The Wandering Odysseus

ANNE MACCARTHY

Declan Kiberd in his introduction to Ulysses claims that in the text there isa danger
that “a tracing of the Homeric structure usurps the experience of reading the text.”
He quotes one critic’s insistence that “the object of reading a book is not to reconstruct
the schema, just as the aim in eating a dinner is not to reconstitute the recipe.” Kiberd
notes, nevertheless, how many have been given the “extra pleasure of guessing the
mystery ingredients of a praised dish, and have ended with pleas for a copy of the
formula to take away.” ' It could be tedious to draw unimaginative comparisons
between Homer’s work and Joyce yet there are some ingredients in Joyce’s Ulysses
which are Homeric. It would be interesting to try to identify a few, something which
[ am going to do in the Cyclops episode of Joyce’s book.

In Homer’s Odyssey, the Cyclops Polyphemus asks Odysseus his name. Odysseus
replies “No-one.” > When Odysseus puts out his one eye and he calls for help to
the other cyclopes they ask him who is attacking him and he replies “No-one.” Thus
they do not come to his rescue and Odysseus can escape. In the Greek text, for Alfred
Heubeck and Arie Hoekstra, itis a play on the pronunciation of his name, Odysseus,
that helps him: ‘Odysseus gives his names as ouzzs, “No-one” (o #is) and thus happens
on a means to trick the Cyclops.” They continue that “the invention of this name
... is explained by the subsequent course of events” especially in the scene when
Polyphemus calls for help and says that “ No-one” is attacking him. For them the
name given is not as Konrat Ziegler supposes “a disguised form of Odysseus’ real
name.”” Ziegler holds that the false name, by which Odysseus deceives Polyphemus,
is not really a false name at all but a misunderstanding playing with the double
meaning of the real names). * However, Victor Bérard comments that this passage
in The Odyssey’ contains a lot of wordplay, but not misunderstandings.® For Heubeck
and Hoekstra, what Odysseus tells Polyphemus is not, as Stuart Gilbert writes, the
negation conrained in Odysseus” Greek form.” Ziegler and Gilbert maintain that
he is disguising his identity through this ambiguity. Richard Ellmann holds that
itis 2 pun when Odysseus says to Polyphemus that he is outis. Joyce, according to
Ellmann, worked out his own etymology, outis + Zeus, the “divine nobody, at once
unique and nondescript.”® Gilbert holds that this is the correct etymology.” He also

* Twould like to thank Dr. Juan Casas Rigall of the Departamento de Literatura Espafiola, Teorfa
de la Literatura y Lingiiistica General, University of Santiago de Compostela, for his helpful advice

n the writing of this article. Without it this article would not have been possible.
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notes that there is a curious characteristic in the last seven pages of the episode. All
reference to Leopold Bloom by his name is carefully avoided. ' The avoidance of
naming Bloom is similar to the disguise Odysseus adopts to escape the Cyclops or
the negation in his name. It is a denial of the most obvious indications of self, one’s
name. Joyce may not have believed Odysseus was only playing on words when he
told Polyphemus that he was No-one but deliberately disguising his name, just as
he larer disguises himself with Cyclops’ ram to escape from the cave."' Both disguises
are voluntarily adopted. In addition the denial of identity is advantageous for
Odysseus. I would suggest that this voluntarily denial of existence is important in
the Cyclops episode of Joyce’s book.

There are obvious parallels between the Wandering Jew and Odysseus: both
are wanderers, both are solitary (Odysseus at certain moments only), both are victims
in one way or another, one voluntarily seeks annihilation and death, the other
deliberately calls himself “Nobody.” Both seek liberty thus, the jew from the
tediousness of existence and Odysseus a way to escape from divine anger. In addition,
Ahasuerus is odious to all humanity because of his refusal to help Christ on the way
to Calvary. Pierre Grimal gives another manner of interpreting the name, Odysseus.
In Book XIX, lines 405-412 of The Odyssey, Odysseus’s grandfather, Autolycus, tells
his daughter that he would name her child “the one hated by many” as he himself,
Autolycus, was hated by a ot of people. So the name Odysseus is like the Greek
for “to be hated.” ? In fact Joyce would have been aware of these similarities berween

