JAMES JOYCE
AND THE FIRST GENERATION
NEW YORK SCHOOL

EVAN R. FIRESTONE

Daedalus for a generation of New York School painters,
James Joyce created the wings for a generation and the
labyrinth of ideas which has held obsessive fascination

for subsequent artists.

Fig. 1. Jackson Pollock, Full Fathom Five,
1947. Oil on canvas, 50-7/8 x 30-1/8". Museum of Modern Art, New York.
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he artists of the first generation New York School, most of
whom are known collectively as Abstract Expressionists,
were as a group generally well-read or well-informed and in
touch with the literary currents of their time. Non-fiction works
by Nietzsche, Freud, Jung, and James Frazer combined on their
reading lists with the writings of Baudelaire, the French Sym-
bolist poets (especially Rimbaud), Herman Melville, André
Breton and Garcia Lorca, among others. Although scholars have
examined the connections between this group of artists and lit-
erature rather carefully, except in the case of David Smith there
has been relatively little mention of James Joyce.' This is sur-
prising since Joyce is considered by many to be one of the
greatest writers of fiction in the twentieth century, and a num-
ber of first generation New York School artists have acknowl-
edged their interest in him. For example, James Brooks, speak-
ing of his friend Bradley Walker Tomlin, said, ‘I think a writer
who influenced most of us, and | think him pretty strongly, cer-
tainly one who influenced me more than any painter, was James
Joyce.”? Others of this generation who have indicated admira-
tion for Joyce include Robert Motherwell, Jackson Pollock,
Philip Guston, Barnett Newman, Jack Tworkov, Ad Reinhardt,
and Tony Smith.

A number of characteristics of his writing appealed to Ameri-
can artists of the 1940s and '50s, but initially, it was Joyce's
“stream of consciousness” technique that attracted them.
Joyce’s method of directly conveying his characters’ unedited
interior thoughts, begun in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young
Man, and expanded in Ulysses, provided another literary equiva-
lent of the visual automatism they were struggling to develop.
In Robert Motherwell’s case, his appreciation of Joyce preced-
ed his preoccupation with the “‘automatic writing” of the Sur-
realists. His conviction that a modern artist must be experi-
mental was in part formed by his reading and intense discus-
sion of Ulysses while a student at Stanford University in the
mid-1930s.® The implications of Joyce’s writing must have fur-
ther crystallized for Motherwell when he discovered Surrealist
writing and art in the early '40s.

Motherwell’s involvement with Joyce has been recognized in
the literature by his choice of a title for The Homely Protestant
of 1948. He has described how this title was selected:

| could not find a title for possibly my single most impor-

tant “figure” painting. Then | remembered a Surrealist

custom, viz, to take a favorite book and place one’s finger

at random in it. In either Ulysses or Finnegans Wake (|

forget which), my finger rested on the words “the homely

protestant....”*

For the record, the title is located in a list of abusive phrases on
page 71 of Finnegans Wake.® Motherwell’s interest in Joyce
continues to this day. It has been reported that he still “‘regular-
ly dips back into Ulysses,”® and in recent years titles of a
number of works, for example, The River Liffey, Stephen’s Iron
Crown, Stephen’s Gate and Bloom in Dublin, carry Joycean ref-
erences. Although the titles were assigned after the works were
completed (that is, Joyce was not consciously on his mind
while he was working), the choice of titles underscores Mother-
well’s perception, which he shared with a number of others of
his generation, that Joyce’'s writing was relevant to the art they
were creating.”

That the “simulated” automatism of Joyce’s ““stream of con-
sciousness” writing (“simulated” because Joyce’s prose actu-
ally is very carefully constructed) influenced artists is evi-
denced by Barnett Newman’s activities in the mid-1940s. Ac-
cording to Thomas B. Hess, “he started to write fiction, in-
fluenced by Joyce's Ulysses, automatic writing, getting it down
as fast as he could.”® At the same time, Newman was creating a
series of rapidly executed drawings and watercolors, no doubt
influenced by the biomorphic marine imagery and automatist
techniques of Surrealism, but equally as Joycean in spirit. The
equation between automatism and aquatic imagery, which in
Surrealism pertains to the preconscious or subconscious mind,
is characteristic of Joyce’s thinking as well.

