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Abstract

James Joyce’s Ulysses has often been celebrated as one of the most spatially detailed
novels of modernism, where the city of Dublin is not merely a setting but a living presence.
This paper, entitled “The City as Text: A Geocritical Reading of Joyce’s Ulysses”, approaches
the novel through the lens of geocriticism to explore how space, place, and geography are
written into narrative form. Joyce recreates Dublin with such precision that readers can follow
characters across actual streets, pubs, and homes, turning the novel into a literary map.
Geocriticism allows us to see how these urban spaces carry multiple layers of meaning: they
are personal, historical, and political at once. For instance, Leopold Bloom’s wanderings reflect
the rhythms of everyday life, yet also highlight questions of belonging and alienation within a
colonized city. Stephen Dedalus’s movements, in contrast, emphasize intellectual and cultural
aspirations, revealing Dublin as both a restrictive and imaginative space. By fusing myth with
geography, Joyce overlays Homer’s Odyssey onto Dublin, creating a double map that merges
the local with the universal. In doing so, Ulysses transforms the city into a text where each
street and landmark tells a story about identity, memory, and power. This study argues that a
Geocritical reading of Ulysses highlights the ways literature does not just describe place but
actively produces it. Dublin becomes a site where narrative and geography interact, offering
insights into how cities shape human consciousness and cultural identity. Ultimately, Joyce’s
Dublin is more than a city; it is a narrative layout that invites readers to engage with the urban
world as both real and imagined.
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When James Joyce published Ulysses in 1922, it not only transformed modernist literature but
also changed the way readers and critics understood the relationship between narrative and
space. The novel, set in Dublin over the course of a single day, has often been described as a
“map” of the city, offering an almost obsessive detail of its streets, pubs, houses, and landmarks.
Joyce famously declared that if Dublin were destroyed, it could be reconstructed from the pages
of his novel. This claim reflects the deep attention Joyce gave to place, but it also points to
something larger: the way literature can write the city as if it were a text. The concept of
geocriticism, a relatively recent critical framework, helps us understand this unique spatial
dimension of Ulysses. Through geocriticism, scholars analyse how literature constructs,
represents, and interacts with geographic spaces, offering a fresh way of reading cities,
landscapes, and human environments. Dublin in Ulysses is more than just a setting; it becomes
a living character, shaping and being shaped by those who inhabit it. For Joyce, writing Dublin
was an act of cultural preservation as well as artistic creation. At a time when Ireland was
struggling with colonial rule and the battle for independence, the mapping of Dublin in the
novel carries political and historical weight. The city emerges not only as a setting but as a
symbolic site of memory, identity, and resistance. Joyce’s Dublin is layered with myth, history,
and everyday life, offering what Bertrand Westphal calls “multifocalization” the way
geocriticism draws together different perspectives on the same space (Westphal 122).
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The main characters of the novel Leopold Bloom, Stephen Dedalus, and Molly Bloom move
through Dublin in different ways, embodying different relationships with the city. Leopold
Bloom, the Jewish advertising canvasser, experiences Dublin as a mixture of comfort and
estrangement. His wandering through the streets creates a rhythm of everyday life, a mapping
of ordinary spaces that becomes extraordinary through Joyce’s narration. Stephen Dedalus, on
the other hand, represents a younger generation negotiating intellectual and cultural identity.
His interactions with the city reflect both a rejection of its constraints and an imaginative
engagement with its possibilities. Together, these characters show that Dublin is not a fixed
place but a dynamic space of negotiation, shaped by personal journeys and broader cultural
tensions. A Geocritical reading of Ulysses also draws attention to the novel’s mythic structure.
By overlaying Homer’s Odyssey onto the geography of Dublin, Joyce creates a “double
mapping” of space one that combines the epic with the local, the universal with the particular.
Robert T. Tally Jr., one of the leading voices in literary cartography, observes that literature
functions as a “spatial practice,” producing maps that allow readers to imagine and go through
the world (Tally 45). In Ulysses, this practice is explicit: each chapter corresponds to an episode
from Homer’s epic while being firmly rooted in Dublin’s topography. This layering turns the
city into a palimpsest, where myth and history intersect with the realities of 1904 Ireland.