Odysseus and the Wandering Jew. He believed in Bérard’s theories about the Semitic
origins of 7he Odyssey. In addition, Timothy Martin speaks of Joyce’s interest in
the Flying Dutchman and that some of his favourite music by Wagner was from
the opera of the same name. He comments on the fact that Joyce owned and
annotated the first volume of Wagner’s Prose Works. In “A Communication to My
Friends,” according to him, “Joyce would have read of the association in Wagner’s
mind between the Dutchman and the Wandering Jew” and of “the relationship
of both figures to Odysseus.” "’ Ellmann writes that the Wandering Jew was in Joyce’s
mind in his “Irish” Ulysses: “so was the idea of the oldest people wandering in exile
century after century and still maintaining, in spite of oppression, an identity.”
(However, the Wandering Jew does not want to maintain an identity as such. He
has been cursed with existence until the Last Judgement because he refused to help
Jesus and give him a chance to rest on the way to the crucifixion). Ellmann mentions,
as support for his claim that the Wandering Jew was in Joyce’s mind when creating
the “Irish Ulysses,” the presence in his library at Trieste of Eugene Sue’s Le juiferrant,

Hermann Heijermans’ Abasuer and Mark Twain’s The New Pilgrim’s Progress.
This denial of self and deliberate seeking of nonentity and non-being may be
seen, paradoxically, as “affirmations of the spirit,” to quote Joyce’s words on the
nineteenth-century writer, James Clarence Mangan, even though they involve 2
negation of a particular existence.* They are found in Mangan’s work and, according
to Ellmann, Joyce had a copy of C. P. Mechan’s anthology of Mangan’s prose and
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Judgement. Mangan translates this aspect very faithfully. The Jew in his many
attempts to find death runs into forest fires, is present in battles, at the fall of Rome,
tigers and lions cannot kill him. After one effort to find eternal rest he cries “And
Being’s shaft of flame transpierced me afresh!.”  Being is what annihilates and
destroys him and not death. He voluntarily seeks extinction. 1 think it may not be
far-fetched to suggest that Joyce endows his “Irish” Ulysses with some of the aspects
he imagined to be part of Mangan himself. In his first essay on Mangan Joyce asserts
that “Mangan has been a stranger in his country, a rare and unsympathetic figure
in the streets, where he is seen going forward alone like one who does penance for
some ancientsin” (CW76). Itis possible that Joyce was thinking of the Wandering
Jew when writing this, as he too does penance for an “ancient sin.” Like Bloom,
Mangan is astranger in his own country. We see in the Cyclops episode how Bloom
affirms his Irish nationality when asked by the citizen: “What s your nation,” “Ireland,
says Bloom. I wasborn here. Ireland” (U430). Yet he is notaccepted as Irish because
he is ajew. Although he says thatIreland is his country he also proclaims his jewishness
in this episode (U 431-432).

There is evidence in Ulysses of Joyce’s mixing of the figure of the Wandering

Jewwith the identification of Bloom with Odysseus. In the Cyclops episode the citizen
says that Bloom is “a wolf in sheep’s clothing,” “Virag from Hungary! Ahasuerus
I call him. Cursed by God” (U 439). As I have said, in 7he Odyssey Odysseus and
his men escape from Polyphemus’ cave disguised by his sheep. Odysseus is a wolf
as his physical and nominative disguise are weapons used against Polyphemus. Itis
implied by the Citizen that Bloom is a “wolf” because he partakes in the endemic
shiftiness of his race in hiding his name. So it is significant that the Citizen next
speaks of Bloom’s real name “Virag.” The change of name is like a disguise too. The
citizen seems to let fall that even if Bloom changes his name he cannot change his
race, he is, like Ahasuerus, the Wandering Jew, cursed by God. Bloom has some
things in common with Ahasuerus and, from the point of view of this essay, one
of the most interesting is their voluntary denial of identity in varying degrees: one
in his adoption of a more Anglo-Saxon sounding name and the other, Ahasuerus,
in his wish for extinction. In fact Gilbert says that from the semite point of view
not having a name is the same as non-existence. * Bloom’s father in abandoning
his original name is in a way denying his existence as a jew in the same way as
Ahasuerus seeks death to escape being the Wandering Jew.

There is a further interesting point in this avoidance of existence: the notion
thata name isa weapon. In Homer’s Odyssey, Book IX, Odysseus tells Polyphemus,
the Cyclops, that he is “No-one,” so voluntarily denying his identity as a means of
escaping from the Cyclops. This denial of identity, as Richard Ellmann remarks,
is an indication of the obsession shared by Homer and Joyce “with naming and not
naming.” He adds that for both Joyce and Homer a name is a “weapon, a brand,
an alarm.”? Ellmann’s strange choice of vocabulary is uncanny, as we are reminded
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wants to escape the monotony of his existence as Ahasuerus, trying to kill himself.
In Mangan’s cranslation of Schubart’s poem the jew is offered eternal life, a liberation
from his monotonous existence, when an angel tells him at the end: “Sleep, Ahasuerus,
now!/ For God doth not incense Himself for ever.”*® The last word in Ulysses is an
affirmation. Being No-one is to attain a grade of liberty and future possibilities denied
to those confined to being a somebody, just.as the last word of Ulysses “yes” points
to an undefined future after one finishes reading it.
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