); o “melds 

the numbers ‘two’ and ‘one’” (Bristow 2018: 11),  “oo” resembles “a tubular channel” and takes “the 

shape of lips” (Alexandrova 2016: 57).
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and other  extralinguistic  roles  (B.  Benstock 1965:  87-88,  Fraser  2011:  183,  fundagain 

2018b, Heath 1984: 54-55, Henseler  1968, Mays 1998: 33 f.  4, W. L. Miller  1995, K. 

Palmer  2015:  22-26,  Sandulescu  2012h:  17-18),  find  various  references  in  chemistry 

(“H2CE3”, FW 95.12), physics (“α = 2πe2/hc”, H. Carter 2011, “E faster than lux”, Sypek 

2010:  64),  music  (Bartnicki  2014a:  388-389,  Burgess  1982:  145),  and  so  on.  These 

acronyms have been so popular that their expansions catch the reader’s eye in exegetical 

epitexts as well: “historical consequence of extratextual” (Attridge 2001: 141), “historico-

critical examination” (Rose 1995: 44), “capable of historical extrication” (Senn 2009: 62), 

“hermeneutically cunning example” (Slote 2009: 68), “Cartesian, holistic emphases” (Lane 

1998:  169),  “colloquial  Hiberno-English” (Wales  1992: 142),  “a lavish palette”  (Llona 

1961: 97). The case of the “heretical combinations of elements” (Sławek 2014b) in the 

English abstract of a Polish text, but not in the Polish text itself (id. 2014a),80 suggests that 

letters  and  their  combinations  can  be  constrained  in  the  ability  to  transgress  English, 

however,  there  are  other  examples  to  show  that  their  connection  to  English  can  be 

severed––like Italian “attenuarne la perentorietà” (Camurri 2016b), or Polish expansions of 

HCE and ALP (Bartnicki 2012b). Some expansions, e.g., “Cheryl Herr emphasizes” (Rice 

1997: xii), may look more accidental than others, especially if they are written by people 

not academically engaged in FW, such as John Cage (“a lyrical passage”, 1978: 18) or 

Philip K. Dick (“his entire corpus”, 2011a: 9), but on the other hand, many expansions 

were confirmed in their intention to allude to FW (e.g., “Here Comes Everybody”, Shirky 

2008). If the pre-Joyce example of ALP found in Novalis, “à leur portée” (1984: 296) or 

his remark, “man is lyrical, woman epic” (1997: 65) that could connect L with the male, E 

with the female, were to be denied by the criterion of historicity as pertaining to FW, one 

should remember that historicity and authorial intent can be questioned, i.a., by the vision 

that FW is a book about everything.

Unsuspending nonliterariness now to let FW leave the realm of graphemes, one can 

picture the source text as a painting composed of canvases (elsewhere: pages) containing 

images (elsewhere: words) composed of images (elsewhere: letters) composed of ink dots. 

It cannot be denied that at a general level of inspection components of the visual text bear 

the appearance of units of English.81 However, it is an open question if they look English 

80 See also the word chaosmos (FW 118.21), which is haosmos in Romanian translation (Cârneci 1992).
81 Assessments such  as that  in  FW “the  English  language is  deformed almost  beyond recognition” 

(Taylor-Batty 2013: 117) or that in FW Joyce’s language broke up with English completely (“zupełnie”, 

Wojewoda 1962: 107) should probably be called into question.
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but are not English in a nonliterary code. One might ask the same about (either verbal or 

non-verbal) elements “Ceci n’est pas une pipe” on René Magritte’s painting,  La trahison 

des images––is there a text in French, or is it something in a distinct language of art (which 

could be French if it  were not art)? A similar question can be asked about texts whose 

verbal elements are made of images (as in the Meroitic alphasyllabary) or whose images 

are composed of letters (as in Hebrew micrography or ASCII art). To answer the question 

if art retains the characteristics of a natural language is beyond the scope of this thesis, still, 

if (non)literariness is not a quality but an actual function, then FW is visual art where it 

acts, at least primarily, like visual art. Admittedly, lots of books could be imagined as art 

with pages called canvases and so on, but FW is unlike most of them in that FW demands 

to be regarded outside literature as a result of its inaccessibility as literature. This demand 

is what FW shares with texts in unknown languages.

2.8. The Pars pro Toto Argument

The pars pro toto argument, as it will be called here, comprises such claims about Wakese 

which are based on  the assumption that the entire text of FW can be represented by its 

adequate sample,  that can be considered English. Umberto Eco even suggested that FW 

had never been read “from beginning to end” (in Carrière and Eco 2011: 269). Suggestions 

have also been made that FW is one of those texts which “are best dipped into, rather than 

read from beginning to end” (Kostelanetz 1987: 161) or “should be dipped into” (id. 1982: 

395; emphasis added), read in parts, with no plan (id. 1983: 260-261), albeit this method 

poses a risk of favouring “myopic esotericism” (Hershman 2018: 401). Anyway, assertions 

that readers draw attention “to the detail, the part rather than the whole” (Begnal 1974: x) 

are as contentious as the definitions of “part” and “whole”.82

The pars pro toto model of reading has been informed by the economy of reading, 

reducing the “complexity” of FW “to a usable size” (Reichert 1988: 88; see Magala 1998: 

36-37, Popova 2015, Potkański 2008). While some exegetes asserted that FW had to be 

82 While the discussion will concern the adequate unit, it should be noted that also adequate techniques 

or devices have been proposed, notably the portmanteau, a “privileged” figure or feature (Borg 2007b: 

143), also called the pun, wordplay, paronomasia, oneiroparonomastics (Attridge 1988: 148, Burgess  

1975: 135, Eco 1990: 140, Paszek 1974: 42-43, 67-68, Roughley 1986: 47-48, Senn 2012: 242-244).  

Yet, the pun is not unique for English––i.e. finding puns in FW does not alone testify to its Englishness.
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“a work of massive proportions” (Attridge 2004b: 26), others found FW to be too long 

(Linguist-in-Waiting  2016),  even  by  two  thirds  (Márai  2000,  E.  Wilson  1941:  265), 

including “too many pages of immature sexual reference” (Laird 2007b) and so on.83 Some 

exegetes were even ready to shorten the text (see, e.g., Joyce 1966a). The model of local 

reading finds some justification in “the encyclopedic gesture in  Finnegans Wake” (H. A. 

Clark 1985: iii; see Mirkowicz 1982b: 342, Orel 2011)––one can agree that encyclopedias 

are hardly ever read in their entirety. Another reason for the model follows the idea that 

FW is a fractal text: “the whole of the Wake” is “contained in each of its self-similar parts” 

(James Gleick qtd. in Quadrino 2017) and “every part contains the whole” (Rosenbloom 

2005: 45). Fractality revealed itself “at many different scales” (Christian 2015: 138), from 

that of the word (Jack Weaver in Shockley 2016: 125, see Fomenko 2017a) to that of the 

culture (Jamili 2013: 230). A fractal effect is that the “level of ambiguity remains constant 

across scales” (Brick 2012: 301). Seamus Deane notes periodic self-similarity: “a single 

word, or part of a word, can present the reader with a problem”, and so can “a sentence, 

a paragraph, a whole interlude, a section, the relation of one Part to another” (1992: ix). 

A group of Polish scientists announced multifractality in FW (Drożdż et al. 2016) which, 

owing to certain lexical-structural peculiarities (Kwapień and Drożdż 2012: 187, Grabska-

Gradzińska  et  al.  2012:  4),  is  uniquely  FW’s,  not  shared  with  other  “stream  of 

consciousness” texts (Drożdż 2015). The Poles recognised a self-similarity of words and 

sentences (Drożdż et al., 38). However, their work can be criticised on several accounts: (i) 

the Poles do not elaborate on other units, (ii) their referent of FW is prescriptive; (iii) their 

assumption  that  Wakese  is  English  is  biased;  (iv)  their  definition  of  the  sentence as 

something between full stops (dots, exclamation or question marks) fails to account for the 

differences in punctuation among the post-Joyce variants. Their reliance on the punctuation 

did not allow for that Joyce may have put more than one sentence or no sentence between 

a pair of full stops, or that his punctuation was “both contradictory and inexact” (T. Conley 

2014: 206). Even if one can link sentence to structural-grammatical order, Joyce disturbs it  

by his ‘hidden’ punctuation, exposed in interpretation; e.g., “past Eve and Adam’s” (FW 

3.1) can be explained to mean “Pa, Stephen: Adams” (Dehany 2015). It is difficult to make 

conjectures about grammar and meaning in a sample if the order of letters that one sees is 

83 The question of length has appeared in discussions of various elements of FW exegesis, e.g., the text  

of Ulysses (Bulson 2014: 1), a Gaelic lexicon (“too long”, C. Hart 1970: 408), a post-text by Cage (“too 

long”, Armand 2007: 292). Some texts on FW, “too long for anyone to publish” (Steven Moore qtd. in 

Quadrino 2018b) remained unfinished.
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not the order suggested by interpreters, e.g., “kates” may ask to be read “steak” (A. A. Hill 

1939), or the letters that one sees are not the letters that one thinks of, e.g., the word “back” 

may ask to be read “Zurich”. What further problematises the adequacy of a sample is that 

FW is not semantically uniform––Wakese blends two languages, traditional and deformed 

(Chwalewik 1958: 34). “Sometimes Joyce uses regular English words” (Contrada 2015), 

and he is more intelligible there, but then he is less intelligible where he presents a local 

noisiness (“punktowa szmerowość mowy”, Promiński 1977: 220). The sample could not be 

adequate if it did not represent both languages, but if it did, it would not be obvious at all 

that the language in the irregular/less intelligible part is English.

But there are other reasons why a hope in the adequate sample of FW is in vain. 

Firstly, Wakeans get “so bogged down in the multiple meanings of certain passages” that 

they do not “convey the sense of the whole” (Richard Kostelanetz in Hamada 2013: 57). 

Secondly, a reading of FW is inevitably partial where the reader gets but “a fraction of 

what was in Mr. Joyce’s mind” (anon. qtd. in Fargnoli and Gillespie 2006: 127). If “we can 

never read Joyce’s works for the first time” (Attridge 2004b: 2), there arises the problem of 

the adequate sample of the exegetical epitext. Importantly, if “an adequate understanding 

of any given passage” requires “a sound knowledge of the whole” (C. Hart 1962: 16, see 

ibid., 160; H. Adams 1991: 42-43, Senn 1990b: 69-70), however “details may undermine 

or be in excess of any overall structuring principle”, yet “we cannot read without creating 

structures” (Attridge, op. cit., 20), there is a vicious circle.

Even a casual search in the volume of FW exegesis demonstrates that there is no 

undisputed length of the sample being as difficult  as the entire  text.  On the one hand, 

unaided readers give the text up after a few pages (Butor 1971: 292, Toolan 2016: 102) if 

a word ‘opalesces’ with 7-8 allusions (Paszek 1974: 67-68, 2016: 41) or one encounters 

100 rhetorical  devices  packed  into  a page  (Sandulescu  and Vianu 2015a).  A mere  line 

reference guide to FW can be intimidating, its author admits (Harvey 2015a: 8). On the 

other hand, apparently it can be judged from one word whether FW is “a complete fiasco” 

(Malcolm Muggeridge qtd. in Chrisp 2016).84 Some say that the author of Finnegans Wake 

in Fifteen Minutes may have kept the promise “to enlighten the defeated reader” (Keating 

2015) and that the Twitter unit of 140 characters encapsulating “half a dozen or more of 
84 As Chrisp notes that the incriminated word is “so loved by Wakeans that you can buy t-shirts with it  

on” or have “part of it tattooed” on the forearm (ibid.), one will note that there is no reason why pars 

pro toto  reading should not proceed from as unorthodox a vehicle of text as a piece of clothing or 

human body.
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Joyce’s  puns,  neologisms,  and  portmanteaux”  (Liss  Farrell  qtd.  in  Broughton  2017) 

ensures that the entire text of FW can be read (Smith 2017). Several short samples from 

few Polish translations were called Polish FW (Grochowski 2000: 155), 22 passages into 

Brazilian Portuguese might be an equivalent of the original (“um estatuto equivalente”, 

Alves-Bezerra 2018), whereas 16 passages might not be enough (“não eram suficientes”, 

Schüler 2010: 317).

The list of the distinguished units is long, including, but not limited to: the section 

(Van Hulle 2005), the page (McHugh 1980, see Hornik 1960), the passage (McCreedy 

2017: 65-66, P. A. McCarthy 1990: 725), the archetype, the cartouche (Sandulescu 1987, 

see Wales 1990), the sentence (Drożdż et al. 2016, Purdy 1972), the clause (C. Hart 1962: 

31, Magee 2017: 366-367), the line (also the page-and-line in the quotation standard), the 

word  (Cahill  2010,  Dobbs  2013,  Jarniewicz  2015a,  Przyboś  1970a:  150),  the  syllable 

(Blades 1996: 154, Culler 1988: 14, Górska-Olesińska 2012: 18, Loxterman 1991: 124-

125,  Reisman  2009b,  Wales  1992:  144-146),  strings  of  letters  or  other  subword units 

(Bartnicki  2012e,  2016b,  Łuba  2008,  Whissell  2015),  the  letter  (McGee  1992:  79, 

Sandulescu 2014), which is “a nodal point between langue and parole” (Berressem 1990: 

147), the symbol, the siglum (McCreedy 2013), the morpheme (Eile 1980: 286). There are 

discrepancies concerning the names of some units and their quantities, e.g., the text of FW 

has 17 chapters, or “not seventeen but sixteen” (Roughley 1986: 264), or “episodes rather 

than  chapters” (Kitcher 2007: xiii), which are put into “three numbered parts” (Genette 

1997: 308), or four parts, or four books, or “3+1” books (Fagan 2010: 132, Hermans 2017: 

214), or four movements (see Corkern 2010: 10-12).

Of course, selecting a unit usually means downplaying the importance of others.85 

Also, units overlap. These two lines:

“A . . . . . . . . . . !

? . . . . . . . . . O!” (FW 94.21-22),

for example, possibly sentences, are discussed at the level of the word and that of the letter 

(Roughley 1986: 161-162). If  punctuation in FW is non-trivial  (Bonapfel 2019, Chrisp 

2020, Sabatini 2014, Slote 2014), and the adequate sample is to be looked for at a subword 

85 A praise of a Polish FW for replication of “the page-by-page layout of Joyce’s text” (Wawrzycka 

2016-2017: 167) advertises the page as the best unit, still that unit was chosen by the editors who, due 

to  limitations  of  the  printing  process,  rejected  the  translator’s  decision  to  observe  subtler  scales 

(paragraph, word, hyphenation).
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level, FW is misrepresented wherever a quotation contains a punctuation mistake, a typing 

error, a typographical deviation, e.g., where the 10/9 dots above become 4/4 dots (Mays 

1998: 25), 9/9 dots (Kim 2002: 94), 6/5 dots (Joyce 2012c: 75), 12/12 dots (Fordham 2007: 

153). Every post-Joyce variant misrepresents the prototext at various subword levels, e.g., 

Joyce 2012c, in which “thousands of punctuation marks are changed”, “some pages have 

only 39 lines, not 40”, and there are “excessive de-capitalisations” (Barger 2013, see  T. 

Conley 2017a, Killeen 2013, Tanselle 2014, W. Van Mierlo 2012). There are dozens and 

dozens of examples how FW can be neglected at a subword scale, e.g., the line “harry me, 

marry me, bury me, bind me” (FW 414.31-32) is deprived of its original punctuation in 

Lars  von  Trier’s  script of  Forbrydelsens  element (Badley  2010:  24),  or  where  FW is 

introduced by “one of the more lucid passages” (Birmingham 2014c: 286), it misquotes 9 

lines (FW 278.13-21) as 6 lines, and has one word division and two numbers in superscript 

fewer.

In theory, either adequacy should not be looked for in small-scale units, because the 

smaller the unit is, the less certain its function (C. Hart 1962: 65), and if words in FW read  

like novels (“come un romanzo”, Sessa 2019), the input required from ‘microscale’ readers 

compares to that demanded from ‘macroscale’ readers, or, conversely, adequacy should be 

looked for  in  small-scale  units,  because the smaller  the unit  is  “the more precisely  its 

meaning  can  be  determined” (C.  Hart  1982:  250).  Assuming  that  the  word  in  FW is 

definable (see Fagan 2010: 18-22) and that it is at the level of words where FW is initially 

understandable, this unit might be prioritized. Still, there are many examples of disregard 

for the word in FW; e.g., a thunderword (FW 3.15-17) is misspelled by Plath (1966: 130) 

and R. A. Wilson (2000: 88). FW words can be misquoted in a book on literary theory 

(Culler 2000: 40; cf. FW 152.18-19). Numerous misquotations can be found in the work of 

Marshall McLuhan (1962: 19, 1970: 48, 200, 214, 1997). Also, “the rite words by the rote 

order” (FW 167.33), “History as her is harped” (FW 486.6) were misquoted as “History as 

she is harped. Rite words in rote order” (McLuhan and Fiore 2014: 108-109). Terence 

McKenna’s  words  “mama  matrix  most  mysterious”  (1999:  64)  are  an example  of 

misassigning words to Joyce (cf. FW 15.32-33).

Since the annotator succeeded “in reading the Wake in particles but not as a whole” 

(Donoghue 2011: 186), the reader often concentrates their efforts on the well-annotated 

“select passages” (Senn 1984: xi). To identify them, one may see what sections are most 

often taken up by translators. A selection (!) of partial translations into German (Reichert 
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and Senn 1989) includes 4 attempts at the opening, 3 translations of chapter 8,86 4 sets of 

the closing pages, then 7 passages from 5 other chapters out of 17. Partial translations into 

Polish  (prior  to  the  complete  translation  of  2012)  were  of  the  opening  (Królikowski 

1998ab, Malicki 1996: 71, Mirkowicz 1982a), chapter 1 (Bartnicki 2004a), pages 44-47 

(Joyce 1999, Strzetelski 1959a: 63-64), chapter 8, or its part (Słomczyński 1973a, 1985, 

Strzetelski  1959a:  62-63,  see  Joyce  1997,  Szczerbowski  2000),  pages  152-159  (Joyce 

2004-2005), pages 306-308 (Malicki 1996: 71-72), the last chapter (Bartnicki 2004b), the 

closing pages (Łuba 2005, Słomczyński 1996, see Grochowski 2000).

Probably the most natural select passage is the opening on page 3. The revision of 

a word in the opening, turning “commodius” (FW 3.2) into “commodious” in Joyce 2010b, 

2012c variants, was among the “most widely publicised” (Killeen 2010) and of interest to 

reviewers (e.g., Chabon 2012). Page 3 has 10 annotative entries per line (Joyce 2005) and 

even a book about it (Cliett 2011). After 15 weeks of studying the page, it may show that 

“the text is terribly  overdetermined” (Stefans 2011). If that abundance entices one “into 

delving deeper” (J. L. Murphy 2012), the reader who “sail[ed] along” past “the first few 

pages” (Ambrose 2014) will probably be surprised to learn that the following parts are not 

so richly annotated, their surprise testifying against the representativeness of the opening. 

A more general rule emerges: no passage is the adequate sample because it is either select, 

therefore not typical of the non-select material, or vice versa.

Nor  could  the  adequate  sample  be  inferred  from  an analysis  of  what  is  most 

frequently quoted from FW, as the results would be most inconclusive. The concentration 

of quotations is probably highest in such texts that narrate or annotate an entire text of FW 

(e.g., J. S. Atherton 1974, Campbell and Robinson 1976, McHugh 1980, Tindall 1996). In 

reviews of translation, some actually found numbers are in contrast to the ideal to discuss 

the text  in extenso (Tabakowska 2000: 19, see Senn 2010b: 6-7). The numbers vary: 30 

86 The so-called  Anna Livia Plurabelle chapter. As its early FWP variant was selected for translation 

into C. K. Ogden’s Basic English (published in 1932), this was discussed as a transfer of FW on the 

level of simple English (Sailer 1999). Eventually, Ogden’s  pars pro toto reading-through-translation 

covered a few pages of  the chapter.  The announced arrival  of  a “plain English” translation of  FW, 

175.000 pages (Tesh 2017) was a fake news.
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passages  (Bazarnik  2007a),87 17  passages  (ead.  2010)88 were  used  to  discuss  a Polish 

translation in progress;  less material was used to discuss the finished work: 10 examples 

(Wawrzycka 2016-2017),89 7 examples (Barciński 2018),90 4-5 words (!) (Lewicki 2012). 

The numbers found in essays and articles also vary, depending on the topic: quotations 

were from 1-2 close pages (as in Fordham 2002)91 and from separate chapters (as in Hassan 

1975).92 A few words from FW were found in a book on Ireland (Bryll and Goraj 2010: 62, 

see FW 169.8-9) and in an essay on poetry (Heaney 2002: 138, FW 152.16). In biographies 

one could find, e.g., 8 quotations in Norris and Flint 2000,93 Maddox 2000,94 and over 90 in 

R. Ellmann 1982. This last text looks like a vast repository of FW content, still, it relegates 

many quotations to epigraphs and footnotes, and is with many errors that suggest disregard 

for the word and subword scales (letters, letter case, punctuation, italics).95 What might be 

87 In order of appearance: FW 260, 143, 628-3, 383, 196, 215-216, 159, 220, 226, 430, 32, 4-5; 78-79, 

35-36, 557-558, 535, 56-57, 48, 420-421, 113-115, 107-108, 219-221, 170-171, 237, 251-252, 359-360,  

593, 609-610, 627-628.
88 FW 18.2, 593.1, 3.3, 4.32, 30.2-3, 33.30, 16.4-5, 17.29-32, 16.5, 16.29, 16.6, 16.14, 16.16, 16.18,  

4.26-27, 4.18, 4.27.
89 FW 115.23, 411.36, 487.20-21, 128.34, 516.1-2, 375.16-17, 118.27-28, 183.13, 183.15, 124.7-8.
90 FW 83.10-12, 89.2-3, 412.7-8, 626.4-5, 3.1-3, 140.32-33, 499.33-36.
91 FW 76.33-34, 77.18-19, 77.28-33, 78.1-2, 78.7-13.
92 FW 215.12, 13.15, 111.15, 419.10, 211.7, 558.33, 295.7, 414.22, 496.36, 189.28, 188.15, 221.17,  

18.17, 341.18, 489.35, 538.8, 524.12/36, 242.30, 112.9, 182.4, 275.note 6, 628.14.
93 FW 178.6-7, 197.2-6, 195.5-6, 202.21-22, 206.29-207.20 (!), 213.18-19, 213.30-33.
94 FW 619.25-26, 620.1-2, 556.2, 423.30, 148.24, 123.8-10, 628.14-15, 185.35-36 [imprecisely].
95 FW 423.14-18 (R. Ellmann 1982: 3, epigraph [hereafter: epg.]; misquoted [hereafter: msq.] as from 

FW 432); 55.6, 1 word (7); 213.30-33 (11, epg.); 265.1-2 (16, footnote [hereafter: fn.]); 236.24-26 (17); 

173.21-29 with omissions [hereafter: w.o.] (22); 621.29-31 (23, epg.); 35.20, 1 word (32, fn.); 280.32-

33 (51, fn.); 143.28, 1 word (53, fn.; “kaleidoscope (collide-escape)” msq. as collideorscape”); 188.9-17 

w.o. (57, epg.); 593.13-14 (71, fn.); 171.4-6 (75, epg.); 535.19, 2 words (79); 214.11-16 w.o. (93, fn.); 

184.3-7 (98, epg.); 42.15-16 (99, fn.); 211.2, 1 word (101); 200.35 (153; name “MacCarthy” mistook 

for “McCarthy”); 423.21-424.1 w.o. (183, epg.); 301.16 (195, epg.); 179.32-33 (203, fn.); 237.11-12 

(212, epg.); 175.29-30 with insertions [hereafter: w.i.] (212); 171.12-18 (224, epg.); 298.32-33 (225); 

473.22-24 (243, epg.); 172.24-25 (255; msq. punctuation, msq. letter case); 538.4, 2 words (282, fn.); 

219.1-6  (300,  epg.;  “scrab”  msq.  as  “scarb”);  190.10-191.4  w.o.  (318,  epg.;  “quackfriar”  msq.  as 

“quack-friar”;  “serendipitist”  as  “serendipidist”);  417.32-418.1  (339,  epg.;  msq.  as  from  FW  418; 

“imago” as “image”); 145.29 (351, fn.);  185.27-186.9 (357, epg.); 107.29-30 (364; msq. letter case, 

msq.  italics);  185.29-36  w.o.  (364;  msq.  as  from  FW  185-186);  266.6  (368;  name  “D’Oblong’s” 

mistook for “d’Oblong”); 463.8 (374); 65.16-17 (375; “Mr” msq. as “Mr.”); 267.16 (377; “flash” msq.  
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used against  the language principle,  the epigraphs and some other  quotations  were not 

translated in a Polish version of the biography (R. Ellmann 1984).

