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PRIMORDIAL SACRIFICE,
TYPOLOGY AND THE
THEOLOGICAL VOCATION OF
LITERATURE: EXTENDING
GIAN BALSAMO’S
INTERPRETATION OF JOYCE
AND CHRISTIAN EPIC

William Franke

Abstract

Extending the new contdbution to the Joyce scholasship offered by
sian Balsamo, this essay develops a typological perspective upon literature
as a ritualistic repetition of primordial sacrifice. It traces this function of
literature from Dante through the Christian epic to Joyce. Poetry, viewed
in this perspective. envisions and expresses what makes a culture possible
as a whele and from its deepest roots. Such theologicallv laden types as
sacrifice and eucharistic celebration reveal western culture in its develepment
from both Greek and Hebrew antiquity to its ultramodern apotheosis in
Joyce as onc ongoing negotiation with itself. Culture is a continual
reworking and revisioning of traditionary types that run from the beginning
to the end of the history-—and back again—becoming the overarching
metaphors that connect everything in the universe of human experience

together.

THE FIGURATIVE powers that pre-dispose poetic language to perform the work
of revelation in a sense akin (o and even indiscernible from religious revelation
are evinced with particular force in the operation of literary and theological
types and in the compositional and exegetical methods of typology. Under
various names, the type is one of the most classical topics in ligurative rthetoric.
The recognisability of characters and events as typical-—as based on and
repeating, as well as establishing precedents—is fundamental o literary and
svimbolic significance, in general. More specifically, typology has been
indispensable to biblical interpretation since ancient titnes and has parallels
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in the methods used for interpreting Flemer and other poets in pagan
antiquity. Even more primordially, typology is inextricably bound up with the
repetitions of religivus rite and specifically sacrifice. For the type is inherently a
form of repetition. and sacrifice s an archetypal ongin that is typically
repeated.

Typology has aken on a new life in contemporary literary criticism and
particulalv i a verv recent eriticism of Junes Joyce. Gian Balsamo is currently
applying an innovatively typological method. inspired by biblical typology,
in a penetrating reading of Jovee and Christian epic.' Balsamo shows
how primordial sacrifice is repeated by literary represeniations or types that
re-tnvent and fulfil the primitive motifs that they subsume. This enables us
to see literature as fullilling a unitary purpose from ancient Greek uagedy
through the Christian epic to Joyee and the novel: literature, in all these
uis has been discovered as being deeply liturgical in nature and
as responding to a theological vocation. Viewed typologically, literature
gives an original access 1o direct, especially sensuous experience of the divine:
it cven reveals this experience as the origin of human society and
consciousness. These are, in fact. perennial ideas concerning the mission and
fimction of poeuy that can be traced all the way back to Orphic sources, m_._.
which Orpheus is designated as the instituter of the sacrificial rites of Bacchus,”
but they are now being worked out with critical acumen in a perspective
that can help us discern a new horizou for the experience of literature and
religion. | will elicit from this work on typology aspects that bear particulardy
on linguistic repetition as a means of theological revelation.

Balamo's work on scriptural poetics and James Joyce, conducts poetry
back to its originally theological inspiration by showing how the experience
of literture today, that is. in the day of James Joyce, is really not to be
understood fully except in terms of the expetience of liturgy, and that means
an experience of primordial sacrifice. This clears a vista for overviewing
the purpost of poetry quite generally that extends beyond our customary field
of vision. opening a wider panorama in which poetic literature can be seen
as responsive to a theological vocation. In former ages, poets made claims to
theological inspiration with great frequency. but such claims seem to many to
have become vittually unintelligible today. It is stiking, then, that out of
the midst of the modernist writing of Joyce, Balsamo evokes primordial types
or archetypes for envisioning literature —the very existence and inexhaustible
concreteness of literature—as theological in its deepest motivations.

