T H E N E TS OF MODE R N ISM

Maud Ellmann synthesizes her work on modernism, psychoanalysis,
and Irish literature in this important new book. In sinuous readings
of Henry James, James Joyce, and Virginia Woolf, she examines
the interconnections between developing technological networks
in modernity and the structures of modernist ﬁction, linking
both to Freudian psychoanalysis. The Nets of Modernism examines the signiﬁcance of images of bodily violation and exchange –
scar, bite, wound, and their psychic equivalents – showing how
these images correspond to “vampirism” and related obsessions in
early twentieth-century culture. Subtle, original, and a pleasure to
read, this book oﬀers a new perspective on the inter-implications
of Freudian psychoanalysis and anglophone modernism that will
inﬂuence the ﬁeld for years to come.
         , formerly the Donald and Marilyn Keough
Professor of Irish Studies at the University of Notre Dame, is
currently the Randy L. and Melvin R. Berlin Professor of the
Development of the Novel in English at the University of Chicago.
A well-known scholar of modernism and psychoanalysis, she has
also written The Poetics of Impersonality: T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound
(), The Hunger Artists: Starving, Writing, and Imprisonment ()
and Elizabeth Bowen: The Shadow Across the Page (winner of the
 Crawshay Prize from the British Academy), and has edited a
Longman Critical Reader in Psychoanalytic Literary Criticism ().

T H E N E TS OF MODE R N ISM
Henry James, Virginia Woolf,
James Joyce, and Sigmund Freud

M AU D E L L M A N N

  
Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town, Singapore,
São Paulo, Delhi, Dubai, Tokyo, Mexico City
Cambridge University Press
The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge  , 
Published in the United States of America by Cambridge University Press, New York
www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/
© Maud Ellmann 
Th is publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Cambridge University Press.
First published 
Printed in the United Kingdom at the University Press, Cambridge
A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library
Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication data
Ellmann, Maud, –
The nets of modernism : Henry James, Virginia Woolf, James Joyce, and
Sigmund Freud / Maud Ellmann.
p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
 ---- –  ---- (pbk.)
. English ﬁction–th century–History and criticism. . Modernism (Literature)–Great
Britain. . Psychoanalysis and literature. . Joyce, James, ––Criticism and
interpretation. . Woolf, Virginia, ––Criticism and interpretation. . James,
Henry, ––Criticism and interpretation. . Freud, Sigmund, ––Inﬂuence.
. American ﬁction–th century–History and criticism. . Psychological
ﬁction–History and criticism. . Modernism (Literature) I. Title.
. 
′.–dc

 ---- Hardback
 ---- Paperback
Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or
accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in
this publication, and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is,
or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

To John Wilkinson

Contents

Acknowledgements
List of abbreviations


page viii
x

Introduction: what hole?



 The modernist rat



 Strandentwining cables: Henry James’s The Ambassadors







The Woolf woman

 The darkened blind: Joyce, Gide, Larsen, and the modernist
short story



 The name and the scar: identity in The Odyssey and A Portrait
of the Artist as a Young Man



 Skinscapes in Ulysses



Afterword



Notes
Bibliography
Index





vii

Acknowledgements

Th is book was completed while I was the Donald and Marilyn Keough
Professor of Irish Studies at the University of Notre Dame, where I
received generous support for my research, especially from Christopher
Fox, the Director of the Keough-Naughton Institute for Irish Studies.
Many other friends, colleagues, and students have contributed to this
book. My greatest debts are to Annie Janowitz and John Wilkinson,
who have seen this project develop over several years, and have provided
invaluable criticism and encouragement at every stage. Anita Sokolsky,
Stephen Tiﬀ t, Jessa Leﬀ, and David Hillman were kind enough to read
the manuscript, oﬀering shrewd, imaginative criticism. In addition, the
book has beneﬁted from conversations with Isobel Armstrong, Derek
Attridge, Gillian Beer, Peter de Bolla, Rachel Bowlby, Ronald Bush,
Stefan Collini, Margaret Doody, Lucy Ellmann, Stephen Ellmann,
Judith Farquhar, Christine Froula, John Limon, Luke Gibbons, Heather
Glen, Graham Hammill, Jeri Johnson, Colin MacCabe, Josephine
McDonagh, Todd McEwan, Ruth Morse, Ian Patterson, Jean-Michel
Rabaté, Neil Reeve, Nicholas Royle, David Trotter, and Robert Young.
I have also had the pleasure of collaborating with Marilyn Reizbaum,
who is the co-author of the section on Joyce’s story “Two Gallants” in
Chapter . A fellowship from the National Humanities Center gave
me the opportunity to pull the project together, and I wish to thank
the director Geoﬀ rey Harpham, the co-director Kent Mullikan, the
librarians Eliza Robertson, Josiah Drewry, and Jean Houston, and all
the staﬀ and fellows, especially Judith Farquhar, Kate Flint, Elizabeth
Helsinger, Alison Keith, Nigel Smith, and Alex Wettlaufer, who made
my stay in North Carolina so rewarding and enjoyable. At Notre
Dame, John Sitter was kind enough to “lend” me his research assistant,
Michael Norris, whose painstaking work on my bibliography saved me
weeks of labor. Kate Ravin oﬀered astute criticism and editorial advice
in the ﬁnal stages of revising the book. Hilary Fox was kind enough
viii