Several of the most extended “‘stream of consciousness’ mo-
nologues in Ulysses occur in Chapters IIl and XIII, in settings at




the seashore. Chapter Ill, the “Proteus” episode, in particular,
is amodel for the merger of vividly fluid marine imagery and free
associational thought. At the opening of this chapter we find
these lines:
Signatures of all things | am here to read, seaspawn and
seawrack, the nearing tide, that rusty boot. Snotgreen,
bluesilver, rust: coloured signs.®
The sea, which yields from its depths unexpected objects and
signs, is easily recognized as analogous to the mind. Joyce was
familiar with Freud’s theories, incorporated them in his writ-
ings, and consequently, his works have encouraged a signifi-
cant amount of Freudian interpretation.'®

In one strikingly visual passage towards the end of Chapter il
we read the following description:

Under the upswelling tide he saw the writhing weeds lift

languidly and sway reluctant arms, hissing up their petti-

coats, in whispering water swaying and upturning coy sil-

ver fronds. . . (U, 49:35-37).

Not only does this sound like a possible description of a poured
painting by Jackson Pollock, but in Joyce’s next paragraph we
find the source for the title of one of Pollock’s breakthrough pic-
tures of 1947, the silver, green-blue, and white Full Fathom Five
(Fig. 1). Although there is no minimizing the difficulties associa-
ted with attaching importance to titles in Abstract-Expression-
ist works, especially in Pollock’s case, Pollock did admire
Joyce’s writings, and the literary context in which the title of
Full Fathom Five is found may have iconographical significance
for the painting.

Lee Krasner has recalled that Joyce was one of Pollock’s fav-
orite authors.'" His library contained Stephen Hero, Ulysses,
and Finnegans Wake.'? Betty Parsons, Pollock’s early dealer, re-
membered that “‘he often talked about Joyce.”'* His neighbor in
East Hampton, the artist Alfonso Ossorio, observed that Pol-
lock “read Finnegans Wake, and you felt that he was in tune
with the idea that one word could mean many things.... He
loved the Joyce recordings of his collected works, the music of
Joyce's voice.”'* Some who knew him, Fritz Bultman and B. H.
Friedman, for example, feel that although Pollock was attracted
to Joyce, he probably did not read deeply into the works. More
likely, they believe, his occasional perusals of Joyce were great-
ly supplemented by the recordings and by friends such as Tony
Smith, who as early as the '40s was known to quote large
chunks of Joyce by heart.'s

The title for Full Fathom Five is located in a passage which
speaks of “a loose drift of rubble,” quite befitting a painting
that has embedded in its surface pebbles, nails, tacks, buttons,
keys, coins, matches, and other debris:

Five fathoms out there. Full fathom five thy father lies. At

one he said. Found drowned. High water at Dublin bar.

Driving before it a loose drift of rubble, fanshoals of

fishes, silly shells. A corpse rising saltwhite from the

undertow, bobbing landward, a pace a pace a porpoise.

There he is. Hook it quick. Sunk though he be beneath the

watery floor. We have him. Easy now (U, 50:4-10)

The poured paintings of 1947 were given titles after they were
completed in picture-naming sessions with Pollock, Lee Kras-
ner, and their neighbors in East Hampton, Ralph Manheim and
his wife. It is generally agreed that most of the titles were sup-
plied by Manheim. However, as B. H. Friedman has pointed out,
Pollock had final approval of the titles, and they clearly convey a
sense of his artistic ambitions and concerns.'®

Could the passages which so aptly describe the color, move-
ment, and “drift of rubble” in Full Fathom Five also provide a
clue to its content? Citing Lee Krasner that Pollock once told
her, “I choose to veil the imagery,” Charles F. Stuckey finds in
Pollock’s poured paintings ‘“‘images hidden or ‘veiled’ from
sight by his webs. . ..”"” He notes, “The titles Pollock chose for
some of his non-representational canvases refer to spooky pres-
ences embedded in or hidden behind angled, nearly impervious
barriers....”"® In the case of Full Fathom Five Stuckey could
not have been more correct, although the source for the title
was apparently unknown to him. It is provocative to consider
the possibility that Pollock’s title, whether initially his or not,
provides evidence of hidden imagery, in this instance repre-
sented by a corpse ‘“‘sunk though he be beneath the watery
floor.”

