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The echo is where
Pages 126 – 68 of  LOTS OF FUN WITH FINNEGANS WAKE

Peter O’Brien

With 43 catalogue texts 
by 43 academics, artists, consultants, 

curators, editors, independents, innocent bystanders, 
professors, scholars, students, and writers (both Joyceans and 

non-Joyceans) from 14 or so countries, and ranging in age from 22 to 105 
(with snippets of  Chinese, Dutch, French, Georgian, German, Persian, and Yiddish).
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In keeping with my idea that Finnegans Wake is the most multivoiced and multilayered artwork ever created, I invited a 
variety of  people to write short texts on 43 pages of  my 628-page artwork LOTS OF FUN WITH FINNEGANS WAKE. 
I thank everyone who responded to my request. The list of  43 contributors is on the facing page, and brief  biographical 
notes follow each of  their contributions, arranged alphabetically in the pages that follow. 

I would also like to thank others who inspire, encourage, support, or suffer this project, including the editors of  journals 
who have previously published pages, and Marta Braun, Teresa Carballal, Erin Carlston, Tony Doob, Will Gorlitz, Sarah 
Hall, Melinda and Jim Harrison, Sean Latham, Peter Legris, Jennifer Levine, Matt McIsaac, Colleen O’Brien, Sheilagh 
O’Connell, Derek Pyle, James Ramey, Fritz Senn, Emma-Louise Silva, and Joel Westheimer. 

And I would like to thank all those people whose work and writings I plunder along the way in the creation of  these pages. I 
find much of  actionable pleasure and value in the pages of  the James Joyce Quarterly, Joyce Studies Annual, fweet.org, various 
editions of  Eric Partridge’s dictionary of  slang, and Richard Ellmann’s biography of  James Joyce and his collections of  Joyce’s 
letters. I find Finn Fordham’s writings on Finnegans Wake particularly compelling. I also benefitted greatly by attending the 
2017 North American James Joyce Conference in Toronto, and the 26th International James Joyce Symposium: The Art 
of  James Joyce, in 2018 in Antwerp. What’s not to like about international gatherings of  Joyceans participating on panels 
entitled “Alternative Joyces,” “Scatological Joyce,” and “Let Us Re-Joyce”?

Reading I did for my previous book Cleopatra at the Breakfast Table: Why I Studied Latin With My Teenager and How I 
Discovered the Daughterland (such a vast cast: Virgil, Apuleius, Sulpicia, Tacitus, Cicero, Aurelius, Suetonius, Terrence et al) 
comes in handy, as do Heck’s Pictorial Archives. Michael, who plays music for money on a street-corner near my apartment, 
gave me a copy of  a handwritten poem he composed for St. Patrick’s Day 2016, and I integrated it. And I’ve put to rainbow 
various recalled and remembered passages and passing items from other written and graphic sources. 

Some artists are so often in my mind (“I have a thousand spirits in one breast, / To answer twenty thousand such as you,” 
says my friend William S.; “The road of  excess leads to the palace of  wisdom,” says my friend William B.; “Be secret and 
exult, / Because of  all things known / That is most difficult,” says my friend William Y.) that to reference them here seems, 
well, superfluous.

Most of  these sources are acknowledged by name alongside my coloured invocation of  them within the artwork, but a 
special mention must go to my first exegetical instructor of  James Joyce, at the School of  Irish Studies in Dublin during the 
1977-78 academic year, Roland McHugh, and of  course his book Annotations to Finnegans Wake (fourth edition), which has 
been generously put to use. 

A special thanks goes to Michael Groden (introduced to me by Barbara Leckie), who was the first Joycean supporter of  
this artwork. 

Thanks and appreciation to Lida Alirezaei for help with scanning, designing, and printing.

I was thinking of  calling this catalogue 43 Exhumigations Round ah Verbivocovisualization four Illustrafabrikation off  ArtWorks 
yn Promess, but decided against it. I am hoping that the title “The echo is where” acknowledges everyone who helped this 
catalogue come to fruition. The echo is here. And sometimes, as is evident on the last page of  this catalogue, the echo 
begins before we think it does. 

On the first page of  this 628-page artwork (at the beginning of  April 2016, back when I thought I could complete it by 
2020) I wrote in red felt pen that I consider it a form of  intellectual folk art. Sláinte.

As with all my bookish projects since her birth, this one is dedicated to S. O. I have learned more from her than I will ever 
have the ability to fully acknowledge.
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Alice Adelkind

Peter O’Brien, by inclination, has made it his business to understand the power of  words. Every word on 

each of  the 628 pages of  the often unreadable Finnegans Wake becomes a joy to behold, thanks to O’Brien’s 

colourful transcriptions and improvisations. 

I have a particular interest in public art and this artwork has managed to make public what is an intensely 

idiosyncratic and daunting text. O’Brien draws on the text, and we are in turn drawn in to look closely at his 

use of  graphic gesture and form. The words seem to dance off the page when viewed from a distance. Up 

close, they continue to dance. Each page tells its own story through calligraphy, shapes, colour blocking, and a 

wide range of  other visual elements and materials. 

In our increasingly digital world, it is lovely to see the painstaking attention to detail in this multi-year, analogue, 

handwritten wordscape. This project makes us slow down and look, and then look again. Glossing and 

embroidering upon Finnegans Wake is a bit like running a marathon, and this project is a labour of  long-term 

and long-distance love. In honour of  the 80th anniversary of  the publication of  Finnegans Wake, I add my 

Bravo! to the artist and to this project. 

~
Alice Adelkind, an arts enthusiast, was born in Dallas, Texas, and now lives in Toronto. She is engaged with 

museums and galleries across the city, and is responsible for The Toronto Public Art Path. Having served on 

many boards, Alice is President of  the Board of  Toronto Friends of  the Visual Arts, 2019–21.





Lida Alirezaei 

I had never heard of  Finnegans Wake, or James Joyce, before Peter asked me for help with the commercial 

scanning and printing of  his pages. What follows is my personal response to some pages of  this project, from 

“the night express sings his story” at the bottom of  page 135 to “we are disghosted; bored the Ostrov” 

toward the top of  page 136.

1. An over-sized crystal cup of  chamomile tea in my hand, watching breath-stopping city night-light from 

my friend’s lake-view condo window on the 50th floor, feeling like I am about to conquer one of  my biggest 

phobias, walking on a frozen lake! The whole world is mine while I’m here!

I am telling her about the dream I had last night, since I know she is going to interpret it in the most pleasant 

way, voluntarily. 

(My cat, whom she adopted from me, is trying to prove he has not lost his obsession of  jumping up to catch 

the chandelier’s orange light reflection on the wall.)

Before going home, I drive 10 minutes every night, to make sure she is still part of  my life. And to make sure 

that life is still alright!

2. A khaki paper cup of  light-roast coffee in my hand, having my green winter jacket on with lots of  other 

layers underneath to avoid Toronto’s sharp and stinging morning wind chill, getting out of  High Park subway 

station, I wish she had existed in the real world! 

Then I remember the day I decided to be boring and hard to catch up with; the day I left all my “friends” 

completely behind. It was a day just like this! Grey and windy! The day I gave up everything, even my cat.

At work before starting the day, I am checking my phone, reading a text that my old high school friend who 

now lives in Toronto just sent: “I never would have guessed how ignorant you could be!” She has been trying 

to have me over for our very own “chamomile tea time” for the last few months.

Frozen irresponsive me!

~
Lida Alirezaei was born in Iran and came to Canada in 2009. Her background in the art industry as an 

organizer and in public relations led her to join a non-for-profit organization in Toronto to coordinate 

and facilitate storytelling and puppet theatre workshops for kids and youth at risk. She is now involved in 

ecommerce and has her own small business, while being employed in the commercial printing industry.





John Armstrong

Peter O’Brien has long grappled with the many and often unsettled relationships between visual art and 

writing. From 1982 through 1989, he started up and edited RUBICON, which combined art portfolios and 

writings, creating an intersection of  the two usually isolated, contemporaneous cultural camps. Thirty years 

later, after many art reviews, literary articles, and interviews, we again see O’Brien’s interest in intermingling 

word and image in his treatment of  James Joyce’s famously and purposefully obscurantist Finnegans Wake – a 

novel that has, since 1939, confounded analysis and discouraged a wide popular readership. I have never truly 

tried to read it beyond perusals of  randomly selected pages in order to have some sense of  what my literary 

friends so love. 

O’Brien reproduces the novel’s printed pages, filling in a generous surrounding border with an obsessive 

horror vacui of  lively commentary on Joyce and his text. In the spirit of  Joyce, O’Brien’s cheery multihued 

handwriting wanders around the page and through the text – making a challenging (but not impossible) read. 

O’Brien has great reverence for and deep understanding of  Finnegans Wake. His artwork visually responds to 

Joyce’s text: we see a map of  Ireland, an image of  Joyce, and rainbow rivers threading their way through the 

text’s leading and word spaces; Joyce’s interest in sex and anatomy are also evident: a drawing of  lips, a bum, 

printed impressions of  a breast or a foot. These are not so much illustrations as another form of  O’Brien’s 

commentary and whimsy. 

LOTS OF FUN coincidently and instructively parallels another extended text-intervention piece, A Humument 

(1966-2016), by British Pop artist Tom Phillips, which is built on a little-known Victorian novel randomly 

chosen in a thrift shop. Both Phillips and O’Brien reproduce every page of  a novel and assault the legability 

of  the text block. Phillips uses the novel as a basis for concrete poetry and image juxtaposition, using cut-

up, collage and paint to cover over all but selectively chosen words scattered across the page to create new 

textual meaning. 

O’Brien’s goal is much more deferential, but not all his explorations are exegetical rumination. There is a 

dogged determination to understand and internalize Joyce that at times wavers and follows off into worlds of  

O’Brien’s own creation. He offers a bracing self-portrait of  a dedicated and playfully inventive reader. Maybe I 

will put Finnegans Wake on my bedside table.

~
John Armstrong received his BFA from Mount Allison University and MA from Chelsea School of  Art. His 

visual and book-based artwork has been exhibited in Canada, France, and Germany in both solo and group 

shows. He has curated exhibitions at galleries and museums, and has widely published reviews and articles. 

Since 1982 he has taught painting in the Sheridan and University of  Toronto Mississauga Art and Art History 

Program.





Patricia Baranek

Peter O’Brien’s creative and ambitious-by-any-standard project is the closest I will ever come to reading 

Finnegans Wake – and even then, only part of  it. Critiques and analyses speak of  the Wake’s literary brilliance, 

its linguistic gymnastics, its stream of  dream-consciousness, its humour and allusions. And yet only the intrepid 

and fearless read it. 

This project extends James Joyce’s style not only by Peter injecting his own consciousness into it, but more 

importantly to me, he gives the work an explicit visual expression. 

Invitations to friends and colleagues to draw, paint, splatter, smear their own dreams, nightmares, 

hallucinations, and fantasies on the pages of  this project has to my mind created a visual, collective 

consciousness. I’m one of  the people he asked to work on a page. “It’s a collective book,” he told me, “a 

multivoiced text, and I want you to decorate or embroider a page. You can paint on it, take a knife to it, throw 

it in the dirt and stomp on it, whatever you want …” He said that he only had two “rules” about this process: 

I couldn’t ask him if  I could do something (he said he would accept whatever I did), and at the end of  my work 

on a page I had to give it back to him.

