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A FRENCH HOMER IN AMERICA: JAMES JOYCE, HENRI MATISSE, AND 
GEORGE MACY’S LIMITED EDITIONS CLUB ULYSSES 

 
Luca Crispi 

University College Dublin, Ireland 
 
On 6 December 1933, Judge John M. Woolsey of the Southern District Court of New 
York determined that Ulysses was not obscene and thus could be lawfully imported 
into the United States. By the end of the following month, Bennett Cerf, co-founder of 
Random House, had published the first authorized edition of James Joyce’s book in 
America. Then, on 22 October 1935, George Macy, the visionary director of the 
Limited Editions Club (LEC) in New York, a subscription-based fine arts book press, 
published his Ulysses with illustrations by Henri Matisse. Given its limited 
availability and cost—then and now—most people have never seen this monumental 
deluxe edition of Ulysses, and so very few people have actually tried to read it, but 
that is probably beside the point. The LEC Ulysses is one of the most iconic 
modernist books ever produced and it presented an avant-garde reimagining of 
Homer’s Odyssey in text and images for an American readership that may not have 
been quite prepared for it. 

At the same time that Ulysses was conquering a mainstream readership as a 
bestselling moderately-priced trade edition by a major U.S. publishing house, the 
LEC was trying to reintegrate Ulysses into another model of the bibliographical 
marketplace as a deluxe edition, which by definition would be a rare and expensive 
commodity in the classical book arts tradition. Both of these avenues of production 
and consumption were essential to solidifying the status of Ulysses as a canonical 
modernist text for readers and critics as well as a highly collectible artistic commodity 
for the collector. This chapter describes the legal and financial negotiations, the 
complex material production processes, and the surprising textual history of this fine 
arts edition. It will also analyse the market forces that shaped the book’s conception 
and reception and comment on the evolving aesthetic and commercial dynamics of 
modernist works (both as text and image) in the mid 1930s. 

The LEC Ulysses is unique because it violates two of Joyce’s ‘usual absolute 
clauses’ for his work: it is the only illustrated edition of Ulysses with an introduction 
that he allowed to be published.1 It is also the largest format and most decorative 
edition of Ulysses published in Joyce’s lifetime. LeRoy H. Appleton’s cover design 
strikes a clearly modernist note and also gestures towards a key structural aspect of 
Ulysses. In fact, the covers speak more directly to Joyce’s work than does Matisse’s 
artwork. The book is bound in brown Bancroft buckram with a bright gilt stamped 
globe embossed in bas-relief on the front cover. The image is bisected by two 
perpendicular discs outlined in gold, surrounded clock-like by the numerals I–XII, 
which suggests the chronological progression of the book’s episodes. According to 
Macy, ‘The effect is both unusual and stunning’, but he then adds that ‘If the 
description of these details seems halting to you, it must be remembered that there are 
times when works of art cannot be described in pedantic detail. Our edition of Ulysses 
has a definite quality’.2 What that quality might be is the subject of this chapter. 

Although its aesthetic merits have divided critics and readers, it is nonetheless 
an exceptional book. Conceived and designed by Macy himself, according to Carol 
Porter Grossman in her new history of the publishing house, ‘it must be considered 
the pinnacle of his career to this point: publishing a highly controversial book in a 
deluxe edition with a world-famous artist’.3 A few months after the book appeared, 
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one happy subscriber wrote asking Macy to ‘Please accept my personal 
congratulations for the outstanding book of the Sixth Series in point of stunning 
binding, unusual and effective typography, and general striking appearance. My 
prediction is that the volume with the Joyce signature will triple in value before the 
year is out’.4 While the prediction about the ever-increasing market value of Joyce’s 
signature was correct, over the years many critics and readers have judged the book 
much more harshly. For example, in 1999 Willard Goodwin wrote that ‘in almost 
every physical way—in overall design and typography, and as an illustrated book—
the LEC Ulysses is a travesty’.5  

In 1980, Shari Benstock described the way in which the history of the book had 
become ‘sketchy–legend having supplanted meager fact’.6 At that stage there was 
indeed very little reliable information about the LEC Ulysses beyond a few anecdotes 
recounted in Richard Ellmann’s 1959 biography of James Joyce. According to 
Ellmann, Joyce wanted to make sure that Matisse 

 
would have his Irish details right. So he wrote to T. W. Pugh, that 
knowledgeable Dubliner, asking him to find some illustrated weekly published 
in Dublin about 1904. Matisse, he told Pugh, ‘knows the French translation very 
well but has never been in Ireland.’ But Pugh’s researches were in vain; 
Matisse, after consulting briefly with Eugene Jolas, went his own way, in the 
late summer and early fall of 1934; when asked why his drawings bore so little 
relation to the book, he said frankly, ‘Je ne l’ai pas lu.’ He had based them on 
the Odyssey.7 
 

Although only partially accurate, Ellmann repeated this story verbatim in his revised 
1982 edition of the writer’s biography.8 While Matisse scholars provided some further 
information about the artist’s participation in the project,9 it was not until the National 
Library of Ireland (NLI) opened its James Joyce/Paul Léon collection to the public in 
1992 that scholars could begin to piece together a more comprehensive and coherent 
account of the book’s production history. James A. Knapp wrote an essay based on 
the NLI’s collection in 2000,10 but he was unable to take account of Goodwin’s 
ground-breaking research on the Macy/Limited Editions Club archive at the Harry 
Ransom Center (HRC) which had appeared in print the year before. This chapter 
pieces together all the various strands of the story, thereby providing the most 
complete account available of this unusual book.  