Fig. 2. David Smith, The Letter, 1950. Welded steel, 37-5/8 x 22-7/8 x 9"+ ".
Munson-Williams-Proctor Institute, Utica, New York.

Alfonso Ossorio has commented on Pollock’s interest in Fin-
negans Wake, and it is with this great book, first published in
1939, that the artist’s work is most instructively compared. One
Joyce critic, Clive Hart, has called Finnegans Wake ‘‘the most
outstanding example of what can be done with objet trouvé col-
lage in literature.”"* He sees Joyce's method as ‘strikingly
similar’ to twentieth-century painting techniques: “Bits and
pieces are picked up and incorporated into the texture with little
modification, while the precise nature of each individual frag-
ment is not always of great importance.”?® Borrowing a term
from Claude Levi-Strauss, Margot Norris describes Joyce's
“practice of using bits and pieces of heterogeneous materials
without regard to their specific function” as “bricolage.””' The
parallel is obvious with Pollock’s amalgamation of materials in
Full Fathom Five, allowing an assortment of foreign objects to
retain their individuality, but a great deal of Pollock’s work can
be understood in terms of “‘bricolage.”

As in the case of Finnegans Wake, which has been described
as “essentialy visual . . . [tlhere never was a book more cluttered
with visual symbols,’?? Pollock’s pre-1947 paintings are dense
with signs and symbols. Both writer and painter create complex
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worlds that evoke a sense of endless symbolic interplay. Poll-
ock, as Ossorio noted, appreciated Joyce's use of portmanteau
words, the conjoining of semantically dissimilar words to sug-
gest multiple and contradictory meanings. These constructions
provide a literary analogue to the artist’s symbol-making ten-
dencies. Pollock also must have been drawn to Joyce's use of
words as material, which gave them an apparent quality of ab-
straction and autonomy. In a formal sense, a number of pre-1947
paintings, like Joyce’s text, read as “parts placed side by side
without transition, parts in a variety of rhythms, shapes and
tones.”?* Pollock’s friend, James Brooks, observed that:

Joyce had a non-narrative style. What you were reading

was right there. You’re not waiting for something to come.

| hated to leave a paragraph because | didn’t need to go

anywhere else. But his irreverence, his strange juxtaposi-

tion of things and unexpectedness was pretty much what

we were after at that time. That was in the air.?*
The “substitutionality of parts” and the “variability and uncer-
tainty of structural and thematic elements” are features com-
mon to Joyce’s book and Pollock’s pre-1947 paintings. In both
““meanings are dislocated—hidden in unexpected places, multi-
plied and split, given over to ambiguity, plurality, and uncertain-
ty....”?s The element of unpredictability created by fluid sym-
bolism and continually shifting relationships in Finnegans

Fig. 3. Ad Reinhardt, A Portend of the
Artist as a Yhung Mandala, 1956. (First published in Art News, May 1956, pp. 36-37.)
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Wake and Pollock’s earlier paintings is finally heightened and
transformed by the artist's adoption of a radical automatist
technique in the poured paintings of 1947-1952.

Margot Norris sees Finnegans Wake as ‘“‘a decentered uni-
verse” in which “The formal elements of the work . . . are not an-
chored to a single point of reference, that is, they do not refer
back to a center.”2® Simply put, this is what modern painters cal|
allover composition, a concept with which Pollock is insepara-
bly linked. Clement Grenberg, Pollock’s critical champion in the
’40s, noted in a 1948 essay that Joyce provides a literary paralle|
for “all-over” painting.?’” James Brooks observed that in Finne-
gans Wake, “The plot wasn’t the important thing. You are not
getting from one place to another. But the whole book was
spread out over an enormous expanse.”?® It is conceivable that
Pollock related this aspect of Joyce to his own work.

