The ‘Ghost’ of Identity in Finnegans Wake
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Stephen Dedalus has provided us with his own definition of what a ghost is in the
“Scylla and Charybdis” chapter of Ulysses:

~—Whatisa ghost? Stephen said with tingling energy. One who has faded into impalpability
through death, through absence, through change of manners. (U 180; emphasis added) '

Taking into account this definition of a ghost, it is quite easy to acknowledge that
throughout Joyce’s fiction there is a wide range of spectres. We find ghosts that have
acquired such status through death: let us think, for instance, of Father Flynn in
“The Sisters,” Mrs. Sinico in “A Painful Case,” Eveline’s mother in the homonymous
story, Michael Furey in “The Dead,” Stephen’s mother and Bloom’s son in Ulysses,
etc. We can also distinguish those figures that have become ghosts through absence
such as the mother figure in “Counterparts”; the priests mentioned in “An Encounter,”
“Araby” and “Eveline”; Charles Stewart Parnell in “Ivy Day in the Committee Room”;
the parents of many of the children in the early stories; etc.* We can also consider
that E-C- becomes a ghost in Stephen’s dreams in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young
Man and that the old peasant turns into a specter for the young protagonist at the
end of the same novel. There are also ghosts through “change of manners.” That
could be the case of Father Keon in “Ivy Day in the Committee Room”; the mother,
the Virgin and the prostitute in Stephen’s Villanelle; Shakespeare’s son in Stephen’s
theory in Ulysses, etc.

In the article “The Apparition of One Sir Ghostus,” Ricardo Navarrete has
mentioned several ghosts of whose existence in Joyce’s last work Wakean critics have
tried to convince us.> That is the case of George Bernard Shaw, Oscar Wilde, a
Tutankhamen, Joyce himself, his father, his brother Charles, Elvis Presley, the river
Dusi, and the “specter of coincidence” whose functioning in the work Navarrete
explains in his essay. As Navarrete states “ghosts are only natural in a book that touches
the worlds of night, dreaming and resurrecting.”*

All of Joyce’s works, in fact, begin with an allusion to a ghost. Thus, in “The
Sisters” the boy introduces the reader into the ghostly remembrance of the dead
priest’s words that haunt him: “But now it sounded to me like the name of some
maleficent and sinful being. It filled me with fear, and yet I longed to be nearer to
it and to look upon its deadly work” (D 1).” This specter appears to him at nights:
“But the grey face still followed me. It murmured; and I understood that it desired
to confess something” (D 3). And early in A Porirait, a feverish Stephen is afraid
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These themes are al] concerned with the phenomenon ofthe ‘double,” which appears in every

shapeand in everydegree ofdevelopment. Thus we have characters who are 1o be considered
identical because they look alike. . . . Or i¢ is marked by the fact thar sbe subject identifes
himselfwith someone else, or that he sindoube as 1o which his selfss, or substitutes the extraneons

self for his own. In other words, there is 3 doubling, dividing and inrerchanging of the self.
(emphasis added) 1°

Let us go back to Joyce’s ghosts. Most of them can be, and in face many have
been, related to the writer’s portrayal of characters with unstable identities. They
represent the characters’ difficulties in coming to terms with their own selves. Thus,
Father Flynn has been interpreted as an anticipation of the boy’s likely future as
an adule: “It began to confess to me in 2 murmuring voice and | wondered why ¢
smiled continually and why the lips were so moist wich spittle. ... T too was smiling
feebly as if to absolve the simoniac of his sin” (D 3). Eveline’s mother may represent
the ghost of women’s submission to a patriarchal order: “Strange that it should come
that very night to remind her of the promise to her mother, her promise to keep
the home together as long as she could” (D 32-33). Something similar happens to
Stephen in Ulpsses, in relation to the religious conservatism that his mother’s specter
symbolises. And it is not difficulr to see that Mrs Sinico represents for Mr Duffy
the ghost of the other that menaces his chosen narcissistic stance. In “The Dead,”
Michael Furey comes to definitely dismantle Gabrie[’s self-conception as an ideal
husband-father-lover.

Stephen’swomen in 4 Portraitare turned into ghosts by the boy since, in a similar
way to Freud’s uncanny, they are arise his sexuality, long familiar to Stephen, although
he does not know his way about in. And the peasant figure thar so inexplicably
frightens him has been read by Weldon Thornton as the ghost of Irish coll
primitivism that the boy rejects in his search for an individual identity:"" “Old man
had red eyes and short pipe. Old man spoke Irish. . .. I fear him. I'fear his redrimmed
horny eyes. It is with him I must struggle all through this night till day come, till he
orlliedead. .. Till what? Till he yield to me? No, I mean him no harm” (P274).

