Figuring Modernity: James Joyce’s A Portrait and
Juan Ramén Jiménez’s Diario de un poeta recién casado

JOSE LUiS VENEGAS CARO DE LA BARRERA

Raices y alas. Pero que las alas arraiguen
¥ q L
y las raices vuelen.

Juan Ramén Jiménez, Diario

In Ulysses, Mulligan accuses Stephen of having “the cursed jesuit strain in you, only
ic’s injected the wrong way” (U 1.209). This accusation can also be safely applied
to James Joyce and Juan Ramén Jiménez. A year older than Joyce, Juan Ramén
was born in Moguer (Huelva) in 1881, and, like the Irish writer, attended a Jesuit
school during his childhood. This early contact with the Ignatian institution had
no doubt a deep impact on these two sensitive boys, an impact that would play a
central role in the development of their aesthetic perception as grown-up writers.
The spiritual exercises they were exposed to as young students were metabolised
into and made one with their own artistic methods. As a matter of fact, acommon,
though very summary, account of Joyce’s and Juan Ramén’s oenvres can be given
by saying that they constitute life-long conversations with themselves, a general project
of ascesis towards a transcendental principle that would explain their own existences

in particular and reality at large in general. The innovation with respect to the Ignatian

exercises lies in that this transcendental principle is searched within the individual

as an integral entity, both body and soul.

Joyceand Juan Ramén are indisputable literary revolutionaries. Much has been
said and written about their hermetic style and their unconventional techniques.
But this revolutionary aspect is not constrained to artistic matters. Joyce’s A Portrait
and Juan Ramén’s Diario de un poeta recién casado, published in the same year, 1916,
constitute essential turning points not only because they pave the way to further
literary accomplishments, but also because they reproduce with great precision the
coming of age of the arrist in his search of an immanent divinity, this transcendental
principle we mentioned above. Indeed, the progressive modernisation of literary
techniques should not be considered in isolation, without explicit reference to the
ideological changes that helped bring them forth. That Joyce and Juan Ramén were
inspired by the same pollen of ideas explains why both A Portrairand Diario relescope
in their themaric development the advent of Modernity, the emancipation of the
individual from religious metanarratives and the search of a personally adumbrated
ontological centre. A close comparative analysis of the most salient literary features
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FIGURING MODERNITY: JAMES JOYCE’S A PORTRAIT AND JUAN RAMON JIMENEZ'S DiAri0

in these two works will lead to a better understanding of their ideological resonance
and their central role in the context of European Modernism.

Generic ascription is the most evident feature that brings together A Portrait
and Diario. Justas Diario is a poetic diary, A Portrait can also be considered a poetic
autobiography, though no straightforward equation can be made berween Stephen
and Joyce.' Theoretically, the diary is closely related to the autobiography. Above
all, the strongest link between both genres is the centrality of reference to the
individual experience of the poetic ‘I.” Diary and autobiography are genres whose
origins come early in the history of literature.” However, the consolidation of both
autobliography and diary as genres is heralded by a period that fosters a special concern
with the development of the self and the search of an identity. Confessional literature,
cultivated by Rousseau, along with the widespread popularity of the idealistic tenets
of Lockean or Berkeleyan philosophy around 1800, launched the production of
the diary as a literary form. In Spain, this current gains full strength at the end of
the nineteenth century with writers like Unamuno or Azorin. Indeed, the members
of the so-called ‘Generacién del 98,” notably Unamuno, turned to the diary form to
come to grips with their existential and religious crises.” Similarly, the autobiography
or life-novel becomes popular in Great Britain due to a series of economical and
philosophical changesat the end of the Victorian period that led to a sheer relativism
in the perception of reality. Discovering one’s own identity becomes then the subject
matter of the diary and the autobiography—thus granting them generic status—in

the context of new cultural and ideological formations.

