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MEDICAL HISTORY IN JAMES JOYCE'S ULYSSES 

J a m e s Joyce w a s b o r n in Dublin, I r e l and , 100 y ea r s ago. Hi s ce l eb ra t ed novel , 
Ulysses, w a s pub l i shed by S h a k e s p e a r e a n d Company , t h e b o o k s t o r e e s t a b l i s h e d 
by Sylvia B e a c h in t h e r u e Dupuy t r en , a n a m e r e d o l e n t of h i s to ry , b u t s i t ed in 
t h e r u e de l 'Odeon w h e n t h e book appea red in 1922. Wr i t i ng t o a fr iend, Joyce 
descr ibed i t as an « encyclopaedia », a n d be fo re delving i n t o t h e wel l -s tocked 
b ran - tub h i s f r a g m e n t a r y connec t ion w i t h m e d i c a l educa t i on s h o u l d be reca l led . 

I n A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Mart J a m e s Joyce desc r ibes h i s f a t h e r 
as hav ing been « a m e d i c a l s t u d e n t , a n o a r s m a n , a tenor. . . » a n d gives a n a c c o u n t 
of t he i r visi t t oge the r t o Queen ' s College, Cork, w h e r e in t h e a n a t o m y r o o m h e 
r e a d s t h e w o r d « foe tus » cu t i n t o a desk. « T h e s u d d e n legend s t a r t l e d h i s 
blood... » Th i s book refers , too, t o oppor tun i t i e s open to newly-qual i f ied d o c t o r s 
« t h e chances of ge t t ing p laces on ocean l iners , of poor a n d r i ch p r ac t i c e s ». 

Joyce enro l led a t t h e Cathol ic Univers i ty Medica l School , Cecil ia S t r ee t , Dubl in 
a n d a t l 'Ecole de Médec ine in Pa r i s b u t h i s so jou rns in b o t h w e r e brief. H e 
cou ldn ' t pay t h e fees a n d h e d idn ' t u n d e r s t a n d chemis t ry . A m o r e l a s t ing 
inf luence s t e m s f rom his f r i endsh ip w i t h a g r o u p of m e d i c a l s t u d e n t s in w h o s e 
c o m p a n y h e spen t h i s l e i su re t i m e d u r i n g h is a r t s cou r se a t Univers i ty College. 
H e acqu i r ed a s m a t t e r i n g of m e d i c a l knowledge f rom t h e m a n d in h i s o m n i v e r o u s 
w a y h e ampl i f ied it for h i s novel f rom tex tbooks . 

His i l l -health a n d his d a u g h t e r ' s n e c e s s i t a t e d consu l t a t i ons w i t h m a n y d o c t o r s . 
Albert Vogt, t h e Swiss o p h t a l m i e su rgeon w h o o p e r a t e d on h i m in Zur i ch re fused 
a n y fee o t h e r t h a n a s igned copy of Ulysses b u t w a s r e w a r d e d too, by be ing 
m e n t i o n e d in Finnegans Wake w h e r e h e is w o r k e d in to « Ann v a n Vogt » a modifi­
ca t ion of I r e l a n d ' s l egenda ry S h a n V a n Voch t . H e r e g a r d e d J u n g a n d F r e u d w i t h 
a good deal of scep t ic i sm — t h e f o r m e r w a s consu l t ed on h is d a u g h t e r ' s behalf — 
a n d re fe r s t o t h e m in Finnegans Wake i n t h e p h r a s e « w h e n t h e y w e r e y o u n g a n d 
easi ly f r eudened ». 

Ulysses is a mul t i - co loured word - t apes t ry woven on c lo th of gold, i t s m a i n 
des ign obscur ing sub- themes a n d a l legor ies . I t is a p rose c a t h e d r a l w h o s e gargoyles 
a n d angels a r e lost in t h e m a s s i v e m a s o n r y of t h e to t a l s t r u c t u r e . Joyce descr ibes 
t h e events of a single day in Dubl in , 16 J u n e 1904, a n d t h e m e a n d e r i n g s of t w o 
m e n , Leopold B loom a n d S t e p h e n Deda lus , w h i c h l ead even tua l ly t o I t h a c a , H e 
p r e sen t s , too , l ike a n obsessed t a i lo r f in ishing off a n expensive sui t , hand - s t i t ch ing 
t h a t l ies u n s e e n — b u t t u r n t h e lapel a n d i t is t h e r e . 

