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James Joyce was born in Dublin on 2 February 1882. He was the oldest of ten children in a family which, after brief prosperity, collapsed into poverty. He was none the less educated at the best Jesuit schools and then at University College, Dublin, where he gave proof of his extraordinary talent. In 1902, following his graduation, he went to Paris, thinking he might attend medical school there. But he soon gave up attending lectures and devoted himself to writing poems and prose sketches, and formulating an ‘aesthetic system’. Recalled to Dublin in April 1903 because of the fatal illness of his mother, he circled slowly towards his literary career. During the summer of 1904 he met a young woman from Galway, Nora Barnacle, and persuaded her to go with him to the Continent, where he planned to teach English. The young couple spent a few months in Pola (now in Croatia), then in 1905 moved to Trieste, where, except for seven months in Rome and three trips to Dublin, they lived until June 1915. They had two children, a son and a daughter. His first book, the poems of Chamber Music, was published in London in 1907, and Dubliners, a book of stories, in 1914. Italy’s entrance into the First World War obliged Joyce to move to Zürich, where he remained until 1919. During this period he published A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916) and Exiles, a play (1918). After a brief return to Trieste following the armistice, Joyce determined to move to Paris so as to arrange more easily for the publication of Ulysses, a book which he had been working on since 1914. It was, in fact, published on his birthday in Paris, in 1922, and brought him international fame. The same year he began work on Finnegans Wake, and though much harassed by eye troubles, and deeply affected by his daughter’s mental illness, he completed and published that book in 1939. After the outbreak of the Second World War, he went to live in unoccupied France, then managed to secure permission in December 1940 to return to Zürich. Joyce died there six weeks later, on 13 January 1941, and was buried in the Fluntern Cemetery.
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INTRODUCTION

At the end of 1905 a young Irishman sent a manuscript of twelve short stories entitled Dubliners to an English publisher, hoping for early publication. But it was to be almost a decade before the ambitious and impecunious author would see his book in print and then only after so many delays and disappointments that the actual appearance of the work must have seemed to him something of an anticlimax. This dismal chapter in publishing history ran as follows. After an initial commitment, the English publisher, Grant Richards, developed serious qualms about the book’s contents, as his author, James Joyce, submitted new tales for inclusion in the promised volume. His printer too was fearful that Joyce’s realism about sexual matters would offend contemporary taste and lay both printer and publisher open to legal penalty. So author and publisher entered on a protracted correspondence in which a compromise was sought – in vain – between artistic integrity and commercial pusillanimity. By 1909 Joyce had given up on Richards and had placed his manuscript in the hands of an Irish publishing house, Maunsel and Company, where history was repeated as farce. This time the book got as far as the print stage, only for the complete edition to be destroyed at the very last moment as, once again, a printer and publisher took fright, reckoning now with the possibility of libel actions on account of its many references to living persons. Finally in 1914 Richards took his courage in his hands and issued the book without suffering any of the dire consequences he had earlier envisaged.

This delayed publication undoubtedly affected the book’s reception. A work begun when the author was a mere twenty-two-year-old graduate of University College, Dublin, and completed with the composition of ‘The Dead’ in 1907, when Joyce was all of twenty-five, did not appear until the author’s thirty-third year. By that time he was already attracting admiration as a novelist, with the serial publication of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man in The Egoist. This new work rather overshadowed Joyce’s collection of stories, for at that time the longer fictional form enjoyed greater critical esteem than the short story, even when it was given to the world in a coherent collection. So it was not readily recognized that Dubliners constituted a milestone in the history of short prose fiction and a remarkable and precocious achievement in its own right. Indeed for many years Dubliners continued to languish somewhat in the shadow of Joyce’s other fictions – A Portrait, Ulysses and Finnegans Wake – generating only rather grudging critical attention when so much more ample and complex work awaited explication and assessment.

The young man who began work on Dubliners in 1904 was the first surviving son and eldest child of a family of ten children which blessed (if that is the word) the marriage of John Stanislaus Joyce and Mary Jane Murray (‘May’). John Joyce hailed from Cork City in the southern province of Munster while his wife was a Leitrim woman from the predominantly rural province of Connacht in the west of the country. Joyce père was a man of some marked social gifts (singer, raconteur, personality, colourful frequenter of public houses) but signally deficient in the matter of earning a living. Despite the responsibilities laid upon him by his wife’s frequent pregnancies (six girls and four boys survived the fifteen pregnancies which James Joyce believed hastened his mother’s early death in 1903) John Joyce consistently lived beyond his means, and through mortgages and unwise investments managed to dissipate his family’s inheritance which depended on properties in Cork. Driven to the desperate expedient of actually working for a living, John Joyce, through political connections, found himself a position as a Collector of Rates in Dublin. This post allowed him plenty of time for gossip and for enjoying the lore and backchat of the city, but paid insufficiently to meet the needs of his burgeoning family. Even this tenuous hold on the world of secure employment was broken in 1892 when John Joyce’s position was discontinued and he was forced to retire on a less than ample pension (only granted after May Joyce had pled the dire state of the family finances) of about £132 per annum. In 1904, the year after his mother’s death, Joyce wrote bitterly to Nora Barnacle, the young Galway woman he was to invite to share a life of social and intellectual rebellion with him in exile on the Continent:

My mind rejects the whole present social order and Christianity – home, the recognised virtues, classes of life, and religious doctrines. How could I like the idea of home? My home was simply a middle-class affair ruined by spendthrift habits which I have inherited. My mother was slowly killed, I think, by my father’s ill-treatment, by years of trouble, and by my cynical frankness of conduct. When I looked on her face as she lay in her coffin – a face grey and wasted with cancer – I understood that I was looking on the face of a victim and I cursed the system which had made her a victim.

(Letters, 11, 48)

Life chez Joyce had not always been so dreadful an affair as the young and self-accusing writer characterized it in this angry outburst. Joyce himself had been born on 2 February 1882, in the family home at 41 Brighton Square in the Dublin suburb of Rathgar. This square of recently built houses was located in a respectable district of the city, and the house itself was eminently suitable for a middle-class family with a private income. The family soon removed to Bray (after a sojourn at an equally respectable address in Rathmines near by), a pleasant seaside resort in County Wicklow about ten miles south of the city, where they took a large house on Martello Terrace that was at least the social equal of the houses in Rathgar and Rathmines they had vacated. Here they lived in some style, employing not only servants but a governess for the young children. The Joyces were, in fact, comfortably placed members of a class new to Irish life, Catholic bourgeois of strong nationalist outlook who expected Home Rule, which was surely imminent, to enter them on their true inheritance as an elite in the emerging Irish political and social structure. Education played a crucial part in their aspirations and the Jesuit order was regarded as the agency most likely to prepare their sons for coming triumphs. James Joyce was accordingly enrolled as a boarder in the Jesuit-run Clongowes Wood College in County Kildare in September 1888 when he was six years old. Here he remained (apart of course from holidays) until the decisive year of 1891 when reverses in the family fortunes became definitive and the boy had to be removed from Clongowes because of paternal inability to meet the fees demanded there. As if this indignity was not enough to highlight the rapidly deteriorating circumstances the family now experienced, in 1893 the young James would find himself for a brief period enrolled as a pupil in a school run by the Christian Brothers. This teaching order supplied a notoriously robust education for the children of the Irish poor (John Joyce snobbishly identified their constituency as ‘Paddy Stink and Mickey Mud’). Joyce never subsequently mentioned his time under their tutelage and fortunately his Jesuit education was continued when, in April 1893, he was enabled, through the generosity of the order itself, to begin attendance at Belvedere College on the north side of central Dublin, where he was to remain until 1898.

This hiatus in James’s educational progression under the aegis of the Jesuit order had occurred as two other seismic events shook such emotional security as the young boy had enjoyed to that date. The one was entirely personal to the Joyce family, the other was an event of national significance. The year 1891 saw the financial crisis which meant the removal, in early 1892 of the Joyce ménage from their family home in Bray, to a house in Carysfort Avenue on the south side of the city. It was the first visible crack in the edifice of a family life that was soon to be shaken to its foundations. For within a couple of years, the Joyces were to make a further removal, with the necessary haste which was to mark all their subsequent flits through the city, from that comparatively respectable address to the north side of the river Liffey. The river then marked, as it does now, a social divide between the indisputably respectable and the doubtfully so. Thus the young boy, who to that date had enjoyed the salubrious environs of Bray in the holidays from Clongowes, was to be exposed, not only to familial and financial insecurity, but to a Dublin of mean dwellings, low public houses and slum tenements with their teeming populations, houses of ill-repute and grinding poverty. He was to get to know too a Dublin of lower-middle-class desperation in the crowded streets of north central Dublin, Drumcondra and Fairview, a city life hitherto unknown to Irish literature.

The shock delivered to the sensitive boy by this social transition must, one imagines, have been akin to that famously suffered by the English writer Charles Dickens when his equally improvident father was imprisoned for debt and the future novelist was set to work in a blacking factory. Joyce never forgot this trauma. This is evident, it can convincingly be argued, in his lifelong fascination with the theme of betrayal which focused on the fate of the Irish political leader Charles Stewart Parnell whose political career reached its climacteric in the same year as the Joycean démarche. Parnell’s death in October 1891 ended the hopes and expectations of those like John Joyce, members of the Catholic nationalist middle class, who had reckoned their future as intimately bound up with the success of Parnell’s skilfully fought parliamentary campaign for Irish Home Rule which would have allowed the country, in a devolved government, a significant degree of legislative independence from Westminster. Thereafter Joyce father and son would associate, in a way which seemed to come from springs of grievance and resentment which were less than fully rational, the collapse in the Joyce fortunes and the immiseration endured by the family in the wake of their own undignified experience, with the sufferings heaped upon Parnell in his final months. The Chief, as Parnell was known, had been forsaken by a majority of the Irish Parliamentary Party at the behest of ecclesiastical opinion in Ireland and nonconformist prudery in Britain, when his adulterous relationship with a married woman (Katherine O’Shea) became public knowledge. The Joyce family, who should have been pillars of society in the new Ireland Parnell had fought for, found itself by contrast in a kind of exile in rented accommodation on the unfashionable north side of the city, shamefully assailed by creditors and importunate landlords. James Joyce’s Parnellite loyalties and his obsession with the act of betrayal found bitter expression in Dubliners in ‘Ivy Day in the Committee Room’ with its comprehensive indictment of the casual, treacherous corruption of Irish political life in 1902, in contrast to the noble idealism of the dead Chief, Parnell. In writing such a work Joyce was bringing together a personal and national sense of betrayal and outrage that had their origins in his own experience as a boy in Dublin a decade before.

