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The figure of Elijah represents and personifies metempsychosis in Ulysses. 

Traditionally viewed as a mythic agent of transfiguration, Elijah appears accompanied by 

thunder at each turning point in the relationship between Stephen and Bloom, pointing 

toward the potential of a Vichian transformation for Stephen. The intertwining narratives 

of Stephen and Bloom, which are developed in the numerous re-invocations of Elijah and 

Elisha throughout the novel, eventually culminate in Stephen’s potential to transform into 

a heroic Bloom-like figure.  

 The use of Elijah in advertisements and the character of Dr. Alexander Dowie 

also result in textual transfiguration. Dowie is a farcical Elijah whose advertisements for 

a false land of promise operate as miniature versions of the novel and promote an 

optimistic literary vision. Pandering and grasping, the advertisements nevertheless 

promulgate myths of transformation that surround Elijah in Ulysses, which uses his 

image to enhance the heroism of Bloom, Stephen, and the text itself. 
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            “Elijah, as we shall see, is Bloom. Announcing Stephen as artist, Mulligan 

also announces Bloom” (139). William Tindall’s comment on the “Telemachus” chapter 

of Ulysses in his A Reader’s Guide to James Joyce has persisted as the primary reading of 

the Elijah/Elisha relationship Leopold Bloom and Stephen Dedalus develop in the novel. 

This reading accepts that Bloom is a representation of the prophet Elijah, and permits all 

of the associations of the “wandering Jew” to be even more securely attached to Bloom 

than his assertion of Jewish-ness would otherwise allow. It also centers the father-son 

relationship of Bloom and Stephen that develops throughout the novel within the context 

of prophecy. The symbolism of the transfer of prophetic power from Bloom to Stephen in 

the novel is highly suggestive, and, given the popularity of Elijah in multiple religions, 

widely recognizable even to casual readers of Ulysses. Because of this rather obvious 

connection, other potential aspects of the role of Elijah in the text have been not been 

frequently explored. Indeed, despite the frequency with which Elijah appears in the text, 

the figure is often not even mentioned in study guides to the novel. Although Tindall’s 

reading of the relationship as emerging through the figure of Elijah is accurate, Elijah 

also plays a pivotal role in developing Ulysses as a representation of Joyce’s larger 

literary theories. Traditionally a figure of both eternal life and transfiguration, Elijah also 

has a historical connection with thunder; and it is this aspect of Elijah that indicates the 

development of the relationship between Stephen and Bloom that suggests Stephen’s 

potential to become an artistic figure. In Giambattista Vico’s cycles of human and social 

development, the human response to thunder is language, intrinsically metaphoric and 

poetic.  In Ulysses, “Elijah the Thunderer” signals a new Vichean cycle, which leads to 
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the death of Bloom in his present form in chapter seventeen, his reincarnation in the 

divine mind of Molly, and the potential transformation of Stephen. 

Joyce’s use of Vico’s theories in the structure of Finnegans Wake has been widely 

acknowledged, but he had read Vico much earlier, at least as early as his Trieste years, 

when he was working on Ulysses (Verene x, Ellmann 351). Joyce invokes the Vichean 

cycles several times in Ulysses, and he mentions metempsychosis and thunder throughout 

the novel.  Metempsychosis is the “transmigration of the soul, passage of the soul from 

one body to another…the transmigration of the soul of a human being or animal at or 

after death into a new body of the same or a different species” (OED). Critical discussion 

of metempsychosis in Ulysses has largely been focused on the transformation of the main 

characters within the text, or their mythical counterparts,1 although recent discussions of 

metempsychosis have begun to examine the importance of the idea to the underlying 

structure of the novel. In Irish Ulysses, Maria Tymoczko says: “Metempsychosis is the 

philosophical center of the reanimation of all mythologies in Ulysses…. the center of 

Joyce's mythic architectonics and mythic method in Ulysses” (44). Similarly, James 

Ramey has argued for an “intertextual metempsychosis” through the inclusion of Sinbad 

and The Arabian Nights in “Eumaeus” (97). Tymoczko is careful to note that, although 

                                                
1 Both Suzette Henke and Patrick McCarthy reference Greek myth, as Levy indicates in 
his article “The Mimesis of Metempsychosis in Ulysses” while Levy himself asserts the 
project of Ulysses is “to illumine ‘the basis of human mentality’” (360) at the heart of 
which is a metempsychosis, “reinterpreted in the novel to signify the sequential changes 
of circumstance, perspective and condition undergone by the individual in the course of a 
lifetime” through psychological convulsions (360) . Likewise, Carol Siegel argues “the 
central problem of Bloom’s day” is “whether or not he will be able to create a new 
version of himself in a new body” (180). 
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metempsychosis important in Finnegans Wake, “its subordination to the Viconian cycles 

alters its role in the later work” (44, footnote). 

In Ulysses, however, instead of being subordinate to Vico’s ideas, 

metempsychosis is directly aligned with them. As Joseph Mali indicates, Vico was 

convinced of the importance of mythology in understanding history, and in 1920 Joyce 

asserted his intention to make myth relevant for our time (34). In the transformational 

figure of Elijah, myth and metempsychosis become linked throughout Ulysses, and 

through him Stephen, Bloom and Molly emerge as poetic beings. The figure of Elijah 

represents the importance of myth, and provides a basis for understanding the structure of 

the novel.  

The relationship between the main characters and metempsychosis begins as early 

as “Proteus.” In that chapter, Stephen thinks, “God becomes man becomes fish becomes 

barnacle goose becomes featherbed mountain.  Dead breaths I living breathe” (3.477-78). 

First occurring at the beginning of “Calypso,” “metempsychosis” is used five times in 

fewer than two pages. Molly seems to ask Leopold for a definition of the word, pointing 

to the book she is reading (4.339). “Metempsychosis, he said, frowning. It’s Greek: from 

the Greek. That means the transmigration of souls” (4.341). He thinks, “Bone them 

young so they metamspychosis. That we live after death. Our souls. That a man’s soul 

after he dies, Dignam’s soul…” (4.351).  Bloom then uses the more familiar 

“reincarnation” to explain metempsychosis to Molly (4.361-65), but he then thinks, 

“Better remind her of the word: metempsychosis. An example would be better” (4.367). 

Seeking inspiration from the “masterpiece” over the bed he continues: “Metempsychosis, 
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he said, is what the ancient Greeks called it.  They used to believe you could be changed 

into an animal or a tree, for instance” (4.376-77). 

Though both Stephen and Bloom know what metempsychosis is, they differ in the 

uses and associations they make of it. Stephen’s use of the concept, which occurs at the 

end of his morning, is associated with a “bag of corpsegas sopping in foul brine” (3.476) 

and “dead dust, devour a urinous offal from all dead” (3.479-80).  These unpleasant 

associations are swiftly followed by self-mockery, “Toothless Kinch, the superman” 

(3.496).  In contrast, Bloom’s encounter with the term at the start of his day is pleasant. 

