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Modernist texts in general are known for their depth and complexity.  This is demonstrated by the fact that all of the critics in the Bedford edition of Joyce's A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man find a different aspect to focus on, with very little overlap of the various readings.  However, there do seem to be some common questions that the majority of critics focus on.  For example, each essay discusses the function of women and femininity in the text, although the answers they give are varied and, occasionally, contradictory.  A second common thread is the relation of the text to history.  Several critics feel the text cannot be isolated from history, while others choose to ignore history for the most part.


The first essay, by Sheldon Brivic, gives Portrait the psychoanalytic treatment.  He sees Freudian symbolism and the constant reenactment of the oedipal conflict.  For instance, after Stephen longs to be with his mother in front of the fire, he is shoved into the square ditch by Wells (22).  Brivic sees this yearning for the "warm maternal haven" (253) as the Oedipal desire for the mother, with Wells being the "father" who punishes Stephen for his Oedipal desires.  However, one problem with this theory is that the events may not have happened in that order.  That is, Stephen could have been thinking of the warm hearth because he had been pushed into the cold water.  In Freudian theory, it is fear of punishment that leads to repression; punishment cannot happen if desire has not occurred.  Brivic's hypothesis, in this case, relies too heavily on the physical placement of the words on the page, rather than the temporal order.  His reading of this scene only works if Stephen had fallen into the water after thinking of his mother at the fire, and we have no way of telling which event came first.  However, Brivic is right that Wells is the first of many "father" figures that constantly try to keep Stephen down, mostly by humiliating him into submission (253).


Mostly, I think Brivic has too narrow of a focus.  This might be a shortcoming of Freudian criticism in general, because it seems that all symbols—which are all phallic in a Freudian's eyes—are considered in isolation.  In the scene where the priest discusses Stephen's possible calling (137), the blinds cord becomes for Brivic a symbol of castration, because the power that results from the priesthood "being offered to Stephen here is feminine" (259).  But Brivic isolates that part of the scene, not taking into account what happens later.  The priest points out that priests have power that "not even the Blessed Virgin herself has" (140).  The power the priesthood offers is reserved exclusively for males.  Therefore, the director "holds" not castration but patriarchal (phallic) empowerment.


A second problem I had with Brivic, which I could not solve, is his assertion that Stephen is anxious about homosexuality.  His "evidence" consists of Stephen's use of the words suck, cock, and queer close together, and his curiosity about what "smugging" is (255).  Did "cock" and "queer" have the same usage then that they do today? If not, then Brivic's idea falls apart completely.  Secondly, can Stephen have an anxiety about something (homosexuality) that he is ignorant of? Neurotic behavior, by Freudian definition, results from repression of so-called inappropriate desires.  If Stephen does not know about same-sex desire, he can't be repressing it.


Like many other critics, Brivic notes Stephen's categorization of women into virgin/whore, and references Freudian theory for an explanation of why this happens.  Because the adolescent male cannot believe that his mother will do something as "nasty" as have sex, he creates an idea of a woman who is "loved but cannot be defiled by sex" and another who "is sexually approachable but can never be respected" (258).  But Brivic seems to suggest the adolescent's mind comes up with this binary by itself.  Other critics tend to note that Catholicism bears most of the responsibility.  The body/spirit binary is a significant idea(l) in Catholic doctrine; only by overcoming the desires of the body can one become closer to God.  In his essay, for instance, Norman Holland resents the "terrible wrong of carving religion into the minds of the young" (282), especially in its condemnation of sexuality.  Holland also sees Stephen as "living in an Oedipal paradigm" (284), but unlike Brivic he sees Catholicism at work in the creation of the conflict.  Mother-Mary is too pure for Stephen the sinner, and the awesome Father-God will visit His punishment on Stephen (108).


At the beginning of his essay, Holland asserts that he will not serve, that he will not be controlled by the text, which is what he sees Joyce doing to the reader for four chapters.  He makes us look at the outside forces that are constructing Stephen—family, school, and church.  Finally, in Chapter V, we see how Stephen constructs himself, through his conversations with Cranly and his diary entries.  But Holland is disappointed because the Stephen we get is "insufferably pompous and pretentious" (280), a Romantic fop infused with Victorian earnestness, which Holland just cannot stomach.  Perhaps Holland is more enchanted with the process of Stephen's construction than in the subject that is constructed.  He is fascinated with Joyce's style, occasionally feeling like he is right in Stephen's head, that Stephen is "making the preacher's words and images his own" (282).  But we aren't in Stephen's head.  For the first four chapters, we are in the head of a pseudo-objective narrator (Joyce perhaps) who is constructing Stephen.  Everything is carefully controlled, and at some level, this seems to bother Holland: "Joyce tells us how to read his novel [. . .] He is rather like the priests in that" (290).  Given Holland's acknowledged distrust of religion, this can hardly be seen as a compliment.  When Joyce steps aside, Holland is disappointed because "unfiltered Stephen" is not as interesting as he was constructed to be. 