Peter joins these disparate musings with his own literary, artistic, and whimsical style. In my mind the work 

brings up images of  Outsider art and also the graphic evolution of  William Blake’s illustrated poems, Songs of  

Innocence and Of  Experience. While each page or frame can stand alone, an eventual display of  the project’s 

over 600 pages will be quite a visual pageant and one that will, incidentally, and perhaps accidently, expose 

others to Joyce’s work.

~
Patricia Baranek is an independent consultant and researcher who has published in health services and 

criminology. She has held management positions in health and social policy at the Ontario Ministries of  Health, 

Intergovernmental Affairs, and Citizenship. She has volunteered widely, including with the Canadian Centre for 

Victims of  Torture and the Centre for Mindfulness Studies. Among the books she has co-authored: Visualizing 

Deviance: A Study of  News Organization and Almost Home: Reforming Home and Community Care in Ontario.





Erik Bindervoet and Robbert-Jan Henkes

Finnegans words.

Words are ships and words are shapes. Words are sheep and go to sleep. Words can do and words will do 

what words are not supposed to.

– Heigho! Lift the anker! 

And in two-three words, we are at sea, we are at bay, skirting harrier shore and silvery beach. Mesmiratory, 

hallucinuginous, a complete world unfolds, unfurls as a sea rolls out over which to sail. Letters become words 

becomes mind becomes reality. And this reality, in reverse mode, becomes mind becomes words become 

letters. An echo turned inside out.

– Row, row, row your boat! O, O, O you float!

And so it comes and goes, swirling, curling in hooks and crooks. Flow of  waves, waves of  words, lots of  

words, waveward words. 

– Just follow the signs, please.

As a ship on the waves. Sea of  black, sea of  white – seen in technicolour. You are the pilot and the boat. The 

captain and the sea. The stone and the brook. The plastic and the ocean. You will become the waves. You will 

become awake. You will become a wake. You will be, come a wake!

Can there be a wrong course when you don’t know where you are going? Can there be a right course? The 

territory has become the map, the signs have become the landmarks, and time has come to an evermoving 

standstill. (Zeno was right, you know.) 

– If  you don’t know where you’re going, any road will take you there. (Hari Harrison was right too, you know.)

Are we skimming the surface? The table has tuned, the boat has turned, and under water we sail on.

– Merrily, merrily, up and down the stream…

And each and every word opens up regressively, progressively into a mandelbrot almond sandwich, vortex-

like, maelstromwise, leaving a wake of  lots of  words in its wake. 

– Life is but a dream!

~
Erik Bindervoet and Robbert-Jan Henkes, based in Amsterdam, translated Finnegans Wake into Dutch in 

2002. They have translated Hamlet, The Last Days of  Mankind by Karl Kraus, and the compete lyrics of  The 

Beatles and Bob Dylan. Their translations of King Lear and of  Ulysses were published in 2012, the same year 

they edited the Oxford World’s Classics edition of  Finnegans Wake. They are currently working on a revised 

edition of  Finnegans Wake for Oxford University Press, to be published in 2019. 

Dutch translation of  the opening lines of  page 126 of  Finnegans Wake by Bindervoet and Henkes:





Randy Boyagoda

Peter O’Brien’s bright and gnarled invocation of  The Mookse and the Gripes (beginning on page 152) recalls 

moving pictures from my green years.  

My landlord in South Boston, his wife a relation of  a fabled hustler mayor of  the city, he quoted Joyce without 

even thinking about it. He wasn’t even quoting. He was just talking. 

One of  his favored choice words when dealing with me, those years I lived in his front house: 

Mookse. As in, What a. 

So was I called when I waited months to tell him the dishwasher sprayed into the basement like a firehose. 

So was I called when one night he brought home leftover steak for my dog and from his carriage house stoop 

saw me through my back window. Eating it, myself. Kilroy at my feet, panting and outraged. He got the bone. I 

got the meat. Also, I got a Mookse. 

So was I called when I spent a summer refinishing a fish market table, a $20 find at a flea market a fair walk 

from World’s End. It was to be an engagement present for my Beloved. I finished it off by carving Anna and 

Randy into its heart. As its. 

Worse: I’d borrowed his tools for the job. 

What a. 

That wasn’t the end: he made me grind it out. Nor was that the end: he spoke, as I sanded and buffed, of  the 

first man, he who had made it in Hingham, of  all the men who had brought briny slapping silver to it, of  all the 

women who would have bought that fresh catch from the bay and taken it home. 

Show respect, Mookse.    

He, the landlord, let not to strapping leonine men like himself  and those Ancient Hibernians but instead to this 

smart brown Mookse who read Joyce pompifically at a someday nuptial kitchen table, the bay due south, the 

fruit bowl sunken, its starabout cloister of  black plums just a little too low, sublunary even, on the horizon. 

It’s been years. I can’t bear call to confirm. In case this inevitable:

“What’s a mookse? I called you a mook! Still! Incredible! All these years and still you’re a!”

Either way. Both/and. 

What a.

 ~
Writer, critic, and scholar Randy Boyagoda is the author of  three novels, the most recent, Original Prin (2018). 

His fiction has been nominated for the Scotiabank Giller Prize, IMPAC Dublin Literary Prize, and named a 

New York Times Book Review Editor’s Choice Selection and Globe and Mail Best Book of  the Year. He contributes 

work to the New York Times, Wall Street Journal, Harper’s, Guardian, Financial Times (UK), and Globe and Mail. 

He served as President of  PEN Canada, 2015-17, and is a professor of  English at the University of  Toronto, 

where he also serves as Principal of  St. Michael’s College. 





Denis Boyles

In LOTS OF FUN WITH FINNEGANS WAKE Peter O’Brien has done what many would consider to be 

impossible: he has combined “fun” and “Finnegans Wake” – one of  the most difficult works of  prose in the 

English language – in one sentence. The result is a truly enjoyable set of  illustrated pages that re-imagine 

Joyce’s great novel and transform it from very hard work into pure pleasure, one that reflects Joyce’s look-

what-I-can-do exuberance. 

 

Perhaps because in Finnegans Wake as it was written (circling back to where it began) anything goes, Joyce’s 

late-life classic invites endless reinterpretation. In fact, O’Brien follows a large contingent of  Wakesters: 

scholars, artists and others who have been moved to discover meaning in the 1939 book, called a “novel” 

purely for the sake of  convenience. 

Building a better – or at least different – Wake has preoccupied at least three generations of  thoughtful artistic 

adventurers. Graphic designers have taken a turn, musicians have given it a try, Mary Ellen Bute famously made 

a film of  it, two Polish art-theorists recently made a multilayered digital project based on it, and now Peter 

O’Brien has made his own iteration, a kind of  illuminated manuscript in which pages of  Joyce’s work have 

been literally rewritten, with ornamentation added. It is, appropriately, an oneirological revisit to an oneiric 

masterpiece. Finnegans Wake refuses to stay in its box and, as O’Brien demonstrates, it lures brave, brilliant 

accomplices dedicated to giving the book wings.

~
Denis Boyles is a journalist, university lecturer, editor, and author. His books include Design Poetics (1975),  

African Lives (1989), Man Eaters Motel (1991), The Pocket Professor series (2001), Superior, Nebraska (2008), and 

Everything Explained That Is Explainable: On the Creation of  the Encyclopaedia Britannica’s Celebrated 11th Edition 

(2017). He co-wrote the documentary film Femmes de Soldats (2009) with French journalist Alain Hertoghe. 

In 2009, with Anthony O’Hear, he launched The Fortnightly Review’s “New Series,” of  which he is currently 

co-editor (with Alan Macfarlane). He lives in France, where he teaches literature and writing in the Chavagnes 

Studium in Chavagnes-en-Paillers.   





Joseph Branco

C’est avec beaucoup de plaisir que j’ai accepté l’invitation de Peter O’Brien de travailler sur une des pages 

(338) de son projet LOTS OF FUN WITH FINNEGANS WAKE. Je ne m’étais pas plongé dans l’œuvre de 

James Joyce depuis longtemps. Ce décalage et le fait de me concentrer sur une seule des pages du chef-

d’œuvre m’ont ouvert à une autre vision du roman.

Mon anglais étant trop approximatif, j’ai lu la page en anglais et en français dans une traduction de Philippe 

Lavergne. Ma première impression est que cette page est traversée par une multitude de récits, de sensations, 

de temps, de langages et de sons assemblés. C’est une sorte de symphonie chaotique, comme le ferait un 

musicien capable de jouer sur différents instruments des notes, des tempos, des mélodies et des sons bizarres 

à la fois. Ce désir de stratification multiple du récit, d’impressions, de sensations et de réflexions corrobore 

bien le souvenir que j’ai gardé de mes premières lectures.

Cependant en lisant sur cette page des phrases et des mots comme « Makehal-pence took his leg for his 

thumb », « All was flashing and krashning blurty moriartsky blutcherudd? », « But da. But dada, mwilshuni. Till 

even so aften, sea vaast a pool! » et « Ajucalate ! », j’ai imaginé que ce récit était fantasmé par un narrateur/

fœtus qui percevait le monde de l’intérieur d’un roman/utérus. Ainsi, la dernière phrase du roman, qui 

complète la première phrase, ne vient pas clore le roman sur lui-même, mais j’y vois une sorte de cordon 

ombilical coupé qui vient dès lors s’alimenter et s’oxygéner à partir des impressions, des projections, des 

fantasmes, des idées et des sensations du lecteur, filtrés néanmoins à travers le liquide amniotique des mots de 

l’auteur.

~
Peintre depuis 1984, Joseph Branco se réfère toujours au genre de la nature morte. Ce parti-pris pour créer 

des œuvres aussi sensibles et réelles que les choses l’amène à développer une démarche artistique à la fois 

descriptive et polymorphe inspirée de la phénoménologie. Ces œuvres font partie de nombreuses collections 

privées et publiques telles que le Musée national des beaux-arts du Québec, le Musée d’art contemporain de 

Montréal et le Musée régional de Rimouski. 

French translation of  the opening lines of  page 126 of Finnegans Wake by Philippe Lavergne:





William Brockman

Writing of  Joyce’s method of  gathering raw material for Finnegans Wake, Eugene Jolas reported Joyce as 

having said, “Really, it is not I who am writing this crazy book…. It is you, and you, and you, and that man over 

there, and that girl at the next table.” Seen from another perspective, Joyce’s words describe how the Wake’s 

readers participate in its creation of  sense. 

Peter O’Brien’s dense recording of  annotations, speculations, and quotations snakes through the printed text; 

together with his representational and abstract sketches he documents the thought processes that any reader 

of  the Wake experiences. His text records his own growing confidence in learning to read the Wake, from 

“this is one of  those passages where I get frustrated with McHugh” (142) to “beginning to depend more on 

my own reading than on the reading and handholding of  others.” (143) O’Brien addresses his own readers 

through extended meanderings, such as his account of  Tchaikovsky’s deviations from standard symphonic 

structure (152). But there is also an occasional disdain for the reader. Of  two of  his sketches, he writes “I 

could write whatever the hell I want to here, and people will still only see, and perhaps appreciate only the hat 

and the bum.” (127) Does he really expect his readers to squint at his convoluted miniscule scribbles (as I have 

just done)? Yet he has confidence in his work: “When I look closely at individual elements of  this, at a word or 

smudge of  colour that I’ve added, I realize that the project may not be lost, insignificant, worthless.” (152) 

As a reader of  the Wake, reading O’Brien’s reading of  the Wake, I find myself  fascinated, curious, annoyed – 

yet always appreciative.

