


1. Dialogue: Nickname. Its use contributes to the sense of matrimonial intimacy between the two 
characters, Leopold and Molly Bloom. The dashes help establish that this is dialogue.

2. Dialogue: Command. Molly’s curt, even gruff way of speaking to her husband shows up 
elsewhere in the chapter as well (“Hurry up with that teapot”; “What a time you were?”), 
suggesting the power dynamic in the relationship (60; 61). This language, coupled with the fact 
that Molly is literally being served breakfast in bed by Leopold, establishes her superiority. This 
is further evidenced by the way in which Molly frequently ignores Leopold’s inquiries when they 
are conversing (59-60, 61).

3. Thought. That the sentence begins in medias res, as it were, indicates that it is thought. By this 
point in the text, the reader has learned to recognize the syntactical differences between thought 
and narration. Grammatical instability is, in Ulysses, a foremost indicator of thought. 

4. Colloquialism. This “sure enough” further disqualifies the sentence as mere narration, indicating 
it is thought. 

5. Prosody. “On the boil sure enough” possesses a sort of buoyancy, like a nursery rhyme. This sense 
of musicality will become important as the paragraph unfolds, revealing an analogy between 
aesthetic and embodied pleasure. 

6. Thought. The fragmentary nature of the sentence, its grammatical incompleteness, suggests that 
it forms part of Leopold Bloom’s internal monologue. Importantly, Bloom’s thoughts—in 
contrast to Stephen’s—often resist degenerating into incomprehensible abstractions. They are, 
in other words, more or less grounded and easy to follow. In this case, Bloom is simply observing 
the kettle boiling.

7. Repetition. Leopold does exactly as instructed by Molly—the same word, “scald,” is used—
further emphasizing her sway over him. 

8. Detail. The copious detail in this paragraph—perhaps nowhere better exemplified than in the 
specification of “four” spoons of tea—creates a mouthwateringly vivid image of the scene in 
question. Joyce’s often obscene attention to the trivialities of daily life is crucial to the legacy of 
Ulysses as a modernist work. The text upends notions of what is and is not relevant to a story. 
Whereas previous conceptions of the novel privileged certain experiences in the life of a person 
as more or less relevant than others, Joyce willfully defies these aesthetic parameters. The sense 
of tediousness this often creates forces the reader to confront their own disinterest in the 
mundane. This figures into the broader interrogation with experience and time that 
characterizes modernist literature, concerned as it is with the integrity of meaning in the wake of 
mass-industrialism and the First World War. Passages such as this one recall the work of one of 
Joyce’s contemporaries, another towering modernist figure, Marcel Proust. Proust’s work is in 
turn taken up, in our time, by the Norwegian novelist Karl Ove Knausgaard, who has been 
dubbed, not coincidentally, the “Scandinavian Proust.” Knausgaard, too, spends whole pages 
writing about the most mundane activities—walking, talking, changing nappies, brewing tea, 
buying groceries, even defecating. Jonathan Sturgeon’s “Buddies With Time: Why Knausgaard 
Really Is Like Proust” investigates the connection between the two authors. James Wood’s “Total 
Recall” unravels the fervid preoccupation with time that lies at the heart of Knausgaard’s work. 
Cf. the chapter “Joyce and the Realism of the Ordinary” in Liesl Olson’s Modernism and the 
Ordinary. 

9. Consonance. The repetition of the “f ” sounds one after the other literally fill the reader’s mental 
mouth, creating a kind of quasi-onomatopoeic resemblance to the fullness in question. This 
fullness is satisfying, a kind of linguistic nourishment.

10. Prosody. Positioned where it is, the word “then” offers a kind of standstill beat between “tilting 
the kettle” and “to let the water flow,” as though to let the reader catch their breath. It is a 
mental stepping stone. It exists in service of the music of the sentences. The point is to relish 
language itself, with the same delectation as we would the meal in question. Altogether, Joyce is 



drawing a metaphor between gustatory pleasure and the pleasure of language, both of which 
reside, first and foremost, in the mouth. See Donald Hall’s essay “Poetry: The Unsayable Said” 
for an examination of the mouth as the site of poetry. (“The body is poetry’s door,” writes Hall.)