He “smiled, glancing askance” at Molly’s “same young eyes” (4.344-45) when she asks 

him about it, and he thinks of the “Naked nymphs” (4.372-73). The book that prompts her 

question is “sprawled against the bulge of the orangekeyed chamberpot” (4.329); soon 

after, Bloom indicates that he enjoys anything associated with bowels. Stephen’s 

“urinous offal” is analogized to Bloom’s kidney breakfast, “toothsome pliant meat,” even 

when burnt (4.391). These differences develop early in the novel the contrasting ideas the 

men have about human bodies. Although all of the intervening chapters offer numerous 

references to science, spirituality, birth and death, the term metempsychosis does not 

appear again until chapter fourteen, where it acquires special significance when the infant 

Purefoy finally makes his much-anticipated and highly fraught arrival.  

To understand Elijah’s role in the metempsychosis of the novel, it may be helpful 

to outline some of the primary beliefs regarding this key figure in Christian and Jewish 



   

5 
 

traditions, of which Joyce’s extensive knowledge is well known.2 In Christian thought, 

Elijah is an important prophet of the Old Testament, one closely associated with Moses 

and Jesus. He performs several miracles in First Kings, one of which is the resurrection 

of a widow’s son (I Kings 17:17-24). His actions and prophecies make up much of First 

Kings, but he is particularly known for having ascended into heaven, which occurs in 

Second Kings. Rather than dying, after passing his mantle to his disciple Elisha, Elijah, 

still alive, is transported to heaven in front of fifty-one witnesses (II Kings 2:7). “Then it 

happened, as they continued on and talked, that suddenly a chariot of fire appeared with 

horses of fire, and separated the two of them; and Elijah went up by a whirlwind into 

heaven” (II Kings 2:11).   In the New Testament, Peter, James, and John see Elijah and 

Moses speaking with Jesus during the Transfiguration (Matthew 17:1-8, Luke 9:28-36). 

These are two of the key stories about Elijah, but Jesus and Elijah are continually aligned 

throughout the Bible.  Several similar miracles and stories of the two figures appear in the 

New Testament, where it is said that many thought Jesus was Elijah reincarnated 

(Matthew 16:14).   

Elijah is also important in Jewish traditions; while many of the stories about 

Elijah overlap with those in the Old Testament of the Christian Bible, he has a more 

extensive mythology in the Jewish faith in both the Torah and the Midrash. He is present 

at two of the most important Jewish ceremonies: circumcision and the Passover meal. A 

                                                
2 As Nadel, Ellmann, and others have shown, Joyce had many Jewish friends 

throughout his adult life (Nadel 301, Ellmann 238-39, 355, etc.). Joyce’s knowledge of 
the saints was extensive, and he had several books on the lives of the saints and Jewish 
traditions in his library in Trieste (Gillespie 88, 94,109,173,175,187, 237, 242, 266). 
Trieste was (and still is) home to a large Jewish population. 
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seat is reserved for him at ritual circumcisions, where his presence absolves the father of 

the child and the witnesses from their sins, and also protects the child from harm (Witty 

435). At the Seder table, a glass of wine is poured for him, signaling the fifth and final 

stage of redemption for the Jewish people, an extension of the four deliverances promised 

in Exodus (Exodus 6). It also signals the faith of the family that Elijah will indeed return 

as promised (Malachi 4). The two traditions agree that his power was transferred to 

Elisha, that he is alive in heaven and that he is a symbol of transformation.  

The folklore about Elijah is extensive, but of particular interest for readers of 

Ulysses is his association with thunder. He is often called “Elijah, the Thunderer of God” 

in Jewish and Christian traditions because of the vehemence of his prophecies and 

because so many of his miracles involved clouds, rain, lightning and thunder. In First 

Kings chapter seventeen, he is shown to control the weather in Gilead: “there shall not be 

dew nor rain these years, except at my word” (I Kings 17:1). In chapter eighteen he ends 

a three-year drought, calling down lightning and rain as proof of his power:  “The fire of 

the Lord fell…now it happened in the meantime that the sky became black with clouds 

and wind, and there was a heavy rain” (I Kings 18:38, 45). His conversation with God on 

Mount Horeb occurs amid storms (1 Kings 19:11), and he kills one hundred and fifty 

soldiers by calling down “fire from heaven” (2 Kings 1:13). Elijah’s transfiguration 

occurred in a “whirlwind” that took him to heaven (2 Kings 2:11) and through the 

transfiguration of Jesus, in which he and Moses were seen through parted clouds on a 

mountaintop (Matt. 17:3-4, 10-12; Mark 9:4-5, 11-13; Luke 9:30, 33). Jewish tradition 
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offers an equally strong association of Elijah and rain. The following rabbinical story is 

one of hundreds that link Elijah with the elements: 

Simeon ben Shatah sent the following note to Honi, Hamagil, who forced God to 

answer his prayer for rain: “If you had not been Honi I would have 

excommunicated you for commanding God to send down rain. Are these times 

like the times of Elijah, who held in his hands the keys to rain?....” (Ta‘anit 23.a, 

cited Segal 32) 

Leopold’s Hungarian father Rudolph provides another incarnation of Elijah. 

There has been a strong Slavic and Hungarian presence in Trieste for centuries,3 and in 

these cultures Elijah traditionally brings thunder and bad weather, sometimes driving his 

chariot through the clouds. He is frequently posited as a replacement for the thunder god 

Perun; at least one scholar calls the relationship “unmistakable” (Yoffee 15). Yoffee says, 

“There is also an old Slavic reference to thunder as ‘Elijah the Prophet rolling through the 

skies’ which has survived to this day” (15). Linda Ivanits concurs, saying, “Scholars 

agree that he assumed the function, and, largely, personality of the thunder god, Perun…” 

(Ivanits 29).4 This aspect of Elijah is also strongly present in the Greek and Serbian 

                                                
3  For a discussion of specific populations and their political implications, in Italy 

(and Trieste particularly) during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, see Italy From 
Liberalism to Fascism, 1870-1925, by Christopher Seton-Watson.  

4 The myths of Elijah and his associations with other gods were available in 
several different sources during the period when Joyce was writing Ulysses. One of the 
most readily available was Edward Tylor’s Primitive Cultures, published in 1871 and 
continuing into reprints through the early 1900s. In his section on Animism, he says: 

Among the Ossetes of the Caucasus the Thunderer is Ilya, in whose name 
mythologists trace a Christian tradition of Elijah, whose fiery chariot seems 
indeed to have been elsewhere identified with that of the Thunder-god...the 
European branch shows most distinctly the figure of the Thunder-god.  To the 
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Orthodox traditions, which Joyce was certainly knew during his time in Trieste. Greek 

and Serbian Orthodox worshippers shared the Serbian Orthodox church San Spiridone, 

which is located along the Grand Canal of Trieste, near the center of the old city, until 

1770, when the Greek Orthodox desired their own facility. Their new church, St. Nicolos, 

was completed in 1795 and is also still operating in Trieste. One text on Greek saints, 

published 1910, says that “St. Elias,” the most widely popular saint in Greece, is 

“believed by the peasants to be lord of sunshine, rain and thunder,” and points to a 

multitude of traditional festivals in that country in honor of the saint (Hamilton 20). 