The story of LEC Ulysses is filled with oversized personalities as well as a cast 
of enterprising agents who made the book possible. On one side of the negotiations, 
there was George Macy and Bennett Cerf; on the other, Henri Matisse and Pablo 
Picasso; all of whom shaped the project in various ways. What may seem surprising is 
that James Joyce is virtually absent from this story, even though his work is its central 
pivot. There were also several key agents managing the practicalities of the venture, 
including Albert Levy (Macy’s Paris agent, who from 1919 to 1936 ran the renowned 
family firm, La Librarie Centrale des Beaux-Artes on 2 Rue de l’Échelle in Paris), as 
well as Matisse’s son and daughter (Pierre in New York and Marguerite in France), 
and Paul Léon (Joyce’s trusted friend in Paris, who represented his views and 
interests in the negotiation).  

The conception and production of the first two American editions of Ulysses 
were intertwined from the start. As part of Random House’s concerted effort to 
overturn the customs ban on the book in court, Cerf wrote to ‘a list of representative 
persons, including editors, critics, authors, clergymen, members of the bar, 
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sociologists, teachers and librarians’ to gauge the ‘temper of the community [… and] 
secure a reliable cross-section of critical reaction’. His form letter to Macy on 7 May 
1932 sets out the firm’s strategy:  
 

In spite of the fact that the book has exerted a profound influence on the 
literature of the world since its first appearance – there are critics who deem it 
the most significant prose work of the twentieth century – there still exists in 
some parts of the United States a legal ban against it. We believe the ban is 
unconscionable from the point of view of letters, and have been advised that is 
unwarranted as a matter of law. We are taking steps to remove it, and have 
retained Morris L. Ernst, Esq., as counsel for the purpose. […] 
 We are addressing this letter to you in the hope that you will give us your 
frank opinion of ULYSSES. What we would like to have is not so much a strict 
literary appraisal, as an estimate of the novel as a social document. We intend to 
offer your opinion, together with those of other prominent persons, to the 
authorities as indicative of the preposterousness of the ban which now exists.11  

 
From the LEC’s headquarters at 551 Fifth Ave—less than a mile away from Random 
House’s offices at 20 West 57th Street—Macy replied immediately: 
 

A large number of our members have written us to say that they would very 
much like to have a fine edition of Ulysses. I have been able to tell these people 
only that there does exist in some part of the United States a legal ban against 
the selling of this book, and that we were not in a position to undertake it.  
 It is exciting to know that you have acquired the American rights, and that you 
propose to publish the book. I can give you the names of several dozen people 
of taste and respectability who are anxious to own properly printed copies of 
Ulysses. 
 I feel there is no doubt about the importance of this book. Its publication 
created a school of literature; it is doubtful whether any of the novels, written 
with the stream-of-consciousness technique, which have sold hundreds of 
thousands of copies, would ever have been written if they had not drawn their 
inspiration from Ulysses.  
 The legal ban to which I referred serves no good purpose. There is scarcely a 
city in the United States in which Ulysses is not obtainable. In New York, at 
least half the bookshops will furnish a copy of the book on request. And the 
copies which are obtainable are photographed from the original printing, are 
poorly printed and hard to read, and are pirated editions which are an insult to 
the author. 
 I hope you will put the volume through, and herewith place my order for a 
copy.12 

          
Cerf replied the next day: ‘When and if we get this book through, it may be possible 
for us to do something with you on it’.13 While the preparations for the legal battle 
over Ulysses were underway, Macy was in the midst of his own difficult negotiations 
with the U.S. custom authorities about the planned importation of Picasso’s 
illustrations for the LEC’s edition of Aristophanes’ Lysistrata; the story of this book 
is also intertwined with Matisse’s collaboration on Ulysses. Macy was concerned that 
the artwork might be considered so erotic as to be deemed pornographic by customs 
agents. It was in this context that the plan to commission Matisse to illustrate an as yet 
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undetermined work first emerged. Macy commiserated with Levy on the difficulties 
of working with Picasso, but then optimistically wondered if ‘we conclude a similar 
arrangement with Matisse, you feel everything will go through more smoothly’. Macy 
proposed that Levy let Matisse know that they wanted the artist ‘to make a series of 
lithographs to illustrate Manon Lescaut, ten or twelve lithographs if he will be so 
generous [… and] sign one hundred and fifty prints of each stone’ within six months, 
for which they would pay him 60,000 French francs.14  

Macy needed the electrotype copies (cliché) of Picasso’s work for an expensive 
advertising campaign he planned for the LEC’s Fifth Series of books. In response, 
Levy wrote that he tried to contact the artist several times, but had received no reply. 
He noted resignedly that ‘this behaviour of Picasso ought to be no surprise for us: he 
is well known all over to do so. Everybody who has to deal with him is supposed to 
be ready to suffer’. Levy also reported that he had contacted Matisse’s daughter, ‘who 
deals with her father’s business’. She had informed Levy that she doubted whether 
her father would be interested in illustrating Prévost’s eighteenth-century novel. 
Therefore, Levy ‘asked her to let Matisse tell us which book, liable to interest 
American bibliophiles, he would like to illustrate’.15 Macy replied that he was 
‘disappointed to learn that Matisse may not be interested in Manon Lescaut. Everyone 
in America to whom I have suggested this idea, agrees that it is a very good one’, but 
nonetheless he proposed that Matisse might be interested in illustrating ‘Madame 
Bovary or Mlle. de Maupin’ instead.16  