Acknowledgements

ix

to produce the index and to help with the proofreading. I also wish to
thank my editors at Cambridge University Press, Ray Ryan and Maartje
Sheltens, and my project manager Emma Wildsmith, for all the time
and eﬀort they have invested in my book.
It saddens me that Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, who contributed so much
to my personal and intellectual life, died before I could express my gratitude in these acknowledgements. Eve’s fearless, brilliant, deeply principled work has inspired two generations of scholars, poets, and activists,
and will continue to reverberate for decades to come. To have been her
friend was an incalculable blessing.

Abbreviations

A
BA
D
Diary
Deming
Essays
Flush
FW
Gardiner
GB
JJ
Letters
L
MB

James, Henry. The Ambassadors. . Ed. S. P. Rosenbaum.
nd edn. New York: Norton, .
Woolf, Virginia. Between the Acts. . Ed. Stella
McNichol. Notes and Introduction by Gillian Beer. ;
London: Penguin, .
Joyce, James. Dubliners. . Ed. Terence Brown. London:
Penguin, .
Woolf, Virginia. The Diary of Virginia Woolf.  vols.
Harmondsworth: Penguin, .
Deming, Robert H., ed. James Joyce: The Critical Heritage.
London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, .
Woolf, Virginia. The Essays of Virginia Woolf. Ed. Andrew
McNeillie.  vols. London: Hogarth Press,  –.
Woolf, Virginia. Flush. . Ed. Kate Flint. Oxford
University Press, .
Joyce, James. Finnegans Wake. . London: Faber, .
Gardiner, Muriel, ed. The Wolf Man and Sigmund Freud.
; London: Hogarth, .
James, Henry. The Golden Bowl. . Ed. Virginia
Llewellyn Smith. Oxford University Press, .
Ellmann, Richard. James Joyce. . Rev. edn. Oxford
University Press, .
Woolf, Virginia. The Letters of Virginia Woolf  –.
Ed. Nigel Nicholson and Joanne Trautmann.  vols.
London: Hogarth Press, –.
Joyce, James. Letters. Ed. Stuart Gilbert and Richard
Ellmann.  vols. New York: Viking Press, –.
Woolf, Virginia. Moments of Being. Ed. Jeanne Schulkind.
. Rev. edn. Ed. Hermione Lee. London: Pimlico,
.
x

List of Abbreviations
O
Obholzer
P
SE
SL
TL
U
Wings
Waves

xi

Homer. The Odyssey of Homer. Trans. Richard Lattimore.
New York: Harper and Row, .
Obholzer, Karin. The Wolf-Man: Conversations with Freud’s
Patient – Sixty Years Later. . Trans. Michael Shaw.
New York: Continuum, .
Joyce, James. A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. .
New York: Viking Press, .
Freud, Sigmund. The Complete Psychological Works
of Sigmund Freud. Trans. James Strachey.  vols.
London: Hogarth, –.
Joyce, James. Selected Letters. Ed. Richard Ellmann.
London: Faber, .
Woolf, Virginia. To the Lighthouse. . Ed. David
Bradshaw. Oxford University Press, .
Joyce, James. Ulysses. . Ed. Hans Walter Gabler.
London: Bodley Head, . Cited by chapter and line
numbers.
James, Henry. The Wings of the Dove. . Ed. Millicent
Bell. London: Penguin, .
Woolf, Virginia. The Waves. . Ed. Kate Flint.
London: Penguin, .