The sub- themes I p ropose to d isc lose a r e t hose of m e d i c a l h i s t o r y a n d noso­
logy t h o u g h n o t fo rmal ly conce ived as s u c h by Joyce . T h e t h r e a d s of h i s t o ry 
or , s ince I h a v e mixed m y m e t a p h o r s , t h e gargoyles , a r e in t w o groups : f ami l i a r 
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his to r i ca l celebr i t ies of an t iqu i ty a n d l a t e r ; a n d c o n t e m p o r a r y f igures w h o have 
s ince e n t e r e d t h e P a n t h e o n . T h e nosologica l h a n d s e w i n g de l inea tes cl inical 
c o m m o n p l a c e s of 1904 w h i c h wou ld be u n f a m i l i a r to t odays m e d i c a l s t u d e n t s . The 
doubtful s t a n d i n g of Dubl in ' s s t u d e n t s , inc identa l ly , is s u m m e d u p in t h e 
exc l ama t ion of a b a w d in N i g h t t o w n : « Tr in i ty m e d i c a l s . Fa l lopian t u b e . All p r i ck 
a n d nos pence » (427) (1). 

Dubl in ' s Lock Hosp i t a l no longe r exis ts . I t w a s for females w i t h syphil is a n d 
a p r o s t i t u t e in t h e novel re fe rs to «Mary Shor t a l l t h a t w a s in t h e lock w i t h t h e pox 
she got f r o m J i m m y P idgeon in t h e b lue cap, h a d a chi ld of h i m t h a t cou ldn ' t 
swal low a n d w a s s m o t h e r e d w i t h convuls ions in the m a t t r e s s a n d w e al l sub­
scr ibed for t h e funera l » (482). 

T h e r e a re m a n y d i rec t r e fe rences to syphil is a n d « c lap », d i seases w h i c h w e r e 
a n occupa t iona l r i sk for soldiers caus ing Joyce t o r ep ea t a na t i ona l i s t pol i t ic ian 's 
p ro t e s t conce rn ing « a n a r m y r o t t e n w i t h venerea l d i sease » (74). M e r c u r y is t h e 
m a j o r r e m e d y a n d Leopold B l o o m w o n d e r s « h o w a w r e t c h e d c r e a t u r e l ike t h a t 
f r o m t h e Lock Hospi ta l r e ek ing w i t h d isease , c an b e ba re faced enough to 
solici t . . .». « In th i s c o u n t r y » , S t e p h e n Deda lus repl ies , « people sell m u c h m o r e 
t h a n she ever had. . . » (553). 

Scrofula , a f o r m of tube rcu los i s t o w h i c h Joyce a l ludes , h a s d i sappeared 
f rom Dubl in b u t t h e agonies of ch i ldb i r th a r e e t e r n a l a n d t h e lying-in hosp i ta l 
in Hol ies S t r e e t t h a t Joyce k n e w h a s been r ep laced b y t h e purpose-bui l t N a t i o n a l 
M a t e r n i t y Hosp i ta l . I t w a s a r a m s h a c k l e affair in 1904, d i r e c t e d b y Dr ( l a t e r S i r ) 
A n d r e w H o m e w h o m Joyce ins t inc t ive ly seized u p o n as a pha l l ic s y m b o l : « Of 
t h a t h o u s e A. H o m e is lord » (382). 

Ulysses is d iv ided i n t o e igh teen episodes e a c h w i t h i t s p a r t i c u l a r colour , a r t , 
o r g a n a n d loca t ion . T h e a r t of t h e « Oxen of t h e S u n » episode is med ic ine , i t s 
co lour wh i t e , i t s o r g a n t h e w o m b a n d i t s loca t ion t h e m a t e r n i t y hosp i t a l w h e r e 
a M r s . Purefoy is in labour . H e r u n u s u a l n a m e is b o r r o w e d — Joyce ' s l i t t le j o k e 
for local r e a d e r s — f rom a n ex-Master of t h e R o t u n d a Hospi ta l , a r iva l in s t i tu t ion , 
Dr. R i c h a r d D a n c e r Purefoy. 