There were no developments with either Picasso or Matisse for the next four 
months. Then the day after the court ruling that made the legal publication of Ulysses 
possible in America, Cerf sent Macy the court decision as a memento, noting that ‘I 
know that Judge Woolsey was influenced by the list of people that we were able to 
rally to the support of the book’.17 In reply, Macy thanked Cerf for sending ‘a copy of 
Woolsey’s money-making opinion’.18 It is quite possible that this prompt may have 
first suggested to Macy linking together Joyce and Matisse. As a leading American 
publishing impresario, Macy was well placed to gauge the financial implications of 
Woolsey’s ground-breaking legal opinion. In fact, by mid January 1934 Cerf was able 
to report to Léon (who had been instrumental in the preparations for the trial and the 
negotiations for the Random House publication):  

 
The first copies of Ulysses have just arrived in this office […]. We hope that all 
of you will be pleased with the appearance of this book, as we are ourselves. 
 The tremendous publicity continues to attend the publication of Ulysses. […] 
The advance sales is now somewhere in the neighbourhood of 12,000, a really 
phenomenal figure for a book [at] $3.50 in times like these, and one that frankly 
we did not expect to reach for months. If the public will react to the book as 
booksellers all over the country expect them to, all of us will have cause for 
additional rejoicing in the months to come.19 

 
Cerf’s optimism was well founded. By the end of the year, Random House had 
printed 50,000 copies of their edition of Ulysses (that is, 8,000 more copies than 
Shakespeare and Company and the Odyssey Press combined ever printed of their 
editions from 1922 to 1938).20 Just as impressively, Random House had already sold 
36,336 copies and, as a result, Joyce earned a staggering total of $18,500 (about 
£3,730) in royalties.21 To put this figure in perspective, Joyce’s royalties just this year 
only from this edition of his book would have had the equivalent purchasing power of 
over £230,000 in 2018.22 This might appear to be a substantial income for most 
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people, but it was not for Joyce, particularly in this very difficult year in the life of the 
Joyce family. 

Meanwhile, frustrated by the intermittent progress Picasso had made by the end 
of 1933, Macy decided to go to Paris himself in late February 1934. He hoped that an 
offer of an immediate payment would prompt the artist to finish his work more 
quickly. Macy informed Levy that ‘It is also my great desire to make an arrangement 
with Henri Matisse when I am in Paris’.23 Levy’s initial approach to his daughter was 
disappointing ‘because in the numerous talks I had with her, I hoped the answer, after 
so many months, would be favourable’.24 Therefore, Macy changed tactic and 
approached Matisse’s son again on 2 February 1934, which happened to be Joyce’s 
birthday. This letter contains Macy’s first mention that the artist might illustrate 
‘Ulysses by James Joyce’. He included it as the last title after Madame Bovary, 
Manon Lescaut, The Aeneid of Vergil, Carmen, and Mademoiselle de Maupin. Macy 
proposed that Matisse ‘illustrate one of these, or he may suggest some other well-
known classic which appeals to him’.25 Except for The Aeneid, but like Ulysses, all 
the other works were succès de scandale in their own time, an aspect that clearly 
motivated Macy’s current venture. 

At his meeting with Macy, the other possibilities were set aside and Matisse 
agreed to illustrate Ulysses. It was only then that he began to acquaint himself with 
Joyce’s book, albeit very superficially. Supposedly having surveyed the French 
translation of Ulysses, Simon and Dorothy Bussy (Matisse’s friends and neighbours 
on the Côte d’Azur) decided to give him Stuart Gilbert’s 1930 James Joyce’s 
‘Ulysses’: A Study.26 But it is unlikely that Matisse even bothered to read the guide 
before he settled on his plan. According to one of the artist’s recent biographers, 

 
Matisse proposed to bypass the intricacies of Joyce’s text (which he had not 
read), and supply an accompaniment or continuo by illustrating similar scenes 
from Homer instead. This solution would cause trouble later, but its beauty was 
precisely that it gave him a free hand.27  
  

In fact, Matisse could have gleaned everything he ultimately needed to know for his 
project by merely reading the running titles in Gilbert’s book, since they name the 
episodes’ corresponding Homeric references.28 A month later, Matisse and Macy 
formalized their agreement: the publisher agreed to pay the artist 10,000 francs for 
each of the six lithographs he would produce to illustrate Ulysses (though Matisse 
decided to produce etchings instead after he encountered technical difficulties). For 
the sake of comparison, 60,000 francs was worth about $3,834 in February 1934, 
which would have had a real wealth value of just about $72,000 in 2018.29 Matisse 
also agreed to sign all 1,500 copies of the book as well as a further 150 sets of the six 
artworks that would also be available for sale as portfolios. He also promised to 
provide an assortment of preliminary drawings; this last clause in the contract would 
fundamentally alter the LEC Ulysses.30  