~
William Brockman has been the Paterno Family Librarian for Literature at Pennsylvania State University since 

2001. He has published articles on Joyce in Journal of  Modern Literature, Papers of  the Bibliographical Society 

of  American, and Joyce Studies Annual. In a collaboration with Penn State and the Harry Ransom Center at 

the University of  Texas, he edits the “James Joyce Checklist.” He is currently co-editing The Ungathered 

Correspondence of  James Joyce for Oxford University Press.





Tim Conley

The reader of  the sixth volume of  Tristram Shandy is presented with a blank page and invited to draw there a 

picture of  a beautiful woman. Because the narrator is unable to describe the “concupiscible” widow Wadman, 

with whom his Uncle Toby is smitten, he advises the reader to thereafter consult the drawing when trying to 

imagine her: “Thrice happy book! thou wilt have one page, at least, within thy covers, which MALICE will not 

blacken and which IGNORANCE cannot misrepresent.” But those were the days before Autocorrect. 

Is there a literary work that invites (perhaps demands?) scribbled notes in its margins more than Finnegans 

Wake? The verb “to doodle” seems to have come into the language at roughly the same time as this book, 

the saga of  the Doodles family. Each reader makes her Wake her own with her markings, and Peter O’Brien 

accepts the invitation to participate, and thereby fly past malice and ignorance, more fully than most. He 

blends notes with images: call it annostration, a manic yet patient hybrid of  annotation and illustration. 

If  the work of  English artist Tom Phillips, in his drawing and painting over the pages of  a forgotten 19th-

century novel to produce A Humument, is a kind of  digging into the text to find a new text buried within the 

other, O’Brien’s, which notably enacts no erasures ( Joyce’s words are still there to read), is a setting down of  

roots within the soil of  the Wake. His “illuminatured” (568) pages are thus a garden of  delights. 

~
Tim Conley is Professor and Graduate Program Director of  English Language and Literature at Brock 

University. He also teaches in the Comparative Literature and Arts graduate program. His books include 

Useless Joyce: Textural Functions, Cultural Appropriations (2017), The Encyclopedia of  Fictional and Fantastic 

Languages (co-written with Stephen Cain, 2006), and Joyces Mistakes: Problems of  Intention, Irony, and 

Interpretation (2003). Among other honours he held the James M. Flaherty Visiting Professorship, at Trinity 

College Dublin, in 2016. 





Marie Côté

In my early twenties, when Peter and I were at art school together, he introduced me to Finnegans Wake 

by reciting and reading parts of  it to me. He would also recite other writers, but Joyce seemed a particular 

fascination.

French is my first language and so not always did I understand the richness of  the words or what they meant. 

Their secrets and mysteries did not reveal themselves to me as much as their rhythms. I was listening, and 

Peter’s vocal intonation, inflection and cadence carried their musicality. Encountering for the first time Joyce’s 

words through the sound of  a voice is a privilege. He recited some passages so often that a few of  them have 

stuck with me. Inside me. Like music.

            A way a lone a last a loved a long the riverrun

            Tee the tootal of  the fluid hang the twoddle of  the fuddled, O! 

And they continue to resonate.

A while ago, he asked me to work on one of  these pages. Page 157. He said I could do whatever I want with 

it. I asked him for an X-Acto blade, and then carved the word 

 C L A Y B O O K

into the page.  

My cutting into the page rendered it unstable, but Peter created a new backing, to help stabilize what I had 

done. The painted blue backdrop he made highlights each of  my eight letters, which now respond and vibrate 

to his colourful words and marks. I consider the page a joint creation, an expression of  visual, collective music.

~
Marie Côté is a céramiste who lives and works in Montréal. She exhibits her work in solo and group shows, 

often collaborating with musicians. Her work is in the public and private collections of  the Musée d’art 

contemporain de Montréal, the collection Prêts d’oeuvre d’art du Musée national des beaux-arts du Québec 

and the Raphael Yu Foundation. She has received grants from the Conseil des arts et des lettres du Québec 

and from the Canada Council for the Arts.   





Congrong Dai

In Doctor Faustus Thomas Mann has his genius musician Adrian Leverkühn compose a musical tragedy while 

sacrificing himself. The work is described as music of  the universe, which carries the whole world and its 

history, by combining plentiful expressions in every note. This extraordinary work can only be described by 

Mann, because it does not exist. In the history of  art, the work of  the universe is in fact Finnegans Wake, 

which not only has every feature Mann lists, but more. The language of  Finnegans Wake is the language of  the 

universe. Here, the word is the world. 

Joyce was widely questioned and criticised as he was composing Finnegans Wake. Harriet Shaw Weaver and 

Ezra Pound, his financial and spiritual patrons, largely withdrew their support for his 17-year project. Joyce’s 

wife, Nora, who seldom interfered with his writing, tried to persuade him to make it easier for the average 

reader. At one point, Joyce felt so upset with this feedback that he was unable to write anything. But he stuck 

with it. When Finnegans Wake was published, he declared that nothing was worth writing any more. 

Why? Because the book is the universe itself, with both nature and human society condensed within its pages. 

Joyce’s universe is vividly presented, and Peter O’Brien’s artwork adds yet more illustrative and intellectual 

layers onto this rich, inclusive, varied, and variable “collideorscape” book. What language, what artwork, can 

be kaleidoscopic? Puns and ambiguous words are not enough. It needs to also combine the individual and 

society – and the past, the present, and the future. No existing language met this requirement, so Joyce had to 

create it himself. Compared to this language of  the universe, the criticism of  others pales. After this language, 

all other words are superfluous. This artwork by Peter O’Brien awakens in us a new visual sense of  Joyce’s 

universal accomplishment.

~
Congrong Dai is Professor of  Comparative Literature, Department of  Chinese Language and Literature, at 

Shanghai’s Fudan University, and Co-director of  the Confucius Institute for Scotland, University of  Edinburgh. 

She is the author of  Book of  Freedom: Reading Finnegans Wake and Form Experiments in James Joyce’s Texts, as 

well as more than 70 papers in Chinese and in English. She has translated five books, and her translation of  

Book I of  Finnegans Wake was awarded China’s Influential Book of  2012 Award. 

Chinese translation of  the opening lines of  page 126 of Finnegans Wake by Congrong Dai:
  





Lauren Dick

Peter O’Brien’s multi-year project LOTS OF FUN WITH FINNEGANS WAKE offers an opportunity to 

visually unite the written word and the canvas. While both are visual in nature, they have long been separated 

along a natural division of  language and art. Of  course, some visual artists use text in their work; however, 

O’Brien’s works make art out of  the text itself. On page 131 of  “The echo is where,” for example, he shapes 

the words to frame the elements, in this case a piece of  Lego. This draws (and draws) attention to the area 

and places emphasis on the various visual textures in the artwork.

In addition to conveying movement and imagery, and everything in between, O’Brien trades in brush strokes 

for letters: rather than using a paintbrush to fill his canvas, he uses words and text to paint. Through this 

creative design, he opens another communication channel with his viewers. And if  they are unsure of  what he 

is trying to convey, they can simply read his work, although this is not always a horizontal, left-to-right exercise.

After editing a literary and art journal for more than three years, I have yet to see a similar juxtaposition of  

colours, images, movement, and words in one creative piece. O’Brien’s compilations propose a wonderful 

union of  art and text without compromising either’s integrity.

~
Lauren Dick is the Executive Editor of  Existere – Journal of  Arts & Literature and has volunteered with the 

journal for the past four years. She will graduate from York University in the Spring of  2019 with a Bachelor 

of  Honours in Professional Writing, and a Professional Certificate in Marketing. Lauren is currently pursuing 

avenues in editing, publishing, and content creation.  
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R. Bruce Elder

The language of Finnegans Wake embodies the common sense of  the electro-technical age. Peter O’Brien’s 

yoking of  the gestural to the aural in “The echo is where” highlights FW’s glyphic dimension. FW is not oral but 

multisensory, even synaesthetic. Its etyms collide with one another visually as much as aurally. It uses printed 

language as an information storage system: what it stores are mythemes (including those of  quantum science, 

electromagnetism, Euclidean geometry, and spherical trigonometry). It’s a compendium, Biblical in its fractal 

structure, with each nested book (recounted by characters from different eras or societies) evincing the same 

pattern (fall, exile/filth, transmutation into light; or, excremental loss of  vitality, the transmutation of  feces into 

gold, the body glorified) as the whole. 

What makes this literal compendium (paradoxically) an oral text is that it culminates with the “Archdruid 

Balkelly.” Bishop Berkeley proposed that our perceptions are veridical when, in experiencing, our mind is 

joined to God’s. As suggested by Joyce’s beloved Aeolian harp metaphor, early poetic consciousness had 

been controlled externally, by nature’s breath. With silent reading, language supposedly was internalized, 

arising within, even though what we read comes from an other (in reading, we generally repeat another’s 

mental processes). When the task of  thinking creatively is consigned to another, thought became increasingly 

abstract, colourless. Archdruid Balkelly represents a new vatic orality. His language connects individual 

intelligence to a divine, all-comprehending thought, a “seventh degree of  wisdom of  Entis-Onton he savvy 

inside true inwardness of  reality, the Ding hvad in idself  id est.” This thought is not drear and conceptual: “all 

objects (of  panepiwor) allside showed themselves in trues coloribus resplendent with sextuple gloria of  light” 

and retained “untisintus, inside them (obs of  epiwo).” (611) Inward and outward, past, present and future, 

oral and literal are dialectically fused. 

Language and thought are freed. History is not circular: it spirals heavenward.

~
R. Bruce Elder is a filmmaker: his films have been the subject of  retrospectives in Canada, the United States, 

France, Germany, Italy, South Korea, and Spain. He is a software developer: his work developing intelligent 

software tools for experimental media makers has been funded by the Canada Council for the Arts, the 

Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of  Canada, the Social Science and Humanities Research 

Council of  Canada, and Ryerson University. And he is a writer: his most recent book is Cubism and Futurism: 

Spiritual Machines and the Cinematic Effect (2018).





Robert Everett-Green

A few years ago, I showed Peter O’Brien my copy of  A Humument, an art book in which English artist Tom 

Phillips drew and painted over every page of  an obscure 1892 novel, A Human Document, by W. H. Mallock. 

A Humument leaves only isolated words from its source visible, and may have nudged Peter towards his more 

reverential graphic treatment of  James Joyce’s last novel. 

LOTS OF FUN WITH FINNEGANS WAKE is an act of  homage and communion that presents most of  

Joyce’s text intact. Peter’s engulfing marginalia include the explanatory features of  an annotated edition, but 

also makes free associations with other texts and with events in his own life. Sometimes Peter covers portions 

of  text with an image, forcing you to guess what riddle Joyce may have inscribed beneath it. He has asked 

others to make their own marks on specific pages according to their whim (my own small contribution is at 

the bottom of  page 162). 

Joyce himself  relied on the help of  others while writing Finnegans Wake, for example asking his step-grandson 

to write a précis of  Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn, which Joyce had never read, and to mark out phrases from 

it that might prove useful for his novel in progress. LOTS OF FUN WITH FINNEGANS WAKE mirrors the 

erudition and playfulness of  Joyce’s novel, and displays an intimidating work through the prism of  one reader’s 

thoughts and experiences.

