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Presentation to the Bloomsday Seminar, June 16th 2013 

The Obstetrician examines Joyce’s Ulysses 

 

It is the 14th episode of Ulysses, ‘Oxen of the Sun’, which focuses on 

fertility, pregnancy and childbirth, sometimes in rather a blurry way, as if 

through a glass, darkly, or perhaps through a pint glass filled with the 

famous ebony ale.  

Some say it’s the most difficult chapter of Ulysses to absorb, but it’s also 

brimful of wit, humour, nuance and erudition.  

 

An obstetrician’s approach to this episode might be to look at it from 

conception to fruition, taking a quick look at its superficial surface, prior 

to probing a bit deeper, if you know what I mean. 

 

The episode goes something like this: 

Leopold Bloom, the wandering quasi- Jew Dubliner, visits the National 

Maternity Hospital, on Thursday, the 16th of June 1904, at about 10 in the 

evening.  

He enquires about an acquaintance, Mrs Mina Purefoy, who he has heard 

has been in labour for three days.  

In reality, he’s not keen to go home early, because he has good reason to 

think that his wife Molly is up to hi-jinks with the rakish Blazes Boylan.  

On entering the Hospital, Leopold is recognized by a young doctor, who 

invites him in to the medical student’s refectory, where there’s lots of 

drinking and argy bargy going on.  

There are several bawdy discussions and debates, interruptions, arrivals 

and departures- a midwife asks the roistering students to be quiet, as 

upstairs a baby is about to be born.  

Following the news of the birth, the students all leave and stampede off, 

cursing and swearing to a pub. That’s about all there is to it. 

 

But with Joyce, nothing is ever quite as simple as it seems.  

The embryo of this story becomes more and more complex as it slowly 

develops into a fully formed fetus.  

Month by month, layer on layer of linguistic complexity is added until the 

hour of deliverance.  

The episode is a metaphor for gestation and parturition, and is replete 

with obstetrical allusions and parodies. 



 

But we will return to this. 

 

So why am I here delving into Ulysses with you, and what is my interest 

as an obstetrician in this story with all its labyrinthine twists and turns?  

 

We have to go back quite a long way…I was bred and buttered in 

Australia, and although I was born of a fervently Catholic mother of direct 

Irish descent, I wasn’t really aware of any special affinity for Ireland or 

things Irish, until I met James Joyce.  

 

At that time, I was 16 years old, and he was 16 years dead.  

I was attending a Jesuit school, where Joyce was neither on the 

curriculum, nor even referred to- we were taught by Irish priests, British 

history and English literature- Shakespeare, Walter Scott, the Regency 

poets and so on.  

Joyce was considered as something occult and obscene.  

Part of the attraction for me, was the verboten factor- Ulysses and 

Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man had not long been taken off the 

banned list. 

 

The following information is from the Melbourne University Library records:  

“Ulysses was banned in Australia in 1929, and the ban was eased in 1937.  

In 1941, the book was again restricted on the recommendation of the Censorship 

Board.. ‘This book holds up to ridicule the Creator and the Church … Such books 

might vitally affect the standard of Australian home life. It cannot be tolerated in 

Australia any longer’. The restriction was eventually lifted in 1953.” 

 

So at that tender age of 16 or so, I got hold of a copy of Portrait of the 

Artist as a Young Man, and to use Joyce’s terminology, it was an epiphany 

experience for me. I had never read anything like that before.  

It was as if Joyce was not only speaking to me, he actually knew me.  

He somehow knew that I was harbouring doubts about Catholicism, which 

grew to disaffection and eventually detachment.  

But nearly sixty years later, I’m aware that Catholicism still lingers in my 

subconscious, and I think it helps in understanding Joyce.  



In an evocative musing in Portrait, Stephen reflects on this internal 

conflict “It is a curious thing how your mind is supersaturated with the 

religion in which you say you disbelieve”. 

 

I also shared with Joyce the same tensions between the suppressed 

stirrings of sexual awareness and the accompanying oppressive burden of 

guilt.  