In Joyee's works, it becomes fully clear that the literary, at the level
of serivusness represented by Christian epics, operates fundamentally as a
religious rite. This emerges clearly, moreover, as having been at stake in the
Christian cpic all along, Joyce and the Christian epic uadition taken together
dhow how literature can be understood as the actualisation of religious ritual

a=
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and authentic religious rite as the re-actualisstion of sacrifice that is not just
recollected but actually lived. Balsamo contrasts this ritval function enacted in
literature with the eucharistic rituals of ollicial religious institutions that make
the sacrifice of Christ, at least as a sensuous expericnce, over and done with--
and therefore not something that i actualised in the worshipper's or reader’s
experience here and now.

According to Balsano, the enactment of the sacrifice i literature,
specifically in Christian epic literature,  preserves the deeper sense and
promulgates  the disclosure of wuh inherent in sacrifice. wheieas s
conservation in the cult of institntionalised religion systematically distorts
and destroys the sense of sacrifice. The tuth of religion in this way turms ot
to be grasped best, and perhaps only, in literatare. Just this tuth woud have
been betrayed, ironically. by the institutions deliberately designed for s
preservation and tansmission.” For the Greeks, Balsumo maintains, sacrifice
(thysia) was fully participated in by each individual in their ownmost experience.
It was not just decreed dogmatically as a fact and publically acknowledged by
the conmunity. Balsamo argues that this possibility of actualisation was lost in
the ccclesiastical institution of the Eucharist as sacrificial meal in whicl there ic
no longer any direct, sensual experience of blood saciifice. Precisely the direct
witness of blood is explicity denied by the Thomistic theology of the Eucharist.
Consequently, the identification of the bread and wine with the bedy and
blood of Christ would remain only as invisible and therefore as a purely
metaphysical postulate.” In contrast, the actualisation of sacrifice in all its
sensuous immediacy was preserved in epic literature by virtue of this genre's
characteristically vivid and dramatic imagery (direct and imagined sensation
being collapsed together as a continuum in this outlook).

Primordial sacrifice is re-actualised by Joyce with a vengeance in the touwl
eucharistic rituals of both bis major works. This entails a profaning of the
Eucharist that is palpable in a line like ‘God becomes man becomes (ish
becomes barmacle goose becomes featherbed mountain’.” But it also entails
a releasing of the Eucharist from the confines of abstract sanctity into full
engagement with actual life. In his fully eucharistic vision of the self-offering
of the word in literature, Joyce assumes the biblical paradigm of the seli-
sacrificed Word as celebrated in the Catholic vite. but he also interprets and
often reverses its connotations, suggesting what is really true and alive in it
for readers still today. The result is 2 creative understanding of sacrifice
as self-offering that binds the Christian epic together in a coherent tradition
from the Bible through Joyce.

Sacrifice, alluded to in Buck Mulligen’s shaving blade and the communal
meal already in the opening pages of Ulysses, constitutes an overarching motif
of the whole book. Its epic sequel. the Hake, similarly announces itself a
a religious ritual in literature right from its titde.” Specifically the motif of the
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Eucharist as a sacrificial sharing out of the wltimate revelation of the word
broken and dismembered in the absolute sacrifice, which is self-sacrifice,
emerges as cotenminous with Joyce's epic oewwre as a whole. On this Dasis,
Joyee's literary creation can be understood as repeating the liturgical
celebration of the Eucharist. “The sacrificial death on the Cross issues in life.
the resurrected life. Indeed, Crucifixion and Resurrection are tun together by
Joyce in a typological condensation throughout his epic novels. T hey are
comtlated. for example, in the following scene that starts off as a re-enactinent
of the Last Supper just after closing in a Dublin pub. The disciples are
yepresented pre-eminently by the four gospel writers in the guise of judges
who drive four nails into the condenmned viciim. ‘Laying the cloth, to the fore
of thent', in addition to indicating the preparation of the table, suggests that
the four of them are also ecclesiastics using the ‘cloth’ as a facade. Their very
tames are prone o repetitivencess as they work in chorus (‘in core’) in creating
the core of a sacrificial licurgy.