  

Introduction: what hole?

When the soul of a man is born in this country there are nets ﬂung
at it to hold it back from ﬂight. You talk to me of nationality, language, religion. I shall try to ﬂy by those nets …
Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man

Stephen Dedalus’s statement that he means to ﬂy by the nets of nationality, language, and religion is often regarded as Joyce’s modernist manifesto, his declaration of independence from the past (P ). Yet the
Stephen of A Portrait of the Artist, who longs to ﬂy by nets, is superseded
in Ulysses by a Stephen torn between the dream of ﬂight and the recognition of entanglement. The Nets of Modernism investigates how four
modernist writers – Joyce, Woolf, James, and Freud – confront the entangled nature of the self, caught in the nets of intersubjectivity and intertextuality. “Really … relations stop nowhere,” Henry James famously
declared: his writings, like those of Woolf, Joyce, and Freud, portray the
human subject as enmeshed in relations of exchange – sexual, linguistic,
ﬁnancial, pathogenic – that violate the limits of identity.
The chapters of this book have been written over several years, and
each may still be read as a stand-alone essay. I have rewritten them in
response to the kind request from friends and colleagues that my forays
into modernism and psychoanalysis be collected in a single volume. In
the process of revision I have tried to highlight interconnecting themes.
The most conspicuous of these is interconnectivity itself, as exempliﬁed
by Stephen Dedalus’s nets, or Mrs. Ramsay’s knitting needles, or the networks of association that Freud elicits out of the laconic script of dreams.
My book focuses on a cluster of modernist images arising from these nets
and networks.
One such image is the rat, a creature notorious for its inﬁltration of
modern networks: the sewers, the transportation system, and the netherworld of pipes and cables that circulate utilities around the city. In




The Nets of Modernism

modernist writing, images of rats proliferate as furiously as the animal
itself, resurfacing in Eliot’s “rats’ alley,” in the cemetery episode of Joyce’s
Ulysses, and in the elaborate “rat-currency” that Freud investigates in the
case history of the Rat Man (SE :). Rats, moreover, bear a family
likeness to the vampire, another dominant ﬁgure of anxiety at the turn of
the century. In Bram Stoker’s Dracula (), the vampire invades Britain
by transforming himself into a swarm of rats, which suggests an aﬃnity
between these menacing creatures. Both violate boundaries, the vampire
by penetrating bodies, the rat by penetrating walls, and both act as parasites on networks, the vampire leeching oﬀ the circulation of the blood,
the rat oﬀ the circulatory systems of the metropolis.
The ﬁn-de-siècle obsession with vampires, epitomized in Stoker’s potboiler, also reasserts itself in “highbrow” novels of the period, such as
James’s The Sacred Fount () – whose characters (at least in the mind of
the prurient narrator) undergo a vampiric interchange of wit and youthfulness. Likewise a vampire kiss provides the subject of Stephen’s only
poem in Ulysses (). The widespread recurrence of this theme indicates
that vampirism, which undermines the boundary between self and other,
also jeopardizes the distinction between “high” and “low” modernism.
Stoker’s Van Helsing remarks that the vampire, once he is invited in, can
come and go as he pleases, and the same could be said of the literary
theme of vampirism, which overrides the “great divide” separating modernism from popular culture.
Vampirism, together with other characteristic obsessions of the ﬁn de
siècle, such as telepathy, spiritualism, demonic possession, and invasion,
has been interpreted as a phobic reaction to innovations in technology.
This was the period in which the world was “networked,” particularly in
the metropolis where the installation of utilities – gas, water, electricity –
rendered private homes dependent on clandestine networks of supply. In
the same period the telephone invaded the privacy of the home, oﬀering uncanny powers of communication in absentia while subordinating
users to a central system of exchange. Such networks insinuate the public
in the private sphere, creating mysterious and uncontrollable relations of
dependency. This networked world threatens to reduce the human subject
to a knot or intersection, rather than an independent agent, in the webs
of communication, commodities, and capital. “As telegraphers and physiologists discovered long ago,” Michel Foucault writes, “networks both
empower and disempower. They oﬀer exciting new relationships and relative knowledge even as they destroy obsolescent fantasies of autonomy.”
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A particularly suggestive image of networks occurs in the “Proteus”
episode of Ulysses. Here Stephen Dedalus, strolling along Sandymount
Strand, catches sight of two old women descending to the beach, one
swinging her “midwife’s bag,” which sparks oﬀ Stephen’s associations on
the theme of birth.
One of her sisterhood lugged me squealing into life. Creation from nothing.
What has she in the bag? A misbirth with a trailing navelcord, hushed in ruddy
wool. The cords of all link back, strandentwining cable of all ﬂesh. That is why
mystic monks. Will you be as gods? Gaze in your omphalos. Hello. Kinch here.
Put me on to Edenville. Aleph, alpha: nought, nought, one. (U :–)