A random, brief selection of works of fiction demonstrates that quotations from FW 

use different samples, e.g., two passages (FW 627.31-32, 627.33-628.1) in Savage (2006: 

148), one short passage (FW 573.5-11) in Blish (2000: 4), a longer passage (FW 196.1-10) 

in  Dick (2011a:  8),96 a sentence  (FW 215.34-35)  in  ibid.  (2012:  42),  a sentence  in  the 

epigraph (FW 244.13) in Delany (1998: 1). Misquotations are quite frequent. E.g., in Tom 

Robbins’s  novel  (2000)  including several  quotations  (FW 3.16-17,  282.13-14,  607.17, 

282.f3), a 3-line-long thunderword (FW 3.16-170) is misdivided (106); the letter-case is 

changed in a quotation, used twice but once unmarked as from FW (224, 231), and other 

quotations deviate even more from the source text.

It might seem that the exegetes who promote chance, stichomantic, random modes 

of reading FW (e.g., Beausang 2014, see S. W. Klein 1999: 151,  Valdeira 2015: 94) can 

bypass the difficulty in establishing the adequate sample. However, since select passages 

exist, there may be no such thing as an unpremeditated choice of the sample. The choice of 

the text in FW 620.1 by Derek Attridge (2004a: 199), for one, was not random––this text 

belongs to a select passage. While Fritz Senn mentioned a “first-comer opening the book at 

as “flash”); 4.1-3, 4.7-8 (380, epg.); 176.19-31 w.o. (389, epg.); 10.8-9, 2 words (397, fn.); 353.15-21 

(398-399,  fn.);  213.12-20  (407,  epg.);  179.35-180.4  (410,  fn.;  “ajustil-loosing”  msq.  as 

“adjustiloosing”); 226.12-13 (429, epg.); 171.15-28 (455, fn.); 215.27-28 (464, fn., msq. punctuation); 

212.36-36, w.o. (465, fn.;  msq. italics); 522.27-36 (466, fn.);  26.25-27 (470, epg.); 155.16-17 (485, 

epg.); 235.6-236.13 w.o., w.i., 135.6-7 (495, fn.; msq. italics); 179.24-29 (499, epg.); 192.20 w.i. (527, 

epg.); 214.18 (533); 245.30-33 (536, fn.); 135.31, 1 word (545); 120.9-14 (553, epg.); 383.1-8 (555; 

msq. italics); 304.22 (556, fn.); 581.22, 2 words (565, fn.); 175.27-28 (573, epg.; msq. italics); 467.29, 2 

words (578; msq. letter case); 462.19-20 (579); 422.14-16 w.i. (580, fn.); 421.33, 3 words (590, fn.);  

292.15-17 (595); 466.18, 2 words (595, fn.; “Mr” msq. as “Mr.”); 419.7-8 (596; msq. italics); 69.5-6 

and 95.35-36 (597, fn.); 490.17, 1 word (599, fn.; msq. number); 55.3-5 (610, epg.); 284.18-22 (613,  

fn.); 550.7 (635); 243.8-14 w.o., w.i. (638, fn.); 556.21 (639); 70.4-9 w.o. (639, fn.); 115.21-36 (647,  

epg.); 14.35-15.11 (664, fn.); 427.10-13 (665-666, fn.; “shinings” msq. as “shining”, msq. punctuation);  

413.5-6 (666, fn.; “too” msq. as “to”); 259.7-8 (671); 615.13, 1 word (679; msq. letter case); 121.12-13 

(680; fn.; msq. letter case); 307.3-4 (680; fn.); 115.21-23 (680; fn.); 268.f3 (680; fn.); 118.28-31 (687,  

epg.); 120.13-14 (703); 324.20-21 (707; msq. punctuation); 330.30 (707); see also “Finnegan Wake” in 

the index (836-837).
96 The Polish translator asserts that the fraction has its own graspable logic. He turned down requests to  

translate more, especially the entire text of FW, thinking it not worth the effort (Jęczmyk 2006: 21).
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random on” page 423 (1992a: 49) to present his point, had he himself opened the book at  

a random page, the overwhelming odds are it would not have been page 423. Also, since it  

is nigh on impossible for a passage to be random-picked repeatedly, then random reading 

disables “perpetual retroactive semantification” (Fritz Senn in Wawrzycka 2009: 6), which 

develops an interpretive perspective in the course of repetitions. Anyway, putting oneself 

at the mercy of fate may be viewed as acknowledging that FW is inscrutable and so it does 

not really matter which part of the text is going to be chosen.

When the reader wants something else from FW than inscrutability, he/she consults 

the guides. But then the input (random or not) does not generate a random output, a flow of 

unorganised thought. The output, controlled by a guide, performing the ‘reining in’ (Slote 

2000:  203),  ‘circumscribing’  (Slote  and  Van  Mierlo  1999:  5),  dismissing  “possible” 

readings to accept “only mandatory readings” (Nathan Halper in C. Hart 1992: 25), ceases 

to be random. In this scenario, the adequate sample of FW translates as an adequate portion 

of FW exegesis found in external sources. If someone who never read Ulysses may teach it 

to students (Carrière and Eco 2011: 270; see Bayard 2007: 11) or James Joyce never read 

Rabelais (1966b, vol. I: 255), and yet the influence of Rabelais in FW is “widely diffused” 

(Korg 2002: 59), one can expect that the exegetical epitext can be used without opening the 

source text. Regarding the sample of the text of FW adequate to the reader as the sample of 

the volume of FW exegesis adequate to the teacher is not surprising in the system of FW in 

which the founding text  is decentralised. Still, if the name FW refers to a source text, its 

adequate sample does not exist (or perhaps the only exception from this statement would 

be that the adequate sample exists as this certain portion of the source text which exposes 

its trademark inscrutability in Wakese).

2.9. The Language of the Source Text

The fact that for decades the linguistic nature of Wakese has been a point of debate among 

competent users of English can be explained by that Wakese is not English, or at least: not 

patently English. Even if one assumed that FW is generally understandable in a language 

that is basically English, then, as one would recall that the exegete has failed to  provide 

a dictionary for the elements which impede or inhibit a common understanding of FW as 
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a text in English, one might assume that time works against the language principle. Over 

time it must have grown more difficult to contend that the language of FW is English.

Even so, as this chapter against the language principle promotes the position that 

Wakese is unknown, one should not expect that there exists a single, decisive argument in 

favour of either view. The method in the chapter is a variation on this Holmesian inference: 

when we have eliminated the hypotheses that favour the text of FW as an English one, then 

what remains, however improbable, should be correct––the language is not English. Since 

one can hardly make any hypotheses concerning FW, the said variation consists in that this 

chapter has not ‘eliminated’ the arguments for the language principle, but rather stressed its 

weak points, trying to show that the unknown language proposition has fewer weak points. 

A summary of the discussion in the chapter is this:

(1) Against the argument from appearances, one can say that ‘looking English’ is 

a necessary, still not a sufficient condition of English. One can challenge claims 

that the syntax is English, at least till it is verified that it is not in a syntactically 

similar language (Afrikaans, Dutch, Frisian, Scots). The vocabulary is even less 

English-looking than the syntax. In any case, there are syntactically/lexically 

non-English elements in the source text, but no consistent model of reading has 

been proposed to clarify which elements of the text can be omitted in reading 

without detriment to understanding it. The emergence of the post-Joyce source 

variants focused on the detail disarmed the option to overlook some elements as 

negligible.

(2) Against  the  argument  from competence,  one can  say that  either  there  is  no 

competent  user of Wakese (and perhaps there never  has been one,  for even 

Joyce’s competence too can be put into question), in which case there is no one 

that we could ask to confirm that the language in FW is a variety of English, or 

Wakese competence boils down to an ability to generate inscrutability; in which 

case the existence of various texts whose opacity can be compared to Wakese 

opacity, yet which are not in English implies that Wakese is a broader linguistic 

entity than English.

(3) Against the argument from multilinguality, one can say that the text of FW does 

not open up to understanding on application of the linguistic key to FW. The 

key cannot even be properly defined.
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(4) The position of universality is more in favour of the unknown language position 

than  in  favour  of  the  English  language  principle,  given  that  “universality” 

expected of or noticed in FW is not synonymous with “English”, that is, unless 

one takes the (neo)colonial position that the English (Anglophone, Eurocentric, 

Western-centric) particular does contain the universal.

(5) As the position of encryption comprises a number of explanations why Joyce 

encrypted  FW  [confession,  sadomasochism,  sacred  text,  war,  imitation  of 

dream], (a) it is a defensible claim that Joyce in FW confessed or he encouraged 

the reader to a sadomasochist relationship, but if so, one might need to abandon 

reading for ethic reasons; (b) a religious belief that FW is sacred is not open to 

refutation; besides, one knows Joyce’s (divine) word against FW being literary 

and English;  (c)  it  is  a defensible  claim that  Joyce  wages  a war  against  the 

reader, but then the decision on the side of the non-masochist reader should be 

to refuse the language principle, in a move against the enemy; (d) the claim that 

FW presents dreamspeak is not defensible.

(6) Against the argument from poetry, one can say that a claim that FW is a volume 

of English poetry is internally incoherent––on the one hand, the argument uses 

the external features of the text (so that they could distinguish that poetry, e.g., 

from music), but on the other hand, it denies the external features (when they 

suggest that FW is a volume of prose, not poetry).

(7) The position of nonliterariness that FW is a text that belongs to music, visual 

art, etc., is against the language principle because music, visual art, etc., are not 

domains of English. It is against the unknown language position as well, still, 

the unknown language position explains better the large volume of nonliterary 

reactions to FW.

(8) Against the pars pro toto argument one should say that no generally applicable, 

fixed adequate sample of the source text can be or has ever been identified.

The evident inability of the Joyce industry to establish the sample that represents the entire 

source text has far-reaching consequences. The inability can discredit the most effective 

pro-English argument on the list, to appearances. While English is, without doubt, present 

in the source text (see, e.g., FW 18.24-28), and in fact, it is the most likely language to be 

recognised in simple random samples, still it is not always more manifest where languages 
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are “intertwined and broken” (Senn 2009: 63); and moreover, in samples small enough, the 

language is not English-looking, but, i.a., Chinese (FW 6.32),97 Czech (FW 100.5), Danish 

(FW 50.5), Esperanto (FW 565.26), French (FW 281.4), German (159.17), Greek (FW 

293.12),  Italian  (FW 44.22),  Latin  (FW 7.22-23),  Polish (FW 516.4),  Portuguese  (FW 

180.12), etc. In order to uphold the language principle, its follower needs a larger scale of 

language analysis. Possibly, the most natural macroscale is that of the entire source text, 

recommended by those people who agree with that “we can never read FW in part, we 

must always read it  in toto” (C. G. Sandulescu in Hamada 2013: 95, see Eco 1998: 151, 

Strzetelski 1973: 83, D. Świątek 2012: 160). However, this scale is also troublesome to the 

follower of the language principle as it reveals FW’s inscrutability  in extenso, permitting 

no excuses that a portion of FW was neglected or some context is missing. At this scale, 

one can no longer delay the thought that “recognition takes the place of understanding” 

(Senn 2012: 208). Thus, the follower feels insecure about reading at a microscale where 

English can seem absent or more unobvious, and uncomfortable at the level of the entire 

text of FW where one cannot postpone incomprehensibility. In addition, the follower needs 

to assert that translations of FW are either impossible or not intralingual (since intralingual 

translations might not resemble English at all). Summing up, the follower of the language 

principle prefers FW in original, between the two extremes of scale, and at a mid-level––

Klaus Reichert notes that “Joyceans are so good at explaining single phrases” (1988: 89), 

but they also manage lines, sentences, passages.

An important argument in favour of the language principle appeals to the majority 

rule saying: (i) since FW is mostly English, it is all English, and/or (ii) since FW is mostly  

English, it is an English text more than it is a text in another language––but this argument, 

just like the one from appearances, is challenged by the lack of the adequate sample. If it is 

not inadequate to inspect the text at a subtle level, there FW may actually not seem “mostly 

English” (and then at the macroscale of the entire text, its Englishness is challenged by 

inscrutability, an absence of coherent significance). But there are other arguments against 

the quantitative criterion––which Paul Fagan describes as follows:

“[R]eading Finnegans Wake in and as English is the only way in which it can signify (in a way 

that  attempting  to  parse  this  or  other  Wakean  sentences  according  to  the  rules  of  French 

grammar, for example, by and large will not)” (2010: 100-101).

97 And/or Hebrew and/or Egyptian (see Macduff 2020: 178, fn. 19).
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One counter-argument dismisses trust in the probability that if FW is mostly English, then 

it is English. It is true that Wakese signifies more as English than as French, still it does not 

automatically make Wakese English––an observation that Pegasus looks like a zebra more 

than it looks like a cow does not make Pegasus a zebra. FW disqualifies any linguistic and 

lexical probability if we agree that probable meanings become certain in communication––

but successful communication is exactly what FW denies. Another counter-argument says 

that even though parsing FW “in and as English” yields quantitatively better results than 

parsing it in and as French, English is not the language in which parsing of FW is optimal.  

Parsing FW in and as music is more meaningful:  over 96% of the prototext is a musical 

score (Joyce 2014a, see Bartnicki 2015, Czarnecki 2017: 123-147). Parsing FW as music 

should even be more expected if FW is truly more interesting to musicians that to readers 

(Bartnicki 2014c). Recalling the example of Marcel Duchamp’s  Fountain, one can argue 

that the way a text signifies is not prescribed by how it looks but by its function; an artefact 

sold as a book with FW, but used as, say, a paperweight, is a paperweight, in 100%. If one 

would like to argue against this by appealing to another majority, of more people using FW 

as a book than people using FW as a paperweight, the argument might become a double 

edged-sword if one can assume that there are more people who think that FW is nonsense 

than people who think it is not, or that there are more people who read  about FW than 

people who read FW (which obviously asks one to reconsider the reference of “the text of 

FW”). The final counter-argument against the quantitative criterion is that if the message 

that FW conveys is incomprehension, then reading it “in and as English” may be the least 

competent one. As the number of English words in FW is much greater than the number of  

French words in FW, yet a reading in either language results in the equivalent epistemic 

experience of incomprehension, then judging by the time- work inputs, French competence 

is more efficient than English competence. In this respect, understanding FW (that there is 

not much more to understand) is  not “more difficult”  (Hamada 2013: 65)  for the non-

English readers––but less difficult.

In sum, the advocates of the language principle present a number of arguments, but 

without  the  accepted  adequate  sample  established  to  support  them,  they  are  unable  to 

present a set of coherent criteria for non-dogmatic evaluation of arguments whereby the 

language principle  is  better  than the unknown language position.  Where they resort  to 

appeals to tradition, they expose themselves to the backlash argument that many traditions 

stored in the volume of FW exegesis have turned out to be conceptually indefensible (e.g., 
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dreamspeak) and against the language principle (e.g.,  FW as a universal text,  FW as a 

nonliterary text). Where they appeal to common sense or intuition, they expose themselves 

to the argument that the text negates common sense and the system of FW is deprived of 

intuition.

One will note that the followers of the language principle have hardly ever provided 

their definition of “English” when they call Wakese English. Instead of such definitions, in 

the volume of FW exegesis one finds many new names for the language: Finneganian (Eco 

2008b: 108, see Soliński 2004: 263, 2006: 197), Wakese (Van Hulle 2002), Wake language 

(Schlossman 2003: 63, see Roughley 1990, passim), names found in the text (T. Crowley 

1996:  58),  e.g.,  nat  language  (Bishop  1986:  51,  Boldrini  1996:  5  and  passim),  Gnat-

language (P. A. McCarthy 1980: 177), Nichtian (Raffan 2014: 212), and names implying 

a connection with another language: English (“Jinglish”, Poprawa 2005: 132, “unglish”, 

E. C. Jones 1989: 181, “Wakenglish”, Mezzabotta 2011), Irish (“Eurish”, Shockley 2010: 

94, see Blish 1984), Esperanto (“desperanto”, Cosgrove 2007: 74), Volapük (“Volapucky”, 

Russell  2018:  15),  Sanskrit  (“Sanscreed”,  H.  de  Campos  1978),  German  (“Djoytsch”, 

Jenkins 1998: 14), and so on, which examples of the symbolic confirmation of Joyce’s 

conlang gesture are not followed by a decision to call the language not-English. Not even 

a rare voice against the “drive” to “monolingualise” it (Alexandrova 2016: 14) denies its 

Englishness; instead, in a neocolonial spirit, it asks Wakese to make room for some other 

languages, and more specifically Russian. Gordin and Katz admit that “only Joyce himself 

commands the idiom”, or “Wakespeak” (2018: 81), still they do not hesitate to call FW 

an “English-language work” (ibid., 84). Sam Slote maintains that a claim that FW is  not 

English “would meet little resistance” (2019: 1), yet his own example of the claim falls in 

terrible vagueness in which Wakese becomes an abstract, a metaphor, a language “that has 

yet to be” (ibid., 9). With similar vagueness, the language of FW is called re-invented or 

re-discovered (Bloor 1997: 389). Also, it is “English” in scare-quotes (Merton 1969: 543). 

It is “basically English” (William D. Jenkins qtd. in Hamada 2013: 180), generally English 

(“zasadniczo”, Bindervoet and Henkes 2004-2005: 202),  “English, of a sort” (Donoghue 

1988: 96). It is “Wakean English” (Slote 1994a), “Joyce’s Wakean English” (Senn 2012: 

212), the author’s English (Hartwig 2002: 156), “Joyce’s English” emerging “as a new 

tongue” (Schlossman 1985: 174), “our own English language” shown “to be quite foreign” 

(De Meyer 2007: 148), English “stretched to its utmost limits” (Zanotti 2019: 10). It is 

an English which can be agglutinative (W. I. Thompson 1964: 82-83), yet whose grammar 
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is “of the best King’s English” (Pickett 2008: 630), and still it is “not a standard British 

English” (Slote 2019: 2). It is an “oneiric English” (Jorge Luis Borges in Waisman 2007: 

177). A “drunken and cosmic English” (Derek Pyle qtd. in Meier 2017). A “post-English” 

(Katz 2007: 86). An “English in future” (Binelli 2012: 214). A “multilingual English” (M. 

O’Sullivan 2018: 144-146). A “foreign English” (Senn 2002b, 2009), though no method is 

provided how one tells a foreign English from a non-foreign English from a foreign non-

English language from a non-foreign non-English language.

Or where the language of FW is called “more than English” (Wales 1992: 153), one 

does not see a proposition how much “more than English” would Wakese need to be in 

order to be called non-English. If Wakese is an English that reminds us that “any English 

speaker’s utterance is only ever 85% English” (Magee 2015), i.e., that some part of English 

is always non-English, then, with some effort, anything can be argued to be English (and in 

retrospect nothing is non-English). The charge of Anglophone neocolonialism aside, using 

the same kind of logic, one could claim that anything is non-English or nothing is English.  

Since the post-1941 source text variants emphasise the non-negligibility of the text detail 

in FW, but on the other hand, the adequate sample, if it could be established, would not 

favour any subtle level of the text, lest it should exhibit then that the language at that level 

is more clearly non-English, it is not surprising then that the language principle is vague, 

constantly implying that the language is English, just not quite, or “almost, but not quite” 

(Hays 2008), but reluctant to specify either the meaning of ‘English’ or the ‘not quite’ part. 

The followers of the principle employ paradoxes, oxymorons, use adverbials of probability 

that make their claims more resistant to immediate rebuttal, as in this example:

“in  Finnegans Wake, the norma1 rules of English grammar are operative, but is this always 

true? (Certainly it is sometimes true.)” (G. Parks 1992: 203).

Since the definition of English in the volume of FW exegesis is so liberally open, one can 

say things about the language which in the case of other languages would be prohibited by 

the law of excluded middle, e.g., that there are words in FW, yet in a sense, “there are no 

words in  Finnegans Wake” (Colangelo 2018: 176). While phrases such as “in a sense”, 

“from a certain point of view” and the like serve claims that otherwise would be absurd, 

the  liberal  definition  of  English  is unproductive. In  other  words,  it  is  not  a proof  of 

excellence of the system of FW exegesis, but rather it is a proof of its failure that a “call of 

liberation  from the  hegemony of  certainty”  that  “resonates  throughout”  FW (Zangouei 

2012: 35) found its answer in the rule of NMA.
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One can imagine that the unknown language position is not welcome in the Joyce 

industry since it opposes the language principle which may be an implicit dogma. If, as the 

saying goes, a language is a dialect with an army and a navy, Wakese may be presented as 

English by the army of Anglophones who express, imply, or endorse the position––also by 

taking it for granted––that FW is in English. The word “dogma” is not meant to suggest 

that the industry bans claims which oppose the language principle; one can see that such 

claims enter the volume of FW exegesis (albeit it is a different issue if the opposing claims 

enjoy the same probability, ceteris paribus, of entering the academic volume). Instead, the 

word “dogma” means an established position put forth as authoritative (proceeding from 

the authority of the industry) without adequate grounds (against Occam). The industry uses 

the opposition against the language principle to stimulate the discussion about FW that it 

lives on, but its system of (self)censorship ensures that the opposition does not become too 

influential. This is the easier to achieve, the more inflated the definition of English is, for 

the vaguer the language principle is, the less refutable.

One can also infer that the language position resembles a dogma from that the 1939 

prototext (or any of its later variants) remains monopolised by the field of humanities that 

discusses English language and literature. The monopoly is not out of necessity. It would 

be incorrect to maintain that FW has to to be subject to that monopoly because there are no 

better suited departments98 and it would be incorrect to maintain that the fact that FW was 

written by James Joyce prescribes firmly its belonging to departments of English. One can 

imagine that Joyce, regarded as an author who wrote most of his texts in English but whose 

last work is in another language, finds himself in the company of writers such as Nabokov 

pertaining to studies in Russia and Anglophone countries, or Beckett in Francophone and 

Anglophone countries. It is also easy to imagine that the 1939 prototext of FW as a work in 

an unknown language is taken up for research by any academic unit in the world that finds 

it interesting. Since there are no valid reasons for submitting the discussion of FW to the 

monopoly of departments of English, yet that monopolisation gives an impression that the 

1939 prototext is in English, a proposition should be worked out in order to explain why 

the Joyce industry has not abandoned the language principle. This can be explained with its 

extraliterary motivation.

98 One could think of departments of unknown languages. Incidentally, there is one university at fewest  

that uses a constructed language, communicative though (Gobbo and Fößmeier 2012).
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Chapter 3 – The Academic Paradigm of Competence

So far, Chapter 1 has presented the name Finnegans Wake (FW) as a vastly polyauthorial 

and polytextual polyreferentiality without a privileged, intuitive referent. In Chapter 2, set 

against the language principle popular in the Joyce industry, it has been argued that the 

position that the Wakese language of a source text is not English (is unknown) is optimal. 

Chapter 3 will focus on the paradigm of hierarchical competence in the Joyce industry, 

especially its academic sector, and indicate that the assumption of its superior competence 

is inconsistent as long as one evaluates the epistemic result of processing FW as a work of 

literature. It will discuss the assumed extraliterary motivation for preserving the paradigm 

of competence in the industry. Since it will be argued that the paradigm cannot be upheld 

by naming the value of keeping the interpretation of FW under unjustified (not consistently 

privileged) control of the industry or, more broadly, the literary institution, the Chapter will 

call to revise the paradigm.99

The position made here against the paradigm of competence is that it is impossible 

to rank claims about FW as a specimen of literature (e.g., by indicating misinterpretations) 

in a consistent and non-dogmatic manner. First, a hierarchy of claims is impossible under 

the rule of NMA which says that nothing about FW can be said, or said with certainty, 

because all claims concerning FW (including this one) use vague terms whose definitions 

are tacit, therefore uncertain (here: “all”, “claims”, “concerning”, “FW”, “use”, “vague”, 

“terms”, “definitions”, “tacit”, “uncertain”).

Secondly, even where some tentative meaning of a claim is established by means of 

conjecturing about the terms which it uses, it is not possible to say with any consistently 

privileged competence that any claim about FW is better than another one because claims 

about FW refer to the text in an unknown language. An interpreter cannot speak with any 

privileged competence about it. This is not to say that while all claims are equally valid (or 

else, equally invalid), they have the same chances to appear, be called equally productive, 

etc. Still, conjectures about meaning in Wakese resist appeals to the majority. Arguments 

99 It should be noted that the Joyce industry is not the FW (sub)industry. Albeit the non-FW community  

of Joyceans (if it could be isolated) could probably defend the claim that ‘their’ Joyce wrote in English,  

the two industries could be said to have been similar in establishing their unproductively large volumes  

of claims, and without a coherent set of criteria for claiming (more) interpretive competence.
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from statistics are unavailable (because the volume of FW exegesis is too large to permit 

testing of data) and fallible (because not always a majority knows better, and we do not 

know  when  it  does).  The  Wakese  language  is  the  historical  reason  for  the  epistemic 

impasse which consists in that the more statements about FW are made, the more unfixed 

the reference of FW is, but trying to fix the reference can only produce more statements. 