Elijah appears throughout Ulysses in a multitude of forms; like metempsychosis, 

he is linked to Stephen, Bloom and Molly at the beginning of their day. The first 

reference to Elijah occurs in “Telemachus,” where its appearance is surrounded by other 

references to Christian and Jewish beliefs. Stephen’s negative associations with 

metempsychosis reappear as he thinks about the Passover meal while remembering the 

death of his mother (Fogel 710). “A cloud began to cover the sun slowly, wholly, 

shadowing the bay in deeper green.  It lay beneath him, a bowl of bitter waters” (1.248-

49). As Daniel Fogel points out, the “bitter tears” are part of the traditional Seder meal, 

signifying the tears of the exiled and tortured Israeli slaves in Egypt. This dual reference 

to Elijah (as cloud mover and as part of Passover) in Stephen’s morning points toward the 

                                                                                                                                            
Lapps, Tiermes appears to have been the Heaven-god, especially conceived as 
Aija the Thunder-god; of old they thought the Thunder (Aija) to be a living being, 
hovering in the air and hearkening to the talk of men, smiting such as spoke of 
him in an unseemly way. (264: 1881 edition)  

The popularity of the work, combined with its ideas of primitive humanity and animism, 
which are similar in some ways to Vico’s cycles, make it a likely reference for Joyce.  
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idea of an absent presence, which we can posit as the figure of Bloom, and the idea of a 

promised land which does not yet exist. The inclusion of the reference at the beginning of 

the day indicates its significance for the novel as a whole.  

Elijah then appears at the beginning of Bloom’s day. The first direct reference to 

Elijah is preceded by a textual reference to Zion in “Calypso,” when Bloom picks up an 

advertisement for the “Agendath Netaim: planter’s company.  To purchase waste sandy 

tracts from Turkish government and plant with eucalyptus trees” (4.191-92). The 

advertisement, Gifford says, is for a Zionist colony (74).The commercialization of the 

promised land, a perversion of Jewish tradition, continues in Bloom’s references to 

Elijah, which begin with his own perversions of tradition. Culturally a Jew, he has picked 

up the advertisement while waiting in line to buy a pork kidney for breakfast. He 

“breathed in tranquilly the lukewarm breath of cooked spicy pigs’ blood,” (4.143-44), 

ogled the counter-girl (4.148-52), thought about ogling the woman in front of him in 

piggish terms, “To catch up and walk behind her if she went slowly, behind her moving 

hams” (4.171-72), and then flirted with the butcher-girl (or at least imagines he does): “A 

speck of eager fire from foxeyes thanked him” (4.186). As he leaves the shop, however, 

he reads the advertisement “gravely” (4.191). The quick transition from pleasure to 

business that Bloom commonly makes appears in the next several lines as he considers 

the business opportunity being offered. The longer he thinks about the advertisement, 

however, the more references to Elijah appear. “Dunam” (4.195) is a the unit of 

measurement in Israel, “J.Citron,” (4.205) is presumably a misprint of “I(srael) Citron,” 

and “Moisel” (4.209) is the father of Elyah (all Gifford 74). These all lead to: “Watering 
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cart. To provoke the rain. On Earth as it is in heaven” (4.216-17). Immediately after he 

thinks of rain, “A cloud began to cover the sun slowly, wholly. Grey. Far” (4.219).  

 In this scene Bloom and Stephen are momentarily united by the invocation of 

Elijah. Bloom’s thoughts, heretofore very happy, turn immediately to death. Stephen’s 

“dead dust” appears here as “a dead sea in a dead land, grey and old” (4.223), and his 

dead mother as one who “could bear no more. Dead: an old woman’s: the grey sunken 

cunt of the world” (4.227-28).5 The alignment between the two men continues with the 

descriptions of their women’s rooms in the moments following their synchronicity of 

spirit. Stephen’s mother’s room is remarkably similar to Molly’s, with its “old 

featherfans, tasseled dancecards, powdered with musk, a gaud of amber beads in her 

locked drawer.  A birdcage hung in the sunny window of her house when she was a 

girl… muskperfumed” (1.255-57). While Stephen’s ideas are again associated with death 

through the memory of his dream of his mother’s “wasted body within its loose 

graveclothes, giving off an odour of wax and rosewood” (1.271), Bloom repulses his 

“Grey horror” (4.230) by thinking of Molly’s “bedwarmed flesh” (4.239), lets the “warm 

yellow” (4.248) sunlight in, gives her the cards (4.251). Generational transposition 

appears here as well, with Bloom’s memory of the “amberoid necklace” he gave to Milly 

(4.285), a thought that leads to the discussion of metempsychosis mentioned earlier.6 

                                                
5 The language of the dead sea in this chapter also invokes the story of 

transfiguration in Ezekiel, which is about the final judgment (Ezekiel 37).  
6 Another potential reference to Elijah in this chapter appears in the guise of 

Perun. Yoffee says the “belief that the tending of the flame was vital to family harmony 
and clan stability” (31) was widespread in Slavic nations. Traditionally, the master of the 
house cared for the fire, and, “According to a Russian proverb, the mistress of the house 
must smell the smoke” (31) as part of the Perun/Elijah tradition. In “Calypso,” the “coals 
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Elijah appears again in “Lestrygonians,” which reveals that Bloom’s earlier 

encounter with him was even more subverted, perverted, and redoubled than it originally 

appeared. This redoubling is emphasized by the pamphlet he is given by the Y.M.C.A. 

man– the second advertisement, and therefore the second coming, of Elijah that day; 

again Bloom reads it while he is walking (8.5, 10). Textually, the “throwaway” (8.9) 

which reads, “Elijah is coming. Dr. John Alexander Dowie restorer of the church in Zion 

is coming. Is coming! Is coming!! Is coming!!!” (8.13-15) -- is problematic. The “Elijah” 

referred to in the first sentence of the ad could be either the prophet Elijah or a reference 

to Dr. John Alexander Dowie, who sometimes traveled dressed as Elijah and called 

himself “Elijah the Restorer” (Gifford 157), despite the fact that he wasn’t always “Elijah 

the Restorer,” but often just “Dr. John Alexander Dowie” (NYT 1 Feb. 1903).  If it is the 

first, the “restorer of the church in Zion” references Zion and the new Jerusalem of 

Judeo-Christian thought. If it is the second, it is a reference to the multiple churches of 

Zion that Dr. John Alexander Dowie was building, for which he often went on fund-

raising tours and his final “Church of Zion” that he envisioned and Zion, Illinois, USA, 

the town he founded and ran. The multi-layered references of the advertisement 

accurately encompass the larger text of the novel itself, especially if we consider Dr. John 

Alexander Dowie a usurper of the role of Elijah and the first advertisement Bloom had 

read earlier in the day an advertisement for an imitative, commercialized Zion.  