In this passage Stephen contemplates the umbilical cord, or (as he puts
it in a later chapter) the “successive anastomosis of navelcords” that links
each newborn back to its original progenitors in the Garden of Eden (U
:). Since Stephen would prefer to create himself from nothing, he
feels imprisoned by this “strandentwining cable of all ﬂesh.” But he allows
himself to be distracted from his “moody brooding” by a pun: the term
“cable” reminds him of a telephone wire, which prompts him to phone
up the Garden of Eden, giving the operator the telephone number for the
ﬁrst cause (aleph and alpha being the ﬁrst letters of the Hebrew and the
Greek alphabets, respectively), followed by the formula for creation from
nothing: “nought, nought, one.” This riﬀ may be understood as a symptom of Stephen’s desire to ﬂy by the nets that bind him to his ﬂesh and
blood, especially to his dead mother, and his ambition to create himself
ex nihilo. Yet at the same time, this passage reveals a fascination with the
nets – umbilical, linguistic, commercial – that crisscross the body, the
text, and the metropolis.
H. G. Wells, in a famous review of A Portrait of the Artist, accused
Joyce of a “cloacal obsession.” “How right Wells was,” Joyce later commented ( JJ ). Wells was referring to the scatological dimension of the
Portrait, but Joyce is even more obsessed with the networks of cloacae
than with their odorous contents. An instance of this obsession is the
passage in the “Ithaca” chapter of Ulysses where the Dublin waterworks
are mapped out in fanatical detail, the catechistical narrator tracing the
odyssey of water from Roundwood reservoir in county Wicklow through
all the “subterranean aqueducts” that lead to Leopold Bloom’s tap at 
Eccles Street:
What did Bloom do at the range?
He removed the saucepan to the left hob, rose and carried the iron kettle to
the sink in order to tap the current by turning the faucet to let it ﬂow.
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Did it ﬂow?
Yes. From Roundwood reservoir in county Wicklow of a cubic capacity of
 million gallons, percolating through a subterranean aqueduct of ﬁlter
mains of single and double pipeage constructed at an initial plant cost of  per
linear yard by way of the Dargle, Rathdown, Glen of the Downs and Callowhill
to the  acre reservoir at Stillorgan, a distance of  statute miles, and thence,
through a system of relieving tanks, by a gradient of  feet to the city boundary at Eustace bridge, upper Leeson street …(U :–)