The prolonged battle over Ulysses in America did not end with Judge 
Woolsey’s judgment, nor with Random House’s blockbuster publication of the book. 
Nonetheless, even with the threat of a U.S. government appeal still looming, 
commercial (as well as reader) interest in the book continued to swell. It was in this 
legal and financial maelstrom that Macy first contacted Joyce with an offer. On the 
eve of his trip to Paris, just two weeks after the Random House edition had been 
published and a week after he had first suggested Ulysses as a possibility to Matisse, 
Macy wrote directly to Joyce: ‘This Club is anxious to present to its members a 
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beautifully printed and well illustrated edition of Ulysses’. He confirmed that he had 
‘already secured the consent of Random House to proceeding with such an edition’, 
but noted that  

 
we want to have your consent, if you will give it, and to pay you for this 
consent. I hope you will set a figure, and let us know what it is. Such an edition 
as we contemplate will cost a good many thousands of dollars; it will be printed 
on rag paper and bound in fine materials. So we would very much like to have a 
corrected text, and would be overjoyed with a special introduction from you.31  
 

Both Joyce and Random House had very dubious legal copyright claims on Ulysses in 
America, so it was only as a form of courtesy that Macy sought the consent of the 
author and the other publisher.32 In the end, the LEC did in fact produce the most 
accurate text of Ulysses in America until 1961, though that was not much of an 
accomplishment since Random House had based its text on Samuel Roth’s corrupt, 
pirated edition.33 As was his career-long practice, Joyce categorially refused to write 
an introduction for any of his works.34  

Macy’s offer arrived only two days before Lucia Joyce was transferred to Dr 
Oscar Forel’s sanatorium, Les Rives des Prangins, in Nyon on Lake Geneva, 
Switzerland. Completely preoccupied with family matters at this difficult juncture, 
Joyce entrusted the negotiations with the LEC almost entirely to his friend, unpaid 
agent and lawyer, Paul Léon. It took Léon over a month to reply to Macy because he 
had ‘been unable to speak to Mr Joyce on that matter exhaustively and cannot even 
now give you a definite answer. From his first reaction I can give you a general 
impression’.35 It seems that Macy had made Joyce two offers in February: if the 
author merely authorized the publication, Macy would pay him $250, furthermore if 
‘Mr Joyce would sign all and every copy of your edition limited to 1,500 copies, he 
would receive $1,500’.36 Joyce already had an offer in principle from Cerf at Random 
House for ‘$500 for an edition of 200 copies or less signed by the author’.37 
Therefore, whereas Macy was offering Joyce just one dollar for each copy he would 
sign, Cerf would pay at minimum $2.50 for his signature. Unfortunately, Cerf had not 
shown any inclination to take up Random House’s option. In fact, the following 
month he informed Joyce that his firm had ‘no objection to Limited Editions Club 
doing fifteen hundred copies if project meets with your approval’.38 Priced at a 
quarter of the double-signed LEC copies, Random House was reaching a very 
different readership, and (as already discussed) was doing so quite successfully. 

Léon also made it clear to Macy from the onset that Joyce would not be willing 
or able to sign all 1,500 copies, particularly ‘considering his precarious eyesight’. 
Furthermore, he fully agreed with Joyce’s attitude that ‘it would be unwise to throw 
on the market 1,500 signatures of his no matter what value is or will be attached to 
them’, especially since Macy could not ‘guarantee that your subscribers […] are 
acquiring the book from you at such extremely favourable conditions in order to profit 
from them later on’.39 While Léon was prescient about the future value of Joyce’s 
signature in the marketplace, he was mistaken to think that most LEC subscribers 
were in the habit of acting as initial speculators in the book trade. At this point Léon 
became more forceful in asserting Joyce’s interests and made a bold counteroffer. 
While Joyce believed that his ‘edition will be extremely interesting with the 
collaboration of Matis [sic]’, Léon did ‘not think Mr Joyce could or even should allow 
his book to be printed for a song’. Therefore, he suggested that Joyce would accept a 
10% royalty on the sale price of his edition of Ulysses (which Macy had said would 
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be available at $9 a copy, as opposed to the 20% royalty he received on the Random 
House copies which sold for only $3.50), and Joyce might be induced to sign between 
200 or at most 250 copies for a further $150. This would have brought Joyce’s total 
fee to $1,500, which was still only 40% of what Matisse was being paid for his 
contribution to the project. Léon was firm and indicated that he did ‘not think it would 
be possible to come to an agreement under different conditions’, and noted that he 
would inform Cerf of his counteroffer.40 

Cerf played a pivotal role in the venture throughout and he now convinced 
Macy to double his basic offer. On 4 April, Macy informed Léon that he was willing 
to pay Joyce $500 for his authorization to publish Ulysses and emphasised that he 
could earn up to $1,500 for his signature on all the copies. This was an offer of up to 
$2,000, which is much more than Joyce could have expected to earn from his 
arrangement with Random House, but still only 52% of Matisse’s fee. Unfortunately, 
since Léon had already made it clear that Joyce would only sign 250 copies at most, 
in actuality the offer came out to just $750, so less than 20% of what Matisse would 
earn.41  