It was not only Joyce’s experience of social decline and Parnellite disillusionment that found its way into Dubliners. This text, like all of Joyce’s work, contains autobiographical matter and is rooted in an intensely accurate apprehension of the detail of the Dublin life Joyce had observed all about him as he grew to adulthood. Many incidents and characters can be shown to have their origin in real personalities whom Joyce would have known and to be based on experiences he and others had undergone (though only ‘An Encounter’ and ‘A Mother’ were based on Joyce’s direct personal experience). Indeed he drew with almost clinical dispassion on the experiences and even the private diary of his long-suffering brother Stanislaus (who was to be a financial mainstay of the Joyce household in its European wanderings for many a year). It was Stanislaus who afforded a model for Mr Duffy in ‘A Painful Case’, as Joyce imagined what might become of him in a later life of unfruitful bachelorhood. And his brother’s experience in a political by-election in which he served as a canvasser along with his father in 1902 is also the basis for some of the detail in ‘Ivy Day in the Committee Room’. Stanislaus Joyce himself records, confirming how intently his brother sought accurate data for his fictional realism, that ‘the detailed acquaintance with office life which some of the stories show, as well as the end of one of them, “Counterparts”, he got from my diary and more fully from me in conversation’.1 The Misses Morkan in ‘The Dead’ were undoubtedly based on his own great-aunts who had kept a kind of finishing school for young ladies at Usher’s Island, where the story is set. This story suggests how the author of Dubliners did not hesitate to draw even on personal details of those closest to him for his fiction. For the girlhood of his own Nora Barnacle supplied the Galway backgound for his portrayal of young love in that searchingly emotional tale. Dubliners is the work of a young man who, as his brother Stanislaus records, did not scruple to read through his mother’s letters a week or so after her death, offering only a curt, and as Stansilaus believed, contemptuous ‘Nothing’ as commentary on their contents. From quite early on there was something about James Joyce’s personality which bespoke a capacity to respond to life even at its most terrible with the intrigued, calculating imperviousness of an artist for whom nothing real is beyond his purview. For in the midst of trauma, alcoholism, familial violence and disintegration Joyce maintained a cheerful resolution of temperament which came from sources of self-belief that could not be shaken by the storms which raged about him. He was, his brother wrote in a diary entry in 1903 ‘a genius of character’ and possessed ‘extraordinary moral courage’2 which expressed itself in a scornful disregard for conventional opinion, for what Joyce termed ‘the rabblement’.3 His instinct was for the truth of life as he saw it and his moral engagement involved him in a search for modes of artistic expression which would serve that truth, whatever the consequences.

An early ideal was the Norwegian dramatist Henrik Ibsen (1828–1906) about whose play When We Dead Awaken Joyce wrote an admiring review article during his second year as a student at University College, Dublin where he had matriculated when he left Belvedere College in 1898. The eighteen-year-old undergraduate had the gratification of seeing his essay published in the widely read English Fortnightly Review (to whose editor he had ambitiously dispatched it), bringing him to the attention of the great man himself. Joyce had made an auspicious beginning.

What the developing artist in Joyce responded to in Ibsen was the ‘defiant realism’4 of his vision (he tended to ignore in his enthusiasm the symbolic qualities of Ibsen’s dramaturgy) and the independence of mind which underlay it. From Ibsen he received essential instruction that ‘out of the dreary sameness of existence, a measure of dramatic life may be drawn’.5 The portrait of a dismal, enervated provincial world that Joyce draws in Dubliners must owe its exacting, diagnostic realism in part to Joyce’s admiration for those plays by Ibsen in which the lives of the Norwegian living-dead are seen ‘steadily and whole, as from a great height, with perfect vision and angelic dispassionateness, with the sight of one who may look on the sun with open eyes’.6

In Joyce’s youthful view, Ibsen had ‘chosen the average lives in their uncompromising truth for the groundwork of all his later plays’.7 In Dubliners he emulated the master, and accordingly it must have been almost insufferable to him that the prudery and caution of publishers in London and Dublin delayed publication of a work which he believed, with Ibsenite zeal, represented ‘a chapter of the moral history’ (Letters, II, 134) of his country. So he wrote to Grant Richards, as that pusillanimous soul hesitated, with the conviction of an artistic Mr Valiant-for-Truth whose weapon is an uncompromising realism:

It is not my fault that the odour of ashpits and old weeds and offal hangs round my stories. I seriously believe that you will retard the course of civilisation in Ireland by preventing the Irish people from having one good look at themselves in my nicely polished looking-glass.

(Letters, 63–4)


Therefore, it is clear that Joyce intended Dubliners at the very least to be a realist’s study of his native city, a work representative of Irish experience, conducted with unflinching Ibsenite moral rigour. Writing to William Heinemann (to whom he had first sent the manuscript in hopes of publication) he insisted, ‘The book is not a collection of tourist impressions but an attempt to represent certain aspects of the life of one of the European capitals.’ (Letters, II, 109) To his brother Stanislaus he wrote in the same month, reinforcing the point: ‘When you remember that Dublin has been a capital for thousands of years, that it is the “second” city of the British Empire, that it is nearly three times as big as Venice it seems strange that no artist has given it to the world.’

(Letters, II, 111)

The Dublin which in the early twentieth century lay open to the inspection of Joyce’s realism was a city of some three hundred thousand persons. It was a city which certainly exhibited much evidence of its significance in the scheme of things, being endowed with much splendid architecture and an urban layout that allowed its citizens to appreciate its magnificent setting on the river Liffey between the open arms of a great bay and beneath the rolling mountains of County Wicklow to the south. Many of Dublin’s most distinguished buildings dated from the eighteenth century (the Four Courts and the Custom House which dominated the north bank of the river, the Bank of Ireland on College Green which had housed an independent parliament in the last decades of that century) but the city also boasted two medieval cathedrals, two universities, one the Elizabethan foundation of Trinity College, Dublin, the other the more recently established University College, Dublin, off-spring of John Henry Newman’s educational experiment in the 1850s. Even after the city’s nineteenth-century decline from the glories of the late eighteenth century, when it was a seat of native government (however restricted the franchise which elected it), there remained several noble squares (Merrion Square, St Stephen’s Green, Fitzwilliam Square) which made the city an urban masterpiece that allowed it to be compared with Bath in England and even with the Italian Venice which Joyce invoked in his letter to Stanislaus. The eighteenth-century Wide Streets Commission had also bequeathed to the city’s citizens a street pattern of ready access and spacious vistas so that Dublin was very much a walker’s city (note in Dubliners as in Ulysses how much time the characters spend on their feet or on brief journeys by cab or tram so that peregrination becomes almost a principle of composition) which could fairly easily be negotiated, even in the course of a day’s business, by foot.

The city that Joyce chose as his literary subject matter, for all its graciousness and fortunate physical setting, had by the early twentieth century endured almost a century of decline. This perhaps accounts for the fact that the Dubliners of Joyce’s text seem unconscious of the city’s charms, thereby reflecting contemporary taste that had not yet been alerted to the attractions of Georgian architecture. A guide book of the period advised ‘The street architecture of Dublin is not beautiful, the houses generally being of the uninteresting Georgian period.’8 The Act of Union of 1801 at the end of the Georgian century had reduced the city’s importance in the British Isles as the seat of a native Irish legislature and the economic difficulties experienced by the country at large in an era of free trade and burgeoning transport facilities had taken their toll on the city too. As the historian of Dublin’s decline has it ‘At the time of the union Dublin was easily the second largest city in the British Isles and among the ten largest cities in Europe. By 1860 she was merely fifth in the UK rankings and by the end of the century was to suffer the ultimate indignity of being overtaken by upstart Belfast as Ireland’s largest city.’9 Symptoms of stagnation and concomitant human misery were not hard to find. Because the city lacked any really productive industrial base, the two hundred thousand or more of working people that constituted the great majority of its inhabitants were forced to depend for employment on the building industry, on such concerns as biscuit-making and brewing, on domestic service, casual labouring and carrying and on work on the docks. This latter reflected the fact that Dublin was an important entrepôt for the country as a whole, but even in this sphere, the late nineteenth century saw decline and failure to meet competition from new sources (Gabriel Conroy’s father in ‘The Dead’ was an employee of the influential Dublin Port and Docks Board which regulated the work of the port). By 1907 the port, which had been of long-standing significance in the growth of the city, had to play second fiddle in terms of growth to both Belfast and Cork in the north and south of the country. But the decline in the docks was only one element in a generally dismal picture, summarized as follows by Mary E. Daly:

The lack of dynamism from the rural Irish economy and the failure of Dublin businesses to manufacture, and, in some cases, even to distribute the manufactured goods which rural Ireland needed, plus the apparent stagnation of the port in the third quarter of the nineteenth century all meant that Dublin failed to provide adequate employment, either for the indigenous population or even for a small proportion of the surplus population of rural Ireland.10