Joyce m a k e s in c lea res t s t a t e m e n t on m e d i c a l h i s t o ry in « Oxen » a n d refers t o 
t h e m e d i a e v a l famil ies w h o w e r e h e r e d i t a r y leeches to I r i s h chief ta ins : 

I t is n o t w h y the re fo re w e shal l w o n d e r if, as t h e bes t h i s t o r i a n s re la te , a m o n g 
t h e Cel ts , w h o n o t h i n g t h a t w a s n o t in i t s n a t u r e a d m i r a b l e , a d m i r e d t h e a r t of 
m e d i c i n e shal l h a v e b e e n h ighly h o n o u r e d . No t to speak of hos t e l s , l epe rya rds , 
s w e a t i n g c h a m b e r s , p laguegraves , t h e i r g r e a t e s t doc to r s , t h e O'Shiels , t h e O 'Hickeys , 
t h e O'Lees, h a v e sedulous ly se t d o w n t h e d ivers m e t h o d s by w h i c h t h e s ick a n d 
t h e r e l apsed found aga in h e a l t h w h e t h e r t h e m a l a d y h a d b e e n t h e t r e m b l i n g 
w i t h e r i n g o r loose boyconnel l flux (381). 

The novel g r e w by acc re t ion . Joyce compi led long l is ts of w o r d s a n d p h r a s e s , 
t h e so-called « note-shee ts » n o w in t h e Br i t i sh L ibra ry a n d sca rce ly legible b u t 
Phi l ip H e r r i n g h a s pa ins t ak ing ly ident i f ied t h e n a m e s of Hippocra tes , Galen, Harvey , 
J o h n H u n t e r a n d o t h e r s , s o m e of w h o m w e r e f i t ted in to t h e m o s a i c of Ulysses. 
T h e note-sheets con ta in embryolog ica l d a t a w h i c h Joyce u s e d in t h e « O x e n » 
episode in to w h i c h h e con t r ived to i n t r o d u c e a n ine-par t sequence of s ty les to 
symbol i se ges t a t ion : 

M u s t w e accept t h e v iew of E m p e d o c l e s of T r i n a c r i a t h a t t h e r i g h t ova ry 
( t he pos t m e n s t r u a l per iod, a s s e r t o the r s ) is respons ib le for t h e b i r t h of m a l e s o r 
a r e t h e too long neg lec ted s p e r m a t o z o a o r n e m a s p e r m s t h e d i f fe ren t ia t ing fac to rs 
o r is it, a s m o s t embry log is t s incl ine t o opine, s u c h as Culpepper, Spa l lanzani , 
B l u m e n b a c h , Lusk , He r tw ig , Leopold a n d Valen t i , a m i x t u r e of b o t h ? (415). 

E a r l i e r in t h e book, a lgebra , t h e gift of I s l a m , causes S t e p h e n to t h i n k of 
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Averroes a n d Moses M a i m o n i d e s , « d a r k m e n in m i e n a n d m o v e m e n t , f lash ing in 
t he i r m o c k i n g m i r r o r s t h e obscu re soul of t h e wor ld , a d a r k n e s s sh in ing in br igh t ­
ness w h i c h b r igh tnes s cou ld no t c o m p r e h e n d » (34). M a i m o n i d e s r eappea r s l a t e r w i t h 
t h e biblical Moses a n Moses M e n d e l s s o h n as h e r o of t he a f f i rma t ion « f rom Moses 
to Moses t h e r e a rose n o n e l ike Moses » (608). 