 Closely associated with the idea of transfiguration, Elijah is a constant reminder 

of that which is always present: he is still alive (in heaven and in the figure of Elisha) and 

                                                                                                                                            
were reddening” (4.10) as Bloom’s day begins, and later Molly says “There’s a smell of 
burn…did you leave anything on the fire?” (4.380).   
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always in motion and absent, through the memory of his journey to heaven. In Ulysses, 

the references to Elijah are frequently linked to motion and distance, which reinforce his 

connection to travel and transfiguration, to the wandering Jew metaphor that appears 

throughout the novel, and to metempsychosis, which is its own cycle. The next reference 

to Elijah in “Lestrygonians” is an association with travel. “He threw down among them a 

crumpled paper ball.  Elijah thirtytwo feet per sec is com” (8.57-58) combines “Elijah is 

coming” with the acceleration caused by gravity (Gifford 159). Bloom throws away the 

throwaway, placing Elijah in the (sewerlike) river that runs to the sea, echoing Odysseus’ 

narrative of his return to the sea in book 10 of The Odyssey as he tells of the release of 

Aeolus’s winds by his crew (Gifford 156, Fitzgerald 166).  Here the miniaturized novel, 

the narrative of the advertisement, is sent to sea.  

The next reference to Elijah is more oblique, echoing the device of duality used in 

8.15 in an almost musical return to the earlier reference. “He halted again and bought 

from the old applewoman two Banbury cakes for a penny and broke the brittle paste and 

threw its fragments down into the Liffey.  See that? The gulls swooped silently, two, then 

all from their heights” (8.74-77). Gifford posits an allusion to Elijah’s stay “by the brook 

Cherith” (159), when he was fed by ravens; the gesture is sacrificial, thus making another 

connection to the prophet, who ordered several famous sacrifices (1 Kings 17, 1 Kings 

18).7 It is more significant, however, that Elijah’s stay by the brook in the Bible is 

immediately followed by his resurrection of the widow’s son (1 Kings 17:21-24; the 

                                                
7 There may also be a connection to “Kerioth” which means “city,” and is also supposed 
to be the hometown of Judas. The Giant Cities of Bashan; and Syria’s Holy Places. 
London: Nelson and Sons, 1865, was in the Trieste library, and “kerioth” is underlined 
several times (Gillespie 187). 
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widow makes Elijah cakes [1 Kings 17:11-16]); the next reference to Elijah, which is 

through Stephen in “Scylla and Charybdis,” further links Bloom, Stephen, and myth 

through the ideas of transfiguration and the figure of Elijah.  

In chapter nine Stephen speaks at some length about regeneration at the beginning 

of his discussion of Hamlet:  

As we, or mother Dana, weave and unweave our bodies, Stephen said, from day 

to day, their molecules shuttled to and fro, so does the artist weave and unweave 

his image…so through the ghost of the unquiet father the image of the unloving 

son looks forth….So in the future, the sister of the past, I may see myself as I sit 

here now but by reflection from that which then I shall be. (9.377-84) 

 At the end of his speech, Stephen’s thoughts turn inward in another allusion to Elijah, “a 

voice heard only in the heart of him who is the substance of his shadow, the son 

consubstantial with the father” (9.480-81). “Consubstantial,” meaning “of the same 

essence,” is used extensively in Catholic liturgy to invoke both Christ and Elijah 

(Catechism of the Catholic Church 1.2, Article 3). When faced with the fire of Yaweh, 

Elijah heard a “still small voice” in his heart (1 Kings 19:11-12). It is in this encounter 

with God that Elijah is told to choose Elisha to be his follower and prophet after Elijah is 

taken up into heaven. The story of Elijah and Elisha continues in Second Kings chapter 

two. Despite Elijah’s warnings and requests for him to stay away, Elisha follows Elijah to 

the place where he is to die. Elijah says, “Ask what I shall do for thee, before I be taken 

away from thee. And Elisha said, I pray thee, let a double portion of thy spirit be upon 
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me” (2 Kings 2:9-10). Elijah promises that if Elisha sees him when he is taken up, his 

request will be granted.  

And so it came to pass, as they still went on, and talked, that behold, there 

appeared a chariot of fire, and horses of fire, and parted them both asunder; and 

Elijah went up by a whirlwind into heaven. And Elisha saw it, and he cried, ‘My 

father, my father, the chariot of Israel, and the horsemen thereof!... (2 Kings 2: 

11-12, KJV) 

Having witnessed the ascension, Elisha becomes the prophet after Elijah is taken to 

heaven, immediately being able to perform miracles (2 Kings 2:14). This association of 

Stephen, consubstantiation, and fathers underscores both the importance of the figure of 

Elijah for the novel and Stephen’s potential transformation into an Elisha figure. This 

reference is reinforced by the entrance of Malachi Mulligan in the lines immediately 

following Stephen’s speech; “Amen! was responded from the doorway. Hast thou found 

me, O mine enemy?” (9.482-83). Stephen responds to Mulligan’s mocking, quoting 

Ahab’s response to Elijah, who has been sent to Ahab to punish him for his greed (1 

Kings 21:20). Given Stephen’s thoughts throughout the day, however, his response is 

also a reply to the prophecies of Malachi foretelling Elijah’s return to earth, a return 

Stephen is unlikely to welcome in his present state of mind. Undeterred, however, 

Stephen then continues his internal discussion of regeneration by again invoking Christ:  

He Who Himself begot middler the Holy Ghost and Himself sent Himself, 

Agenbuyer, between Himself and others, Who, put upon by his fiends, stripped 

and whipped, was nailed like bat to barndoor, starved on crosstree, Who let Him 
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bury, stood up, harrowed hell, faired into heaven and there these nineteen hundred 

years sitteth on the right hand of His Own Self but yet shall come in the latter day 

to doom the quick and dead when all the quick shall be dead already. (9.493-99) 

This passage, pointed to by Gifford as a parody of the Apostles’ Creed (224), invokes the 

figure of Elijah by association. According to both Jewish and Christian traditions, Elijah, 

who is alive in heaven, will escort the souls to heaven after the judgment; in other words, 

Stephen replies to “pseudo” (9.492) Malachi’s mocking with a response that reasserts his 

own placement in the story. 