Meanwhile Joyce portrays the human body, with its “intestines like
pipes” (U :) and telephonic navelcords, as a net within nets, linked
through “successive anastomosis” to the pipelines, sewers, cables, wires,
traﬃc arteries, railway tracks, and postal tentacles of urban life.
If the navel marks the point at which the body is plugged into networks of circulation and exchange, this birth-scar also stands for the
severance of such connections. The navel signiﬁes the exile of the infant
from its ﬁrst home in the mother’s body, which induces the hunger for
home – nostalgia – that motivates odysseys ancient and modern. As we
shall see, odysseys provide the framework for three of the novels analysed
in this book – Joyce’s Ulysses, Woolf’s To the Lighthouse, and James’s The
Ambassadors – but these modernist works frustrate the expectation of a
nostos or homecoming; instead, the journey is postponed, interrupted, or
prolonged indeﬁnitely.
In Ulysses, Stephen’s odyssey begins in the Martello tower that Buck
Mulligan wryly dubs the “omphalos” – the Greek word for the navel of the
world at Delphi, shrine of the Delphic oracle (U :) – an omphalos to
which Stephen will never return. In Greek legend Zeus sent two eagles to
ﬂy across the world, and the point at which they met was thought to be
the navel of the earth. To mark this spot, a drumlin-shaped stone called
an omphalos was erected in several would-be navels of the Mediterranean.
The most famous of these is the omphalos-stone at Delphi, which is hollow in the middle and covered with a carving of a knotted net. It was at
this shrine that the Delphic priestess, seated on a tripod over a chasm
and inspired by mephitic vapors rising from the depths, chanted her enigmatic prophecies.
Scholars have argued that the omphalos marks the victory of Apollo
over a previous matriarchal earth-goddess, a conquest memorialized by
the erection of a phallic stone in the place of the mephitic cleft. Apollo
slew the snake Python, guardian of the omphalos and child of Gaia the
earth-goddess, and buried the serpent under the omphalic stone, the
new god thereby setting up his temple on the grave of his defeated rival.
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Elizabeth Bronfen has made the ingenious suggestion that the Python,
shown coiling around the omphalos-stone in one Pompeian fresco, represents the umbilical cord, while its burial by Apollo signiﬁes the suppression of the matrilineal order.
For Stephen Dedalus, the omphalos or navel signiﬁes interconnectedness, the “strandentwining cable of all ﬂesh,” but also marks the primal
wound of separation from the mother’s body. This association of the navel
with bodily rupture emerges in one of Joyce’s early epiphanies, recording
a dramatic scene in which the author’s mother bursts into the room where
Joyce is playing the piano to announce that his dying brother Georgie is
hemorrhaging from the navel.
  .   – (crimson, trembling, appears at the parlour door) – Jim!
  – (at the piano) … Yes?
  .   – Do you know anything about the body? … What ought I to
do? … There’s some matter coming away from the hole in Georgie’s stomach … Did you ever hear of that happening?
  – (surprised) … I don’t know …
  .   – Ought I send for the doctor, do you think?
  – I don’t know … what hole?
  .   – (impatient) … The hole we all have … here (points)
  – (stands up)

“What hole?” The mother’s pointing ﬁnger scarcely resolves this question,
since “the hole we all have – here” could be anywhere or everywhere.
Because the deictic “here” is unlocateable, it opens up a puncture in the
text itself, a hole through which its meanings hemorrhage. In Joyce’s writing, the navel – “the hole we all have” – signiﬁes the hole or absent center
of the nets in which the subject is enmeshed. Like the Delphic omphalos, hollow in the middle and encased in knotted nets, the navel is both
seam and ﬁssure, knot and not. (This pun, incidentally, is also used in
Beckett’s Watt [], where Mr. Knott [not] is the absent master of the
house tenanted by Watt [what]; Knott therefore functions as the not that
knots the nets of power, much as the navel is the not that knots the body
in its skin.)
The navel, in its dual role as separation and connection, could be compared to Derrida’s conception of the “brisure,” a term from carpentry
denoting both a break and a junction; the term “cleavage” is a sexy if
inexact equivalent in English. The double-sided concept of the navel –
both gap and knot, both break and hinge – oﬀers a model for the structure of several of the works of ﬁction discussed in the following chapters
of this book. In these ﬁctions, it is absence that gives rise to ramifying
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networks in which language, money, and libido circulate. Mrs. Newsome,
in James’s The Ambassadors (), functions as the absence or “central
reserve” that instigates the circulation of letters and desire. In Joyce’s
Dubliners (), the relation between absence and the nets of circulation
is encapsulated in the terms “gnomon” and “simony” which, together with
the term “paralysis,” cast a strange enchantment over the boy-narrator of
“The Sisters.” The “gnomon” in geometry means a parallelogram with a
missing corner, while “simony” means the traﬃc in sacred things. In
Dubliners, the absent father functions as the gnomon or the missing corner that instigates the simoniac traﬃc in paternal substitutes.
             