Many of the city’s labouring and unemployed poor lived in the tenements for which the city was notorious. These were squalid, decaying Georgian townhouses on streets and squares on the north side of the river in central Dublin which had once been the height of fashion, but by the early twentieth century were given over to slum conditions of the worst kind. As F. S. L. Lyons has recorded, ‘over 30% of these tenements consisted of single rooms; estimates of the average number living, eating and sleeping in these rooms varied from three to six, though cases of from seven to twelve were by no means uncommon. Up to one hundred people could live in a single tenement house; often there would only be one cold tap in a yard or passage, and the facilities for sewage disposal were unspeakably inadequate.’11 Unsurprisingly, Dublin had both a disgracefully high infant mortality rate and the highest death rate in the country. We get only glimpses of the desperately poor or of the labouring masses in Dubliners. In ‘An Encounter’ we meet ‘ragged girls’ and ‘ragged boys’, probably inmates of one of the many orphanages and charitable institutions that were a necessity in such a city; in ‘Araby’ we hear of ‘the rough tribes from the cottages’. In ‘A Little Cloud’ Little Chandler the hero (if such he can be called) walks after work down Henrietta Street in north central Dublin, amidst a horde of grimy children – ‘They stood or ran in the roadway or crawled up the steps before the gaping doors or squatted like mice upon the thresholds…. He picked his way deftly through all that minute vermin-like life and under the shadow of the gaunt spectral mansions in which the old nobility of Dublin had roistered.’ And in ‘Two Gallants’ Lenehan finds himself in a café patronized by working people whose demeanour makes him embarrassed at his own, not especially developed, gentility of manner. But if actual references to this huge underclass in Dublin’s life are few in Dubliners, such brief allusions to a dominating social reality, widespread and apparently unmitigable immiseration, give one to understand why the characters in this grimly realistic work view even loathsome or dispiriting employment with such proprietorial concern. Mr Doran for example in ‘The Boarding House’ accedes to a not-so-tender trap which will have him married to a woman he does not love lest in disgrace he should lose his job. And Farrington in ‘Counterparts’ gets violently drunk in self-disgust when he has been forced to ‘offer an abject apology’ to his superior at work after a moment’s futile rebellion. For the unemployed and underpaid there are only the desperate stratagems of a Lenehan (in ‘Two Gallants’) ‘knocking about … pulling the devil by the tail … shifts and intrigues’ or of a Mr M’Coy (in ‘Grace’) who borrows luggage for proposed concert tours to be undertaken by his singer spouse only to pawn it forthwith to augment his income. And there is too the kind of precarious hold on gentility which allows the Morkan sisters in ‘The Dead’ to keep up a show of middle-class hospitality, at least at Christmas, even though they live over a corn factor’s premises in rented accommodation.

For Joyce in Dubliners concentrates his attention on a fairly narrow strand of Dublin society: the lower middle class, petit-bourgeois world of shopkeepers and tradesmen, functionaries of one kind or another, clerks, bank officials, salesmen like Mr Kernan in ‘Grace’ who sells as well as tastes tea for a living. Their world is one of rented rooms and houses in less than fashionable areas of the city, of furniture bought on the hire-purchase system, of boarding houses, offices and public houses (in the early years of the century the city boasted about 800 licensed premises) where they eke out their dismal and often insecure lives. When we have noted the hotel at which Ségouin stays and where Jimmy dines in ‘After the Race’, the Gresham Hotel where the Conroys spend the night after the Misses Morkans’ Christmas party, and observe that Gabriel and Miss Ivors are graduates of the Royal University, we have scaled the social heights to which Joyce’s characters attain in this book. At the bottom of the ladder, by contrast, are the skivvy in ‘Two Gallants’ and Lily the caretaker’s daughter in ‘The Dead’ who probably both exist on the edge of that cruel poverty which was the lot of the majority of the city’s inhabitants and which gave an added intensity to natural lower-middle-class anxiety about economic survival.

Such social ambition as Joyce’s characters can reasonably entertain in Dubliners is represented by Jimmy’s nouveau riche father (in ‘After the Race’) who has made a fortune in the grocery trade supplying police contracts, Jack Power in ‘Grace’ ‘the arc’ of whose ‘social rise’ has elevated him to a post in ‘The Royal Irish Constabulary Office in Dublin Castle’ and by Father Flynn in ‘The Sisters’ and Constantine Conroy (Gabriel’s brother in ‘The Dead’) who have achieved the social respectability of priesthood in a society where the taking of holy orders offered advancement for the upwardly mobile. It was not of course that Dubliners of the kind that Joyce chose to write about were constitutionally deficient in the desire to improve themselves or to advance their children in the world (class consciousness is a recurrent motif ). Rather the Dublin of the early years of the century was economically in serious decline and its energies were restrained by the limits placed upon ambition by a caste system which operated with almost comprehensive efficiency.

The population of Dublin in the first decade of this century was about 17% Protestant while the rest was Catholic. That Protestant minority included the ruling elite whose loyalty to the union between Ireland and Great Britain was unquestioned and certainly understandable since the union protected their own position in a strikingly inequitable social order. It was they who constituted the upper levels of society in Dublin and who largely controlled entry to the major professions of Law and Medicine. They were powerful too in banking and in business (in brewing and distilling, and in biscuit-making, for example). They would indeed have reserved for poorer Protestants many of the better-paid jobs in the government bodies which, under the authority of the Viceroy (with his residence in the Phoenix Park in the city), administered both the city and the country at large. The excluded were not only those suspected of disloyalty (those of advanced nationalist or republican sympathies) but many Catholics whose only wish for themselves was that they could work and live at a decent level in their own city. For many such only the world of clerking, serving as a shop assistant or as a low-paid official in some government office stood between them and the kind of undignified scrounging practised by the Corleys and Lenehans of this economically depressed and unjust world.

If economic life in the city for the majority of the city’s inhabitants is adequately represented by the crowd of spectators who in ‘After the Race’ form a ‘channel of poverty and inaction’ through which ‘the continent sped its wealth and industry’, we can readily understand then why money plays a distinctive role in this text. We learn here that Eveline earns a weekly wage of seven shillings, that Mrs Mooney’s young men in ‘The Boarding House’ pay fifteen shillings a week for board and lodgings, that Farrington is so far gone in alcoholic dependency in ‘Counterparts’ that he spends six shillings (having pawned his watch) on drink in one evening, which must represent a substantial drain on his family’s only visible means of support. We learn too that Maria in ‘Clay’ has two half-crowns and some coppers (pennies) in her purse when she steps out for her evening visit. The fact that she expends almost half this sum on an intended present which she leaves on the tram adds, of course, a note of pathetic extravagance to this tale of frustration and evasion. For the world of Dubliners is economically exiguous, a place of venal money-grubbing, fiscal prudence and aggressive financial insistence. Little Chandler in ‘A Little Cloud’ still has the furniture to pay for, the electoral workers in ‘Ivy Day in the Committee Room’ labour for meagre payment or the small reward of a bottle or two of stout, while Kathleen Kearney’s father in ‘A Mother’ ‘by paying a small sum every week into a society … ensured for both his daughters a dowry of one hundred pounds each when they came to the age of twenty-four’. Which doesn’t of course inhibit Kathleen’s mother from loudly insisting that her daughter be paid a full fee of eight guineas even when a depleted concert-hall audience makes it unlikely that the management can meet its commitments. All of which gives a peculiar relevance to the work as a whole of the gold coin in ‘Two Gallants’, which reveals to us the full parasitical horror of the relationships explored in that grim study of colonial degradation.

For Joyce in Dubliners does not fail to identify the source of much of the human misery he so clinically diagnoses. The coin in question is a gold sovereign with its associations of regal power, sovereignty, and ultimate authority. Corley and Lenehan in their circular peregrinations about the city in pursuit of their unworthy ends, traverse a public domain dominated by the buildings and the street names associated with that Anglo-Irish Protestant Ascendency which served as the bulwark of British power in the land. It is outside the Kildare Street Club, bastion of Ascendancy influence and prejudice, that they come on a symbol of their nation’s servitude and abuse as if to indict a polity in which they themselves are representative victims even as they exemplify the grosser forms of moral turpitude:

They walked along Nassau Street and then turned into Kildare Street. Not far from the porch of the club a harpist stood in the roadway, playing to a little ring of listeners. He plucked at the wires heedlessly, glancing quickly from time to time at the face of each new-comer and from time to time, wearily also, at the sky. His harp too, heedless that her coverings had fallen about her knees, seemed weary alike of the eyes of strangers and of her master’s hands.

The image of Ireland as a wronged woman which this passage brings to mind links Joyce in fact with a tradition of nationalism in which Ireland has variously been entered as the Poor Old Woman, the Hag of Beare and Kathleen ni Houlihan, all legendary figures in the tragic narratives the country’s history has generated. But there is perhaps a more immediate pertinence in this choice of imagery in a text where it is women who so frequently bear the brunt of male oppression, which in the sexual sphere may be the moral and actual equivalent of imperial domination in the political. Although only three of the fifteen stories offer a woman as a central character and although the first three stories, all dealing with the growth to consciousness of a young boy and the final story ‘The Dead’ with Gabriel Conroy’s framing conclusive vision, seem to valorize the masculine viewpoint in the narrative perspectives of the work as a whole, the reader is aware through much of the book that it is women who suffer the most severe victimage in the narrow confines of this disabling social milieu. It is Eveline’s mother whose ‘life of commonplace sacrifices’ closes in ‘final craziness’. (No critic has yet suggested that the famous crux ‘Derevaun Seraun’ may be read as a tragic instance of ‘écriture feminine’.) It is Maria who must unknowingly await the death that the auguries have forecast. It is Mrs Sinico in ‘A Painful Case’ who dies an undignified, accidental death, which is the stuff of the coroner’s court and of journalistic invasion of her private, drunken misery. Throughout we hear the accents of female distress, and we witness its terrible silences: ‘The men that is now is only all palaver and what they can get out of you’; ‘I think he died for me’; ‘She stood still for an instant like an angry stone image’; ‘When they came out of the Park they walked in silence towards the tram; but here she began to tremble so violently that, fearing another collapse on her part, he bade her good-bye quickly and left her’; ‘Amid the seas she sent a cry of anguish! … She set her white face to him, passive, like a helpless animal. Her eyes gave him no sign of love or farewell or recognition.’