I know I’m not alone here, but Joyce seemed to speak my language, he 

knew and articulated my innermost thoughts. We also shared the lonely 

dilemma of watching our mothers suffer a protracted  

terminal illness.  

But he also provided an escape for me, for through ‘Dubliners’, he 

transported me (in my twenties), to the city of his birth, from which in his 

twenties, he had taken exile. As they say, Joyce left Dublin, but Dublin 

never left Joyce. 

I kept Joyce to myself, as if he were a personal discovery, and Portrait 

and Dubliners became my constant and private companions.  

Although Ulysses was then largely beyond me, it gradually became my 

fidus achates, and we have been together now for nearly fifty years.  

After I graduated in Medicine in 1964, soon after my mother died, I took 

my own exile. I got a job on a boat, and travelled to England, and started 

postgraduate training in Obstetrics. 

 

Eventually in 1968, I secured a post as a resident trainee at the Rotunda 

Hospital, on the North side of the river Liffey.  

As I disembarked from the ferry, I saw the familiar names of places I had 

already visited courtesy of Joyce- Dun Laoghaire, Dalkey, Sandymount, 

Sandycove, Ballsbridge, St Stephen’s Green, and so on.  

My room in the Hospital was right on Parnell Square at the top of 

O’Connell Street.  

Those Dublin names were full of wonderment to me, then a 26 year old 

bachelor. My Nora Barnacle didn’t appear on the scene for a few years 

yet- and I’m fairly certain that it was sheer coincidence that her name is 

Joyce- but it enabled the best man at our wedding to announce that  

‘James is Joyce’s choice, and Joyce is James’ choice’. 

 



Magical was not the usual adjective one heard applying to the dear dirty 

Dublin of the late sixties but I can’t think of a better word to express my 

sentiments. 

Dublin then was much more like the Dublin 1904 than it is today. Abject 

poverty was rife- particularly on the North Side, and there was a flinty 

gloom about the smoggy streets and sooty tenement buildings, with 

grimy children forever swarming on the soggy steps.  

 

Phillip Larkin’s poem ‘Dublinesque’ comes to mind-  

 

“Down stucco side streets,   

Where light is pewter   

And afternoon mist  Brings lights on in shops   

Above race-guides and rosaries,  A funeral passes.” 

 

But there was a charm and a grandeur too, and wonderful chat and wit 

and verbal imagery in the buses and in the pubs.  In the working class 

pubs on the North side (I could list quite a few), it was not at all strange 

to hear poetry recited and songs sung- in Conway’s pub across the road 

from the Rotunda, in the interests of maintaining weekend decorum, a 

sign in the snug cautioned ‘No singing on Saturdays’.  

The shadows and echoes of Yeats, Synge, O’Casey, Kavanagh, Flann 

O’Brien, Behan and company were everywhere.  

Although one would say now that it was a very blokey atmosphere, there  

was an infectious warmth and generosity of spirit, and also a deep regard 

for the status of the materfamilias which I hadn’t noticed in Australia.  

So here I was, up to my oxters in childbirth, living a stone’s throw from 

Eccles Street, and in the midst of Bloom country- why wouldn’t I get 

hooked on Ulysses? 

A friend later said to me, referring to my happy adaptation to Dublin- 

“James you slipped in to Dublin as easy as an eel into a barrel of tripes”. 

 

Back to Ulysses, now-  

The sequence of the episode roughly mirrors that of Oxen of the Sun in 

Homer’s Odyssey, starting with an invocation to the sun, personified by 

Sir Andrew Horne, the Master of the National Maternity Hospital.  

We are given an early clue to what’s ahead-  

“send us, bright one, light one, Horhorn, quickening and wombfruit” 



“send us, bright one, light one, Horhorn, quickening and wombfruit” 

 

“Of that house A. Horne is lord. Seventy beds keeps he there/  

teeming mothers are wont that they lie for to thole and bring forth bairns 

hale..”  

 

What a fine contrivance to have A. Horne as the chief oxenherd. 

