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Although hardly the first scholar to question the aesthetic credos found in Stephen Hero and Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Garry Leonard may be the only one who flatly denies Stephen Dedalus's distinction between the literary tradition and the marketplace. According to Advertising and Commodity Culture in Joyce, even at the celebrated moment of epiphany the "object with a soul in Stephen’s aesthetic theory is—despite his refusal to see it in these terms—a commodity" (3). Indeed, Stephen's theory is "the basis of advertising: to make the ‘commonest object’ appear to ‘leap to us’ and seem ‘radiant’" (2).

Buying and selling, we have long been taught, are antithetical to literary sensibility. And what greater affronts to art and culture than cheaply made, functionally interchangeable, mass-produced wares or the signboards, slogans, and posters designed to advertise them? What better examples of an urban modernity given over to philistinism, poshlost’ and kitsch? Yet as Leonard notices, Joyce pays considerable attention to such unprepossessing commodities as lemon soap, Sweets of Sin, and the bric-a-brac on sale at the Araby bazaar.

Moreover, as Joyce rhymes it in Ulysses:

What is the home without 

Plumtree’s Potted Meat? 

Incomplete. 

With it an abode of bliss. (148)

Leonard argues that the jingle is to be taken as seriously as any other passage in the fiction and that for Joyce its claims are on par with those of art and religion. All promise to supply what we lack; all are remedies for a human condition which Leonard, citing Lacan and Baudrillard, posits as intrinsic to subjectivity and the basis of all desire. 

Here also Leonard disregards Stephen Dedalus, who insists that static and thus properly artistic emotions must be distinguished from kinetic ones that engage our desires and entice us to buy, consume, or appropriate. Leonard takes the side of Stephen's interlocutor Lynch, who champions a prurient interest in Praxiteles’s Venus. Indeed, Leonard goes considerably further than Lynch in proposing that any object subject to commercial transaction is essentially pornographic. He defines both pornography and the commodity as goods that "optimize pleasure . . . by obscuring power relations" (92).

According to such a broad definition, of course, Advertising and Commodity Culture in Joyce ought to deserve its own plain brown wrapper. From the theoretical stratosphere at which Leonard conducts much of his argument all objects and certainly all commodities look identical, for all succumb to the same relentless logic of the fetish. Every attempt to discriminate among objects reveals itself as no more than a marketing strategy, a conclusion Leonard regards partly as a reason for political gloom and partly as an excuse to go shopping. 

To the extent that his analysis holds, Leonard not only makes even the pre-Finnegans Wake Joyce a sort of postmodernist, he puts in question a prevailing account of modernism. Nowadays modernism is often portrayed as an inherently elitist or mandarin mode, one programmatically scornful of mass culture and regularly given to defining itself in opposition to the popular and the commercial. But if turn-of-the-century Dublin already belongs to an all-devouring commodity culture, then it is already nearly the Las Vegas that postmodernism proposes we learn from and the Maginot line between high art and low culture has been outflanked almost before it has been fortified. 

Leonard goes further. If Stephen’s art does not appreciably differ from Leopold Bloom’s trade, then the literary modernism Joyce helped pioneer is more a symptom of modernity than a critique of it or even a representation. Leonard writes almost exclusively about Joyce, but this conclusion he applies to modernist literature in general. "The works of modernism do not so much convey [the experience of urban modernity] as they betray the strain of surviving it" (175). 

Leonard is at his best in observing how rarely mandarin values carry the day in Joyce and in showing how closely the sacred icons of art and religion resemble the most questionable goods being offered for sale in the streets of the city. However, his larger argument about modernity and modernism calls also for attention to the vicissitudes of commodity culture (something that Joyce for his part can be said to attempt) and detailed investigation into advertising, marketing and consumption at the beginning of the twentieth century. Leonard explicitly recognizes that his study depends upon understanding the "history of commodity culture as a history, and not merely as something that happened along the way (which is the way commodity culture tends to represent itself)" (21). Unfortunately, however, Advertising and Commodity Culture in Joyce tends to substitute armchair theorizing for historical research.

Leonard is fond of breezily identifying Joyce's Dublin with contemporary consumerism and of anachronistically reading American pop culture back into the fiction. This can be amusing, as when he remarks of Stephen’s momentary religious devotion (which Stephen himself imagines in terms of a heavenly cash register), "Finally, a store in Ireland that stays open twenty-four hours a day" (182). Elsewhere, the breeziness comes at the expense of Leonard’s argument, as when in the midst of a far-fetched association between Stephen's fantasies and comic-book superheroes he contends that, unlike his alter ego Batman, poor Bruce Wayne has to get by without unlimited wealth.

More damaging than the gaffe about Gotham’s wealthiest citizen is the assumption present throughout Leonard’s study that all experiences of commodity culture are fundamentally similar. Dublin’s street bazaars are no different from the Mall of America, and both are unchanged from the Parisian arcades Baudelaire experienced. Indeed, to the extent that all commerce engages the universal mechanisms of desire articulated by Lacan, commodity culture is nearly synonymous with culture in general.

A related problem with historical specificity appears in one of Leonard’s few extended close readings. He argues that the brief erotic reverie Gabriel experiences while he watches his wife dressing in "The Dead" is staged according to the commercial, photographic tableaux of the French postcard, hence that even seemingly private, erotic subjectivity is shaped by one of the day’s most pervasive if clandestine commodities. Were there some contemporary set of such cards that Gabriel’s thoughts closely followed, especially ones that might have been available to Joyce, this would powerfully confirm Leonard’s wider claims. But it seems that Leonard refers to unidentified, apparently composite, hypothetical, or possibly even imagined examples of the pornographic scenario, ones that he does not even trouble to locate within Joyce’s time or milieu.


Despite these flaws at the level of detail and demonstration, however, Advertising and Commodity Culture in Joyce does offer bold and intriguing speculations about the importance of commodity culture to modernist literature. Moreover, it performs a service even in singling out as a topic for further investigation the exact relations modernism might yet be found to have with the merchandising practices of the day and with the advertising industry that was just then beginning to assume its modern form. 
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