"At least as important as Joyce's issues of control, then, are my own [. . .] He asks me, in those final paragraphs, to have faith, and I have refused" (293).  Holland shares Joyce's concern about the writer and his words either escaping from or submitting to society, but resents Joyce asking the reader to submit to his (Joyce's) words.  The power of the artist over the audience is dangerous and immense.  But reading means submitting to the author's power, and then "trying to make ourselves new from his words, to free ourselves from them" (293).  Holland's essay is different from the others in this collection, in that it seems conscious of itself.  The act of reading the novel is as important as anything that happens in the novel itself.

The main criticism I have of Holland is that he seems to "confuse" Joyce and Stephen.  He often uses one as the substitute for the other.  For instance, he sees Stephen's aesthetic theory (184-87) as Joyce's theory, using that scene as an example of Joyce telling us how to read his book.  Joyce must be Stephen, Holland says, because Joyce also seems to categorize women as virgin/whore, as evidenced by his letters to his wife, Nora (284).  He even refers to "Joyce/Stephen" and calls Portrait an autobiographical novel (282).  But at the same time, he has issues with "baby tuckoo." He thinks Joyce is trying to invoke the cuckoo bird as a symbol.  If Holland had done his research, he would have found that "tuckoo" was a nickname for Joyce as a baby.  If he is going to read Joyce into Stephen, why is he rejecting a piece of evidence that supports his position? While there are certainly elements of Joyce's biography in Portrait, there are dangers of "filling in the gaps" (170) with too much of the author's personal life.

Stepping away from the men for a moment, "female characters are present everywhere and nowhere" in Portrait (307), Suzette Henke says in the opening of her essay.  There are plenty of women in the novel, but they seem less like real characters and more like plot devices, important because of their function and not because of themselves.  In her essay, Henke discusses how the various women shape Stephen, and how Stephen's perceptions of the feminine (and masculine) are shaped.  Stephen's father "inaugurates the linguistic apprenticeship that inscribes the boy into the symbolic order of patriarchal authority" (307).  Stephen's father gives him a name, allowing Stephen to define himself as subject.  Because Stephen puts everything into opposing pairs, the feminine becomes associated with the physical, because these are the needs Stephen's mother takes care of.  She becomes recognizable to him as an experience of the sense, with her "nicer smell" (19) and "jewelly slippers" (24).

At first, the feminine is a retreat from the patriarchal world.  After Wells bullies him, Stephen imagines being with his mother.  But at Christmas dinner, he sees the "other" side of woman, whom Holland calls "a mystical figure endowed with vast powers for good or evil" (284).  Until this point, Stephen had no reason to fear the feminine; his mother has taken care of him, and Dante has contributed to his education.  However, he is terrified when he sees Mr. Casey and Mr. Dedalus reduced to tears by Dante.  Secondly, his mother "fail[s] to offer viable sanctuary from the male-dominated power structure" (311).  Memories of his mother do not keep Stephen from illness, nor do they protect him from Father Dolan or Wells. 

This is related to one of Holland's points.  What drives Stephen to prostitutes is his "sheer physical need to assert his masculinity" (285).  Henke agrees, in a way, saying Stephen goes to prostitutes because he wants to escape from himself: "his search is motivated by a perverse desire for temporary communion, as he seeks release from his own imprisoned ego" (314).  At first, Stephen has it in his head that an artist is supposed to be alone, that a woman cannot control him, and that he in fact can control her through poetry (312-13).  Stephen is unfulfilled in trying to assert his masculinity through words, so he goes in search of something more physical that he can dominate.  But he finally succumbs to the shame of having "deflowered" the virginal Emma with his fantasies.  And once again, he retreats to a "maternal" haven, praying for strength from Mary, invoking her power as Mother, not as "earthly beauty, dangerous to look upon" (125).

Like Brivic, Henke sees the masculine/feminine conflict in the scene where Stephen and the rector discuss Stephen's possible calling to the clergy.  Not only is this power exclusively reserved for males, but it "successfully counteract[s] female authority" (318).  No woman, not even the Virgin Mary, has authority over a priest.  But Henke also demonstrates how entering the priesthood will allow Stephen to transcend his own "femininity."    At the point Henke is talking about in the narrative, Chapter IV, the soul is referred to as "she" (134), and is helplessly exposed before the (male) Creator.  The priesthood "offers Stephen a chance to consummate this narcissistic love affair with his psyche" (318), meaning the mysteries of God would then be exposed to Stephen.  But because males hold all Church authority, by joining them, Stephen would be asserting his masculinity that way.  He wants to be part of the power structure, but he cannot give up his attachment to the aesthetic.  

When he sees the crane-girl, he is cured of his guilt over sex, because he can admire her without wanting to interact with her.  "Because the girl remains a mute, fetishized, and perpetually mediated object of desire, her difference assures psychological stability to the speaking/seeing subject" (320).  Real women "threaten" Stephen's status as the subject, but as long as he keeps the crane-girl at a distance, he is "safe" from her "powers for good or evil." At least, Stephen pretends there is no desire; as Henke points out, Stephen's dream is hard to see in anything but Freudian terms.  In his poetry, Stephen is able to "transubstantiate the eternal feminine into a disembodied muse that, once out of nature, ceases to threaten" (323).  All the women Stephen sees while wandering around Dublin become melded into one woman, who he is able to control, because as an abstraction, "She" cannot arouse his desires.