11. Narration. “He scaled… in.” The completeness of the sentence establishes that it is narrated, not 
thought. 

12. Quasi-Onomatopoeia. The word “crush” imitates the action in question. 
13. Assonance. The repetition of the “ah” sound reinforces the flattened impression produced by the 

pan. This quasi-onomatopoeia bears on the question of names. Do they correspond directly to 
the reality they signify? Moments such as this one suggest that, with enough care, they can. 

14. Assonance. The repetition of the “uh” sound is pleasurable. Overall, the scene’s heavy usage of 
consonance and assonance offer a sense of wholesomeness to the reader, which wholesomeness 
constitutes a kind of textual correlate to the wholesomeness of the meal Bloom is preparing. 
This, too, deepens the question of the proximity between language and the world. Joyce is 
twisting language to its extreme in an attempt to discover the limits of its ability to signify. 

15. Detail. Joyce is not content simply to describe the butter melting. It slides, too. The scene is 
crammed to bursting with such details. 

16. Narration. “Having set… him.” Once again, grammatical integrity textually differentiates this 
sentence from Bloom’s preceding and incoming thoughts. The contrast offered by its coherence 
calls into question the artificial character of narrative sentences as opposed to those we 
ordinarily think. This in turn highlights the inherent artifice of art, drawing attention to its 
distance from the mind. 

17. Adverb. This characterizes the cats mewing as hungry. It is arguably unnecessary, as the reader 
could probably infer this information themselves. Nevertheless, given Joyce’s preoccupation with 
the question of words and names and their relationship to reality, the act of naming hunger is 
textually significant: it constitutes one more star in the galaxy of signs produced in the reader's 
mind by this paragraph.

18. Thought. The fragmentary nature of the sentence—a telltale sign is the absence of an actor 
before an action: here, we have “give” without the person who is theoretically giving—suggests 
that it is one of Bloom’s thoughts. Here, Bloom is concerned that feeding the cat will discourage 
it from mousing. This concern is certain; it expresses a statement. Contrastedly, the following 
sentence sites a theoretical “they” (though this “they” is textually elided) indicating that Bloom 
has not incorporated it into his worldview as a fact. The porousness of the mind is in question—
which porousness bears on the relationship between the individual and the external world, a 
central concern of modernist literature. 

19. Thought. Again, the fragmentary nature of the sentence—complete, it would likely read: “They 
say they won’t eat pork”—creates the impression of a single thought. 

20. Characterization. According to Gifford, this is “folk wisdom” and “nonsense” regarding cats (76). 
That Bloom acts accordingly suggests an impressionable character, perhaps a little unskeptically 
open to hearsay. 

21. Characterization. As Gifford notes, kidneys were sacrificial items in traditional Judaism, not 
intended for consumption. Pork, moreover, is trayf (not kosher) (70). This complicates Bloom’s 
Jewish identity, a stronger theme later in the text. 

22. Thinking. The preceding four sentences, taken together, make visible the processes of thought 
itself. The narrator disappears. Sentences read without any preamble—there is no “Bloom 
thought this” or “Leopold considered that”—as though statements of fact, the way thoughts 
actually occur. That is, they read like thoughts. They are as thoughts transposed onto the page. 
This mental legibility in turn makes visible the meeting point between mind and world. The cat 
penetrates Bloom, in a sense, by causing this particular chain of thought. Bloom in turn creates 



an impression in the cat by refusing her the kidney. Such an ongoing interpenetration 
characterizes the relationship between Bloom’s (embodied) mind and the external world.

23. Thought. The text is ambiguous. This could either be one of Bloom’s thoughts, or else a single 
word he uttered to the cat—a possibility, as Bloom does speak to the animal elsewhere in the 
chapter. Nevertheless, given that Joyce’s dialogue tends to follow an em dash, the safer 
assumption is that Bloom is simply thinking “Here.”