Although the execution of the contract between Macy and Matisse was delayed, 
in mid April Levy told Macy that ‘Matisse already ordered the stones and is willing to 
begin at once’.42 By this point, Picasso’s artwork was beginning to arrive in New 
York and so Macy was able to tell Levy that ‘I think we are making a nice edition of 
Lysistrata and hope to be able to send a copy to Pablo himself, the so and so’.43 
Meanwhile, unimpressed by Macy’s revised terms, Léon did not reply for about a 
month. In exasperation Macy had his Paris lawyer write directly to Joyce again to 
complain that they were in the ‘rather paradoxical situation of a publisher quite keen 
to pay, and an author’s lawyer not wanting to accept his money’ and she insisted on a 
decision.44 Joyce did not reply and left it to Léon to tell Macy that he, Joyce, and Cerf 
would discuss the project in person at a luncheon that the author’s daughter-in-law, 
Helen (Kastor Fleishman) Joyce, was arranging a few weeks later. After which Léon 
reported the outcome to Macy: ‘as I expected Mr Joyce cannot be brought to sign 
anything like the amount of copies you mention and I am afraid we have to drop the 
idea’ of Joyce signing any copies, but then continued in a more positive vein: 
 

As far as his authorisation is concerned I have not been able to discuss this 
question with him in full detail though I know he is interested very much in the 
idea and the possible artistic value of Matisse’s realisation of the illustrations. 
 Taking this into consideration I take it upon myself to promise you that should 
I be able to offer him in your name a round sum of say 10,000 francs payable 
cash I think I will obtain his consent. I hope you will also find your way to 
promise him two or at least one copy of the book itself as I know he will be 
much more interested with the artistic than the financial side of it.45 
 

Obviously pleased by the plan, a few days later, Joyce first mentioned the project in a 
letter to his old Zurich companion, Frank Budgen: ‘Matisse, by the way, has been 
engaged by a N. Y. Book Club which is bringing out for subscribers an edition de 
luxe of Ulysses to do 20 illustrations. What do you think of this?’46  

Meanwhile, through his Paris agent, Macy informed Léon that he too preferred 
to wait to discuss the matter in person with Cerf, but when the publisher further 
deferred his return to New York, Macy took the initiative and doubled his initial offer: 
he would now pay Joyce $500 for his authorization and two dollars for each copy that 
he would sign. This means that if Joyce were willing to sign all the copies he could 
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have earned 70% of Matisse’s fee, but, since Joyce was not willing to sign more than 
250 copies, the new offer amounted to just $1,000 (or 20% of what Matisse earned for 
his contribution to the book, and just 5% of what Joyce earned in royalties from 
Random House in 1934).  

It was a major selling point that all LEC subscribers could expect signed copies 
of these books. It established a more personal connection between the writer/artist and 
the owner/reader, and as it turned out the signatures (particularly Joyce’s) 
substantially increased the market value of the books over time. Both Matisse and 
Picasso had agreed to sign all their copies, and so Macy was truly disappointed that 
Joyce would not do so as well. He complained to Léon that if more of his subscribers 
wanted the double-signed copies than were available they would have to ‘award the 
books by lottery. This procedure may cause us a good deal of embarrassment; but we 
will chance it, in order to meet your request’.  

Macy’s more substantial offer was more than Léon had asked for since 10,000 
francs was worth about $640 in 1934, and Macy let him know that he was only 
making it ‘because I want to please Mr Joyce through you’.47 After more than five 
months of negotiations, Macy insisted that they conclude an agreement as soon as 
possible so that the project could proceed. There is no indication that Joyce or Léon 
ever asked or were told the terms that Matisse had reached with Macy. If he had 
known, Léon would almost certainly have demanded a higher fee on Joyce’s behalf. 
Although this was not a very lucrative arrangement for Joyce at a time when he 
wanted ever more income, Léon accepted the new offer and asked that a contract be 
drawn up.48 Léon ended his letter to Macy by suggesting that it ‘it would be important 
for Mr Joyce to meet Mr Matisse’ sometime in October when Joyce would have 
returned from his holidays, at which time Joyce would sign the colophons as well.49 
Macy immediately and enthusiastically confirmed that he would draw up the contract 
and arrange the meeting. He wrote: ‘I quite agree with you that it is important they 
should meet, and Mr Joyce should be given the opportunity to communicate his ideas 
to M. Matisse’.50 In the end, when the books were ready, Macy told his subscribers 
that if they visited his offices they would  

 
find that all of our faces are red […] in anticipatory embarrassment caused by 
the fact that only a few of our members can have copies of Ulysses with the 
signature of Mr James Joyce himself. […] He is rapidly losing the sight from 
his one somewhat healthy eye; he is nursing what vision remains to him in order 
to complete his highly important Work in Progress; the strain upon his eye, of 
signing his name fifteen hundred times, was much too much for him to 
contemplate no matter what the profit might be. 
  

Be that as it may, it seems that Macy’s more democratic idea of a lottery was 
abandoned. Instead the LEC decided to pass on the additional cost of Joyce’s 
signature directly to the subscribers, and they did so for a substantial profit. Whereas 
they had paid Joyce two dollars for his signature, Macy charged the subscribers who 
wanted a double-signed copy fifteen dollars; that is, five dollars more than the cost of 
Matisse-only signed copies. In his monthly letter, Macy continued:  
 

We admit, with real honesty, that we hope many of our members will feel this is 
too much to pay. We admit also that we hope that many of our members will 
not want Mr Joyce’s signature at all! For we earnestly desire to hold the good 
will of every one of our members; therefore we don’t want more than two 
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hundred and fifty members to desire Mr Joyce’s signature in their copies, for we 
don’t want to occasion a disappointment. […] 

Of course, it is possible that more than two hundred and fifty of our members 
will be willing to pay this additional fee. How the copies will be awarded in that 
case, we don’t know; and we hope you will let us cross that bridge when we 
come to it! We have three different plans, all concocted with the desire to be fair 
to everybody!51 

