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Joyce is important, and that’s a bizarre position to take about an artist 
who spent his life writing about his life.”

Salacious specifics aside, “The Most Dangerous Book” has seen 
a lauded debut. The New York Times, The New Yorker and The 
Economist are just a few that have piled praise upon Birmingham, 
whose Irish-Puerto Rican parents were recreational readers “yet 
could barely understand my desire to major in English – let alone go 
to grad school for literature,” says Birmingham. “They were skeptical 
but supportive, which may be the best of all combinations. To be 
a humanities grad student is to spend a portion of your free time 
justifying your life to the rest of the world, so you might as well start 
with your family.”

With “The Most Dangerous Book,” though, Birmingham makes 

a strong case for why the story of “Ulysses” is as important to the 
world as the story inside it. “There’s a deep, convoluted relationship 
between obscenity bans and bans on politically ‘dangerous’ or 
treasonous material,” says Birmingham. “The story of the fight for 
‘Ulysses’ is just one small piece of the puzzle, and there’s much more 
research to be done.” 

He adds that the ability of challenging works like “Ulysses” to exist 
is also reliant on a landscape of passionate independent publishers 
and booksellers who can support them without regard for profit 
margins. That’s di!cult in a fragile industry increasingly dominated 
by large corporations, so Cantabrigians should celebrate what 
Birmingham calls the “embarrassment of riches” that constitute the 
city’s literary community, and includes near-constant author readings, 
lectures and events among our bookstores, universities and public 

libraries. Support them, he says. 
As “The Most Dangerous Book” 
makes clear, a robust literary 
heritage, one of discourse and 
dissent, is an important, ongoing 
saga – a cultural journey that must 
never reach The End. It’s bigger 
than any one book.

“I was mostly bored and 
bewildered throughout my first 
reading,” recalls Birmingham of 
the first time he touched ‘Ulysses.’ 
But he found himself drawn into a 
world as elaborately rendered as 
Oz. “There were some powerful 

moments – moments that were touching and funny and beautiful – 
and by the time I finished it I knew there was so much more waiting 
for me if I wanted to work for it. It’s important to have books like that 
in your life – books that make you think, once you’ve finished them, 
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Most people read a book to discover how it ends. But for 
Kevin Birmingham, it has always been about the journey.

“The first book I remember reading avidly was ‘The 
Wizard of Oz,’” says Birmingham, thinking back on his childhood in 
Florida. “I pulled it out of a bookcase 
at home, started reading and realized 
hours had gone by. I think the book 
itself was less important than realizing 
how immersive books can be.”

Now living in Cambridge, 
Birmingham is a writing instructor 
at Harvard University and has also 
lectured in its History & Literature 
department. He is still inspired by 
an immersive journey, as evidenced 
by his widely acclaimed debut, “The 
Most Dangerous Book: The Ba"le for 
James Joyce’s Ulysses.”

The seminal modernist novel 
“Ulysses” is, of course, regarded as 
one of the best English-language 
novels of all time. And it is among the 
most important, for both its form (a 
stream-of-consciousness style that 
shi#s between narrative voices) and 
its content: sexually explicit passages 
and language that resulted in it 
being e$ectively banned in America 
throughout the 1920s. But for 
Birmingham, it is not the 260,000-
plus words inside “Ulysses” that need 
exploration in “The Most Dangerous 
Book.” It is the journey they took.

“So much has been wri"en about 
what’s exceptional within the pages 
of Joyce’s epic that we have lost 
sight of what happened to ‘Ulysses’ 
itself,” writes Birmingham in “The 
Most Dangerous Book,” which he 
spent roughly 4.5 years researching 
and writing. About two-dozen 
archives were visited as Birmingham 
si#ed through enough personal 

le"ers, court documents, newspaper articles and other illuminating 
documents to fill – well, to fill about 50 pages of notes in the 400-
page work that he calls a “biography of a book.”

And as far as biographies go, “Ulysses” lived quite an eventful 
life, if also an oddly unexamined 
one. “It’s hard to believe, but no one 
has told that full story before,” says 
Birmingham, who traces the journey of 
the novel – itself a modernist parallel 
to Homer’s epic poem “The Odyssey” 
– from inception to vilification and, 
ultimately, veneration. He stitches 
together people, places and events: 
the book burnings, the bootlegging 
of contraband copies, the 1933 court 
case that overturned its prohibition 
(and notched a vital victory for 
literary freedom.) He explores how its 
tale intersects with the lives of other 
legends, from Ernest Hemingway, 
who played a role in its smuggling, 
to Virginia Woolf, who passed on 
publishing it.

But probably the single most 
widely-reported revelation in “The 
Most Dangerous Book” is that Joyce’s 
long-degenerating eyesight was 
caused by syphilis; the theory has 
been bandied before, but Birmingham 
uncovered a specific medication that 
o$ers the strongest evidence yet. 
The syphilis claim has also been the 
book’s most contentiously received 
aspect. Some of it, says Birmingham, 
is “scholarly defensiveness” that 
some upstart cracked the case. 
Other reactions, he adds, are a 
misguided brush-o$. “The ‘so what?’ 
response puzzles me the most,” says 
Birmingham. “Joyce’s health problems 
were devastating. If you think the 
issue isn’t important, then you must 
not think any biographical work on 

Scout Out Author

Crafting ‘The Most 
Dangerous Book’

By Sco" Kearnan
Book photo courtesy of Penguin Press

Photo by Amy McGuire

“The story of the fight for 
‘Ulysses’ is just one small piece 
of the puzzle, and there’s much 

more research to be done.”
– Kevin Birmingham