In Ulpsses, besides Stephen’s dead mother and Bloom’s dead son —that for the
larter breaks his family male lineage and even puts into question his own virility:
“Something to hand on. . . . My son. Me in his eyes. Strange feeling it would be.
Fromme” (U/86); “Ific’s healthy it’s from the mother. If not the man” (U92)—we
find Shakespeare who isalso a ghost that haunts Stephen. Many critics have offered

ective

So, when I read another, something [ do all the tjme and which I have been reproached for,
for not writing anything in My own name but being contenc with writing on Plato, on Kan,
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on Mallarmé and others—or on Geoff Bennington for that matter—the feeling of duty which
I feel in myself is that | have to be true to the other; that is, to countersign with my own
name, but in a way that should be true to the other. [ wouldn’t say True vs False, but true
in the sense of fidelity. | want to add something, to give something to the other, but something
that the other could receive and could, in his or her turn, actually or as a ghost, countersign. 12

The previous are some of the possible interpretations of the ghosts that haunt
the characters in Joyce’s works. When we come to apply the trope of the ghost in
relation to Finngegans Wake, we find that ghosts proliferate and haunt the text more
daringly than ever. Besides, there are different levels in which the ghost can be
explained in the text. We can speak of the author’s own ghosts, Joyce’s ghosts that
comprehend not only the characters, and the literary and historic figures alluded
to, but also language itself.

The human figures that appear in the text are also ghosts for, if nothing else,
they have a name—or several names—that appear recurrently in the work and make
us believe in their existence. Maud Ellmann has related the name to the trope of
the ghost:

For the name is the ghost bequeathed to each of us at birth, insofar as it prolongs our
subjectivity beyond our death. The name survives its owner, and therefore it foreshadows
his extinction in the very moment that it calls him into being. To sign one’s name, moreover,
is to manufacture one’s own ghost, one’s own extravagant and erring spirit: for writing may
be iterated anywhere, by anyone, independent of the life of its creator.

The figures that appear throughout the text are also ghosts among themselves.
In other words, each of these ghosts is haunted by other ghosts. Thus, Shaun is
haunted not only by the ghost of his father as Navarrete reminds us: “It is the case
of Earwicker when he is invoked, forced out of Shaun’s mouth rather, at the end
of T1L.iit with ‘Arise, sir ghostus! As long as you've lived there’ll be no other’ (FW
532.04-05).”'* Shaun seems to be persecuted also by the figure of his twin brother
that, in his opinion, tries unsuccessfully to imitate him:

It should of been my other with his leickname for he’s the head and I'm an everdevoting
fiend of his. . . . We shared the twin chamber and we winked on the one wench and what
Sim sobs todie I'll reeve tomorry, for ‘twill be, T have hopes of, Sam Dizzier’s feedst. Tune
in, tune on, old Tighe, high, high, high, 'm thine owelglass. Be old! He looks rather thin,
imitating me. I'm very fond of that other of mine. . .. Bur he’s such a game loser! I lift my

disk to him. (FW 408.17-29)

We can also remember that critics have often alluded to HCE asa central figure
or conscience in the text haunted by the polarities that constitute his personality
and projected in the ghostly duality of Shem and Shaun. We have been also convinced
that the same HCE is haunted by his desire for his daughter Issy. And the girl is,
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at the same time, recurrently confronted with her double or her mirror-image, Maggie.
There is also the possibility of reading Issy and Kate as the spectres of Anna Livia’s
remembered youth and foreshadowed old age. And Shaun projects most of the ghosts
thathaunt the book and himself. Thus, HCE, Shem, ALP, Issy, etc., would represent
different dimensions of Shaun’s self that he has repressed and that haunt him in
the form of ghosts. We have seen how it has been mentioned that the figure of the
father is invoked by or through Shaun, and that Shem could be understood as his
other self, his double, that in a mirror-like way offers him an inverted image of himself.
Both ALP and [ssy may represent for him the feminine principle that this Don John
cannotassimilate and be at ease with. Seamus Deane has pointed out that, in contrast
with Shaun, Shem finally reconciles himself with the female figure that he reveals
to his brother—by means of a drawing that appears in the “Night Lessons”—as the
origin of humanity:

His language oo is full of repression, evasion, his exile is an escape from his origins to which he
will again be restored by his mother, ALP. She comes to rescue him from his ‘fatherly’ writing
and restore him to himself, rescuing from his Luciferian sin and madness, ‘you first born
and firstfruit of woe, to me, branded sheep, pick of the wasterpaperbaskel.” (FW'194.12-13) 3

Shaun, therefore, can be read as one central consciousness surrounded by specters.
[t is his voice the one we hear most of the time and he is the postman, the one who
carrjes the message conveyed in the book, the gramophone we hear in the text. I know
that I am forcing my own interpretation, my own ghosts, the ghosts that I myself
have projected in the text and that may not coincide with other readers’.

