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ABSTRACT

James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922) deconstructs and refashions the Homeric epic in
a manner that challenges the established conventions of traditional myth; as Katherine
Mullin notes, “Joyce's appropriation of classical heritage is loose and irreverent.” More
importantly, Joyce’s opus vividly questions the androcentric heroic narrative of the
ancient Homeric tale, replacing it with a modern narrative that implicitly comments on
the established patriarchal western tradition and considers woman’s position and self-
determination in contemporary society. Similarly, Hilda Doolittle’s Helen in Egypt
(1961) revises an ancient Greek myth “in an attempt to transform the old patriarchal
myths to novel definitions of feminine identity, female discourse, female experience,
female vision, and a female quest, which are all antithetical to the androcentric myths
of the western world” (Nisa 6). Both works recreate ancient myths in modernist terms,
ultimately engaging the reader in a self-reflection on male hegemony and women’s
supressed role in mythology and human society for centuries.

In this dissertation, | explore how the two modernist texts challenge the
dominantelementof male heroism embedded in the source myths, andhow they rebuild
and redefine the female figure while contrasting the traditional patriarchal stereotypes
and mythical superstitions. Therefore, my research concentrates on two main axes: the
structural revision of each myth in non-patriarchal terms, and how the two authors
deploy language to subvertthe gender stereotypes and to re-establish the role of the two
genders in the modern epic. | focus primarily on the central male characters of the two
stories (Stephen Dedalus and Leopold Bloom on one hand, and Achilles, Paris, and
Theseus on the other) to argue that both authors imply the inadequacy of traditional
male heroism. Subsequently, | examine the central female characters (Molly Bloom and
Helen) to trace the reconstruction of female identity and the abandonment of male-
centered narrative. An additional look on a small number of secondary characters is
also offered at the end of the first two chapters. Finally, a juxtaposition of the two
literary styles—Joyce’s experimental, deconstructive, and parodic stream of
consciousness, and H.D.’s revisionist mythmaking—is provided to highlight the
similarities and the differences between the two modernist epics in terms of female
subjectivity, imaginative language, and each author’s proposition as an alternative to
the androcentric heroic narrative of the original myths.
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INTRODUCTION

In Homer’s lliad and The Odyssey—the quintessential literary epics of the
ancientworld—we are introduced to some of the most essential components and themes
of mythological storytelling. Since then, many myths, like the ones embedded in the
Homeric epics, have been employed by poets, novelists, playwrights, critics,
psychoanalysts, and others to explore and respond to their own cultural framework: the
ancient Greek tragedians used myth as a versatile tool to ‘unmask’ their heroes and to
address contemporary social issues; medieval writers utilized myths to camouflage and
disguise their own messages behind their creative efforts; the Romantic poets and
novelists found in myths a medium through which they could express their discontent
about humanity’s detachment from the natural world and the glory of the past; the
beginning of the twentieth century marked an era where an explosion of modem
rewrites of classical myths took place capitalizing on the idea that myths “provided a
universal and timeless realm which stood against the fragmentation of modernity and
the chaos of history” (Uzunoglu 9). Updated manifestations of ancient myths are so
frequent simply because the firm narrative and the archetypal nature of the latter
provide the right materials for writers and artists of all kinds to recreate diachronic plots
on a modern basis.

Perhaps the most dominant elementin the two classical Homeric epics is the
archetype of the heroic male figure who transcends certain inner or outer obstacles on
his way to achieve a fulfilling task. On the other hand, the tragic side of human fateis
also explicitly highlighted, stating the common incapability of the human being to
confront the consequences of his or her own actions and deal with physical, spiritual,
or moral decline. However, in both cases, what is mostly stressed is the apparent
superiority of male subjects in contrast to the female ones, and the prevailing gender
stereotypes that dominate the narrative rendering it notably androcentric. Homeric
Odysseus travels for ten years after the end of the Trojan War while his “mind and wit
overrun many obstacles set by both gods and men” (Uzunoglu 72), and finally retums
to Ithaca reuniting with his devoted wife and son. As Meltem Uzunoglu poignantly
notes, in The Odyssey “the gender roles are distinctive and firmly set by the patriarchal

world of epic” (91). James Joyce’s Ulysses ‘revives’” Homer’s epic in a totally



innovative, experimental, and subversive manner in this context; the modernist author
debunks the classical epic tale and narrative not only in an anti-heroic sense (a point
that has been stressed well enough in numerous discourses since the publication of the
novel) butalso in an anti-patriarchal sense, opposingthe main androcentric conventions
and stereotypes of traditional myth by challenging the image of the self-governed male
hero in both Stephen Dedalus and Leopold Bloom, and by giving a distinct voice not
only to his central female character—Molly Bloom, his modern Penelope—but to other
female figures as well throughout the plot. In my research, | aim to explore how, “in
manipulating a continuous parallel between contemporaneity and antiquity” (Eliot
483), Joyce manages to deconstruct the established androcentric associations and to
construct a modern literary epic beyond the patriarchal confines of traditional
mythmaking, reflectingon the complexities of the modern world from the pointof view
of both genders.

In a similar method—yet in a totally different style and content—, Hilda
Doolittle’s Helen In Egypt recreates an ancient Greek myth to render the poet’s version
of the story surrounding Helen and Achilles, a narrative filled with manifestations of
modern femininity and anti-patriarchal connotations. H.D.’s intentionsare quite evident
in this direction: the modernistauthor, “whose poetry and prose was an endless struggle
to liberate the notion of femininity from patriarchal binary oppositions” (Katsigianni
1), chooses to follow deliberately the ancient Greek poet Stesichorus’ Palinode—a
version of the events according to which the victimized mythical Helen, “hated of all
Greece” (H.D. 2), was never really in Troy but was mysteriously “transposed or
translated from Greece into Egypt” (H.D. 1). Euripides’ drama Helen was also based
on this alternate plot. By structurally and linguistically transforming the patriarchal
narrative into an epic poem of feminine rebirth, H.D. attempts to subvert the male-
oriented language of the myth and the preconceived distance between the two genders
in the original narrative. Inthis context, the central male characters of the myth of Helen
of Troy, Achilles and Paris, are highly challenged as traditional Homeric male heroes,
in contrast to the female figures whose voice is reinstated by the author’s revisionist
approach; capitalizing on the principle that, as Alicia Ostriker assesses, “revisionist
mythmakingin women’s poetry may offer. .. significantmeans of redefining ourselves
and consequently our culture” (71), H.D. challenges “a male-generated illusion”

(Ostriker 79) that has been built upon the victimized persona of ‘hated’ Helen, and



redefines the female identity in a subversive yet constructive manner that takes into
consideration the healing forces of memory, empathy, and compassion for both
genders. My intention is to highlight the structural and linguistic tools that H.D. utilizes
to implement this transcendental re-enactment.