Employment opportunities for young women in Joyce’s Dublin were even more restricted than those for men. The teaching and nursing professions were almost entirely the preserves of those in religious life. Married women did manage to gain a toe-hold on the commercial world as shopkeepers and landladies but the capital for such enterprises was usually supplied by inheritance or marriage. In a country where marriages were often postponed to very advanced ages indeed, marital opportunities were few. So outside of domestic service, a post as a shop assistant, secretarial work, of the kind Polly Mooney undertakes for a time in ‘The Boarding House’, only Dublin’s rich musical life offered any real chance of a satisfying career. Dubliners as Florence L. Walzl has noted ‘is full of musicians of all ages and talent’12 so it is not surprising that the Misses Morkan and Mary Jane, in ‘The Dead’ have made their lives in the musical world and that Mrs Kearney is crudely ambitious for her musical daughter in ‘A Mother’. Indeed Dublin’s musical vitality is the only aspect of civic life in the city to which Joyce seems able to extend any kind of approval. While Dublin’s politics in ‘Ivy Day in the Committee Room’, and its religion, in ‘The Sisters’ and in ‘Grace’ are treated with single-minded contempt, at least its musical enthusiasms are allowed a certain sentimental charm and some dignity. Yet even music has been compromised in this depressing city, by its implication in the new nationalism which is a further object of Joyce’s satiric impatience in Dubliners, as ‘A Mother’ makes clear.

Not all Irishmen and women were content to acquiesce in the provincial lethargy and colonial subjugation which Joyce so intently documented in Dubliners. In fact in the years in which these stories are largely set, two movements brought together individuals who were earnest to ameliorate Ireland’s lot through political and cultural endeavour. The first of these was the Irish Ireland movement, at its most political in the foundation of Cumann na nGaedheal (Confederation of the Gaels) by Arthur Griffith in 1900 to develop the ideal of self-reliance, and at its most cultural in the Gaelic revivalism of the Gaelic League (founded 1893) which sought to encourage national self-confidence through a nativism of outlook and linguistic programme. And secondly, since the 1880s, the Irish Literary Revival, the cultural brain-child of W. B. Yeats, Lady Gregory and their literary confederates, had sought to reinvigorate a depleted Irish cultural condition through contact with an ancient Celtic spirituality by means of an English language literature which might rekindle the authentic national fire.

In 1906 Joyce wrote to his brother Stanislaus about the Irish Ireland movement as it manifested itself in a new political power in the land: ‘You ask me what I would substitute for parliamentary agitation in Ireland. I think the Sinn Féin policy would be more effective.’ He added however: ‘If the Irish programme did not insist on the Irish language I suppose I could call myself a nationalist. As it is, I am content to recognise myself an exile: and, prophetically, a repudiated one.’ (Letters, II, 187) It was unlikely that Joyce’s muted endorsement of Sinn Féin’s abstentionist policy (developed concurrently with many of the incidents recorded in Dubliners) in contrast to the parliamentary tactics of the Home Rule Party, could long have survived his exposure to the less than attractive aspects of Griffith’s political personality. While there may have been something in Sinn Féin’s protectionist economic theories and policy of parliamentary abstention to appeal to Joyce’s nationalism, Griffith’s lack of socialist feeling was a signal deficiency to a writer whose continental experience was of serious class politics in Italy. Also, to the cosmopolitan Joyce, Griffith’s antisemitic xenophobia was intolerable. He could not have failed to recognize that Griffith’s newspaper, Sinn Féin, contained noxious matter: ‘What I object to most of all in his paper is that it is educating the people of Ireland on the old pap of racial hatred whereas anyone can see that if the Irish question exists, it exists for the Irish proletariat chiefly.’ (Letters, II, 167) Dubliners therefore makes little of the cultural programme of Irish Ireland which Griffith commended to his readers. The attempt to revive the Irish language receives short shrift in Joyce’s telling portrait of an enthusiast in the person of Miss Ivors in ‘The Dead’, all coquettish mischief-making and puritan ardour. Likewise the musical opportunism of Kathleen Kearney and her mother in ‘A Mother’ provokes the Joycean contempt: ‘Soon the name of Miss Kathleen Kearney began to be heard often on people’s lips. People said she was very clever at music and a very nice girl and, moreover, that she was a believer in the language movement. Mrs Kearney was well content at this.’

So Joyce saw nothing in the cultural project of deliberate Hibernicization that Griffith and the Irish Ireland movement had in hand. It was not, however, because he held the activities of their principal rivals in the cultural field (the writers and thinkers associated with the Irish Literary Revival) in very much greater esteem. Certainly he leapt to the defence of Yeats and the Irish Literary Theatre and to the defence of Synge when their work had encountered opposition from the very forces that energized Irish Ireland: xenophobia and an aggressive puritanical nativism. But, while he recognized Yeats’s genius, the elder man’s way of discovering an artistic vocation through contact with the soil and in an idealization of a heroic Celtic past was scarcely his, committed disciple of Ibsen and instinctive urban socialist as he was. ‘Ancient Ireland’ he asserted ‘is dead just as ancient Egypt is dead. Its death chant has been sung, and on its gravestone has been placed the seal.’13 And while he may allow Yeats’s poem ‘Who Goes With Fergus?’ to echo in Stephen Dedalus’s mind in the ‘Telemachus’ episode in Ulysses, Joyce was altogether less than enchanted by the poetic effusions of those many imitators of Yeats, minor Irish poets of dubious talent, who, in his considerable shadow, composed poems of supposed Celtic Twilight spirituality and actual inanity. Little Chandler in ‘A Little Cloud’ imagines himself a putative part of this movement, though the fact that his dreams are all too materially of success indicates that Joyce considered the Celtic Twilight school to be opportunistic and lacking in artistic integrity. It was a means to easy literary success, especially in England. Indeed the portrait of Little Chandler in this story may be read as a satiric commentary on the Revival itself. For Little Chandler, so preoccupied with his hopes of a literary future when ‘The English critics, perhaps, would recognise him as one of the Celtic school by reason of the melancholy tone of his poems …’ fails, as Phillip Herring has recently noted14 to make any real contact with the life of his own city in his walk to Corless’s public house where he will meet his erstwhile friend Ignatius Gallaher. Surrounded by the squalor and misery of Dublin he becomes merely ‘sad’ in a literary and affected manner: ‘Little Chandler gave them no thought. He picked his way deftly through all the minute vermin-like life.’ Little Chandler, his mind turning to the possibility of a coterie of admirers in England for his unwritten verses – ‘For the first time in his life he felt himself superior to the people he passed. … his soul revolted against the dull inelegance of Capel Street’ – is a damning indictment of the artistic impulses of the Literary Revival as the youthful Joyce understood them. They are portrayed here as evasive, condescending and self-interested to a shocking degree.

Irish Ireland ideologues, Literary Revival propagandists and Joyce himself, whatever their differences, all did at least share one crucial thing: a belief that Ireland’s ills had a source in English domination of the country. In fact Joyce the pacifist and almost lifelong exile produced what was unquestionably the most succinct account of Ireland’s case against her powerful neighbour, in terms not even an ultra-nationalist could have deemed insufficiently harsh: ‘She enkindled its factions and took over its treasury.’15 But unlike most other Irish nationalists, of whatever stripe and however zealous, he was no less cogent and outspoken in his judgements on that other power in the land, the Holy Roman, Catholic and Apostolic Church, which exercised, in Joyce’s view, an even more disabling, because unopposed, authority. Irish Ireland was robustly Catholic in its national chauvinism (the Faith of the Fathers serving as a ready rallying cry). The Revival writers, mostly Protestant by background and agnostic or indifferent by inclination, while sometimes closet anti-Catholics, had to be careful not to alienate by too obvious an anti-clericalism the majority they wished to influence. Joyce, inhibited neither by a patriotic nor a strategic regard for the faith of his fathers, and certainly not by a timid or prudent disinclination to give offence, addressed the religious issue with marked candour. ‘I do not see’ he stated categorically ‘what good it does to fulminate against the English tyranny while the Roman tyranny occupies the palace of the soul’.16

Dubliners is a book of churches. In story after story we learn of church buildings, church institutions, pious practices and traditions, of Feast days, religious attitudes and assumptions, and of the ubiquitous Catechism which even the atheistic Mr Duffy in ‘A Painful Case’ numbers among his literary possessions. The first and what was to be the last stories in the collection, ‘The Sisters’ and ‘Grace’ (‘The Dead’ was completed and added subsequently in 1907, some time after the completion of ‘A Little Cloud’ which was the fourteenth of the stories to be finished in mid-1906) take religious matter for their subject and offer us peculiarly troubling images of Irish priesthood. ‘Grace’ is the more frankly satiric of these two anti-clerical studies. It makes its point with a kind of feline glee, producing a portrait of a priesthood so corrupted by egregious complacency that the subject damns himself out of his own mouth. There is something appalling, to be sure, about such invincible spiritual ignorance as it is represented in the preposterous figure of Father Purdon, but as with all satire there is the risk that enjoyment of the victim’s surgical flaying can vitiate the moral force of the work itself. The altogether less directly satiric story ‘The Sisters’ allows, in its sombre and mysterious control of tone and its syntactical and verbal elisions, no such readerly evasion of the terrible import of a profoundly troubling image of the enfeebled sacerdotal.

Father Flynn is a paralytic whose past contains some unmentionable shame. Standing (or lying in his coffin) at the beginning of the book he seems to cast an oppressive shadow over the whole, as a malign presence of which we are reminded each time we encounter the pervasive signs of that ecclesiastical influence on Dubliners’ lives that he so unpleasantly represents. For this realist text which attends so scrupulously to the details of Dublin’s social and cultural geography also requires its dramatis personae to play representative roles, Miss Ivors as the Irish Ireland Gaeilgeoir, Little Chandler as the typical Revival poetaster, the personified harp as Ireland, Father Flynn as the corrupted priest. Father Flynn at the outset seems indeed to set the stage for a social tableau of representative types. In fact, Joyce himself, in a famous letter to Grant Richards, encouraged such symbolic reading of his work. ‘My intention’, he wrote,

… was to write a chapter of the moral history of my country and I chose Dublin for the scene because that city seemed to me the centre of paralysis. I have tried to present it to the indifferent public under four of its aspects: childhood, adolescence, maturity and public life. The stories are arranged in this order.