~
Robert Everett-Green is a feature writer for The Globe and Mail. His novel In A Wide Country was published in 

2017, and his short fiction has won a National Magazine Award (Silver), and made the long list for the 2018 

CBC Short Story Prize. 





Finn Fordham

Squinted at briefly, in a cursory browse, most pages of  Joyce’s text resemble many pages of  literary fiction: 

dense rectangular blocks. There are some exceptions, but dialogue is rare, and the paragraphs can be 

forbiddingly long. Yet, with only a slightly closer look, this effect of  heaviness, in a little time, dissolves 

completely. Unfamiliar words, hybrid fusions, chimeras of  letters emerge. We have to look again, to check 

what we’re reading. The progressive to and fro of  eyes scanning text is interrupted, and the mind is puzzled. 

We look again, backtrack, retrace, re-mouth, respell the words, as when we learnt to read. We stop reading 

for plot and, to continue, must adapt to this labyrinth, this world of  involutions, deviations, diversions, 

and dead-ends. Hopping through the book at random seems to be licensed, as we seek the solid ground 

somewhere of  recognisable words, or new words that play recognisable games. We find wonder in finding the 

familiar rejigged, the “undishcovery of  americle.” (326)

In its detailed elaborations of  spiralling language, Finnegans Wake resembles the Book of  Kells with its 

illustrations of  spiralling elaborate details. And Joyce wanted to rediscover the profound purpose as 

communicated by the insular scribes: to captivate readers into amazement at the inexhaustible complexity of  

natural and human creation. The insular scribes used abstract forms to elaborate the Word and communicate 

its Spirit. The scribes were frequently possessed, so it’s thought, by a horror vacui – frightened of  leaving a 

space blank. Joyce needed only words, but struggled to leave the space of  his text alone. In glorious colour, 

Peter O’Brien here extends this principle and packs material into every spare space, allowing just a thin framing 

device to keep words distinct. This too is absorbing and full of  wonderful detail waiting to be found, and 

waiting, like a kaleidoscope – or “collideorscape” (143) – to be turned and turned and turned to again.  

~
Finn Fordam wrote his doctoral thesis in part about James Joyce’s daughter, Lucia. He is currently Professor in 

20th Century Literature at Royal Holloway, University of  London. He is the author of  Lots of  Fun at “Finnegans 

Wake”: Unravelling Universals (2007) and I do I undo I redo: the Textual Genesis of  Modernist Selves (2010). He 

co-edited and wrote the introduction for the Oxford World’s Classics edition of  Finnegans Wake (2012). 

He has presented his work at universities in Oxford, Dublin, Prague, Trieste, Belgrade, Beijing, St Andrews, 

Geneva, Curitiba, and Oslo.  





Tamar Gelashvili

Finnegans Wake, or “a simulacrum of  the machinery of  God’s creation,” 80 years after its publication, proves 

to be an “édition de ténèbres” read, alluded, interpreted, annotated, illustrated, translated, and examined with 

even more passion and enthusiasm than “the usylessly unreadable Blue Book of  Eccles,” because actually “the 

lingerous longerous book of  the dark” is nothing but a “finfin funfun,” open to interpretation, elucidation, 

exegesis, and “exagmination round his factification for incamination.”

“Now tell me, tell me, tell me then!” What has Peter O’Brien done?

After John Vernon Lord’s mysterious and absolutely fantastic 2014 illustrations for Finnegans Wake, the idea of  

encapsulating the book into pictures seems out of  the question. But this project, “The echo is where,” being a 

subtle symbiosis of  simplicity and difficulty, proves the contrary; moreover, the arduous work of  Peter O’Brien 

is even more mesmerizing than that of  Vernon Lord’s. 

In O’Brien’s case it is not mere illustrations of  Finnegans Wake, but an interaction of  the creator with the text, 

and a dialogue between them. O’Brien is using existing commentaries, as well as his own interpretations, his 

feelings, the events taking place just recently and “… by small pieces, individual marks and singular gestures 

gathered over a few years…” O’Brien builds “a bigger thing” and indeed “what a mnice old mness it all 

mnakes!”

“My media are my message …” writes O’Brien on page 143, and the message is not only to show the 

dialogism, polyphony and heteroglossia of  the protean text, but to prove that having lots of  fun at Finnegans 

Wake is actually quite possible.

~
Tamar Gelashvili is Assistant Professor, Ivane Javakhishvili Tbilisi State University, in Tbilisi, Georgia. She has 

published papers on references and allusions to Lewis Carroll, William Shakespeare, T. S. Eliot, and Irish 

mythology in Finnegans Wake. In 2017 she published her translation into Georgian of  Giacomo Joyce, by James 

Joyce, for which she also did the illustrations. 

Georgian translation of  the opening lines of  Giacomo Joyce by Tamar Gelashvili: 





Yaeli Greenblatt

Our personal copies of  Finnegans Wake bear the marks of  our history and relationship with the novel. The 

painstaking process of  reading through Joyce’s work takes a particular toll on the book. Many readers annotate 

as they read, adding translations, thoughts and sometimes drawings to the pages of  the text. In the familiar 

sight of  a Joycean’s copy of  the Wake, the text of  the novel is often obscured by the many handwritten 

annotations accumulated. Even those who treat their copy with reverence, refusing to ink the pages, will see 

the book transform through the years: the yellow paper leaves detach from the binding, the cover fades and 

wrinkles. 

Peter O’Brien places the material traces of  reading at the heart of  his project LOTS OF FUN WITH 

FINNEGANS WAKE. Each page becomes a colorful landscape of  drawn reactions to the text, an amplified 

image of  an annotated novel. By treating every page of  the Wake as a canvas, O’Brien helps us see the 

text. The words and punctuation marks on page 133 appear each in its own rainbow color, reversing our 

expectation of  black text and colorful notes. This page demonstrates that every word of  Joyce’s novel is 

potentially an image, displaying the text as texture. Without the syntactical linear sequence readers are 

accustomed to, we are free to follow O’Brien in discovering new networks of  meaning on the page. On page 

164, a series of  words that start with gold and end with yellow are encircled by a thin mustard colored line, 

forming a bold diagonal across the page that deals with “Sweet Margareen.” Repetitions (“not” on page 139), 

or alliterative words (on page 146) are grouped together through similar colors or shapes. Connecting these 

elements graphically teaches us a new approach to reading, or rather perceiving the Wake. 

Visual disruptions of  the text are already encoded into the very fabric of  the Wake through Joyce’s language 

games, footnotes and doodles. These moments invite the reader to actively engage with the book, and 

maintain the pages of  the Wake as an open field for visual play. 

~
Yaeli Greenblatt is a graduate student and teacher at the Hebrew University of  Jerusalem. She has a particular 

interest in the materiality of  the Joycean image, and works on visual art inspired by Finnegans Wake.





Michael Groden

That striking swath of  blue, purple, maroon, and orange near the top of  the first page of  “The echo is where”: 

maybe it’s a river, the Liffey that bisects Dublin, widens as it empties out into the Irish Sea, and is as central 

to Finnegans Wake as to its city. The book’s main female figure, Anna Livia Plurabelle, is also Anna Liffey, as 

the river is often called. Another chapter than the one illustrated here idiosyncratically traces the Liffey’s 

movement from its source in Ireland’s Wicklow Mountains to its mouth at Dublin Bay. 

The Wake’s famous opening word – “riverrun” – is uncapitalized because it loops back to complete a sentence 

including the words – “a long the” – the book’s last. Nearly half  of  the final page of  “The echo is where” is a 

river- or ocean-like mass of  colors resembling those on the first page. In homage to the Wake, the last page’s 

truncated phrase “et cet” finds its completion in the first page’s “era.”

“riverrun” is followed by “from . . . to . . .” which suggests movement in a straight line. The river, however, 

flows “from swerve of  shore to bend of  bay” as it meanders, twists, turns, curves. In Joyce’s wonderful 

coinage, the straight line becomes a “strayedline,” an apt neologism for the path taken not only by the river 

but, crucially, also by us as readers. We can read the Wake, and appreciate this project, only if  we let ourselves 

meander, wander off, get lost, loop around, allow chance to intervene, and make mistakes, straying as we let 

ourselves enjoy the “lots of  fun at Finnegan’s wake” in the refrain of  the song that lies behind the book’s title. 

~
Michael Groden is Distinguished University Professor Emeritus at Western University. His books include 

“Ulysses” in Progress (1977), “Ulysses” in Focus: Genetic, Textual, and Personal Views (2010), and The Necessary 

Fiction: Life with James Joyce’s “Ulysses” (forthcoming from Edward Everett Root). He is the general editor of  

The James Joyce Archive (63 volumes, 1977-79), a seminal text of  Joyce scholarship. On June 16, 2004, the 

100th anniversary of  Bloomsday, Michael was awarded an honorary D.Litt. by University College Dublin, 

Joyce’s university. 





LeeAnn Janissen

Dear Uncle Peter,

I had never encountered Joyce until I met you. I have to say that the work is very unsettling for me, to the 

point of  unpleasantness. I respond to Joyce the same way I respond to jazz: Just play the damn song!

I have spent my life seeking order, structure, and coherence. Consider waves. When Joyce mentions waves, 

“For the joy of  the dew on the flower of  the fleets on the fields of  the foam of  the waves of  the seas of  the 

wild main from Borneholm has jest come to crown” (331), he does so lyrically and metaphorically. When I 

think of  waves, I consider them concentrically: I know they are constrained by the equations of  fluid dynamics 

and thermodynamics. I know that the waves are caused by tidal forces of  the moon orbiting around us, and 

those forces are described and governed by gravity which links an individual wavelet to the formation of  stars 

and the motion of  galaxies. Only when anchored in this coherence is there any solace or sense of  purpose. All 

else is formless cacophony, unknowable and menacing.

Now, I know what you’ll say: But LeeAnn, this is reality! Finnegans Wake is the vacuum state from which all 

matter, energy and spacetime itself  are created via quantum fluctuations. Finnegans Wake is the effervescent 

expression of  the substrate from which all language and all stories emerge. Any patterns or structure to be 

found reveal as much about the reader’s mind as they do about the author’s. It is what is. 

To which I reply: Stop! I don’t like it!

But I love your paintings and the colourful swirling text! You are so creative!

Your niece,

LeeAnn

~
LeeAnn Janissen trained as a particle physicist in Canada and at CERN in Geneva. After obtaining her PhD 

she pursued a career in the capital markets, developing exotic derivatives. She now divides her time between 

her ceramic art practice and her role as Managing Director of  Research at a hedge fund, where she designs 

and incubates new investment strategies. In 2014 she participated in a group exhibition at the Ontario Science 

Centre, “Occam’s Razor: Art, Science & Aesthetics.” She was adopted as an infant and met Peter O’Brien for 

the first time in 2016 after reuniting with her birth family.





Betty Ann Jordan

From the Latin word for “sewer,” the cloaca in invertebrates is a common chamber and outlet into which the 

intestinal, urinary, and genital tracts open. The “cloacal kiss” occurs when male and female creatures touch 

cloacae in order to transfer sperm. Human mammals do not have a cloaca, but for birds (for example) it is the 

only “out-door.”

