“CLAY"™ OR A MODEL OF REPETITION
HELENO GODOY®

Two things have called the critice’ attention) in Jamas
deyce's "Clay,”™ the tenth Stofy in Dublimers: the syabolic
duplicity of Maria, at the same time the witch and the Viegin,
and the omission, when Maria siongs "I Dreamt that I Dwelt ™ of
the eecond &tanza of the song, the hit tune from the opera The
Bohemian Cirl, libreceo by Alfred Bunn and music By Hichael
Hilldl am Illr-.2 Altheugh Joyce presemcs this cmigsion in an
ambiguous way {("she sang again,” "no one tried to show her her
-iltttl"]}. much attention has besn given, in crirical #nalvsis
of the story, to the stanza which is net sung, where theérce are

references to marriage, something Marla, old and ugly, could

BOE afpiTe Ca, ’

According to those interpresations of Joyee's short story,
Maria cam oot sing the second verse of the #ong because,
"eonsciously aor unconsciously she rejects such a direct statement
of her owm sitwation™ {Hudsonl), "she #ees harself ridiculous and
rather ugly™ (Noon). Her omission of rche second verse of the
#ong comstitutes "a Freudian accident," since Maria is "a
libido-ridden old maid"™ (Cowan}, Tindall understands that the
second verse of the song, "which comeerns love and Euitors,
Buits one who, lacking love and aveiding fertility, has chosen
prayer amd deach,” while Staley says that Maria "dowa mnot sing
the second verae with ics refarances tca marrisge and happiness,
because, for the first time, she sess her life for what ie is."
The diversity of interpretations demonsCrates well the
diffievley introduced by Joyce in his shert story. However, it
ie not im Ehe continual reference to the stanza which 18 mnot

sung that resides the key for a pozsible interpretacion of

®He lenn Eudqj {de Bousa), leciona Teorias da Literatura ma Univer-
sidade Catdlica de Goias,

Tlha do Desterro, 29 semestre de 1984, p. 51 a 62
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"Clay,”™ but in the ambiguicy through which tha story is presentaed,

for the narrative discourse im "Clay" ls alsc ambiguous.

The flrst two paragraphs of the story cam be taken as an
example, First, there is the opposition betwesn “the natron"

and Haria.

The matron had givem her leave Lo go out as BoOD

a8 the women's tea was over and Haria looked forward
to her evening out. The kirechen was spick and span:
the cook said you could see yourself in the big
copper boilers. The fire was nice and bright and
om one of the side-tables were four very big
barmbracks . These barmbracks seemed uncut; buc if
you went cloder you would see that they had besn
cut imto long thick evenm slices and were ready to
be handed round at tea. Mariz had cut them
herself. (99)

Any attentive reader can detect, in this first paragraph,
the signals of & re-written Clederella story: the young woman
who works very much, does everythinmg right amd, perhaps, lives
s s&d life. Since there is a matron, there are also the
possible stepsiscers (“The women"). The wery cheise of the name
Maria is suggestive for it reminds ws of che Blessed Virgin, by
tradition represented as always young. Gince Maria "locoked
forward to her evening out" (another sign of "einderellaty"), ve
wait for the reason: & ball or a dance, perhaps?

A surprise, however, meets us in the second paragraph,
dafamiliarizing the process established by the first ome.

Maria was & very, very small person indeed but she
had a very long nose and a very long chin. G&he
talked a little through her mose, always soothingly:
Yes, my dear, and No, my dear. 5he vas always

sent for when the wonen quarrelled over their tubs
and alvays succeeded in making peace. One day Che
matron had said te her: — Maria, ¥ou are a
veritable peace-maker!|

The beginning of the first seatence in this mew paragraph
destroys Maria's image of a "pretty girl,” to insist on her
(1]

ugliness. What is surprising is mot the fact that Maria is "a

very, very small person,” 4n image that somehow cam be brought



together with that of a “pretty girl."™ After all, small persons
caf be pretty, or vice-versa., What ie defamiliarizing here ia

the repetition of the adverb "wvary,"

ard che emphasis expressed
by another adverb, “"indeed ," as if the narrator, convinced that
the readers will daubc Bim, wants to make Maria seem even smaller
than she really ia. The second half of this same sentence
stresses Ehis impredsion even more, for now Maria is described as

havimg "a very long nese and & very lomg chin,” with the emphatic
repetition of "very leong." As &f stlll unconvinced, the narrator
igtroduces this part of the sentence as an adversative clause,
which makes Maria®s nose and chin even bigger. The image of a
small person with a big nese and & big chin would mnot be &o
strange if introduced by the conjunctiom "and," which would ealy
add one informatien te the other (small persom = big nese + Big
chin)., However, the use of "but" in this sentence net enly adds
one informatien te the other, it also opposes this second
information te the previcus cne: small person + (antithesis) +
big nose # big chin. Thus, the mose and the chin are ow. “Fel;
big, considering Haria's height, they also intensify the
disparity between Maria's features {(very small, very ugly, a
witeh, as Marvio Hagalaner wancs) and her personality (goad  hard
worker, peace-maker). The process of defamiliarization is then
doubled, for it is introduced om the level of the story {(when it
defami liarizes the Cinderella figure threugh which Maria is
presented in the first paragraph) and om the level of the
discowrse (through the repetitlon of the adverbs and the use of
the adversative “but®).