(Letters, II, 134)

That Father Flynn suffers a debilitating condition which some critics have even identified with that general paralysis of the insane which characterizes the terminal stage of syphilitic infection, in a story which begins with a brooding on the words ‘simony’ and ‘paralysis’ (whatever we make of ‘gnomon’) seems in the light of this letter to invest him with central symbolic significance in the text as a whole. The quotation from the letter also encourages the critic to read Dubliners, not as a series of discrete stories, but as a work of complex structure in which the characters unknowingly arrange themselves in a modern version of an ancient trope: the ages of man.

Many critics of course tend to read Dubliners as an apprentice work by the master who produced Ulysses with its deliberate and extended analogues to existing, primary works of the imagination; The Odyssey, Hamlet. They have been encouraged by this letter (which apprises them of the fact that the work was conceived as an integral thing) to treat the text as if Joyce had already developed in Dubliners the method he was to employ in so thorough-going a fashion in the later work. A hint by Joyce’s brother Stanislaus seemed further to justify an exegetical game of hunt the analogue. In 1941 Stanislaus released the information that ‘Grace’ was based on the triune structure of Dante’s Divine Comedy, taking us from the inferno of the public house jakes, through a purgatory of convalescence to an ironic paradise in Gardiner Street. This account of the matter was then developed by no less an authority than Stuart Gilbert who, in 1946, argued that Joyce ‘had employed in that remarkable story “Grace”, a technique combining an apocalyptic background – that of the Dantean tryptich – with wholly modern motifs’.17 Further, in a BBC broadcast talk of 1954, Stanislaus reconfirmed the presence of a Dantean parallel to the structure of the tale. Significantly, the critics were more inclined to respond interpretively to this element in Stanislaus’s talk than to his categorical denial that his brother had intended, as an earlier critic had argued, that Maria in ‘Clay’ should be both a witch and a figure of the Virgin Mary as well as her own diminutive self. ‘I am in a position’, Stanislaus Joyce insisted, ‘to state definitely that my brother had no such subtleties in mind when he wrote the story.’18 Dubliners has therefore endured a considerable amount of rather mechanical symbol hunting as if the surface of the text, with its realistic detail and subtleties of dialogue and socio/cultural allusion, can be disregarded in pursuit of some definitive interpretation rooted in a symbology which the ingenious critic has identified. It is as damage done to those finely woven textures that constitute the work’s finesse, that these exercises in misguided scholarly acumen give most offence. For it is not that Dubliners does not possess a complex structure and a detailed symbolism, for all the realism it also achieves, but that such readings direct attention away from a full encounter with the individual story itself to a reductive account of some altogether simpler narrative which is a poor substitute for the true Joycean experience.

There is, of course, no doubt that Joyce the disciple of Ibsen was also deeply interested in the work of the French symbolist poets whose work he knew and whose literary movement he had learnt of in Arthur Symons’ pioneering study The Symbolist Movement in Literature (1899). But what Joyce took from symbolism was something radically different from what, for example, his fellow-countryman W. B. Yeats (to whom Symons’s book was in fact dedicated) took from it. For Yeats, symbolism offered a means whereby the poet might draw back the trembling veil of the visible to reveal transcendent realities beyond the corporeal world. He defined a symbol as ‘the only possible expression of some invisible essence; a transparent lamp about a spiritual flame’.19 For Joyce, a symbol was not so essential and therefore sacred a thing, nor was it a means to definitive truths (the symbol-hunting exegetes offer a mechanical and often vulgarized version of the Yeatsian essentialism and transcendentalism, out of key with the subtle indeterminacy and this-worldliness of the Joycean method). For Joyce the symbolic power of writing lay in its capacity, as if it were a kind of revelation or manifestation, to suggest mood, psychology, the moral significance of an occasion, without (and here Flaubert is mentor and not Ibsen) obtrusive authorial presence or palpable design upon a reader. ‘I am writing’, Joyce told a friend in August 1904, as he embarked upon the work which would become Dubliners, ‘a series of epicleti – ten – for a paper…. I call the series Dubliners to betray the soul of that hemiplegia or paralysis which many consider a city’. (Letters, 55) The term epicleti here derives from the Greek Orthodox liturgy and refers to the moment in the sacrifice of the Mass when the bread and the wine are transformed by the Holy Ghost into the body and blood of Christ. At this moment of consecration the everyday realities of bread and wine are charged with spiritual significance. Given Joyce’s employment of this term to describe his intentions in Dubliners it is not surprising that commentators have made much of a similar use of a theological term in Joyce’s Stephen Hero which he was at work on concurrently with Dubliners. There he used the idea of Epiphany (literally a manifestation, but theologically the feast commemorating the manifestation of Christ’s divinity to the Magi) to write of an artist’s duty as he saw it:

By an epiphany he meant a sudden spiritual transformation, whether in the vulgarity of speech or of gesture or in a memorable phrase of the mind itself. He believed that it was for the man of letters to record these epiphanies with extreme care, seeing that they are the most delicate and evanescent of moments ….

… First we recognize that the object is one integral thing, then we recognize that it is an organized composite structure, a thing in fact: finally, when the relation of  the parts is exquisite, when the parts are adjusted to the special point, we recognize that it is that thing which it is. Its soul, its whatness, leaps to us from the vestment of its appearance. The soul of the commonest object, the structure of which is so adjusted, seems to us radiant. The object achieves its epiphany.

But critics have not always been so ready to take Joyce at his word here,  often failing to accept C.  H.  Peake’s assessment that ‘there could hardly be a more emphatic assertion that an epiphany was an apprehension of the thing’s or person’s unique particularity, and not a symbol of something else’.20 So, when Dubliners gives us details of rooms, pubs, streets, churches, cityscapes, when it scrupulously attends to the to and fro of conversation, the momentary gestures of an individual, it is not because these things can be read as items in a complex process of reference to abstractions, concepts, historical and mythological analogues, systems of thought or even transcendent truths. Rather it is because it is in the givenness of the real, in time and place, that psychological, social, cultural and moral realities will reveal themselves. Not of course that the details of life in a city as burdened with history and experience as Dublin, will not carry with them associations, hints of parallel situations in the Irish and European past, in legend and mythology, and carry with them too general implications for the society observed in this exacting miniaturism of focus, to give added force to the moral urgency of the writing or to augment the sense of significance revealed. But it is in the details of the work and the complex patterns which they achieve in individual stories and in the book as a whole that meaning is in fact primarily vested. To seek to experience it as any other kind of thing is accordingly to cheat oneself of the subtle particularity of a text whose meanings are inseparable from ‘the most delicate and evanescent of moments’ recorded with shocking precision.

So the detail of Joyce’s art in Dubliners is not simply the realist’s involvement with a congeries of fact as a reflection in prose of a world which palpably exists before and after the act of literary composition (though realism is not the least of the artistic effects achieved in this multi-levelled text), but the strategy of a symbolist who believed that the given in the hands of an artist would speak its own radiant if disturbingly uncomfortable truths about the world. It was, Joyce believed, the artist’s duty to expedite that uttering forth, that manifestation, through his placing of such epiphanic moments in a context that allowed the reader to discern their possible significance. As Stephen has it in Stephen Hero: ‘the artist who could disentangle the subtle soul of the image from its mesh of defining circumstances most exactly and re-embody it in artistic circumstances chosen as the most exact for it in its new office, he was the supreme artist’. In Dubliners Joyce chooses to re-embody the details of a Dublin life he knew intimately in a context where they would inter-relate with one another to compose an interpretative statement about the city as a whole. Thus it is not only that the details of the Joycean epicleti in Dubliners enjoy the added significance that historic echo, cultural association or mythological analogue can variously provide as they seek to reveal their truths, but that they occupy a text in which patternings of incident, imagery and structure intensify the possibilities of a controlling artistic vision.

Dubliners is therefore much more than a series of sketches set in a particular place linked by an authorial preoccupation with manifestations of personal and social paralysis. It is, as numbers of critics have shown, a work which achieves a complex pattern of repetitions, parallels and restatements of theme in which detail, incident and image combine to establish a vision of life in the capital which serves as a kind of metaphor for the spiritual condition of the Irish nation as a whole. At an apparently simple level, as Brewster Ghiselin suggested in a pioneering (if somewhat too ingenious) essay,21 the idea of escape eastwards is a constant in these tales, that happy consummation denied by a paralysis of body, affect and will, in which Father Flynn’s affliction seems only the paradigmatic case. Eveline frozen in immobility at the end of ‘Eveline’, Mr Duffy in silence and solitude halted under a tree at the end of ‘A Painful Case’, the snow-capped statues in ‘The Dead’, stony equivalent of Gabriel Conroy’s atrophied emotional life, all seem more than instances of particular fate, but emblematic of a pervasive malaise. There are too the prevailing colours of the work, the ubiquitous brown bricks of the buildings, the shadows of enclosed rooms, the darkness that seems to fall in so many of the tales that are set at day’s end or at night, which means what little light does get through in these tenebrous tales is candid and cruelly revelatory, like the lamplight on the gold coin at the end of ‘Two Gallants’. And that coin, so shockingly highlighted in that story reminds us of how frequently coins are the material expression in the book of economic and personal relations perverted and thwarted by dishonesty, disappointment, evasion, frustration, so that the pitiful coinages of these exchanges are the counters of a corrosive spiritual desuetude. Eating and drinking seem to play their parts too in a symbolical economy where they may or may not parody (as some critics have suggested they do22) the celebratory feasts of the Christian church, its communions and eucharists, but certainly lack the creative conviviality that the meal as symbolic action represents in more ample societies than that of Dubliners. Only in ‘After the Race’ is a meal ‘exquisite’ and the word there seems only to highlight the decadence and folly of that story’s climax. Elsewhere a little sherry is taken, a plate of peas and a ginger ale hungrily consumed, Mr Duffy dines alone, drink is always to hand to sedate or inflame, so that the Dickensian largess of the hospitable Christmas board in ‘The Dead’ serves to rebuke both the parsimony and the grossness of many of the appetitive occasions in the earlier stories: ‘the broken bread collected, the sugar and butter safe under lock and key’ after breakfast in ‘The Boarding House’, Lenehan’s ‘solitary, unique … and recherché biscuit’ and the ‘real cheese’ in ‘Two Gallants’, Farrington’s ‘gulp’ of plain porter and a caraway seed in ‘Counterparts’, Gallaher’s crass reduction of marital relations to a crude gustatory metaphor (‘Must get a bit stale, I should think, he said’) in ‘A Little Cloud’.

