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Yeats and Joyce: Cyclical History and the Reprobate Tradition, by Alistair
Cormack. Alde rshot, Unite d Kingdom, and Burlington, Ve rmont:
Ashgate  Publishing, 2008. 220 pp. $99.95.

Alist air Cormack’s Yeats and Joyce: Cyclical History and the Reprobate
Tradition is a reliable analysis of  t he Vichian t radit ion as it  relat es t o
William But ler Yeat s’s A Vision and Joyce’s Ulysses and Finnegans Wake.
Cormack argues t hat , in opposit ion t o a linear hist ory, t hese works reflect
a non-t eleological, circular vision of  hist ory, which is art iculat ed in t he
writ ings of  Giambat t ist a Vico.  For Joyceans, t he st rengt h of  Cormack’s
writ ing lies in his clear and accessible cont ext ualizat ion of  Vico’s works
and philosophies, bot h in t he biography of  Joyce and in his placement  of
Vico wit hin a scholarly t radit ion of  Joyce’s moment . Joyceans who have
focused on t he holdings of  his library and let t ers t o family, friends, and
colleagues have observed t he influence of  Vico on Joyce’s work; Cormack
develops t hese observat ions by examining t he way Vico’s vision of  cyclical
hist ory may help t o clarify such moment s in t he “Prot eus,” “Scylla and
Charybdis,” “Oxen in t he Sun,” and “Cyclops” episodes in Ulysses and t he
“Night lessons” and colloquy bet ween t he Archdruid and St . Pat rick
sect ions of  Finnegans Wake. Cormack also demonst rat es Joyce’s
pat t ern of  borrowing ideas, t erminology, and narrat ive st ruct ure from
Yeat s’s writ ing and from A Vision in part icular.

I f ind Cormack’s init ial premises regarding Yeat s and Joyce t o be
insight ful and correct . In his opening chapt er, “Yeat s and Joyce: The [End
Page 396] Punch and Judy Show of Irish Modernism,” for example, he
argues t hat , t hough t hey are t ypically opposed in Joyce crit icism, Yeat s’s
project  and Joyce’s were more t empered and less cont radict ory t han
t hey have o en been described. While Joyce’s early refut at ion of
nat ionalism, as underst ood t hrough his reject ion of  Yeat s’s Irish Revivalist
movement , may appear t o be a denial of  Irish nat ionalism alt oget her, he
was, Cormack suggest s, more commit t ed t o represent ing an Irish
nat ionalism t han crit ics have assumed. Joyce’s use of  t he reprobat e
t radit ion, which involves a sort  of  dialect ical exchange t hrough t he
alt ernat ing realist  and idealist  voice of  St ephen Dedalus, somet imes
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obscures t his fact . Meanwhile, Cormack argues, t he very people Yeat s
crit iqued were t hose who aggrandized him, and, as a result , he st ands as
a f igurehead of a movement  he did not  fully endorse, at  least  in t erms of
it s composit ion. And, like Joyce’s, Yeat s’s views necessarily mat ured in his
lat er writ ings, including A Vision.

Elsewhere, t he port ions of  t his f irst  half  of  Cormack’s book feel a bit
like a dizzying tour de force of  philosophers, ranging from Vico t o Giordano
Bruno, William Blake, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Arist ot le, György
Lukács, Jorge Luis Borges, and ot hers,  whose t heories Cormack
knowledgeably describes. Despit e t he odd omission of  Theodor Adorno,
Cormack knit s t oget her t he ideas of  t his vast  array of  philosophers and
writ ers well, connect ing t hem t o Joyce’s biography and assuring us t hat
t he proof needed for t hese perambulat ions is revealed in a lat er close
reading of  t he primary t ext s.

Cormack’s readings of  Ulysses, A Vision, and Finnegans Wake are
convincing especially insofar as t hey insist  on 1) t he import ance of  t he
idea of  a circular hist ory and 2) t he cont radict ory exist ence of  an idea
wit hin it s opposit e or “int erpenet rat ing cont raries t hat  Yeat s calls t he
gyres” (162), as revealed in Joyce’s t ext s. They somet imes lead Cormack
t o promising conclusions on bot h t he micro- and macro-narrat ive levels.
In t he lat er chapt ers on Ulysses, for example, Cormack suggest s t hat
Buck Mulligan serves not  so much as t he villain of  t he st ory as he does a
t heoret ical pole embodying t he belief  in a mat erialist , linear hist ory, a
count er t o St ephen’s belief  in an idealist , cyclical hist ory (91). I f ind t his
assumpt ion of  moderat ion in Mulligan’s charact er t o be persuasive, and it
is demonst rat ed in bot h Joyce’s charact ers and in t he overall narrat ive
design of  Ulysses and Finnegans Wake. For Cormack, Mulligan serves as an
example of  t he way t hat  t he f igures in Ulysses, especially St ephen, are
charact erized by a kind of  Blakean Romant ic...
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