Aside from any influence Joyce may have had on Pollock, the
fundamental similarities between these men had profound sig-
nificance for twentieth-century literature and art. For both, the
making of art, the process of creation rather than the result, was
the meaningful part of the effort. As is frequently said about
their respective endeavors, “everything is in a constant state of
becoming.””?* Most importantly, in exploring the relationship be-
tween the conscious and unconscious mind, they developed
new languages which undermined traditional notions of artistic
structure.®® Like the letter in Finnegans Wake, the book’s princi-
pal “expanding symbol [which] quickly comes to stand for the
book itself,”*' Pollock’s painting:

.. is not a miseffectual whyacinthinous riot of blots and
blurs and bars and balls and hoops and wriggles and juxta-
posed jottings linked by spurts of speed: it only looks as

likeit. .. (FW, 118:28-30).

David Smith frequently alluded to Joyce’s writing and its rele-
vance to contemporary art, and a number of his comments have
been recorded in the literature. In 1965, Robert Motherwell of-
fered this recollection of Smith:

| have known David Smith for twenty years, ever since that

afternoon we met by prearrangement (but unknown to

each other) during the 1940s . . . In those days | was full of

French Symbolist aesthetics, of Rimbaud and Mallarmé,

and of André Breton, of the possibilities of representing

reality indirectly but passionately in one’s medium. | can
still see David saying, with his characteristic bluntness
and inalterable sense of his own identity, “I don’t need
them. I've read James Joyce!” He was right, all of it is in

Ulysses, and | looked at him with a sudden intellectual

respect that has not yet diminished as my affection for

him has continually grown.*?
Smith, who had a dog named Finnegan,** recommended ‘‘the
study of Joyce’s work, such as Finnegans Wake, wherein the
use of words and relationships function much as in the process
of the creative artist’s mind.”** Stanley Meltzoff reported in a
1946 essay, ‘‘One of the sculptor’'s main influences was the ap-
pearance of ‘Work in Progress’ in TRANSITION [sic].”** He com-
pared Smith’s “sculptural use of metamorphising objects” to
Joyce's “literaryuse of the pun,” and observed that certain of his
works “‘are as complicated as parts of ‘Finnegans Wake’ and as
complete as adeparture. . . ."3®

Although a number of Smith’s pieces have been compared to
Joyce’s writing, only The Letter of 1950 can be directly related
to the author’s work (Fig. 2). Referring to this sculpture, Smith
told Thomas Hess, “That relates the Little Red Hen that scratch-
ed in Joyce ... the Little Red Hen that scratched the letter
up.”*” The letter, as previously noted, is the central symbol in
Finnegans Wake, “a sprawling and somewhat formless motif-
complex which. . .recurs in literally hundreds of places in more
or less fragmentary form.”?® It is evident that Smith strongly
identified with the writer and his symbol. He observed, “I'm
always scratching up letters and that’s one of the nice things
about Joyce. There’s a part of Joyce in me all my life.””®

Rosalind Krauss sees The Letter as an assimilation of Joyce’s
symbol by reference to Adolph Gottlieb’s pictorial structure in
the “Pictograph” paintings.*® Be that as it may, | find that the
content and structure of The Letter reflect a very direct
response to Joyce's text. It is true that there are numerous
fragmentary references to the letter throughout Finnegans
Wake, but it is quoted and described at some length in Chapter




V where a number of descriptions are compellingly visual.
Smith’s sculpture, which in Krauss’ words, “‘reads like a set of
secret glyphs for which the viewer has no key,”*' not only con-
veys the inscrutability of Joyce’s discussion of the letter, but
can be seen as arather faithful representation of the writer's im-
ages:

. ruled barriers, along which the traced words run,
march, halt, walk, stumble at doubtful points, stumble up
again in comparative safety . . . with lines of litters slitter-
ing up and loads of latters slettering down ... (FW,
114:7-9, 17-18).

Or again, in Joyce’s description of the letter previously quoted
in connection with Pollock—‘a miseffectual whyacinthinous
riot of blots and blurs and bars and balls and hoops”—we find
apossible source for Smith’s Ys (‘“whyacinthinous”), Os (“balls
and hoops”), and the lines (“bars’) that Joyce earlier called
“ruled barriers.”*?