 

The older, and at that time, the more prestigious Rotunda Hospital gets 

several mentions in Ulysses, firstly, as the coach carrying Bloom and 

Stephen’s father, turns the corner into Parnell Square on the way to 

Paddy Dignam’s funeral in Glasnevin Cemetry- this is from the Hades 

episode: 

 

“White horses with white frontlet plumes came round the Rotunda corner, 

galloping. A tiny coffin flashed by… Sad, Martin Cunninhm said. A child.” 

 

 But it’s the younger National Maternity Hospital, commonly known as 

Holles Street Hospital, which Joyce chose to provide the setting for his 

exposition on reproduction, and for Mina Purefoy’s labour and delivery.  

The frequent references and allusions to human reproductive anatomy 

and physiology reflect Joyce’s profound interest in, and curiosity about 

the topic.  

We know that Joyce  studied medicine for two years- the first in Dublin, 

the second in Paris, prior to dedicating himself to the life of the literary 

artist.  This episode is not only replete with obstetrical flourishes, it 

contains recapitulations and parodies of various English literary styles, 

with echoes of Old Saxon, of the Bible, Chaucer, Lamb, Sterne, 

Goldsmith, de Quincey, Dickens, and others, and finishes with 

contemporary Dublin and American slang, as the students stampede out 

of the hall, to the exhortation-  “Come on you winefizzling ginsizzling 

boozeguzzling existences! Come on you dog-gone, bullnecked, 

beetlebrowed, hogjowled, peanut brained weasel eyed four flushers, false 

alarms and excess baggage!” 

Joycean scholars have hypothesised that there are nine main styles 

roughly corresponding to the nine months of pregnancy.  

 

 



In those days it was unusual for a Catholic like Sir Andrew Horne to be 

made a knight of the realm, whereas the Protestant Masters of the 

Rotunda were more likely to be so honoured. 

The second Master of the Rotunda, was named Fielding Ould. and upon 

his being knighted, in 1760, some Dublin wit penned this epigram: 

 

‘Sir Fielding Ould was made a knight, 

He should have been a Lord by right,  

Then the Dublin lady’s prayer would be 

O Lord, Good Lord, deliver me’. 

 



Speaking of Lords, the Guinness family were noted benefactors of Dublin 

Hospitals- the two Guinness brothers Lord Iveagh and Lord Ardilaun 

appear from time to time throughout Ulysses- this passage from Cyclops, 

refers to their famous brew 

 

a crystal cup full of the foamy ebon ale which the noble twin brothers 

Bungiveagh and Bungardilaun brew ever in their divine alevats..  

they garner the succulent berries of the hop and mass, and sift and bruise and 

brew them and they mix therewith sour juices and bring the must to the sacred 

fire and cease not, night or day from their toil, those cunning brothers, lords of 

the vat.  

 

Lord Iveagh was honoured by being given the keys to the City of Dublin, 

in recognition of the munificent generosity of the Guinness family to the 

citizens of Dublin. On hearing this, Brendan Behan is reputed to have 

said- “Fair play to him, but when you come to think of it, the citizens of 

Dublin, to give them their due, have been more than passing generous to 

the Guinness family.” 

 

I’m sure that this quaint practice has long since ceased, but in my day, 

and for long before it, there was a bequest from the Guinness family to 

the Dublin Maternity Hospitals, which provided a snipe of Guinness’s 

porter each day for each nursing mother, during the length of her stay. 

(What wasn’t consumed made its way to the Doctor’s quarters, although I 

don’t think that was written into the original bequest). 

 

Meanwhile Leopold Bloom hears that it was a hard, hard labour for poor 

Mina Purefoy-  

 

“The man that was come into the house then spoke to the nursingwoman 

and asked how it fared with the woman that lay there in childbed.  

The nursingwoman answered him and said that woman was in throes now 

full three days, and that it would be a hard birth unneth to bear, but that 

now in a little it would be. She said thereto that she had seen many births 

of women, but never was none so hard as was that woman’s birth.” 

 

It’s an interesting name, Purefoy, and it is no random choice.  



Joyce must have identified that Purefoy was the name of the former 

Master of the Rotunda (incidentally whose wife’s name was Philomena), 

subtly acknowledging the older institution.  