The role of colonialism is also crucial to a Geocritical approach. Dublin in 1904 was a colonial
city, shaped by the presence of British rule and by the cultural tensions it produced. Joyce’s
careful reconstruction of the city can be seen as a form of resistance, a way of asserting Dublin’s
significance at a time when Ireland’s identity was politically contested. The spaces of the city
its streets, institutions, and even its pubs carry traces of power, domination, and resistance.
Michel de Certeau, in The Practice of Everyday Life, suggests that walking in the city is a way
of writing, a spatial practice through which individuals reclaim urban space (de Certeau 97).
Bloom’s wanderings through Dublin can be read in this light: not just as movement, but as a
rewriting of the city through everyday experience. Another important dimension is the
connection between space and identity. Dublin in Ulysses becomes a mirror of the characters’
inner lives. The city is not neutral; it reflects the anxieties, desires, and struggles of its
inhabitants. For Bloom, the city exposes his status as both insider and outsider, a man integrated
into Dublin’s routines yet marked by his Jewish identity. For Stephen, Dublin becomes a space
of intellectual struggle, where he must confront his personal ambitions and national loyalties.
Molly, confined largely to domestic space, represents another dimension of how the city
structures gendered experience. These different engagements with Dublin reveal the city as a
complex site of interaction between individuals and their environment.

In Geocritical terms, Ulysses demonstrates the interplay between real and fictional spaces.
Joyce’s Dublin is recognizably real, down to the smallest detail of street corners and shops, yet
it is also a literary construction, shaped by narrative choices and mythic overlays. This tension
between reality and fiction is at the heart of geocriticism. As Westphal argues, geocriticism
resists the idea of a single, authoritative view of space; instead, it emphasizes plurality,
heterogeneity, and the coexistence of multiple perspectives (Westphal 125). Ulysses embodies
this approach by offering readers not one Dublin, but many Dublins seen through the eyes of
different characters, narrated in different styles, and layered with myth, memory, and politics.
This study, then, seeks to examine Ulysses as a city-text, where Dublin is written into being
through narrative. Using geocriticism as a framework, the analysis will focus on how Joyce
maps the city, how characters move through and reinterpret urban space, and how geography
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intersects with identity, history, and myth. The article argues that Joyce’s Dublin is both a
cartographic project and a cultural one: an attempt to preserve the city’s detail while also
exploring the deeper meanings of place. By treating the city as a text, Joyce transforms
geography into literature, showing that places are never neutral they are always yolked with
memory, identity, and power. In doing so, Ulysses contributes not only to literary modernism
but also to the broader understanding of how literature engages with space. It demonstrates that
novels can function as maps, that storytelling can create as well as reflect geography, and that
cities can be read as texts in their own right. For students of geocriticism, Joyce’s work offers
a model of how literature and geography can intersect, revealing the inseparable ties between
narrative and place. The city, in Joyce’s hands, is never static; it is dynamic, layered, and alive
with meaning. This makes Ulysses one of the most significant literary texts for exploring the
possibilities of geocriticism in English literature.

In Ulysses, Dublin is not only a physical location but also a narrative construct that shapes the
experience of characters and readers alike. The novel gives us a city that is simultaneously real,
imagined, and remembered, turning geography into a site of storytelling. To read Joyce
geocritically means to acknowledge that space in the novel is layered with history, myth, and
experience. The very precision with which Joyce reconstructs Dublin points toward the idea of
“literary cartography,” where writing functions like mapping, charting both material and
symbolic dimensions of the city. This process reveals how literature creates spatial meaning
rather than simply recording it. Leopold Bloom, the central figure of the novel, provides the
clearest example of how Joyce turns urban wandering into narrative mapping. Bloom’s
movements through Dublin visiting pubs, offices, the newspaper building, or the cemetery are
not random. They structure the novel’s rhythm and mirror the way the city itself is organized.
Critics have often linked Bloom to the figure of the flaneur, the urban stroller who makes
meaning by walking and observing the city (Parrinder 18). Unlike the detached Parisian flaneur
described by Baudelaire, however, Bloom’s experience is rooted in the colonial city of Dublin.
His flanerie is not only an aesthetic act but also a negotiation of identity, belonging, and
exclusion. Bloom is both inside and outside Dublin society: familiar with its spaces, yet also
marked as different because of his Jewish identity. This ambivalent relationship reflects how
geocriticism stresses the multiplicity of perspectives in constructing a city.