This dissertation consists of three chapters that reflect upon the structural and
linguistic revision thattakes place in the two modernistepics concerning the subversion
of the androcentric narrative of the source myths. The first chapter focuses primarily on
how each author deconstructs the central male characters, and subsequently on how
several secondary male characters are portrayed in comparison to their Homeric
counterparts, ultimately indicating that both rewrites attempt to challenge the dominant
element of male heroism and the established patriarchal stereotypes embedded in the
mythical conception of these characters. The second chapter concentrates on the
fundamentally subversive depictions of the two central female characters, Molly and
Helen, in relation to their mythical counterparts, and additionally examines the
portrayal of other female characters from both texts that further supports the line of
argumentation in regard to how the female figure is substantially redefined in both
contexts. Finally, the third chapter refers specifically to the deployment of language in
the sense of explaining how each literary style enables the author to subvert the male-
centered heroic narrative of the ancient myth and to reinstate the female voice in each
story. A brief juxtaposition of the two literary styles—Joyce’s deconstructive stream of
consciousness and H.D.’s revisionist mythmaking—follows to delve into their
similarities and differences in this particular discourse. The two modernist epics are
considerably different in terms of content and writing style, hence the juxtaposition
intends to contrast their authors’ writing techniques only in relation to the topic of this
research. By making use of the theoretical work of critics such as Aris Maragopoulos,
Susan Stanford Friedman, Alicia Ostriker, and Rachel Blau DuPlessis, among others, |
intend to demonstrate that, despite the obvious structural, stylistic, and linguistic
differences between them, both texts end up challenging the gender stereotypes and the

androcentric conventions of the Homeric epics.



1. DECONSTRUCTING THE MALE HERO IN ULYSSES AND
HELEN IN EGYPT

1.1 Introduction

In both modernist epics, what is strikingly evidentis the image of the central
male heroes being fundamentally flawed. The male protagonists from each story do not
reflect the heroic qualities of their Homeric namesakes or counterparts, and they
certainly do not fulfil any modern heroic standards; unlike their mythical predecessors,
they are not depicted as wise, brave, or autonomous male figures, in physical or
psychological terms. Instead, they are portrayed as subjects out of place whose
relationship and interaction with women affect them profoundly in ways they cannot
control or fully comprehend. Ulysses’ Stephen Dedalus and Leopold Bloom wander in
Dublin in search of identity and meaning, both followed by the ‘ghosts’ of influential
women intheir lives, failingto function in their expected patriarchalroles, while H.D.’s
Achilles, Paris, and Theseus reflect the male-generated narrative of the established
ancient myth and at the same time a potential breakaway from its imposed patriarchal
norms. In this sense, both modernist stories seem to imply the inadequacy of traditional
male heroism, challenging the myth-driven perspective of the self-governed male hero
and highlighting the flawed masculinity of the characters rather than their patriarchal
privileges. Ultimately, the male hero in each text is structurally modified in a fashion
that engages the reader in a reflective discourse on male hegemony and the need to
question the androcentric stereotypes of the source myths.

In this chapter, | examine how the two authors deconstruct the central male
characters of their epics by questioning the dominant patriarchal attributes of their
Homeric counterparts. By mainly utilizing the critical arguments of Susan Stanford
Friedman and Rachel Blau DuPlessis which relate to male repression of the maternal
figure in Joyce’s Ulysses and H.D.’s Helen in Egypt, and of Aris Maragopoulos’ in
relation to the absence of paternal guidance in Joyce’s Ulysses, | focus on how the male
protagonists of each story are fundamentally challenged as male subjects, contrasting
the androcentric heroic characteristics that defined their Homeric counterparts or
namesakes. Subsequently, an additional critical look on a number of secondary male

characters from both stories examines how the mythological patriarchal narrative is



further weakened, followed by a conclusion that sums up the chapter’s most important
pointsabouthow the two modernistauthors ultimately manage to challenge the element

of male heroism in their epics.

1.2 Challenging Male Heroism in Ulysses: Stephen Dedalus and Leopold Bloom

The two central male characters of Joyce’s Ulysses, Leopold Bloom and
Stephen Dedalus, function as malleable modern counterparts of Homer’s Odysseus and
Telemachus, respectively. They are not biological father and son, yet their common
disengagement from their social environment and the rejection they experience inside
their own familial circles make them a fitting pair. Moreover, their masculine attributes
are presented problematic due to certain structural choices that Joyce chooses to
implement: Stephen suffers from a guilty conscience caused by his denial to fulfil his
dying mother’s final religious request. In addition, unlike Homer’s Telemachus whose
father remains a pivotal influence throughout the ancient epic despite his long absence
(and possible demise), Stephen has completely lost trust in his real father who is alive,
healthy, and living in the same city as him.! Both the absence of an appropriate paternal
figure and the repression of the maternal element are well stressed in Stephen’s case.
On the other hand, Bloom is a married man, tormented by the thoughts of his wife’s
infidelity and the loss of his infant son Rudy years ago. As Mullin notes, “if Stephen is
a son without a satisfactory father, then Bloom is a father always aware of the loss of
his son.”2 However, the deconstruction of mythological androcentric heroism in both
cases derives primarily from the central characters’ profound self-awareness; Vicki
Mahaffey states that “Stephen and Bloom are dark men, men who have sinned—
Stephen through insensitivity to his mother, Bloom through insensitivity to his wife—
and who are conscious of their strong sense of separation and loss” (95). Indeed,
through this definitive structural departure from the masculine, autonomous, and
independent heroic male hero of the Homeric Odyssey, both characters tend to reflect
how in modernity the lives and identities of men and women are substantially
intertwined and not detached.