There were many eponymous terminologies for the Rotunda- the Rotunda 

method for the left lateral delivery, the Rotunda method for placental 

extraction, and the longer Rotunda fetal stethoscope. 

I’m not sure that it was Purefoy, but it could have been him, or one of his 

scions, who regularly challenged the new students with the question – 

why is it that the Rotunda fetal stethoscope is precisely seven and a half 

inches long? He would always get a bite from some aspiring student- ‘well 

sir, it must be because the vibrations of the sound waves from the fetal 

heart are such that seven and a half inches provides the optimal length 

for the acoustics’. ‘No, No, my dear boy, the reason why the Rotunda fetal 

stethoscope is seven and a half inches long, is because the record high 

jump for a Dublin flea is seven inches’.    

 

Joyce never studied midwifery- I think he was more interested in the 

basic science than its application. Had he done so, he might have chosen 

a different clinical scenario to portray her labour- Mina Purefoy was 

having her ninth child.  

Such a prolonged labour in a multiparous woman like Mina Purefoy is very 

uncommon, and highly dangerous. In those days, for a woman like Mina, 

a three day labour would have almost never had a successful outcome- 

for the uterus would have ruptured, with the death of mother and child.  

But Mina, as we know, soon after Poldy’s arrival, gives birth to a bouncing 

boy. So Joyce stretches the limits of obstetrical credibility here. 

 But to give him his due, staightaway, Joyce draws our attention to the 

topic of maternal death, by having one of the students refer to a recent 

instance in the same hospital: 

 

“..a matter of some year ago gone, with a woman of Eblana, in Horne’s 

House, that was now trespassed out of this world, and the self night next 

before her, all leeches and pothecaries had taken counsel of her case.” 

 

Maternal mortality is now, thankfully, an exceptionally rare event, but it 

was the scourge of childbirth at that time.  



There were no antibiotics or blood transfusions; medical staff were 

unwittingly transferring deadly bacteria from the mortuary to the wards, 

and up to one in fifty women died from childbed fever.  

I remember noticing next to the lift in the upper floors of the Rotunda, a 

narrow chute, and I learned that it was a reminder of earlier times when 

there was a frequent need for the quick dispatch of mothers’ bodies from 

the wards to the mortuary. 

 

 The ‘right witty scholars’, the medical interns carousing in the refectory, 

now tackle the thorny ethical problem of should the mother’s right to life 

have precedence over that of the unborn child’s, and opposing viewpoints 

are put forward, with Leopold Bloom, ever the appeaser, replying along 

the lines that it didn’t much matter, for either way, the church got the 

fees for a funeral. 

But this is no time-faded dilemma- it persists in Ireland, at least, to this 

day: 

I quote from The Irish Times, Tuesday April 23rd, 2013, referring to the 

death of a young woman in the Galway Regional Hospital last year- in 

2012: 

“The evidence of Dr Peter Boylan, the former Master of Holles Street 

Maternity Hospital, to the inquest into the death of Savita Halappanavar 

in Galway.., gave a timely reminder of the immense difficulties in drawing 

up legislation that strikes a balance between protecting the lives of 

women and vindicating the right to life of the unborn.  

Dr Boylan told the inquest that if Ms Halappanavar had been allowed an 

abortion on the Monday or the Tuesday, ‘on the balance of probabilities 

she would still be alive’. Ms Hallapanavar had been advised that she could 

not have a life saving termination, “because Ireland is a Catholic 

Country”. The propsed abortion legislation is a very hot potato in Ireland 

right now, with the government and the Bishops drawing up battle lines. 

 

Joyce next ponders on the causes and the tragedy of sudden death in 

infancy. As we know, Leopold and Molly had a son, Rudy, who died aged 

11 days. This from the narrator- 

 

“Leopold..still had pity of the terrorcausing shrieking of shrill women in 

their labour, and as he was minded of his good lady Marion that had 



borne him an only manchild, which on his eleventh day on live had died, 

and no man of art could save, so dark his destiny.  