Laying the cloth. to the {ore of them. And thanking the fish, in core of them. To
pass the grace for Gard sake! Ahmolin, Mr. Justician Mathews and Mr. Justician
Matks and My, Justician Luk de Luc and Mr. Justinian Johnston-fohnson. And
the aaskart, see. behind! Help, help, humay! Allsup. allsop! Four ghools to naill
Cut it down nntes, look slippy! They've got a dathe with a swimminpull. Dang!
Ding! Dong! Dung! Dinnin. lsn't it great he is swaying above us for his good an
dours. Ely your balloons, dannies, and dennises! He’s doorknobs dead! And Annie
Nelap is free. Ones more. We could ate you, par Buccas, and imbabe through
vou, réassuranced in the wild lac of gotliness. One fledge, one brood till
hulm culms everdyburdy. Huh the throman! Huh the traidor. Flub the trub.
(FH’ 377.29-378.6)
Rather than the blessing of bread, thanksgiving for and even o the sacrificial
victim here becomes ‘thanking the fish’, the fish being a symbol of Christ who
is sacrificed in the Eucharist. (This symbol. of course, is based on the Greek
word for fish. IXTHOUS, used by ancient Christians as an acronym for
‘Jesus Chdst, Son of God, Savior, lesous Xristos THeon ‘Uios Salvator).
Seeatching the surface of “To pass the grace for Gards sake! Ahmol” yields
‘Pass the grapes, for God's sake! Amen’, grapes being present in the canon of
the Mass as ‘fruit of the vine'. while passing grace on to others defines the
general purpose of the Christ event and its sacramental commemonation. The
‘sop’ is given to the betrayer (John 13. 26) or ‘taidor’, who has become
evervone (especially in a2 money economy in which all people are traders),
all who partake or sup: ‘Allsup, allsop!” at the Last Supper, at which
Christ institutes the Eucharist. The ‘aaskart’, suggesting a cart used for
executions, must also be tied to the donkey on which Christ at a prior
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moment (now left *behind’) entered Jerusalem. It may also, more pruriently,
intimate ‘a skirt’ and ass behind, to be seen above the grace of a garter.

The ingestion of Christ's body as bread or ‘fish’ repeats primitive
cannibalistic, bacchic sacrifice (*We could ate yvou, par Buceas. and imbabe
through you’). ‘Per Baccho!” (pronounced ‘pear bakko’) is the ltalian
equivalent of ‘by Jovel’ As an interjection it has the same force as ‘par Buceas’,
where Buceas sounds like Bacchus and also in Latin means cheeks. a somewhal
equivocal anatomical part. The commumal meal involves also a2 eucharistic
imbibing that issues in babes, rebirth, in fact a collective resurrection as
the body of Christ returned to its infancy so as to become a fedgling brood
whase earthy energy and fentility enfminates or consummates evervbody (‘One
fledge, one brood dll hulin culims everdybody®). This orgiastic, eucharistic
sacrifice making one flesh, one blood (‘One fledge, one brood’) of every body
effects a sexual liberation, with swelling *balloons” for both guys (‘dannices’)
and gals ("denisses’). It declares the freeing of A koee and dhe lap ¢ Annie Delap
is free’). The sacrificial death in this way becomes a handle, a ‘knob’ for
opening doors (‘He's doorknobs dead!’) and. of course, metaphorically, other
orifices.