Stephen Dedalus—Joyce’sliterary alter ego—is presented as a cultivated young
artist working as a history teacher who struggles to come to terms with who he really



is, haunted by the phantomof his deceased mother and the absence of paternal guidance.
Unlike the Homeric Telemachus who functions as the stereotypical model of the male
heir, faithful and devoted to both his parents, “the story of the son in Ulysses is the
narrative of the son’s guilt” (Friedman, “(Self)Censorship” 50). In the fitting words of
Stuart Gilbert, “he has not lost a father, like Telemachus, but he can never find one”
(66). This schema makes Stephen’s lack of a father figure an unsolvable issue and not
just a matter of circumstance; evenafter Bloom’s efforts to become Stephen’s surrogate
father in the end of the novel, the latter chooses to kindly refuse to spend the night at
the Blooms’ house denying the possibility of adapting as the surrogate son. In addition,
the repression of the maternal element in Stephen’s character is immensely stressed by
the mockery he receives from “his irreverent and heretical” friend Buck Mulligan who
“initiates the chain of accusations that centrally occupy Stephen’s thoughts throughout
the day and night” (Friedman, “(Self)Censorship” 51), vividly depicted in the first
episode of the novel: “the aunt thinks you killed your mother, he said. That’s why she
won’tlet me have anythingto do with you. . . to think of your mother beggingyou with
her last breath to kneel down and pray for her. And you refused. There is something
sinister in you” (Joyce 5). Besides the obviousallusion to Hamlet regarding his absent
‘ghost’-father, Stephen’s character also alludes to the Aeschylean Orestes who is
pursued by the Furies for the killing of his mother Clytemnestra.3 However, the young
artist’s self-reflection ultimately subverts the traditional patriarchal narrative: “A father,
Stephen said, battling against hopelessness, is a necessary evil . . . Amor matris,
subjective and objective genitive, may be the only true thing in life. Paternity may be a
legal fiction” (Joyce 186). By rejecting the traditional patriarchal norms and
conventions (Stephen questions the authority of his father, his own nation, and the
Catholic Church, while in the end he does not substitute his real father for another
[Bloom]), and by affirming the significance of the maternal figure, Stephen’s character
ultimately aligns with an anti-patriarchal stance contrasting the mythological
androcentric viewpoint of Homer’s epic.

In this direction, we can also examine Ulysses’ main male protagonist, Leopold
Bloom, as an indicative example of how the element of male heroism is structurally
challenged. Bloom is a Jewish newspaper advertising salesman, married to a well-
known opera singer—Marion Tweedy (Molly)—with whom he has a daughter—
Milly—who recently left home to study and work outside Dublin. Throughout the story



he is haunted by inner thoughts and visions revolving around his Jewish immigrant
father who committed suicide, his detachment from his daughter, the unfortunate
passing of his infant son Rudy, and, most importantly, his long disengagement from his
wife Molly. Apart from his familial affairs, he is also ridiculed by his work associates
and social acquaintances. As Morton P. Levitt argues, “Bloom fails as businessman,
fails as husband andfather” (141). Contraryto his ancient counterpart, Joyce’s character
is notin a rush to come back to his ‘Ithaca,” and he certainly does not reflect the virility
that epitomizes the classical triumphant male hero. Instead of being a self-govemed
man in exile who aspires to return home, Bloom “does not heroically resist the
temptations of women . . . heis no displaced traveller, desperate for return, [and] his
Penelope issimultaneously his Calypso and hishome the prison from which he initially
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‘escapes’” (Platt 519). Unlike the stereotypical gender associations in Homer’s
Odyssey, Bloom serves his wife breakfast in bed, he runs errands for her like ordering
her face-lotion from a local chemist or purchasing a salacious novel for her
(meaningfully called Sweets of Sin), and he tries to come up with any possible excuse
to delay his return home, where his unfaithful Penelope awaits. Additionally, the
platonic flirtation he maintains via mail with a woman named Martha Clifford is yet
another reflection of his inadequate and ambivalent masculinity, especially when
contrasted with his wife’s actual infidelity.

In contrast to Homer’s Odysseus who is “son to Laertes . . . father to
Telemachus, husband to Penelope, lover of Calypso” (Budgen 16), Leopold Bloom
remains a ghost-son, a ghost-father,4 a ghost-husband, and a ghost-lover; through the
manifestations of his deepest thoughts and emotions in the novel we are reminded of
the impact the suicide of his “poor papa”had on him, his inner grief regarding the sad
demise of his infantson Rudy,® his distress about Molly’s infidelity, and a series of
reflections and personal desires that he is unable to materialize.5 Unlike Odysseus, he
has no male progeny, thus no male heir, his attempts to revitalize his paternal role by
taking Stephen under hiswingstay unfulfilled, and finally he seemsunable to reconnect
with his wife. The image of his flawed masculinity is vividly depicted at the end of the
‘Lestrygonians’ episode where Mr. Bloom suddenly becomes aware of the presence of
Blazes Boylan—Molly’s forthcoming lover—near him:

Straw hat in sunlight. Tan shoes. Turnedup trousers. Itis. It is.



His heart quipped softly. To the right. Museum. Goddesses. He swerved to the

right.

Is it? Almost certain. Won’t look. Wine in my face. Why did I? Too heady.

Yes, it is. The walk. Not see. Not see. Get on.

Making for the museum gate with long windy strides he lifted his eyes.

Handsome building. Sir Thomas Deane designed. Not following me?