And she was wondrous stricken of heart for that evil hap, and for his 

burial did him on a fair corselet of lamb’s wool, the flower of the flock, 

lest he might perish utterly and lie akeled (for it was then about the midst 

of the winter)….” 

 

Buck Mulligan, the all knowing house surgeon, later theorises about 

 “the sanitary conditions in which our greylunged citizens contract 

adenoids, pulmonary complaints etc., by inhaling the bacteria which lurk 

in dust… In fact, when one comes to look into it, the wonder is that so 

many pregnancies and deliveries go off so well as they do, all things 

considered, and in spite of our human shortcomings, which often balk 

nature in her intentions…” 

 

Buck Mulligan’s obstetrical interests are broad- he’s also concerned about 

the problem of infertility, and somehow assumes that it was the male 

factor that was the main cause. Buck proposes a project whereby he 

would offer his services to fulfil the requirements of these needy women, 

and to this effect he had a set of cards made up-  

 

“bearing the legend printed in fair italics: Mr Malachi Mulligan, Fertiliser 

and Incubator, Lambay Island. 

He proposes to devote himself to the noblest duty for which our bodily 

organism has been framed. 

 He proposes a national fertilizing farm to be named Omphalos with an 

obelisk hewn and erected after the fashion of Egypt and to offer his dutiful 

yeoman services for the fecundation of any female of whatever grade of 

life soever.  

Money was no object, he said, nor would he take a penny for his pains..” 

 

Mulligan later appears (in Circe) as a sex specialist, giving rather 

imaginative medical testimony: 

“Dr Mulligan: (In motor jerkin, green motor goggles on his brow) 

 

Bloom is bisexually abnormal. He has recently escaped from Dr Eustace’s 

private asylum for demented gentlemen.  



Born out of bedlock, hereditary epilepsy is present, the consequence of 

unbridled lust.  

Traces of elephantiasis have been discovered among his ascendants. 

There are marked symptoms of chronic exhibitionism.  

Ambidexterity is also latent. He is prematurely bald from self abuse, 

perversely idealistic in consequence, a reformed rake, and has metal 

teeth.  

I have made a pervaginal examination, and after application of the acid 

test to 5427 anal, axillary and pubic hairs, I declare him to be virgo 

intacta.” 

 

In the sixties, in Ireland, in the absence of any form of contraception, the 

major threat to women was their fertility- married women were sentenced 

to the probability of a baby a year. Infertility was barely spoken of, never 

mind properly investigated or treated.  

I became aware of the poor quality of the investigations and advice 

provided for these women, infertile but surrounded by fertility, and 

together with a colleague, set up an infertility clinic at the Rotunda. 

This wasn’t greeted with universal support- particularly by Sister 

O’Donnell, the head nurse in the outpatients clinic.  

It was not just because we were suspected of meddling in what nature 

had dictated, but we were seen to be entering into delicate areas, and 

crossing the lines of propriety.  

In order to exclude the male factor, we asked the woman to present to 

the clinic within a few hours of intercourse, (hush hush taboo), and we 

aspirated a small specimen of mucus from the cervix, and examined it 

under the microscope.  

Soon after the clinic was established, I was examining a particularly 

impressive specimen, and Sister O’Donnell was hovering, with her nose 

rather high in the air.  

I invited her to share the experience with us, and she gingerly put her 

eye to the microscope. “Sweet suffering Mother of Christ’, she said- ‘what 

on earth is THAT?’ 

I explained that we were looking at spermatozoa, migrating through the 

cervical mucus, as if on their way to fertilise the woman’s ovum. “Oh 

merciful Jesus”, she said, “but isn’t that DISGUSTING”.  

 

Back to Ulysses again, 



There are many other references and allusions to pregnancy and 

childbirth, including gory descriptions of breech births, cranial destruction, 

eclampsia, the evils of contraception, abortion, bestiality, problems with 

the delivery of the placenta, precipitate labour, artificial insemination, 

Siamese twins and so on.  

Other topics include consideration of whether conception might ensue 

when a woman takes a bath after a man, whether stepping over a stile 

might tangle the umbilical cord, and whether the timing of intercourse 

might influence the probability of a male child being conceived. 