The volume of FW exegesis, which has grown so large that it prevents any identification or 

even cataloguability of data, is the second reason for the impasse: the more we say about 

FW, the less we know what has already been said. The epistemology of FW is deprived of 

any primitive terms (i.e. intuitively assumed undefined terms) and thus appeals to intuition 

are not successful either.

Thirdly, the claims in the volume which are (i.e. appear to be) in conflict concern 

many aspects of FW: the boundaries, availability, finality, purpose,  medium, genre, plot, 

characters, motifs, structure, semiotic code,  phonology, phonetics,  translatability of FW, 

and other issues. Terms as initial as “text”, “reading”, and “understanding” are unfixed in 

their meaning, and Joyce’s authorship of FW is also in question. However, the paradigm of 

competence  has not made itself  dependent  on any coherent  criteria  or mechanisms for 

adjudicating (apparent) conflicts between Wakean interpreters who are on the same level in 

a hierarchy, for categorising (apparently) equivalent claims made with different means, for 

categorising (apparently) different claims made with equivalent means, not to mention the 

ranking of such claims which (apparently) have not entered into the relation of conflict.

Fourthly, it is doubtful that the Wakean exegete has been consistent in their use of 

just one type of logic in their discussion of FW. One reads about translating “dream logic 

into waking logic” (Campbell and Robinson 1976: 294), whatever that means, as well as 

about a “quadratic logic of inclusion” (S. P. Murphy 2003: 157), and a logic of quantum 

mechanics  (see  Muller  2015).  Supposedly,  Joyce  offers  a “critique”  of  “binary  logic” 

(Lewiecki-Wilson 1994: 62, see Bartnicki 2010a: 20, fn. 10, McGee 2003: 176) because 

the “cause-and-effect  logic”  “cannot  do justice”  to FW (M. P.  Gillespie  2003:  29) and 

rejection of “the principle of non-contradiction” may be “justified” by the “character” of 

FW (Riquelme 1991: 533, re Sandulescu 1987). There are frequent violations of the law of 

contradiction in the volume of FW exegesis.  For instance, FW is  both translatable  and 

untranslatable (Leslie Hill 2007: 99) and FW “totally resists cutting” “because it does not 

resist cutting at all” (Attridge 2004a: 217). Anyway, propositions that FW should abandon 

binary logic can be argued to lack consistency if they themselves do not contest that logic. 
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The question would be why “the critical text comes to us nicely coherent”, though it should 

“itself be paranomasial and chaotic” (Leitch 1983: 262). Similarly, if the perfection of FW 

consists in an “aesthetic of error” (T. Conley 2001: ii,  and  passim), or, a “corrective to 

‘false’ ideals of totality and completion” (Dilworth 2004-2005: 556), it does not look like 

the exegete strives for the same aesthetic in their own text.

Fifthly,  if “[w]hat the  Wake is not is easier to determine than what it is” (Tindall 

1996: 14), one might expect to find some positive epistemic value in apophatic statements 

(e.g., “Finnegans Wake is a book rather than a brooch or a chalice”, P. A. McCarthy 1988: 

238). However, due to the metaphoricity of language, negating a claim is problematic even 

to those exegetes who have not renounced binary logic. For instance, while intuition might 

judge the following claims to be true:

(a1) “Finnegans Wake is not a colorless green idea that sleeps furiously”,

(a2) “Finnegans Wake is not an elephant”,

(a3) “Finnegans Wake is not about the twenty-four golden umbrellas of the King 

of Thailand”,

(a4)  “Finnegans  Wake is  not  about  a French  lady  who  reads  love  stories, 

commits adultery, and poisons herself”,

(a5) “Finnegans Wake is not the Beatles”,

(a6) “Finnegans Wake is not the soundtrack of the Star Wars saga”,

one can contend there is some truth in their negations. The negation of (a1), using Noam 

Chomsky’s example of syntax vs. sense, was anticipated in FW (T. Conley 2002: 237, 

2009: 314). The negation of (a2) makes sense on reading B. Benstock 1965: 42-107, see C. 

Hart 1963, Senn 1964. As (a3), (a4) are examples of absurd given by, respectively, Clive 

Hart (1985: 116; see McHugh 1976: 10) and Umberto Eco (2013: 9), the fact that they 

could come to mind reduces or eliminates their absurdness.100 The negation of (a5) is true in 

the sense that the Beatles are the continuation of FW by other means (see Erik Bindervoet 

and Robbert-Jan Henkes in Poprawa 2009: 41). The negation of (a6) is true in the sense that 

the text of FW contains “matches, or near matches, to pre-existing musical works” (Mills 

2017), including Star Wars themes (see Jewell 2016).

Sixthly, while one might want to consider errors in claims as a factor that helps one 

to construct a hierarchy of claims, that person would need to allow for that errors may be 

100 As suggested in the Introduction––in a manner of speaking, misinterpretations of FW may only be in 

potentia, in the domain of absurdness so inconceivable that it could not be expressed in any claim.
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the founding deed of FW, since  “Finnegans Wake, quite literally, began with the task of 

correcting Ulysses” (Slote 2011: 138, see Groden 2013c, Lamos 1998: 118), and that many 

exegetes see Joyce’s line in Ulysses: “A man of genius makes no mistakes. His errors are 

volitional and are the portals of discovery” as non-fictional words that concern FW as well 

(Bishop  1986:  434,  n.  15,  Schoemaker  2011:  144,  see  Dettmar  1996:  222,  Vladimir 

Nabokov in Ramey 2012b: 2). If the error is not opprobrious, but conversely, it is desired 

and necessary, it might be incoherent of anyone to take steps towards an error-free text of 

FW. Also, while there are different categories of error, if the “readers’ corrections of the 

erroneous text” are one of them (Letzler 2011: 1), one may conclude that the entire process 

of annotating FW is error, and the volume of FW exegesis contains nothing but error. What 

problematises even further the potential applicability of error is the closely related category 

of mistake, and the one of failure, yet their definitions are diverse and inconsistent. Joyce’s 

privatisation of language may have been Joyce’s mistake (Kubiak 1993: 280-281), but not 

an error (e.g., if Wakese operates the way he planned)––or vice versa. Moreover, errors are 

user-dependent, e.g.,  the claim that Krzysztof Bartnicki posits that FW “was written as 

an elaborate subterfuge for Joyce’s alleged homosexuality” (Luo 2013: 48) may be correct 

to Luo, but is incorrect to Bartnicki. Also,  there are erroneous claims meant to be about 

FW which can be correct claims about something else. For instance, “Finnegan’s Wake is 

not  intended to  mystify  readers”  (Ellie  Ragland-Sullivan  qtd.  in  Neilsen  2016:  78,  cf. 

Ragland-Sullivan 1990: 77) is a correct thing to say about the song Finnegan’s Wake. On 

the other hand, the claim that Beckett helped Joyce “write Finnegan’s Wake” (Tereszewski 

2013: 15), is, thanks to the names of the writers, likely assumable as something about FW, 

despite the misspelling. It seems then that an error about FW needs to be (i) noticed, (ii) 

recognised as pertaining to the text of FW, (iii) assessed as non-negligible, (iv) recognised 

as a deviation from a plan, including, paradoxically, a plan to appreciate errors––however, 

these requirements with regard to errors are too many to use errors to construct a hierarchy 

of claims.

Seventhly, since the number of claims, and even true claims, in the volume of FW 

exegesis can be increased with disjuncts of a claim about FW and any scientific truth or 

a statement of a fact (e.g., “FW is a book or 2+2=4”, “FW is a book or the water shrew is 

a venomous mammal”, “FW is a book or Schopenhauer said: Die kaltblütigen Tiere allein 

sind die giftigen”) as well as with metalevel statements (e.g., “It is true that it is not certain 

if FW is a book”), one can easily imagine a model in which the volume of FW exegesis 
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contains discoveries of the fields of science, and approaches––or eventually becomes––the 

volume of human knowledge. There are no consistent and non-dogmatic mechanisms for 

eliminating such claims from the hermeneutical output about FW, i.e. for saying that they 

do not really concern FW.

In short, the absence of inferior claims (e.g., misinterpretations) and consequently, 

the absence of better or superior claims about FW should be understood as the absence of 

any consistently justified authority to indicate them. Against this position, there operates 

the academic paradigm of hierarchical competence, manifesting itself, i.a., in (i) appeals 

implying a difference of competence, (ii) terms implying a difference of competence, and 

(iii) suggested prerequisites for reading. These elements of the paradigmatic approach to 

competence will be discussed in the subsections below.

3.1. Appeals Implying a Difference of Competence

In this subsection 3.1 are discussed appeals to (i) intuition, (ii) certainty, (iii) plausibility, 

(iv) James Joyce, (v) canonicity, (vi) topicality, (vii) telos, (viii) historicity, (ix) majority, 

minority, (x) emotions; and (xi) knowledge, which the academic system of FW studies has 

made or could use to establish some criteria for a hierarchy of claims, and consequently, 

a hierarchy of hermeneutical competence.

3.1.1. Appeals to Intuition

By appealing to intuition, the exegete implies that statements which agree with intuition 

are better than claims which do not. Yet, exegetes disagree on the use of intuition. Umberto 

Eco, for example, praises “a certain intuitive pleasure when we read” (Pujol Duran 2015: 

55); also, an exegete may experience the irresistible feeling that a line in FW is “clearly 

wrong” (Killeen 2013) and be self-denied the pleasure of finding meaning where it “seems 

intuitively wrong” (Takács 1987: 166), using intuition as an instrument of self-censorship. 

However, FW may as well be “a ‘counter-intuitive’ system” (R. Brown 1992: 119). While 

in logic, intuition founds our understanding of the primitive terms, i.e. those undefined 
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expressions “that seem to us to be immediately understandable” (Tarski 1994: 110), the 

epistemological system of FW deprived itself of them.

3.1.2. Appeals to Certainty

By appealing to certainty, the exegete implies that statements which are certain are better 

than claims which are less certain. One identifies the former by the presence of an absolute 

quantifier (all, always, every, never, none) or some other certainty marker (a word such as 

definitely,  evidently,  indubitably,  obviously,  of  course,  positively,  surely,  undoubtedly). 

Most resolute appeals to certainty may be called laws (e.g., C. Hart 1982: 249-250), rules 

(e.g., Bernard Benstock’s rule qtd. in P. O’Neill 2013: 8), or principles (e.g., G. Davenport 

2013: 247). One learns from their criticism that they are not so certain to all. For instance, 

while John Gordon had the resolve to form “a law of  Finnegans Wake” (1981: 169), his 

move “toward the categorical” was criticised (Riquelme 1985: 242, see P. A. McCarthy 

1987: 156). Naturally then, the fact that an appeal is made does not make the certainty that 

it calls up real. An example of that is the tradition of regarding FW as a text in dreamspeak, 

represented by the claim below (with the certainty marker underlined):

(1) “There is no doubt that Joyce’s object in Finnegans Wake is to depict 

the dream state” (Humphrey 1954: 126, n. 3);

which idea had been imposed on the early reader, but grew contestable with time (Attridge 

2012-2013: 185, see Hofheinz 1995: 21). Bernard Benstock “reversing his earlier opinion 

on the subject” (Farbman 2008: 93) is among the scholars who lost confidence in the idea 

of dreamspeak.

Moreover, some appeals to certainty are self-contradictory, as in the following example:

(2) “Finnegans Wake never has had and never will have any readers and 

whoever is a true reader will sooner or later cast out his guide or turn 

on  his  guide  and  read  him  and  then  become  a guide  himself” 

(Glasheen 1969: 70).

Some appeals contradict one another, e.g., the inevitability of biographism implied here:

(3) “Although written  in  ‘darktongues’,  Finnegans  Wake  always leads 

back to Joyce himself” (M. Ellmann 2012: 37);
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probably disagrees with the “absence of authorial control” praised here:

(4) “Joyce’s  Finnegans Wake is  obviously more worthy of praise than, 

say, Raymond Chandler’s  The Big Sleep because the former,  from 

a poststructuralist  perspective,  refuses  absolute  apprehension, 

pointing to the absence of authorial  control and freeing its  readers 

from the constraining illusion of subject-hood and the possibility of 

stable truth claims” (Toth 2010: 43).

Then, if there is anything common in this set of examples:

(5) “Without a     doubt  ,  Finnegans Wake is one of the least read and least 

understood of all modern classics” (Abrams 2012);

(6) “While  Joyce’s  Finnegans  Wake is  undoubtedly a great  literary 

masterpiece, understanding it requires an effort that few people will 

ever be able to give” (Cawelti 2004: 69);

(7) “Finnegans Wake is a clear example of tampering too much with the 

balanced ratio between speaker’s meaning and the power of language 

itself” (Kennedy 1979: 131);

(8) “Finnegans  Wake  is  not,  and  never will  be,  comprehensible  to 

anybody outside of, maybe, God” (McManus 2010);

(9) “The ‘plot’ of Finnegans Wake is always cast in shadows” (K. Mullin 

2007: 110);

(10) “The contrived abstruseness of  Finnegans Wake is  evident from its 

first line” (Torres and Kahmi 2000: 244);

(11) “Joyce’s Finnegans Wake never tires of telling us, for instance, on so 

many different  registers  how it  wants  to  be  read  and understood” 

(Beitchman 1998: 6);

it would be the text’s inscrutability, a complexity few can handle, the Wakese language as 

an obstacle to understanding, which is illusive or incomplete or both.

Also, there has been disagreement among the exegetes about the origin and role of 

certainty. One view is that an exegete “should never be certain” (Halper 1981: 99 re Senn 

1980, see Senn 1982b), but it  does not have to be certainly correct  itself.  Even if “all 
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uncertainties are not equal” (Halper, op. cit.,  100), this claim itself is uncertain. In any 

case, even if one could establish what is uncertain in or about FW, it would not necessarily 

be revealing what is certain. It may be a sign of the times that a few decades after Hart’s 

and Gordon’s texts announcing their ‘laws’, the exegete may have moved on the side of 

caution. Symbolically, John Barger’s list of 50+ conjectures concerning Joyce (2007) has 6 

guesses concerning FW, and not even one marked as certain.

3.1.3. Appeals to Plausibility

By appealing to plausibility, the exegete implies that a more plausible claim is better than 

a less plausible one––“plausible interpretation” outperforms “conjecture” (McCourt 2012: 

110). Still, setting the “threshold of plausibility” between a “tendency to go too far” and 

a “safer more reductive analysis” (Leblanc 2018) is always subjective. In theory, plausible 

reasoning is “based on common knowledge” and “the way things generally go in familiar 

situations” (Walton, Tindale, and Gordon 2014: 114), however, the volume of FW exegesis 

offers no such common knowledge. Indeed, given that long past 1939 the scholar still tries 

to “clarify the textual status of  Finnegans Wake” (Slote 2018: 405) and agrees with a 40 

years old assessment that “the complete meaning of the whole work must escape us” (J. S. 

Atherton qtd. in Slote 2000: 203), one may call the existence of any knowledge of or about 

FW into question and admit that FW permits nothing but conjectures. Plausibility is all the 

more resolutely refused as a criterion for assessing claims when apparently “one can make 

sense of something that might actually be nonsensical” (W. Van Mierlo 2012) or even “the 

categories of ‘sense’ and ‘nonsense’ get dissolved” in FW (Pal 2015: n.pag. [1]).

3.1.4. Appeals to James Joyce

By appealing to James Joyce, the exegete implies that in interpreting FW it is advisable to 

refer to Joyce’s intent and make use of his privileged knowledge. It will be argued that 

a decision to follow Joyce is not a matter of choosing one’s side in the intellectual rivalry 

between poststructuralists and intentionalists (Lernout 2006: 82), the former more free but 
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more likely eisegetic, the latter bound to Joyce’s word but at least with the hermeneutical 

compass to protect one from absurd interpretation––eisegesis is unavoidable either way.

The intentionalist’s choice may be considered poor if its price is high––accepting 

James Joyce’s genius. Initially, this genius had not been discovered by “all the world” (A. 

Crowley 1923: 52), but had been “sorely mocked” (Edna O’Brien 2004), given various 

qualifications (see, e.g., Nora Barnacle qtd. in McAlmon 1990: 106, Stanislaus Joyce qtd. 

in Parrinder 1984: 17, Bennett 1977: 290, Ronen 2009: 154). Later it became “all too easy 

to casually assume” that Joyce is a genius (Means 2008: 37).101 But if “Joyce is a genius” 

and “therefore, Finnegans Wake is a work of genius, a masterpiece” (Dettmar 1996: 222), 

and Joyce’s work itself is a “justification sufficient for reading” it (D. G. Bridson qtd. in 

Deming 2005: 511), this circular reasoning is poor. A disadvantage of assuming his genius 

is that it is religious in nature: a believer shall not blaspheme that Joyce can be wrong and 

FW is of little worth. They need to assume a method in Joyce’s madness, “misunderstood 

by those who are not geniuses” (O’Malley 2007) and see FW as a text “whose wisdom, bar 

Joyce, the rest of us has not yet reached” (García Tortosa 2011-2012: 346). They exempt 

Joyce from serious  criticism.  Bernard Benstock,  for  instance,  complains  about  FW “in 

preconceived pigeonholes” (1965: 42), yet does not consider Joyce’s authorial commentary 

a pigeonhole. Roland McHugh boasts of his “distrust of gurus” (1981: 29) and yet he trusts 

James Joyce. Kevin Dettmar would like to “get past this kind of thinking” that Joyce was 

“approaching omniscience and omnipotence” but only in order “to form a just estimation 

of his real genius” (ibid.). Despite that Joyce’s comments on FW are of problematic quality 

and his competence is limited (see Finnegans Wake. A BookCaps… 2011, McManus 2010; 

Reichert 1988: 89, “Review…” 1940: 502, Roraback 2004-2005; see Joyce’s own remark, 

“do any of us know what we are creating?”, in Leblanc 2018), the intentionalist cannot 

afford calling Joyce seriously wrong lest their main source should be challenged. In theory, 

the gain of that devotion is that intentionalists at least rely on something, but the practical 

worth of that something is annulled by Joyce’s self-exegesis  being “self-contradictory” 

(J. S. Atherton 1974: 18) and incomplete as Joyce’s death halted “any expectation of a full 

explication” (B. Benstock 1965: 40, see  Parandowski 2015: 135). Thus, one can assume 

that the Joyce of the intentionalist is a product in the Joyce industry. The post-Joyce editor 

who revises the text in Joyce’s name pursues their own professional interest.  The editor 

should “add and secure value to books for the benefit  of interested parties” (B. Brown 

101 And the phrase “not a genius” became a rarity, and as polite as in “a colossal talent, but not a genius” 

(George Russell qtd. in F. O’Connor 1994: 342).
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2016: 11), but Joyce is no such party (for he is dead), nor is the reader that party (given 

that no revisions in the text make it more readable). Claims such as that “textual scholars 

should  do  the  job  [of  revising],  not  ordinary  readers”  (Letzler  2014:  76)  point  at  the 

interested  party––appeals  to  Joyce  are  a necessity  of  the  entrepreneur’s.  That  said,  the 

opposition to intentionalism is the same: an economically motivated movement, in which 

some  products  replace  others––e.g., the  institutional  Joyce  replaces  the  “biographical 

Joyce” who replaces  the “erotic  Joyce” who replaces  the “modernist  Joyce” (Goodwin 

1999: 200). Attempts at leaving the ‘genius’ model organised in “the American academy” 

(Vanderham 2000: 567 re J. Kelly 1998) have been, to use the words from Wim Van 

Mierlo’s review of Kelly’s text, “never disinterested” (1988: 3).

3.1.5. Appeals to Canonicity

By appealing to canonicity, the exegete implies that claims which belong in the canon of 

FW exegesis or are part of the mainstream criticism of FW, are better than claims outside 

of that canon or mainstream. A systemic-level problem that challenges this option is that 

canonicity is subject to appropriation and struggle in the industry (Cheng 1996-1997: 92, 

Slote 2009: 67). Another problem lies in that “readers of the  Wake comprise an atypical 

subcategory of Joyce criticism that is often far from ‘mainstream’” (Vicki Mahaffey qtd. in 

Yao  2002:  192),  while  the  larger  set,  “Joyce  studies  itself”  is  “underground”  in 

an “American mainstream” (Pyle 2020: 100), which mainstream in turn is not necessarily 

representative  of  the  world’s  interest  in  FW.  Besides,  as  FW  shows  “oddness”  and 

challenges “orthodoxy” (E. McLuhan 1997: 237), some would like to see it “banished to 

the very edges of the literary canon” (Attridge 2004a: 237).

Had there ever been a mainstream, the community of Wakeans (either among other 

Joyceans or against them), it must have remained in “the previous century” (Sandulescu 

2012e: 13) when scholars knew one another by name, and could even hope to arrive at 

a complete exegesis (C. Hart 1962: 15-16; McHugh 1991: v). Later,  the founders of the 

industry and  their  pioneering  texts  lost  significance,  in  self-assessment  too  (see,  e.g., 

Brooker 2004: 87-88 and Levin 1980: 3 on Levin 1941). Some scholars would conclude 

that there cannot be “enough research” (Margot Norris in Burrell 1996: xii) as an excuse to 

143



write more and more; others grew more disheartened, falling into “semantic despair” (Fritz 

Senn in Hamada 2013: 16).

The volume of FW exegesis is too large to permit any canon or mainstream. While 

C. G.  Sandulescu, for one, requests  “uniformity” “in the methodology of reading Joyce” 

(2012b: 10),  his own contribution, “A Manual for the Advanced Study of James Joyce’s 

Finnegans Wake”, is ca. 30.000 pages long (see Sandulescu and Vianu 2016). If Fritz Senn 

is “the world’s most eminent Joyce scholar” (Killeen 2018), it is Senn who  listed FW’s 

“pragmatic impossibilities” (1990b: 78),  declared a lack of qualifications to discuss FW 

“with scholarly pretense” (1984: xi), and called the failure of the collective “lamentable” 

(2019: 171)––so, either Senn summarizes what the (self-proclaimed) mainstream achieved, 

or his disgruntlement is an outsider’s voice (and the mainstream is more likely a myth).

3.1.6. Appeals to Topicality

By appealing to topicality, the exegete implies that claims which are focused on the main, 

“central message of Finnegans Wake” (Smoley 2018: 2) are better than claims about some 

‘peripheral’ aspects. This can be opposed by saying that attempts to find “a central theme 

or dominant message” “narrow the focus of an otherwise expansive universe” of FW, and 

are at a “loss” (B. Benstock 1985: 154, see M. Norris 1976). Either way, it is not certain 

what the central message of FW might be. Centrality has appeared in a range of contexts in 

the volume of FW exegesis, including “central constellation of images” (Bishop 1981: 4), 

“central figure” (J. Campbell 2004: 197), “central matrixes” (V. J. Cheng qtd. in Hamada 

2013:  229),  “central  metaphor”  (DiBernard  1980:  8),  “central  episode”  (M.  McLuhan 

2016: 7), “central  theme” (P. O’Neill  2013: 126), “central  role of the river” (Quadrino 

2015b),  “central  motif”  (Rose  and  O’Hanlon  1982:  xxi),  “central  cast  of  characters” 

(Thakur 2010: 247), and many more.

Some assert that the volume of FW exegesis contains general analyses as well as 

“topical studies” which “illuminate a particular class of references in the canon” (Fargnoli 

and Gillespie 2006: xii), yet it is hard to say which texts are primary and which represent 

“the wealth of secondary material” (LeBlanc 2011: 182). Even if we could agree that, say, 

an essay connecting Tolkien and FW (Hiley 2015) is “least expected” (Carpentier 2015: 6), 

given the scarcity of the intertextual data (see Tolkien Gateway, s.v. “James Joyce”, 2005, 
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Tolkien 2012: 87-89), a general hierarchy of topicality to identify what texts are expected 

more in exchanges of thought has not appeared. Nor can one cross-prioritize “assertions”, 

“nods”, “echoes”, and “counter-signatures” (Attridge 2015: ix) in a coherent typology of 

responses to FW. What “the wheat” is, separable from “the chaff”, depends on “particular 

tastes, temperament and prejudices” (Senn 1970: 210). Finally, if the main message of FW 

is its eventual message, it could be a vague feeling of inscrutability, or something about us 

saying “that we are not sophisticated enough to understand beyond our linguistic rules” 

(Shaughnessy 2004).