The upsurge of materialist philosophical doctrines supposed a definitive blow
to theological and teleological explanations of the universe. In the absence of external
certainties, the individual looks inside for an identity. In narrative terms, these
discursive changes are ciphered in the lack of structural coherence or plot. In charting
the coming of age of their poetic personae, Diario and A Portrait make for this lack
of coherence by forging a new language that endows the text with internal cohesio;
irrespective of the external events narrated. This requires dislocating stale linguisti
relations and the knitting of personal semiotic systems through symbolism. Asw
shall see, the influence of Romantic thought, particularly Shelley’s, is crucial in the
configuration of this new language in Diario and A Portrait, which emerge th
as key texts to understand those new ideological constructs we referred to abo

Joyce is known to have been an outstanding exponent of the modernist t
for the ‘mot juste.” Much critical attention has revolved around Joyce’s “new lan,
or his “revolution of the word.”* Juan Ramén also set out on a life-long jo
in search of “el nombre esacto de las cosas.”’ Both A Portrait and Diario trace
progression towards the elucidation of a personal poetic language and ske
basic theoretical assumptions regarding language held up by their authors.
clear for them that the possibility of a truly personal language stems from thea
ability to reorient himself in language, to correct the disjunction inheren
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FIGURING MODERNITY: JAMES JOYCE'S A PORTRAIT AND JUAN RAMON [IMENEZ'S DIARI0

can be applied to “Menos,” (D 39), where the same mismatch between the poet’s

interior life and external reality is perceived: “{Todo es menos! El mar / de mi

imajinacién era el mar grande; / el amor de mi alma sola y fuerte era sélo el amor.”

The Platonic overtones of the passage are undeniable, and they offer an aptindication

of the tendency to the name of things and the merge with the “dios deseante y
deseado.” The transatlantic travel ends on an optimistic note with a series of poems
that celebrate that “;Todo es ya mio jrodo!” (D 191). The integral naming of the
sea, aslippery task in “;No!,” is now completed: “Mar, hoy te llamas mar por primera
vez. Te has inventado td mismo y te has ganado td solo tu nombre, mar” (D 166).
Names then prove the stepping stones that lead the poet towards the divinity. Indeed,
it would not be incorrect to state that Juan Ramdén’s craving for his “dios deseante
y deseado” is subordinated to and simultaneously merges with his incessant search
of “el nombre esacto de las cosas.”'° A present-day Adam, Juan Ramdn has to come
up witha language that enables communication between the human and the divine

within himself.
Names and words also feature prominently in A Portrait, conditioning thematic

development. It is psychological growth that completely determines thematic
development in a novel like A Porzrait. As in Diario, the principal thematic thrust
in A Portraitis the process whereby Stephen’s soul “arises from the grave of boyhood,
spurning her graveclothes” "' to artistic fulfilment. As M. Price argues, “artistic creation
may be one of the ways of most fully realizing the self, but it is achieved only as the
artist is freed of impediments within the self and of exigencies outside.” '* This
realisation of the self, this coming of age, demands, as in Diario, the forging of a
new language in the smithy of the individual’s soul. The incessant search of “dios
deseante y deseado” in Juan Ramén’s “Obra” finds a close counterpart in the
development of Stephen’s soul. Indeed, a unifying thrust in the novel is the

protagonist’s constant search for the divinity. The lines Stephen had scribbled on
his geography: “Stephen Dedalus ! Class of Elements | Clongowes Wood College / Sallins/
County Kildare / Ireland / Europe / The World | The Universe” (P 114-5) are liable
to be interpreted as a manifest of conquest, a project of expansion that culminates
in Stephen’s recognition of his artistic vocation.

Joyce himself affirmed that he wanted to separate his art from those “idols of =
the market place . . . the succession of the ages, the spirit of the age, the mission
of the race” (CW 185). Subjective relocation in the linguistic system and the
distocation of stale conceptual relations (the idols of the marker place) identiﬁe:\I
throughout the novel with the dogmatic “voice of the father,” is needed to | -.:'
the craving for the divine and to avoid ending up as a surrogate of nation, religion
and family. The nets Stephen has to soar over may well be interpreted in linguisti€
terms. Stephen is quick to discover the second-hand nature of the language he speal

How different are the words home, Christ, ale, master, on his {the dean of studies’] and 0
mine! His language, so familiar and so foreign, will always be for me an acquired speecii
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and A Portraithad been already formulated by Shelley, who finds the source of poetry
in the poet’s soul, not in the external world.

The question now is, what is the nature of such an original speech, and, more
importantly, what is the process to get to chis state of linguistic completion? For
Shelley, the poet’s “language is vitally metaphorical; that is, it marks the before
unapprehended relations of things and perpetuates their apprehension, until words,
which represent them, become, through time signs for portions or classes of thought
instead of pictures of integral thoughts” (301)."” These words may well serve as a
definition of what the Romantics understood for symbol. The metaphorical nature
of authentic poetic speech is made possible once natural objects are held as symbols,
having a natural connection with the spiritual world. Shelley himself, in his Prometheus
Unbound, for instance, knits an elaborate symbolic system through his consistent
use of objects like cave, fountain, river and tower, among others. The creation of
personal symbolic systems chat characterises this Romantic tradition is more often
than not based on previous systems, but they always imply the organisation of certain
symbols within a framework created by the poet.