But we can’t go on forever- here’s the news we’ve been waiting for, in the 

faux Dickensian style of a romantic penny novel - 

 

“Meanwhile, the skill and patience of the physician had brought about a 

happy accouchement. It had been a weary weary while for both patient 

and doctor.  

All that surgical skill could do was done and the brave woman had 

manfully helped. She had.  

She had fought the good fight and now she was very very happy. Those 

who have passed on, who have gone before, are happy too, as they gaze 

down and smile upon the touching scene.  

Reverently look at her, as she reclines there with the mother-light in her 

eyes, that longing hunger for baby fingers (a pretty sight it is to see) in 

the first bloom of her new motherhood, breathing a fervent prayer of 

thanksgiving to the One above, the Universal Husband.” 

 

So having said that joyce was my secret obsession, I have finally come 

clean. I’ve given you some insights through the prism of an onbstetrician, 

into my experiences with Joyce and with Dublin. I thank Frances for 

giving me the opportunity to expose myself to you in this way. 

 

 

James King, June 2013 
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	“send us, bright one, light one, Horhorn, quickening and wombfruit”
	“send us, bright one, light one, Horhorn, quickening and wombfruit”
	“Of that house A. Horne is lord. Seventy beds keeps he there/
	teeming mothers are wont that they lie for to thole and bring forth bairns hale..”
	What a fine contrivance to have A. Horne as the chief oxenherd.
	The older, and at that time, the more prestigious Rotunda Hospital gets several mentions in Ulysses, firstly, as the coach carrying Bloom and Stephen’s father, turns the corner into Parnell Square on the way to Paddy Dignam’s funeral in Glasnevin Ceme...
	“White horses with white frontlet plumes came round the Rotunda corner, galloping. A tiny coffin flashed by… Sad, Martin Cunninhm said. A child.”
	But it’s the younger National Maternity Hospital, commonly known as Holles Street Hospital, which Joyce chose to provide the setting for his exposition on reproduction, and for Mina Purefoy’s labour and delivery.
	The frequent references and allusions to human reproductive anatomy and physiology reflect Joyce’s profound interest in, and curiosity about the topic.
	We know that Joyce  studied medicine for two years- the first in Dublin, the second in Paris, prior to dedicating himself to the life of the literary artist.  This episode is not only replete with obstetrical flourishes, it contains recapitulations an...
	Joycean scholars have hypothesised that there are nine main styles roughly corresponding to the nine months of pregnancy.
	In those days it was unusual for a Catholic like Sir Andrew Horne to be made a knight of the realm, whereas the Protestant Masters of the Rotunda were more likely to be so honoured.
	The second Master of the Rotunda, was named Fielding Ould. and upon his being knighted, in 1760, some Dublin wit penned this epigram:
	‘Sir Fielding Ould was made a knight,
	He should have been a Lord by right,
	Then the Dublin lady’s prayer would be
	O Lord, Good Lord, deliver me’.
	Speaking of Lords, the Guinness family were noted benefactors of Dublin Hospitals- the two Guinness brothers Lord Iveagh and Lord Ardilaun appear from time to time throughout Ulysses- this passage from Cyclops, refers to their famous brew
	a crystal cup full of the foamy ebon ale which the noble twin brothers Bungiveagh and Bungardilaun brew ever in their divine alevats..
	they garner the succulent berries of the hop and mass, and sift and bruise and brew them and they mix therewith sour juices and bring the must to the sacred fire and cease not, night or day from their toil, those cunning brothers, lords of the vat.
	Lord Iveagh was honoured by being given the keys to the City of Dublin, in recognition of the munificent generosity of the Guinness family to the citizens of Dublin. On hearing this, Brendan Behan is reputed to have said- “Fair play to him, but when y...
	I’m sure that this quaint practice has long since ceased, but in my day, and for long before it, there was a bequest from the Guinness family to the Dublin Maternity Hospitals, which provided a snipe of Guinness’s porter each day for each nursing moth...
	Meanwhile Leopold Bloom hears that it was a hard, hard labour for poor Mina Purefoy-
	“The man that was come into the house then spoke to the nursingwoman and asked how it fared with the woman that lay there in childbed.