Finnegans Wake is a flood of  allusive but garbled utterances jettisoned by a consciousness in the process 

of  abandoning the ship. Digestive enzymes and bacteria are having their way with Joyce’s words, which are 

breaking down and eliding as they evacuate via his multipurpose cloaca. Extending the analogy, Peter O’Brien’s 

dazzling book-work “The echo is where” is the product of  many a “cloacal kiss,” as he rubs his own words 

and images up against Joyce’s ponderous corpus. This may sound over-heated and weirdly sexual, but so is 

Finnegans Wake.

Part homage, part autopsy, “The echo is where” sees O’Brien interpolating his own researches and 

ruminations into the pages of  Joyce’s monumental literary folly. In so doing, O’Brien slows down the reader’s 

headlong careen through the Joycean tract, giving us time to rubberneck. The most striking of  O’Brien’s 

graphic interventions are the visceral, blue- and red-painted channels that sluice through the printed pages 

like medical shunts removing dangerous levels of  fluid. In concert with O’Brien’s enigmatic but eye-catching 

motifs and rainbow-coloured meanders, such illuminations take the pressure off of  the gnarlier words and 

phrases in the generative text. Like an undertaker who applies makeup to a corpse, O’Brien’s multi-coloured 

embellishments lend the illusion of  vitality to a moribund work. Two for “The echo,” nought for the Wake.

 ~
Betty Ann Jordan is a Toronto-based arts commentator and cultural tour maven. She was an editor at 

Canadian Art and currently gives seminars through Classical Pursuits (on clothes, Memoirs of  Hadrian, Peter 

Schjeldahl). She thinks that if  Finnegans Wake had been a relatively long poem instead of  a thick-as-a-brick 

book, things might have worked out better. 





William Krehm

“… oh … ah … yes …” These are the smiling words of  Bill Krehm, 105, as I showed him pages from this 

project. I’ve known Bill for about eight years. I talked with him at the Toronto General Hospital at the end of  

December 2018 – he was there with a touch of  pneumonia. 

In 1937 Bill drank coffee and talked with George Orwell in the cafes of  Barcelona, and in 1940 he stood 

guard over the corpse of  Leon Trotsky at his funeral. Trotsky’s secretary had asked Bill, a strapping Trotskyite 

who had recently moved to Mexico City, to take on the task, fearing that even thought Trotsky had been 

dispatched, someone might still try to defile the body. In Cahiers Léon Trotsky, Charles Andrew Orr writes: 

“Bill Krehm était un intellectuel qui adorait James Joyce. Il essayait d’apprendre l’espagnol, mais, trop 

perfectionniste, n’osait sortir un mot dans cette langue avant d’en avoir maîtrisé la grammaire.” It’s not 

surprising that Bill wanted to learn the grammar first. I asked him about his languages and he mentioned 

Catalan, French, German, Latin, Spanish, Yiddish … “and I speak Italian, and have a bit of  Chinese.” 

Bill crunched on ice as we talked about Joyce: “… you will have your preferences and I will have my 

preferences – then we will compare our preferences, and if  they are not the same, well, what the hell! … we 

release what we are engaged in … inspired … you will adapt to what we’re doing … northern France has 

always been more democratic than southern France … a jumble of  languages … we can do this …”

A young nurse, Jessica, came by to give Bill a full-body sponge bath. She asked what his secret was for such a 

long life. “I ain’t got none,” he said with a wink. Bill left the hospital two days later to get back to the books and 

music that were waiting for him at home.

~
William Krehm was born in Toronto on 24 November 1913. He attended the University of  Toronto, 

quit when he ran out of  money, and then moved to New York City. The stock market crash of  1929 had 

convinced him of  the merits of  Marxism and then Trotskyism. He joined the Partido Obrero de Unificación 

Marxista (POUM) as a propagandist during the Spanish Civil War, and was in the same unit as George Orwell. 

Bill has written books in Spanish and English, and in the 1980s he co-founded the Committee on Monetary and 

Economic Reform.  





Barbara Leckie

I first began not reading Finnegans Wake in Montreal in the early 1980s. My fellow classmate at McGill, Peter 

O’Brien, had many copies of  Joyce’s works and invited me to see them. O’Brien (I never called him “Peter”) 

was appalled that I had not yet read Finnegans Wake. He began reading aloud. I asked him to stop. I looked at 

the book myself  and saw it resembled Molly’s monologue – the only section of  Ulysses that I hadn’t liked – 

only longer. I read a few sentences, dismissed the book, and thus began my extended history of  not reading 

Finnegans Wake.

At Berkeley, doing my postdoc on Joyce and censorship, Finnegans Wake was harder to avoid. I told my friends 

that it arrived pre-censored: it was unreadable. In any case, I didn’t need to read it for my project, although 

I would often uneasily read the spine of  it on my bookshelf. Over many moves the book migrated to a 

basement bookshelf, and then to the second row (behind the visible books).

Years passed. I received an email from O’Brien with pages from this artwork. It was like the annotations of  

Stuart Gilbert and Don Gifford / Robert Seidman to Ulysses but in an exuberant visual code at once legible 

and fascinatingly evocative. I began reading O’Brien’s idiosyncratic annotations to learn more about him, 

hoping to stumble on secrets otherwise unknown (those who know O’Brien see many known weirdnesses: 

unhidden, flaunted, embraced). I read the printed and coloured O’Brien markings. Joyce’s words, I thought, got 

in the way. Then I realized something. What I think of  as OBriens Finnegans Wake was bringing Joyce’s words to 

life in all their messy and frustrating materiality: it did not let its reader forget that words always involve sound, 

appearance, colour, and something dynamic that the linear movement of  the page elides. Sentences form 

tributaries and eddies, pools and cascades, that the printed page straightens and contains. For me, O’Brien’s 

interpretation became a moving ecology of  sound and art: we rear, we plant, we melt, we mind, we care, we 

read exactly where the echo echoes. We learn to read, that is, exactly where and when reading fails us.

I am still not reading Finnegans Wake but I am not reading it with a better understanding of  what not reading 

means. And, for now, the book is sitting on a shelf  in my study where I can see it. 

~
Barbara Leckie is Professor in the Department of  English and the Institute for the Comparative Study of  

Literature, Art, and Culture at Carleton University, Ottawa. She is the author of  Open Houses: Poverty, the 

Architectural Idea, and the Novel in Nineteenth-Century Britain (2018) and the co-editor, with Janice Schroeder, 

of  Henry Mayhew’s London Labour and the London Poor (2019). She is also the founder and coordinator of  the 

Carleton Climate Commons.





Elizabeth Legge

“The echo is where in the back of  the wodes; callhim forth!”

1. Ovid’s story: Jupiter’s jealous wife Juno curses the garrulous nymph Echo, dooming her to repeat only the 

last spoken words of  others.

When the gorgeous hunter Narcissus, lost in the woods, called out, “Is anyone here?” Echo could only answer, 

“Is anyone here?”

Then Narcissus: “Come here!”

Echo: “Here!”

She longingly flung herself  upon him, but Narcissus spurned her. He could only love his own beautiful 

reflection in a pool of  water. He desired himself  in vain. and Echo desired him in vain. Both of  them wasted 

away to a reflection.

2. Longus’s version of  the story: Echo was a mortal who danced and sang with the nymphs. 

She would not give herself  to any man, so, annoyed, the god Pan caused men to take revenge. They tore her 

body to little singing shreds.

3. Alexandre Kojève, the interwar philosopher who influenced almost every subsequent French intellectual, 

thought about Hegel’s Phenomenology of  Spirit. 

He wondered: What separates human self-consciousness from animal consciousness?

Answer: The desire for a desiring other. (Well, that, and engaging in negating work in nature.

The philosopher must turn wood into a table, and then turn the wood and the table into words.)

Little hollow Echo is the very personification of  the desire for a desire.

4. Echo wastes away to bone, and then bone to rocks. The ohfulness of  os.

Echo mourns. The word Echo ends with the little round mouth o.

Her name harbours the o of  Joyce’s name. And Ovid’s. And Longus’s. And Kojève’s. And O’Brien’s.

It is found in the word and the wood.

~
Elizabeth Legge is an associate professor of  History of  Art at the University of  Toronto. She writes on Dada, 

Surrealism, and contemporary art, and has written books on the artists Max Ernst and Michael Snow. Most 

recently she has written book chapters on cuteness and on boredom.  





Garry Leonard

There is a sense in which the printed words constituting Finnegans Wake have always seemed a bit confined to 

the page – more by necessity and for the traditional sense, of  course, that they are on the page because that 

is where printed words belong. Or is it that the white borders of  the page are not really “borders” at all – that 

the borders barely contain the words because they are not, strictly speaking, words at all? Or, even when they 

are words, they are in no way chained one to the other. They dance, they glimmer, they constellate, they echo 

– but the echo is where? In “the back of  wodes,” Joyce tells us. Yes. At the back of  the apparent clarity of  a 

word, deep in the woods of  its own making, lies the echo. 

And yet the echo never lies, and Peter O’Brien has brought the woods “in the back” to the words in the front, 

and done so with such stunning and constantly shifting ingenuity that even as we are forced to ask “words have 

a front?” we see that they do, and that, in the backwoods of  the Wake, where the echo is, there is a teasing 

text barely audible behind the ceaseless clamour of  the noisy words. 

O’Brien’s sinuous and insinuating text babbles like a brook, flows like a stream, trickles and pools like 

something spilled and sticky. Proud trees, weeping willows; vines that might seem invidious as an outgrowth 

upon the text, through O’Brien’s twining, give us a twang of  longing to be where the echo is … which can hint 

and haunt but never inhabit.

 ~
Garry Leonard is a member of  the English Department, an adjunct to the Comparative Literature 

Department, and a member of  the faculty of  the Innis Graduate School in Cinema at the University of  

Toronto. His books include Advertising and Commodity Culture in Joyce (1998) and Reading Dubliners Again: A 

Lacanian Perspective (1993). He is currently writing a book on Hollywood cinematic genres and modernity in 

Joyce.





Christa-Maria Lerm Hayes

Peter O’Brien elaborates on and questions Finnegans Wake as an “unreadable” book and calls it “communist” 

(in his Art / Research International article, September 2018, Volume 3, Issue 2). He is right – and he does 

something about it: he puts into practice a counter strategy. If  the book is unreadable, it may be “writeable.” 

I’d like to argue – in true Wakean style, creating a mere ambiguity about spelling – that this makes it a 

commonist book.  

John Cage created works that he called Writing Through Finnegans Wake. The search for the letters of  Joyce’s 

name propelled him through the work. He needed that aide apparently, in order to search the book for cities 

from which the composer would collect sounds to assemble into Roaratorio: An Irish Circus on Finnegans Wake 

(1976/79). Annotating the Wake appears as a similar tool: between art and scholarship. Clinton Cahill has over 

many years maintained such a practice. 

Others have well-thumbed copies, which they take to weekly reading groups – where again one may 

encounter artists: the Zurich Joyce Foundation’s Wake Reading Group has had Lawrence Lee and, latterly, 

Dora García as documentarians. The step that Peter O’Brien takes is logical: if  Cage and Cahill substitute 

the group-based effort for which Finnegans Wake calls, by “writing through,” then O’Brien gathers pages and 

assembles such a group notionally, through his exhibitions and website. 

Some of  the collaborators have highlighted their own sentences, made up of  Joyce’s words. Tom Phillips 

works like that, but not just on Joyce’s pages. Tommaso Spazzini Villa is soliciting a group similar to O’Brien’s 

to traverse pages of  Ulysses. 