R.B. Kershner focuses on Stephen as observed/observer in his essay, exploring how cultural forces shape Stephen's construction and Joyce's writing.  Stephen is living in a Panopticon, a world where he is always watched but never sees the watchers (374).  The idea of looking is important in the narrative.  For instance, Stephen's near-sightedness and weak eyesight are mentioned frequently in the first chapter, when he is still keenly aware of his status as observed.  Father Dolan has incredible power because not only can he see the boys misbehaving, but also because he can read it in their expression.  "The eye of authority sees, while Stephen's eye only betrays" (376).  There is no hiding from the Eye, although at first Stephen thinks there is, that his sin has hidden him from God's sight, and that he is safe from retribution (99).  The Panopticon is effective because it creates the individual; a person must be "socially created in distinction to others—in order to be educated, policed [. . .] and generally categorized" (376).  Stephen admires Edmond Dantes because Dantes has stepped outside the Panopticon.  His anonymity prevents him from being punished; indeed, it prevents him from being seen.

"I want to suggest that Stephen's [. . .] ascent to the sphere of art, is entangled with a number of formations in the nineteenth-century popular mind, many of which have their genesis in scientific conceptions of the period" (378).  Stephen's construction, as Irish especially, is informed by science, or at least what passed for science at the time.  First is the "Orientalization" of the Irish by the English, in which the opposite of all English virtues—practicality, diligence, intelligence, and civilized behavior—became ascribed to the Irish.  Stephen believes this, in a way, because he sees people like Davin as the uncivilized Firbolgs, while he himself is the civilized Milesian.  Kershner briefly talks about class distinction in Ireland, that only the Ascendancy can be titled, but there are Irish who consider themselves aristocracy because of ancient lineage.  He does not, however, use the occasion to talk about why Stephen chooses to identify himself with Dantes.  I think another reason Stephen pretends to be Dantes is because of his status as self-made aristocrat.  Dantes does not get his title because of political reality or by some fuzzy claim to noble descendants, but through his own skills.

Kershner continues to show how Stephen is constructed by science by delving into the concept of degeneration, "acquired characteristics in an organism [being] passed on to later generations" (381).  The adaptations caused by poor social conditions, according to the theory, would become genetically inscribed and passed to offspring, quickly causing the lower classes to regress, becoming more animal-like.  Mainly, this meant "more prone to sexual indulgence" (382).  In order to combat the view of the Irish as degenerate, repression seemed to have become institutionalized in Ireland.  From this angle, Stephen's agony over his sin seems to be equally fear of divine punishment and fear of degeneracy.  Indeed, one of the first things he notices, once he starts to feel guilty, is that he acts like an animal (104).  When he starts to take a good, hard look at the Irish, he sees them as "a race of clodhoppers" (215), going backwards on the evolutionary scale, and is afraid that he might be like that himself.  Part of his goal as an artist is to elevate the Irish.  This is why the conscience he goes to forge (218) is uncreated.  In order to evolve, Stephen must start with something new, not go back to the Celtic roots, as Davin is doing.

Finally, the concept of the genius is something else that goes into Stephen's construction.  Like homosexuality in the late Victorian era, genius became something one was and not something one did.  The genius was "not simply as a person with a greater talent than others but as a man different in kind from other men, and superior to them" (384).  Genius went beyond an excess of talent and became a personality type.  He was part madman, part divine messenger—and part degenerate.  His superior nature also made him particularly susceptible to feminine charms, and "sexual athleticism [. . .] was simply another expression of superhuman potency" (385).  Some theories did not see the genius as a step up the Darwinian ladder, but as a step backwards, because of the genius' "proclivities" toward criminal activity and madness, and the tendency to an early death.  However, the superior being is also a hope for the race, and this is the function Stephen sees himself fulfilling, even if he is not consciously aware of his status as genius.  He definitely sees himself as apart from others: "The noise of children at play [. . .] made him feel, even more keenly than he had felt at Clongowes, that he was different from others.  He did not want to play" (66).  The genius, like the degenerate, remains separate from others.  He is not subjected to the rules of society—he is outside the Panopticon.  This, finally, gets us to Kershner's main point: "The genius, the superman, the aristocracy of art—all of these are attempts to recenter the subject" (388).  By maintaining his status as an outsider, Stephen is in control of his own construction.


The two main questions that the critics seem to address are Stephen's relations to women, and how this affects his construction as the subject.  Three critics see Freudian dynamics working in the text, although to what extreme seems to be open to debate.  Brivic feels the oedipal conflict is always present, but Holland does not go that far.  The main force controlling Stephen is not some unconscious drive but tangible forces, such as family and church.  This parallels the control that Joyce has over the reader.  Henke views Stephen's various struggles as attempts to overcome and/or control the feminine.  Kershner, though, steps away from this conflict completely, looking instead at late 19th century science to explain Stephen's behavior. 