Leopold B loom canvases a d v e r t i s e m e n t s for a l iving b u t is s o m e t h i n g of a 
sc ien t i s t m a n q u e w i t h a lively i n t e r i o r mono logue . « S a n d y shr ive l led sme l l h e 
s e e m s to have [Bloom is w a t c h i n g a p h a r m a c i s t t u r n over t h e pages of a prescr ip­
t ion b o o k ] . S h r u n k e n skul l . An old. Ques t for t h e ph i losopher ' s s tone . T h e alche­
mists . . . » 

I t is in S t ephen Deda lus ' s r u m i n a t i o n s t h a t w e e n c o u n t e r G e r a r d t h e he rba l i s t 
a n d Lopez, l eech to Queen El izabe th b u t h i s rea l i n t e r e s t is Dowland , a 16th cen­
t u r y lu ten i s t , no t E l i zabe than med ic ine . J o h n Gera rd , Dowland ' s ne ighbour in 
London ' s F e t t e r Lane , w a s t h e a u t h o r of The Herball or General Historie of Plantes 
(1597). Dr. Roder igo Lopez, a P o r t u g u e s e jew, w a s hanged , d r a w n a n d q u a r t e r e d 
for al legedly p lo t t ing t o poison t h e Queen . The consequen t jew-bai t ing insp i red 
S h a k e s p e a r e ' s Merchant of Venice. 

Lipoti Virag , B loom's g r a n d f a t h e r , appears in t h e p h a n t a s m a g o r i c N i g h t t o w n 
episode a n d possesses t h e a r c a n e i n f o r m a t i o n t h a t R u a l d u s Co lombus , Vesa l ius ' s 
successor in P a d u a , recognised t h e c l i tor i s as a n a n a t o m i c a l en t i ty w h i c h m a k e s 
sense of h i s advice , « T u m b l e he r . Co lumble h e r » (476). H e h a s a cu re , too, for 
w a r t s : « W h e a t e n m e a l w i t h honey a n d n u t m e g » (477). 

E l s e w h e r e t h e r e a r e r e fe rences t o folk r e m e d i e s , Widow Welch ' s f emale pills 
(346), Dr. F r a n k s ' c u r e for t h e c lap (153) a n d the s t r o n g m a n , S a n d o w ' s exerc i ses , 

« Doc tor Diet a n d Doc to r Quiet » (42) echoes t h e r e g i m e n s an i t a t i s of S a l e r n o in 
t h e « Oxen » episode. P a r a c e l s u s (295), P a s t e u r (244) a n d Koch (39) a r e m e n t i o n e d . 
Joyce w a s un l ike ly to h a v e no t i ced t h a t t h e l a t t e r ' s d iscovery of t h e tube rc le 
bac i l lus o c c u r r e d in his o w n n a t a l yea r . « Foot a n d m o u t h d isease . K n o w n as 
Koch ' s p repa ra t ion . S e r u m a n d v i rus » (39). 

Si r Phil ip C r a m p t o n ' s m e m o r i a l foun ta in bus t puzzles B l o o m (93). « W h o 
w a s h e ? » T h e ques t ion is no t a n s w e r e d a n d th is 19th c e n t u r y notabi l i ty , su rgeon 
to t h e M e a t h Hosp i t a l a n d c o n t e m p o r a r y of Graves a n d S tokes , r e m a i n s un iden t i f i ed 
t h o u g h B loom h a s f u r t h e r t h o u g h t s a b o u t t h e l ack of hygiene . « After you w i t h 
o u r i nco rpo ra t ed d r i n k i n g cup. Like Sir Phil ip C r a m p t o n ' s founta in . Rub off t h e 
mic robes w i t h y o u r handherch ie f . Nex t chap rubs on a n e w b a t c h w i t h h is » (170). 