Three references to Elijah appear in “The Wandering Rocks.” In the first, the 

narrator mentions the advertisement’s journey after the conversation between Katey and 

Boody. “A skiff, a crumpled throwaway, Elijah is coming, rode lightly down the Liffey, 

under Loopline bridge, shooting the rapids where water chafed…” (10.294-95). The 

movement of the advertisement is eastward, following the ebbing tide of the Liffey back 

to the sea (Gifford 265). The implication here may be that time is being folded upon 

itself: since “The Wandering Rocks” is outside of Homer’s version, it operates alongside 

the “official” narratives of the Odyssey and Ulysses. We can read the mini-narrative of 

the throwaway as following The Odyssey more closely than the rest of the chapter, 

pointing toward the side narrative in The Odyssey of Jason and the Argonauts, the only 

craft that survived the “boiling surf” between the “Drifters” (Fitzgerald 211, XII: 81-86). 

8 The transformation of Elijah this time is the text itself redoubled.  

                                                
8 In this section Circe tells Odysseus of the dangers of the “Prowling Rocks.” “Only one 
ocean-going craft, the far famed/Argo, made it, sailing from Aieta…”(Fitzgerald XII.85-
86). 
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The second reference in the chapter echoes the first: “Elijah, skiff, light crumpled 

throwaway, sailed eastward by flanks of ships and trawlers” (10.1099).  The poetic 

extension of the phrasing surrounding the name reminds recalls epithets in epic poetry, 

such as “the rosy fingertips of Dawn.” Here, in case we have missed the mythic 

interpretations of Elijah thus far, Joyce extends his common phrasing of the throwaway, 

emphasizing the importance of the modification of myth in the chapter. The third 

reference in the chapter, “At the corner of Wilde’s house he halted, frowned at Elijah’s 

name announced on the Metropolitan hall, frowned at the distant pleasance of duke’s 

lawn” (10.1109-10), supports the simultaneous movement and cessation of time and 

accompanying confusion of space, as Gifford points out that the poster is on Merriam 

Hall, not the Metropolitan Hall (282). 9 Elijah, here both the figure and text, is being 

mirrored and multiply present, just as the multiple myths of Elijah are always present in 

each mention of his name. In this chapter, Elijah is again at the center of a discussion of 

mythic and textual transformation based in Vico’s philosophy of language. The 

placement of Elijah, our miniature narrative, in the middle of the individual stories that 

are taking place in “The Wandering Rocks” is important because it provides the reader 

with a link to the larger text of the novel. The miniature text is in motion, moving the 

larger narrative forward while the other stories of the chapter operate in a different time 

and story space.  

The reference in “Sirens” is one of the briefest but, due to its placement, one of 

the most important. As in “Scylla and Charbdis,” the Elijah reference in this chapter is 

                                                
9 It could be another poster, which also seems likely.  
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made significant by the text that surrounds it. Its use here moves the idea of 

metempsychosis from the individual thoughts of Stephen and Bloom into the larger arc of 

metempsychosis in the novel in two ways: first through its conflation of music and 

language and, second, through the re-introduction of Molly and metempsychosis. As 

Lorraine Wood points out,  

Joyce equates nebeneinander with spatial repositioning and the scientific concept 

of parallax, while he connects nachneinander with temporal manipulation and the 

notion of metempsychosis; significantly, both space (the visible) and time (the 

audible) are dimensions of music…dependent on performance in space over time. 

(68)  

Literary texts, like music, also operate in space (the words on the page) and time (the 

reading of the words).10 The “Sirens” chapter changes music into language or language 

into music, but in either interpretation the chapter is imbued with transformation. “Elijah 

is com” (11.867) occurs very near the middle of the chapter, surrounded on either side by 

the conflation of music and language. The musical forms recall the “ineluctable 

modality” of the “Proteus” chapter; the modality here is both musical and spiritual (Wood 

68). The OED lists one of the definitions of “modal” as “4. Chiefly Theol. Of or relating 

to mode or form, usually as contrasted with substance. Now rare.” The quotation used to 

support the entry in the dictionary is from the 1909 edition of Catholic Encyclopedia at 

Eucharist, Real Presence of Christ, “As regards the philosophical possibility of the 

                                                
10 Daniel Gunn’s insightful article “Beware of Imitations: Advertisement as Reflexive 
Commentary in Ulysses” addresses the use of space and text in the novel, particularly the 
“House of Keyes” and “Helys” advertisements (1996). 
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accidents existing without their substance, the older school drew a fine distinction 

between modal and absolute accidents.”  Given Joyce’s religious training, it seems likely 

he would have been aware of this “modal” use of the term. 

But Joyce also uses the transfiguration of sound and word in this chapter to allude 

to the aspect of the term that refers to concrete forms, “substance.” Bloom blends sound, 

word and substance to create a constantly transforming idea of Molly. Bloom thinks 

about Molly early in the chapter: his thoughts about virgins generally and the Virgin 

Mary particularly lead to “The Sweets of Sin” (11.156), the pornographic novel he 

purchased for her in “Wandering Rocks” (10.606).  He then thinks about her assignation 

with Boylen: “At four, she said” (11.188). A long conversation among the other men in 

the tavern regarding “Mrs. Marion Bloom” (11.496), meaning Molly, triggers Bloom’s 

thoughts about his epistolary affair with Martha Clifford, who is writing to Henry Flower 

(4.245), and his conflation of the two women through the “picture somewhere” in “Lotus-

Eaters” (5.290). Gifford posits that the painting is Rubens’ Christ at the House of Martha 

and Mary (90), which includes images of Christ, Mary, and Martha in Lazarus’ house. 

The scene in the painting refers to the resurrection of Lazarus, after Mary and Martha ask 

Jesus to raise him (John 11). The story of Lazarus’ resurrection, which is remarkably 

similar to the miracle of Elijah raising the widow’s son (1 Kings 17), offers another link 

between Elijah, Christ, and Bloom.  

This scene referring to re-birth and transformation is immediately followed by 

“Met him pike hoses” and Bloom’s memory of their morning (11.500). These thoughts of 

metempsychosis continue into “My Irish Molly,” the song, directly linking Molly’s 
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transformation with the music of the chapter (11.512). Boylen’s “mare’s glossy rump 

atrot, with a flick of the whip,” recalls Molly’s status as a “gamey mare” (10.566) and the 

whip on the cover of Ruby: the Pride of the Ring (4.347). “When first I saw that form 

endearing,” from the opera Martha, is a song of longing for a lost love (Gifford 292).  

This reference to Martha again leads back to Molly and Bloom’s arousal at the idea of her 

appointment with Boylan (11.681-709). Bloom remembers the first time he saw Molly 

(11.725-39) while the music of Martha continues. At the end of the song, sound is 

transformed into words again, “Clappyclapclap…Clapclipclapclap…Clapclopclap” 

(11.756-57).  