3.1.7. Appeals to Telos

By appealing to telos, the exegete implies that claims which serve the purpose, or, the telos 

of FW, are better than other claims. Still, the objective of FW has never been agreed on. 

One of the many expressed possibilities is that while Ulysses could serve a reconstruction 

of Dublin (Budgen 1972: 69), FW may have been meant to secure a reconstruction of “our 

society” (Campbell and Robinson 1993: 8)––whatever this means. Alternately, if  FW “is 

about language” (Buckalew 1974: 93), its objective is to establish and sustain language. Or 

perhaps it is about darkness (Bishop 1986) and obscurity (Glasheen 1963: xvii). Szegedy-

Maszák asserts that “Joyce aimed to invalidate” “the teleology of reading” (1997: 275). If 

FW is “about anybody, anywhere, anytime” (Tindall 1996: 3), its purpose is as uncertain as 

the ontologies of spacetime and humanity. If “Finnegans Wake is about Finnegans Wake” 

(Tindall 1959: 237), its telos is its own existence. In the epistemological conditions that 

FW set up, its objective is turning into some kind of teleological indeterminacy, to “keep 

piling up information” (John S. Gordon in Hamada 2013: 41).

3.1.8. Appeals to Historicity

By appealing  to  historicity,  the  exegete  implies  that  claims  which  concern  an element 

existing in the times of Joyce, especially one familiar to him, are better than claims which 

concern an element that became known after Joyce had finished writing FW. Following 

this logic,  asserting  that, say,  “aosch” (FW 286.2) means “chaos” (Epstein 1966: 263) is 
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more reasonable than asserting that “aosch” refers to “Ausch” or “Schoa” [Auschwitz and 

Shoah].  Asserting that “aosch” refers to “bosch” (see, e.g., FW compared to H. Bosch’s 

The Garden of Earthly Delights in Hervé 2017) is better than a proposition that the word 

refers to chaos theory (discovered by Edward Lorenz in 1961, the term coined by James A. 

Yorke in 1975). The criterion of historicity would disqualify possible references to Andy 

Warhol (“And he war”, 258.12), George Soros (“Soros cast”, 601.33), Pol Pot (“a pot on 

a pole”, 451.05) and such, however, it could not as easily discredit claims that in FW Joyce 

alludes, e.g., to Lavrentiy Beria (see Eco 1992: 35-37) or that the acronym HCE stands for 

an “Englishman” with “initials C. H.” (Stockdale 1812: 311) who in 1774 found the Upas 

tree of Java (“three…upastairs”, FW 362.33).

The criterion of historicity is negated by such claims which suggest FW as a “book 

of prophecies” (Lemos 2012: 89, see J. P.  Anderson 2010: 71, Carver 1978a: 208, Catlin 

1989: 89, Chrisp 2019a, R. Ellmann 1982: 550, Jolas 2009a: 403, S. W. Klein 1994: 238-

239,  n.  53,  cf.  Harvey 2015c),  able  to  make an impact  “backward  in  time”  (Quadrino 

2018b), a display of the “timelessness and clairvoyance of Joyce” (Zyjeski 1997). Some of 

the alleged prophecies, varying in metaphoricity, concern: “the Wall Street Crash of 1929” 

(Critchley and McCarthy 2005: 184), the audio tape (Dick 2011a: 9), the murder of John 

Lennon  (Leszkiewicz  2012:  223-224),  Conor  McGregor’s  triumph  against  Jose  Aldo 

(Loynd  2015),  Sarah  Palin  (“Palin’s  Wake”,  2016), “2001’s  black  monolith  and  the 

iPhone” (Quadrino 2013a), Donald Trump (id. 2019b), “Tiger Woods, Princess Diana, or 

Clinton” (J. A. Snyder 2004: 520), “the atom bombing of Nagasaki” and “the space age” 

(R. A. Wilson 1988),  as well  as “a world of peace run by women” (Sheldon Brivic  in 

Fordham 2013b: 339). Translators and scholars discovered their names in FW (Dai 2010: 

586, Hunter 1983, Łuba 2007: 56).

Since “literary criticism will always be tempted to break free from intentional and 

historical constraints on interpretation” (Newton 1982: 109), this may explain why people 

did manage to link FW with chaos theory (Jamili  2013, Soliński 2006) and Auschwitz 

(Boheemen-Saaf 1999: 14, Reizbaum 1999: 140) after all, and people can imagine Joyce’s 

opinion on the post-Joyce world (see Barlow 2014). Newton asserts that the reason for 

neglecting historical constraints is that the exegete “is not forced by any practical necessity 

to interpret the text in relation to a limited set of interests” (op. cit., ibid.), but one can well 

imagine that the Joyce industry is forced by the conditions of its operation to interpret FW 

in a professionally useful way. Joyce engaged in gender studies, “fierce feminism” (Sailer 
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1997), postcolonial studies (Cheng 1996-1997), cyberspace (Liu 2006: 516) etc., represents 

various movements avant la lettre. As such exceptions to the principle of historicity are not 

explained by a rule of literary criticism clarifying why one can make exceptions at all, they 

greatly reduce any effectiveness of appeals to historicity.

3.1.9. Appeals to the Majority or Minority

By appealing to the majority with their commonsensical authority, the exegete implies that 

claims  with  which  more  people  agree  are  better  than  claims  with which fewer people 

agree. On the other hand, by appealing to the minority and their elitism the exegete implies 

that claims shared by the few experts are better than claims of many less qualified people. 

A combination of the two is the appeal to both groups, seen in this example that “literary 

critics and ordinary readers” alike think FW “borders on the illegible” (Liu 2010: 101). 

However, the scholar announcing agreement with the common reader probably mistakes 

an academic model of the common reader for the actual reader. A “casual reader is not 

a reader of FW”, and not even more specific subsets of readers are “homogenous” (Halper 

1971: 5). An exegete who does not want to appear presumptuous inserts a safety word in 

the appeal (e.g., “probably” in: “Most readers of Finnegans Wake would probably hesitate 

to call it  a novel”, Attridge 2001: 126), but safety words like “probably” (used without 

explaining the calculus of probability) make any such claim simply vague. Finally, even if 

statistical tests could be performed, the statistician would  remain baffled how to weight 

claims  of  a non-reader  commenting  on FW against  claims  of  a scholar  who “failed  in 

a most elementary way” (Senn 1984: xi) or claims of a reader who thinks, on behalf of 

“most of us”, that the text is “simply unreadable” (Pierce 2013: 301).

3.1.10. Emotive Persuasion

Embracing appeals to emotion, fear, pity, flattery, ridicule, spite and such with the term 

“emotive persuasion”, emotive persuasion refers to the use of rhetorical devices relying on 

emotions  in  order  to  make the  exegete  look (more)  competent  and their  claim (more) 

compelling. This has a rich tradition in the system of FW––the text earned labels as distant 
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as  masterpiece from failure (see Fordham 2011: 73), oxymoronic ones too, such as “the 

product of a deranged intellect or a misguided genius” (Fleming 1972: 19). The volume of 

FW exegesis contains clichés like “the most genial book in the world” (Tindall 1996: 23) 

as well as claims that reading three pages of FW was “a waste of time” (Roddy Doyle qtd. 

in Chrisafis 2004). Where claims about FW are called “unhinged”, “crackpot”, “deranged” 

(Tim Conley in Lawrence 2019), one sees rudeness as pointless as accounting for taste, but 

also a hint of the idea that some claims are sane, balanced, and thus better, which idea is of 

no hermeneutic value, especially if the insulted party might answer in kind, following their 

own idea about what “deranged” is.

Parsing appeals to emotions sometimes can expose content probably unintended by 

the author. For example, claims such as that “Finnegan’s Wake is the ultimate linguistic 

experience”  (Daily 1977:  303) can be taken as either  warnings  or exhortations  (but  in 

either case, the misspelling does not make the author trustworthy). Even if FW is “a waste 

of Joyce’s talent” (Wexler 1997: 70), FW can still be better than any text by any person 

whose talent was not wasted. Phrases such as “a cold pudding of a book” (Nabokov 1990: 

71) are likely meant to dissuade one from reading FW, but the same effect can be reached 

with apparently neutral observations, e.g., that FW “takes patience” (Fargnoli and Gillespie 

2006: 107) or even likely praises, e.g., that FW is “most innovative” (ibid., 74). Therefore, 

emotive persuasion is hermeneutically redundant.

3.1.11. Appeals to Knowledge

By appealing to knowledge––signalled with phrases such as “it is (well) known that” (see 

Hornik 1960: 123, McHugh 2006: xiii, L. Wilson 2013: 75)––the exegete implies that there 

are claims which deliver some certainty, even a truth, and thus are better than claims which 

rely on conjectures. In an epistemological hierarchy proposed by Geert Lernout, the editor 

comes first (since he establishes the text), then is the annotator, then the translator, and the 

hierarchically lowest is the interpreter (1996a: 143). However, this proposition is doubtful, 

at least when we think of FW, if one agrees that the editor has not established the text yet 

(and may never do), the annotator notified us of “linguistic dissatisfaction” (Senn 1992b), 

and the translator is a rare species. It is also debatable if “nothing can be done” without the 
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text (Lernout, op. cit., ibid.): apparently, a lot of texts have been written about FW without 

the source text having been established.

Since Lernout implies that the advantages of the editor’s work can be “falsifiability, 

objectivity” (ibid.), and promises scientificity “in Karl Popper’s sense of the word” (1995: 

48), two instant objections should arise. First: If Joyce’s intentions are a privileged source 

of  knowledge,  but  “it  would  be  pretentious  to  assert  that  genetic  criticism  is  able  to 

decipher all the secrets of Joyce’s magnum opus” (Van Herbruggen 2004, see Deppman 

2010: 155), then who, and how, settles the conflicts of interpretation of Joyce’s intention? 

Second: If falsifiability suffers from the dearth of volunteers to perform it (Lernout 1995: 

47, see Deppmann 2006, Fuse 2019, Rose 1995: 19), is it not available just theoretically, 

which means, one could say, that it is not actually available?

Umberto Eco, discussing “the falsifiability of misinterpretations” (1988: 163-165), 

mentions Popper-like falsifiability as well, linking it to his (Eco’s) idea that interpretation 

has limitations. Eco’s associative diagram for a word in FW (1984: 75) is not boundless––

it can be inscribed in a circle, outside which there would be something Eco calls “blatantly 

unacceptable” (1990: 6) or “paranoiac interpretation” (1991: 165). For instance, says Eco, 

FW will not provide “the proof of Fermat’s Last Theorem, or the complete bibliography of 

Woody Allen” (1996a: 303). Another person’s example is that the question “Why do I am 

alook alike a poss of porterpease?” (FW 21:18-19) does not refer “to the price of oranges 

in Calcutta” (Herring 1987: 185). One might answer this by denying the existence of any 

absurd in actual interpretation. Secondly, even if absurd exists, it can be a positive thing, if 

“interpretation  is  interesting  only  when  it  is  extreme”  (Culler  2004:  110).  Thirdly,  to 

an extent, FW supports what its eisegetes wish to find in the text.102 Fourthly, as “we ought 

not to confuse the  Wake’s exemplary complaisance with our understanding of it” (Senn 

1984:  xi),  so  its  resistance  against  some  associations  does  not  indicate  that  they  are 

misinterpretations. This is not to say that, say, two claims about the word “riverrun” (FW 

3.1), that, (i), it refers to a river, and (ii), it refers to a feline duchess of Mars, are equally 

102 Against Eco:  “Hill of Allen” (FW 57.13) refers to Woody Allen’s  Annie Hall (1977), “allenalaw” 

(FW 83.34) to Allen’s a Rainy Day in New York (2017) starring Jude Law; Pierre de Fermat’s  Hanc 

marginis exiguitas non caperet (1637) is called “immarginable” (FW 4.19). Against Herring: If the 

‘price of oranges’ is a metaphor for expulsion from Eden (see “link between oranges and the original 

sin”, Milesi 1998: 21), the pottery in the Indus Valley stands for Adam; then as one recalls the Porters in 

the service of the Dutch East India Company, the text in FW becomes defensible as mentioning the 

oranges in the riverine port by the bay of Bengal.
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probable to appear. Still, if (or once) they both appear, then they are equally (in)valid. It is 

not so that a claim is correct or acceptable if it “provides answers” (C. Hart 1963: 6), as 

long as “answers” is a vague term. Claim (i) can probably be expected to generate more 

text or more  data than Claim (ii), but it still cannot provide more  answers, certainly not 

when the data do not synthesise with and into coherence.

Against ideas that interpretations are regulated by the intentio auctoris and intentio 

operis,103 one can say that the former one is often called fallacious (Wimsatt and Beardsley 

1946, cf. Coleman 1995) and is as inefficient as appeals to James Joyce. Indeed, if Joyce’s 

intention was to cede on the reader the “responsibility for making his creation meaningful” 

(Loxterman 1991: 125, see Colangelo 2016:  72,  Fordham 2007: 219, Senn 1990b:  63, 

Tindall 1959: 237), the reader replaces Joyce as the administrator of his intentio auctoris. 

Regarding Eco’s intentio operis, supposedly able to reject conjectures that cannot pass the 

test “upon the text as a coherent whole” (1991: 181), FW prohibits this testing because it 

has  no  “coherent  whole”.  Last  but  not  least,  the  knowledge  of  overinterpretations 

suggested by Eco, which seems to detect “bad” claims but not lead to good or “best ones” 

(ibid., 169), is of very limited use.

The post-Eco Wakean toned down their rhetoric––an interpretation is “sufficiently 

accurate” if its “likelihood can hold at bay all alternatives” (Renggli 2014: 1014), ‘better’ 

is ‘more pleasing’ (Rabaté 2001: 207), ‘meaningful’ is ‘useful’ (T. Conley 2017b: 20), in 

line with the pragmatist answer to Eco given by Richard Rorty (2004). Still the pragmatist 

has not abandoned the concept of misreading, held back by “a sense of propriety” (Nash 

2006: 120), attempting to dodge the conclusion that “semiotic  universe” is “alarmingly 

chaotic” (Simpkins 2001: 159). Trying to find some stability against chaos and anarchy in 

interpreting,  Andrzej  Szahaj  proposes  that  interpretations  become  objective  in  debates 

(1997: 33) of ethically sensitive people (ibid., 24, see Begnal 1971: 7, Halper 1971: 6). It is 

persuasiveness, Szahaj  says (op. cit.,  33), which makes a claim convincing,  interesting, 

convenient,  exciting,  meaningful,  and  even  true-by-consensus  (27),  but  it  needs 

intercommunication (22), a community. This is in homage to Stanley Fish’s view that there 

is no interpretation without or outside of the associative context imposed by ‘interpretive 

community’ (1980). This community is in demand because of “the desire to extend the 

reference of ‘us’” (Rorty 1989:  169),  reinforced by the “human desire  for closure and 

103 Against Lernout, Eco implies that the quest for intentio auctoris may pollute intentio operis (1988: 

166).
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epistemological security” (Floyd Merrell in Simpkins 2001: 154). There are nods toward 

this community where the plural is used in claims such as that FW is “what we do with it” 

(Senn 1990b: 63) or “about our ideas about it” (Tindall 1959: 237).

But one can present various objections to Fish, including this one that “interpretive 

communities can neither be defined nor recognized” (Nash 1996: 285, see Kálmán 1992, 

E. M. Roberts 2006). Then, regarding FW more specifically, “the field of Joyce studies [is] 

problematic as an interpretive community” (McGee 2001: 43). The question without clear 

answers is who announces that a community has reached agreement. Moreover, a vision of 

a Wakean community as an agora of “fellow inquirers” (Rorty 1982: 165) with “the desire 

for solidarity” (Rorty 1991: 39) is naïve. Academic capitalism demands fierce competition, 

an element of which is the pressure to ‘publish or perish’. In communal solidarity there is 

a threat of “group-think” and one of “ethnocentrism” of “middle-class liberal Westerners” 

(Fyffe 1996: 8). The individual, idiosyncratic interpreter, “an irresponsible reader” (Fish 

1980: 336), giving in to private fancies and incomprehensible gibberish (Szahaj 1977: 22), 

is not granted the benefit of the doubt why a sane person would like to generate nonsense 

for nonsense’s sake or invent absurd to spite a fellow man. Presuming such malice is not 

coherent with the other assumption of solidarity.

3.2. Terms Implying a Difference of Competence

Embracing  the  idea  that  interpretive  competence  can  and should  be  differentiated,  the 

academic system of FW studies has followed the tradition of distinguishing ‘specialists’ 

from ‘amateurs’. Among the relevant terms, “Joycean” should command some more initial 

attention if this is how “most Joycean specialists choose to call themselves” (Gaiser 1986: 

248), albeit one must keep in mind that not all Joyceans are Wakeans. The text of FW can 

be left unmentioned in Joycean books (e.g., Scholes and Kain 1965) and academic papers 

(e.g., A. Fogarty 2008). A Joycean not preoccupied with FW will  “steer clear of it” (B. 

Benstock 1976: 126). On the other hand, every Wakean is a Joycean, or is expected to be. 

Where not being disparaged in contrast to Ulysses which “towers over the rest of Joyce’s 

writings” (Nabokov 1990: 71), FW culminates––and asks for a reading of––Joyce’s entire 

oeuvre (T. S. Eliot in Brannon 2003: 18, V. Heller 1995: 11, Lane 2002: 139, Lerm Hayes 
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2011:  329,  T.  McCarthy  2014:  39). The  connection  between  FW and  Ulysses can  be 

illustrated by the similarity in these texts:

“Nowadays  Ulysses was introduced and annotated, gazetteers and lexicons were written, the 

book was commented on by philosophers and literary theoreticians, adaptations and imitations 

as well as works of criticism were published in increasing numbers and frequency, yet the text  

still makes readers tentative creators of contexts” (Ionescu 2003: 221)

and

“Finnegans Wake has been introduced and annotated, gazetteers and lexicons were written, the 

book has been commented on by philosophers and literary theoreticians; the professors have not 

been sitting on their hands. But neither have the ordinary readers, and some of the key-texts in 

the artillery of guides to Finnegans Wake we owe to amateurs, to readers who do not get tenure 

or promotion for working on this difficult book” (an advert in Thomson 1990: 220),

where one notices a division line set between the professor and the amateur. However, if 

the larger text of FW should comprise not only Joyce’s  oeuvre, but  also “the history” of 

FW, which is what “good interpretation requires” (Deppman 2006), and Joyce’s biography, 

and Joyce’s sources of input  “from history, politics, literature, and popular culture [and] 

science” (Booker 2000: 131), Joyce’s source  of knowledge of “myth, theology, religion, 

sculpture,  opera  and  popular  music,  history,  literature,  gender  psychology,  medicine, 

science” (Thomas 2007: 1) and other texts, this larger FW, demanding multiprofessorial 

competence, could never be approached by a “flesh-and-blood reader” (Pym 2010: 111).

Since the reader of FW is expected to be acquainted with various texts, it can be 

problematic to say where one’s reading of FW actually begins. If, let’s say, the work of 

Giambattista  Vico,  “a fairly  obscure”  thinker  (Chabon  2012,  see  Peake  1977:  355)  is 

unknown to a prospective FW reader (McHugh 1981: 29-30), but the reader is persuaded 

into thinking that Vico is somehow vital for understanding FW (see J. S. Atherton 1974: 

29-34, Barger 2003, Orr 1987, Verene 2003), their reading Vico (or about Vico) might be 

regarded as part of the process of reading FW. It must be psychologically taxing, however, 

to become familiar with various texts, possibly even without opening the source text, still 

call it “reading FW”. This may be why the professional in the industry likes to suggest that  

the level of entry knowledge be higher. As “one modernizes one’s understanding of that 

term”––“the common reader” (Bishop 1999: viii),  the “plain reader” becomes “cultured 

enough” (Rabaté 2002: 31), a highly skilled intellectual (Bellow 1994: 147), who knows 

Vico in advance––and then the time to read Vico is not on the side of FW expenditures.

152



But then a difference of erudition between ordinary readers and experts becomes 

unclear. What only adds to confusion is the existence of other levels of alleged expertise, 

such as the “middle-range” reader (B. Benstock 1965: vii; see also Scholes and Kain 1965: 

x, Schwarz 2015: 334). As one mentions a difference “between critic and scholar” (W. Van 

Mierlo  2002:  3),  but “FW criticism”  may be  in  a “pre-critical  stage”  (Sandulescu  and 

Vianu 2015b: 17), and some scholars admit incompetence (e.g., Senn 1984: xi) and authors 

of exegetical  texts call  themselves  “not an expert  on Joyce at  all”  (Zatkalik  2001: 55), 

an “amateur scholar” (Mink 1992: 36), “no scholar” (Cliett 2011: 13, see LeBlanc 2011), 

and so on, this certainly obscures the “definitional boundaries” separating “Joyceans” from 

“non-Joyceans” (B. Benstock 1988: 4).

Since one’s additional competence, such as that about Vico, does not open a secret 

door to understanding FW, but reveals a “set of clichés” (Nemerov 1975: 654, see Kitcher 

2007: 46, Stocker 2019: 204) instead, and since FW “baffles critics and readers alike” (C. 

George Sandulescu in Hamada 2013: 87), the need of boundaries between various exegetes 

can easily be explained by the critic’s wish to appear more professional. Then, as the aura 

of interpretive superiority which some scholars try to exploit professionally can be vitiated 

by such other scholars who join the ‘amateur’ side, conflicts of interest arise. For example, 

a  conflict  is  marked by the opposition to Fritz  Senn’s  idea  that  readers  should not  be 

“forced to acquire and study the multi-volume edition of the [FW] notebooks” (Lernout 

1998: 294), which can be explained as Lernout’s defence of his own professional interests. 

On  the  other  hand,  a scholar  taking  the  “scholar=amateur”  turn,  motivated  by  their 

psychological  self-defence  to  exchange  the  awareness  of  a  scholarly  fiasco  for  the 

amateur’s  freedom to  be  carefree  (“unbeschwert”,  Senn  2018:  6),  self-exempted  from 

having to prove professionalism, seeks a place  in the amateur’s world about which he or 

she is quite ignorant (see Platt 2011: 12). It should be noted that no scholars  “flaunting” 

their amateurship (Senn 2015:22, see Gula 1999: 262) rush to redact or retract their old FW 

exegesis made with scholarly pretence. It appears that the turn has separated the scholars 

who can afford to call themselves amateurs from those who cannot do that, but both groups 

“do not depart too far from the intellectual status quo” (Pyle 2018-2019: 12), unwilling to 

say it openly and in clear terms that the claims about FW are non-hierarchical.

In absence of an “absolute criterion for  measuring the relevance of the discourse” 

(Derrida  1988:  52)  and demanded,  albeit  questioned,  “varieties  of  competence”  (Nash 

2006: 99), some scholars prioritize their work and time inputs. The concept of time-based 
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competence has some support in that the time Joyce took to write FW allegedly certifies to 

its purposefulness and meaningfulness (Bowen 2004: 658, Dettmar 1996: 222, Hutchins 

2016:  216,  Strong  1939  in  Deming  2005:  661,  see  Burgess  2008:  49).104 Among  the 

announcements is 1000 hours demanded from a “veritable reader” (Tindall 1959: 240), the 

number attributed to Thornton Wilder (Nemerov 1975: 654), albeit he used it in a different 

context (Delpech 1992: 52), and admitted he had “wasted all those hours” (qtd. in Wolf 

2018: 48-49). Since “[p]rofessors of English don’t have that kind of time” (Mink 1992: 

35),  1000 hours  may be  replaced  with “a hundred hours”  to  “get  you into  the  circle” 

(Tindall,  ibid.,  see Semmler  1961: 332), whatever  that means. It  is  unlikely that  either 

number of hours has actually been counted. More likely, they were chosen because they 

looked neat, as neat as “the magic number for true expertise” (Gladwell 2008: 40). If a FW 

reader  “is  not  measured by time spent  but  by intelligence  and information  contributed 

toward an understanding of the work” (B. Benstock 1965: 4), and scholars  can  “theorize 

intelligently about Finnegans Wake without actually having gone near it” (Senn 1984: xi), 

the criterion of intelligence is dubious, all the more so that intelligence is in the eye of the 

observer.

The real difference between non-specialists and specialists follows this definition of 

professionalism: the specialist,  using Joyce to further an “auspicious career” (Senn 1998-

1999: 191), is paid to work on FW (but not necessarily to read it), which privilege does not 

apply to  the “common reader”  (Gołąb 2013:  217).  The “difference  of  competence”,  as 

Derrida suggested, is about one’s membership in the “institution” (1988: 37).