Bound up with this event of sexual liberation and unity of all in one body
through the death and emptying out of self in every body is the realisation
of God as emptiness, lack. One is more (‘Ones more’) than the mere sum
of individuals in this repetition (once more) that enacts the self-emptving of
divinity. The lake of the Godhead (‘wild lac of gotliness’), or primal reservoir
of divine spirit in cach person, taken as a Jack brings a renewed assurance
(it can never fail, since it is nothing), profaned to an insurance policy renewal
(‘reassuranced in the wild lac of gotliness’). It imay also be a willed (‘wild’)
inheritance. Through his own saciificial death and self-negation in the
Eucharist, God makes Godhead available to all everywhere. God. the One,
has become fertile humus or mulch disseminated imo the Creation by death.
This sacrifice is celebrated by all as one, traitor and wuth together with
‘throman’ in a theatrical Trinity. Three cheers with a truncated hugrah. a “huly’
that registers the pre-conscious. uncomprehending, instinctual impulses that
pullulate all through the linguistic magma of this scene. The third cheer cheers
the Spirit of truth (‘Huh the truh’) as an empty hole (tub’ sounds just like
‘trou’, that is. ‘hole’ in French). This {formula repeats the simultancously
jubilant and desperate ‘Help, help, hurray!” (hip, hip, hurrah) of a few lines
eatlicr.

Christ is crucified for the good of all. his aund ours. as well as for opening
those doors (‘sn’t it great he is sweaying above us for his good an dows’). doors
which are intimately ‘ours™ if they are doots to our bodies. By panticipating
in this Eucharist, evervbody is ever dying. or dies ever dav-by-day (vielded by
breaking ‘everdyburdy” into ‘ever dy bur dy’). Since "as many of us as were
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Laptised into Christ Jesus were baptised into his death’ {Romans 6. 2),
the death involved may also be construed as a hurrying forward towards a
date (dathe’) with baptism made sport of by tuming the baptisinal font or
basin mto a swimming pool with built-in spiritual pull ("They’ve got a dathe
with a simminpull’). Indeed. the name *Daithi” tuns out to mean the last
unbapused Gaelic king.”

In this way, having collapsed death and resurrection togethier with
incarmation of all as one body i the babe, the passage goes on to collapse
together the sacraments of communion and baptism. Both sacraments
entail producing rejuvimated  collective bodies (the body of Chrisg) by
acritice of ghostly selves or selfhood. The abstraction of sell from such
»._:_;::::._R produces a purely negative spirit or ‘lac of gotliness’ in each
of us that, if it is not given up in sacrifice, makes us ‘ghouls’. evil spirits
or phantoms ‘motbidly interested death” (Oxford English Dictionary). For
an undving attachiment to this self that ineluctably dies issues in our obsession
with :_..iwzz.. This is the sinister fixation that the gospel writers are charged
with __‘.:;:m‘n.wﬁ._.ﬁ_‘ By virtue of committing to writing the universal
sacifice of ,&13@ life, and thus fixing it with nails as the canonical narrative
of the Crucifixion. the four evangelists make it abstract and static, and
thereby turn into a ghoulish horror story the constant ecstatic change of life
into death and back again that runs all through the universe in something
of a mystic dance.

>Q..,:.;._:"m to the gospel as enacted in the Wake, we can be saved rather
by the ‘lac of gotliness’, or godliness as lack. as giving up and emptying of seif
i continual sacrifice of all that becomes hard and fixed in us as self-identity
fas something we have ‘got” and possess as an essential ‘gotliness’) and so
separates us fron the ongoing sacrificial flow of life into death and back to life
again. Thisiis the salvation offered us in Christ’s sacrifice of himself, which
is continually in process of re-enactment, unless it is nailed down by ghouls
in Scripture. Then Christ is indeed dead, dead as a doomail, whereas Joycee’s
writing endeavours to open those doomails up into doorknobs (‘He’s
doorknobs dead!’) and thus to pass through the door of death and the letter
into life in all its unscriptable bodily fullness. To write less is recommended
(‘Cut it down mates, look slippy!"). ot perhaps to write in 2 negative mode,
in the ‘nat language’ (p. 83.12) of the IWake, a continual carnival of self-
acrifice of words to their own essential vanity. The same sacrifice by
individuals of their ghostly intetiority, their inner ‘lac of gotliness’, can liberate
them as one reswirected body, free to participate in the cucharistic celebration
of life and death mingled eternally together.