Despite its Delphic ancestry, the navel is rarely taken seriously. Known
to children as the belly button, either an “innie” or an “outie,” the navel
forms a hollow or hillock on the belly, signifying nothing, “gathering ﬂuﬀ.” In popular usage, as Fred Botting has pointed out, the navel
is associated with the time-wasting, self-indulgent activity of “navelgazing,” a term denoting “idle cogitation upon unanswerable questions,
useless speculation or circular self-reﬂection.” “Gaze in your omphalos,”
Stephen counsels himself in “Proteus” as he wanders aimlessly around
Sandymount Strand (U :).
Purposeless though it seems, the navel has always troubled believers
in creation from nothing. Did Adam and Eve have navels? If our ﬁrst
parents were begotten not made, there was no reason for their bellies to
be dimpled by these natal scars. Hence Stephen ponders “naked Eve” in
“Proteus”: “She had no navel. Belly without blemish, bulging big, a buckler of taut vellum …” (U :–). Yet Michelangelo, in the Sistine fresco
depicting the creation of Adam, daubs the ﬁrst man’s belly with a navel.
In  Thomas Browne objected to such paintings for besmirching our
ﬁrst parents with “that tortuosity or complicated nodosity we usually call
the Navel.” Browne insists that navels are mere “superﬂuities.” Why would
God ordain “parts without use or oﬃce”? Having no anatomical navel,
Adam retained “an umbilicality even with God himself,” an unbroken
connection to his maker.
Two centuries later Philip Henry Gosse (father of the more famous
Edmund) takes issue with Browne’s contemptuous dismissal of the navel.
In a bizarre defence of creationism, Omphalos: An Attempt to Untie the
Geological Knot (), the elder Gosse insists: “The Man would not have
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been a Man without a Navel.” Much ridiculed by its Victorian audience, Omphalos argues that the world was created instantaneously, but
in the deceptive form of a planet on which life had existed for aeons.
God gave Adam a navel for the same reason that he buried fossils in the
earth, to test our faith by providing false proofs of a non-existent past. In
his memoir Father and Son (), Edmund Gosse remembers that “even
Charles Kingsley, from whom my father had expected the most instant
appreciation, wrote that he could not … ‘believe that God has written
on the rocks one enormous and superﬂuous lie’ … a gloom, cold and dismal, descended upon our morning teacups.” Borges, on the other hand,
admires the “monstrous elegance” of Gosse’s Omphalos, and Baudrillard
likewise relishes the implication that God is “an evil genius of simulation.” Gosse’s hypothesis is coming true, Baudrillard declares, given that
“the whole of our past is indeed sliding into a fossilized simulacrum …”
The navel troubles Stephen Dedalus because it proves he was “made
not begotten,” unlike Christ who was begotten not made (U :). His
“neverstop navelcord” links him back to his ﬁrst home in his mother’s alltoo-blemished belly (FW :). Yet if Stephen feels trapped by the nets
of home and homeland, he also feels homeless in the English language. In
A Portrait of the Artist Stephen realizes that every word he speaks or writes
in English entails an exile from the home-grown tongue of Ireland, compelling him to fret in the shadow of the language of imperialism (P ).
To vary a quip of Oscar Wilde’s, the English have condemned Stephen to
write in the language of Shakespeare.
Joyce’s writing in the English language could be seen as the elastic navelcord that ties him to the past while also ostracizing him from
Ireland. “Where there is a reconciliation,” Stephen intones, “there must
have been ﬁrst a sundering” (U :). In Joyce, the navel signiﬁes this
primal sundering (the not), yet also represents the artist’s strandentwining cable of indebtedness (the net). The game Joyce plays with navelcords
could be compared to the game Freud’s grandson plays with a spool of
thread in the famous fort/da game of Beyond the Pleasure Principle ().
In an attempt to exercise remote control over his mother’s comings and
goings, the child ﬂings a spool into his curtained cot, uttering “oooo,”
and then retracts this umbilical thread with a triumphant “da” [here].
Freud interprets the ﬁrst vowel as a childish pronunciation of the German
word fort, meaning gone, and argues that the child is staging his mother’s
departures and returns to gain symbolic mastery over her intermittency.
According to Freud, this game performs a psychic function similar to the
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catharsis of Greek tragedy, which inﬂicts upon the audience the painful
experience of loss while wresting pleasure out of the aesthetic mastery of
that experience (SE :–).
In the fort/da game, the child reenacts the primal separation from the
mother while creating a symbolic substitute for the umbilical cord. Like
Walt Whitman’s noiseless patient spider, the little boy launches forth
“ﬁlament, ﬁlament, ﬁlament” “to explore the vacant vast surrounding,”
“measureless oceans of space.” Yet the cord the child casts into the dark
hollows out the very absence that he strives to overcome. This ﬁlament