	The nursingwoman answered him and said that woman was in throes now full three days, and that it would be a hard birth unneth to bear, but that now in a little it would be. She said thereto that she had seen many births of women, but never was none so...
	It’s an interesting name, Purefoy, and it is no random choice.
	Joyce must have identified that Purefoy was the name of the former Master of the Rotunda (incidentally whose wife’s name was Philomena), subtly acknowledging the older institution.
	There were many eponymous terminologies for the Rotunda- the Rotunda method for the left lateral delivery, the Rotunda method for placental extraction, and the longer Rotunda fetal stethoscope.
	I’m not sure that it was Purefoy, but it could have been him, or one of his scions, who regularly challenged the new students with the question – why is it that the Rotunda fetal stethoscope is precisely seven and a half inches long? He would always g...
	Joyce never studied midwifery- I think he was more interested in the basic science than its application. Had he done so, he might have chosen a different clinical scenario to portray her labour- Mina Purefoy was having her ninth child.
	Such a prolonged labour in a multiparous woman like Mina Purefoy is very uncommon, and highly dangerous. In those days, for a woman like Mina, a three day labour would have almost never had a successful outcome- for the uterus would have ruptured, wit...
	But Mina, as we know, soon after Poldy’s arrival, gives birth to a bouncing boy. So Joyce stretches the limits of obstetrical credibility here.
	But to give him his due, staightaway, Joyce draws our attention to the topic of maternal death, by having one of the students refer to a recent instance in the same hospital:
	“..a matter of some year ago gone, with a woman of Eblana, in Horne’s House, that was now trespassed out of this world, and the self night next before her, all leeches and pothecaries had taken counsel of her case.”
	Maternal mortality is now, thankfully, an exceptionally rare event, but it was the scourge of childbirth at that time.
	There were no antibiotics or blood transfusions; medical staff were unwittingly transferring deadly bacteria from the mortuary to the wards, and up to one in fifty women died from childbed fever.
	I remember noticing next to the lift in the upper floors of the Rotunda, a narrow chute, and I learned that it was a reminder of earlier times when there was a frequent need for the quick dispatch of mothers’ bodies from the wards to the mortuary.
	The ‘right witty scholars’, the medical interns carousing in the refectory, now tackle the thorny ethical problem of should the mother’s right to life have precedence over that of the unborn child’s, and opposing viewpoints are put forward, with Leop...
	But this is no time-faded dilemma- it persists in Ireland, at least, to this day:
	I quote from The Irish Times, Tuesday April 23rd, 2013, referring to the death of a young woman in the Galway Regional Hospital last year- in 2012:
	“The evidence of Dr Peter Boylan, the former Master of Holles Street Maternity Hospital, to the inquest into the death of Savita Halappanavar in Galway.., gave a timely reminder of the immense difficulties in drawing up legislation that strikes a bala...
	Dr Boylan told the inquest that if Ms Halappanavar had been allowed an abortion on the Monday or the Tuesday, ‘on the balance of probabilities she would still be alive’. Ms Hallapanavar had been advised that she could not have a life saving terminatio...
	Joyce next ponders on the causes and the tragedy of sudden death in infancy. As we know, Leopold and Molly had a son, Rudy, who died aged 11 days. This from the narrator-
	“Leopold..still had pity of the terrorcausing shrieking of shrill women in their labour, and as he was minded of his good lady Marion that had borne him an only manchild, which on his eleventh day on live had died, and no man of art could save, so dar...
	And she was wondrous stricken of heart for that evil hap, and for his burial did him on a fair corselet of lamb’s wool, the flower of the flock, lest he might perish utterly and lie akeled (for it was then about the midst of the winter)….”
	Buck Mulligan, the all knowing house surgeon, later theorises about
	“the sanitary conditions in which our greylunged citizens contract adenoids, pulmonary complaints etc., by inhaling the bacteria which lurk in dust… In fact, when one comes to look into it, the wonder is that so many pregnancies and deliveries go off...