So detail in Dubliners is disposed like brush-strokes in a complex canvas to compose a settled impression of a society in the grip of paralytic forces. Those broader masses of colour which we may designate incident in the text also contribute to the picture, establishing its broader outlines and internal structural rhythms. The book, one observes, is framed by two stories that might exchange their titles without effecting notable damage (‘Sisters’ invokes the dead Father Flynn, ‘The Dead’ deals with a sisterly duo). Between these, stories like ‘A Little Cloud’ and ‘Counterparts’ establish patterns of similitude and contrast (in these two stories both the weak and the strong man finish at home in states of equivalent powerlessness expressed in contrasting reactions). Parallels are drawn across the pages between such texts as ‘Eveline’ and ‘A Painful Case’, in both of which a failure of nerve leaves a character in a state of terminally destructive self-denial. The frustrated boy in ‘Araby’ has a partner in the child-like figure of Maria in ‘Clay’ as they both discover disappointment at journey’s end. In ‘Two Gallants’ a young woman is exploited by a predatory male; in ‘The Boarding House’ a young man is a victim of female cunning. And there is too a sense of concentrated acummulation, the basic perceptions of the Joycean vision finding more and more confirmatory perspectives as the book moves deliberately through the stages of childhood, adolescence, maturity and public life.


The publication of so complex and strategic a work as Dubliners in 1914 with its ostensible realism and complicated symbolist deployment of detail and structural pattern, whatever it may have done to aid the course of civilization in the author’s own country, most certainly marked a chapter in the history of modern prose fiction. For in Dubliners Joyce seized on certain late nineteenth-century developments in English prose fiction and made of them the instrument of an art that was both experimental and markedly enabling for his own development as a writer. And in so doing he demonstrated the literary significance of the short story as an artistic form of remarkable economy and charged implication.

When George Russell suggested to the young Joyce in 1904 that he might contribute some stories to the Irish Homestead and thereby make a little money he was only pointing out an obvious feature of the literary marketplace as it then existed in the British Isles. An increasingly literate (but often ill-educated) populace in Britain and Ireland was avid for magazines and newspapers of all kinds. Commercially minded publishers were happy to satisfy this new appetite. Their productions often contained short tales, sketches, impressions of places and persons, the sort of thing which might while away an hour or two in the evening after work or enliven a train journey from suburb to city. At popular level, the stories of such as Conan Doyle in the Strand Magazine, with his famous detective Sherlock Holmes, achieved enormous success. Other magazines indulged a reading public that sought sensationalist stimulation, adventure yarns and stories of imperial exploit and derring-do (at their best, as in the stories of Kipling, these achieved their own special artistic integrity). The heyday of the great Victorian reviews (the Comhill, Fraser’s Magazine) with their solemn essays and serialized novels in many episodes seemed to have passed and the field for serious fiction was largely abandoned to shorter, more populist, forms of writing in proliferating outlets that lacked the cultural authority of their more prestigious predecessors. However a few journals sought to stand against the tide, not by seeking to sustain archaic modes of cultural production but by a deliberate experimentalism. The psychological sketch in the Yellow Book with its prose excursions into the worlds of urban alienation and private perspectivism had set a fashion which bore fruit in the 1890s in collections of short prose pieces with titles like Keynotes and Monochromes. The issue as to the short story’s artistic legitimacy became a matter for discussion in the more literary of the periodicals.23 In 1898 for example, in the Fortnightly Review, Henry James opined that the short story ‘has of late become an object of almost extravagant dissertation’ and added his own voice to a debate about the fictional effects of brevity. ‘Are there not’, he wrote, ‘two quite distinct effects to be produced by this rigour of brevity – the two that best make up for the many left unachieved as requiring a larger canvas? The one with which we are most familiar is that of the detached incident, single and sharp, as clear as a pistol-shot; the other of rarer performance, is that of the impression, comparatively generalised – simplified, foreshortened, reduced to a particular perspective – of a complexity or a continuity.’24

Even as a schoolboy Joyce seems to be have been aware of the advanced taste of the nineties. His brother Stanislaus tells us that in his last year at Belvedere Joyce began to write a series of sketches which he called most fashionably Silhouettes and the vignette which Stanislaus describes as one of these is something one might have expected to have come upon in the Yellow Book or the Savoy Magazine. But it also, as Stanislaus recognized, anticipated ‘the first three stories of Dubliners .. . and described a row of mean little houses along which the narrator passes after nightfall’.25

Contemporary commentators on the short story were not only exercised by such issues of technique as James addressed in the Fortnightly Review. Questions of subject matter were also raised. Common life was deemed an appropriate theme. Indeed Henry James could reckon the end of the nineteenth century as ‘the advent of a time for looking more closely into the old notion, that to have a quality of his own, a writer must needs draw his sap from his soil of origin’.26 But it was James’s fellow American, the short story writer and novelist Bret Harte (from whose novel Gabriel Conroy Joyce took a name and an imagery of general snow for ‘The Dead’) who stated this doctrine most explicitly with reference to collections of short prose sketches and tales. Considering the rise of the short story in his native America he wrote in 1899:

It would seem evident, therefore, that the secret of the American short story was the treatment of characteristic American life, with the absolute knowledge of its peculiarities and sympathy with its methods; with no fastidious ignoring of its habitual expression, or the inchoate poetry that may be found even hidden in its slang; with no moral determination except that which may be the legitimate outcome of the story itself; with no more elimination than may be necessary for the artistic conception, and never from the fear of the ‘fetish’ of conventionalism.27

It was Joyce’s genius in Dubliners to combine these strands of thought about the short form in a work which exploited the technical experimentalism of the psychological sketch and prose impression while sustaining an unshakeable aesthetic commitment to life as it was really lived in a provincial place as the proper subject-matter of this developing art form. The result was a work both uncompromisingly objective in its moral envisioning and tantalizingly inscrutable in its subtle significations. For Dubliners, as well as being a chapter in the moral history of the author’s race, the entirely persuasive portrait of a city, is also a study of the obliquities, evasions and uncertainties of human consciousness in its strange occupancy of a world at once so apparently answerable to language but at the same time so indifferent to its suasions.

Joyce the prose technician, in defending Dubliners to Grant Richards, spoke of a style of ‘scrupulous meanness’ (Letters, II, 134) as the appropriate expressive tool for his diminished subject-matter in Dubliners. This, in several of the stories, reveals itself as a mode of free indirect style which, purporting in the third person to offer the objective account, in fact enters the consciousness of a protagonist and makes that character’s habitual formulations the stuff of narrative. Maria’s euphemistic evasions in ‘Clay’ are only the most obvious example of such a process in a text which is much less stable in tone and register than Joyce’s own description would suggest. The fact that the source of the book partly rises in the psychological sketch, with its employment of free indirect style to individualize a fictional portrait, gives a troubling indeterminacy to many of the work’s key passages. It is as if such passages are half in the world of dramatized thought and feeling and half in the world of those many facts which give the book its sense of a real world made manifest in oppressive, burdening detail. There is present both the given Dublin of the turn of the century, with the social and cultural signs and symbols it embodies (which justifies in its complex reality the act of annotation that this edition attempts) and the insubstantial incoherencies of memory, desire, hope, defeat, which constitute the ambiguities and unknowabilities of the affective zone. Dubliners is accordingly an enigmatic text for all the realism of its apprehension of its world and for all its moral certitudes, its epiphanic realizations. It offers fragments of human experience that may or may not amount to defining moments. So where a sense of definition, of closure, is attained it is often of a kind so problematic as to constitute a new deferment of readerly gratification. In some stories, ‘Two Gallants’, ‘Grace’, we are cunningly brought to a conclusive revelation that ironizes the preceding matter, instructing us in the superficiality of our prior attention. In others, ‘A Painful Case’, ‘Eveline’, we are allowed to realize the limits of a consciousness that has been made available to us but are left with a sense only of the futility and oppressiveness of the knowledge we have gained. And in some other stories, the first three tales of childhood in particular, when it is the protagonist himself or herself who seems to apprehend a truth about the events that have occurred in the text, it is in terms so opaque as to be undecidable to the reader. How, for example, do the concluding sentences in ‘An Encounter’ and ‘Araby’ relate to the events and psychological matter they apparently climax? Why does the narrator feel that they do? What advancement of learning does the narrator in ‘The Sisters’ undergo as he records a disturbing fragment of conversation: ‘Wide-awake and laughing-like to himself…. So then, of course, when they saw that, that made them think that there was something gone wrong with him. …’? What exactly had Polly been waiting for at the end of ‘A Boarding House’? Is it simply the closing of the trap in which she had played the part of willing bait or does the arch, slightly mysterious tone in which we are encouraged to read her mental state suggest we should check our reading for hidden motives?

It is not only in its epiphanic endings or in those moments when epiphany seems at hand that Dubliners functions as an oddly unstable text, ostensibly all naturalistic detail and yet knowingly at work in the recesses and secrecies of consciousness where the world can seem a mere trace, a shadow amid the perplexing echoes of language. Conversations in this book are also characteristically ellipitcal, the words deployed with a sense of absences and deletion, of things said and unsaid. ‘The Sisters’ is obviously a heuristic entry in the book with its brooding on half-comprehended, half-stated conversations, its identification of the word ‘gnomon’ (in one of its meanings, a parallelogram with a part missing) as somehow textually significant. Taking that tale at its word, we are ready for the unsung stanza in ‘Clay’, the absent hero who is present between the lines throughout ‘Ivy Day in the Committee Room’, the absent lover in ‘The Dead’. And we are ready too for the misinterpretations, the vulgar errors, the confusions of so much of the talk in this book where even the political activists of ‘Ivy Day’ cannot, it seems, remember in 1902 that Queen Victoria had visited Dublin as recently as 1900.