Gathering may be complemented by dispersing. Brian O’Doherty wrote words from the Wake on the sides 

of  cubes. With In the Wake (of ) …, 1963, one could play: re-writing Joyce, “turning his own strategies against 

him” (O’Doherty) and involving others as co-conspirators. 

The Wake in art is a language commons.

~
German-Irish art historian Christa-Maria Lerm Hayes is Professor of  Modern and Contemporary Art History 

at the University of  Amsterdam. She has curated exhibitions in Ireland, South Korea, Russia, France, and the 

Netherlands. Her books include Brian O’Doherty/Patrick Ireland: Word, Image and Institutional Critique (2017), 

Post-War Germany and “Objective Chance”: W. G. Sebald, Joseph Beuys and Tacita Dean (2011), and Joyce in Art 

(2004). 





Damon Limeback

Peter’s ambitious project, to adorn Joyce’s ineffable work with his own reflections, asks us to examine the 

recursive nature of  experience. Finnegans Wake is so dense and referential, so embedded with entangled 

feedback and festooned with novelties, it’s said to be akin to a memetic seed, a holographic imprint of  Joyce’s 

very consciousness. How does one even begin to crack something that’s so obtuse it reflects you to yourself  

as you try to make sense of  it? Even Sherlock Holmes might need another Sir Arthur’s pint. Intuition suggests 

that the book would likely be one of  the toughest texts to ever be understood by machine superintelligence. 

Quantum mechanics, whose terminology borrows from Finnegans Wake (and the principles of  which this 

machine might rely on), tells us that Peter’s effort doesn’t just exist in the wake of  the Wake; it’s now part of  

the phenomenon, a new fractal layer. Since Quantum AI can only exist in a universe that already has Finnegans 

Wake, we needn’t worry about Roko’s Basilisk – some future singular all-seeing eye that, lacking parallax, 

punishes us retroactively, or tortures our doppelgangers – because Joyce, like Osiris and Odin, has cast his 

mind’s eye on the waters for us. It peers back into us from his words not with the stink-eye of  vengeance, 

but with a wink. This gives us hope that the kind of  human creation a bootstrapping machine might struggle 

most to decipher has, in its essence, a sense of  the playful. (Dumb AI, on the leash of  humans with no sense 

of  fun, remains a concern.) Joyce somehow preserved his good nature as he suffered through endless medical 

problems with his own eyes, giving him ample time and little choice but to spelunk through his inner world. 

“Shut your eyes and see,” he wrote in Ulysses. He was able to reconcile in his own way the bicameral mind, 

reminding us that we are all double-slit experiments in progress: the same photon cannot enter both of  our 

eyes simultaneously, and the two hemispheres of  our brains see the universe rather differently. Finnegans 

Wake baffles us with strange charm because Joyce was able to access realms that most of  us only encounter in 

dreams. To read it, or to view Peter’s renderings, prompts us to do the same.

The echo is where? One would imagine where it is heard. Hats off to you, Peter, for undertaking this 

monumental task, and delightfully riffing on and compounding an already unplumbable enigma.

~
Damon Limeback is a bumbling autodidact from Toronto who enjoys making loop-based music and repairing 

obsolete electronics (he once built a preamplifier with the same thermionic valves used in Bletchley Park’s 

Colossus). He makes a fine margarita, and when following current affairs and people’s opinions of  them gets 

too tiresome, he likes listening to archaic genomics lectures. 





Sangam MacDuff

Echoland! 

The echo is where? 

E’erawhere in this whorl o’ the Wake, echoes within, reechoable. 

One hath just been areading, hath not one of  The O’Brien, one Petrus o’briertree echoating in and through 

the book of  Doublends Jined. 

With whirligig glorioles all the charictures in the drame go doublin their mumper all the time as ambidual 

reflections are prerepeated and proteiform scripture ambiembellishes the chaosmos of  Alle. 

So? 

What do you no? 

Answer: Semus Sumus. 

The same told of  all. 

O be joyfold! 

Lots of  Fun with Finnegans Wake! 

Leave the letter that never begins to go find the latter that ever comes to end

~
Sangam MacDuff is conducting postdoctoral research on logic and modern literature (including the 

“parapolylogic” of  the Wake!) at Royal Holloway, University of  London. He caught the Joyce bug about twenty 

years ago and has never quite recovered, writing Joyce-inspired stories, a doctoral thesis on Joyce, a number 

of  essays on Joyce and modernism, and a book on Joyce’s epiphanies, forthcoming in the Florida James Joyce 

Series.





Sarat Maharaj

Is the word-image rub-up in Finnegans Wake and with the magma flows of  letter and daub across Peter 

O’Brien’s pages a mutual mirroring akin to “Ut pictura poesis”? Or is the relationship rivalrous, each a 

standalone domain, each holed up in its own lair, as Clement Greenberg put it in “Towards a New Laocoon” 

around the time FW was wrapped up? “Guten[burg]morg” (page 20) hailed the new word-image dawn as a 

primal murderous tussle: “Television kills telephony in brothers’ broil. Our eyes demand their turn. Let them 

be seen!” (52) The near future “wireless age” (489) might see the tele-visual rule the roost. But with the “Wi-

Fi era” to come something more than vying for top dog status seems afoot — the deterritorialising of  the 

separate domains of  sound-speech-sight. As their boundaries unravel, erode, they meld. 

 

A clue to the core of  this coalescence lies in Joyce’s cheeky homage matched by Duchamp’s deadpan 

nod to the century’s Trinity of  Great Minds: Einstein/“Eyeinstye”/“Winestain,” Poincaré/“Pointcarried” 

and Bergson/“Bitchson” (305, 149, 304, 149). Both tackle Bergson’s view that the “cinematographical” – 

“sillymottocraft” (623) – fails to give a true sense of  the passage of  time, movement, 4D, duration. Rather, it 

splices film shots and clips much like sentences, grammar, and syntax structure carve up and freeze-frame the 

fluidities of  experience and reality. Against the standstiff  linear, immersion in the “streamsbecoming” (597) 

or Duchamp’s “cinematic blossoming” sees us adrift in all-over visual-verbal swells and eddies, sonic spume, 

semantic overflow. 

At the coalescence core, in the “collideorscape” (143)/Hadron Collider is the “abnihilation of  the etym” 

(353)/atom. Just as elementary particles and “quarks” (383) are split/smashed in nuclear fission/fusion into 

sub-atomic “mulicules” (353) so fundamental granules of  meaning into semantic smithereens. This is not digital 

liquidity ready to be configured into legible word-image. It is malleable raw data that mutates into retinal-

lingual pattern. Atomic/etymonic/edenic particles: primeval pixel soup of  the new morrow eGutenberg that 

is game to morph and “echo” (126) into any shape whatever.

~
Sarat Maharaj was born in Durban, South Africa. He is Professor of  Visual Arts and Knowledge Systems 

at Malmö Art Academy, Lund University, Sweden. Previously he was Professor of  Art and Art Theory at 

Goldsmiths College, London. His curatorial projects have been exhibited at the São Paulo Biennale, the 

Guangzhou Triennial, Documenta (Kassel), and at Haus der Kulturen der Welt (Berlin). He lives in London and 

Lund, and is a member of  the advisory board of  Third Text: Critical Perspectives on Contemporary Art and Culture. 





Harry Malcolmson

I’ve decided to make a few marks around and near the central mark, which some might see as an eye, or 

a volcano, or a cloud, or an island, but are in fact monoprints of  Rita’s breast. (Pages 567, 568, 569 – all of  

which not, biologically speaking, included here.) Originals in acrylic. 

(And at the end of  February 2017, in Toronto, I try to keep pressing on and forward to page 628.) 

I recently bought a couple of  dictionaries and I’m waiting for delivery. I cannot imagine that “glove” is not a 

slang word for condom. 

By Hercules! 

Rip Van Winkle slept under the Catskill Mountains. (I have played golf  in Guelph but I did not bet on the 

game.) 

... and what precisely is an alphabet … 

I don’t recall Dante making any reference to golf. Maybe the Ghibellines?

I’ve laughed out loud several times: penis and Pontifex Maximus and puny farting solitaires. Abraham Bradley 

King, Lord Mayor of  Dublin, presented keys to the city to George IV and was knighted, on the spot. 

~
Harry Malcolmson undertook World Bank assignments to seven Islamic countries, the People’s Republic of  

China, Korea, and Sri Lanka. He has been collecting and writing about art for decades, including in The Toronto 

Star and Maclean’s. In 2013, the Art Gallery of  Ontario acquired, through the generosity of  Harry and Ann, 

the Malcolmson Collection: 268 vintage photographic works by 110 significant 19th- and 20th-century artists, 

including Eugène Atget, Julia Margaret Cameron, Edward Weston, and Man Ray. 





Margot Norris

“The echo is where” is challenging, isn’t it? I began by looking at page after page and then saw a handwritten 

capitalized word – “Cattermole.” Hmm. Meant nothing, but it was a start. The next step was to look it up in 

Clive Hart’s 1963 A Concordance to Finnegans Wake, and there it was, capitalized, along with a page and line 

number, 129.04. Yay! Now on to Finnegans Wake and there on page 129, line 4, were the words “Cattermole 

Hill.” Yay! So now I went back to the computer to check if  the “Hill” followed “Cattermole,” and this time I 

couldn’t find the page or the word any longer, and still have not found it. But even this one small experience 

convinced me that the amazing, incredible, multitudinous, handwritten words, in colors, and at slants, here 

there and everywhere in Peter O’Brien’s work of  art are indeed mostly words from Joyce’s Finnegans Wake 

(and others, it seems, particular to him that he’s chosen to introduce and insert).

If  I were younger I’d probably spend the next couple of  months looking up words and tracking them, trying to 

come up with a thesis of  some sort about the logic and strategies behind this work. But, of  course, then I’d be 

missing its gift, its wonder, its charm, the colors and shapes of  the lines and drawing and arrangements, and the 

fact that unlike our magical Finnegans Wake, this project is visual, it appeals to our eyes with its unconventional 

and strange and funny and intriguing appearance. And the labor and skill and imagination that went into taking 

the words of  the Wake and transforming them into something so wildly and beautifully new gives it a more 

intense depth than I’ve seen in any other painting or visual art. What more can I say, except thank you, Peter 

O’Brien, for this treasure.

~
Margot Norris is a Chancellor’s Professor Emerita who taught modern literature and courses on James Joyce 

at the University of  California, Irvine, until her retirement in 2011. Her publications include The Decentered 

Universe of  “Finnegans Wake” (1976), Joyce’s Web: The Social Unraveling of  Modernism (1992), Suspicious 

Readings of  “Dubliners” (2003), Virgin and Veteran Readings of  “Ulysses” (2011), and The Value of  James Joyce 

(2016). 





Siobhan O’Connell

As the daughter of  the father who made this, I know that some of  my thoughts, movements, words, mutters, 

and ideas (and some of  our shared metaphorical blood) are placed upon or woven into these pages and this 

project. Sometimes he has told me he used them, but he keeps some things secret, even to himself. 

Other people will see themselves in these pages. I think that anyone looking at this project will feel a 

connection to it, some sense of  intimacy.

Knowing that there are a seemingly infinite number of  words and influences throughout these pages makes 

digesting it in its entirely almost impossible. Maybe that is the point: to dive into it, swim with it, noticing new 

things each time, while simultaneously knowing you can never observe and absorb it all. 