Stephen Dedalus provides a different spatial engagement. His movements are fewer but
charged with intellectual and symbolic meaning. When Stephen walks along Sandymount
Strand in the “Proteus” episode, the beach becomes a space of philosophical reflection, where
inner consciousness interacts with external geography. Here, space is not neutral it becomes a
mirror of Stephen’s intellectual struggles and his search for meaning. The Geocritical approach
highlights how Joyce uses place to stage inner debates, making geography a participant in the
construction of character. This is what Franco Moretti calls “mapping literature,” where space
is not just background but an active force shaping narrative form (Moretti 54). The layering of
Homer’s Odyssey onto Dublin provides another dimension of spatial depth. Each chapter of
Ulysses echoes an episode from Homer, linking Bloom’s wanderings to Odysseus’s journey.
This transforms Dublin into a double geography: at once the city of 1904 and the mythic
landscape of epic tradition. As Declan Kiberd notes, Joyce’s choice to root the epic in Dublin
was a radical cultural act, asserting that an Irish city could serve as the stage for universal
human struggles (Kiberd 62). Through this double mapping, Joyce elevates the local to the
level of the universal, showing how myth and geography can intersect to produce a new kind
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of literary space. Gender also plays a crucial role in the Geocritical reading of Ulysses. While
Bloom and Stephen move freely through the city, Molly Bloom is largely confined to domestic
space. Yet her presence in the “Penelope” episode expands the meaning of space beyond the
physical. Molly’s stream of consciousness reveals how the interior, domestic sphere can also
function as a site of memory, desire, and cultural critique. Geocriticism helps us recognize that
domestic spaces are equally important in the mapping of a city, as they reveal the intimate
geographies of everyday life (Bachelard 78). Molly’s Dublin is not made of streets and
landmarks but of emotional landscapes, memories, and bodily presence. This inclusion of the
private alongside the public shows how Joyce democratizes space, giving multiple forms of
geography equal significance.

Another key dimension is how Ulysses deals with colonial power and resistance. Dublin in
1904 was still under British control, and its geography carried traces of imperial domination.
Government offices, barracks, and colonial institutions appear throughout the text, often
juxtaposed with scenes of ordinary Irish life. Joyce’s mapping of Dublin becomes a subtle
critique of this colonial order. By recording every detail of the city, Joyce preserves a version
of Dublin that resists erasure by imperial authority. Edward Said’s idea of “imaginative
geography” is useful here: literature constructs spaces not only as they are but as they are
imagined and contested (Said 55). Ulysses participates in this process, giving Dublin a voice
in the larger narrative of colonial and postcolonial identity. Thus, a Geocritical reading of
Ulysses reveals the novel as a dynamic interplay between text and city, narrative and
geography. Joyce shows us that the city is not simply a place to be described, but a living,
shifting entity that interacts with its inhabitants. Dublin becomes both a real and imagined
geography, one that embodies history, myth, identity, and politics. In this way, Ulysses
demonstrates the power of literature to write the city as text, making geography an essential
part of human experience.

The Geocritical reading of Ulysses opens an interesting avenue for comparison with the world
of cinema, where cities too become texts to be read. If Joyce’s Dublin functions as a literary
map of space, many films both in Bollywood and Hollywood perform a similar function,
transforming cities into central characters. Literature and cinema share the ability to make
urban environments more than settings; they become symbolic landscapes of memory, identity,
and human struggle. By extending Joyce’s experiment in Ulysses to films, one can see how
storytelling across genres and media participates in the cultural practice of “writing the city.”
Hollywood cinema has long used cities to tell stories of power, alienation, and transformation.
A fitting example is Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver, which presents New York City in the 1970s
as a chaotic, decaying, and violent landscape. Much like Dublin in Ulysses, New York here is
not just a backdrop but a mirror of the protagonist’s psychology. Travis Bickle’s nocturnal
wanderings across the city’s streets parallel Bloom’s perambulations, though the tone is entirely
different. Where Bloom finds rhythm and routine in his urban experience, Bickle sees
corruption and disorder. In both cases, however, walking through the city becomes a way of
narrating internal states of being. The geography of the city is inseparable from the human
condition it represents. Bollywood offers another rich comparison, particularly in its
representation of Mumbai. Films like Mumbai Meri Jaan or Dhobi Ghat transform Mumbai
into a text that tells stories of class, aspiration, and alienation. Just as Joyce maps Dublin, street
by street, Bollywood directors often map Mumbai neighbourhood by neighbourhood, showing
its slums, high-rises, and crowded local trains. The city becomes an archive of collective life,
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holding within it the dreams, struggles, and contradictions of its inhabitants. In this sense,
Mumbai in Bollywood cinema functions much like Dublin in Joyce’s imagination: a real and
symbolic geography, saturated with meaning. What makes the comparison even more striking
is the way both Ulysses and city-centred films rely on movement to construct narrative.
Bloom’s daylong wandering in Dublin parallels with the roaming protagonists of films who
walk through the city in search of meaning. For example, in Richard Linklater’s Before Sunrise,
Vienna becomes a map of memory and intimacy as the characters walk through its streets.
Similarly, Bollywood films such as Wake-Up Sid or Life in a Metro capture the emotional
geographies of Mumbai, where young people negotiate identity, love, and ambition in the
spaces of the metropolis. Walking and moving through the city provide a rhythm to the story,
grounding personal experiences in urban landscapes. Another layer of connection between
Joyce’s Dublin and cinematic cities is the interplay of myth and reality. Joyce superimposed
Homer’s Odyssey onto the geography of Dublin, producing a mythic double of the modern
city. Filmmakers too often layer myth, memory, or archetypes onto the cityscape. Christopher
Nolan’s Inception uses the city not only as a setting but as a dream architecture where space
bends and folds, merging the ordinary with the extraordinary. Similarly, Bollywood’s Bombay
Velvet transforms Mumbai into a mythic space of noir glamour, where the city’s history of
crime and ambition merges with cinematic fantasy. Just as Joyce elevates Dublin to epic
proportions, these films mythologize their cities, showing how geography can become a site of
both realism and imagination. The domestic sphere also plays a crucial role in both literature
and film. Joyce gave Molly Bloom’s bedroom a central place in the novel, turning a private
interior into a stage for memory, desire, and cultural commentary. Similarly, films often balance
the spectacle of public cityscapes with intimate portrayals of homes and private spaces. In
Bollywood cinema, for instance, much of the emotional geography of Mumbai is mapped
through small apartments, crowded kitchens, and domestic interiors. These spaces, like Molly’s
bedroom, remind us that the city is not only about streets and landmarks but also about how
people inhabit and personalize their environments. In Hollywood, films like Revolutionary
Road or A Beautiful Mind show suburban and academic interiors as extensions of the
characters’ struggles, echoing Joyce’s exploration of the private as a counterpart to the public.