	Buck Mulligan’s obstetrical interests are broad- he’s also concerned about the problem of infertility, and somehow assumes that it was the male factor that was the main cause. Buck proposes a project whereby he would offer his services to fulfil the r...
	“bearing the legend printed in fair italics: Mr Malachi Mulligan, Fertiliser and Incubator, Lambay Island.
	He proposes to devote himself to the noblest duty for which our bodily organism has been framed.
	He proposes a national fertilizing farm to be named Omphalos with an obelisk hewn and erected after the fashion of Egypt and to offer his dutiful yeoman services for the fecundation of any female of whatever grade of life soever.
	Money was no object, he said, nor would he take a penny for his pains..”
	Mulligan later appears (in Circe) as a sex specialist, giving rather imaginative medical testimony:
	“Dr Mulligan: (In motor jerkin, green motor goggles on his brow)
	Bloom is bisexually abnormal. He has recently escaped from Dr Eustace’s private asylum for demented gentlemen.
	Born out of bedlock, hereditary epilepsy is present, the consequence of unbridled lust.
	Traces of elephantiasis have been discovered among his ascendants. There are marked symptoms of chronic exhibitionism.
	Ambidexterity is also latent. He is prematurely bald from self abuse, perversely idealistic in consequence, a reformed rake, and has metal teeth.
	I have made a pervaginal examination, and after application of the acid test to 5427 anal, axillary and pubic hairs, I declare him to be virgo intacta.”
	In the sixties, in Ireland, in the absence of any form of contraception, the major threat to women was their fertility- married women were sentenced to the probability of a baby a year. Infertility was barely spoken of, never mind properly investigate...
	I became aware of the poor quality of the investigations and advice provided for these women, infertile but surrounded by fertility, and together with a colleague, set up an infertility clinic at the Rotunda.
	This wasn’t greeted with universal support- particularly by Sister O’Donnell, the head nurse in the outpatients clinic.
	It was not just because we were suspected of meddling in what nature had dictated, but we were seen to be entering into delicate areas, and crossing the lines of propriety.
	In order to exclude the male factor, we asked the woman to present to the clinic within a few hours of intercourse, (hush hush taboo), and we aspirated a small specimen of mucus from the cervix, and examined it under the microscope.
	Soon after the clinic was established, I was examining a particularly impressive specimen, and Sister O’Donnell was hovering, with her nose rather high in the air.
	I invited her to share the experience with us, and she gingerly put her eye to the microscope. “Sweet suffering Mother of Christ’, she said- ‘what on earth is THAT?’
	I explained that we were looking at spermatozoa, migrating through the cervical mucus, as if on their way to fertilise the woman’s ovum. “Oh merciful Jesus”, she said, “but isn’t that DISGUSTING”.
	Back to Ulysses again,
	There are many other references and allusions to pregnancy and childbirth, including gory descriptions of breech births, cranial destruction, eclampsia, the evils of contraception, abortion, bestiality, problems with the delivery of the placenta, prec...
	Other topics include consideration of whether conception might ensue when a woman takes a bath after a man, whether stepping over a stile might tangle the umbilical cord, and whether the timing of intercourse might influence the probability of a male ...
	But we can’t go on forever- here’s the news we’ve been waiting for, in the
	faux Dickensian style of a romantic penny novel -
	“Meanwhile, the skill and patience of the physician had brought about a happy accouchement. It had been a weary weary while for both patient and doctor.
	All that surgical skill could do was done and the brave woman had manfully helped. She had.
	She had fought the good fight and now she was very very happy. Those who have passed on, who have gone before, are happy too, as they gaze down and smile upon the touching scene.
	Reverently look at her, as she reclines there with the mother-light in her eyes, that longing hunger for baby fingers (a pretty sight it is to see) in the first bloom of her new motherhood, breathing a fervent prayer of thanksgiving to the One above, ...
	So having said that joyce was my secret obsession, I have finally come clean. I’ve given you some insights through the prism of an onbstetrician, into my experiences with Joyce and with Dublin. I thank Frances for giving me the opportunity to expose m...
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