links the child to the mother, but also usurps the mother’s place, substituting the auto-erotic pleasures of the sign – the toy, the alternating
phonemes – for the plenitude of the lost object. Each time the child
throws the spool away, he murders his mother in eﬃgy, yet what he really
kills is presence and immediacy. Henceforth all his encounters with the
real will be mediated by symbolic substitutes. The loops he outlines with
his spool constitute the nets that bind him in a world of signs.
It is worth noting that the fort/da game stages an odyssey in miniature, in which the bobbin is cast away to bring about a future homecoming. As little Ernst expels his toy, so James expels ambassadors to Paris,
Woolf sends the Ramsays to the lighthouse, and Joyce dispatches Bloom
and Stephen on their odysseys through Dublin. But the toy that Ernst
ejects is not the same as that which he retrieves, for it is death that he
lassoes out of the void (by a poignant coincidence, the little boy’s mother
died shortly after Freud witnessed the fort/da game) (SE :–). Like
the child’s bobbin, Bloom goes forth in exile and circles back to  Eccles
Street, but it is unclear whether the Ithaca that he returns to is the same
place that he left in “Lotus-Eaters.” In the meantime his wife Molly has
rearranged the furniture, and her lover Blazes Boylan has left his imprint
on the bed, along with telltale ﬂakes of Plumtree’s potted meat. As for
Lambert Strether, the hero of James’s The Ambassadors, who returns to
Massachusetts after his odyssey to Paris, “he goes back other, and to other
things,” as James records (A ). To go back other, and to other things,
epitomizes the fate of the modernist Odysseus.
In the “Ithaca” episode of Ulysses, we are told that Leopold Bloom once
marked a ﬂorin with three notches and launched it “for circulation on the
waters of civic ﬁnance, for possible, circuitous or direct, return.” “Had
Bloom’s coin returned?” the narrator demands, to which the implacable
riposte is “Never” (U :–). Never is a long time. Modernist writing confronts the possibility that what is forfeited to circulation never
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returns, or else returns too fast and furiously, as in the compulsive repetition of primordial traumas. “Returns” in the economic sense refer to
the proﬁts or losses that result from launching money, like persons, into
circulation. But the fate of Bloom’s ﬂorin implies that the modernist wanderer is destined for dissemination rather than return.
The three notches with which Bloom marks his ﬂorin could be compared to the scar by which Odysseus is recognized on his return to Ithaca.
These notches also correspond to the navel-scar with which the neonate
is launched into the world, since the severance of the umbilical cord represents the ﬁrst notch that culture inﬂicts upon the human body. The
fantasy of castration, understood in post-Freudian psychoanalysis as the
infant’s violent initiation into culture, could be interpreted as a symbolic
reenactment of the primal scariﬁcation of the navel. While Lacan regards
the castration fantasy as the open sesame to the symbolic order, and identiﬁes the symbolic phallus with the name-of-the-father, the present study
proposes that the navel memorializes a pre-symbolic order under the aegis
of the nameless mother.
Freud’s most famous reference to the navel occurs in a footnote to The
Interpretation of Dreams. “There is at least one spot in every dream at
which it is unplumbable – a navel, as it were, that is its point of contact
with the unknown” (SE :n). It is appropriate that the navel of the
dream makes its ﬁrst appearance as a footnote, since the anatomical navel
also functions as a footnote in the ﬂesh, marking an indelible debt to
the lost mother. Later Freud incorporates this umbilical footnote into the
body of his text, when he redeﬁnes the navel as a “tangle of the dreamthoughts which cannot be unraveled and which moreover adds nothing
to our knowledge of the content of the dream.” A knot that adds nothing,
this navel opens up the void from which “the dream-thoughts branch out
in every direction into the intricate network of our world of thought.” It
is where this “meshwork is particularly close” that the dream-wish rises
“like a mushroom out of its mycelium” (SE :).
The navel of the dream marks the point at which the nets of meaning
dissolve in their own density, leaving a black hole in the center of the
dreamwork. For this reason the Freudian dream-navel encompasses the
contradictory ideas of not and net, absence and entanglement, embodied
in the hollow netted omphalos-stone at Delphi. Furthermore Freud’s
image of the mushroom rising out of its mycelium evokes the “rhizomatic” structure that Deleuze and Guattari have opposed to the “arboreal” structure of conventional thought. The authors argue that rhizomatic
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thought, like the associative property of language, “grows between” other
things, like weeds or grass; it has “neither beginning nor end, but always a
middle [milieu] from which it grows and which it overspills.” Rhizomatic
thought, characterized by Vicki Mahaﬀey as an “associative, omnidirectional, ever-changing process of exploration without a set goal,” corresponds to Freud’s conception of the dream-navel as a mycelium, a shallow