Shortly thereafter, Bloom begins to write to Martha, thinking again about Molly 

(11.830-900). While writing, he recalls the advertisement for Elijah (11.867), which turns 

him again to Molly, now transformed into the “Mary” role of the painting (and, it 

appears, into the Mary Magdalene version, not Mary of Bethany, Lazarus’ sister): “O, 

Mairy lost the string of her” (11.870). He thinks about Molly, Milly, and metempsychosis 

just a few pages later: “Met him pike hoses. Philosophy. O rocks! All gone. All fallen…I 

too. Last of my race. Milly young student. Well, my fault perhaps. No son. Rudy” 

(11.1062-69). Bloom’s thoughts in the chapter often focus on Molly and whores, but he 

also spends much of his internal conversation considering children and reincarnation. 

Bloom thinks about Mrs. Purefoy’s labor (11.1102-3), family trees, “Benben” (11.1155), 

and “for Raoul with met him pike hoses” (11.1188).  Joyce emphasizes Molly’s 

transformative role in this chapter by including Leucothea in his Linati schema. Gifford 

says that Leucothea is the wife of a man who went mad and killed his son. The gods took 
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pity on her and made her a sea-goddess (290). Joyce’s inclusion of this story not only 

accounts for the numerous references to mermaids (themselves figures of 

transformation), throughout the chapter, but foreshadows Molly’s transformation in 

chapter eighteen into a divine being. “Elijah is com” is at the center of all of this internal 

discussion of metempsychosis and transformation, and prepares Bloom and the reader to 

accept the transformations that occur later in the text (11.867).  

As they have throughout the novel, Bloom’s thoughts in “Sirens” demonstrate his 

substantial breadth (though not depth) of knowledge of a variety of ideas and myths. This 

is significant because in Vico’s ideas of history, it is through our knowledge of myth that 

we gain communal understanding and agreement (axioms 141-45), the traits that Bloom 

demonstrates in “Cyclops” that separate him from the other characters, particularly the 

citizen. In this chapter, references to Elijah reinforce the ideas of transmigration and 

metempsychosis and to separate Bloom from other characters, particularly the citizen. In 

the beginning of the chapter, Bob Doran says he has seen Paddy Dignam, only to be told 

he has seen his ghost (12.310-30). His confusion leads to an extended narrative 

interjection containing multiple references to Theosophy. Gifford explains the “etheric 

double” (12.341): “the living human being is composed of a ‘dense body’ and an ‘etheric 

body or double’ ‘magnetically’ bonded….At death the etheric double is separated from 

the dense body and gradually disintegrates…a new etheric body will be created for the 

rebirth of the soul” (330). The “path of pralaya” (12.346) is “the period of the individual 

soul’s reabsorption or rest after death and before rebirth. In this period the soul is 

supposed to divest itself of earthly concerns and concentrate on spiritual growth so that it 
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will evolve toward rebirth in an improved state” (330).  While Theosophy focuses on the 

individual, and Vico’s cycles of history focus on society, the outcome of each is quite 

similar; a person or people emerge from a period of spiritual transformation at a higher 

plane of existence than they just left.  

While the ideas of Theosophy and Bloom are described mockingly throughout the 

chapter, Bloom continues to echo the ideas of transformation and rebirth. Bloom, like 

Prometheus in the Linati schema for this chapter, gives up hate for love, and is 

transformed. His transformation is preceded by “the ominous warning of a hundred 

muffled drums punctuated by the hollow booming of pieces of ordnance” (12.527-28), 

“claps of thunder and the dazzling flashes of lightning” (12.529), and “A torrential rain” 

(12.531). After these references to Elijah, Bloom abruptly declares the ideas he has been 

considering since “The Lotus Eaters”: 

That’s not life for men and women, insult and hatred. And everybody knows that 

it’s the very opposite of that that is really life.  

--What? says Alf. 

--Love, says Bloom. I mean the opposite of hatred. I must go now… 

--A new apostle to the gentiles, says the citizen. Universal love. (12.1481-89)  

We are also reminded in this passage of Vico’s axiom 313, which establishes the 

difference between the natural law of the Hebrews and the natural law of the gentes, or 

gentiles. According to Vico, besides the “ordinary help from providence which was all 

that the gentiles had, Hebrews had extraordinary help from the true God…” (92). 

Bloom’s assertion of universal love makes him heroic; however he is an extradordinarily 
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human hero, one who loves himself because of his body. This quality, which Stephen 

lacks, is an important part of Vico’s cycle of history. In Vico’s philosophy, societies 

descend from Gods, to Heroes, to Men, and are then transformed via the ricorso to attain 

a higher plane of existence than they had attained in the previous cycle. Humanity, then, 

is key to attaining divinity.  

The pages between Bloom’s realization and his invocation of Elijah later in the 

chapter are filled with references to Bloom’s father Virag and Bloom’s nationality and 

race, as the citizen, who insults him repeatedly, says it would be “Justifiable homicide” to 

“throw him in the bloody sea” (12.1663). This section leads to the long list of religious 

symbols and figures, including  “mount the children of Elijah the prophet led by Albert 

bishop and by Teresa of Avila” (12.1682-83). After more threats, insults, and fighting, 

the religious invocations begin again as a group of thousands gathered to “bid farewell to 

Nagyasagos uram Lipoti Virag” (12.1815). Bloom and his father are conflated as Bloom 

leaves the tavern amidst violence and insults, and there is seen “an incandescent object of 

enormous proportions hurtling through the atmosphere at a terrifying velocity in a 

trajectory directed southwest by west” (12.1880). Joyce mimics the Bible by telling the 

story of Bloom’s “ascension” three different ways. After the narrative description in 

12.1880, the story is almost immediately repeated through the character of the citizen. 

“And the last we saw was the bloody car rounding the corner and old sheepsface on it 

gesticulating and the bloody mongrel after it” (12.1906). Then the narrator tells the story 

the third time: 
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When, lo, there came all about them all a great brightness and they beheld the 

chariot wherein He stood to ascend to heaven.  And they beheld Him in the 

chariot, clothed upon in the glory of the brightness, having raiment as of the sun, 

fair as the moon and terrible that for awe they durst not look upon Him.  And 

there came a voice out of heaven, calling: Elijah! Elijah! And He answered with a 

main cry: Abba! Adonai! And they beheld Him even Him, ben Bloom Elijah, 

amid clouds of angels ascend to the glory of the brightness at angle of fortyfive 

degrees over Donohoe’s in Little Green street like a shot off a shovel. (12.1910-

15) 

The blending of Virag and Bloom, the mimicking of the Bible, and the transfiguration of 

Elijah and Jesus in the last paragraph of chapter twelve anticipate the ideas of 

metempsychosis that will be developed in “Oxen in the Sun.” 