These ::a..t..eﬁ.:@d atc meant to give some indications of how Joyce
literarily ‘actualises’ the Churist event in a variety of outlandish, irreverent,
and yet irresistible ways. The resurrection of the Word in the body, of course,
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is one of the central prockunations of the Church, and particularly: Catholic
ritual has always sought to realise this resunection in the Eucharist. The
crucial difference between Jovee's and the Church’s cucharistic By
is that his literary apotheosis of the religious vite and institution avoids
hallowing particular bygone moments and events that are therelwy placed
out of reach of any possible re-iterpretation and <o become opague
Such original events are then atributed an absolute significance and poteney
which is. however. no longer actually experienced. The hiterary, v contrast,
is i i intrinsic mature mobile and protean and in the process of recurring
ever again in new and different guises. Literature posits no such absolute
authority or extra-experiential vuth to be belicved . despite the evidence
of the senses. but rather opens the boly ‘to actually occwrring and being
performed in a self-emptying or kenotic humbling unto the deatls of the
Cross (Philippians 2.
power of selfsacrificial love no less than divine is made {ully actual in

.Al_;._:::m:_n::m_..::.:::.E:::.:n.n_.:.:::c
the interpretations that mediate it and posit nothing besides themselves
as mediations.

Balsamo's exhumation of the cultic matrix of the Christian epic poetry.
with due acknowledgements to Thomas Altzer. is guided by Nierzsche's
discovery, in the Birth of ‘Iragedy, of primordial religious rites beneath
the forms of Attic tragedy. Just as literature. and particularly tragic theatre,
revealed its origins in the religious rites of Dionysos. similasly from the vantage
point of Joyce and especially of Fimegans 11ake, the Chiristian epic is unveiled
as a re—enactment of archaic sactifice through a literary rendidon of livurgy.
Finnegans Wake thereby emerges as the final apocalypse that tirse enables the
genre of the Christian epic to be clearly defined in terms of its deeply liturgical
motivations.

Fundamentally. in this view, Christian epic. by its literary-liturgical
celebrations. preserves the authentic experience of Crucifixion and the
likewise crucial experiences of Incarnation and Reswrection that are covered
over and forgotten in the institutionalised rites of the Church. The Eucharistic
theology of Thomas Aquinas, in which the Christ event is commemorated.
but as having happened once and for all and so as already over. and thereflore
as not presently experienced and relived. thus emerges as an antithesis to
the re-actualisation of a eucharistic liturgy in the literature of the Christian
epics.® The aseptic doctrine of abstract, metaphysical transubstantiation,
without any sensible change. promulgated by Aquinas empties the lingical
formulas of experiential content. But such formulas metamorphose into living
and authentic sacrificial experience in the secular Christimn epic that
Dante inaugurates with richly sensuous imagination. This type of liturgical
imagination comes to a culmination i Joyce in the insistandy riwalistic
performance of language embodied in his consummate  epic work.
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Finnegans 1akee. This work enacts a self-sacrifice of language, breaking its sense
o fragments that can miraculously nousish the whole world.

Prerequisite to this rediscovery of a liturgical underlay as the deeper
meaning of literature is a reassessment of current theories of sacrifice. Balsamo
reviews alternative interpretations of sacrifice in order to recover the original
imaginative and emotional power of blood sacrifice, the negation and actual
annihilation of life. This terrifying side of sacrifice has often been lost by
emphasis on the positive, reconstituting virtues of sacrifice for reaffirming the
cocial order. The veaffinmation occurs especially around the sactificial meal
shared by the surviving members of the community, with hicrarchically
determined distribution of the different parts of the victim. But more than the
communal meal, it is the moment of violent killing of the victim that works
poserfully on the imagination and dominates the emotional responses of the
participants in sacrificial tights.” And this is the level of fecling that can
so effectively be re-activated in the imaginative experience of literature, It is
an individual dimension in which each participant becomes self-aware as
individually respousible—because individually threatened by death—and as
beholden to higher powers and to a community for the gift of kife. This level
of awareness motivates ascetic renunciation of sell and of one’s own
immediate impulses for the sake of the community, and it thus forms the
foundation for a social order, as Emile Durkheim taught.'