In his Introduction 4 la liverature fantastique, Todorov shares many of Freud’s
conclusions, especially when attributing literary terror to the collapsing of the psychic
boundaries of self and other, life and death, reality and unreality. Todorov
distinguishes two kind of genres that he refers to as, on the one hand, “I'étrange”
—“the uncanny”—and, on the other hand, “le merveilleux”—"the marvellous.” In
“the uncanny,” at the story’s end, the supernatural phenomena can be explained
and, thus, reality remains intact. If, on the contrary, new laws of nature must be
entertained in order to account for the phenomena, then we enter the genre of the
marvellous which implies the supernatural accepted:

Le fantastique, nous 'avons vu, ne dure que le temps d’une hesitation: hesitation commune
au lecteur et au personage, qui doivent decider si ce qu’ils per¢oivent reléve ou non de la
‘realité’, telle qu’elle existe pour 'opinion commune. A la fin de Uhistoire, le lecteur, sinon
le personage, prend toutefois une decisién, il opte pour 'une ou l'autre solution, et par I2
méme sort du fantastique. S'il décide que les lois de la réalité demeurent intactes et permettent
dexpliquer les phénomeénes décrits, nous disons que I'ceuvre reléve d’un autre genre: I'étrange.
Si, au contraire, il decide qu'on doit admettre de nouvelles lois de la nature, par lesquelles
le phénomene peut éter expliqué, nous entrons dans le genre du marveilleux.
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If we try to apply Todorov’s distinction between the “uncanny” .and the
“marvellous” to Finnegans Wake, we can say that the wor'k has been consnderec% as
either belonging to one or the other, and that I have been trying to find an explan.atlon
that would interpret it as belonging rather to the realm of the uncanny. This has
been also done by those critics that attempred to decipher what happens in the text
relating it to a dream dreamt by one or many characters. However, for those v.vho
like Derek Attridge do not easily accept this theory of the dream and rather consider
it “acomedy focused on the irrepressible force of life,”'® the realm of the marvellous
would be more appropriate to account for Finnegans Wake. .

Todorov’s “le merveilleux” demands new laws different to those of nature, in
other words, a new kind of logic, a new language is required. Derrida may help us
in this point since he has expressed how ontology should be repljlced b.y what he
calls “hauntology” and that he defines as “the logic of the specter. And' in the ﬁr.st
book of Finnegans Wake we already find one formulation for the new k.md of logic
that we must follow: “where the possible was the improbable and tht? improbable
the inevitable. [...] all these events they are probably as like those 'whlch may have
taken place as any others which never took persona at all are ever likely to be” (FW
1 logirfiii)a has also made clear that “The spectre is not only the site of the dead
other, itis on my side too,” since “The absolute other in myself or the ab.solute. othfzr
outside amounts to the same thing.” '* And he relates this ghostly dlfnensmn in
ourselves to personal identity, to our handling with our own selves in terms of
individuals:

‘individual’. That’swhat I am here. How is this bearable? I think that it is bearable only because
of the as if: “as if I were dead’. But the as if; the fiction, the guasi-, these are what protect
us from the real events of death itself, if such a thing exists.”

That seems to be also Shem’s stance towards his own self and towards his twin brother
since, as we are told from the perspective of the latter, }'.IC is “haunted by a
convulsionary sense of not having been or being at all that I might havc.been. of ylc:.u
meant to becoming” (FW 193.35-36); and, consequentl);, Shem fictionalises his
own identity: “writing the mystery of himsel in furniture (FW184.09-‘10).fh.
It is his writing and his telling that allow him to pr(?ve, to be certa.m o f"15.
existence, even though only after having said it, after having made a fiction of it:

thereby, he said, reflecting from his own individual person life un.livablc, transacclden;a:cti
through the slow fires of consciousness into a dividual chaos, perilous, potent, ;ommidself
allflesh, human only, mortal) but with each word that would not pass away t c.squ 7
which he had squirtscreened from the crystalline world waned chagreenold and do;agg) y
in its dudhud. This exists that isists after haven been said we know. (FW 186.02-
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What Joyce did with the identiry
consequence, what those characters d
readers do when looking for somethi

of his characters in Finnegans Wake, and, in
o with and among themselves, and what we

ng that haunts and at the same time eludes
us, had been announced by Stephen Dedalus in Ulysses: “We walk through ourselves,

meeting robbers, ghosts, giants, old men, young men, wives, widows, brothers-in-love.
But always meeting ourselves.” ({/ 204)
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