3.3. Prerequisites for Reading

Admitting any prerequisites for reading FW, the exegete reinforces the academic paradigm 

of hierarchical competence by implying that some readers can arrive faster than others at 

some knowledge about the text. While laboriousness, diligence, patience have always been 

among  the  commonly  advertised  features  of  a FW  reader,  if  “the  important  reading 

prerequisite is not selectivity nor even quality, as much as it is quantity” (Jenkins 1998: ix), 

they can all be embraced by the prerequisite called time. The importance of time moves to 

104 The time of work would be stressed in nearly every review of the Polish 2012 translation of FW, 

comparing Joyce’s 17 years to Bartnicki’s 13 years (see, e.g., Krukowski 2012).
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the foreground, or––where the level  of entry knowledge about FW is set  high––to the 

“necessary background” (Joe Schork in Hamada 2013: 112).

As time and money are the key prerequisites for participating in international symposia, 

reading groups, and other “rituals” (Rabaté 2011: 267), they are not the prerequisites for 

reading FW, which is to say that the decades of the ‘ritualised’ scholarly discussion of FW 

have failed to produce a testably better “Joycean knowledge” (ibid.). It is symbolic that in 

1941 Harry Levin enjoyed the thought that a prerequisite for reading FW was “a curiosity” 

(177) and a reader could identify the “well-defined themes” and “characteristic devices” in 

FW (178), yet his opinion quoted in the 2000s was followed by a list of many titles which 

symbolise the “collective endeavour” of the “[a]ttempting to understand Finnegans Wake” 

(Fargnoli and Gillespie 2006: 107), and another decade later, even “the ideally educated, 

polyvocal and poly-national reader” must “hit a few bumps” (Ch. Van Mierlo 2017: 142).

3.4. The Extraliterary Motivation(s) in the Joyce Industry

While it has been argued throughout the thesis that all claims concerning FW are equally 

(in)valid, this is against the academic paradigm of hierarchical hermeneutical competence 

adopted in the Joyce industry.  The word “paradigm” is with the sense of Thomas Kuhn 

(1996). It can be found in the volume of FW exegesis––see, e.g., “the paradigm of the 

dream”  (H.  Adams  1990:  155),  paradigms  of  thought  (Dumitrescu  2006),  FW’s 

“paradigmatic rapport with the letter” (LeBlanc 1999a), paradigmatic reading (Sandulescu 

2012d: 7-32); and it appears in texts which present Joyce’s work as parallel  to Kuhn’s 

(Bohnenkamp 1989: 20, Duszenko 1997, Lernout 1990: 6), still  discussions of Kuhn in 

relation to the Joyce industry, such as Lernout’s (1989b: 185), seem rare. If the industry is 

reluctant to discuss the paradigm in the context of competence, this may be in order not to 

discuss anomalies that challenge the paradigm.

The existence of the paradigm is confirmed by various statements,  appeals,  and 

terms  implying  a difference  of  competence,  the  scholar-amateur  dichotomy,  assumed 

actuality of error, absurd, misinterpretation, etc. The paradigm will be called inconsistent 

because the difference of hermeneutical competence that it assumes is not correlated with 

coherent criteria or mechanisms for (i) adjudicating conflicts between exegetes on the same 

level in a hierarchy, (ii) ranking equivalent claims made with different means, and (iii) 
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ranking different claims made with equivalent means, beside the problem of ranking non-

conflicted claims. The same kind of inconsistency is present in the hierarchical models that 

remove the hermeneutical effect as the criterion for categorisation of claims, replacing it, 

e.g.,  with ergometrics  (ranking  claims  by  the  work-time  input),  intellectual  aesthetics 

(ranking claims by their style, idiom) or formal markers (ranking claims by the proponent’s 

academic degree). Inconsistency is aggravated by the fact that Wakean exegetes apparently 

do not rely on one kind of logic and violate the law of contradiction.

But there are some more fundamental reasons why one should dismiss an idea to 

differentiate interpretive competence about FW. First, the epistemology of FW cannot rely 

on primitive terms, and so every claim about FW (including this one) is vague, uncertain.  

What is usually considered a claim is its recipient’s conjectural assumption about what the 

claim says, with its tacitly defined terms. Indeed, it is not even certain what “about FW” 

mean. The name “FW” is a set of many referents, none of which is intuitive or privileged. 

Exegetes  cannot  overcome  the  epistemic  impasse: the  more  statements  about  FW are 

made, the more unfixed the reference of FW becomes, but  attempts to fix the reference 

only result in more statements. The volume of FW exegesis cannot be precisely described. 

It is large enough to prevent identification and cataloguability of its data, disable appeals to 

the majority, arguments from statistics, and so on. The volume, or its size, is one reason for 

the impasse, common in the Joyce industry. Another reason, referring more exclusively to 

FW, is the inscrutability of the source text, which is due to its language, called Wakese 

here. In the past, Wakese was miscategorised as English––despite that the position that 

Wakese is an unknown language is better under Occam’s law of parsimony.

When no one has any better hermeneutical competence about FW, yet the paradigm 

suggests otherwise, the assumption here goes on that the primary motivation why the Joyce 

industry has used and promoted the paradigm is  extraliterary, transgressing beyond the 

hermeneutical concerns with FW as a literary text. The assumption aims to reconcile the 

fact that the system of FW is initially, inescapably, irreparably restricted by the rule of 

NMA with the suggestions that there is and should be a difference of competence about 

FW. In other words, it tries to answer the question why so many people would engage in 

the examination of FW, which is hermeneutically futile. While any hermeneutical model of 

literary study privileges one or more elements in the following set: the author – the text – 

the interpreter  – the method – the interpretation  (Szahaj  2011),  the extraliterary model 

emphasises the nonliterary aspects of FW. This is opposite to Thomas Kuhn’s decision in 
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his seminal work to discuss paradigm without discussing “external social, economic, and 

intellectual conditions in the development of the sciences” (1996: xii).

The most obvious extraliterary motivation is economic, following directly from that 

the Joyce industry is a community of professionals, or, people paid to process FW. At that 

professional level, the criterion for evaluation of claims can (re)gain consistency, simply 

put: a claim is acceptable if it serves the Joyce industry. This motivation explains why the 

industry would not opt for the unknown language position, and why it has abode by the 

paradigm  of  competence.  Other  extraliterary  motivations  are  the  psychological  one(s) 

(already discussed in the Introduction), notably, self-defence in the individuals who try not 

to admit incompetence or ignorance, and the ideological motivation(s) at the super-system 

levels.105

3.4.1. The Joyce Industry in Academic Capitalism

This  section  aims  at  describing  the  Joyce  industry,  the  institution  of  professionals 

remunerated for their engagement with Joyce being a “hot academic property” (Lernout 

1990: 17). The word ‘industry’ has “negative connotations” (Meyers 1994: 17), and can be 

used “disparagingly” (Killeen 2018), associated with the so-called Joyce Wars (Brannon 

2003, Hitt 2018), the “particularly aggressive” policing of copyrights by the Joyce Estate 

(Rimmer 2005), etc., still some of its synonyms are even harsher: “Joyce cult” (Deming 

1964: 40 re Kavanagh 1954), “Joyce Mafia” (Jaurretche 1999: 451, O’Shea 1995), though 

there are more moderate ones too, including “Joyce inflation” (Ezra Pound in Carlin 1994: 

133, F. Read 1970: 257), “Joyce enterprise” (Attridge 2009a: xix), “Joyce trade” (Staley 

105 Some  people  in  the  literary  institution  admit  that  “all  literature  is  produced  by  the  literary 

establishment, in terms of the latter’s authoritative and authorizing power structure and corresponding 

economic arrangements” (Alexander Search in Gupta et al. 2017: 17; emphasis added, see ibid., 30), yet 

“dismiss[] the political verve of scholarship” (Suman Gupta in ibid., 12). Some admit that “all criticism 

is ineluctably (good Joycean word, that) ideological” (Dettmar 2007: 376), yet do not hasten to say that  

all ideology is ineluctably economic. Since one can argue things such as that ‘culture is the continuation  

of war by other means’ (see Bartnicki 2012c), ‘ideology is all about power’, ‘power is all about money’,  

and so on, the principle assumed here is as follows: Everything belongs to or results from a struggle for 

resources, therefore everything is economic. Notwithstanding that, for easier distribution of arguments, 

economy and ideology will be discussed as if they were separate.
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2001), “Joyce community” (Abu et al. 2019). The industry knows that except for FW being 

“awash with money” (Critchley and McCarthy 2005: 184) at the literary level, or even FW 

being useful to hedge fund managers (T. McCarthy 2018: 183), there is FW plainly as 

a commodity in the enterprise offering employment (Flood 2012, Yeager 2011: 168), even 

“an auspicious career” (Senn 1998-1999: 191), social and cultural capital (Bourdieu 1986), 

including “power and prestige” (Lernout 1989b: 185), typically convertible into economic 

capital.  “Did you get money / For your Joycean knowledge?”, a poet duly asks (Patrick 

Kavanagh in Pierce 2000: 650).

In the industry commodifying Joyce (Bielenberg 1996, Caines 2016, Chrisp 2019b, 

Malouf  1999,  Nohrnberg 2011:  233,  Singh 2009,  S.  Thompson 1997),  the  profit  drive 

works not only in academia. One may consider the examples of a translation of FW for the 

money  (“que  pour  l’argent”,  Meltz  2003,  see  also  Reich  2015)  and  a Google-assisted 

translation that the author called a pointless, egregious joke (A. Roberts 2019b), yet put it 

on sale anyway (2019a). More  openly profit-minded  allies of Wakean academics are the 

publishing industry, travel industry, with hotel services, transport,  catering––they would 

certainly  welcome a “Wake-day” (Fordham 2013a) for some extra  profit  beside what is 

drawn from Ulysses around every Bloomsday.106 Still, the ‘Joyce industry’ hereinafter will 

mean the subindustry of scholars, the  “allusions industry” (Michael Hollington in Hanna 

2009: 62), the “Joycean academic industry” (Brannigan, Ward and Wolfreys 1998: xii). As 

the term “industry” might vex or offend academics not primarily interested in economy, 

writing texts with an above-par quality of intellectual craftsmanship, certain clarifications 

are due.  That systemic responsibility  should not concern anyone who does not gain a net 

profit from their work on FW or who can explain how their competence (which sells their 

work) is better.  Still,  as the industry is assumed to be a beneficiary of the paradigm of 

competence which it cannot justify, then even such scholars who are not concentrated on 

the economic aspect of the job benefit from the unjustified paradigm. Anyway, the scholars 

who try  to  make Joyce  “accessible  to  the  general  reader”,  yet  towards  a “hierarchical 

model of reading” (A. Kelly 2010), are wrong regardless of their motivations, which can 

be  different––some  (e.g.,  one’s  desire  to  broaden  the  customer  base)  aggravating  the 

106 In 2004, the centenary of Bloomsday, was “a moment of unprecedented commercial exploitation” of 

Joyce’s work (Nolan 2004: 23). After 2012, when Joyce “emerged from copyright”, becoming one of 

the “particularly valuable commodities” (R. Boland 2013), this exploitation must have intensified.
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charge of gaining undue advantages, others (e.g., one’s wish to disseminate knowledge) 

mitigating it.107

The Joyce industry operates under “academic capitalism” (Münch 2014, Slaughter 

and Rhoades 2004). Its centres are in the USA and Western Europe (Brooker 2014: 25-26). 

Their “investment in Joyce” (Gibson 2006: 15) is expected to yield a positive ROI. As the 

industry seeks to have skilled participants, the most appreciated skills are those which help 

the industry to operate. As the text of FW has been “highly complicated”, “enough to keep 

Ph.D.’s  going  full  speed”  (Merton  1969:  543)  and  the  “dearth  of  easy  answers”  “has 

generated a thriving Joyce industry” (E. F. O’Connor 2015: 16), the industry is not at all 

interested in either easy or definitive answers about FW. In accordance, mutatis mutandis, 

with  the  worse-is-better  philosophy  (Gabriel  2000:  8),  the  industry  uses  strategies  to 

maximise and privatise profits, while minimising and socialising costs. Under the publish-

or-perish pressure, the scholar sticks to a minimal sample of FW, choosing not to read FW, 

but rather to “quote it, mine for epigrams, footnote it” (S. D. G. Knowles 2008: 98). The 

economic motivation can explain why FW is “read and written about for status, too often 

academic” (Sandulescu and Vianu 2015b: 17) and/or is  written about without being read 

(Tindall 1959: 240) by people “more interested in the scholarship than in the writing on 

which the scholarship is based” (W. Harris 2002). The career-driven newcomer, asked to 

follow the “intellectual heart, and make it marketable” (Jaurretche 1999: 452), prioritises 

the latter part. One can assume that many a Wakean academic offered a chance to work in 

a more profitable enterprise will leave Joyce. The example of Dan Weiss comes to mind: 

having written a dissertation on FW (2001), he left Joyce for show-running HBO’s Game 

of Thrones. Making an example of cost optimisation is text genetics––an interest which, 

due to the work it requires, does not attract many volunteers (see Lernout 1995: 47-48). 

Academics choosing a more popular interest, such as postcolonial Joyce, tend to routinise 

“its protocols” (Wollaeger 2011: 175), or even abuse it (“by nie powiedzieć nadużyciem”, 

Surdykowski 2014: 299) till the “surfeit” of “theoretizations” (Wollaeger, 181).

107 The Joyce industry itself does not always act like a system in which individuals face responsibility 

for individual actions (such as was the case described in Mutnick 2015). Sometimes it deals in absolutes 

about collectives. One will consider an open letter to the Joyce community (written as if from outside 

the community) against “harassment, misogyny, inappropriate behaviour, assault, and other abuses of 

power in Joyce studies” (Abu et al. 2019) and an answer to that letter mentioning “the Joyce community 

as a whole” and usurping some knowledge about the “success” of “Joyce studies” (Latham 2018).
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Oversupply is the key issue in this discussion. Various reports on the industry (see, 

e.g.,  B.  Benstock 1966,  1976,  Senn 1998-1999,  Brockman  2003-2004,  M. P.  Gillespie 

2009) kept coming closer to the implication of the inability to catalogue its production. In 

these conditions, instances of animosity and uncooperativeness (on that see, e.g., Bowker 

2012a,  Brannon  2003:  xiii,  Cornwell  1992:  125,  Halper  1972,  Meyers  1994:  18-19, 

Polhemus 1980: 333, Senn 1981: 459, Thornton Wilder in Delpech 1992: 52), ranging 

from one-on-one clashes (e.g.,  Dettmar 1999 vs. Booker 1999, L. Knuth 1986, 1987 vs. 

Lernout 1985, 1987, 1988, Rose and Kidd 1998) driven by a more private  “obsession” 

(Seidel 1986: 520) to hostilities “related to departmental structures” (Nash 1996: 125) and 

“frictions” between Joycean schools (Lernout 1990: 129) should abound. As the industry 

maintains overt and covert censorship and self-censorship (see Fordham 2017: 312, Saint-

Amour 2011: 35,  Senn 2002a), censorship can be used to control internal  competition. 

With haughtiness stereotyped upon the scholar (Vintage Bracketologist 2016, 2017), the 

people higher in the hierarchy, thinking they are “beyond criticism from upstarts” (Groden 

1999: 235) may pass their  competition over in  mokusatsu-like silence. Still,  sometimes 

exegetes are not silent at all. Roland McHugh, for one, having admitted that his reading of 

other people’s texts “grotesquely exceeded the time any reasonable person would devote to 

a book” (1981: 1), asked the reader to forgo the less useful authors and then aim at “direct 

confrontation with Joyce’s text” (ibid.) via McHugh’s book. This gesture is hypocritical 

(T. Conley 2001: 142, see id. 2017b: 42) only if one does not recognise the tactic to secure 

a better place on the market. The tactic should be ubiquitous. Possibly, there are just some 

differences of register and degree of polemical openness.––Some exegetes are at liberty to 

name the rival (see Faktorovich 2020 vs. Roland McHugh), but others evade particulars, 

complain  against  unnamed  “critics”  (B.  Benstock  1965:  42),  dislike  unnamed  “gurus” 

(McHugh 1981: 1). Some express their disagreement politely, allowing for the personal 

relation with the opponent (e.g., Lernout 1998 vs Fritz Senn), others have the luxury to be 

more “opinionated and acerbic” (Senn 1995: 5).

As James Joyce was “always keen to ‘sell’ his work to critics” (Nash 1996: 309, 

see Patterson and Brown 2000), so academics are keen to sell theirs, but in order to do that 

they cannot give up their status of an expert. This explains the need for the paradigm of 

competence. Their self-promotion is tasked to remove any suggestion that scholarship is 

“irrelevant to the practice of reading” (Brannon 2003: xiii). They stress their value.––As 

“newcomers  to  the  text  inevitably  sense”  a “literary  otherness”  (Devlin  1991:  ix),  the 
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newcomers who “want to know more” should “turn to guidebooks and commentaries” 

(McHugh 1981: 1), “for help” (Attridge 2004b: 9). Some texts in the industry are brazen in 

making the promise of leasing the means of useful interpretive production as early as in the 

title (e.g., Campbell and Robinson 1976, Epstein 2009, Rose and O’Hanlon 1982, Tindall  

1996; see Deppman 2009 on titles). Making assurances that FW is “open to the majority of 

the population” (Attridge 2001: 33) is a logical move to enlarge the group of customers, 

though conflicted with another one, namely, that the difficulty of Joyce’s work is meant to 

constrain easy consumption (Eagleton 2005: 295). Saying that “the resources that exist to 

expound the text should be utilized to the fullest extent” (Rocco 2016: n.pag. [1]), meant to 

persuade  people into buying those resources, is understandable in Capitalism, albeit it is 

colonially abusive to readers outside the wealthy centre.108

As the scholar had decades to become aware of some basic failure to understand 

FW, the man in the street who may have realised that intuitively––and sooner––should be 

called a peer, or even a better, exegete. Admitting that peerage would force the industry to 

open up to mass competition, what would make their oversupply worse, while questioning 

the scholar’s  right  to  advertise  their  exegesis  as  a better  product.  While  “the  changing 

nature of Joyce’s audience” (Lerm Hayes and Pyle 2017-2018: 201) induces texts “far 

from the purview of traditional academics” (ibid., 202), it looks as if the scholar continues 

to reserve the right to deign these different texts “recognition in forums like JJQ” (ibid.). 

Instead of admitting nonliterary reactions to FW in popular culture as equivalent exegesis, 

the scholar rejects them, saying, e.g., that James Joyce makes “references to the popular” 

not “seriously” (K. E. Williams 2018: 14). The disinformation that academic competence 

is better than lay competence spreads thanks to academic institutional structures, access to 

mass media, as well as degrees, titles, and other attributes of “symbolic capital” (Bourdieu 

1996: 291), which can intimidate non-academic exegetes. One detects certain intimidation 

in  Peter O’Brien’s case, whose art reaction to FW (2018a) was  performed only after 40 

years of his struggle with FW as a novel (2018b). The artist,  in deference to academia, 

dared not to claim more competence, even though his work makes more sense of FW to 

more people than a scholarly text does.

108 The 8 books that make the “survival tools for Finnegans Wake” (Gioia 2013) are valued at ca. 210 

Euro (paperback if possible; shipping costs excluded; prices from Amazon.de website, March 2019), i.e. 

ca. 900 Polish Złoty. The living wage in Poland is 920 Polish Złoty (per capita in household of four; 

Sep. 2018), the minimum subsistence level is 580 Polish Złoty (May 2018), the minimum wage is 1600  

Polish Złoty (net, 1st quarter of 2019) [source: GUS, Poland].
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It also appears that a man in the street who would like to read FW and is looking 

for professional help will be expropriated of some most basic terms. That is, FW is never 

simple.  Instead of confirming that FW is  simply nonsense, the newcomer will be given 

texts about how FW is either no nonsense or is a special kind of nonsense. Similarly, FW is 

not simply unreadable––it is unreadable in some sophisticated way that an erudite scholar 

is willing to reveal, making FW “intensely readable” (Fordham 2012b: xxix). Even where 

FW is called “simply unreadable” (Pierce 2013: 301), the Wakean scholar writes more on 

the subject as if a simple unreadability should  demand  that. There is no “simple text” in 

FW (M. Norris 1976: 117) or it “is lost in the design” (Tindall 1996: 13) or it is under “the 

linguistic embroidery, embellishment, and just plain obfuscation” (LeBlanc 1999b: 297). 

Claims that FW is just overrated, one of the “perfect springboards for interminable, non-

concrete speculation” that “the universities and cultural institutes adore” (Fahy 2017) meet 

calls to patience––FW is “far from having been “assimilated” (Galindo 2017), and judging 

it is premature (Barger 2017). Perhaps judging it will never be possible if “the deeper we 

dig”, the “greater and greater theoretic resignation” (id. 1997: 389). This resignation is not 

called simply ignorance; instead one may read about “an irreducible ignorance” (Colangelo 

2018: 242-243), or nescience, or aporias, and so on.

This is not to say that academic texts should not be eloquent, but this is to say that 

a simple observation can do without scholastically verbose analyses. However, the industry 

has its reasons to burden simplicity with sophistry. One, as suggested, is professional: the 

industry that produces texts should avoid coming to any final conclusions. “Nothing with 

Joyce is ever easy” (Slote 2018: 405)––eighty years past the prototext, these words should 

signal a hermeneutical fiasco, but paraphrased as: “Nothing with Joyce is ever over”, they 

indicate a strength in the SWOT analysis of the academic business. Another reason for not 

keeping things simple belongs in the ideologies of relativism that dismantle the otherwise 

operational differences between simple and complex, worthy and unworthy of deliberation. 

In the epistemic impasse, the industry cannot (in addition to that it will not) return to the 

state when one could have primitive notions in their discussion about FW. The removal of 

simple is symbolic in the example of “And he war” (FW 258.12), three words in English, 

in which one was still able to notice German words (Derrida 1984), Danish “og han var” 

(McHugh 1991: 258),  references to Northumbrian  Cursor Mundi and  Huckleberry Finn 

(Reisman  2009a),  Heidegger  and  Anaximander  (Slote  2003:  196),  an “anagrammatical 

encoding of the proper name Yahwe” (Armand 2001) and much more. But on seeing such 
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discoveries, the newcomer is likely to think that FW requires hyperinventiveness, yet when 

too many data fail to synthesize into coherence, the newcomer is not expected to go back 

and reconsider the process of interpreting, but is encouraged to keep looking for more data 

and context, to “read forwards and backwards, above all to reread” (P. A. McCarthy 1997: 

153), to participate maximally in the “act of meaning meaning” (Whitley 1998: 173), and 

accept “an active role in piecing together clues” (Attridge 2004b: 7). The teacher’s advice 

that the student should be active serves the teacher wonderfully––the student is encouraged 

to aim for exactly the sort of competence which the student-teacher relation has theretofore 

disadvised, to take responsibility for the exegetical co-product, and to provide labour, but 

with no such remuneration that the teacher receives. When the product’s quality turns out 

to be unsatisfactory, the disillusioned student may choose to abandon FW, but by then the 

academic has sold some texts. Trying to keep the consumer on the demand side for longer, 

the supply side offers texts in which scholars say how other scholars are wrong, and design 

new models of reading. For instance, the customer may be informed about two modes of 

reading, the way of a ‘cicada’ [the reader goes straight into the text, without much care for 

meaning] and the way of an ‘ant’ [or a scholar making preparations for a scrupulous study] 

(“Cicala”  and  “Formica”,  Pedone  and  Terrinoni  2017b:  1,  see  also  “the  manner  of 

a grasshopper” and “the way of ant”, Fordham 2012b: xxix). But this is a mock choice if 

no ‘cicada’ would buy an academic text to learn how to read without academic texts. So, 

while Joyce may have aimed for “the ordinary reader” (C. Hart 1962: 27), the academic 

fails to explain why that ordinary reader should ever be guided by a specialist.

In another marketing move to keep the consumer interested, FW is advertised as 

fun, associated with some ludic experience, implied to bear the quality of a play, a game 

(Ferguson 2014ab, Latham 2015, Quadrino 2018a), to be transferable into modern media, 

even a computer video-game. Contrary to  various advertisements, not one project of FW 

gamification made it past the stage when people “fantasize about exactly how such a thing 

might be devised” (Sean Latham qtd. in O’Connell 2012; see also Kidney 2017 and L. 

Weir 2018 on two Ulysses gamification projects). What one sees in academic remediations 

of FW (e.g., Wróblewski and Bazarnik 2016) is that they do not dispute the tenets that FW 

is a novel, Joyce’s work, and in English (see Bazarnik and Wróblewski 2017, Wróblewski 

2016). Nor are the tenets called  into question by such academic projects which turn the 

Internet into a supplementary channel of reception (see Barlow 2018). Enrolling Joyce in 

the Digital Age (see Groden 1997, Ito 2019, Kera 1999, Theall 1997), even as its patron 
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saint  or  prophet  (Lillington  1998,  Mills  2015,  see  Barry  2012:  168,  2014:  225,  T. 