Didn’t see me perhaps. Light in his eyes. (Joyce 163-164)
In this excerpt, the dense structure of Mr. Bloom’s interior monologue highlights the
character’s intense emotions and consequent humiliation caused by his wife’s affair. As
Gilbert emphatically stresses, “each time he encounters Boylan or hears his name
mentioned, the comfortable flow of his silent monologue is checked; he tries to
concentrate his attention on the first object that meets his eye but can never wholly rid
himself of his obsession” (17). Boylan is the usurper in Bloom’s marital relationship,
but, unlike Odysseus who returns to Ithaca and slays all the suitors that covet his wife
and his title, Joyce’s hero “is a cuckold who is ashamed of his wife’s promiscuity but
is too weak to do anything about it” (Kuehn 210). The incident where Mr. Bloom
realizes that his watch has frozen at exactly a quarter past four—the time of the day
when Boylan’s visit to Molly occurs—in the ‘Nausicaa’ episodeis yet another sign of
the crucial impact his wife’s extramarital affair has on Ulysses’ central male
protagonist.”

The deconstruction of the element of androcentric heroism in Ulysses’ central
male characters climaxes in the last two episodes of the novel before Molly’s
concludingmonologue. After their delusional experiencesin the night town, Bloom and
Stephen find a temporary refuge in a place called “the cabman’s shelter” (Joyce 523).
Subsequently, they return together to Bloom’s house in the ‘Ithaca’ episode, drinking
coco and confabulating, before they are separated. During this time, Bloom engages
Stephen in conversation and finally invites him to spend the night at his house, trying
to regenerate their ‘wounded’ masculine identities as father and son. However, despite
the intimate bond that has been patiently built between them, Stephen ultimately
declines Bloom’s offer and departs, leaving the patriarchal order of the epic unrestored.
Opposite to his Homeric counterpart’s return, Bloom’s homecoming is contradictory;
in comparison to the triumphant return of Odysseus who reunites with his son and

restores the patriarchal order in his family and his kingdom, Bloom’s character remains



melancholic and unfulfilled in this context: his paternal role is not re-established, he’s
overwhelmed by thoughts of imaginary escapes from his ‘Ithaca’ and, most
importantly, in the end he finds himself in bed nextto his disloyal wife, all structural
alterations that directly challenge the androcentric narrative of the original Homeric

tale.

1.3 Challenging Male Heroismin Helen in Egypt: Achilles, Paris, and Theseus

In Helen in Egypt’s epic revision of the myth of ‘hated’ Helen of Troy, H.D.
foregrounds the roles of three mythical male figures that defined Helen’s life: the great
warrior Achilles, her famous Trojan lover Paris, and her first kidnapper—the ancient
hero of Athens Theseus. Their portrayal in H.D.’s epic poem is foremost employed to
challenge the established patriarchal narrative of the myth and to offer a conscious
breakaway from the traditional stereotypical image of the male hero: Achilles is
depicted as the epitome of the bellicose, rigid warrior who represents “an accurate
model of the psychological economy of patriarchal power” (Twitchell-Waas 466), but
his character also functions as Helen’s fated lover, incorporating the potential for a
‘New Mortal’ liberated from patriarchal constraints; Paris appears as the seductive
personification of Eros for Helen, and as Achilles’ fatal adversary who “feels rivalry,
jealousy, and the old enmity of male versus male” (DuPlessis, “Romantic Thralldom”
194), mirroring male antagonism and its binding polarizing nature; Theseus reflects yet
another example of male influence on the victimized persona of Helen but mainly
functions as a healing, equalizing force in the female protagonist’s mind, aiding her to
“avoid the polarized roles which the two lovers give her” (DuPlessis, “Romantic
Thralldom™ 195). Their respective encounters with Helen, in spiritual or physical form,
denote a poignant departure from the androcentric mythological narrative and
ultimately highlight the inadequacy of traditional male heroism, and the redefinition of
their own role in Helen’s story.

Achilles—the great hero of the Trojan War—represents the rigidity of the war-
fed male heroic figure, his aggressive and self-absorbing instincts, but gradually
transforms into the token of male rebirth as a ‘New Mortal’ through the possibility of
reconciliation with the repressed maternal element and the neglected female voice. As
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Ostriker points out, “Achilles, the great protagonist of the Iliad, is H.D.’s paradigmatic
patriarchal male as Helen is the paradigmatic female. Heroic, male-centered,
immortality-seeking, Achilles ruthlessly leads a group of ‘elect’ warriors dedicated to
discipline and control, called (punningly) ‘The Command’” (80). Following the
alternate story of the ‘Palinode,” which H.D. chooses to use as a thematic background
for the first part of her epic, Achilles and Helen meet on the shores of Egypt, “on the
coast in the dark” (H.D. 11), where, unlike Helen who “questions but expects no
answers” (Wagner 529), the male character appears confused, misplaced, unaware of
his whereabouts: “where are we? who are you? / where is this desolate coast? / who am
I? am I a ghost?” (H.D. 16) His initial unawareness and questioning turn into
accusationsand fierce anger towards the victimized woman: “Helena, cursed of Greece,
/'1 have seen you upon the ramparts, / no art is beneath your power, / you stole the
chosen, the flower / of all-time, of all-history, / my children, my legions; / for you were
the ships burnt” (16-17). The section ends with Helen trying to assure Achilles that “all
this phantasmagoria of Troy” was nothing but “dream and a phantasy” (17), while the
male hero, unconvinced, attempts to strangle her “with his fingers’ remorseless steel”
(17). H.D. ties the roots of masculine aggression with the repression of the maternal
element, which is represented by Achilles’ mother, Thetis; in this sense, the flawed
character of the male hero relates to “the cultivation of an ethos of egocentric strength
that requires the repression of the maternal. In Achilles’ case, this means the sea, Thetis,
the flowing, unbounded, vulnerable realm of experience that would undermine the iron
discipline of the warrior” (Twitchell-Wass 466).8 The male indifference and “the theme
of passion restrained to the pointof coldness” (527), as Wagner states, is further stressed
by the reference to Achilles’ involvement in the sacrifice of Iphigeneia, as he stood
silent and indifferent in front of the crime committed in the name of patriarchal war:
“Achilles was the false bridegroom, / Achilles was the hero promised / to my sister’s
child /. .. promised to Iphigeneia; / it was Achilles who stood by the altar / and did not
interfere / with the treacherous plan, /. . . itwas Achilles, Achilles / who sanctioned the
sacrifice, / the gift of his bride to Death” (83-84).