24. Invention. Joyce invents words often by collapsing together two preexisting words. This in turn 
combines the ideas each word represents. The creation of a new word is not merely a syntactical 
flourish; it introduces a new idea into the reader’s mental lexicon. There is “blood” on the one 
hand, “smeared” on the other. “Bloodsmeared” becomes an idea, composed of but distinct from 
the two individual words—just as, say, lightbulb, eyeball, etc. 

25. Sibilance. “Sauce” follows “sizzling” to mimic the sound of sauce sizzling on the pan. Once again, 
Joyce is squeezing language dry of its capacity to name the world. To what extent, the text seems 
to ask, can words imitate the thing that they describe? Joyce sets out to answer this, and writes. 

26. Narration. (“He let… sauce.”) Joyce’s constant interchange between narrative sentences and 
thought fragments only serves to heighten the contrast between them. On the other hand, their 
coexistence suggests a common property, a shared essence. What capacitates their contiguity?

27. Thought. Bloom simply names the object in question. The most simple mental act, it is also the 
most ubiquitous and foundational—after all, every sentence is comprised of a series of names—
names for actions, things, qualities, and so on. This simple naming, furthermore, is fitting. Given 
that Bloom is cooking, the simple denomination “pepper” suffices both for reader and character 
to understand that it is the next necessary component to add to the pan. An undercurrent of 
“sentences” like this is Joyce’s interest in the way that humans think. Why is “pepper” a 
standalone word, whereas, at other times, more words are necessary? This paragraph, indeed the 
text itself, investigates. 

28. Detail. Why “through” rather than “with”? A somewhat unanswerable question raised by the text. 
One could say that the visual specificity of “through” makes it more useful a word than merely 
“with.” The former layers the imagery of the scene—the integrity and luxuriousness of imagery 
being a profound preoccupation of the paragraph—whereas the latter would perhaps—and 
inessentially—emphasize agency. 

29. Invention. Think “lengthwise,” only in a ringlike motion, hence “ringwise.” This is another 
addition to the arsenal of words with which the reader now can think the world. Inventions like 
these also stretch and test language, forcing it to accommodate the prerogatives of the text at 
hand—to name the world in as few names as possible. 

30. Detail. The fact that the eggcup is “chipped” contributes to the striking realism of the scene. 
31. Completion. “Cup” produces a satisfactory sound—almost onomatopoeic—fittingly concluding 

this paragraph that is so preoccupied with questions of pleasure, wholesomeness, and mouth-
feel. 

32. Narration. Together with the completeness of “cup,” a complete narrative sentence concludes 
the paragraph. 



The dearth of literary allusions and references in this paragraph grants us the opportunity to 
interrogate, free from any distractions, Joyce’s use of and contentions with language. The 
fundamental question guiding this simple passage is the relationship between the human mind and 
the external world. This manifests itself, on the one hand, in the ongoing dance—back and forth, 
incessantly—between whole narrative sentences and fragmentary thoughts. Does the fragmentary 
nature of human thought suggest a kind of completeness that art resolves? Or does it, rather, draw 
attention to the inherent impoverishment of narrative and storytelling more broadly as a means of 
attempting to capture human experience? On the other hand, Joyce interrogates the reality of words, 
or “names,” if you will (I use these two words interchangeably, given that words name things). This 
passage is teeming with literary devices, each of which serves to close the gap between reality and 
artifice. Joyce implicitly asks: What is the limit of words? Do they offer us direct access to the world
—can they collapse the distance between mind and mundus—or are they mere abstractions, 
chimerical and strained? A modernist interest in realism runs parallel to this question. To what 
extent can a novel imitate life? Is literature a vapour in the desert, or a distillation, an essence? Does 
it damn us, or set us free? These questions are aswirl in this passage, and in Ulysses. 