The rest of the iaformacion givem im the second paragraph
only enlarges that eoppesictlon: the nose is given an attribute
(Maria talks "a litcle through her nose"), by lcs turn also
opposed to another informatiom {although through her ncse, Maria
talks "soothingly™); even though able Eo speak, that is, to
express her own idess, Maria never really expresses them, she

has only "yes"™ and "ne" answers, whatever the situstion is.
This explains her description &5 a "peace-maker”, and a “veri-
table" ome, her ability for making peace being testable in its

trith or accuracy through, for imstance, a compariscni Haris
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opposed to the "quarrelling women.™

All these mlcro-oppositions are a development of the macro-
dppesition between paragraph one, which presents Maria through
het attributes of "{possible) beauty,” "goodness,” "hard worker,”
4nd paragraph twe, which presents Maria through her attelbutes

of “"shertness,"” "ugliness," "posce-maker."

These oppositions
constitute a Flret characteriscic of the text of "Clay," for im
this short story, as well a8 im other works by Joyes, things are
not What they seem to ber: Marla seems to be fragile, but she is

4 hard worker; she is ugly like & witch, but she is & good person,
and so on. Maria's sppearance and reality are, thus, ambiguous.
In fact, there are two Marias, the outward ugly, witch=like small

person, and the invard good, caring, peacé-making person.

Through the process of defamiliarizatiom, the narrator of
“Clay" is able to escablish cthat ambiguicy which, as a matter of
fact, had been introduced in the text of the atory when the
barmbracks were mentioned, for they "seemed uncut; but... they
bad be vut" lodeed. Here we find, for the firet time, the
advarsative "but.,™ the ssme conjunction esed later in the second
paragraph. The differemce {8 that here the use of "but™ {8 not
defamiliarizing, functioning as a warming to the reader (che
suppesition "if you went closer"), & warning that scmethimg will
strike him later: the defaniliarizing rupture that paragraph twe
establishes in relation to the comtext of paragraph ome. The
narrater im "Clay" wants his readers to know that his texc, his
narrative discourse, is not what it seems to be. In order to
fimd our what this text is, the rosder must do what the marrator
iovites him cto do as far as the barmbracks &re concerned: go
“closer.” But even this "go closer®™ is somewhat illusive. We
can not forget that other phrase in paragraph cre: "you could
see yourself im the big copper boilers.™ Since the boilers are
reund, they will reflect only a distorted image, an anbiguous
image, we could add. To go closer becomes, then, the way Eo
digelose the text of "Clay.™

However, to disclose the text of "Clay" is precisely ro

find cut its structural reason, or reasons. One of them, it has



been mentioned, ie the ambiguity through whiech Maria

is presemted at the beginning of the story, and which is in
syponetTical relatiom to che ambiguicy throwgh which the Eact Ehat
Haria repeats the first verse of the song | Dreamtc thag I
Dwelt " at the end of the story, is described. Although a

gories of symbolic interpretations has been proposed for chat
opisnien of the second verse of the EOnE,; no attention has been
given to the fact that Maria's “mistake" is a r;pttltinn.ﬁ che
repetition of the first verse of Balfe's song. And this
constictutes A difference which must alao be explained.

We have already seen that two signals are common to the
initial and final growps of informationm in "Clay," repetition and
apbligulicy f(om the level of che etary ag well as oo the level of
the discourse). The passage [rom one group to the other must
reveal, then, the narrative coherence of the story. In ot her
wordd , its structural erganigation. IF I. T. Raviin is right
when he says that "in each process of elaborating the
information; we can identify a certain grouwp A of ipicial s:gnals

and a certain group B of final signals observed," and that "the
task of & scientific description is to ewplainm how the transition
frem A to B is effected and what linmka are bebtween these twao
llﬂupl."? then an explanation for che structure of "Clay" cam
only be glves From the discovery and analyaias of othaee salgrals

of repetiction apd ambiguity which would justify Maria®s "miscake"™

i repeatipmg the Figat verse of Balfe's song.