“Oxen in the Sun,” with its clap of thunder and multiple invocations of 

transfiguration, draws attention to the developing relationship between Bloom and 

Stephen and the idea of metempsychosis. Thunder, inextricably linked to Elijah, 

accompanies the birth of the Purefoy11 baby and inspires the father-son relationship 

between Stephen and Leopold that develops through the next few chapters:  

                                                
11 “Foy” has several meanings, and “Purefoy” in this chapter makes use of them 

all. It is “a. Faith, allegiance, homage. b. As an asseverative exclamation. c. A parting 
entertainment, present, cup of liquor, etc., given by or to one setting out on a journey. In 
different parts of Scotland applied variously to a party given in honour of a woman on the 
eve of her marriage; to a feast at the end of the harvest or fishing season; and the like. 
And, in the verb form, intr. To go off to ships with provisions and assist them when in 
distress. Hence {sm}foyer, one who does this; foy-boat, a boat used by ‘foyers’” (OED). 
Like much else in Ulysses, “Purefoy” is pure in its use of possible meanings of the term 
at once, and completely impure in its non-singular use of the term. The infant Purefoy is 
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Loud on left Thor thundered: in anger awful the hammerhurler. Came now the 

storm that hist his heart….And he that had erst challenged to be so doughty 

waxed wan as they might all mark and shrank together and pitch that was before 

so haught uplift was now of a sudden quite plucked down and his heart shook 

within the cage of his breast as he tasted the rumour of that storm. (14.408-15) 

For Bloom, who has been thinking about birth, reincarnation and Rudy all day, the infant 

Purefoy is potentially the re-birth of his own son. This event inspires in Bloom an 

outpouring of parental affection, which he dispenses upon the closest person in need of 

nurturing, Stephen Dedalus. Seeing Stephen’s fear, Bloom “spoke to him calming words 

to slumber his great fear” (14.424).  Stephen resists the calming words of Leopold, and 

his resistance is attributed to a flaw in Stephen himself, “a spike named Bitterness which 

could not by words be done away” (14.430). While Bloom hears the noise of the thunder 

as “a hubbub of Phenomenon” (14.436), Stephen did not hear the “clap of the god 

Bringforth” (14.435-36), but rather saw that “he must for a certain one day die” (14.439). 

Bloom recognizes the thunder as a symbol of human transformation, but Stephen, unable 

to accept the life of his own body, sees only death. 

The figure of Elijah is invoked again just forty lines later, as Joyce paraphrases the Bible 

verses that predict the return of Elijah: 

…for that was the voice of the god that was in a very grievous rage that he would 

presently lift his arm up and spill their souls for their abuses and their spillings 

                                                                                                                                            
representative of birth, of re-birth, of death, of parenting and regeneration within one 
body and within all bodies. It is also, of course, the name of a minor character in 
Gulliver’s Travels. Joyce leaves up to us which definition(s) to choose for baby Purefoy.  
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done by them contrariwise to his word which forth to bring brenningly biddeth. 

(14.470-73) 

The verses that end the passage in Malachi provide additional reasons for Bloom’s 

interest in Stephen:  

For behold, the day cometh, that shall burn as an oven; and all the proud, yea, and 

all that do wickedly, shall be stubble, and the day that cometh shall burn them up, 

saith the Lord of hosts, that it shall leave them neither root nor branch….Behold, I 

will send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and dreadful day 

of the Lord: And he shall turn the heart of the fathers to the children and the heart 

of the children to their fathers, lest I come and smite the earth with a curse. 

(Malachi 4:1, 5-6) 

After baby Purefoy has been born, Bloom begins his paternal relationship with Stephen, 

and Elijah has been invoked, clouds and rain fill the sky, ending a “hard drought” 

(14.480-521).  

The implied transformation of Stephen and Bloom is made explicit in the 

description of the metempsychosis of Molly and Milly later in the chapter. “The voices 

blend and fuse in clouded silence: silence that is the infinite space: and swiftly, silently 

the soul is wafted over regions of cycles of generations that have never lived” (14.1078). 

No longer a “gamey mare” (10.250), Molly is now figured as a “mare leading her 

fillyfoal.  Twilight phantoms they are, yet moulded in prophetic grace of structure, slim 

shapely haunches” (14.1083). After “tramp”-ing to the Dead Sea to drink, “lo, wonder of 

metempsychosis, it is she, the everlasting bride, harbinger of the daystar, the bride, ever 
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virgin. It is she, Martha, thou lost one, Millicent, the young…how serene does she now 

arise” (14.1103).12  The Vichean age of Gods, attained through the ricorso, is established 

for Molly/Mary/Martha/Milly, and they dissolve into each other and divinity. That 

Stephen and Bloom will be unable to assume this divinity seems to be indicated at the 

end of “Oxen in the Sun” when Elijah appears again, but as Dr. John Alexander Dowie. 

“Christicle, who’s this excrement yellow gospeller on the Merrion hall? Elijah is 

coming!...Alexander J Christ Dowie, that’s my name, that’s yanked to glory most half 

this planet…The Deity aint no nickel dime bumshow” (14.1580-86). This image ends the 

chapter and the following page begins “Circe.”  

Elijah appears several times in “Circe” as a figure of transformation, but the 

transformations that occur are human rather than transcendent in the traditional sense. 

These bodily transformations are foreshadowed by the type of Elijah that Bloom and 

Stephen encounter; instead of the divine figure of the Bible, he is Dr. John Christ Elijah 

Alexander. Elijah’s re-entry into the text emphasizes the human over the divine: 

THE GRAMOPHONE 

Jerusalem! 

Open your gates and sing 

Hosanna… 

(A rocket rushes up the sky and bursts. A white star falls from it, proclaiming the 

consummation of all things and the second coming of Elijah.  Along an infinite 

                                                
12 John Gordon’s article “Tracking the Oxen” details further, though not completely, how 
the language of this scene cycles back to chapter four, and alludes to the conversation at 
the common table.  
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invisible tightrope taught from zenith to nadir the End of the World, a twoheaded 

octopus in gillie’s kilts, busby and tartan filibegs, whirls through the murk, head 

over heels, in the form of the Three Legs of Man.) (15.2170) 

The “Three Legs of Man” is an allusion to the Oedipal myth, but turned so that the phrase 

is located in their bodies, alluding to the common metaphor for a penis, “the third leg.” In 

his long speech in the middle of the chapter, this Elijah makes a claim for the divinity in 

humanity: “Florry Christ, Stephen Christ, Zoe Christ, Bloom Christ, Kitty Christ, Lynch 

Christ” (15.2195-96). This emphasis on the humanity foreshadows the human 

transformations that Bloom will undergo in the following pages, while the use of “Christ” 

recalls that Christ died before being transfigured, unlike the eternally alive Elijah. The 

theosophy this Elijah preaches is merely part of his act: “A.J. Christ Dowie and the 

harmonial philosophy, have you got that?” (15.2205). It is uncertain whether he is in 

black face or “black in the face” (15.2216), but either way his speech is farcical. 