Publ ic m e m o r i a l s a r e less c o m m o n in Dubl in t h a n in P a r i s w h e r e Pinel , 
Laennec , B icha t a n d o t h e r s a re dese rved ly h o n o u r e d b u t S i r J o h n Gray ' s s t a tue , 
w h i c h s t a n d s in a m a j o r t h o r o u g h f a r e , is f e a tu r ed as a l a n d m a r k in Ulysses (95). 
Likewise , Wilde 's co rne r , i.e. t h e co rne r of M e r r i o n S q u a r e w h e r e fo rmer ly 
Sir Wil l iam Wilde occupied a fine Georg ian h o u s e (249). H i s celebr i ty a s an inno­
va t ive a u r a l surgeon , h i s a c c o m p l i s h m e n t s as a rchaeolog is t , a u t h o r a n d inspec to r 
of t he censuses in I r e l a n d h a v e b e e n o v e r s h a d o w e d by t h e m e t e o r i c r i se a n d t r ag i c 
fall of h i s son, Oscar . 

F r o m t h e c o n t e m p o r a r y g roup t h r e e m e n h a v e pas sed in to t h e anna l s of o u r 
a r t : Roen tgen (559) w h o s e x-rays f a sc ina te B loom ; S i r A r t h u r Conan Doyle (629), 
t h e c r e a t o r of Sher lock H o l m e s — Bloom h a s b o r r o w e d The Stark Munro Letters 
f rom t h e public l ib ra ry ; Metchnikoff w h o succeeded in provid ing a n e x p e r i m e n t a l 
a n i m a l for t he s tudy of syphil is . « And to such d e l i g h t s » , Lynch, a m e d i c a l 
s t u d e n t m u s e s , « h a s Metchnikof f i nocu la t ed a n t h r o p o i d apes » (482). 

Most of t h e o the r c o n t e m p o r a r y doc to r s m e n t i o n e d a r e of I r i sh r a t h e r t h a n 
genera l i n t e r e s t a n d few h a v e h i s to r i ca l re levance . Si r Char les C a m e r o n (519), Presi­
den t of t h e Royal College of S u r g e o n s in I r e l a n d in 18 w a s a u t h o r of i t s f i rs t 
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official h i s to ry . Dr. Rober t K e n n y (207) t h e Joyce ' s family doctor , w a s a s u p p o r t e r 
of Pa rne l l , t h e na t iona l i s t l e ade r w h o s e t ac t i c s caused chaos in t h e H o u s e of 
C o m m o n s . J o h n n y McArdle (165) is a n example of a surg ica l type n o longer in 
ex is tence ,a m a n l a rge r t h a n life w h o s e opera t ive p r o w e s s a s ton i shes h i s c o m m u ­
ni ty . Wi th in a few w e e k s of B loomsday , Connolly N o r m a n (12), a l ead ing Dubl in 
psych ia t r i s t , ob jec ted t o a p roposa l t o e rec t S i r T h o m a s B r o w n e ' s s t a t u e in 
Norwich , on t h e g r o u n d s of B r o w n e ' s i n h u m a n i t y . The a u t h o r of Religio Medici, 
acco rd ing to N o r m a n , gave v i ta l suppor t t o t h e p rosecu t ion in a w i t c h r a f t t r i a l . 
S i r Thorn l ey S t o c k e r (448) a p r o m i n e n t Dubl in su rgeon a n d a r t conno i s seu r is 
n o w a d a y s r e m e m b e r e d a s a b r o t h e r of B r a m S toker , t h e a u t h o r of Dracula. 

I shou ld m e n t i o n , in conclus ion , a h i s to r i ca l l ink fash ioned by Joyce ' s c l a im 
t h e episodes of Ulysses r ep r e se n t o rgans , t h e h e a r t (Hades ) , t h e lungs (Aeolus) , 
t he e a r (S i rens ) a n d so on. H i s insp i ra t ion , w h i c h h e bel ieved h e excelled, w a s 
Ph ineas F le t che r ' s Purple Island, publ i shed in 1633, a n a l legory w ich descr ibed t h e 
de ta i led a n a t o m y of t h e i s land of m a n as t h e r e v e r e n d a u t h o r h a d seen it r evea led 
a t publ ic d i s sec t ions in Gonville a n d Caius College, Cambr idge . 

Space does n o t p e r m i t cons ide ra t i on of Joyce ' s pe r sona l a i lmen t s , w h i c h I h a v e 
d i scussed e l sewhere a rgu ing t h a t h e suffered f rom Rei te r ' s s y n d r o m e (2). 
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