To read Dubliners as a moment in the history of the short story in English is therefore to become aware of the experimental nature of the work, of how its effects break the canons of classical realism, for all the sense of context the writing also manages. These fragmentary sketches and impressions arranged in complex pattern with detailed symbolist purport, these almost plotless stories together compose a text where consciousness seems a disjunct, isolated thing (no protagonist knows any other socially, even in the narrow world of the small city Joyce takes as subject, a clear infringement of realistic probabilities) its moral motions limited by the available linguistic resources, its spiritual condition more available to scrutiny over a few hours of trivial event than over a lifetime of significant action. Which is of course to say that Dubliners is also a chapter in the history of Modernism, its textual strategies already anticipating the linguistic, stylistic, temporal and structural achievements of Ulysses, which itself had a source in a projected tale for the volume in hand.

Dubliners is more, however, than just a particularly intriguing contribution to the Modernist movement and a stage in the development of the modern short story in English. It is a work that, for all the fragmentary, oblique quality of its procedures, its slight air of self-congratulatory hermeticism amid the sepia tints of an early photographic realism, its occasional purple patch, compels attention by the power of its unique vision of the world, its controlling sense of the truths of human experience as its author discerned them in a defeated, colonial city. Those truths provoked anger, an almost vindictive rejection of the Ireland that would or could not transcend them, the satiric shudder of recoil from the terrible and cruel squalor of so much that takes place in these tales (marital abuse, violence against a child, sexual exploitation and entrapment, casual political corruption, religious hypocrisy). But they do not, I believe, involve Joyce as artist in a rejection of the people in his stories (‘my poor fledglings, poor Corley, poor Ignatius Gallaher’ he calls them with proprietorial affection as he compares them to characters in Thomas Hardy’s short stories, Letters, II, 199) who have no choice, it seems, but to endure the diminished lives they live. The emotional consequence of this kind of engagement with his material is, as Marilyn French has recently pointed out,28 a peculiarly Joycean synthesis of irony with compassion. The subject-matter is the object of a satirist’s ironic diagnostic skill, the affective contents engage his humanistic sympathies, almost despite himself, in an ambiguity of response that is as artistically complex as it is emotionally profound. And this is as true of a story like ‘A Little Cloud’ or ‘Clay’ as it is of the extraordinarily developed ironies, ambiguities and final incertitudes in ‘The Dead’, with which the book concludes. There is, too, even in so grim a set of stories as these are, the comedic impulse at work, lightening the mood of ‘Grace’ (whatever the central irony) where we eavesdrop on a marvellously preposterous conversation around Mr Kernan’s sick-bed. It is as if for a moment in the text Joyce reveals the bonding agent, comedy, which allows him to bring irony and compassion together, to show himself as the comic artist in the making who would eventually give the world Ulysses in which some of Dubliners’ Dubliners (some of those gathered about Mr Kernan’s bed indeed) would achieve comedic fictional apotheosis and occupy a text where variegated perspectives and a mythic method would bring to full term the embryonic Modernism of this precociously experimental and achieved book.

Terence Brown, 
Trinity College, Dublin.
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THE SISTERS

There was no hope for him this time: it was the third stroke. Night after night I had passed the house (it was vacation time) and studied the lighted square of window: and night after night I had found it lighted in the same way, faintly and evenly. If he was dead, I thought, I would see the reflection of candles on the darkened blind for I knew that two candles must be set at the head of a corpse. He had often said to me: I am not long for this world, and I had thought his words idle. Now I knew they were true. Every night as I gazed up at the window I said softly to myself the word paralysis. It had always sounded strangely in my ears, like the word gnomon1 in the Euclid2 and the word simony3 in the Catechism.4 But now it sounded to me like the name of some maleficent and sinful being. It filled me with fear, and yet I longed to be nearer to it and to look upon its deadly work.

Old Cotter was sitting at the fire, smoking, when I came downstairs to supper. While my aunt was ladling out my stirabout5 he said, as if returning to some former remark of his:

—No, I wouldn’t say he was exactly … but there was something queer … there was something uncanny about him. I’ll tell you my opinion …

He began to puff at his pipe, no doubt arranging his opinion in his mind. Tiresome old fool! When we knew him first he used to be rather interesting, talking of faints and worms;6 but I soon grew tired of him and his endless stories about the distillery.

—I have my own theory about it, he said. I think it was one of those … peculiar cases … But it’s hard to say….

He began to puff again at his pipe without giving us his theory. My uncle saw me staring and said to me:

—Well, so your old friend is gone, you’ll be sorry to hear.

—Who? said I.

—Father Flynn.

—Is he dead?

—Mr Cotter here has just told us. He was passing by the house.

I knew that I was under observation so I continued eating as if the news had not interested me. My uncle explained to old Cotter.

—The youngster and he were great friends. The old chap taught him a great deal, mind you; and they say he had a great wish for him.7

—God have mercy on his soul, said my aunt piously.

Old Cotter looked at me for a while. I felt that his little beady black eyes were examining me but I would not satisfy him by looking up from my plate. He returned to his pipe and finally spat rudely into the grate.

—I wouldn’t like children of mine, he said, to have too much to say to a man like that.

—How do you mean, Mr Cotter? asked my aunt.

—What I mean is, said old Cotter, it’s bad for children. My idea is: let a young lad run about and play with young lads of his own age and not be … Am I right, Jack?

—That’s my principle, too, said my uncle. Let him learn to box his corner. That’s what I’m always saying to that Rosicrucian there:8 take exercise. Why, when I was a nipper every morning of my life I had a cold bath, winter and summer. And that’s what stands to me now. Education is all very fine and large. … Mr Cotter might take a pick of that leg of mutton, he added to my aunt.

—No, no, not for me, said old Cotter.

My aunt brought the dish from the safe and laid it on the table.

—But why do you think it’s not good for children, Mr Cotter? she asked.

—It’s bad for children, said old Cotter, because their minds are so impressionable. When children see things like that, you know, it has an effect….

I crammed my mouth with stirabout for fear I might give utterance to my anger. Tiresome old red-nosed imbecile!

It was late when I fell asleep. Though I was angry with old Cotter for alluding to me as a child I puzzled my head to extract meaning from his unfinished sentences. In the dark of my room I imagined that I saw again the heavy grey face of the paralytic. I drew the blankets over my head and tried to think of Christmas. But the grey face still followed me. It murmured; and I understood that it desired to confess something. I felt my soul receding into some pleasant and vicious region; and there again I found it waiting for me. It began to confess to me in a murmuring voice and I wondered why it smiled continually and why the lips were so moist with spittle. But then I remembered that it had died of paralysis and I felt that I too was smiling feebly as if to absolve the simoniac of his sin.9

The next morning after breakfast I went down to look at the little house in Great Britain Street.10 It was an unassuming shop, registered under the vague name of Drapery.11 The drapery consisted mainly of children’s bootees and umbrellas; and on ordinary days a notice used to hang in the window, saying: Umbrellas Recovered. No notice was visible now for the shutters were up. A crape bouquet was tied to the door-knocker with ribbon.  Two poor women and a telegram boy were reading the card pinned on the crape. I also approached and read:

July 1st, 189512
The Rev. James Flynn (formerly of
S. Catherine’s Church,13 Meath Street), 
aged sixty-five years. 
R.I.P.14

The reading of the card persuaded me that he was dead and I was disturbed to find myself at check. Had he not been dead I would have gone into the little dark room behind the shop to find him sitting in his arm-chair by the fire, nearly smothered in his great-coat. Perhaps my aunt would have given me a packet of High Toast15 for him and this present would have roused him from his stupefied doze. It was always I who emptied the packet into his black snuff-box for his hands trembled too much to allow him to do this without spilling half the snuff about the floor. Even as he raised his large trembling hand to his nose little clouds of smoke dribbled through his fingers over the front of his coat. It may have been these constant showers of snuff which gave his ancient priestly garments their green faded look for the red handkerchief, blackened, as it always was, with the snuff-stains of a week, with which he tried to brush away the fallen grains, was quite inefficacious.

I wished to go in and look at him but I had not the courage to knock. I walked away slowly along the sunny side of the street, reading all the theatrical advertisements in the shopwindows as I went. I found it strange that neither I nor the day seemed in a mourning mood and I felt even annoyed at discovering in myself a sensation of freedom as if I had been freed from something by his death. I wondered at this for, as my uncle had said the night before, he had taught me a great deal. He had studied in the Irish college in Rome16 and he had taught me to pronounce Latin properly.17 He had told me stories about the catacombs18 and about Napoleon Bonaparte,19 and he had explained to me the meaning of the different ceremonies of the Mass20 and of the different vestments worn by the priest.21 Sometimes he had amused himself by putting difficult questions to me, asking me what one should do in certain circumstances or whether such and such sins were mortal or venial22 or only imperfections. His questions showed me how complex and mysterious were certain institutions of the Church which I had always regarded as the simplest acts. The duties of the priest towards the Eucharist23 and towards the secrecy of the confessional24 seemed so grave to me that I wondered how anybody had ever found in himself the courage to undertake them; and I was not surprised when he told me that the fathers of the Church25 had written books as thick as the Post Office Directory26 and as closely printed as the law notices in the newspaper, elucidating all these intricate questions. Often when I thought of this I could make no answer or only a very foolish and halting one upon which he used to smile and nod his head twice or thrice. Sometimes he used to put me through the responses27 of the Mass which he had made me learn by heart; and, as I pattered, he used to smile pensively and nod his head, now and then pushing huge pinches of snuff up each nostril alternately. When he smiled he used to uncover his big discoloured teeth and let his tongue lie upon his lower lip – a habit which had made me feel uneasy in the beginning of our acquaintance before I knew him well.

