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Francis Phelan as a Postmodern Odysseus in William Kennedy’s Ironweed
David McCracken

Most of the critics who address Ironweed point out the associations between Francis
Phelan and Odysseus. Loxley Nichols writes that there are some “discernible”
instances, such as Helen Archer’s name referring to Helen of Troy, Francis’'s middle
name Aloysius sounding like Ulysses, and Francis's twenty-two years from home
almost equaling Odysseus’s twenty years abroad (46). According to Nichols, both
characters return home “to find a grown son, a faithful wife, and [a] friendly dog” (48).
Anya Taylor posits that both journeys begin with violence but end in forgiveness, and
Daniel Murtaugh notices that both men return home as beggars (301). However, the
most detailed study is by Michael Tierce, who offers a chart outlining relationships
between the plots (248-49). He writes, “Because of the close proximity of Albany to
Troy, New York, Kennedy has a ready-made allusion to Homer"” (249). Tierce argues
that the following comparisons (among others) prove that Kennedy is following what
James Joyce terms the monomyth, or what Joseph Campbell defines theoretically as the
circular process of separation, initiation, and return: Francis’s visit to the Saint Agnes
Cemetery matches Odysseus’s visit to Hades; the Mission of Holy Redemption, where
Helen first appears in the novel, corresponds to Odysseus’s episode with Calypso; the
Gilded Cage, where Helen sings, relates to Odysseus’s incident with the Sirens; and
Francis's return to Annie imitates Odysseus's return to Penelope (248-49). Tierce
mentions that Gerald, who commands Francis to begin his journey toward “expiation”
(19), correlates to Tiresias, who tells Odysseus how he can appease Poseidon once he
returns to Ithaca (252). Both Tierce (256-59) and Murtaugh (301) see Billy as
Telemachus, Rosskam as Eumaeus, Katrina as Circe, and Annie as Penelope. Several
critics believe that Francis, although not as strong as Odysseus, possesses his ingenuity,
cunning, and resiliency (Clarke 167; Murtaugh 301; Michener 103; Tierce 258).

To readers familiar with this research, my title does not appear to offer anything more
than the obvious. Instead of only summarizing the Francis-as-Odysseus scholarship, I
would rather acknowledge the connection between the two characters and move on to a
more controversial issue, which is what Kennedy is attempting to accomplish in his
parody of Homer's epic. The answer is illustrated in the novel’s enigmatic final scene.
Unlike his ancient counterpart, Francis, as a postmodern hero, fails to achieve closure at
the end of his journey. He misses his opportunity for total redemption, and he is