Joyce’s letter, comprised of letters, came from litter scratch-
ed up by the hen inadump. Joyce informs us, “if you are abced-
minded ... what curios of signs in this ‘‘allaphbed” (FW,
18:17-18), and he asks, “will this kiribis pouch filled with litterish
fragments lurk dormant in the pouch....?” (FW, 66:25-26).
Smith, who could not have failed to see the dump, or “‘allaph-
bed,” as a symbol of the unconscious mind, said, ‘| don’t differ-
entiate between writing and drawing, not since | read that part
of Joyce.”** However, The Letter, and 17 h’s and 24 Greek Y's of
the same year, can quite literally be seen to have come from an
‘“allaphbed” since the steel letters that Smith used were part of
an assortment of junk metal he bought from a hardware dealer.**
Like Joyce and Pollock, Smith was one of the great ““bricoleurs”
of the century, making “bricolage” out of a personalized, frag-
mented symbolism and bits and scraps of material.

Joyce the “bricoleur” is displayed in Ulysses and Finnegans
Wake. His earlier novel, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man,
although containing some elements of the later works, pro-
pounds an aesthetic antithetical to the concept of bricolage. In
Chapter V, Stephen Dedalus advocates what “amounts to a
theory of impersonality and autonomy . . . a theory of art forart’s
sake . .. [a] static contemplative art.”** Joyce had an audience
for these ideas also. In a 1953 article Thomas Hess noted that
“[Ad] Reinhardt enjoys the phrasing of Joyce—young Steph-
en’s trinity of wholeness, radiance and harmony....”** On
another occasion, Hess observed that many of Reinhardt’s il-
lustrated art satires were strongly influenced by Joyce’s later
writings.*” An obvious example is found in the title of one of the
better-known art jokes, ““A Portend of the Artist as a Yhung Man-
dala,” where the author’s early title is conjoined with the pun-
ning word play of Finnegans Wake (Fig. 3). It is worthy of note
that Hess recorded Reinhardt’s appreciation of Stephen Deda-
lus’ aesthetics at the time the artist’s work was evolving from re-
lational compositions emphasizing shape, value, and color con-
trasts to the monochromatic pictures that culminated in the
“Black Paintings” (Fig. 4). | do not mean to infer a crucial con-
nection between Joyce and Reinhardt, only that this aspect of
the writer's work may have had some influence on Reinhardt’s
thinking, or at the least reinforced it.

In a discussion with a friend, young Stephen translates Aqui-
nas’ ““Ad pulcritudinem tria requiruntur integritas, consonantia,
claritas” as “Three things are needed for beauty, wholeness,
harmony and radiance” (AP, 248: 18-21), and then explains his
theory of art at length:

.. .the esthetic image is first luminously apprehended as

selfbounded and selfcontained ... You apprehend it as

one thing. You see it as one whole. You apprehend its

wholeness. That is integritas (AP, 249:5-10).

.. .immediate perception is followed by the analysis of
apprehension. Having first felt that it is one thing you feel
now that is a thing. You apprehend it as complex, multiple,
divisible, separable, made up of its parts and their sum,
harmonious. That is consonantia (AP, 249:16-21).

The instant wherein that supreme quality of beauty, the
clear radiance of the esthetic image, is apprehended lum-
inously by the mind which has been arrested by its whole-
ness and fascinated by its harmony is the luminous silent
stasis of esthetic pleasure. . . . (AP, 250:12-17).

The process of perception that Joyce has Stephen describe

Fig. 4. Ad Reinhardt, Abstract Painting, Black, 1960-66. Oi/ on canvas, 60 x 60",
Private Collection.

matches the experience of many viewers of Reinhardt’s “Black
Paintings.” The writer who has best described the gradual
recognition of structure in Reinhardt’s later works is Lucy Lip-
pard. She has written:

On entering a room with one or more black paintings, one

has a first impression of only the most general nature. One

sees a black square hanging on the wall . . . After a period

of looking at the dull glow, one begins to perceive the non-

blackness the extremely muted colors begin to

emerge, and with them, but lagging a little, comes the
trisection [of the surface].*®
Lippard has given us, without making the association, an ex-
cellent description of Stephen’s integritas and consonantia.
But what of claritas, radiance? Once again, Lippard writes:
Reinhardt’'s development from around 1949 to 1960 traces
the process of draining color from light, so that in the last
works, light practically replaced color. . . Black, white and
gray are called achromatic colors though black is caused
by a complete absorption of color. A high degree of light
absorbence is not the same as total absence of light. The
light has been taken in rather than rejected, the opaque
surfaces have paradoxically become transparent con-
tainers of light.*®
Sidney Tillim observed the same phenomenon, stating that
“Darkness in Reinhardt’s painting is aform of light, not illumina-
tion of chiaroscuro but an aspect of form—what might be called
total light.’*® Reinhardt intentionally created this effect, thin-
ning his paint and superimposing layer upon layer of color to
get “not colored light” as Reinhardt wrote to Sam Hunter, “‘but
color that gives off light.””*"

Not only do Reinhardt's “Black Paintings” provide a visual
demonstration of Stephen Dedalus’ wholeness, harmony and
radiance, but Joyce and Reinhardt agree on the subject of the
artist’'s presence in a work of art. Joyce has Stephen say, “The
personality of the artist . . . finally refines itself out of existence,
impersonalizes itself . . . remains within or behind or beyond or
above his handiwork, invisible, refined out of existence” (AP,
252:15-23). Reinhardt’s opinion of artists expressing themselves
is well known, but on one occasion he said simply, “The less an
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artist obtrudes himself in his painting, the purer and clearer his
aims.”®?

Tony Smith was perhaps the biggest fan of Joyce's writings.
Although he came into prominence as a sculptor in the 1960s,
he was a friend and colleague in the '40s of Newman, Rothko,
Pollock, and other artists of the first generation New York
School. Irish, with a Jesuit education, and an artist, Tony Smith
strongly identified with Joyce.** He was always ready to quote
Joyce, and frequently related his work to the writer’s. He once
cited A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man as one source of
his interest in mazes.’* Although Stephen’s family name is
similar to that of Daedalus, the mythological maze-maker,
Ulysses and especially Finnegans Wake would seem to offer
more obvious examples of labyrinthian structures. At one point
Smith speculated on inflatable sculpture which he related to
Surrealism, topology, and to the writings of Joyce.*s He was in-
terested in all of Joyce’s major works, and seems to have
assimilated them in his sculpture.

In some instances, Smith’s work provides a three-dimension-
al exposition of Stephen’s ideas. A piece such as Amaryllis of

- 1965, for example, initially appears to consist of simple forms

quickly grasped. However, it can not be understood from a sin-
gle vantage point. Made of two truncated prisms, the sculp-
ture’s appearance and impact change with each viewpoint.
Smith, with a down-to-earth illustration, succinctly paraphrases
Stephen’s discussion of wholeness, harmony, and radiance:
I’'m interested in the inscrutability and the mysteriousness
of the thing. Something obvious on the face of it . . . is of
no further interest. A Bennington earthenware jar, for in-
stance, has subtlety of color, largeness of form, a general
suggestion of substance ... It continues to nourish us
time and time again. We can’t see it in a second, we con-
tinue to read it.*®
Smith’s Wandering Rocks (1967) derives its name from the
“phantom’” chapter heading of Chapter X in Ulysses (Fig. 5). Any
serious reader of Joyce, of which Smith was one, knows that he
assigned to each episode of his novel a heading based on a
Homeric reference, and these titles are employed in discus-
sions of Ulysses in the Joyce literature. Since there are no wan-
dering rocks in Homer’s Odyssey, except by allusion, the title of
Smith’s sculpture is undoubtedly Joycean, as is the spirit of the
work. In Chapter X, an assortment of Dubliners, named and de-
scribed, come into contact, pass each other, and continue their

Fig. 5. Tony Smith, Wandering Rocks,
1967. Vapor-blasted stainless steel. Rijksmuseum Kréller-Muller, Otterlo.

perambulations around the city. They are, as William York Tin-
dall says, “‘connected with others, but arbitrarily and by tem-
poral coincidence alone.” He observes that ‘““human elements,
like parts of fractured atoms, collide, part, go separate ways . . .
Related by time and place, they lack vital relationship.”s” So it is
with Smith’s sculpture. Each of the five pieces is different and
individually named (Smohawk, Crocus, Slide, Shaft, and Dud),
yet as six-sided prisms they share a familial relationship.
Viewed from numerous vantage points, with the possibility, en-
couraged by the sculptor, of each installation being different,
Smith’s sculpture communicates those elements of unpredic-
tability, simultaneity, connectedness and disconnectedness
that Joyce examined in “The Wandering Rocks’’ episode.