McCarthy 2015ab) may be meant to imply that the text of FW holds the similar potential 

for entertainment that the web-wide world does, still the Internet is a mass producer of text 

in oversupply, and of dissatisfying quality on average. In the environment of fast-changing 

infotainment,  FW  cannot  become  a  read.  Instead,  it  is  reduced  to  a curiosity,  akin  to 

projects of uncreative writing (Goldsmith 2011), a concept noted for the concept’s sake, 

and not for longer  than the  Warhol unit. Joyce and FW often rank as high culture (M. 

Morris 2018), so, are fit as brands which a politician (see Rennix 2020) or a member of the 

entertainment industry (see Quadrino 2018b) mentions to suggest intellectual poshness.

According to various descriptions, FW is hilarious and serious, philosophical and 

vulgar, high and low. Not meant as a niche text, it behaves as one, “doomed to an elitist 

audience”  (Bloom  2020:  154).  It  is  “between  phenomenology  and  technology”  (Herr 

1999), it is a piece of literature or an aesthetic object (Sowa 2010: 278), it is revolutionary 

(Platt 2014: 113) and counterrevolutionary (Philip Rahv in Segall 1993: 104), it is claimed 

by both modernists and postmodernists (Hermans 2017: 223), culture and counterculture 

(Wiśniewska 2010: 349). With little effort it can serve any agenda. But this is a weakness 

of FW as a commodity: no consistent vision of its target reader, which inconsistency one 

can trace back to Joyce, playing different roles––a great writer in English, the author of 

Ulysses,  a celebrity  carving  a “selective  version”  of  himself  (McCourt  2012:  103), 

a linguist worried that FW may be too difficult, hence a self-commentator coming to the 

rescue, shedding some interpretive light, but not enough, hesitant whether to prioritize the 

linguistic unorthodoxy over his “jealous[y] of Shakespeare’s audience” (Bloom 1994: 423) 

or vice versa.

Satisfying the potential to serve various agendas contributed to the overabundance 

of FW exegesis. Its volume grows even on claims about its growth, e.g., whether “the sheer 

mass of Wake studies” is “disastrous” (P. A. McCarthy 1984: 626) or not quite (Erzgräber 

1986: 363), or whether the “prospects for Joyce studies are bright” (Attridge 2009a: xx), 

but the minimisation of FW in Joyce studies will advance (see ibid., xviii, Latham 2002: 

120, Terrinoni 2012: 13). Not only can the industry pull newcomers “into the force field of 

the book’s complex reputation before they ever lay eyes on page 3” (Saint-Amour 2001: 

125), being then, in the words of James Simpson, “relentlessly preemptive, buying up the 

discursive space before the interpretive transaction takes place” (qtd. in Joy 2009), but it is 

164



apparently ready to turn any criticism of FW exegesis into FW exegesis (see Graff 2002: 3-

4), and use voices against recourse to exegetical epitext to generate epitext.

While the industry advertises and sells competence (on the level of literary study) 

that it cannot coherently justify, this is not unique. Nor is it exclusive for the industry to 

misinform the customer that the production is under control since there is a canon of its 

acquis known to all, and Wakeans academics do not “fall[] victim to the most common of 

scholastic anxieties: the fear of being exposed as a person who does not know as much as 

everyone  else”  (M. P.  Gillespie  2009:  213). The  oversupply  in  the  Joyce  industry 

participates in the oversupply on the Internet and the oversupply in the publishing industry, 

where Lem’s Law, “No one reads; if  someone does read,  he doesn’t  understand;  if he 

understands, he immediately forgets” (1986: 2) is true, and also in the oversupply in the 

humanities, with such an “unmasterability of the domain” (Culler 2007: 79) that not only is 

there no canon of texts to be read, but there is no canon of texts one should “feel guilty 

about not having read” (ibid.), and a mission to build “our new literary canon” (Popova 

2013a) is utopian, so thinking about Joyce as a canonical writer is as wishful as that he is 

“anti-canonical” (Cheng 1996-1997: 81). Nor is unique Joyce industry’s ethical position to 

turn the  exercises at interpretive  futility into profit, or, what one might call “commercial 

cynicism” (Weninger 2012: 36).109 The criticism of the industry could be applied to other 

players in the Western humanities. Perhaps only in making economic use of the charges of 

its hermeneutical impotence by selling texts about its impotence is the Joyce industry more 

radical or peculiar (Graff 2002: 8) than other industries dealing with oversupply.

Oversupply has its advantages though, and the Joyce industry knows that. The giant 

size of the volume of exegesis can be good––old readings are undetected as they undergo 

recycling and are sold “as if for the first time” (Latham 2002: 120). Oversupply disperses 

responsibility and accountability among too many exegetes to name. Thanks to oversupply, 

the industry reduces the risk of having to defend itself against a single front of criticism––

the diversity of products makes it impossible to pinpoint the core claims that one could 

oppose.110 Since it takes a lot of time to learn what propositions the industry has made, or 

109 On ethics of interpreting FW see Bartnicki 2012c, Halper 1971: 6, see also Alexandrova 2016, Eide  

2002.
110 The industry appeals to diversity with what one may call the reverse of the ‘no true Scotsman’  

fallacy. An example of that is, in response to Jordan Peterson’s criticism of feminism, Marion Trejo’s 

defence that  Peterson makes “use of  radical  feminism as a synecdoche for feminism generally” (in 

Burgis et al.  2020: 186). The situation with FW study is even more troublesome than in the above 
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enough of them to start suspecting they were not made by a more competent interpreter, 

then, until enough people sacrifice time to become able to contest the production en masse, 

the industry can successfully pretend being competent. As this voice against the paradigm 

wants to disrupt that usurpation of competence, it  will point to certain inconsistencies in 

the professional’s slogans, adapting arguments against the postmodern rejection of truth 

(Hicks 2004: 184) to work against the Joyce industry: If truth about FW is relative, how 

dares anyone in the industry say anything in belief that what they say is solid? If “[t]here is  

no Truth; there are only truths, and truths change” (ibid., 78), why will not the professional 

sit through their urge to talk, leaving their truths unexpressed till they have been replaced 

by the subsequent truths (and then wait till the next truths have been replaced by the next 

ones)? If “[a]ll interpretations are equally valid” (ibid.. 20), how can anyone recognise mis- 

or overinterpretation? If “[c]onflict and contradiction are the deepest truth of reality” (ibid., 

65), why should not a professional in the industry contradict every claim they themselves 

make? How can the professional praise the novelty of FW, but their own “text comes to us 

nicely coherent” while it should “itself be paranomasial and chaotic” (Leitch 1983: 262)? 

Why would the Joyce industry impose any principles at all, almost dogmatically? Is it not 

so because the purpose of the text principle is to keep FW as a product whose exegesis is 

sold by departments of literature? Is not the purpose of the language principle to preserve 

FW as an interest of English studies? (And if its Englishness is in question, why is the 

question the property of the Anglophone scholar?) Is not the author principle in the service 

of Capitalist copyright law?

Except the mokusatsu method, there are basically two ways of answering the charge 

that the professional in the Joyce industry does not try to practise what they preach. In one, 

the professional calls the self-contradictory diversity a good thing, better  than resolving 

contradictions by removing the defeated knowledge from the volume. It will be argued that 

such diversity should be repudiated and that the paradigm adopted in the humanities is 

pernicious. The problem with diversity is that it does not submit claims to evaluation with 

firm consequences. As Wakeans call one another’s ideas worse than their own, out of their 

conflict there never really emerges either the victor or the defeated party. There has never 

been invalidated a line of thinking about FW, an approach degraded, its literature removed 

from the market, the customer forewarned about any discredited concepts. The industrial 

example, as the volume of FW exegesis accepts claims that one may call right, their apparently opposite  

claims that may be right too, and, like in the joke about the rabbi settling a dispute, their paradoxical 

cohabitation is also right.
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system of FW knowledge seems to be designed to never see a revolution in the Kuhnian 

sense (1996). It has no hard core (Lakatos 1968-1969: 168)––if it had, it would be a canon. 

The “protective belt” (ibid., 169) is not made of hypotheses concerning the interpretation 

of FW. It is at the metalevel––the industry will deny anything that threatens the industry.

Without constraints that result in the removal of poor data, the volume of exegesis 

could but grow. At some point, this empire had to collide under its weight, contributing to 

the  humanist’s  “profound  anxiety  about  our  authority  and  legitimacy  as  interpreters” 

(Jaurretche 1999: 454) occasionally interspersed with a yearning for the time “when we 

knew less about Finnegans Wake” (S. Thompson 2012: 17). As the industrial study of FW 

is not exempt from the crisis in the Western academic capitalism (on that see Crane 2018, 

Marche 2019, Mueller 2019), FW is special if the rule NMA that results from the loss of 

primitive notions is more uniquely FW’s. The problem of diversity will be unsolvable as 

long as the ideas how to break the epistemic impasse are simply more texts drowning in the 

volume. One such idea (found only because pure luck would have it) is in Sebastian D. G. 

Knowles’s  book  At  Fault:  Joyce  and the  Crisis  of  the  Modern University.111 Knowles 

prescribes the return to “risk” “removed from university education” (Jaurretche 2019-2020: 

200). But since taking risk is meant there as approaching Joyce “boldly, innovatively, and 

without constraints” (ibid.), Knowles is looking for more ‘diversity’, so, his prescription is 

counterproductive. Moreover, it probably disregards the “unease” at “the idea of exploiting 

Joyce in less obvious ways” (Beja and Benstock 1989: xi) [while both parties disregard the 

risk of exploiting Joyce intellectually for profit]. The range of risk-taking is circumscribed 

by the industry’s internal policies. One may easily suspect that the risk of submitting, say, 

a pro-Nazi  interpretation  of  FW  would  not  be  welcome.  For  ideological  reasons,  the 

industry might not even applaud someone taking the risk to call a Nazist FW as criminal as 

a Communist  one (the latter  provided by S. Thompson 2012).  As the  risk-taker  should 

“balance a hermeneutic  of suspicion” by means of “ethical  practice” (S. D. G. Knowles 

2007: 2), the call to take risk is under the guise of appealing to mores, but only such mores 

that the industry prescribes.

The other way of justifying the indiscriminate generation and accumulation of data 

received from FW is to appeal to economic reason. Choosing that, the professional stops 

making “[g]lib moralistic denunciations of profit-making” (Alexander Search in Gupta et 

al. 2017: 9), “admit[s] to their entrepreneurialism” (ibid., 30) and admits that, at the scale 

111 As Capitalism would have it,  the book was too expensive and so was approached only through 
reviews.
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of the industry, diversity sells better than the model of competitive approaches in which the 

output of the losing approach is removed from the market.  While the professional in this 

scenario confirms the extraliterary motivation, one can specify the variety of Capitalism in 

which the industry operates. When the professional profits from the paradigm, yet does not 

explain how/why their expertise is better than that of their competition outside the industry, 

this can mean false advertising (omitting vital information about the producer). When the 

professional does not accept the 1939 prototext as the source text but prepares or assists in 

the publication of a new source text  variant,  yet  cannot provide a good reason for that 

(discussing the scale and validity of the differences between the variants), this can mean 

misinforming the customer in order to trick him or her into purchasing more of the same. 

The variety which condones such false advertising and in which the producer can lie to the 

consumer if that can increase their profit is an extremely laissez-faire model of free market 

Capitalism.

3.4.2. Ideological Aspects of the Joyce Industry

While, as assumed, the main reason for having paradigmatized the model of competence 

that prioritises the interpretive authority of the academic in the Joyce industry, typical for 

the whole “literary institution” (Newton 1986: 8),  is professional (economic), one should 

not omit other extraliterary motivations which influence the result of interpreting. One can 

expect, for instance, that there are psychological factors which underlie the assumption that 

some positive knowledge about FW is available. But the process of interpreting FW in 

academia is also submitted to various ideological factors at the supersystem levels.

Since the Joyce industry operates in Western Capitalism, one of its (meta)tasks is to 

support, promote, propagate Western axiologies. Saying that Joyce is not “the patrimony of 

an exclusive Anglo-American club” (Caneda Cabrera 2006: 147) is true insofar as there are 

other members of the Western club: France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Switzerland. 

Ireland is a recent member,  driven to reclaim Joyce (McCourt 2012: 101, 2014: 62-63, 

Platt 1998: 233, see Conner 2007: 138, Parsons 2007: 135, R. A. Wilson 1988) from other 

members, notably London, in what one may call “an act of colonial vengeance” (Eagleton 

2005: 290, see Mays 1998: 26). The industry is burdened with the Western bias, or, “fetish 

of the West” (Lazarus 2004), translating itself into neglect of non-Western perspectives 
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(Armand  2002b:  xxiv-xxv, see Lernout  1989b:  178-181).  Symbolically,  German words 

were found in the FW line chosen by Derrida (1984), and not, say, “hewar” in Kurmanji. 

As Danis Rose wondered who could have guessed that jisty and pithy in FW echo Russian 

verbs (1995: 148), the answer is: every user of a Slavonic language. Patrick O’Neill’s book 

on translations of FW (2013), with the “downside of parochialism” (Kearns 2017b: 221), 

neglects major Asiatic achievements. Texts such as Lernout and Van Mierlo’s (2004ab) are 

exceptions to West-centrism, but still are written in English. What is not Western oft does 

not even have its own name, but is made to carry the vassalised adjective––“non-Western” 

(e.g., in Barlow 2018, Ledwith 2019, Schotter 2010: 90, 101).

In a couple of decades of institutionalising the industry the West was colonial,112 

then neocolonial, with English-speaker’s cultural imperialism that replaced direct military 

control. The industry is not postcolonial, certainly not in the sense of anti-colonialism. If 

one agrees with this, then Joyce is no longer “oddly united in colonizing enterprise of non-

Western worlds” (Pelaschiar 2015: xiii; emphasis added). As the industry tries to “export” 

Joyce  by recolonising  “the  former  pockets  of  refreshing resistance  to  Western  cultural 

dominance” (Kosters 2010: 69), it  sees a potential  in China.  It  may not have a cultural 

foothold there though––even in the 1980s the “avant-gardist writings like Joyce’s Ulysses 

and Finnegans Wake were criticised in China for having no great literary merit” (Gu 2006: 

206). The print run of 8000 copies of a Chinese partial translation of FW in 2013 was, 

considering the population of China, a dud. The reason for calling it a “hit”, a “bestseller” 

(Kaiman 2013), “success” (Luo 2013: 49), could be part of the typical Western blurbing 

activity. One can imagine why Western media would invest more attention in the Chinese 

work than in the translations made in Greece and Serbia. The industry has disregarded the 

non-academic translators of FW in Argentina (Zabaloy 2017), France (Malette 2018: 107-

110), and Russia (Rene 2018).113

Where the industry, eager to expand, advertises FW as making one “feel what the 

universally human is and what universal man is” (Finn Fordham qtd. in Fernández Vicente 

2019: 34) or asserts, e.g., that FW is “not a Western work insofar as it succeeds in speaking 

112 The American “neocolonial system of client states” (Chomsky and Herman 1979: ix) aside, post-

WW2 colonialism of Western Europeans was evident in  “Indochina,  Indonesia, Algeria  and Egypt; 

Malaya, Kenya, Angola, Guinea, Mozambique and the Spanish Sahara” (T. Snyder 2019).
113 Another factor why a translation receives more coverage in the West is the translator’s belonging to 

the academic milieu. It played a role in the 2019 Dublin roundtable on translating FW (with academics 

from China, Italy, and the Netherlands).
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for the entire planet” (Brivic 2008: 184), its message, the patronising tone aside, is false (if 

one agrees that there is much more than Western to universally human) and pernicious (if 

it is not good to universalize the axiologies of the Western, educated, industrialized, rich, 

democratic [WEIRD] economies). It seems that for promotion the industry will conceal its 

actual motivations beneath slogans about some noble values it would make associable with 

Joyce. Richard Ellmann, for example, by championing Joyce among other Irish writers, 

“would, like the liberating American armies and navy, help to build a new European ideal” 

and “rescue the humanist  content of European modernism after the Holocaust” (Kiberd 

2005: 245). This goes against the assumption that armies fight for resources, not for ideals. 

It will be left to one’s imagination how the phrase “rescuing the humanist content” might 

be perceived in the post-1945 Poland that had suffered “irreparable losses” (Anna Fotyga 

in Fishman 2007: 63) while the USA, ignoring the likes of Jan Karski, in due time paid the 

Holocaust “little heed” (Finkelstein 2000: 13).  For historical reasons too,  “a communist 

Finnegans Wake” (S. Thompson 2012) can easily annoy Wakeans in the countries where 

Communism or Soviet-controlled Socialism was not in a Gucci edition.114 Embedding FW 

in the context of “scientific racism” as a “landmark feature of common European culture” 

(Platt 2007: 93; emphasis added) is incorrect and insulting if it tries to link colonial guilt to 

all of Europe.115 Praising FW for setting up a ‘transnationalism’ different from Marxist and 

Fascist internationalism (Sollers 2007) is most suspect given the historical context––the 

praise was given in 1975 at a Joyce conference in France (with her rather fresh memories 

of Vichy, Algerian War, May 68), by the founder of the Tel Quel magazine which in 1971 

broke with French Communists only to support Chinese Marxists, and whose “attempt to 

align” FW with Mao Zedong might even be considered “fascistic” (J. Davies 2005: 16-17).

114 Coming from a country of the Soviet Bloc is required to understand Communism in Europe, but it  

does not suffice. The Hungarian voice (albeit in English) asserting that “the fate of Joyce’s works in the 

Eastern Bloc was heavily influenced by an ideological condemnation” (Mecsnóber 2013: 7) is wrong or 

inaccurate. It is wrong in not excluding FW more expressly from “Joyce’s works” (ibid., 8) since the 

opacity of FW made it immune to censorship. Or it is inaccurate if it blames Communism even though 

(e.g.)  Japan obstructed Joyce studies in Korea (Chong-keon 1990: 466), Joyce “was marginalized in 

Denmark” (Caneda Cabrera 2006 144), and censored in Francoist Spain (ibid., 146), but “never banned 

in Croatia” (ibid., 142).
115 The assumption made here is that state-run racist colonialism is a Western invention. If one chose to 

regard the USSR as a non-Western colonial state, because the USSR under Stalin underwent “internal 

colonization” (Snyder 2020: 159), or, “self-colonization” (ibid., 249), it would be noted that the concept 

of racial superiority does not agree with that the Soviet state mass murdered its own people.
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But there is more in the industry than the hypocrisy of its neocolonialism––certain 

hypocrisy is  also detected  in  the politicization  of  Joyce.  His  political  affiliations  were 

named––socialism and anarchism (Manganiello 1992, see D. Weir 1997: 220, Platt 1998: 

13 fn. 7, Segall 1993: 14, Yee 1997: 126) against Joyce’s “no wish to codify” himself “as 

anarchist or socialist or revolutionary” (qtd. in Balinisteanu 2015: 11). Being an example 

of how Joyce’s word can be twisted to suit one’s eisegetic purpose is that Joyce’s “refusal 

of ‘codifying’ his identity” as anarchist can be read as “itself an anarchist stance” (ibid.). 

Helmut  Bonheim  saw  FW  as  a text  in  which  Joyce  called  “to  seek  freedom”  from 

“oppression  of  any  kind”  (1964:  127)  and  Dominic  Manganiello  ‘hijacked’  that  view 

where he insisted that Joyce’s call was “in keeping with Joyce’s anarchistic temperament 

(although Bonheim denies it so)” (2016: 224).

Certainly, if James Joyce’s anarchism should mean making any kind of objection, it 

could manifest itself in anticolonialism, antinationalism, anarcho-feminist sexual liberation 

(Hogan 2014: 3), the Irish rebel (Rabaté 2001: 26), or even in James Joyce’s opposition to 

anarchism. However, if Joyce’s anarchism is so successful that it is able to rebel against 

itself, it is self-refuting.  Apparently, such paradoxes are welcome in the industry––Joyce 

can be antitheist (B. Benstock 1961: 437) yet with “religious enthusiasm” (Robert Boyle in 

Jaurretche 1997: 5), and FW can be formidably anti-fascist (Carnell 1994, see Fordham 

2017: 315-317, Ledwith 2019) though it revisits proto-fascism (Lilly 1999: 107).

If “everything is political” (see Middleton 1982: 204), then the political key to FW 

is as unproductive as it is all-encompassing. But perhaps not everything is meant to be said 

(and become political). Tellingly, no one in the industry seems to have proposed to wonder 

if Joyce’s comments made in the late 1930s: “Let us leave the Czechs in peace and occupy 

ourselves  with  Finnegans  Wake”  (qtd.  in  Mercanton  1963:  107)  and  “Let  them leave 

Poland in peace and occupy themselves with Finnegans Wake” (ibid., 114), megalomaniac 

or not (Mahaffey 1998: 35, 143), did not advocate anarchy, but rather signalled his desire 

for peace––or appeasement. As the industry has had a professional interest in keeping the 

brands “Joyce” and “FW” away from any affiliations that could taint them, the ideologues 

trying to exploit the brands would not like them to depreciate as well. The exegesis of FW 

in the industry has been reflecting the ideological condition of the West. Since, with time 

passing, after some kite-flying and flag-raising, Western intellectuals grew unashamed to 

utter things like “Nazism was a humanism” (Badiou 2008: 175) and “humanism is a kind 

of fascism” (Jacques Derrida in Veith 1993: 178), one of the major ideological turns that 
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affected the industry was to offer more room to Marxism, in whose spirit  the political 

Joyce arose in Paris, 1975 (see Rabaté 2011: 267), or, to the “School of Resentment”, as 

Harold  Bloom  called  it, with  its  6-7  branches:  “Feminists,  Marxists,  Lacanians,  New 

Historicists, Deconstructionists, Semioticians” (1994: 527) and “Afrocentrists” (ibid., 20). 

Bloom disliked the School of Resentment for its wish to overthrow the Western literary 

canon (ibid., 4), but he would see FW in the canon, likely setting a trap for himself since 

the more firmly canonical a text is, the more likely it is to be intercepted by the School for 

ideological purposes. FW has been used in many a Marxist reading of Joyce, e.g., Patrick 

McGee’s  (2001),  revisiting  contributions  made  by  “feminism,  queer  theory,  post-

colonialism” (Plock 2005: 2) and other partisans of the School.

The history of Marxist interest in Joyce and his (exegete’s) interest in Marxism is 

one of a change (Herr 1988, P. Hitchcock 1999: 55, Moretti 1988: 339, Segall 1990: 536-

537), from initial Soviet criticism (Radek 1934, see Segall 1993: 27-35, Tate 1996: 141-

142) to such revisions in the Western approaches to Marxism that would grant unabashed 

discussion of Joyce via Marxist criticism (Booker 1990, 2000, Eagleton 1990, Jameson 

1990, MacCabe 1979),  even holding “special  strengths” (Osteen 2002: 602).  From the 

exegete with insights into Joyce’s soul that could strengthen J. Edgar Hoover’s suspicion 

that Joyce is a communist (Culleton 2004), one could learn  that “Joyce was a socialist” 

(Fodaski  Black  1995:  195),  ready to  adapt  “Marx’s  description  of  a future  communist 

society” (Manganiello 2016: 70, see ibid., 112) and he “would have read The Communist 

Manifesto” (McGee 2001: 220, see S. Thompson 2012: 27). The shift in Marxist approach 

to FW may have matched what Stanisław Stomma called in Polish ‘mądrość etapu’, or, the 

wisdom of the phase. The same kind of wisdom may have made Joyce serve the feminist 

discourse despite that James Joyce, a dead white European male and feminism are “strange 

bedfellows” (J. Johnson 2004: 196).116 This is how Marxism (or the School of Resentment) 

tries to take control over  the discursive field:  making famous people to  speak in their 

favour and endorse their cause even though these people are not their ideological allies, 

that is, to treat them as some kind of poputchiks, useful idiots in the sense attributed to 

Lenin, preferably with works in the public domain and being dead since the dead cannot 

116 Such re-evaluations that may remind one of Orwellian rectification (and Marxist self-criticism, and 

Stalinist censorship) can be found on much subtler levels. Harry Levin wrote in 1939 that Joyce in FW 

alludes to “the sickle and the hammer” (qtd. in Deming 2005: 703); later, the allusion was to “Lenin and 

Marxism” (1941: 197).

172



oppose being appropriated. The practice reminds one of the Joyce industry’s ability to turn 

any criticism of the industry into texts that belong to and even reinforce the industry.117

If “Joycean language reshaped Lacanian theory” (Massiha and Omar 2013: 204), 

and FW made “some seminal post-1950s innovations in the field of modern literary theory 

and criticism”  possible (Zangouei 2012: 31), then it seems that  FW used to have a more 

single, vital role in the School of Resentment, but after the School had exploited Joyce, he 

may have lost most of its value to the School, FW then becoming just one title in a myriad 

of texts in the Digital era.