In fact, the whole story is a series of correlative
repetitions, in other words, the story is structured through a
pattern of repetitions. Some of these repetitions have already
been mentioned. The others are: the reference to Maria's big
nose and big chim (9%} is repeated three more times, for whenever
Haria laugh: “the tip of her nose nearly met the tip of her chia”
({twice on 101, once on 105); the references Co che Hallow Eves
games (by Lizzie Fleming on 101} at the laundry, and the games

'z house (105); the barmbracks Mariam cuts at

themselves at Joo
the lavndry and the cakes she buys in two different shops while
:nint ta Jog's howse {(10%); cthe two trams Maria takes to go from

Ballebridge, where the laundry she works im is, to Drumcondra,
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where Joe's house is, &ad the trip itaelf, in two stages, each
ene taking twenty miautes (100), from Ballsbridge te Pillar and
from Fillar to Drumcondra. The title of the story alresady calls
attentiom te repetition, simce clay is & natural material that
it used in making, among cother things, bricks, tiles, and
pottery, which can be done through modeling and repetition.

But all this would still be meaningless unless we found Ehe
structure that unifies these tepetitions ia "Clay." The firat
and the second paragraphs with their repetitions give us &

himt of chis structure.

Paragraph one begins with the matvem giving Maris permission
to go¢ out, and parsgraph two ends with the matrom saying that
Haria is "z vericablae peacemaker.”™ There are twe references to
Maria as a peacemaker at the end of paragraph two, and twe
references to the barmbracks at the e8d of parsgraph one. Haria's
fiame 18 twice repeated in paragranh one, and twice in paragraph
Ewo. Alsc, §0m¢ grammatical comstructions are repeated: "the
kitcher .4 spick and span," ™the fire was nice and bright," "a
very, very #mall persco indeed,” "a very long nose and a very

long chin."

Ancther interesting repetition appears in "the big
copper boilers" and "four very big barmbracks: the compound and
the plural forms (copper - boilers, barm = bracke). There is

alse & repetition in the oppesition in the example of how Maria

talks through her nose: "Yes, my dear, and Mo, my dear.”

These two initial paragraphs, built through & pattern of
repetitions, are the basis for the structure of "Clay," with
paragraph twe reflecting, threugh ite own repetictions, and as
if in a mirror, the structure of repetitions in paragraph cne.
Since antithesis is & form of repetition, as Todorov ;qr:,' W
can divide Joyce's shert #tory in two parts, the first beimg the
one which gives ud Maria at the lausdry, and the second, the one
which gives us Maria at Joe's house. In order to better describe
the structure of the story, ve canm enumerate its parsgraphs and
group them.

The text of "Clay" is composed of nineteen paragraphs. From
paragraph 1 te paragraph B we have Marlas at the laundry "Dublin



by Lamplight" (100). Paragraph ¥ presents Maria inm the First
tram she takes to go from Ballabridge to Fillar. FParagraph 10
present Maria inm the two shops where she buys two differest
kinds of cakes. Paragraph 11 presents Maris in the second tram
ihe takes to go from Pillar to Drumcondra. From paragraph 121 te
paragraph 19 we have Maria at Joe's house. &8 in Che chart

bhelow:
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We find, thus, the same number of paragraphs (eight) in the
two parts of the story, plus one more paragraph in sach part,
which present Maria in the two trams. There is & similarity
between the repetitive /oppositive structures of paragraphs 1| and
7, and the division of the text of "Clay," that is, the text of
the story is divided in twe parts which are alsc in relation
through repetition/oppositioni the second part of the stoery
(second tram — Joe's house) reflects the first part (the
lausdry — first tram), with an intermediary section between