The title of Smith’s Gracehoper (1962-72) is an explicit
reference to Joyce's fable of the “Ondt and Gracehoper” in
Chapter XlIl of Finnegans Wake (Fig. 6). According to Joyce:

The Gracehoper was always jigging ajog, hoppy on akkant

of his joyicity, (he had a partner pair of findlestilts to sup-

plant him), or if not, he was always making ungraceful

overtures. . . . He would of curse melissciously, by his fore

feelhers, flexors, contractors, depressors, and extensors,

lamely. . .. (FW, 414:22-24, 29-31).5®
Smith’s looming, lumbering sculpture is aptly named after
Joyce's Gracehoper. The question is, did he have the creature in
mind when he was making the piece, or for that matter, was he
consciously thinking of the chapter in Ulysses when he was
working on Wandering Rocks? In Smith’s case, a man whose
thinking was pervaded by Joyce, who committed extensive
portions of Joyce to memory, and who frequently related his
work to Joyce's writing, it is almost a chicken-or-egg question.
It is safe to say that his sculpture reflects a significant in-
volvement with Joyce’s images and ideas.

Tony Smith frequently put sculpture together like Joyce
wrote prose. For instance, Willy (1962) is made up of parts from
several sculptures, and P.N. (1969) is a piece of a model from
another work enlarged and turned upside down.*® This way of
working is not uncommon in twentieth-century art, but with
Smith the comparison to Joyce seems inescapable. He is
related to the other “bricoleurs’” of his generation, who, to one
degree or another, absorbed and reconstituted Joyce's meth-
ods in the creation of expressive visual objects.

A number of artists undoubtedly identified with A Portrait of
the Artist as a Young Man. Echoes of Stephen Dedalus can be
discerned in the pronouncements of members of the first
generation New York School. Motherwell’s statement in the
’50s that the aim of Abstract Expressionism “was to forge a
whole new language of painting,”’®® as Phil Patton has noted, is
reminiscent of Stephen’s desire to forge “‘the uncreated con-
science of my race.” Stephen’s view of the artist as *‘a priest of
the eternal imagination, transmuting the daily bread of ex-
perience into the radiant body of everlasting life”” (AP, 260:1-3),
finds a counterpart in Motherwell’s claim that ‘‘abstract art is a
form of mysticism ... one's effort to wed oneself to the
universe, to unify oneself through union.”®' The polemical
nature of Ad Reinhardt’s various writings has more than a little
suggestion of Stephen’s confident aesthetic discourse. As
Nathan Halper, a Joyce scholar and one-time art dealer, sees it,
Joyce, because of the life he led and the radical explorations he
made, became ““a sort of patron saint” of avant-garde artists in
the '40s and '50s.°? Certainly, for these painters and sculptors
Joyce stood as a convincing example, a symbol, in fact, of the
modern artist, his work and vision.

An abbreviated version of this essay similarly titled was presented as a paper in
the Second Annual Symposium on Contemporary Art, Fashion Institute of
Technology, Now York City. April 30, 1682,

1. Joyce's name has been invoked every so often in discussions of Abstract
Expressionism, but usually as simple comparison, not in terms of concrete
relationships. Thomas B. Hess spoke of ‘“the Joycean addition of ambiguity
employed by De Kooning," *“Is Abstraction Un-American?” Art News, vol. XLIX, no.
10, February, 1951, p. 41; Ethel K. Schwabacher saw Gorky's “composite struc-
tures” developing “in the direction of James Joyce's elaborate analogies, " Arshile
Gorky, New York, 1957, p. 126; and Karen Wilken, “Adolph Gottlieb: The Pic-
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