What somewhat ironically agrees with the Postmodern disapproval of certainty is 

that the ideologues of today who would still like to use the brand of FW may be unable to 

present their cause in clear terms. On the one hand, Jordan Peterson names the “corrupted” 

disciplines in Western academia: women’s studies, racial studies, sociology, anthropology, 

English literature, as he embraces them with the label: “postmodern Neo-Marxism” (2017); 

on  the  other  hand,  some  Marxists  do  not  believe  in  “a fruitful  consummation  of 

postmodernist  and  Marxist  outlooks”  (Rikowski  and  McLaren  2002:  3).  Peterson  is 

a member of the so-called Intellectual  Dark Web (B. Weiss 2018), a very ideologically 

diverse union of people, yet he receives criticism mainly from the left (Burgis et al. 2020). 

Harold Bloom is hardly a political friend of Peterson’s, still he implies that the “plague” of 

American  academia  are “pseudo-Marxists”  (1996:  166).  So-called  Cultural  Marxism is 

either a real and dangerous ideology of terror (Karoń 2019) or a label for the historical 

work of the Frankfurt School in the 1930-40s (Mendenhall 2019) or just an alt-right meme 

(Moyn 2018). Neo-Marxists enjoy living in Western Capitalism and they use all the filters 

of Western propaganda (for which see Herman and Chomsky 1988: 2), perhaps hesitant 

only about anti-Communism.118 Post-truth, a concept for the absence of standards of truth 

replaced by emotions, has been linked to the right (Sim 2019: 2-3), while Postmodernism, 

whose leaders “are Left” (Hicks 2004: 94), can be accused of “the disinformation” that 

“people  ingest”  and “the  vitriol”  that  they  “spit  out”  (Kay 2020).  Some Marxists  call 

Postmodernism “the cultural logic” of Capitalism (Jameson 1997), but it can be difficult to 

agree on a definition of Capitalism when the “empires of today” are “China,  America, 

Russia;  Amazon,  Google,  Facebook”  (T.  Snyder  2019).  In  this  confusion,  as  the  21st 

117 Given the differences between ‘rituals’ in Nazism and Stalinism (Žižek 2018), it is Stalinist in nature.
118 It is not clear what Communism or Socialism means today if National Socialism can be “a right-wing 

phenomenon” (Feldstein 1997: 123) or “[w]orkplaces are fascist” (Nouri in Graeber 2018: 67).
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century sees that texts announcing the end of Postmodernism grow more commonplace, 

the successor is “yet undefined” (Peters, Tesar, and Jackson 2018: 1299).

From one point  of  view,  what  succeeds  Postmodernism is  (Neo-)Marxism.  The 

postmodernist who “rejects the notion that literary texts have objective meanings and true 

interpretations”  (Hicks  2004:  16,  see  Brożek  2014:  70)  concludes  that  “no  canonical 

manner of interpretation can be reliably derived” (J. Peterson qtd. in Taylor 2018), and the 

Marxist is post-Postmodern in drawing one crucial conclusion further: the way to express 

one’s interpretation is with power struggle (ibid.). Marxist assertoric practice is violent, 

prescribing––along  with  intolerant  “liberating tolerance” (Marcuse 1969: 109),  Political 

Correctness (Geser 2010: 6), call-out culture, etc.––what one should and should not say, 

and who is more and who is less welcome to speak:  the underprivileged should be given 

voice, while the privileged, the white, boomers, mansplainers and others should self-censor 

themselves lest they be censored more severely by others. As a result of such pressures, 

life––including life  in  the  Joyce  industry––“requires  constant  vigilance,  fear,  and self-

censorship” (Lukianoff and Haidt 2018: 72), as “justice and open debate” are threatened by 

the “forces of illiberalism” (Ackerman et al. 2020).

These considerations should not be taken as a voice in favour of any side or one in 

the  debate  whether  Western,  notably  American  academia,  should  be  socially  engaged 

(Wilkinson 1994) or instead focused on ideology-free knowledge since the “real purpose of 

academic research is to seek truth” (Ho 2014: 9). Still, it will be pointed out that a  decision 

to call FW Postmodern makes the extraliterary criterion for evaluation of claims about FW 

inoperative since Postmodernism, preaching that “language is too imprecise to guarantee 

the truth of anything we say” (Sim 2019: 5), is self-refuting. However, if post-Postmodern 

objectivity  and truth are determined in political  struggle (Angermuller 2018: 2-3), then 

Marxism, where it can enforce its agenda, could restore some consistency in the evaluation 

of claims, with this extraliterary criterion: ‘more acceptable’ means ‘more useful to our 

ideology’.  Marxist attempts at  calling Marxism “truer” (Solecki 1993: 560) in order to 

expand the area where they enforce their hierarchy are, first of all, against the nemo iudex 

in causa sua principle, and more importantly, invalid in assuming that Marxism can make 

‘truer’ observations at a metalevel of assessing ideologies. In short, the ideological ranking 

of claims about FW can be consistent only where and when the ideologue controls the 

discursive field, and can employ censorship to “avoid the tu quoque response” (ibid., 559) 

by not letting that response even appear.
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What follows is aimed against the Neo-Marxist (just like it would be against any 

other) system of privileging some claims  at  the expense of others  without  consistency. 

Where the ideologue opposes privileges (e.g., class, gender, race, age, IQ, height, religion, 

disability, technology, wealth privileges and others), whether with good or bad intent, and 

recommends that voice be given to the underprivileged––a great  inconsistency is in that 

after one defined the nature of oppression and identified the oppressed, still non-oppressed 

people hold positions of power and privilege to act on behalf of the oppressed. E.g., “the 

practitioners of postcolonial studies” are “predominantly situated in, or products of, the 

U.S. academy” (Cheng 2005: 25). While Cheng calls it a “paradox” that:

“the very structures of authority through which [the] texts and voices seeking social change must be  

channeled in order to even have an audience are the very structures and institutions they are trying 

to overcome” (ibid., 20),

this is not quite paradoxical once we acknowledge the economic motivation in the Joyce 

industry. If so, the Joyce industry is no different from a system of privileging the defenders 

of social justice, in which, as a Polish saying would go, “lud pije szampana ustami swoich 

przedstawicieli”, the people drink champagne through the throats of their representatives. 

As the beneficiaries take privileged positions to discuss the plight of the underprivileged, 

they rationalise their behaviour, e.g., by telling themselves that they have the right to be 

beneficiaries as long as they are aware of their privilege and feel a moral obligation to pay 

it ‘back’ or ‘forward’ (see Helen Lewis in J. Peterson 2018). Or they may take the Leninist 

position of vanguardism: the beneficiaries know better than the underprivileged what the 

underprivileged need.

The key inconsistency here is in that, as the West has been discussing privileges in 

English, it has been exploiting the most crucial advantage of all, and an undeserved one: 

the  language privilege. Both the left and the right, Marxists and Capitalists, liberals and 

conservatives, people against the Postmodern “industry of pseudo-scholarly ‘knowledge’ 

production with no end in sight” (Boghossian and Lindsay 2018: 1346-1347) and people 

against those people (see Webster 2019), have apparently been in self-serving unison about 

not renouncing this  fundamental  privilege.  They realise of course that  a critique of the 

“white, wealthy, and endowed” (Unsigned/NDA et al. 2020) is not the same as, say, of 

“i bianchi, ricchi e benestanti”, or that the energies wasted on Joyce as a “dead white male” 

(Cheng 2004: 12) are not the same as those wasted on, say, “mŕtvy biely muž”. Their 

decision is understandable, but against their own logic of promoting equal opportunities.
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The language privilege, an instrument of Western cultural neocolonialism, presets 

the initial terms of every discussion, despite that it is easier to renounce it than to influence  

a sex or racial  privilege.  Regarding the USA, the neocolonial  centre,  the question how 

many Americans acquire skills to reduce that privilege has answers like these: “America’s 

lacking language skills” (A. Friedman 2015), “Americans have a reputation for being bad 

at learning languages” (Sonnad 2018). It is the same in the Joyce industry––the exegesis of 

FW has always been Anglophone there. An introduction to a discussion about FW under 

the title “Theoretical Preliminaries” (MacCabe 1979: 1) is grossly misleading––the choice 

of the English language makes all theoretical concerns posterior.

3.4.3. Call for a Revision of the Paradigm

If the better part of the thesis looks like a listing of many things that various people said 

about different aspects of FW, one will bear in mind that presenting such a list may have 

been the only way to illustrate––what under the rule of equal (in)competence cannot aspire 

to be claimed as more correct, and what under the rule of EME cannot be stably true, and 

under the rule of NMA cannot be said non-vaguely––that the volume of FW exegesis is too 

large for any line of canonical argumentation to emerge within it, in a non-dogmatic way. 

The sources mentioned in the thesis are less than a sixth of what I have stored on my PC in 

my 25 years around FW, and less than a tenth or so of what I have encountered online, in 

addition to dozens of shelves of pre-Digital text in print. For whatever anecdotal evidence 

my personal experience stands, it is the feeling of there having been said too much about 

FW to the point of not being certain of anything and not being able to recall much from the 

swarm of words. As the thesis would like to express a yearning for less, it is likely in vain, 

and against its own preaching––the thesis is one more text in the volume of FW exegesis.

Due to the size of the volume, the epistemological system of FW was left without 

any primitive terms. It disables any coherently justified competence  to assert that FW as 

a literary text is a more privileged referent of the name than any other referent. There is no 

coherently justified competence to indicate the best variant among the many source texts. 

There is no  coherently justified competence to  categorise claims (i.e. conjectures about 

claims), e.g., by indicating misinterpretations. In sum, there exist no consistent criteria for 

establishing  a hierarchy  of  literary  competence  about  FW.  The  existing  models  of 
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competence are either extraliterary (i.e. not concerned primarily with FW as a literary text) 

and/or inconsistent. Some of the latter rely on appeals (e.g., to common sense, knowledge, 

authorial  intention),  use  ergometrics  (ranking  claims  by  the  work  input),  intellectual 

aesthetics (e.g., ranking claims by their style), markers of competence (e.g., ranking claims 

by the proponent’s academic degree), still they fail to explain how one can (i) adjudicate 

conflicts between Wakean exegetes on the same level in a hierarchy, (ii) categorise claims 

which (apparently) are not in conflict, (iii) categorise (apparently) equivalent claims made 

with different means, or (iv) categorise (apparently) different claims made with equivalent 

means.

Inconsistent  is  the  paradigm  of  literary  competence  in  the  Joyce  industry, 

promoting academic competence as, on average, superior. The industry has invested effort 

in upholding a number of tenets, including those saying that FW is (i) Joyce’s (ii) literary 

fiction, and (iii) in English, although it has no coherently justified literary competence to 

demonstrate that any of those tenets is correct or even more likely.

In theory, the academic paradigm could be upheld if the Joyce industry (and/or the 

literary institution above it) named an otherwise unavailable value that would justify its 

otherwise unjustified control held over literary interpretation. It has been assumed that no 

such value exists, or at least that no such value has been clearly indicated and convincingly 

justified.  Indeed, there is  no hermeneutically  relevant  reason for satisfying the “critic’s 

desire to interpret” (Newton 1986: 14), ensuring their “pleasure” (Fabio Akcelrud Durão in 

Gupta  et  al.  2017:  12,  52),  “academic  freedom”  (Suman  Gupta  in  ibid.,  45),  “self-

understanding” (Alexander Search in ibid., 8), “contemplation of the insights” (ibid., 9).

The academic paradigm could also regain consistency if the Joyce industry (and/or 

the literary institution above it) admitted that its primary motivation is economic, and so it 

prioritises such claims (tenets, etc.) that suit its business operation. In this scenario, the 

professional stops denying that literature is “posterior to the literary establishment” and its 

“economic arrangements” (ibid., 29). The price for gaining that kind of consistency might 

be deterioration in the economic situation of the industry. On taking the entrepreneurial 

approach to FW as a product, it might become more difficult (than it is now) to defend the 

industry against assessments such as that “Finnegans Wake is bullshit” (Gischler 2004: 

n.pag.) or that the professional keeps “excavating Joyce’s excrement” (Pyle 2014). It might 

become harder to convince a large number of consumers to regard the academic exegesis 

as valuable enough to pay for it and to see the collective of Wakeans as more than people 
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with bullshit jobs in the sense of David Graeber (2018).  Academic can be a bullshit job 

(ibid.: xvii, 291, n. 27), “so completely pointless, unnecessary, or pernicious that even the 

employee cannot justify its existence” (9), though it can also seem pointless to the outsider 

(xiii).119 Certainly, it would not help the defence of the Joyce industry that it has a tradition 

of discussing FW as a “story of fucking and shitting” (Lipták 2018), and which connects 

“the language of Finnegans Wake with shit” (Harry Levin in Heumann 2001: 203), affirms 

“the  significance  of  Wakean  scatology”  (Miyahara  2017:  83,  see  Anspaugh  1994:  82, 

Cheng  1992:  91-98,  Nemerov  1975:  654,  Whitley  2000),  uses  the  psychoanalytic 

exploration of FW to reclaim “the usually negative aspects of shit for the higher, ethical 

purpose of the revealed ‘truth’” (Musgrave 2014: 98 re Ch. G. Anderson 1972), annotates 

the word “bullshit” (see “Dungtarf” in McHugh 1991, 2006: 16, cf. 2016: 16), and so on. 

Also, some customers might turn away from the industry on learning that for decades it has 

been using a model of business operation which is laissez-faire enough to accept lying to 

the consumer in order to increase profits, or that it is neocolonially West-centric enough to 

insist that the text is in English.

A majority of the charges concerning the poor quality of the industry’s exegetical 

product cannot be attributed exclusively to the industry. They concern the quality in the 

much larger Postmodern industry, with its overwhelming excess of data. It seems that no 

attempt to revert that excess by instating (reinstating?) some antagonistic mechanisms for 

removing incorrect, outdated and otherwise discredited claims from knowledge could rely 

on intuition. Even in the STEM disciplines it may be more and more often the case that 

scientific  intuition is not innate and common, but constructed and elitist––“by now we 

should  have  learned that  it  is  our  intuition  that  should  be  shaped  by  mathematical 

reasoning,  and not  vice  versa” (M. Heller  2008:  262).  Not  even mathematical  truth is 

stable. “Abhorrent” as it is to some, mathematical truth is, e.g., to L. E. J. Brouwer, time-

dependent, resting on “society-dependent criteria” (Penrose 1991: 115). One can imagine 

that truth in humanities is even less available.  If “post-truth”, a “feature of hypermodern 

119 Graeber asserts that “[m]ost academics are first drawn to their careers because they love knowledge 

and are excited by ideas” (271) but this is not substantiated. Academic jobs of little to no worth are  

more likely to appear in Capitalism than in Socialism (18). Describing Capitalism, Graeber reveals  

an ideological bias: he wonders at an irregularity in the Capitalist law of supply and demand [regarding 

nurses and lawyers] (212-213), yet opposes the law of supply and demand where it  actually works 

[a stripper earns more than a professor] (23). Graeber speculates that the reasons for bullshit jobs are 

politics (xvi), “class power and class loyalty” (213), but also “moral envy” (248), sadomasochism (246).
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times”  (Quintana-Paz  2018:  143),  tries  to  mark  a new,  post-Postmodern  era,  it  fails––

defined as “unresponsiveness to truth” (ibid., 146), post-truth is as vague as truth which it 

supposedly ignores. Post-modernism and hypermodernism are undistinguishable, also in 

their openness to totalitarism (about which see Hannah Arendt in ibid., 157).

The problem of everyone being unable to assert anything non-dogmatically truer or 

more competent is insoluble––the inability is permanent, especially as the epistemological 

system of FW precludes a hierarchy of claims more firmly than Postmodernism. The latter 

replaces truth with “provisional statements that are neither valid nor invalid” (Miroslav 

Kruk qtd. in LeMoine 2012:  n.pag. [2]), whereas an exegete of FW cannot even rely on 

any common understanding of the words “provisional”, “statements”, “are” “neither, nor”, 

“valid/invalid”. If this epistemological disaster is due to the excess of text, then a dogmatic 

approach to competence might be called desirable, if censorship could stem the inflow of 

new data or even remove some old data from the volume. The Goethian lieber Unrecht als 

Unordnung kind of argument (order aimed at by the censor is better than silenced claims) 

could be employed by the Joyce industry if it decided to admit its ideological motivation.  

The industry could silence various charges of self-defeating inconsistency, such as that 

Postmodernism questions truth, yet it does not question its own decision to question truth. 

The censor in the industry could silence the powerful argument against  Postmodernism 

(Marxism, the School of Resentment) that in its attempts at deactivating metanarratives for 

excluding the “other” because of their race, gender, religion, socio-economic status, etc., 

Postmodernism conveniently forgot to deactivate the great metanarrative that excludes the 

non-English speaking world.

In sum, the Joyce industry has these options: (i) conduct business as usual, usurping 

unjustified literary competence; (ii) admit that its primary systemic motivation is economic 

(more precisely: laissez-faire Capitalist and neocolonially Western), restoring consistency 

to the academic paradigm, justifying it with reasons of its economic well-being; (iii) admit 

that its primary systemic motivation is ideological, and its ideology sanctions censorship 

and intellectual  terror,  thereby restoring  consistency to  the paradigm by not  letting  its 

opponents raise their arguments against the paradigm.
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Supplement 1 – Expansion of Claims toward Non-Logicisable Propositions:

As an example of how a claim about FW can expand, becoming a set of data which cannot 

be synthesized into coherence one will consider this assertion: “FW is a book”. According 

to the rule of NMA, each of its words is uncertain.––What is “FW”? What does “is” mean? 

What is a “book”?––Trying to explain, one might say something like “FW is a novel”, or 

even  more  specifically:  “Joyce’s  novel”  (Rice  1997:  137),  though  two  distinct  claims 

would arise then: “FW is a novel”, “FW is Joyce’s”, either contestable. Regarding the first 

one,  FW  has  made  “novel”  a non-intuitive  term:  “what––if  anything––is  it  besides 

a novel?” (J. S. Atherton 1974: 14). “Is this arabesque of motifs a novel?” (Tindall 1996: 

13). “The Wake is not, like a novel, to be read at one go” (E. McLuhan 1997: xiii). “It is 

difficult to say that the Wake is a novel; equally difficult to deny it” (S. Deane 1992: vii). 

“Finnegans Wake is neither a novel, nor an anti-novel” (Fordham 2011: 90).

Nor is it certain whether FW has a plot. James Atherton claims that “the basic plot 

or  groundwork  of  the  book  has  not  been  established  with  certainty”  (1974:  11). If 

“[r]eading Finnegans Wake for the plot requires overcoming a lot of resistance” (Shoptaw 

1995: 212),  finding it  should be difficult,  still  possible  (Aschenbrenner  1974: 147, see 

Burrell 1996, Gordon 1986, see also García Tortosa 2011-2012: 338-339). “Looking for 

a plot is a bad approach” though, says Roland McHugh (in Hamada 2013: 78). Answers to 

the question “Can you understand the plot while you are reading?” (Hamada, passim) are 

not a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’––“Yes,  but  the relationship  of one subplot  to  another  keeps 

changing”  (John  S.  Gordon,  ibid.,  37),  “Yes,  but  there  is  not  always  a plot  in  any 

conventional  sense”  (David  Hayman,  ibid.,  43),  “Yes,  because  the  plot  of  relations 

(conflict)  among five people is nearly always present” (Richard Kostelanetz,  ibid.,  57). 

“Since there are multiple plots in the Wake and as plots they are not central to the nature of 

its  structure,  it  is  relatively  straightforward  to  understand  the  various  plots”  (Donald 

Theall,  ibid.,  119).  Fritz  Senn’s  “No”  (ibid.,  12)  does  not  necessarily  contradict  his 

assertion  that  “no  plot  structure  seems  plausibly  extractable”  (1990b:  76)––if  the  plot 

cannot be extracted,  then it cannot be understood.  The “answer to the question is there 

a plot in Finnegans Wake is an ambiguously Joycean yes, and no” (Begnal 1992: 119).

Possibly against FW as a novel, though not so much against FW as a book there are 

various claims in the volume of exegesis which concern the genre: FW is an epic prose-
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poem  (Wales  1992:  154),  an untypical  epic  (B.  Benstock  1965:  175), a recitative-

psalmodic poem (Gronczewski 1972: 141), a narrative ‘mother-poem’ (“poematka”, Lem 

1974: 473), a cento (Sławiński 1999: 161), “a Menippean satire” (E. McLuhan 1997: x), 

a “drama, performed aloud by the reader” (ibid., 307), a comedy of remarriage (Utell 2010: 

16),  an autobiography  (James  Stephens qtd.  in  Ferris  2010:  36),  a confession  (Hodgart 

1978:  134),  a “palimpsest  of  Dublin”  (McCormack  2013:  22),  a “record  of  our  age” 

(Campbell  and  Robinson  1976:  8),  “a  compendium  of  reality”  (Eco  1989b:  175), 

a “hyperencyclopedic  compendium  of  World  Literature”  (Sussman  2007:  76), 

“an encyclopedia of literary styles, techniques and structures” (Donald Theall in Hamada 

2013: 125), “the psycho-spiritual history of mankind” (J. P. Anderson 2010: 21), “a riddle” 

(P. A.  McCarthy  1980:  16),  “a  rebus,  a crossword  puzzle”  (Bishop  1986:  315), 

a “crossword puzzlers’ bible” (Stanislaus Joyce qtd. in J. S. Atherton 1974: 20), a dream-

like puzzle (Burgess 1967: xxvii, M. Norris 1976: 5), “a dream book” (Kitcher 2007: xx), 

“a code book” (Burgess 2012: 255), and something sui generis (Frye 2010: 336, Wikipedia, 

s.v. “Finnegans Wake”, edit 2 May 2020). In no way is FW a novel, says C. G. Sandulescu 

(1987, see Lernout 1987: 398, Riquelme 1991: 534). If FW is “the limit case of literary 

narrative” (Attridge 2001: 132) or a narrative with minimal “tellability” (Richardson 2019: 

20), one should not be taking for granted that FW is literary.

The initial pair, (pre-P) “FW is a book” and (pre-¬P) “FW is not a book”, attracts 

so many sub- and side-propositions with their own new conditions and assumptions that it 

is practically impossible to learn its logical value, let alone to assess it. As simple as pre-P 

or pre-¬P a claim about FW may look, it always expands into a non-logicisable multi-tier 

nexus of interrelated polyreferential terms, like P or ¬P below:

(P) FW is a book
which

(Pa1) does not exist or (Pa2) it exists
(PaA1) ideally or (PaA2) actually,

in
(PaAA) pre-textual or (PaAB) prototextual or
(PaAC) post-prototextual variant(s) or
(PaAD(E,F…)) combination(s) thereof

and was
(Pb1) authored by James Joyce or either
(Pb2) not him or (Pb3) not just him,

and is
(Pc1) a novel or (Pc2) not,

(PcA1) with or (PcA2) without a plot
which
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(PcB1) does not exist or (PcB2) exists
(PcB21) ideally or (PcB22) actually

and is
(Pd1) readable with or (Pd2) without the exegetical co-text

which is
(Pd1A) complementary or (Pd1B) supplantive,

and
(Pd1C) to be read together with the book or (Pd1D) not

and
(Pd1E) exists ideally or (Pd1F) actually

and
(Pd1G) may or (Pd1H) may not be represented

by a selection of texts
(Pd1G1) chosen at random or (Pd1G2) not,

and if it is not a novel [see Pc2], it is nonetheless classifiable as
(Pc3A) literary fiction,
(Pc3B1) a book of prose or (Pc3B2) poetry,

for example (Pc3B21) an epic, (Pc3B22) a cento
(Pc3C) fiction/non-fiction,

for example (Pc3C1) an autobiography,
(Pc3D) non-fiction,

for example (Pc3D1) an encyclopedia,
(Pc3D2) a dictionary

and is
(Pe1) submitted in language which

(Pe11) is a variety of English or (Pe12) not
and is

(Pe11A) linguistically accessible or [Pe11B] not
(Pe11C) in part or (Pe11D) in whole

unless it is recognised as
(Pf1) a text outside of literature, for example:

(Pf11) a visual text or
(Pf12) a sound text

and at all times
[D1] any and all or [D2] some interpretive decisions on
[DA] any and all or [DB] some constituting elements of this proposition (P)
[D1L] ought or [D2L] ought not to be assessed from a diachronic perspective

as well as
[L1] assessed with a trivalent or [L2] a four-value or [L3] another logic.