Copies of  three of  the pages of  “The echo is where” are pinned to the wall of  my Montreal apartment. 

Anyone new who looks at them sees them from afar, and processes them as you would most art: in its 

entirety, and through the images and colours that stick out the most. Yet with each step closer you notice new 

words, scribbles, languages, and materials. Just a minute ago I tested this theory on myself, and noticed a tiny 

drawing of  an eye I had never seen before, the phrase “the echo is where” in two new places, and a colour 

which I don’t actually know the name of. Funny that after months, I had yet to notice these. Perhaps there will 

be new sightings in the months to come.

~
Siobhan O’Connell graduated in 2018 from McGill University with a degree in Sociology and Math. She spent 

a semester of  her third year at Charles University, Prague. A paper she wrote about the associations between 

aspirations during adolescence and future success was recently published in the International Sociological 

Association e-symposium. She plans on going to graduate school in 2020 to study criminal justice policy. For 

now she enjoys living in Montreal and working as a research assistant.





Akram Pedramnia

Peter O’Brien’s project, LOTS OF FUN WITH FINNEGANS WAKE, is a process of  transmediation that 

connects the lexical items of  Finnegans Wake with his visual images. It is evocative of  the traditional Persian art 

of  illuminated manuscripts in miniature painting and metalwork, which arranges visual images within poetry 

or prose. Literary works such as Abu ’l-Qasim Ferdowsi Tusi’s epics and Sa‘di Shirazi’s poetry are favoured 

subjects for miniature artists, who memorialize the historical anecdotes and proverbs in illustrations. Literary 

themes and lyrical compositions serve as inspiration for the arrangement of  the visual images. 

Similar to the visual-textual relationship in O’Brien’s project, the uses of  text in Persian manuscript painting 

are also significant in framing the space in which the visual items are arranged. Columns of  text largely pre-

determine limitations in spacing, they arrange the grid layouts, and they reinforce design angles of  architectural 

items and isometrical perspective of  the images. In the Persian miniatures from the Shahnameh, for example, 

the vertical and diagonal divisions of  text operate in harmony with parallel lines in ceilings and walls. The 

process of  translating the manuscript into pictorial compositions offers the artist’s textual insights and critical 

perspectives on the book. 

In drawing out key moments in traditional epics, illuminated manuscripts use multiple layers of  figures and 

landscapes overlapping selected text. Similarly, O’Brien’s illustrative interpretations highlight and draw out 

Joyce’s idiosyncratic and multilayered words. LOTS OF FUN WITH FINNEGANS WAKE exhibits a vivid 

profile of  the linguistic images in Finnegans Wake. The artist’s work offers us new visual methods of  engaging 

with Joyce’s text. 

~
Akram Pedramnia is an Iranian-Canadian writer and translator. She translated Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita into 

Persian, and is currently translating James Joyce’s Ulysses. She has also written four novels in Persian. Her 

works challenge a system of  imposed censorship, and have been disseminated in the Iranian underground 

market. She has also translated works by F. Scott Fitzgerald, Colm Tóibín, E. L. Doctorow, Joan London, 

Noam Chomsky, Richard B. Wright, and Naomi Klein. 

Persian translation of  the opening lines of  Joyce’s Ulysses by Akram Pedramnia:





Peter Quadrino

The only pristine pages in a copy of  Finnegans Wake are those that have not yet been read. To read a page is 

to jot the echoes of  Joyce’s polyglot puns in the margins, to mark the HCEs and ALPs littered throughout, to 

color the recurring seven colors of  the rainbow, to etch the “sigla” of  the main characters, and to notate some 

of  the historical, mythological, geographical, scientific, and linguistic data found therein. The Wake is a living 

text, a membrane with the most minuscule components of  its DNA, its letters, configured to possess the 

potentials of  life: to grow and branch out, to connect and communicate. The potent energy of  the text springs 

and sprouts whenever the reader interacts with it – read aloud or viewed on the page. Every element links 

with other parts and patterns of  the text, forming a living system of  meaning and coincidence. 

Peter O’Brien’s mosaics of  annotations and illustrative etchings beautifully embody the book’s aliveness, the 

colorfully patterned worlds bursting out of  its words, what the Wake calls “whirlworlds.” (17)

O’Brien illuminates the text in every sense of  the word: the black and white “blotch and void” (229) pages 

of  text are lit up with color; the words are ornamented, arabesqued like an illuminated manuscript; and the 

densely allusive material is detailed in O’Brien’s sweeping scribbles. Page 568 nicely describes this effort: “he 

shall aidress to His Serenemost by a speechreading from his miniated vellum, […] that illuminatured one, 

Papyroy of  Pepinregn.” O’Brien’s illustrative “aidress” aids the text by dressing up the page like a “miniated 

vellum” – the decorated calfskin page of  an illuminated manuscript. And “that “illuminatured one, Papyro of  

Pepinregn” is Peter O’Brien himself, his papyrus papers showing forth the living nature of  Finnegans Wake.

~
Peter Quadrino lives in Austin, Texas, where he writes the “Finnegans, Wake!” blog and runs the Finnegans 

Wake Reading Group of  Austin. Not a sanctioned academic or official scholar, he has a passionate curiosity 

and an addictive reading / writing habit. He has given papers at various international James Joyce conferences 

and symposia.





Reichart Rita M.

BLAB

Playing with insanity, morning, noon, and night, and having fun with it? What’s that all about? 

I’m starting to have fun with it too. It’s coming nicely together. 

Sometimes getting first glimpses of  the abyss, barbarity + bodily fluids, chaos, decoding + deciphering, elegant 

entries, ferocity of  finding, grit + glitter, highlighting humours and words and passages … shall I go on?

The passion and endurance and affection that’s going into this work is awe-fully inspiring. Careful what you 

say: it might end up as a passage inside this work. 

(I know first voice, and first hand, about it, and left my foot stamp of  approval on it.)

Für mich, hat es Hand und Fuß!

DONE

~
Rita Reichart was born in the Kingdom of  Bavaria and grew up on a small dairy farm near the town of  

Lechbruck am See. She has travelled widely, lived in Europe, North America, and Asia, and now resides 

in Toronto. She has been a nanny and personal assistant on four continents to people ranging in age from 

newborns to centenarians. 





Bob Shantz

I wake, and tell Alison my dream. She listens and is taken into her dream, and needs to tell me about it. 

I read Finnegans Wake and make no sense of  it, but am reminded of  my own dreams. And the truth they tell 

about me. 

In my dreams, as in Finnegans Wake, there’s always a dominant feature: a river, or a city, or trees, or a pair of  

pants that may or may not be missing. 

On one of  these pages, 151, Peter has made use of  two trees side-by-side at my cottage. I didn’t know that 

he had taken photographs of  the trees, and had then painted them into his word-saturated project, but there 

they are: two colourful brackets on the page. Dreams and history coming out of  the earth. 

The native elders say, “I’ll tell you a story. Now, none of  it happened, but it’s all true.” 

Dreams and stories are much the same.

~
Bob Shantz was born in a city and moved to a farm with beautiful trees when he was four years old. He 

moved back to the city and remembers the trees, but loves the life on the sidewalks. He is married with 

children and grandchildren, somewhat like Abraham. He wrote the words for the book Windows on Our 

Souls: A Spiritual Excavation (2007). Along the way he became a Lutheran pastor, campus chaplain and, in his 

retirement, a spiritual director. 





Jim Shedden

An act of  youthful naiveté, 

chutzpah, machismo, pretention, 

and genuine love for literary 

complexity. We were inspired by 

those under the spell of  the Wake: 

John Cage, Marshall McLuhan, 

Gerald O’Grady, Anthony Burgess, 

Donald Barthelme, Samuel 

Beckett, and our friend James 

Tenney. 86 readers in total, plus 

one pianist. We were immersed 

in artists’ film, but always looking 

for parallel vanguard activities. 

There was nothing more vanguard 

than Finnegans Wake. Despite the 

rawness of  our reading, it allowed 

us to comprehend something 

of  “the echo is where”: perhaps 

that collision between the written 

word on the page and the text 

as a performed prose piece 

and, of  course, the whole work 

as a polyvocal cycle of  musical 

moments, an antidote to the 

chitterchattererflitterflatterers. 

We taped the whole thing, but I messed up: After flipping from side A to side B of  those Maxell C-90s, I 

switched back to side A. 45 minutes of  the 31 or so total hours were erased before they were ever heard, 

because it isn’t actually a great idea to stay up for 31 hours straight and attempt to function. The recording 

has been digitized and is available to anyone who can figure out how to find me. I fell in love, or something like 

that, at some point during the 31 hours. That added to the ecstasy of  the whole undertaking. I never again 

saw the object of  my affection after that day. James Tenney was the final reader and was so good, so perfectly 

powerful and commanding, that it suddenly made the whole mad adventure make perfect, beautiful sense.

~
Jim Shedden is a publisher, curator, filmmaker, arts programmer, and writer. In 1992 he co-organized a 31-hour 

marathon reading of  Finnegans Wake. He is presently working on an exhibition inspired by home movies, a 

movie inspired by music, and a book inspired by the Canadian avant-garde cinema. 





Philip Sicker

When I first encountered Peter O’Brien’s extravagant fusion of  words and images, I was reminded of  

illuminated medieval manuscripts and of  William Blake’s illustrated prophecies. On reflection, I realized that 

the richness of  LOTS OF FUN WITH FINNEGANS WAKE lies less in its artistic unity than in its provocative 

disruptions. 

By yoking the verbal and visual, the project challenges categories of  aesthetic reception, particularly those that 

Stephen Dedalus meditates upon in Ulysses on Sandymount Strand: nacheinander (the time-bound succession 

of  words in poetry and fiction) and nebeneinander (the spatial arrangement of  forms in painting and sculpture). 

O’Brien demonstrates how Gotthold Lessing’s distinction collapses when text and image interact within a 

composite visual field. We apprehend the printed text as an atemporal image, and we read the polychromatic 

commentary and illustrations as ancillary extensions of  the sequential narrative. 

Line by line, O’Brien’s fluvial swirls, columns, doorways, windows, bowler hats, and body parts unravel the 

puns and portmanteaus of  Finnegans Wake, while simultaneously capturing the pre-cognitive instant of  the 

eye’s perceptual encounter with the mysterious forms on a printed page. In moving his magic lantern across 

Joyce’s book of  the night, O’Brien actualizes for the viewer/reader that lavish palette of  Wakean colors that its 

blind creator remembered and imagined, but could no longer see.      

~
Philip Sicker is Professor of  English at Fordam University and co-editor of  Joyce Studies Annual. He is the author 

of  Ulysses, Film and Visual Culture (2018) and Love and the Quest for Identity in the Fiction of  Henry James (1980). 

He has published numerous articles on Thomas Mann, T. S. Eliot, D. H. Lawrence, Vladimir Nabokov, and 

narrative theory.  





David Spurr

Whatever problems of  interpretation it may raise, Finnegans Wake lends itself  readily to other arts. Parts 

of  it have been put to music, and here it is transformed into a work of  visual art. Joyce seems to invite such 

a project through his typographic experimentation, which includes drawings and diagrams in and around 

the printed text. His portmanteau language breaks free of  conventional semantic units, if  not of  syntactic 

structure. In its dream logic, the Wake is equally free of  rational discourse and ideology. 