However, in contrast to the Homeric image of the resolute, brave, and
autonomous mythological male hero, H.D.’s Achilles shows signs of vulnerability and
internal struggle: his weakness on the heel is connected to “Love’s arrow” (86) and not

plainly to a mythologically constructed physical flaw, while his encounter with Helen
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on the shores of Egypt initiates a process of self-questioning which contrasts the rigid
virility of the hero. As Wagner emphasizes, “images of Achilles’ vulnerability run
through the poem—his assertion, ‘I am no more immortal, / I am man among the
millions’; Achilles limping on the sand; Helen, a source of comfort, withdrawing the
arrow” (527-528). Achilles is initially depicted as the bellicose alpha male but
gradually, over the course of the epic, his repressed self also encapsulates the capacity
for Love and reconciliation with the forgotten maternal voice. His character reflects the
dualism of the male hero: on one hand, he is presented as the allegiant warrior who
“followed the lure of war, / and there was never a braver, / a better among the heroes”
(297), and on the other hand he is described as a troubled, self -reflective figure who
“stared and stared / through the smoke and the glowing embers, / and wondered why he
forgot” (297), a two-fold image which profoundly highlights that “for Achilles,
mortally wounded with ‘love’s arrow,” and thus symbolically castrated, limping like
Oedipus, his love for his mother is central to his sense of himself” (Emmitt 143).
Ultimately, through his revitalizing encounter with Helen in Egypt and his subsequent
“retrospective meditations,” as DuPlessis points out, “Achilles breaks with
conventional, cultural patterns of maleness” (“Romantic Thralldom” 193) and becomes
“a postheroic man, vulnerable and questing” (“Romantic Thralldom” 194), signalling
the beginning of a possible reconciliation with the repressed memory of his mother, and
cutting himself off from the established patriarchal constraints that defined his Homeric
namesake.

The characters of Paris and Theseus are introduced in the second part of H.D.’s
epic, entitled ‘Leuké’ after the white island where Helen and Achilles were said to have
wed and lived after the events of the Trojan War. Jeffrey Twitchell-Waas states that
“the overall structure of ‘Leuké’ is determined by Helen’s revisitations of past selves
with past men, first Paris and then Theseus, [and that] she recognizes the limits of those
past selves as defined by those men” (477). Paris appears as the self-indulgent Trojan
prince who “would set the Towers a-flame” (H.D. 116) by causing the war, and as a
seductive man who “views Helenas his possession, and wants to seduceheronceagain”
(DuPlessis, “Romantic Thralldom” 194) by reminding her of “their defiance of
‘Achilles and the thousand spears’” (H.D. 146) and by trying to convince her that
Achilles’ feelings forherhave been untrue: “yousay itis I, I defeated evenupon Leuké,

/you feelinmeeven now, the shadow, the prescience, /envy, hatred, fear of the Greeks;
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... l'yousay you did not die on the stairs, / that the love of Achilles sustained you; /1
say he never loved you” (148-149). In this sense, Paris functions as Achilles’ Trojan
counterpart in the context of war-driven male heroism, representing male antagonism
and its binary contradictions, while also being the personification of seduction, trying
to trap Helen into the unchangeable events ofthe established patriarchal pastby “simply
repeat[ing] without transformation his role in the traditional myth” (DuPlessis,
“Romantic Thralldom” 194). Theseus, on the other hand, becomes the female
protagonist’s reflective advisor who helps her overcome the polarization caused by the
conflict between Achilles and Paris, and who triggers her empathetic reminiscing by
“using his wisdom to show her examples from history of women in her own situation”
(Wagner 531). Unlike his mythological image as the abandoner of women, in H.D.’s
epic Theseus understands and instructs Helen, contrasting his established patriarchal
attributes. What ultimately determines Theseus’ role in Helen in Egypt is his active
agency in Helen’s endeavours to remember and contemplate how Achilles and Paris
“challenged and contradicted each other in her fantasy” (H.D. 234).

The roles of the central male characters in Helen in Egypt have a profound
impact on H.D.’s female protagonist: Paris’ antagonistic masculinity and seductive
attitude drive Helen to a new liberating perspective when she consciously chooses to
reject him, “escaping from the old myth which Paris persists in believing” (DuPlessis,
“Romantic Thralldom” 194);° Theseus’ parental intervention helps her transcend the
polarity of male antagonism represented by Achilles and Paris, “acting as both mother
and father and healing the divisions found in the traditional nuclear family” (DuPlessis,
“Romantic Thralldom” 195); Achilles, whose offensive and war-hungry masculinity is
vividly sketched in the beginning of the epic, progressively comesto terms with the
repressed memory of his mother, and, as Friedman points out, “ultimately renounce[s]
his male privilege and reabsorb[s] into his conscious self the capacity for love
traditionally projected onto woman” (“Gender and Genre Anxiety” 220). In short, the
way H.D. has deconstructed and substantially refashioned the three mythical male
characters not only opposes the established androcentric conventions of the old myth
but also enables both genders to transcend the stereotypical barriers between them and
to engage each other in a completely new discourse. As DuPlessis notes, “all the males
in Helen in Egypt—Achilles, Paris, and Theseus (the figure of Freud1%)-—have begun
to formapostheroic personality, andall give Helen permission to make her quest, which
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must include understanding herself as a postromantic woman” (“Romantic Thralldom”
195). Through the structural redefinition of their respected roles, H.D. manages to
challenge the dominant element of male heroism embedded in the established version
of Helen’s story, and to contrast the stereotypical image of the male heroes by
presenting them as fundamentally flawed, disengaged, or at times sympathetic towards

awoman disregarded in the past.

