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HOW TO READ ‘ULYSSES’

Course Presenter: Professor Chris Ackerley, Department of English, University of
Otago.

Course Dates: Tuesday September 3 and 10. Then a two week gap to allow
participants time for reading and preparation. Then four consecutive weekly
sessions from Tuesday October 1, 8, 15 and 22.

James Joyce's masterpiece (1922) is by broad consent the most important novel of
the Modernist movement, which revolutionised the understanding of literature in
the first half of the twentieth century. Joyce wrote the book to celebrate the eternal
presence of the mythic (Homer's Odyssey) in everyday life (the world of Dublin, on
June 16th 1904). It is also one of the most democratic of books, reflecting Joyce's
conviction that the ordinary is extraordinary, the commonplace uncommon, and
that the ordinary, commonplace aspects of life might be the subject of great
artistry. The tragedy, then, as true now as when the novel first appeared, is that so
many would-be readers have not (with the best of will) been able to engage with it
adequately.

This U3A course offers an introduction to the novel, with an emphasis on how
to read it; that is, of how to cope with its complexities without letting these be an
impediment to what should be a rewarding and exciting reading experience.

The first two classes will offer an introduction to the two "worlds" of the novel:
that of Stephen Dedalus, with an emphasis upon Chapter I ('Telemachus'); and
that of Leopold Bloom, with a close reading of Chapter 4 (‘'Calypso'). The intention
would be both to offer an introduction to these two worlds and to indicate how
they interact as the novel unfolds. There will then be a two-week break, which
may allow the opportunity to put some of the reading principles identified into
practice.

The final four weeks of the course will consider some of the more significant
elements of the novel. The precise emphasis will depend on what the group feels
most needs attention, but the third class, after the break, will focus on Chapter 6,
'Hades', in which the mythic and the everyday come together most compellingly.

The mode of teaching will be pragmatic. That is, each session will centre about a
series of deceptively simply questions, wherein the obvious answer opens up more
complex ones. This is intended to reflect a Joycean process of reading where the
initial emphasis is (and should be) on the straight-forward and everyday, and only
then upon the ways that the ordinary shades itself into the extraordinary.

Most editions of Ulysses should suffice, but those taking the course should
prepare for each session by relating in advance the questions asked to the
pagination of their version (which is not in itself a bad way of beginning to think
about some of the issues involved, if only to consider why these particular
questions should have been asked).