O’Brien takes this liberation a step further by freeing Joyce’s text from the linearity and uniformity of  

typography, and by lending it the colour implied in its claim to a kaleidoscopic vision. In the process, textual 

sequence is disrupted, giving free rein to the anagrammatic impulses at work in the Wake: the invitation to 

read backwards, and in vertical rather than horizontal sequence. By systematically covering the entire surface 

of  its “canvas,” O’Brien’s work is also in keeping with the Wake’s constant movement toward all-encompassing 

universality. 

His project reminds us of  the Wake’s affinity with other avant-garde experiments in the visual aspect of  

written language, such as F. T. Marinetti’s Parole in libertà (Words in freedom), 1912-1914, and Theo van 

Doesberg’s Letterklankbeelden, or Letter-sound images, published under the name of  I. K. Bonset in the years 

1920-1928. Unlike these works, however, O’Brien’s does not represent an organized, collective movement, 

instead having much in common with art brut: the kind of  work produced by solitary figures on the margins of  

the institutions and markets of  the art world, thus bearing witness to another kind of  freedom.

~
David Spurr is Professor Emeritus at the Université de Genève. He has a particular interest in the relations 

between literature and the arts. He is a trustee of  the International James Joyce Foundation and of  the Zurich 

James Joyce Foundation, and is a member of  the governing board of  the Société de Lecture de Genève. His 

books include Architecture and Modern Literature (2012, winner of  the Aldo and Jeanne Scaglione Prize for 

Comparative Literary Studies, Modern Language Association of  America) and Joyce and the Scene of  Modernity 

(2002, named Outstanding Academic Title by Choice, American Library Association).





Penelope K. Wade

Maimonides said of  reading sacred texts such as the Kabbalah that before “walking in the ‘orchard,’ one should 

have a belly full of  meat and bread.” If  the seeker has not met prerequisite maturity (say, age 40), insanity 

ensues. Joyce’s “complete education” refigured epic, Ulysses, may offer sustenance ( Joyce himself  was 40 upon 

publication), but Finnegans Wake, Joyce’s “unreadable” novel, loses most readers in a dark wood. Who can 

ken gastro-astronomical stability not to fall into its madness? Luckily for such orchard-strollers, Peter O’Brien’s 

project “The echo is where” elicits equanimity. 

Plumbing the Wake with woke aplomb, echoed in the literal, figurative, imagistic, pen-painted-in-strata-

to-stratosphere, LOTS OF FUN WITH FINNEGANS WAKE grants absolute permission; there is no pun 

unturned, no smear laid on too thick. (See the paint-imprinted breast on word “India” that resembles an Indian 

map on page 215, elsewhere.) Enjoy its sumptuous words, blear your eyes on its scholia-rich scholarship, and 

walk its heft. O’Brien brings fresh definition to “wordplay,” and an individualized response to literature. Fear 

not, all are invited: “here comes everybody.” 

Still, what’s phenomenological interpretation without personal connection? Marshall McLuhan introduced me 

to Finnegans Wake as marginalia/apostil. FW plays puckish hobgoblin, lurking in the margin of  War and Peace 

in the Global Village. When intellectual yenta James Ramey of  Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana presented 

me to Peter O’Brien (“I’m sensing a family connection,” he said) under a page of  Marshall McLuhan’s doodles 

in his copy of  the Wake at Victoria College, Toronto, in June 2017, an effulgent moment struck. O’Brien’s 

work drinks multi-dimensionally from the illuminators’ same Klein bottle: FW in McLuhan, McLuhan in FW, 

O’Brien on FW. 

“The echo is where” is a lightning strike; one easily becomes a coup de foudre fan. O’Brien, a full-belly 

mindmap, invites a participatory exhibition in the orchard, and many feet to (t)read a path. 

~
Penelope K. Wade lives in Vermont. Dubbed “a woman of  litters,” she delights in prolific artistic modes, 

wordplay, and recycling bins. James Joyce art responses include a 200-page detritus-illuminated Ulysses guide, 

and a 78-card bricolage/collage Molly Bloom Tarot deck. Her 2017 North American James Joyce Conference 

contribution, “Repurposing Throwaway,” was published in The Bread Loaf  Journal: Writings from the School of  

English.





Morden Yolles

Es vet dir gornisht helfn. Nothing will help!

I have used this phrase many times in my conversations with Peter O’Brien: a speck of  Yiddish for his Irish 

ears.

I’ve used it to talk about life, about the people we see around us, and about Finnegans Wake.

Peter has been sharing pages from his artwork LOTS OF FUN WITH FINNEGANS WAKE since he started 

it in the Spring of  2016. And he talks about it ceaselessly. In the midst of  our free-flowing conversations – 

about Winston Churchill, Aldous Huxley, Erich Auerbach, Buckminster Fuller, Henry VIII, Jacques Derrida, 

Cleopatra, Freud, Dali, Mozart, and all the rest – somehow most of  our conversations circle back to Joyce. 

And if  I ever mention circles or cycles (for example, the origin myths of  the Hopi Native American tribe) 

Peter gets excited, grabs the book from me, starts to read, then says that he needs to borrow the book as 

soon as I’m done with it. 

Last year he gave me two non-sequential pages of  the project, printed side-by-side, then customized. I framed 

them and had them hung among my other artworks (Picasso, Lichtenstein, Joyce Wieland, William Kurelek, 

and others). I see Peter’s artwork as I go up or down the main stairs in my house. I read a few words here and 

there. It seems like a bottomless pit – as though even if  I read something from it every day, I’d never come to 

the end.

I have my own copy of  Finnegans Wake (Peter gives me or buys me the odd book, but I don’t think he bought 

me the copy of  it that I have on my shelves) and I read bits of  it on and off, mostly off.

Sometimes I speak in puns, or riddles.

After I visited Ithaca, N.Y., I wanted to start a new town called Mythica.

After talking to a stranger in the hotel lobby, I said: How many people are like me? I wish I was like me!

Where would we be without the present?

I wouldn’t be alive if  I didn’t ask questions.

Nobody listens to me. Even I don’t listen to me!

Sometimes Peter records my passing observations into his iPhone.

Usually, we laugh.

As I like to say: Es vet dir gornisht helfn! 

~
Morden Yolles is a structural engineer who worked on buildings around the world, including Toronto, 

Montreal, New York, London, Tel Aviv, and Beijing. He is a photographer who takes pictures wherever he 

goes, and he has exhibited his work in various galleries. He and his wife Edie started Scaramouche in 1981 and 

it remains one of  Canada’s finest restaurants. He always talks with strangers.





Brieny Zhoma

So “The echo is where in the back of  the wodes.”

The back of  the words. The back of  the woods. The book of  the weeds. Behind the odes. Here along my 

back. And here, the wood.

My OED says quite enthusiastically that “wode” is an obsolete scientific form of  the word “void.” And 

“windrem” is an early form of  the word “widdendream,” a state of  “mad joy” or “mental disturbance or 

confusion” – both of  which come from the Old English “wódendréam”: “furor animi” and “wóddréam”: 

“demonium.” 

And my OED continues, this time with a bit more insistence: “See WOOD a., DREAM sb.”

Where, then, does the echo start? Back when, and back how? Back who? Back what?

The word “back,” Common Teutonic, traveled to us through Old English, Old Saxon, Old Frisian, Middle 

Dutch, Low German, Old Norse (Old Icelandic), and Original Teutonic. That’s a long way back. But how did it 

originally make its lettered presence felt, and heard? 

What cracking snap from the sky, meandering rumble across the hills, squawking screech of  birdsong, guttural 

and guggling growl in the belly brought it forth?

And all those words and wordparts that the OED has not been able to capture, because they were never 

written down, because they stayed swirling and suspended in the wind, because we (or earlier echoes of  

“wee” and “woe” and “hwe” and “wy”) hadn’t yet made or learned the tools and technologies to record 

them?

Is it our job, our Job, our errand, our err and, to keep the echo echoing? 

What if  we shear, or mishear, or don’t hear? 

(Hear what I mean?) 

Our echo, now, changes what’s to be. 

Does it also change what was? 

~
Brieny Zhoma considers it fun to read the The Compact Edition of  the Oxford English Dictionary, as well as 

a 1874 edition of  the Thesaurus of  English Words and Phrases; so Classified and Arranged as to Facilitate the 

Expression of  Ideas and Assist in Literary Composition, by Peter Mark Roget. James Joyce in general and Finnegans 

Wake in particular have facilitated great pleasure (some earlier forms, please: pleys, plese, pleece, place, pleas, 

pleiss, plise, playse) over the years.  

















	



Peter O’Brien was born in New York, grew up in Vancouver, received his BA from University of  Notre Dame 
(with a junior year abroad, in Dublin), and his MA from McGill University. Along his way, he sold ladies shoes, 
attended the Banff Centre School of  Fine Arts to study ceramics, taught English as a Second Language, worked 
as a roughneck on oil rigs near Medicine Hat, Drumheller, and in northern Alberta on the frozen muskeg (known 
as “bog” or “peat” in other countries), and was a fundraiser and in communications for various arts, educational, 
and environmental organizations and institutions.  

While a student at McGill he started, edited, and wound up an international literary and art journal, RUBICON 
(10 volumes, 2,361 pages), which published poetry, fiction, book reviews, interviews (with Margaret Atwood, 
Mavis Gallant, and Josef  Skvorecky, among others), and art (Betty Goodwin, Geoffrey James, Ann Hamilton, and 
Ron Haseldon, among others).

He has nine brothers and sisters, twelve step-brothers and -sisters, and an almost limitless number of  nieces, 
nephews, cousins, et cetera. (There are a lot of  ill-shaped, meandering, and conflicting stories in a family that 
size.) 

Pages from LOTS OF FUN WITH FINNEGANS WAKE have been published in twelve journals in five countries, 
including James Joyce Quarterly, Joyce Studies Annual, and World Literature Today (United States); Existere and Art / 
Research International (Canada); The Fortnightly Review (England); Ilanot Review (Israel); and HCE Review (Ireland). 
He has exhibited selections from this artwork in Antwerp, New York, and Toronto.

He has written or edited five books, including Introduction to Literature: British, American, Canadian (Harper 
& Row) and Cleopatra at the Breakfast Table: Why I Studied Latin With My Teenager and How I Discovered the 
Daughterland (Quattro). 

He has published widely on art and writing, including in The Globe and Mail, Montreal Gazette, National Post, 
Journal of  Canadian Art History, C Magazine, and The Fortnightly Review (where James Joyce published, while still 
a teenager, a review of  Henrik Ibsen’s play When We Dead Awaken). 

He is a past or current member, or board member, of  Open Studio, C: The Visual Arts Foundation, PEN, White 
Ribbon Campaign, and The Center for Book Arts.

More at tpob.me.      
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In honour of  the 80th anniversary of  the publication by Faber and Faber / Viking Press of  Finnegans Wake by 

James Joyce, Peter O’Brien invited 43 academics, artists, consultants, curators, editors, independents, 

innocent bystanders, professors, scholars, students, and writers (both Joyceans and non-Joyceans) – 

from 14 or so countries, and ranging in age from 22 to 105 – to contribute to this catalogue of  

celebrations, commentaries, descriptions, musings, and speculations on “The echo is where,” 

43 pages of  his 628-page, multiyear artwork LOTS OF FUN WITH FINNEGANS WAKE.
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