1.4 Deconstruction of Secondary Male Characters

Apart from the male protagonists of the two modernist epics there are several
secondary male characters depicted as substantially problematic and flawed,
contrasting the heroic attributes of their Homeric counterparts and implicitly
challenging the traditional patriarchal narrative of the Homeric myth. Since both works
are quite lengthy, and there are many characters in both texts, I am only focusing on the
mostindicative examples of thisdevelopment. In Joyce’s Ulysses, Stephen Dedalus and
Leopold Bloom encounter many men from their social circle; Mr. Deasy, the Citizen,
and Fitzharris (alias Skin-the-Goat) are representative paradigms of ambivalent male
individuals who display an extremely disruptive androcentric perspective, exposed by
their racist and misogynist views. The characters of Mr. Deasy and Fitzharris, in
contrastto the heroic and virtuous attributes of their respective Homeric counterparts—
the wise king Nestorand Odysseus’ trustworthy swineherd Eumaeus—, do not function
as helpful ‘allies’ for Ulysses’ protagonists; instead, they reflect an incompatible,
disruptive viewpoint in comparison. Similarly, the offensive and grotesque character of
the Citizen in the ‘Cyclops’ episode of the novel not only does he stand for nationalist
and anti-Semite views, but he also uses sexist language, conflating racism and
misogyny; overall, he functions as a disruptive agent of patriarchal force.

Mr. Deasy, the headmaster of the school where Stephen works as a history
teacher, is presented as an old, prejudiced male who outlines his patriarchal standpoint
during his confabulation with young Stephen at the second chapter of the novel: “A
woman brought sin into the world. For a woman who was no better than she should be,
Helen, the runaway wife of Menelaus, ten years the Greeks made war on Troy. A

faithless wife first brought strangers to our shore here” (Joyce 32). Mr. Deasy typically
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reproduces the established patriarchal stereotypes of myth, while reflecting on the
contemporary political situation of modern Ireland. Yet, his androcentric, biased
perspective is widely ignored by the cultivated Stephen. Subsequently, following his
final racist joke about Ireland denying access to Jews, “the revolting description of
Deasy’s ‘coughball of laughter leap[ing] from his throatdraggingafterita rattling chain
of phlegm’ (2.443-44) emphasizes the novel’s rejection of prejudice” (Hastings),!
condemning the character’s misogynist leaning as well. Fitzharris, the owner of the
cabman’s shelter where Bloom and Stephen find a temporary refuge during the
‘Eumaeus’ episode ofthe novel, also unleashessimilar allegations when, in a discussion
aboutKatherine O’Shea, Irish politician Parnell’s lover, he refers to her as “that English
whore . .. [who] put the first nail in his coffin” (558), followed by a remark about how
“she loosened many a man’s thighs” (558), a phrase which poignantly alludes to the
Homeric Eumaeus who accused Helen of causing the misfortunes of men during the
Trojan War.12 Lastly, the grotesque male figure of the Citizen in the ‘Cyclops’ episode
represents in the same manner a disruptive agent of patriarchal force: “The strangers,
says the citizen. Our own fault. We let them come in. We brought them. The adulteress
and her paramount brought the Saxon robbers here . . . A dishonoured wife, says the
citizen, that’s what’s the cause of all our misfortunes” (292).12 Unlike the one-eyed
Cyclop Polyphemus, who is depicted as a man-eating giant, aggressive towards all
human beings, the Joycean Citizen is parodied by being given specific political
attributes that expose his patriarchal, prejudiced stance; he is not vaguely a monstrous
threat to a wise, courageous hero, but he is himself the agent of patriarchal force which
reproduces racism and misogyny.

In H.D.’s Helen in Egypt, the female protagonist also encounters many
additional male figures throughout her quest. H.D. seems to utilize the paradigms of
those mythical male characters to reinforce Helen’s sense of empathy and self-
recognition, as well as to further challenge the androcentric narrative of the Homeric
myth. Agamemnon and Odysseus are repeatedly presented as indicative agents of
patriarchal force, “encased in the[ir] iron-armour” (H.D. 87), serving unquestionably
the purposes of war, and standing accountable for crimes against women, such as
Iphigeneia’s sacrifice: “the plot they said, of Odysseus;/ it was Agamemnon who
commanded/ her mother to bring her to Aulis” (84). However, as in the case of the

central male heroes, instead of simplistically demonizing them for their established
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patriarchalrole, Helen empathizes and contemplates their fate: “couldthey have chosen
/ another way, another Fate? / each could—Agamemnon, Achilles, / but would they?”
(103) Similarly, the female protagonist recalls Orestes’ revengeful act against his own
mother in question: “is it all a story? / a legend of murder and lust, / the revenge of
Orestes. . . what of Orestes, /. . . pursued by the Furies? / has he found his mother? /
will he ever find her?” (91, 94)14 Moreover, in contrast to his heroic role in Homer’s
lliad, the character of Hector is emphatically depicted as yet another victim of
patriarchal war, mourned by his mother Hecuba just like Achilles is mourned by his
own mother Thetis, with Helen poignantly wondering: “was Hector born to be
conquered[?]” (244). Instead of retelling their story in the traditional heroic fashion,
H.D. chooses to deliberately challenge the androcentric stereotypes embedded in the
mythical conception of these characters by interrogating male superiority and by
highlighting the hero’s flawed masculinity rather than his established patriarchal

privileges.