them ‘paragraph 9).
Becsuse of this geometrical st¥ucture, the process of

repetition in "Clay" becomes more evident. There are referances

in the stery to: the barsbracks {paragraph 1), the mixed penny
cakes and the plumcake (paragraphs 10 and 13); Maria's ugliness
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in opposition to her kindness (paragraphsa 2 and 3), Maria's
kindaness in opposition to her awkvardness — she forgetsa the
Plumcake in the tram to Drumcondra and, at Joe's house, accuses
the children of stealing it (paragraphs 12 and 13); the fact
that "everyone was so fond of Maria®™ (100; paragraph 1), and
that "she said they were all very good to her™ (105), which
means they were "fond of™ her {paragraph 17); Maria thinking
about the relationship between Joe and Alphy, his brocher, and
wishing everything to be fime (paragraph &), Maria mentfoning
Alphy to Joe, upsetting him, but, at the same Lime, wishing
evarything to be fine at the parcty {paragraph 15); Maria
thinking about how she would like to, but would never live with
Jee and his family (paragraph %), Maria feeling happy at the
party; but getting the prayer=book in the games, where it means
“go to a comvent™ and is equivalent to "mot ro live with Joa and
his famlly" (paragraph 17); Maria, a Catholie, thinking of how
the Protestants are "very nice people to live with™ (100;
paragraph &), the next=door girls playimg & trick on Haria,
faking her get the saucer wich clay (paragraph 16); the women at
the laundry gettinmg together for taea, and Lizzie Fleming wishing
Marla to get the ring in the games at Joe's house (paragraph 7),
and the next-door girls preventing her from gettinmg it
(paragraph 16)); Maris getting ready to go out and looking, inm
the mirror, at her “"mice tidy little body™ (101; paragraph 8},
Maria singing, at Joe's house;, "in & tiny quavering veice" (106;
paragraph 18); Maria takiong the firsat tram and thinking of Joe
and Alphy now, when they are old and enemies, and them, when they
were boys and "the best of friends™ (102, paragraph 9), Maria
taking the second tram and confronting a group of impolite young
men and “an elderly gentleman™ who "made room for her" (102
paragraph 11). Im parsgraph 10 there are references to Maria
goimg te twoe cake-shope and buying twoe kinds of cakes — Marla
repeats her actions twice,

The most significant of these repetitions, however, is the
eppesition between the semes of remembravce, which pervade Part
I ["Ffive years before, when he and Alphy had gone te Belfast"
(100; paragraph 4}, “she had nursed him and Alphy too" (100;



patagraph 5), "renembering that the next marning was & nass
morning"™ (101; paragraph 8), "when they were boys togecher™{102:
paragraph %)], and the semes of forgetfuloess, which pervade
Part 2 ["she began to leck for her plumcake... but nowhere could
she find it" (104; paragraph 13), "nobody could find che

mut erackers™ (104; paragraph 14), "when she came co the second
verse she sang again... her miscake”™ (106; paragraphs 18 and 19},
“"he could mot find what he was looking fer"™ (106; paragraph

193 ).

We cam conclude chat Maria's "mistake" in repeating the
firet verse of "I Dreamt that I Dwelt™ is coherent with the
gtructure of repetitions om which che story i8 buile, On the
other hand, if ve insist om the fact cthat Maria, consciously or
unconsciously, forgets to sing che sécoend verse of Balfe's somng,
her forgecfulness is also coberent with the structure of the
story, for the same reascn, repetitiom, in oppositiom to
remembrance. It turns out to be irrelevant to insist on the
theme of marriage, preasent {n the "forgotten™ verse of the song,
and Maria's inabilicty to sing it because of that. Haria canm
not sing that second verse because, in the structure of "Clay,"
the pattern of repetitions established in the inltial pacagraphs
of the gtory must have its correlative in tche fimnal paragraphs .
In other words, the structore of che story does not allow Haria
to s#ing that decond verse, not becawse it refers to q;rri]'t,
but becauée; more important than the theme of marriage ieg the
aenic ﬂppuiiliuu between remembrance and forgetfulness, which
represents the trandition from a "group A of imitial signals™
of repetition (ia the firsc twe paragraphe), and "a group B of
final signals™ of repetition (the fiest verse of the song in the
two final paragrapha). This tramsition & what I wanted to
explain here.

On a symbolie lewel, Maria's forgecfulmese 18 snother
development of the theme of "moral paralysis" present in
Publiners. Thus, Marfia "is net only a poor old woman, Maria is
like the Poer 0ld Weman or Ireland htrlclfﬁ"EII an Ireland whoe
forgot "that kmighte... pledged thelr faith to me,"” and can only
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remember, ironically, "riches too great to couwnt™ (106), an
Lreland ruled (moulded as/ig clay) by British hands gnd
condemned, as it must have seemed to Joyce (in 1905, when the
short story was written), to an endless submission {(a pattern of
repetition). This is the Feason vhy Maria touches the BAUCET
with clay: in the Structure of the story Haria and clay are

equivalent .

I'am inclined to belisve Thomas Staley right when he fays
that "there is no conflict of focus between the touching of the
clay and the song," and that "the episode with the clay is the
dramatic climax of"™ the Story. However, im che light of my
reading of "Clay," Maria does not reach "an understanding of
hersel!" oor is she "confrented with the terrible emptiness of
her life," as Prof. dtaley -raUEi,ln othervise she would have
sung the second verse of the 89ng. Haria/Ireland can not sing
that second verse because she can Rot remember (or is not aware
of it anymore — moral paralysis) hav "knights aon bended knee."
The epiphany, | agree with Prof. Tindall (although for other
reasons), is Joe's. 1§ this mat the reason why Joe cries?
Because of Maria's/Ireland's Submissive life, molded an/in clay?
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