  
It is not known how many subscribers took up his offer, but a sharp consumer would 
certainly have had the good sense to pay the additional fee of five dollars, which had a 
real price value of just over $90 in 2018, because from 2004 to 2018, the 1,250 
Matisse-only signed copies have regularly sold for between $2,000 to $4,000, while 
during the same period the double-signed copies have sold for a wide range of prices 
between $8,500 and $18,000 (and above), so about 350% more than the others.52  

Meanwhile, eager for an introduction to Joyce’s notoriously difficult book, at 
the start of 1934 Macy had also met with Stuart Gilbert in Paris and asked him to 
write it, offering him $200. Following up in July, Gilbert asked Macy:  

 
should it be critical (discussing the significance of ULYSSES and its aesthetic 
innovations) or more in the nature of an explanation – a ‘first aid’ as G.B.S. 
[George Bernard Shaw] would call it – to readers (who often happens, I believe) 
find themselves out of their depth after the first hundred pages? In the latter case 
I should address myself to the ‘general reader’ and, though I should go over 
some of the ground I traversed in my commentary, would treat the subject in a 
simpler, non-technical way.53   
 

It is not known whether Joyce was consulted about the introduction. Presumably, 
Macy believed that Joyce would approve of one by his designated explicator, though 
he had adamantly refused to allow the inclusion of any such critical material in any 
other edition of Ulysses. Macy struggled to explain to Gilbert what he wanted, 
indicating that the ‘introduction should be partially critical, but partially explanatory’, 
though mostly the latter. Then, he tried to provide Gilbert with some context by 
explaining that ‘In the same Series in which they receive Ulysses, they will receive 
Typee and the Canterbury Tales and The House of Seven Gables, to choose a few 
examples’ and ended the letter by saying: ‘In short, we want “a first-aid” fastened on 
to a simple critical evaluation. I hope this is not confusing!’54  

Gilbert thanked Macy for his guidance, minimal as it was. He then asked about 
a deadline, noting that he ‘would like to consult J.J. himself on some points – and he 
will not be back for a month or so’. Gilbert then broached a more pressing concern: 

 
I venture to bring another point to your notice – the text of ULYSSES to be 
used – as yours will certainly be the most authoritative and sought-after edition 
of ULYSSES. The Shakespeare & Co. text was full of mistakes – misprints and 
worse. I have not examined the Random House edition so cannot say to what 
extent it is accurate. I personally saw the “Albatross” [Odyssey Press] edition 
through press and it can, as a rule, be safely followed. Nevertheless (owing to 
the miscarriage, I think, of proofs) a few errors persisted in that edition. If you 
desire I will indicate these to you. Moreover J.J. has some idiosyncrasies in the 
matter of spelling which an ordinary proof-reader is apt to rectify – I remember 
my controversies with the official “Albatross” proof-reader! 



 10 

 Please excuse this rather prolix letter – but, considering the almost scientific 
precision of Joyce’s technique, I feel that an absolutely accurate text is most 
desirable, and venture to think that you will agree with me.55  
    

The LEC prided itself on the quality of the text in their books.56 Therefore, in reply 
Macy told Gilbert he had already concluded ‘that the Albatross edition indicated a 
greater excellence in proof-reading. I was thinking of using that edition for our text. 
But I quiet agree with you that our edition should represent Joyce’s own views in the 
matter of spelling and punctuation’. Therefore, he asked Gilbert to send an emended 
copy of the Odyssey Press edition, assuring him ‘that we will read our own edition 
carefully, to maintain this accuracy’.57 As Sam Slote points out, the LEC Ulysses was 
set from the two-volume ordinary (state B) of the first impression of the Odyssey 
Press edition of Ulysses.58 While Gilbert’s ‘negligible involvement’ with the 1932 
Odyssey Press edition of Ulysses has been thoroughly documented, for the first time 
his correspondence with Macy confirms that this was also the case with the LEC 
Ulysses.59 On 8 October, Gilbert apologized for his long silence, but reassured Macy 
that he was working on the introduction. He also provided Macy with just three, quite 
minor errors in the Odyssey Press edition (all in the complex ‘Ithaca’ episode), only 
one of which appears corrected in the LEC Ulysses. Nonetheless, Gilbert promised 
that ‘If I detect any more errors in the Albatross text I will let you know at once’.60  

On 20 November, Gilbert wrote to let Macy know that work on the introduction 
was delayed because he had been ill and that he ‘had hoped to get in touch with Joyce 
himself before sending the typescript – but unfortunately he is still detained at Zurich, 
and out of reach’.61 In reply Macy commiserated with Gilbert’s illness and allowed 
him a thirty day extension because they had not received the plates from Matisse.62 
Gilbert was happy for the extra time and wrote that ‘At a re-reading I have a few 
small typographical errors to report; none of them are really important so even if this 
letter is belated no great harm is done’.63 In fact, he only provided Macy with six 
further emendations (though they were in several different episodes), four of which 
were made in the new edition. As it turned out, the LEC Ulysses was indeed the best 
text of Ulysses available in the United States until Random House issued their own 
more substantially corrected text in 1961, but if the full extent of Gilbert’s 
involvement in emending the LEC text had previously been known (a mere five 
changes), it would have undermined the grandiose claims that have been made about 
the book’s greater accuracy. Nonetheless, Gilbert dispatched his introduction just 
before Christmas,64 and a few weeks later, Macy wrote: 