Imaginative literature, by evoking the pathos of human life at risk, and by
calling to mind the vulnerability of each individual to violence that only the
social order can keep at bay, performs essentially the sane function as sacriftce
at the origint of human comumunity. This parallel illuminates the religious sense
of imaginative literature in terms of its social [unction. Such a function is still
quite present and palpable in imaginative literature today, and it casis the
representations of ritual and liturgy in Joyce's epic works into a revealing
new light. [t reveals them as reminiscent of the liturgical matrix from which
literature of this most necessary order springs.

Today, in the absence of the public forums that served for performance of
sacrificial rites as open spectacles in archaic communities, or, again, for lack of
the tragic theatre to which the whole citizenry was convoked at festivals in
ancient Greece, the ritualistic, liturgical significance of literature has become
obscured. In literature today, the ‘rite’ transpires only in the invisible spaces
of an individual's own private consciousness and activity of reading.
Nevertheless, literatuee can still have the profound effect of mducing
individual conversion to a sense of recciving one’s life as a gift in and
through a divine mystery and, conjointly, of being bcholden to the
conumunity for guaranteeing one's personal swvival and security. This
implicit, deeply submerged function of literature can be detected diffuscly
throughout an enormous range of literary works and genres in all thimes and
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places. but it is operative in especially concentrated ways and. in excmplary
fashion, in what emerges from the perspective of Joyce as the Christian
epic tiadition. This tradition is delineated by Balsamo as deriving from Virgil
and the Bible and leading via Dante. Malory. Spenser, Milton, Blake and
Goethe 1o Joyee.

According to Balsamo, the originality of the theological vision embodied
in the experience of sacrifice and caried forward by imaginative literature,
excmplarily by the Christian epic. is crvstalised especially well in the
indispensable role it accords the senses for any genuine experience of divinity.
The senses have often been held in deep suspicion by systematic theological
reflection. But sacrifice belongs to a stage of religion that has not yet been
purged of the participation of the senses in the experience of the divine.
Whereas the sensuality of the archaic experience of sacrifice has long been
lost to the rites of institutionalised religion, it can be and has been kepl
uncannily alive in literature at the level of experience that we call
‘imaginative’. Imagination is inextricably connected with the senses. and
consequently so is literature. This theological vision of literature is one that
never abstracts itself from sense and image, but it is not any less theological
for that reason, The originally and distinctively sensunous experience of the
divine in archaic sacrifice is preserved (and in some sense even re-originated)
precisely in, and by, literature.

Literature in this way tums out to be continuous with rites of sacrifice that
are not estranged from the senses. Dante, at the beginning of the tradition
of modern Clristian epic poctry proper, inaugurates a revaluation of
the senses as genuine and indispensible vehicles of divine vision (visio Dri).
His beloved Beatrice, his guide through the heavens to the presence of God,
in her ravishing beauty, stands as the emblem for an erotic and sensually
mediated love that is fully integrated into the soul’s search for salvation
and beatitude. This type of sensation vehiculates intimacy with the divine.
Such a sensual experience of divinity contrasts with the doctrinal and cven
the avagogical modes of knowledge practiced by the traditional pocta.
particularly in the context of Renaissance humanism, and by Dante himsell
at the preliminary stage at which he wrote his Convivio. It harks back rather
to the kind of experience of the senses and of religious awe and consequent
‘conversion’ to social responsibility that was effected by archaic religious Tites
of sacrifice.’

Daunte forms the central link between Joyee and the Bible in this
secularisation of religious revelation effected by the Christian epic. Far beyond
translating  theological doctrines into terms fiv for literary consumption
in the manner of a humanistic pocta theologus, as he does in the Conrivio,
Dante becomes a genuinely prophetic poet in the Conuncdia, where poctry
becomes in and of itself truly prophetic and even apocalyptic. The idea that






