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The Joyce Effect:
Joyce in Visual Art

Christa-Maria Lerm Hayes

In the children’s television and book series Bob the Builder, all supplies for Bob and
the team come from JJ's building supplies yard. JJ's daughter is called Molly. She is
an art student, who “works at the yard in her spare time, hiring our the skips” (Apsley
and Clempner 2003). JJ stocks bricks, glass, and other materials suitable for erect-
ing three-dimensional structures. JJ and Molly are seemingly of non-Western origin
(Indian perhaps), while the colour scheme of Molly’s cloches, as well as her name, point
in another direction. A green-and-white jumper is combined with orange dungarees
to generate a distincely Irish flavor.

JJ's yard can serve as a fitcting analogy for James Joyce's work and the ways in which
visual artists are important heirs to Joyce. Taking artises seriously as Joyce's inter-
preters and scholars may yield new perspectives not only to the history of art, but also
to Joyce studies. Fritz Senn has suggested that arcistic interpretacions have “a wider
and more lasting effect than the sum toral of our cricical, sc holarly comments” (Senn
in Lerm Hayes 2004: 3). In JJ's yard, everything for the creation of two- and chree-
dimensional (art)work can be found. Art scudents need to spend a considerable rime

at JJ's yard —as Molly apparently does. They may become dismissive of tradicions and
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have a skip ready to hand, challenging orthodoxies, but can also use the contents of

that skip and the leftovers from chance accidents for their own creative ends. Molly’s
story also elucidates the fact chac artists who have been accracted by Joyce are often
those whose identity has become an issue and those who are students or are interesced
in subjectivity and identity formation.

James Joyce does not provide ready-made artworks or prescriptive aesthetic cheories
for the visual artisc. What he stocks are tools and materials. He gives what he himself
received from the skips that he raided: scaffolding. Joyce's work can — and in che best
of cases does — function as a kind of builder’s yard, a shared space where different back-
grounds, knowledge, and creative skills are brought together for constructive ends.

Nevertheless, artists are only rarely consuleed as interpreters of Joyce, and the writ-
er’s visual legacy is a field of scholarship that is only just emerging. I will here briefly

outline rhis nascent field and some of the terms in which this incerdisciplinary rel-
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ationship can be discussed and include an account of some exhibitions related to Joyce.
That gives me occasion for critical reflection on Joyce in Art, the book and exhibition
project that I prepared for the Bloomsday centenary celebrations in Dublin in 2004, 1
will focus in particular on some irreverent artworks, seen as dialogical in the Bakhrtin-
ian sense, and add a few thoughts on Joyce in contemporary participative practice and
the phenomenon of Joyce reading groups. This chapter will close with a consideration
of one of several possible directions that the under-researched field of Joyce's visual
legacy can take: Joyce's effect on the history of art.

In his review of my book Joyce in Art: Visual Art Inspired by James Joyce, Ruben Borg
generously stated: "Joyee in Art is an ambitious work. It is no exaggeration to say that
it inaugurates its own field of research and proceeds to codify chat field, giving it a
formal concreteness and a scarcely hoped-for accessibility” (Borg 2006: 189). While
[ was fortunate in having been the first to assemble so much fascinating material —
beginning with Wyndham Lewis in 1914, as well as Joyce as a visual artist in 1929,
and ending with arcwork from 2004 — there are several excellent studies thar have
dealc with various aspects of this topic. These include my predecessor Archie Loss
(1984), whose study ends in 1922, approximately where mine begins; Jo-Anna Isaac
(1981); Robert Scholes (1992); and, dealing especially with postwar art, Evan R.
Firestone (1982), Jean Fisher (2003), and Sarat Maharaj (1996). In art-historical licer-
ature, exhibition catalogues and interviews, one can often find an artist commenting
on Joyce, though critics usually fail to follow up che inviration for furcher discussion.
Tony Smith, Robert Motherwell, Richard Hamilton, Joseph Beuys, Martha Rosler,
Lawrence Weiner, Brian O'Doherty (Patrick Ireland), and William Anastasi are among
the artists whose knowledge and close reading of Joyce may often equal thart of Joyce
scholars. Most of their work remains to be considered in terms of the interpretations
of Joyce's work they offer. Individual arcworks thar have an obvious relationship wich
Joyce are sometimes discussed in exhibition catalogues and sometimes literary scholars
are asked to jump into the breach, such as with Declan Kiberd on Richard Hamilton's
Ulysses illustrations (Hamilton 1988). Only occasionally does one find an art-historical
text that analyzes an artist’s work in its relation to Joyce's writing in a sustained way,
though exceptions might include work by Marcelin Pleynet (1991), Vicki Mahaffey
(1991), Suzanna Chan (2003), and Morris and Biichler (2001). Even rarer are cexcs
that then focus on an artisc’s entire oeuvre (Lerm Hayes 2001). Evan R. Firestone was
the only author ro have focused on Joyce's legacy within a whole postwar art move-
ment before [ accempted my collection of marerial and issues.

Texes written from the Joycean perspective concern themselves with Joyce's aes-
thetics, Joyce's "art” in a more figurative use of the term, as well as with movements in
visual arc that may have influenced che writer’s work such as Symbolism, Impression-
ism, Cubism, Expressionism, Futurism, and Dada. Such approaches are often exciting
when they focus on Joyce as a participant in his era’s culcure (Kershner 1998), burt chey
can remain troubled by general remarks about “Zeicgeist” and may leave themselves
all too open to the inevitable reminder that Joyce was a “non-visual” writer (whatever

that may mean), as well as one who suffered from eye problems.










