 
I have gone over your introduction with considerable pleasure. I think it 
admirable for our purposes; it is a masterful presentation of the entire subject, to 
be included in an edition of Ulysses which reaches people who have not 
necessarily read the text.65 
 

Macy could not have asked for more from Gilbert’s introduction. It is not only a guide 
to how to read Ulysses but, more importantly, the rationale for readers to accept 
Matisse’s abstractions on scenes in Homer’s Odyssey as relevant to Joyce’s Ulysses in 
the LEC edition. Part biography and part critical summary, it restates many of the 
points and arguments Gilbert had already made in his Study. Echoing reader’s 
reactions when it first appeared (and still today), he maintains that ‘though I claim for 
Mr Joyce’s work the utmost clarity, simplicity is quite another matter’. He notes that 
Ulysses is distinguished by its ‘precision’ and ‘craftsmanship’ and that ‘the reader can 
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expect to find the rigours of a scientific treatise in a work of fiction, discipline allied 
to beauty’. Underpinning Gilbert’s reading of Ulysses is the claim that Joyce followed 
a ‘Homeric paradigm’ . This has had a lasting (and not always productive) impact on 
how many of us have been taught to read Ulysses. More than half of the introduction 
is devoted to uncovering the correspondences between the two works. In fact, Gilbert 
tells the reader that the ‘key’ to Ulysses can be found in its title, and he concludes that  
 

though the narrative may be admired on its own merits without employment of 
that key, it cannot be more that superficially appreciated. It is not a question of 
vain pedantry–indeed no great research is called for in following up the 
Odyssean pattern–but a matter of simplification, and a means to enhance 
enjoyment. To readers who reject the epic background the picture as a whole 
may seem a little dim, like an image in a misted mirror.66 

 
Macy took up many of Gilbert’s themes in his announcement of Ulysses to his 
subscribers: 

 
This is a measure of the greatness of Ulysses; it is not a book which one can 
read, it is a book which one must study; but having studied it, one’s practical 
education is considerably improved. […] All of the episodes find their 
counterpart in Homer’s record of the adventures which be-fell Odysseus; so 
Ulysses is really a dignified parody of The Odyssey.67 

  
Meanwhile, in July 1934, Levy thanked Macy for sending ‘your magnificent Picasso 
and I congratulate you warmly for the beauty of that perfectly succeeded book’, but 
he also confided that ‘We are not very lucky with our artists; to deal with Matisse is 
almost as difficult as with Picasso. You know I have been without news from him for 
a long time: there has been plenty of dramas, or I do not know what, amongst the 
Matisse family’. Nonetheless, Levy informed Macy that Matisse would soon be in 
Paris and ‘his first plate will be finished in a few days and the others will follow 
regularly’.68  

While in Paris in mid August, Matisse met with Paul Léon and ‘explained his 
plan and showed him two of the projected plates and two designs’.69 Léon then 
arranged for him to speak with Joyce by phone since the latter was not in Paris. The 
only known direct instructions Joyce ever gave Léon about these negotiations is a 
hastily-written note while he was staying at the Grand Hotel Britannique in Spa, 
Belgium, in August 1934: ‘Matisse all right. You could tell Macy M. [Matisse] spoke 
with me and I approved’.70 Ever diligent, two days later Léon reported to Macy that 
Joyce was ‘in agreement with M. Matisse and has full confidence in his plan with the 
illustrations and design of the book’ and that he was ‘glad thus the thing is settled 
from the artistic point of view’. Léon hoped to arrange a meeting between the two 
artists in October when both would both be in Paris.71 Macy replied to say that he was 
pleased ‘to know that Mr Joyce is satisfied with the plans of Mr Matisse for 
illustrating Ulysses’ and continued: 
 

When I was in Paris, I learned of Mr Matisse’s plan to illustrate Ulysses on the 
basis of the coincident episodes in Homer’s Odyssey. I thought this was a good 
idea; but I still hope that Mr Matisse will arrange to relate the illustrations quite 
definitely to Ulysses itself.72 
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Ultimately, Matisse and Joyce never met. It might be interesting to imagine what if 
anything they might have had to say to one another, though it would probably have 
been something along the lines of what Joyce and Proust are supposed to have 
discussed the one time they met: I have never read any of your books. …. And I have 
never seen any of your artwork.73  

Two weeks later, Macy followed up with Pierre Matisse to ask him to ‘tell your 
father how greatly pleased I am with the prints of the two plates he has finished? I 
think they are superb, and will create a sensation when they are issued’.74 Regardless, 
much as he did with Picasso’s illustrations for Aristophanes’ work, Macy continued to 
have reservations about the relevance of Matisse’s work to Joyce’s text:  
 

I believe these first plates are superb, and far better than were the plates from 
Picasso. I am worried over the fact that they do not seem to have a direct 
relation to Ulysses, the book by James Joyce. I think it is important that Matisse 
must make illustrations for those episodes out of Homer’s Odyssey which 
actually have reference to Joyce’s Ulysses.75 
 

Just to be sure, Macy withheld payment for the two plates that had been completed 
until Matisse provided some guidance about the correlation of his work with Joyce’s 
text. Upset by the fact that Macy had not followed the terms of the contract, which 
stipulated that he would be paid on the delivery of each plate (not after he had signed 
the prints as Macy now insisted), Matisse provided the only information he would 
ever supply about the correlation of his artwork to Joyce’s text. Rudimentary as it 
was, Matisse simply listed the episode names in The Odyssey that corresponded with 
his drawings. Quoting Matisse in translation, Levy informed Macy that the artist 
expected to be paid immediately and that 
 