1.5 Concluding Remarks

In this chapter, | focused on the deconstruction of the male hero and the
subversion of the traditional androcentric stereotypes by the two modernist authors. By
primarily examining the central male characters of the two epics, | attempted to
demonstrate that in each story the male protagonists are presented either as disengaged,
misplaced, or problematic individuals with flawed masculine attributes, or as
fundamentally redefined male figures that contrast their Homeric counterparts in the
sense of encapsulating a conscious breakaway from the imposed patriarchal norms of
ancient myth. Joyce’s depiction of Leopold Bloom and Stephen Dedalus denotes a
departure from the androcentric associations of the Homeric myth since both characters
fail to function in their expected patriarchal roles, in contrast to their Homeric
counterparts, as it has been argued in the context of this chapter’s discourse: in Ulysses,
the patriarchal order is not restored in the end, Stephen’s character openly questions
patriarchal tradition butatthe same time heis deeply affected by the absence of paternal
guidance and the repression of motherhood in his life, and finally Molly’s adultery has

a profound impact on Mr. Bloom’s character whose manhood is already challenged to
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a great degree by being an unsatisfying husband and a failed father. Correspondingly,
H.D.’s depiction of Achilles, Paris, and Theseus reflects the inadequacy of the
traditional male hero and foregrounds the need for his fundamental reconstruction:
unlike their Homeric namesakes whose virility is emphatically noted, H.D.’s central
male characters are vulnerable, doubtful and certainly much more conscious of
women’s misfortunes; by centering on the deconstruction of their established male
privileges, the author attempts to challenge the male-generated narrative of the Homeric
myth and to substantially redefine their respected roles in Helen’s story. An additional
look on several secondary male characters from both epics intended to demonstrate
representative examples of flawed maleness which further weaken the patriarchal
narrative of the source myths. Lastly, it can be argued that an interesting, common
element in both modernist texts is the employment of empathy by both authors, which
leads the reader not to dismiss but to empathize with the central male characters to a
considerable degree; in this sense, paradoxically enough, despite the flawed masculinity
of their male protagonists, both modernist epics succeed in setting the ground for, as
DuPlessis puts it, “the imaginative reconstruction of the hero” (““Romantic Thralldom”
193).
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Notes

1 Aris Maragopoulos explains in his Reader’s Guide to Ulysses how Stephen’s
parents operate as ‘ghosts’ in Stephen’s mind, mirroring Prince Hamlet’s ghost father
in Shakespeare’s Hamlet (see Aris Maragopoulos, Ulysses: Odnyos Avéyvaang, pp.
177-80).

2 For more on the subject see Katherine Mullin, “An Introduction to Ulysses,”
Literature 1900-1950, 2016. BRITISH LIBRARY, https://www.bl.uk/20th-century-

literature/articles/an-introduction-to-ulysses#footnote4

3 For more details on possible allusions regarding Stephen’s character see Aris
Maragopoulos, Ulysses: Odnyéc Avayvwong, pp. 41-42.

4 Accordingto Maragopoulos, Mr. Bloom is the ghost-father of a son that he
lost, and of a daughter who, growing up, abandoned him (see Aris Maragopoulos,
Ulysses: Odnyéc Avayvwong, p. 181).

5 The concluding image of the ‘Circe’ episode where the phantom of his son
Rudy stares at him is perhaps the most striking example of Bloom’s internal pain
regarding the loss of his son, and one of the novel’s most powerful scenes.

6 An indicative example, among others, can be the Kafkaesque trial of Mr.
Bloom in the ‘Circe’ episode: as Maragopoulos points out in his analysis, Bloom
hallucinates visions of sexual crimes that he did not commit but he would have liked to
have committed (see Aris Maragopoulos, Ulysses: Odnyoc Avayvaong, p. 335).

’ For more on the subject see Aris Maragopoulos, Ulysses: Odnyoc Avayvaorg,
p.272,and note 1 on p. 285.

8 Adding to this, Emmitt also argues in favour of the idea that Achilles’
aggressive masculinity depends on the repression of his mother Thetis, stating that “the
great warrior cuts himself off from his youthful love for his mother, transferring his
love for her into love for his ship” (143).

9 However, DuPlessis also highlights the fact that despite his seductive and
sensuous characteristics, Paris’ character identifies, in part, with some of the female

victims of male force, boosting Helen’s feminine awareness (see Rachel Blau

DuPlessis, “Romantic Thralldom in H.D.,” p. 195).


https://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/articles/an-introduction-to-ulysses#footnote4
https://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/articles/an-introduction-to-ulysses#footnote4
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10 According to many critics, the character of Theseus alludes to Freud and his
psychanalytical method; H.D., who had a close and mutually respectful relationship
with the Austrian psychoanalyst, seems to symbolically make use of his mentorship
through Theseus’ role to comment on the traditional patriarchal conventions of ancient
myth and the manifestations of male envy.

11 For more details about Mr. Deasy’s allusion to Homer’s Nestor see Aris
Maragopoulos, Ulysses: Odnyéc Avayvawong, pp. 59-60.

12 For more on the subjectsee Aris Maragopoulos, Ulysses: Odnyoc Avayvawaong,
p.375.

13 Maragopoulos notes that this phrase refers to Prince O’Rourke’s adulterous
wife, characterizing her as the ‘Irish Helen,’ see Aris Maragopoulos, Ulysses: Odnydg
Avayvaworng, p. 248.

14 The reference to Orestes’ matricide aligns with DuPlessis’ main argument in
regard to how the central theme of H.D.’s Helen in Egypt is the repression and the

recovery of motherhood.



2. REDEFINING THE FEMALE FIGURE IN ULYSSES AND
HELEN IN EGYPT

2.1 Introduction

The structural revision which triggers the departure from the Homeric
patriarchal narrative culminates through the fundamentally subversive terms in which
the central female characters are presented in both modernist epics. While the male
characters reflect an ambivalent and highly ambiguous sense of masculinity, the female
protagonists are given a clear, distinct feminine voice, in contrast to the oppressed and
restricted role of their mythological counterparts in the Homeric story. Molly Bloom is
depicted as an emancipated, self-assured female and “as a sexually liberated woman
with freely expressed desires and the agencyto speak and do as she wishes” (Hastings),!
as her long unpunctuated interior monologue indicates at the end of the novel. On the
other hand, Helen is the primary voice of H.D.’s epic throughout its course, initiating
and concluding the story; in this sense, the author “recreates Helen’s myth by making
her the speaker of her own poem” (Nisa 8), and attempts to replace the traditional
patriarchal narrative with a revisionist tale which prioritizes the female perspective,
contrastingthe established androcentric perspective of the Homeric myth. In both cases,
the role of the central female character has been substantially redefined in comparison
to that of her Homeric predecessor, reinstating the previously undervalued female voice
and creating a modern female figure beyond the patriarchal confines of traditional
mythmaking.