creeping fungus. Stephen’s vision of the matrilineal nets of navelcords
could also be described as rhizomatic, as opposed to the arboreal structure of the family tree, governed by the name of the father.
The Nets of Modernism uses the concept of the navel, in its dual aspect
as hole and net, to investigate the structure of modernist ﬁction, including Freudian psychoanalysis, which could be seen as a serial ﬁction – part
autobiography, part epistolary novel, part Viennese soap opera. As many
commentators have pointed out, Freud’s work bears a strong resemblance
to Proust’s À la recherche du temps perdu, another serial ﬁction delving
into dreams, erotic obsessions, and the psychopathology of everyday
life; Proust also ventures into quasi-scientiﬁc speculations on sexology,
enlivened by case histories at least as spectacular as Freud’s. Similar
resemblances to Freud may be found in Joyce’s Ulysses, where streams-ofconsciousness unfurl as rhizomatically as the associative networks of the
Freudian dream. Meanwhile Joyce’s characters dramatize what Freud calls
the psychopathology of everyday life, exhibiting such symptoms as the
ﬁrst Freudian slip in English literature, when Bloom substitutes “the wife’s
admirers” for her “advisors” (U :). As for sexology, the “Circe” episode oﬀers a psychedelic encyclopedia of sexual perversions, largely based
on Kraﬀ t-Ebing’s Psychopathia Sexualis (), a source also exploited by
Freud. Finally Finnegans Wake could be seen as a monstrously extended
Freudian slip, where puns break down the barrier between the conscious
and the unconscious mind, facilitating the return of the repressed.
It is well documented that Freudian ideas were “in the air” at the time
that Joyce, Woolf, and James were composing their novels, yet none of
these novelists set out to write psychoanalytic ﬁctions. Woolf, on the contrary, avoided reading Freud, even though she published the Strachey
translation of his works, for fear of being outmaneuvered by Freudian
insights. Henry James, during his  visit to the United States, consulted a doctor inﬂuenced by Freud, a treatment that the novelist experienced as beneﬁcial; his brother William James, meanwhile, believed that
Freud held the future of psychology in his hands. Beyond these circumstances, however, there is little reason to suppose that Henry James was
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directly inﬂuenced by Freud. Joyce, on the other hand, speaks of being
“yung and easily freudened” in Finnegans Wake, possibly ridiculing his
own susceptibility to psychoanalysis (FW .–). Elsewhere Joyce
declares: “As for psychoanalysis it’s neither more nor less than blackmail” – an enigmatic dismissal, to say the least ( JJ ). Yet despite his
professed distrust of psychoanalysis, Joyce consigned his psychotic daughter Lucia to an abortive analysis with Jung, collected works by Freud,
Jung, and Ernest Jones in his Trieste Library, and made extensive use of
Freud’s case history of the Wolf Man in the composition of Finnegans
Wake, as Daniel Ferrer’s genetic analysis has demonstrated. Evidently
Joyce recognized much of his own phantasmagoria in psychoanalysis, yet
his works anticipate the insights that he found in Freud, and transform
those insights into Joycean ﬁreworks.
Shoshana Felman, in her now classic essay on James’s The Turn of the
Screw, argues for the “implication” rather than the “application” of psychoanalysis in literary studies. In other words, the psychoanalytic critic
should attend to the ways in which the literary text invites, resists, preempts, and transforms the theories brought to bear upon it. Just as psychoanalysis incorporates elements of ﬁction – notably the detective story
often compared to Freud’s case histories – so literary ﬁctions harbor elements of theory that anticipate their own interpreters. For this reason I have
tried to draw my critical vocabulary from the literary texts, such as the
notion of the navel from Ulysses, rather than imposing psychoanalytic
terms upon these works. The aim is not to seize the psychoanalytic truth
disguised within the literary work, for such an enterprise can only prove
reductive, but to set up a frictional interplay between these discourses. To
enhance this interplay, and to make this study as accessible as possible, I
have striven to avoid the over-use of technical vocabulary, allowing the
novels to generate the terms of their analysis.
This means that each chapter of this study develops along independent
lines, adapting its terms to the respective literary works. While the notion
of the navel, in the double sense of breakage and connection, provides an
overarching structural metaphor, each chapter addresses speciﬁc themes
arising from the texts discussed. Among these themes is animality; in
diﬀerent ways, both psychoanalysis and modernism call into question
the boundary between the human and the animal. Freud, for instance,
becomes a kind of Circe who transforms his patients into animals, nominally if not corporeally, in the case histories of the Wolf Man and the Rat
Man, as well as in the case of Little Hans, who is entitled to be called the
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