Juan Ramén’s and Joyce’s personal semioses are knitted through the use of
symbols. Symbols enable the dislocation of established linguistic associations, as
we have already mentioned. Inour analysis of the main symbolsand their interrelation
1 Diario and A Portrait we shall limit our attention to those that provide the keys
to understand their significance within their ideological context. Juan Ramén’sand
Joyce's genotexts convergeat certain pointsand help configure symbolic grammars
chat coincide in fundamental aspects. The figure of the female, and its relation to
the rose, will emerge in both texts as a central symbol that offer valuable insights
into these writers’ artisticand philosophical convictions. This symbolicanalysis will
help us locate Diario and A Portrait at the centre of the ideological formations we
mentioned at the beginning of our discussion, and to recognise in Juan Ramén and
Joyce two paladins of European Modernism.

Throughout the history of Western civilisation, women have been demonised
as the representatives of disrupting sensuality. Since Eve’s sin, women’s actions have
been vetoed by the power of the patriarchy, and their vital energy has been sapped
by the social constrictions this patriarchy exerted. This subordination of the fernale
has left its stamp on literary cradition. Sir Gawain’s plea against women may well
summarise the place women have occupied in Medieval literature:

But if a dullar shoul dote, deem it no wonder

And through the wiles of 2 woman be wooed into sorrow,
For so was Adam by one, when the world began,

.And Solomon by many more, and Samson the mighty—

Now these were vexed by their devices— twere a very joy
Could one but learn to love, and believe them not. (2414-21) 18
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and A Portraithad been already formulated by Shelley, who finds the source of poetry
in the poet’s soul, not in the external world.
The question now is, what is the nature of such an original speech, and, more
importantly, what is the process to get to this state of linguistic completion? For
Shelley, the poet’s “language is vitally metaphorical; that is, it marks the before
unapprehended relations of things and perpetuates their apprehension, until words,
which represent them, become, through time signs for portions or classes of thought
instead of pictures of integral thoughts” (301)."” These words may well serve as a
definition of what the Romantics understood for symbol. The metaphorical nature
ofauthentic poetic speech is made possible once natural objects are held as symbols,
having a natural connection with the spiritual world. Shelley himself, in his Prometheus
Unbound, for instance, knits an elaborate symbolic system through his consistent
use of objects like cave, fountain, river and tower, among others. The creation of
personal symbolic systems that characterises this Romantic tradition is more often
than not based on previous systems, but they always imply the organisation of certain
symbols within a framework created by the poet.
Juan Ramoén’s and Joyce’s personal semioses are knitted through the use of
symbols. Symbols enable the dislocation of established linguistic associations, as
we have already mentioned. In our analysis of the main symbols and their interrelation
in Diario and A Portrair we shall limit our attention to those that provide the keys
to understand their significance within their ideological context. Juan Ramén’sand
Joyce’s genotexts converge at certain points and help configure symbolic grammars
that coincide in fundamental aspects. The figure of the female, and its relation to
the rose, will emerge in both texts as a central symbol that offer valuable insights
into these writers’ artistic and philosophical convictions. This symbolic analysis will
help us locate Diario and A Portrait at the centre of the ideological formations we
mentioned at the beginning of our discussion, and to recognise in Juan Ramén a

Joyce two paladins of European Modernism.

been vetoed by the power of the patriarchy, and their vital energy has been saj
by the social constrictions this patriarchy exerted. This subordination of the femalé
has left its stamp on literary tradition. Sir Gawain’s plea against women may W
summarise the place women have occupied in Medieval literature:

But if a dullar shoul dote, deem it no wonder
And through the wiles of a woman be wooed into sorrow,
For so was Adam by one, when the world began,
-And Solomon by many more, and Samson the mighey—
Now these were vexed by their devices— twere a very joy
Could one but learn to love, and believe them not. (2414-21) '®
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FIGURING MODE RNTTY: JAMES O CE'S A PORTRAIT anD Juan R AMON JIMENEZ'S DART

chat yokes together woman and poetry 15 confirmed by the famous poem ~Vino
primero, pura,” in Erernidades. n fact Juan Ramén’s language might be labelled
‘feminine’ in thatit subverts the Jogocentric oppression of a fixed system of differences
imposed from withoutas the poet progresses tO the encounter with the fernale, with
his spiritual centre and with his own poetiC VOice, which become all one and the

same thing.