The comparison between Joyce and cinema also highlights how both mediums deal with
colonialism and globalization. Joyce’s Dublin was a colonial city, marked by the presence of
British authority and cultural domination. In a similar way, many Bollywood films show
Mumbeai as a postcolonial global city, shaped by both local realities and international pressures.
The skyline of Mumbai, with its skyscrapers and luxury malls, often contrasts with the older
colonial architecture left by the British, creating a layered geography of history and modernity.
Films like Slumdog Millionaire bring this tension to a global audience, portraying Mumbai as
both a site of poverty and aspiration. Joyce’s Dublin and cinematic Mumbai thus share a sense
of layered identity, where history, politics, and culture intersect in urban form. One can also
compare the role of sound and language in constructing cityscapes. Joyce used the rhythms of
speech, advertisements, and popular songs to give Dublin its soundscape. His use of multiple
styles and voices created a polyphonic city on the page. Cinema similarly uses soundtracks,
background noise, and dialogue to produce a city’s auditory identity. Think of the constant
honking and bustle in Bollywood depictions of Mumbai, or the jazz scores that define New
York in films like Birdman. Both literature and film capture not only the look of a city but also
its sounds, making geography a multisensory experience. The most important point of this
comparison is that whether in Joyce’s novel or in city-centred films, the city is never passive.
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It is an active participant in the narrative, shaping and reflecting the lives of its characters. The
Geocritical lens shows us that space is always cultural, always layered with meaning, and
always connected to identity. Ulysses pioneered this approach in literature, and cinema has
continued it in its own visual and auditory ways. Together, they demonstrate that human
experience cannot be separated from the places where it unfolds.

Reading Joyce’s Ulysses as a Geocritical text allows us to see Dublin as more than a backdrop
it becomes a living character, written into being through narrative detail, mythic overlay, and
the movements of its inhabitants. Extending this analysis to cinema, whether in Bollywood or
Hollywood, reveals that cities across media serve a similar function. Dublin in Ulysses, New
York in Taxi Driver, Mumbai in Dhobi Ghat, or Vienna in Before Sunrise, all show us that
urban space is not neutral but deeply implicated in the way stories are told and identities are
formed. Both literature and film transform geography into text. They remind us that to walk
through a city is also to read it, to interpret its signs, and to inscribe it with personal and
collective meaning. Joyce demonstrated this through Bloom’s and Stephen’s journeys across
Dublin, while filmmakers do it through visual narratives of streets, interiors, and skylines. In
both cases, the city becomes a palimpsest of history, myth, politics, and everyday life. By
placing Ulysses alongside films that centre cities, one can appreciate the universal power of
narrative to create space. Joyce’s Dublin was specific in detail yet universal in significance.
Similarly, films that portray Mumbai, New York, or any other city show us how urban
geography is always more than physical it is cultural, emotional, and symbolic. Literature and
cinema, through Geocritical engagement, teach us to see cities not just as locations but as texts
that invite interpretation. Ultimately, Ulysses stands as a landmark of literary cartography, a
reminder that the city itself can be written into epic proportions. Its resonance with cinema
shows that across mediums, artists continue to explore the deep ties between human life and
the spaces we inhabit. To read a city is to read ourselves, and in Joyce’s Dublin as in cinematic
Mumbai or New York, the story of space is inseparable from the story of humanity.
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