Nonetheless, only after his appearance and disappearance does Bloom’s grandfather 

appear (15.2304), and Bloom becomes completely female (15.2852). This transformation 

is as close to divinity as Bloom will get. Transformed through the false Elijah and the age 

of men, his change is only a “trance” (Fitzgerald X.521), and he soon returns to himself.  

Bloom’s descent into man is brief, however, encompassing only “Circe” and 

“Eumeus,” where Elijah appears most disguised. When Bloom and Stephen walk through 

the streets in the beginning of “Eumeus,” they look for a “conveyance of some 

description” (16.15), but as Bloom “anticipated there was not a sign of a Jehu plying for 

hire anywhere to be seen except a fourwheeler” (16.25). Gifford explains the use of 



   

28 
 

“Jehu” in this passage by referring to Second Kings 9:20;13 he says that by 1904 it was 

slang for any cabdriver (536). That section of Second Kings, however, is filled with the 

prophecies Elijah made in First Kings coming true in the age of Elisha. In First Kings 

21:19 (the passage immediately preceding Buck Mulligan’s and Stephen’s reference to 

First Kings in “Scylla and Charybdis”), Elijah curses Ahab: “In the place where dogs 

licked the blood of Naboth, dogs shall lick your blood, even yours.” In 21:21 he 

continues his prophecies with “I will take away your posterity,” and 21:23 “The dogs 

shall eat Jezebel by the wall of Jezreel.” In Second Kings 9:26, Jehu quotes First Kings 

21:19 before he has the current king of Judah (the grandson of Ahab) killed. Second 

Kings 9:30-37 tells the story of the death of Jezebel and the consumption of her remains 

by dogs. The mention of “Jehu” at the beginning of “Eumaeus” signals the transfer of 

spirit from Bloom to Stephen. This transfer is indicated again at the end of the chapter 

when Stephen and Bloom walk together “through a gap of the chains” (16.1881), and the 

man in the sweeper car “looked after their lowbacked car” (16.1894). The echo of the 

song begun in “Cyclops” also references Elijah’s chariot taking him to heaven; almost 

every popular image of the famous story shows Elijah being taken up in an open-backed 

or low-backed vehicle.14 The “false” divinity of “Oxen in the Sun” is the true, corporeal 

divinity. The corporeal Elijah Dowie is a true figure of transformation, a myth 

transformed for our time.   

                                                
13 In this section of the Bible, after receiving a blessing from Elisha, Jehu pursues 
descendents of King Ahab in a chariot, eventually killing them and taking over the throne 
of Israel for himself. 2 Kings 9: 1-37.  
14 See, for example, Gustav Dore’s “Elijah’s Ascension,” Chagall’s “The Prophet Elijah,” 
Juan de Valdes Leal’s “Ascension of Elijah,” and innumerable Russian icons. 
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 After this transfer, Bloom and Stephen do not speak again in the novel; they are 

given voice only through the narrator in “Ithaca.” “Ithaca” functions as a textual ricorso 

for the rest of the novel, in which the narrative voice and the characters are broken apart, 

and the facts as we have known them until now become distorted. The “facts” of the 

chapter take our knowledge of the world and put them into a fun-house mirror of 

narrative. The years, dates and measurements of the chapter are often incorrect. At the 

same time, however, the language of combination and rebirth is continually brought to 

our attention. The first twelve questions of “Ithica” involve doubling and mirroring in 

some way. The next three answers are doubled and the three after that are narrated as 

Stephen’s past tense viewing of Bloom’s actions. Elijah appears here “when a dark man 

had placed in his hand a throwaway (subsequently thrown away), advertising Elijah, 

restorer of the church in Zion” (17.331-32). Echoing the story of Elijah and Elisha for the 

final time, the two men, “each now contemplating the other in both mirrors of the 

reciprocal flesh of theirhisnothis fellowfaces” (17.1183-84), proceed to the garden and 

are spiritually united through the creative act of urination (17.1191-1209). Although 

Stephen’s thoughts regarding his activity are still focused on spiritual matters, such as the 

“holiday of obligation to hear mass…” (17.1204), they are particularly embodied as well. 

While Bloom’s thoughts shift from the personal to the larger social order, Stephen’s 

begin with a spiritual problem that focuses on the body of Christ and ends with “hair and 

toenails” (17.1209). After observing “A star precipitated with great apparent velocity 

across the firmament” (17.1211)- yet another reference to Elijah’s ascension- Stephen 

leaves. Vico’s axiom 378 says that “our civilized minds” are so “detached from nature” 
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that we are incapable of creating true poetry, or language (118). That Stephen has taken 

even these small steps toward embracing his corporeal form allow the reader to believe 

that he may have the potential to become the poet he aspires to be.  

A final, personal peal of thunder occurs in “Ithaca,” when Bloom hits his head. 

“The right temporal lobe of the hollow sphere of his cranium came into contact with a 

solid timber angle where, an infinitesimal but sensible fraction of a second later, a painful 

sensation was located” (17.1275-77). With a final clap of thunder sensible only to 

himself, Bloom departs from our understanding in the novel. This peal of thunder signals 

the descent of man into the new divine age of Gods, and in “Penelope” the divine 

language of Molly appears, continuing the Vichean cycle. Vico’s axiom 376 says the first 

men created language “in their robust ignorance…by virtue of a wholly corporeal 

imagination. And because it was quite corporeal, they did it with a marvelous 

sublimity…for which they were called poets” (117). The final chapter of Ulysses, with its 

multitude of voices, stories and signs, is ultimately a chapter of sublime poetry firmly 

grounded in the body. 

The floating texts within the text that are the references to Elijah in Ulysses 

signify the importance of the figure and the myths about him to the novel as a whole. 

Rather than a series of simple Biblical allusions, these carefully placed links between 

myth, metempsychosis, and Vico’s philosophy that appear throughout the text develop an 

idea of human and poetic potential in the character of Stephen Dedalus, and contribute to 

the overall hopefulness of the novel. Axiom 376 of The New Science continues by stating 

the goal of poetry is “(1) to invent sublime fables suited to the popular understanding (2) 
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to perturb to excess with a view to the end proposed (3) to teach the vulgar to act 

virtuously” (117).  Ulysses is sublime, it perturbs, and it teaches. Through the almost 

infinitely fallible, heroic and transforming characters of the novel, the reader of Ulysses 

traces the myths they recognize in the story, and places the myths in the context of their 

own experience. The activity demanded by the text is the recognition of the reader’s own 

stories and myths. Like Bloom, we are encouraged to twist them to our own ends, so that 

we may profit by them.  
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