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Beckett, Joyce & Modernist Memory 

“Forget, remember!” Joyce, Finnegans Wake  (613.22) 

On first meeting Beckett in 1981, Herbert Mitgang remarked that everything about him “seemed at once familiar 
and unexpected.” That may be said, today, about Joyce as well as Beckett but a reading of their work in the 
context of the modernist representation of memory will reveal multiple elements that make their work both familiar 
and unexpected. 

For Joyce and Beckett, the presence or absence of memory is both liberating and enervating. For Leopold Bloom, 
the memory of his son Rudy paralyzes his sexuality and emotions. For Molly Bloom, memory of her early days with 
Bloom reignites visions of his youthful energy, while emboldening her desire for Blazes Boylan. In the 
Wake,memory, of course, is key, the novel a gloss on Joyce’s statement in his Finnegans Wake notebook that 
“dream thoughts are wake thoughts of centuries ago.” Throughout  the Wake, memory is the measure of action or 
its opposite, inaction. Similarly, and perhaps more starkly, is the function of memory in Beckett. The characters in 
Murphy or Godot or Happy Days fixate on the past which both motivates and immobilizes them. 

This course, then, will explore the presentation of memory in works by both authors beginning with the crisis in 
modernist conceptions of cultural, social and historical memory. Richard Terdiman relates this to the over-
production of commodities which act, he argues, to suppress the memory of their own origin. Objects, quite simply, 
subvert memory. The impact of materialist memory on narrative is James Olney’s concern, another theoretical 
source for our discussion. Readings will include early 20th century analyses of memory, not only as sources for the 
work of Joyce and Beckett, but as keys to understanding the cultural transformations of memory, especially 
following such traumatic events as the First World War. Work by other modernists such as Eliot and Woolf will be 
included. Characters often try to avoid memory but as the narrator in Beckett’s Malone Dies says, “a minimum of 
memory is indispensable, if one is to live really.” But if, as Joyce remarked to his friend Frank Budgen, “imagination 
is memory,” could the opposite also be true? 
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Selective Readings: 

Beckett: Proust, Murphy, Malone Dies, Godot, Endgame, Happy Days. 
_______.  Letters, 1929-1940.  
Eliot, The Waste Land. 
Joyce: Dubliners, Portrait, Ulysses, Finnegans Wake (sel.). 
Woolf,  Mrs. Dalloway, To the Lighthouse. 

Eksteins, Modris. Rites of Spring, The Great War and the Birth of the Modern  
            Age, 1989. 
Freud, “Creative Writers and Day Dreaming,” 1908. 
Fussell, Paul. The Great War and Modern Memory, 1975. 
McIntere, Gabrielle. Modernism, Memory and Desire, 2007. 
Olney, James. Memory and Narrative, 1998. 
Rickard, John S. Joyce’s Book of Memory, 1998. 
Terdiman, Richard.  Present Past, Modernity and the Memory Crisis, 1993. 
Vico, The New Science, 1725 (influential for Joyce with an impt. Section on  
            Memory) 
Yates, Frances A.  The Art of Memory, 1966. 
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