OR

(¬P) FW is not a book
which (…) etc.
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Supplement 2 – Degrees of Separation from the Central Text:

In the volume of FW exegesis, the terms pre-text and post-text have usually been used with 

no indication  of  the  degree  of  separation  from the  central  text.  One will  consider  the 

following example: the text of Bartnicki 2016b is a 1st degree post-text of FW since it 

copies sequences of 8 musically symbolic letters directly from the 1939 prototext; as some 

of the sequences were turned into soundtext (Bartnicki 2012d), they became  2nd degree 

post-texts  of  FW;  parts  of  that  soundtext  were  remade  (Dunajko  2014,  Ostalski  2013, 

Kucharczyk 2016, 2017), becoming 3rd degree post-texts of FW.

The degree of separation from the central text announced by the author or assumed 

by the reviewer may not be the actual one. For example, the phrase “a film of Finnegans 

Wake”  (P. A.  McCarthy  2009)  implies  a 1st  degree  post-text  of  FW,  but  the  film  in 

question (Bute 1965) is a post-text of a post-text––Mary Manning’s adaptation for stage, 

published in variants The Voice of Shem, 1958, and Passages from Finnegans Wake, 1957 

(see Evans 2016: 76). Another example is John Cage’s song  Nowth upon Nacht (1984) 

whose lyrics were allegedly “derived from  FW, 556.23” (S. W. Klein 1999: 155). Cage 

said that he bought a copy of the prototext in 1939 (1981: 133, Silverman 2012: 345), but it 

is not in the prototext where he could find the lyrics for his song given that the word 

“nowth” does not appear in the prototext, established only later in the corrigendum (Joyce 

1945: 15). Certainly, Nowth upon Nacht is not a 1st degree post-text then.

The  greater  distance  of  a text  from  the  central  text,  the  less  obvious  Joyce’s 

participation in it, and his authorship of it. To consider what differences appear between 

post-texts let us stay with the example of John Cage’s Nowth upon Nacht. As one collates 

its lyrics against:

(A) Joyce 1939, the prototext of FW;

(B) Joyce 2005, a post-Joyce source text of FW incorporating the said ‘nowth’ 

corrigendum;

(C) Joyce  2012c,  another  post-Joyce  source  text  of  FW incorporating  the 

corrigendum;
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(D) Cage 1983: 99, with the text marked as coming from p. 556 of Joyce’s 

FW,  New  York:  Viking  Press,  an “edition  embodying  all  author’s 

corrections” (ibid., 101);

(E) Williams  and Friedlander  1997,  an unpaged concert  program with the 

note “The texts for The Wonderful Widow of Eighteen Springs and Nowth 

Upon Nacht are adapted from James Joyce’s Finnegan’s (sic) Wake”;

(F) Versmoren 1995/2003, submitted to online archive, marked as “verified 1 

time”,  with  the  following  note:  “Authorship  by  James  Joyce  (1882-

1941), from Finnegan’s (sic) Wake”;

various  discrepancies  are  revealed,  underlined  below––differently  spelled  words, 

differently divided words, varied punctuation, indentation, organisation of lines:

(A) now   upon nacht while in his tumbril Wachtman Havelook

seequeerscenes, from yonsides of the choppy, punkt by his

curserbog, went long the grassgross bumpinstrass that henders

the pubbel to pass, stowing his bottle in a hole for at whet his

whuskle to stretch ecrooksman, sequestering for lovers’ lost pro-

pertied offices the leavethings from allpurgers’ night, og gneiss

ogas gnasty, kikkers, brillers, knappers and bands, handsboon

and strumpers, sminkysticks and eddiketsflaskers;

(B) nowth   upon nacht, while in his tumbril Wachtman Havelook

seequeerscenes, from yonsides of the choppy, punkt by his

curserbog, went long the grassgross bumpinstrass that henders

the pubbel to pass, stowing his bottle in a hole for at whet his

whuskle to stretch ecrooksman, sequestering for lovers’ lost pro-

pertied offices the leavethings from allpurgers’ night, og gneiss

ogas gnasty, kikkers, brillers, knappers and bands, handsboon

and strumpers, sminkysticks and eddiketsflaskers;

(C) nowth   upon nacht, while in his tumbril wachtman Havelook Seequeer-

scenes from yonsides of the choppy, punkt by his curserbog, went long the

grassgross bumpinstrass that henders the pubbel to pass, stowing his bottle

in a bole for at whet his whuskle to stretch ecrooksman, sequestering for

lovers’ lost propertied offices the leavethings from allpurgers’ night, og

gneiss ogas gnasty, kikkers, brillers, knappers and bands, handshoon and

strumpers, sminkysticks and eddiketsflaskers;

(D) nowth   upon

nacht, while in his tumbril Wachtman Havelook seequearscenes, from yon-          
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sides of the choppy, punkt by his curserbog, went long the grassgross bump-

instrass that henders the pubbel to pass, stowing his bottle in a hole for at

whet his whuskle to stretch ecrooksman, sequestering for lovers’ lost prop-

ertied offices the leavethings from allpurgers’ night, og gneiss ogas gnasty,

kikkers, brillers, knappers and bands, handsboon and strumpers, sminky-

sticks and eddiketsflaskers;

(E) nowth   upon nacht, while in his tumbril Wachtman

Havelook see queerscenes, from yonsides of the

choppy, punkt by his curserbog, went long the

grassgross bumpinstrass that henders the pubbel to

pass, stowing his bottle in a hole for at whet his whuskle

to stretch ecrooksman, sequestering for lovers’ lost

propertied offices the leavethings from allpurgers’

night, og gneiss og as gnasty, kikkers, brillers, knappers

and bands, handsboon and strumpers, sminky sticks and

eddiketsflaskers;

(F) nowth   upon night, while in his tumbril Wachtman Havelock

seequeerscenes, from yonsides of the choppy, punkt by his curserbog,

went long the grassgross bumpinstrass that henders the pubbel to pass,

stowing his bottle in a hole for at whet his whuskle to stretch

ecrooksman, sequestering for lovers’ lost propertied offices the

leavethings from allpurgers’ night, og gneiss ogas gnasty, kikkers,

brillers, knappers and bands, handsboon and strumpers, sminkysticks

and eddiketsflaskers.

If the prototext is FW, then (A) is a sample of FW and the remaining ones are post-texts. 

Among them, (B) and (C) are  1st degree post-texts if they followed the prototext or are 

higher degree post-texts if they followed a post-Joyce variant of the prototext. (E) and (F) 

are post-texts  of Cage’s text,  hence 3rd (or higher) degree post-texts  of FW. While  in 

support of the author principle all these sources identify James Joyce as the author of the 

same text––i.e. as if the discrepancies should not preclude the samples from representing 

the same text––the post-Joyce editor’s attention to detail implies that such discrepancies in 

punctuation, spelling, letter case, and so on, are not trivial, in which case the samples do 

not represent the same text.
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Supplement 3 – The Authorship in the Bibliography:

It has been said here that James Joyce is not the main author of various referents of FW, 

e.g., of any post-Joyce translation of the prototext. To suggest that he is the main author 

(where  he  is  not)  would  be  misleading  and  wrongful.  The  system of  indexing  in  the 

Bibliography  below  has  an ideological  purpose  to  oppose  such  pressures  that  the 

neocolonial copyright owner makes to misrepresent facts in order to profit more from their 

publications. Another purpose is scientific, to improve the citing method’s consistency. In 

pursuit  of that ambition,  the focus is on Joyce’s work, in accordance with this thesis’s 

scope of discussion.

In the Bibliography below James Joyce is deservedly the main (or the first) author 

in the bibliographic entry of a source text of FW, but he is not the main author in the 

entries for many derivative texts. For instance, Joyce is not the main author of my literary 

translation of FW (it has always seemed to me false and unfair that the cover of that text 

presents Joyce as the main or even the only author). Putting the translator’s name first 

agrees  with the option to  distinguish the translator  in discussions  of  translatorial  work 

(Lipson 2006: 54, MLA…, 2009: 165).

Regarding bilingual editions made of a source text, which is primarily Joyce’s, and 

its  primarily  non-Joyce’s  translation,  they  are  indexed  as  Joyce’s  work  owing  to  the 

assumption  that  the  original  text  is  a more  important  element  of  such  an edition. 

Accordingly, this applies to editions with an abridged text of FW and its translation.

It is always an uneasy decision to decide who is the main author of an anthology of 

texts.  Regarding  openly  collaborative  efforts,  the  ideal  solution  is  to  name  every 

contributor, but this would require making very long lists. For instance, the co-authorship 

of a multimedia adaptation of FW would include: the director, James Joyce, many people 

responsible for text adaptation and revision, camerawork, editing, music, sound, design; 

also:  camera  operators,  voice  actors,  animators,  web  developer,  producers,  supporters, 

patrons, and many others (Wróblewski 2016: 8-9). The idea to include everyone is oft 

abandoned for practical reasons. A sound rendition of FW made by various artists (e.g., 

Pyle 2017b) is indexed with the name of the project organiser. The editor’s role may be 

under-  as  well  as  overrated:  consider  the  problematic  example  of  Reichert  and  Senn 
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1989––one could argue that the main author is the collective of German translators, thus 

their work should be indexed: Beck et al. 1989.

Excepting bilingual editions, Joyce is not the main author of a literary translation of 

FW; accordingly, he is not the first author of an intersemiotic translation. Nor is he the 

main author of films that use text from FW. Nor is he the first author of songs with lyrics 

taken from FW. Usually, the main author of a sound text (a referent of FW) that is not 

extensively  collaborative  is  the  composer  though  one  could  also  argue  that  it  is  the 

performer who should be viewed as the first author. A live reading from FW should be 

indexed with the performer’s name first because the choices that the performer makes––

what language provides phonetic patterns, what to do on encountering words which do not 

look familiar, and words which look familiar but are unknown, where to put accent, which 

words  should  be  articulated  more  distinctly,  faster,  etc.––are  crucial. Accordingly,  the 

audioreader  is  the  main  author  of  an audiobook (e.g.,  P.  Healy  1992) and an abridged 

audiobook  (e.g.,  Ball  1997,  Bedford  1963,  Cusack  and  McKenna  1959,  Norton  and 

Riordan  1998;  for  discussion  of  audiobooks  see  Attridge  1994,  Harvey  2015b,  Saint-

Laurent 2009). While it is

“tempting to think that every source has only one complete and correct format for its entry in  

a list of works cited, in truth there are often several options” (MLA…, 2009: 129),

still various options should not be exercised without internal consistency. It will be argued 

that a convention lacks consistency, in which a cited song will have the composer or the 

performer in the main author’s position,  a cited live performance citing contribution of 

a particular  individual  will  distinguish  the  performer,  still  a cited  audiobook  will 

distinguish the book’s author. Against that inconsistency that will  mark Joyce’s text in 

a song as initially the songwriter’s work, Joyce’s text read live as initially the performer’s 

work, and Joyce’s text in an audiobook as initially Joyce’s, the argument is that human 

voice deserves equal treatment in the bibliography regardless of whether it reads or sings, 

to accompaniment or without it, and so on.

To  demonstrate  that  more  consistency  is  both  required  and  possible,  this 

supplement  closes with examples  of inconsistency found in a popular online source of 

Joycean resources, namely the James Joyce Checklist [“JJC”] (Brockman and Cohn 1963-

2008). For comparison, the authorship according to the present system is given in square 

brackets prior to the quoted JJC entries.
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First,  regarding  the  JJC’s  bibliographic  treatment  of  literary  translations.  These 

entries of an abridged monolingual edition include the translator’s name in the secondary 

role:

[Bartnicki 2004a] “Joyce, James. “Finneganów tren.” Literatura na Świecie, whole nos. 396-97, vii-viii 

(2004): 5-31. Polish trans. by Krzysztof Bartnicki of FW I.1.”,

[Bartnicki 2004b] “Joyce, James. “Finneganów tren.” Literatura na Świecie, whole nos. 396-97, vii-viii 

(2004): 69-105. Polish trans. by Krzysztof Bartnicki of FW IV.”

whereas this entry of an unabridged monolingual edition does not mention the translator at 

all:

[Hervé 2015] “Joyce, James.  Veillée Pinouilles. 2015. https://sites.google.com/site/finicoincequoique/. 

French translation of FW.”

At times the translator is given as the author, e.g., in this entry of an abridged translation:

[Bartnicki 2012a] “Bartnicki, Krzysztof. Finneganów Bdyn. Krakow: Korporacja Ha!art, 2012. [105] pp. 

ISBN 978-83-62574-68-1. Table of FW variants between the Faber & Faber 1975, Viking 1959, Penguin 

1992 editions and Joyce’s “Correction of Misprints in  Finnegans Wake” with their Polish variants to 

accompany Finneganów Tren.”

Regarding bilingual editions. This entry of an abridged edition mentions the translator (in 

the secondary role):

[Joyce 2004-2005] “Joyce, James. “Finnegans Wake [‘The Mookse and the Gripes,’ 152.04-159.23] = 

Finneganów tren [Bajka o Mooksie i Gripowronie, 152.04-159.23].” Przekładaniec, nos. 13-14 (2/2004-

1/2005): 156-71. Original English and Polish trans. by Krzysztof Bartnicki on facing pp.”

but other entries exclude the translator at all; see, e.g., this abridged bilingual edition:

[Joyce 2016a] “Joyce, James.  Finnegans Wake. Letteratura, 3. Macerata: Giometti & Antonello, 2016. 

140 pp. ISBN 978-88-98820-02-3. Eduardo Camurri, “Prefazione,” 5-16. Excerpts from FW translated 

into Italian with facing English pages, from the 1961 publication.”

or this unabridged bilingual edition:

[Joyce  1993]  “Joyce,  James.  Finnegans  Wehg:  Kainnäh  ÜbelSätzZung  des  Wehrkeß  fun  Schämes 

Scheuß. [Darmstadt]: Verlag Jürgen Häusser, 1993. 628 leaves pp. ISBN 3-927902-74-8. German trans. 

of FW, corresponding to English text on facing pages.”

Whereas  this  abridged  bilingual  translation  is  with  the  translator’s  name,  yet  without 

Joyce’s:

[Joyce 2019] “Waldrigues Galindo, Caetano. “Juto & Muto (um excerto do Finnegans Wake).” Qorpus, 

9, iii (December 2019): 151-57.”
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Regarding  abridgements of  the  prototext.  Joyce  is  given  as  the  main  author  of 

an abridgement to “about one-third of the whole” (B. Benstock 1967: 137) made by the 

editor:

[Joyce  1966a]  “Joyce,  James.  A Shorter  Finnegans Wake.  Ed.  Burgess,  Anthony.  London:  Faber  & 

Faber, 1966. 278 pp. From the 1964 edition of Finnegans Wake.”

The entry for an abridgement  retaining  96% content  of the prototext  does not mention 

Joyce:

[Joyce 2014a] “Bartnicki, Krzysztof.  F_NNEGANS _A_E: Suite. Warsaw: Sowa Sp. z o.o., 2014. 391 

pp. ISBN 978-83-64033-62-9.”

Another abridged source text (a film script) is indexed with the script-writer’s name:

[Joyce 2009] “Bute, Mary Ellen. “The First Two Pages of the Filmscript for Passages from Finnegans 

Wake.” Flashpoint, 12 (2009). http://www.flashpointmag.com/butescript.htm.”

Regarding illustrated texts of FW. Some are marked as Joyce’s work, e.g.:

[Joyce 1983] “Joyce, James. Finnegans Wake, Chapter One: The Illnesstraited Colossick Idition. Seattle 

and  London:  University  of  Washington  Press,  1983.  [n.p.]  pp.  ISBN 0-295-95991-6.  Illus.  by  Tim 

Ahern.”

[Joyce 2010a] “Joyce, James. Finnegans Wake, the Final Chapter: The Illnesstraited Colossick Idition. 

Littleton: AFIPR, 2010. [237] pp. ISBN 0-9702241-2-5. Illustrated by Tim Ahern.”

but some are not, e.g.:

[Joyce 2014c] “Boose, John. James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake Illustrated, Volume 1. [Charleston]: New 

Century Dada Press, 2014a. 177 pp. ISBN 978-1-5005-6677-1. Includes I.1 and I.2. (and) Boose, John. 

James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake Illustrated, Volume 2. [Charleston]: New Century Dada Press, 2014b. 

257 pp. ISBN 978-1-5008-2575-1. Includes I.3-7.”

A collection of sound texts, with songs citing Joyce’s text, is given without Joyce’s name:

[Bartnicki 2018] “Y? Collective.  -Y? Multi-Genre Polish Sound Reactions to James Joyce. Bandcamp, 

2018.”

Joyce is not the main author of this text, an audiobook-cum-sound:

[Pyle  2017b]  “Pyle,  Derek.  Waywords  and  Meansigns:  Recreating  Finnegans  Wake  [in  its  Whole 

Wholume]. 2017. http://www.waywordsandmeansigns.com/.” [NB: Pyle’s name is followed by about 

160 collaborating performers, in no particular order, without mentioning James Joyce.]

but he is the main author, e.g., of this audiobook:
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[P. Healy 1992] “Joyce, James.  Finnegans Wake. Dublin: Rennicks Auriton, 1992. 17 compact discs. 

RAP CD01. Read by Patrick Healy. Recorded January 1992 at Bow Lane Recording Studios, Dublin.  

Includes The Modern and the Wake.”

Regarding audiovisual material. The name of the director is in the initial position in this 

entry:

[Bute 1965] “Bute, Mary Ellen. Passages from James Joyce's Finnegans Wake. New York: Expanding 

Cinema, 1965. film. Based on the Mary Manning play.”

but the director is removed from the initial position, e.g., in this entry:

[Buszewicz  2014]  “Finnegans  Wake  /  Finneganów  tren.  2014.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=ni43rB9c0xE.  Enactment,  in Polish,  of  the “Prankquean” episode.  Directed  by Michał  Buszewicz 

from the translation by Krzysztof Bartnicki.”

In  another  example,  the  author  of  a filmed  theatrical  adaptation  is  mentioned,  but  not 

Joyce:

[Erdman 1999] “Erdman, Jean.  The Coach with the Six Insides.  Kent,  CT: Creative Arts Television, 

1999. Videocassette.  26 min. Theatrical  adaptation of  FW,  broadcast  on Camera  Three television in 

1964.”
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Zusammenfassung der Dissertation

„Finnegans Wake als ein Wissenssystem ohne Grundbegriffe: Ein Vorschlag 

gegen das Kompetenzparadigma in der so genannten Joyce-Industrie“.

von Krzysztof Bartnicki

Die  vorliegende  Dissertation  zum Thema  „Finnegans  Wake als  Wissenssystem 

ohne Grundbegriffe: Ein Vorschlag gegen das Kompetenzparadigma in der so genannten 

Joyce-Industrie“ verfolgt das Ziel, das Paradigma der hierarchischen Deutungskompetenz 

in Frage zu stellen, die in der sogenannten Joyce-Industrie weit verbreitet ist, wobei unter 

Joyce-Industrie eine akademische Gemeinschaft  zu verstehen ist,  die sich professionell, 

d.h.  gegen  Bezahlung,  mit  dem  wissenschaftlichen  Studium  des  James  Joyce 

zugeschriebenen Textes „Finnegans Wake“ („FW“) beschäftigt.  Die Dissertation besteht 

aus vier Hauptteilen: der Einführung und drei Kapiteln, mit anschließenden Beilagen und 

der Bibliographie.

Die  Einführung  bietet  folgende  Beschreibung  des  Wissenssystems  über  FW: 

Nachdem 1939 das erste Buch mit  dem Titel  „Finnegans Wake“ und dem Namen von 

James Joyce auf dem Umschlag veröffentlicht wurde, und später von seinen post-Joyce-

Varianten gefolgt wurde,  steht heute der Name „FW“ für eine epistemische Sackgasse. 

Diese  besteht  darin,  dass  je  mehr  Behauptungen  über  FW  aufgestellt  werden,  desto 

unsicherer die Bezugnahme auf FW wird, aber um sie zu beheben, muss man erst umso 

mehr Behauptungen aufstellen.  Nachdem die Exegeten  von FW ein Übermaß an Daten 

erzeugt  hatten,  beraubten  sie  sich  selbst  ihrer  Grundbegriffe,  d.h.  fundamentaler, 

undefinierter  Begriffe,  deren  Bedeutung sich durch  Intuition  offenbart.  Folglich  ist  die 

Bedeutung  jeder  Behauptung  über  FW  (einschließlich  dieser)  zunächst  vage.  Diese 

bleibende Eigenschaft – mit anderen kombiniert, z.B. der Ununterscheidbarkeit zwischen 

Lesern und Nichtlesern – macht den Text von 1939 einzigartig. Andererseits aber gewann 

der  Text  seine  Eigenart  unnötigerweise:  Wäre  seine  Sprache  als  unbekannt  etabliert 

worden, so würden die semantischen Effekte des Textes recht gewöhnlich erscheinen.

Der quantitative Faktor, der mit dem Umfang der FW-Exegese zusammenhängt, 

macht  es  jeder  schlüssig  begründeten  hermeneutischen  Kompetenz  unmöglich,  zu 

behaupten, dass FW als Text in der Literatur (im herkömmlichen Sinne des Begriffs) ein 

privilegierterer Referent ist als jeder andere Referent. Es gibt keine schlüssig begründete 

hermeneutische Kompetenz, den optimalen Referenten unter den Quellentexten (d.h. dem 



Prototext  von 1939 und seinen späteren  Varianten)  zu nennen.  Es gibt  keine schlüssig 

begründete  hermeneutische  Kompetenz,  die  die  Ansprüche  in  eine  Rangordnung  zu 

bringen vermag, z.B. durch Angabe von Fehlinterpretationen. Mit anderen Worten: Es gibt 

keine  einheitlichen  Kriterien  für  die  Festlegung  einer  Hierarchie  der  hermeneutischen 

Kompetenz über FW als einen literarischen Text. Die bestehenden Modelle hierarchischer 

Kompetenz sind entweder extraliterarisch (d.h. sie befassen sich nicht primär mit FW als 

literarischem Text) oder inkonsistent.

Zu  den  inkonsistenten  Modellen  gehören  solche,  die  sich  auf  verschiedene 

Argumente  (z.B.  Autoritätsargument,  Argumentum  ad  populum)  stützen.  Andere 

inkonsistente  Modelle  verwenden  Ergometrie  (Einstufung  von  Ansprüchen  nach  dem 

Arbeitszeitaufwand), intellektuelle Ästhetik (z.B. Einstufung von Ansprüchen nach ihrem 

Idiom  oder  Stil),  formale  Marker  (z.B.  Einordnung  von  Ansprüchen  nach  dem 

akademischen  Grad  des  Befürworters),  aber  sie  erklären  nicht,  wie  man  Konflikte 

zwischen  Exegeten  auf  dem  gleichen  Niveau  in  einer  Hierarchie  beurteilen  soll.  Sie 

erklären  auch  nicht,  wie  man  Ansprüche  (i)  die––zusätzlich  zu  ihrer  anfänglichen 

Vagheit––nicht  vergleichbar  sind,  und  (ii)  die  scheinbar  gleichwertig  sind,  aber  mit 

unterschiedlichen Mitteln gemacht  werden, und (iii)  die scheinbar  unterschiedlich sind, 

allerdings mit gleichwertigen Mitteln gemacht werden, kategorisieren soll.

Diese  Beschreibung  des  Systems  stellt  das  Paradigma  der  hierarchischen 

hermeneutischen Kompetenz in Frage, das in der Joyce-Industrie angenommen wurde. In 

ihrer Hierarchie ist die akademische Interpretationskompetenz im Durchschnitt überlegen. 

Drei  wichtige  Grundsätze  wurden  in  der  Joyce-Industrie  aktiv  gefördert:  (i)  das 

Textprinzip, das besagt, dass FW ein prosaischer Text ist, ein Musterbeispiel der Literatur; 

(ii) das Autorenprinzip, das besagt, dass der Text das Werk von James Joyce ist; und (iii)  

das Sprachprinzip, das besagt, dass die Sprache des Textes Englisch ist.

Gegen den Text und die Autorenprinzipien stellt Kapitel 1 FW als eine weitgehend 

polyauktoriale und polytextuelle Polyreferenz dar. In Kapitel 2, in dem das Sprachprinzip 

diskutiert wird, wird die Position vertreten, dass die Sprache des Quellentextes unbekannt 

ist.  Da  Kapitel  3  das  akademische  Paradigma  der  Kompetenz  diskutiert  und  es  als 

inkonsistent  bezeichnet,  bietet  es  auch  eine  Antwort  auf  die  Frage,  warum die  Joyce-

Industrie  akademische  Kompetenz  als  überlegen  vorgeschlagen  hat:  Die  primäre 

Motivation war nämlich extraliterarisch. Die Dissertation ruft dazu auf, das Paradigma zu 

revidieren,  indem  die  Industrie  den  Vorteil  ihrer  Kontrolle  über  die  literarische 

Interpretation von FW bennent oder ihre extraliterarische Motivation zugibt.
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