The subject of these plates can, of course, be in relation with certain places in 
Homer’s work, but it is out of doubt that, if I had to illustrate the Odyssey, I 
would have done so quite differently. These 6 plates are really the product of 
reactions of my mind before Joyce’s work, in which I chose scenes having a 
correspondence in Homer’s work.76 

 
Macy reacted quite personally to Matisse’s correct demand for payment and sent a 
draft for 20,000 francs immediately. Nonetheless, Macy pointed out that, ‘Of course, 
Matisse has himself broken the contract, by delivering etchings instead of lithographs; 
but I suppose this is not important to him’. On a more positive note Macy concluded 
his letter by writing that ‘The information you give, about the places in which the 
illustrations are to appear, will be of great help to us’.77 

At the end of 1934, Macy’s agent finally forwarded $500 as the payment for 
Joyce’s initial agreement, though she deducted her 10% commission from Joyce’s fee, 
rather than being paid by Macy as had been agreed.78 The 250 colophons that Joyce 
was to sign finally arrived in Paris on 4 April 1935,79 and were returned to New York 
in June. By the start of July Léon was already pressing Macy to send the agreed 
payment of a further $500 for the signatures.80 Macy replied as soon as he himself had 
returned from Paris. He sent Léon the payment and told him the edition should be out 
in October. Eager for further publicity, Macy then asked: ‘I wonder whether you 
cannot learn, from Mr Joyce, whether he has seen the illustrative plates made by M. 
Matisse, and whether he would let me have his comment on them’.81  
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On 6 December 1935, six weeks after the edition was published, Macy sent 
Joyce a second (unsigned) copy and used the opportunity to ask: ‘I will be greatly 
interested to learn from you whether Mr Joyce finds any pleasure in our edition’.82 
Then, on 12 January 1936, Léon paid Macy $10 for the additional copy, asked for a 
further two more unsigned copies, and wrote: ‘I have not spoken recently with Mr 
Joyce about your edition but the mere fact that he wants two more copies is I believe 
sufficient proof of the success of your publication with him’.83  

Judgements about the book’s literary, artistic, and bibliographical merits have 
often been heated and are usually extreme. Some subscribers were indignant, like Dr. 
J. Horace McFarland of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, who wrote: ‘I presume I should 
have been warned by the advance announcement of Ulysses. I did not believe, 
however, that anything so vile, as much of the book is, could be sent out’. Some 
readers took issue with the publication of Ulysses as a deluxe edition. For example, 
Mrs Henry B. Twombly of Summit, New Jersey, who wrote: ‘Why did you demean 
your fine art as to publish such a book as Ulysses? You know that it is not good 
literature; that it is not and never will be a classic. You know that it is just modern 
slush! Vulgarity dressed up is much more vulgar than vulgarity in filthy rags’. While 
others were ecstatic, for example, like R. T. Aitchison of Wichita, Kansas:  

 
Yesterday, I opened the red-bound parcel containing Ulysses, and again the 
thrill of the new ran through my nervous system. Held at first by that perfect 
cover design–having approved the title, well-done typography, with its 
appropriate ‘page’ and Ulysses spots, I crashed into the new! The artist’s 
‘roughs’ as inserts before the illustrations—MASTERFUL, absolutely! The first 
time, to my knowledge, that the artist’s real “thinking” has been attached to his 
illustrations–how it portrays the man’s work!  
 

Other subscribers took issue with the artwork. For example, Elvin H. Killheffer of 
Wilmington, Delaware: ‘Please tell me why you ruin such a beautiful book by 
including the stuff of Henri Matisse. Stuff isn’t the right word, I know, but I am at a 
loss to properly characterize what I suppose is alleged to be art. There is certainly no 
expression of beauty in such “crackpot” drawings. It would be far better to omit 
illustrations entirely’. Others were more charitable, like Arthur Lee Homan of 
Wakefield, Massachusetts: 

 
I can imagine the shower of abuse heaped on Ulysses and you and indirectly Mr 
Joyce, and consequently feel obliged to write in defense of the thing. […] I 
admire experimental work. If I cannot understand it, doubtless the fault lies with 
me. But I found the attached studies of great aid in arriving at some sort of 
evaluation of the etchings. From the studies it becomes obvious that Matisse can 
draw realistically if he chooses to and consequently, the final illustrations, 
trimmed as they are to essentials, must represent, to Matisse, a more real reality. 
  

And some were enthralled by the book, like Mr and Mrs Stettenheim of New York: 
‘The book is magnificent from the first moment the eye sees the cover to the pencilled 
‘Henri Matisse’ at the end. We can’t be grateful enough to you for putting in all the 
trial études—our friends who are interested in art talk darkly of swiping the book so 
they can get the études and frame them. We have taken to locking the volume up each 
night, and counting the plates in the morning. We can’t imagine anything greater in 
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the way of perfect rapport among author, illustrator and designer than you have 
achieved with Ulysses’. 84 

The value of this book (both artistic and commercial) ultimately lies with each 
reader. Therefore, when you have a chance check out the Limited Editions Club’s 
monumental version of James Joyce’s Ulysses … and, if you can, buy one.   
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