Juan Ramon also recognised this ferinine quality in Joyce's work. Referring
to his language, the poet from Moguer pointed out that “(la] comprendemos bien
sin haberla estudiado del rodo, como conversacion de una madre, Jos que creemos
que todos Jos sentidos corporales participan plenamente de cada uno de los otros,

y cadauno, de ]a totalidad del universo” (James ]oyce” 160). This sensorial aspect
of Joyce's language will be better understood once we have closely investigated the
relevance of women in A Portrait. As 10 Diario, the significance of the figure of the
female 1s not fixed in 1ts connotations. In the novel’s overture of one page and a
half, Baby Tuckoo’s mother is related to the senses, with the overwhelming chaos
of nature and with the body: “His mother had a nicer smell than his father. She
played on the piano the sailor’s hornpipe for him to dance” (P 106). By contrast,

the father represents logocentric patriarchy: “His father told him that story [baby

cuckoo’s]: his father {ooked at him through a glass” (P 105). At the dawn of his
al pleasure t© the

CONSCIOUSNESS, Stephen opposes his mother as the source of physic
world of social rules, of ready-made (hj)stories, embodied by his father. Nevertheless,
the young Stephen is quick to perceive chat the physicality he identifies with his
h the social demands to fitin 2 patriarchal world. Hence, “the

mother clashes wit
female takes on extraordinary and mysterious powers: A goddess in her authoritys

the hated flesh that cludes the infant’s control.”
einforces this separation from what the female

represents: «Facher Arnall knew more than Dante because hewasa priest” (P109).

To get to this fernale, sensorial quality Juan Ramén recognised in Joyce: he, like
Stephen, will have to accept this fernale sensuality asan informing principle of hisart.

Obedienceto the Virgin Mary and a downiight curbing of the senses Were central
requisies for Stephen to achieve spiritual perfection. Previous to this, he had
experienced 2 moment of physical bliss in his encountet with the prostitute at the

end of chaprer 2: “He closed his eyes surrendering himself to her, body and mind,

conscious in the world but the dark pressure of her softly parting Jips. They presse
gh they were che vehicle of avague speech” (P202)

his brain as upot his lips as thou
astic exultation, seems to have reached the root of

Stephen, in this moment of orgh

speech, 2 “vague speech” that Op

personality sO far. From now on, in his process ofartisticand existential m

Stephen will try to conjoin the sensuality of the whore, her somatic, sensuous v

speech” with the ascetic spirituality Jemanded by the Virgin. In Henke's Wor€

“iis Stephen’s ambition throughout the novel to ‘deflower the Blessed Virgin M

sheis unconsciousty identified with
Attendance to @ Jesuit institution r

aturations
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" For a derailed analysis of Juan Ramoén’s symbolic system, see C. Nicolds, “Algunas claves en
la obra poética de Juan Ramén Jiménez,” fuan Ramon fiménez en su centenario (Céceres: Delegacion
Provincial del Ministerio de Cultura, 1981) 73-99.

» The woman and poetry—the poet’s “Obra”~is also symbolically related to a central symbol
in Juan Ramén, the rose, as this poem illustrates. As C. Nicolds argues, “es la rosa como simbolo de
belleza, de la perfeccién y de la obra—y también como sintesis del universo” (88). These very
connotations are also found in Joyce’s use of the symbol. Introduced on the first page of the novel
in Baby Tuckoo’s deformation of the popular song: “O, the green wothe botheth” (P 105), the green
rose stands for young Stephen’s capacity to disrupt ready-made discourses and his early desire to find
a personal voice that would blur the Manichaean oppositions he is made to absorb from early childhood.
He does not want either a red or a white rose, but a green one that would escape the surveillance of
the discursive dichotomies thac scructure Irish society at the time (cf. 2 111).

*! S. Henke, “Stephen Dedalus and Women: A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Misogynist,”
Modern Critical Interpretations of James joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, ed. H. Bloom
(New York and Philadelphia: Chelsea House, 1988) 57.

#2 Juan Ramén as qud. in G. Azam, £l modernismo desde dentro (Barcelona: Anthropos, 1989) 175.
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