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James Joyce: The Last Journey by Leon Edel. NewYork: Gotham Book
Mart, 1947.

Although, James Joyce once
had to make a large deposit in a
Swiss bank to ensure that he and
his family would not become
welfare cases of the Swiss
government (Edel 33) - this was
in 1940 when Joyce and his family
fled Paris for Zurich - it's not the
city's financial reputation that is
the most important connection that
Zurich has to the life and work of
the author of Ulysses and
Finnegans Wake. Zurich, with its
deserved reputation as a
cosmopolitan haven for exiles, as
a center of medicine, and as the
birthplace of psychoanalysis,
provided Joyce with the refuge he
needed again and again during his
Zurich James Joyce Foundation
life as he sought artistic freedom
Joyce beside the Platzspitz in 1938.
and political asylum (from two
world wars), as well as periodic
relief from his encroaching blindness, and psychiatric help for his daughter
Lucia.
It was to Zurich that Joyce and Nora Barnacle went, for the first time,
on their "honeymoon" in 1904, following the promise of an English
teaching position that never panned out (however, it's likely that Joyce's
son, Giorgio, was conceived on that first visit to Zurich).
Then, it was to Zurich that Joyce and his family took refuge during
WWI, from July 1915 to October 1919. At that time, as much as one third
of the population of Zurich were foreigners, including Lenin (awaiting the
call to return to the revolution and bring new order out of chaos) and Tristan
Tzara (plotting his own revolt wherein Dada would create chaos out of the
old order).
As he sat in the Zurich cafes, surrounded by this international collection
of voluntary exiles and ex-patriots, artists and anarchists, Joyce tuned his
ear to catch phrases, slang, dialects, and even expressive street sounds that
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would later find their way into the onomatopoeic puns and word-puzzles in
Ulysses and Finnegans Wake. For the first time in his life Joyce was
supported by grants and endowments that allowed him to devote more time
to writing, and so it was in Zurich that Joyce wrote most (and the most
important parts) of his novel Ulysses (while carrying on several romantic
liaisons in an effort to rekindle and sustain his creative muse). Zurich silk
manufacturer, Edmund Brauchbar, is generally thought to be the model for
Ulysses's Jewish protagonist Leopold Bloom.
Ten years later, Joyce again turned to Zurich. As Carola GiedionWelcker recalled, "Zurich had always brought ... [Joyce] luck in the past,
and once more he trusted his lucky-star and the spirit of the place" (260).
And so, in the 1930s, the Joyces again traveled frequently to Zurich for
relief from the eye trouble that plagued Joyce all his adult life, and in the
fruitless search for a cure for daughter Lucia (suffering from schizophrenia),
spending a small fortune on a score of specialists, including Carl Jung.
And, finally, it was back to Zurich in December 1940, that Joyce and
his family returned to escape the Nazi take-over of France (and here it was
that Joyce was required to make that large deposit in a Swiss bank before
he could enter the country, and appropriately it was Edmund Brauchbar,
Ulysses's Leopold Bloom, who immediately put up a portion of the money).
Less than a month later, suffering from a perforated ulcer, Joyce underwent
emergency surgery and died in Zurich on January 13, 1941, and was buried
(as was his wife, Nora, who remained in Zurich until she died 10 years later
in 1951) in Fluntern Cemetery. (The remains of Joyce and Nora were later
disinterred and moved to a permanent, side-by-side gravesite in 1966, and
the famous statue by Milton Hebald of Joyce sitting cross-legged and
smoking a cigarette was dedicated at the Joyces' new gravesite in 1981.)
So, now enter Leon Edel ( 1907-1997), Canadian-American biographer
and Henry James scholar (winner of the Pulitzer Prize in 1963 for his
biography Henry James), called "the foremost literary biographer of his
time" (Powers 113), one who "defined the genre literary biography and
distinguished it from other types of life writing" (114). Edel's small book
James Joyce: The Last Journey, creates a vignette of Zurich in the
immediate post-war months of late 1945, as seen through the eyes of an
American serviceman (Edel was an elderly first lieutenant in the U.S. Army
from 1943-1947), who also happened to be a accomplished literary scholar
(University of Paris, Docteur es Lettres, 1932, and Sir George Williams
University, Montreal, Quebec, Canada, assistant professor of English,
1932-34).
In December 1945, Joyce had only been dead five years, and it's
unlikely that during those war years there had been many literary
pilgrimages made to Joyce's grave (#1449) in Fluntern Cemetery, so Edel's
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visit was perhaps the first in a soon-to-be long line of literary pilgrimages
to that corner of a foreign field that would be forever Dublin.