In this chapter, | will explore how both authors reconstruct and redefine the
female figure by distinguishing the female perspective from the male line of thought
By making use of relevant critical arguments about each text, | intend to demonstrate
that the subversive portrayal of the central female characters ultimately reinstates the
female subjectivity which was repressed in the traditional androcentric narrative of
Homer’s epics. Subsequently, a brief examination of several secondary female
characters provides additional arguments which further support the main thesis,
followed by the chapter’s concluding points regarding how the depiction of women in
the two modernist epics contrasts the stereotypical image of their Homeric

predecessors.
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2.2 Reinstating the Female Voice in Ulysses: Molly Bloom

Molly Bloom is Ulysses’ central female character and the modern counterpart
of Homer’s Penelope; she is married to the male protagonist, she is both wife and
mother, and throughout the novel’s plot she remains in a domestic environment waiting
for her husband’s return just like her ancient counterpart. However, opposite to the
Homeric Penelope who functions as “the mythical representative of the faithful wife
sublimated by the western tradition” (Uzunoglu 90), Joyce’s character differentiates
substantially in a threefold manner: she does not remain faithful to her wandering
husband, she is not a dependent housewife, and she’s given a distinct, personal female
voice which reflects the psychological complexity of a modern woman and her vital
sexuality. Apart from the obvious analogy between Joyce’s ‘Penelope’ and Homer’s
Penelope, the former is structurally redefined in a specific manner that challenges her
ancient counterpart’s established image and detaches her character from the dominant
androcentric associations of the source myth. To begin with, Molly’s adultery is one of
the epic’s most pivotal themes, bending the morale of her husband, Leopold Bloom,
who is well-aware of her promiscuous affair, and ostensibly undermining her character
rather than flattering her image.2 As Richard Brown notes, “Joyce redefines the classic
image of a faithful ‘Penelope’ to presenta self-possessed, adulterous Molly Bloom”
(102). Indeed, Molly’s unfaithfulness becomes a central issue for Ulysses’ male
protagonist throughout the plot,® and in the end during her monologue it becomes clear
that she does not feel remorse for committing adultery. However, a closer examination
of her character’s stream of consciousness indicates her line of thought behind her not
guilty conscience,* highlighting that “her role as wife and lover has been gradually
subverted, [as] it is probably because of Leopold’s physical neglect of her that Molly
seeks sexual fulfilment with other men in the first place” (Lyman 196). Instead of
presenting only the main male character’s standpoint, the author considers the
perspective of the female figure as well, provoking the reader to identify with her
character and her side of the story.

In addition, Joyce’s female protagonist is not a dependent housewife in the

conventional standards ofthe Homeric myth; unlike Homer’s Penelope, who is depicted
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as a domestic wife “who weaves and unweaves a tangled web at home” (Gilbert 339)
while waiting for her husband’s return, Molly Bloom is a renowned professional opera
singer. Whilst she is not in her prime anymore, she still works and enjoys local
recognition, as her husband is reminded during the bar discussion in the ‘Cyclops’
episode: “Mrs. B. is the bright particular star, isn’t she? Says Joe” (Joyce 288).
Moreover, in numerous occasions throughout the story it is mentioned that she is
planning a forthcoming musical tour, that being the reason for meeting with her lover
and tour manager Blazes Boylan in the afternoon, a rendezvous on the pretence of
professional affairs. In this sense, Molly’s social status reflects an emancipated modem
woman who is not restricted in the domestic environment as a stereotypical housewife.
This image is strengthened by the unconventional role she retains in her marriage,
having her husband “bringing her breakfast in bed, running errands for her, following
her commands, and resigning himself to her impending adultery” (Hastings).®
Therefore, the stereotypical model of a subservient married woman is subverted, and
the role of the female figure is essentially redefined through the acquisition of a
professional career which is not associated with the husband’s own affairs. Adding on
that, it can be argued that Molly’s lasting approval of her husband in spite of his many
flaws, and the fact that marrying him was her own conscious choice in the first place,
as it is vividly stated during her reminiscing interior monologue at the end of the novel,
introduce a significant deviation from the Homeric Penelope who simply never had a
say in whom to marry despite the established image of her as the quintessential reliable
and blissful wife.

Yet what decisively distinguishes Ulysses’ female protagonist from her ancient
counterpart is that she is given a personal, distinct voice which vividly reflects her
female identity and her vital sexuality. In contrast to Penelope whose voice and actions
in Homer’s epic align with Odysseus’ course of action, and who functions as a
resourceful ally to his efforts to restore the patriarchal order that was disrupted during
his absence,b Joyce’s central female character differentiates from the male line of
thought, representing in this sense the inner thoughts and psychology of a modem
woman thatcontrasts the established Homeric image of the devoted, reliantwife. Molly
contemplates “the way he [Mr. Bloom] plots and plans everythingout” (667),she freely
reflects on men and remains quite sceptical of them, believing that “theyre so weak and

pulingwhen theyre sick they wanta woman to get well” (641), or that “one woman is
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not enough for them” (642), until she poignantly stresses her subversive feminist
viewpoint: “I dont care what anybody says itd be much better for the world to be
governed by the women in it you wouldnt see women going and killing one another . .
. they don’t know what it is to be a woman and a mother how could they where would
they all of them be if they hadnt all a mother to look after them” (678). In this excerpt
of explicit feminist language, Molly’s thoughts are indicative of a modern, subversive
female viewpoint that opposes male hegemony and traditional androcentric heroism by
considering and foregrounding woman’s position and self-determination in
contemporary society. Overall, the emphasis on this subversive female voice becomes
quite obvious by Molly’s frequentuse of the words ‘woman’ and ‘he’ “which, whenever
they recur, seem to shift the trend of her musings” (Gilbert 341) and to highlight the
antithetical tensions between wo