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Yeats and Joyce: Cyclical History and the Reprobate Tradition, by Alistair
Cormack. Aldershot, United Kingdom, and Burlington, Vermont:
Ashgate Publishing,2008.220 pp. $99.95.

Alistair Cormack’s Yeats and Joyce: Cyclical History and the Reprobate
Tradition is a reliable analysis of the Vichiantraditionas it relates to
William Butler Yeats’s A Vision and Joyce’s Ulysses and Finnegans Wake .
Cormackargues that, inoppositionto a linear history, these works reflect
a non-teleological, circular vision of history, which is articulated inthe
writings of Giambattista Vico.? For Joyceans, the strength of Cormack’s
writing lies in his clear and accessible contextualization of Vico’s works
and philosophies, bothinthe biography of Joyce and in his placement of
Vico wit hin a scholarly tradition of Joyce’s moment. Joyceans who have
focused onthe holdings of his library and letters to family, friends, and
colleagues have observed the influence of Vico on Joyce’s work; Cormack
develops these observations by examining the way Vico’s vision of cyclical
history may help to clarify such moments inthe “Proteus,” “Scylla and
Charybdis,” “Oxeninthe Sun,” and “Cyclops” episodes in Ulysses and the
“Nightlessons” and colloquy between the Archdruid and St. Patrick
sections of Finnegans Wake. Cormack also demonstrates Joyce’s
pattern of borrowing ideas, terminology, and narrative structure from

Yeats’s writing and from A Vision in particular.

| find Cormack’s initial premises regarding Yeats and Joyce to be
insightfuland correct. In his opening chapter, “Yeats and Joyce: T he [End
Page 396] Punch and Judy Show of Irish Modernism,” forexample, he
argues that, though they are typically opposed in Joyce criticism, Yeats’s
project and Joyce’s were more tempered and less contradictory than
they have oftenbeen described. While Joyce’s early refutation of
nationalism, as understood through his rejection of Yeats’s Irish Revivalist
movement, may appearto be a denial of Irish nationalism altogether, he
was, Cormack suggests, more committed to representing anIrish
nationalism than critics have assumed. Joyce’s use of the reprobate
tradition, which involves a sort of dialecticalexchange through the

alternating realist and idealist voice of Stephen Dedalus, sometimes
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obscures this fact. Meanwhile, Cormack argues, the very people Yeats

critiqued were those who aggrandized him, and, as a result, he stands as
a figurehead of a movement he did not fully endorse, at least interms of
its composition. And, like Joyce’s, Yeats’s views necessarily matured in his

later writings, including A Vision.

Elsewhere, the portions of this first half of Cormack’s bookfeela bit
like a dizzying tour de force of philosophers, ranging from Vico to Giordano
Bruno, William Blake, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Aristotle, Gyorgy
Lukdcs, Jorge Luis Borges, and others, whose theories Cormack
knowledgeably describes. Despite the odd omission of Theodor Adorno,
Cormack knits togetherthe ideas of this vast array of philosophers and
writers well, connecting them to Joyce’s biography and assuring us that
the proof needed forthese perambulations is revealed in a later close

reading of the primary texts.

Cormack’s readings of Ulysses, A Vision, and Finnegans Wake are
convincing especially insofar as they insist on 1) the importance of the
idea of a circular history and 2) the contradictory existence of anidea
withinits opposite or “interpenetrating contraries that Yeats calls the
gyres” (162), as revealed in Joyce’s texts. They sometimes lead Cormack
to promising conclusions on both the micro- and macro-narrative levels.
Inthe later chapters on Ulysses, forexample, Cormack suggests that
Buck Mulligan serves not so much as the villain of the story as he does a
theoretical pole embodying the belief ina materialist, linear history, a
counterto Stephen’s belief inanidealist, cyclical history (91). I find t his
assumption of moderation in Mulligan’s characterto be persuasive, and it
isdemonstrated inboth Joyce’s characters and in the overall narrative
design of Ulysses and Finnegans Wake. For Cormack, Mulligan serves as an
example of the way that the figures in Ulysses, especially Stephen, are

characterized by a kind of Blakean Romantic...
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of Joyee's writing. These passages tend to bacome samewhat blurry
and diluted. Nevertheless, Bruderer-Oswald's book on the famous art
historian is a good biography: it is well balanced and skillfully writ-
ten and documnted. There are moments, though, when the reader
longs to experience mare of that boldness, liberty, and d&prit that
Giedion- Welc ker felt when she looked at the world: a spirit she decid-
éd ly expressed in her books and essays.

Reviewed by Kathanna Hagena
Hamburg, Germany

NOTES

! Carola Giedion-Welcker, “Zum Ll von James Joyee,” Newe Schueizer
Rumdscharar, 21 (January 1928), 18-32

* Giedion-Welcker, “Ein Sprachliches Experiment von James Joyce,” News
Schuekzer Riunckchiie, 22 {Sep temiber 19249}, 8607 1.

YEATS AND JOYCE: CYCLICAL HISTORY AND THE REPROBATE
TRADITION, by Alistair Cormack. Aldershot, United Kingdom,
and Burlington, Vermont Ashgate Publishing. 2008, 230 pp.
$99.95.

Alhﬂairll:nmul:k's Yeals and joyee: Cypclical HElory and the Reprobate
Tradition i a reliable analysis of the Vichian tradition as it relates
to William Butler Yeals's A Vision and Joyce's Ulysses and Finnegans
Wake.! Cormack argues that, in opposition to a linear history, these
works reflect a non-teleclogical, circular vision of history, which is
articulated in the writings of Giambattista Vico? For Joyoceans, the
strength of Cormack’s writing lies in his clear and accessible contex-
tualization of Vico's works and philosophies, both in the biography
of Joyoe and in his placement of Vico within a scholarly tradition of
Joyce's moment. Joyceans who have focused on the holdings of his
library and letters to family, friends, and colleagues have abserved
the influence of Vico on Joyee's workl Cormack develops these
cbservations by examining the way Vico's vision of cyclical his-
tory may help to clarify such moments in the “Proteus,” “Scylla and
Charybdis,” "Oxen in the Sun,” and "Cyclops™ episodes in Lilysses
and the “Nightlessons™ and colloquy between the Arhdruid and
5t Patrick sections of Finnegans Wake. Comack also demonstrates
Joyee's pattem of barrowing ideas, lerminology. and narrative struc-
ture from Yeats's writing and from A Vision in particular

I find Cormack’s initial premises regarding Yeats and [oyee o be
irsightful and cormect. In his opening chapter, “Yeats and [oyce: The
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