Brooding at Joyce's gravesite, Edel can't help but connect the snow and
ice on Joyce's headstone with the conclusion of Joyce's "The Dead" in
Dubliners, and the description of the lonely snowfall that covers the grave
of Michael Furey (14-15). Edel also appreciates the interruption of a
playful, sardonic Joycean dissonance to this graveside serenity as the church
bells of Zurich tolling their "Sunday summons" clash with a loudspeaker
that "suddenly began to blare Strauss waltzes," the "grating amplifier
robb[ing] them of all lilt and charm ... .It might have been the mechanical
piano at Bella's [Bella Cohen, the brothel-mistress in Ulysses]
accompanying the intonations of Stephen Dedalus" (15). Edel later muses
that the loudspeaker probably originated at the Zurich Zoo (22), and how
years before, when he was writing the portion of Finnegans Wake known
as The Mime of Mick, Nick and the Maggies, Joyce walked with Eugene
Jolas near the Zoo one evening, and "enchanted Jolas by quoting to him
from the nocturne of Phoenix Park from the Mime, its mixture of puns and
poetry seeking to create the animal sounds dying in the gathering night"
(22). For Joyce, Zurich was a city full of puns just waiting to be decoded:
Jolas recalls for Edel how "'Joyce always used to say as he walked by ...
[the Limmat]: "See that! That's the Limit!""' (Edel 23). (Carola GiedionWelcker lists other puns of Zurich landmarks and festinvals that find their
way into Finnegans Wake (266).)
Through an introduction from Eugene Jo las, Edel meets Nora and
Giorgio Joyce, and hears from Nora the story of her husband's last days in
Zurich (23-24). Later that same evening, he visits with Carola GiedionWelcker (who met the Joyces when they arrived in Zurich in December
1940) and one of the doctors who attended Joyce during his final days, and
together they huddle in the room where Joyce had celebrated his last
Christmas, to listen to a recording of the author reading from Anna Livia
Plurabelle from Finnegans Wake (24-25).
Edel recounts the story of how the Joyces fled Paris in the final hours
before Nazi occupation, and how with his money tied up in Paris banks,
Joyce was unable to raise the deposit exacted by the Swiss government to
permit his son and grandson to enter the country with him (33). However,
the family eventually made it safely to Switzerland, and "[f]or Joyce the
return to Zurich appears to have been a great stimulant. It was a return to
the past. ... Memory met him at every corner. Here he had once taught
English at the Berlitz school, struggling to earn a living while writing some
of the finest pages of Ulysses. Here too he had, in later days, written
sections of Finnegan" (35). It was as if Odysseus had come home for a few
last days of peace before the end: "[h]e was happy to walk again the length
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of the Bahnhofstrasse .... A quarter of a century earlier the street had
inspired the poem "Bahnhofstrasse" included in Pomes Penyeach" (35-36).
In describing Joyce's funeral and the eulogists, Edel makes a point of
noting the worthiness of German kultur (keep in mind Edel is writing in
1946), and the softening of the British establishment towards the proto-Irish
Joyce (again, Edel is writing before it was just assumed, as it is all too easy
to casually assume today, that Joyce was a genius and his novels are
masterpieces, yeah-yeah). Edel writes with the post-war innocence that
believed that literature was something vitally important - to understanding
each other, individually and internationally.
Edel' s short account is important, therefore, not for its accumulation of
documentation (Edel refers to very few outside sources), nor for its
blending of current Joycean literary criticism (Edel' s selection of anecdotes
and recollections predates the following decades when the study and
deciphering of Joyce's work would subsequently become a full-blown
industry), but Edel's book is important for its innocence and immediacy,
and the simplicity with which it tells its story in the mood of post-war
consciousness. A time-capsule, it is genuine if a little dated and naive.
Literary biographies of Joyce have since been done more thoroughly, if not
better, but Edel' s was one of the first, and shows that reminiscence is alright
when it comes to beginning the portrait of an artist. Edel recognized that his
sketch was merely the beginning when he admitted "[i]t was only when I
was leaving Zurich that I realized that I had heard, in a fragmentary fashion,
what amounted to the last, the as yet unwritten, chapter of James Joyce's
biography. These then are the notes for such a final chapter" (25).

Robert S. Means
English Language & Literature Librarian
Harold B. Lee Library
Brigham Young University
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