As I walked along in the sun I remembered old Cotter’s words and tried to remember what had happened afterwards in the dream. I remembered that I had noticed long velvet curtains and a swinging lamp of antique fashion. I felt that I had been very far away, in some land where the customs were strange – in Persia,28 I thought. … But I could not remember the end of the dream.

In the evening my aunt took me with her to visit the house of mourning. It was after sunset; but the window-panes of the houses that looked to the west reflected the tawny gold of a great bank of clouds. Nannie received us in the hall; and, as it would have been unseemly to have shouted at her, my aunt shook hands with her for all. The old woman pointed upwards interrogatively and, on my aunt’s nodding, proceeded to toil up the narrow staircase before us, her bowed head being scarcely above the level of the banister-rail. At the first landing she stopped and beckoned us forward encouragingly towards the open door of the dead-room. My aunt went in and the old woman, seeing that I hesitated to enter, began to beckon to me again repeatedly with her hand.

I went in on tiptoe. The room through the lace end of the blind was suffused with dusky golden light amid which the candles looked like pale thin flames. He had been coffined. Nannie gave the lead and we three knelt down at the foot of the bed. I pretended to pray but I could not gather my thoughts because the old woman’s mutterings distracted me. I noticed how clumsily her skirt was hooked at the back and how the heels of her cloth boots were trodden down all to one side. The fancy came to me that the old priest was smiling as he lay there in his coffin.

But no. When we rose and went up to the head of the bed I saw that he was not smiling. There he lay, solemn and copious, vested as for the altar,29 his large hands loosely retaining a chalice.30 His face was very truculent, grey and massive, with black cavernous nostrils and circled by a scanty white fur. There was a heavy odour in the room – the flowers.

We blessed ourselves31 and came away. In the little room downstairs we found Eliza seated in his arm-chair in state. I groped my way towards my usual chair in the corner while Nannie went to the sideboard and brought out a decanter of sherry and some wine-glasses. She set these on the table and invited us to take a little glass of wine. Then, at her sister’s bidding, she poured out the sherry into the glasses and passed them to us. She pressed me to take some cream crackers also but I declined because I thought I would make too much noise eating them. She seemed to be somewhat disappointed at my refusal and went over quietly to the sofa where she sat down behind her sister. No one spoke: we all gazed at the empty fireplace.

My aunt waited until Eliza sighed and then said:

—Ah, well, he’s gone to a better world.

Eliza sighed again and bowed her head in assent. My aunt fingered the stem of her wine-glass before sipping a little.

—Did he … peacefully? she asked.

—O, quite peacefully, ma’am, said Eliza. You couldn’t tell when the breath went out of him. He had a beautiful death, God be praised.

—And everything …?32

—Father O’Rourke was in with him a Tuesday and anointed him and prepared him and all.

—He knew then?

—He was quite resigned.

—He looks quite resigned, said my aunt.

—That’s what the woman we had in to wash him said. She said he just looked as if he was asleep, he looked that peaceful and resigned. No one would think he’d make such a beautiful corpse.

—Yes, indeed, said my aunt.

She sipped a little more from her glass and said:

—Well, Miss Flynn, at any rate it must be a great comfort for you to know that you did all you could for him. You were both very kind to him, I must say.

Eliza smoothed her dress over her knees.

—Ah, poor James! she said. God knows we done all we could, as poor as we are – we wouldn’t see him want anything while he was in it.

Nannie had leaned her head against the sofa-pillow and seemed about to fall asleep.

—There’s poor Nannie, said Eliza, looking at her, she’s wore out. All the work we had, she and me, getting in the woman to wash him and then laying him out and then the coffin and then arranging about the Mass in the chapel. Only for Father O’Rourke I don’t know what we’d have done at all. It was him brought us all them flowers and them two candlesticks out of the chapel and wrote out the notice for the Freeman’s General33 and took charge of all the papers for the cemetery and poor James’s insurance.34

—Wasn’t that good of him? said my aunt.

Eliza closed her eyes and shook her head slowly.

—Ah, there’s no friends like the old friends, she said, when all is said and done, no friends that a body can trust.

—Indeed, that’s true, said my aunt. And I’m sure now that he’s gone to his eternal reward he won’t forget you and all your kindness to him.

—Ah, poor James! said Eliza. He was no great trouble to us. You wouldn’t hear him in the house any more than now. Still, I know he’s gone and all to that….

—It’s when it’s all over that you’ll miss him, said my aunt.

—I know that, said Eliza. I won’t be bringing him in his cup of beef-tea35 any more, nor you, ma’am, sending him his snuff. Ah, poor James!

She stopped, as if she were communing with the past and then said shrewdly:

—Mind you, I noticed there was something queer coming over him latterly. Whenever I’d bring in his soup to him there I’d find him with his breviary36 fallen to the floor, lying back in the chair and his mouth open.

She laid a finger against her nose and frowned: then she continued:

—But still and all he kept on saying that before the summer was over he’d go out for a drive one fine day just to see the old house again where we were all born down in Irishtown37 and take me and Nannie with him. If we could only get one of them new-fangled carriages that makes no noise that Father O’Rourke told him about – them with the rheumatic wheels38 – for the day cheap, he said, at Johnny Rush’s39 over the way there and drive out the three of us together of a Sunday evening. He had his mind set on that. … Poor James!

—The Lord have mercy on his soul! said my aunt.

Eliza took out her handkerchief and wiped her eyes with it. Then she put it back again in her pocket and gazed into the empty grate for some time without speaking.

—He was too scrupulous always, she said. The duties of the priesthood was too much for him. And then his life was, you might say, crossed.

—Yes, said my aunt. He was a disappointed man. You could see that.

A silence took possession of the little room and, under cover of it, I approached the table and tasted my sherry and then returned quietly to my chair in the corner. Eliza seemed to have fallen into a deep revery. We waited respectfully for her to break the silence: and after a long pause she said slowly:

—It  was  that  chalice  he  broke….  That was  the beginning of it. Of course, they say it was all right, that it contained nothing,40 I mean. But still…. They say it was the boy’s fault.41 But poor James was so nervous, God be merciful to him!

—And was that it? said my aunt. I heard something….

Eliza nodded.

—That affected his mind, she said. After that he began to mope by himself, talking to no one and wandering about by himself. So one night he was wanted for to go on a call and they couldn’t find him anywhere. They looked high up and low down; and still they couldn’t see a sight of him anywhere. So then the clerk suggested to try the chapel. So then they got the keys and opened the chapel and the clerk and Father O’Rourke and another priest that was there brought in a light for to look for him…. And what do you think but there he was, sitting up by himself in the dark in his confession-box, wide-awake and laughing-like softly to himself?

She stopped suddenly as if to listen. I too listened; but there was no sound in the house: and I knew that the old priest was lying still in his coffin as we had seen him, solemn and truculent in death, an idle chalice on his breast.

Eliza resumed:

—Wide-awake and laughing-like to himself…. So then, of course, when they saw that, that made them think that there was something gone wrong with him….





AN ENCOUNTER

It was Joe Dillon who introduced the Wild West1 to us. He had a little library made up of old numbers of The Union Jack, Pluck and The Halfpenny Marvel.2 Every evening after school we met in his back garden and arranged Indian battles.3 He and his fat young brother Leo the idler held the loft of the stable while we tried to carry it by storm; or we fought a pitched battle on the grass. But, however well we fought, we never won siege or battle and all our bouts ended with Joe Dillon’s war dance of victory. His parents went to eight-o’clock mass every morning4 in Gardiner Street5 and the peaceful odour of Mrs Dillon was prevalent in the hall of the house. But he played too fiercely for us who were younger and more timid. He looked like some kind of an Indian when he capered round the garden, an old tea-cosy on his head, beating a tin with his fist and yelling:

—Ya! yaka, yaka, yaka!6

Everyone was incredulous when it was reported that he had a vocation for the priesthood.7 Nevertheless it was true.

A spirit of unruliness diffused itself among us and, under its influence, differences of culture and constitution were waived. We banded ourselves together, some boldly, some in jest and some almost in fear: and of the number of these latter, the reluctant Indians who were afraid to seem studious or lacking in robustness, I was one. The adventures related in the literature of the Wild West were remote from my nature but, at least, they opened doors of escape. I liked better some American detective stories which were traversed from time to time by unkempt fierce and beautiful girls. Though there was nothing wrong in these stories and though their intention was sometimes literary they were circulated secretly at school. One day when Father Butler was hearing the four pages of Roman History8 clumsy Leo Dillon was discovered with a copy of The Halfpenny Marvel.

—This page or this page? This page? Now, Dillon, up! Hardly had the day … Go on! What day? Hardly had the day dawned …9 Have you studied it? What have you there in your pocket?

Everyone’s heart palpitated as Leo Dillon handed up the paper and everyone assumed an innocent face. Father Butler turned over the pages, frowning.

—What is this rubbish? he said. The Apache Chief!10 Is this what you read instead of studying your Roman History? Let me not find any more of this wretched stuff in this college.11 The man who wrote it, I suppose, was some wretched scribbler that writes these things for a drink. I’m surprised at boys like you, educated, reading such stuff. I could understand it if you were … National School12 boys. Now, Dillon, I advise you strongly, get at your work or…

This rebuke during the sober hours of school paled much of the glory of the Wild West for me and the confused puffy face of Leo Dillon awakened one of my consciences. But when the restraining influence of the school was at a distance I began to hunger again for wild sensations, for the escape which those chronicles of disorder alone seemed to offer me. The mimic warfare of the evening became at last as wearisome to me as the routine of school in the morning because I wanted real adventures to happen to myself. But real adventures, I reflected, do not happen to people who remain at home: they must be sought abroad.

The summer holidays were near at hand13 when I made up my mind to break out of the weariness of school-life for one day at least. With Leo Dillon and a boy named Mahony I planned a day’s miching.14 Each of us saved up sixpence.15 We were to meet at ten in the morning on the Canal Bridge.16 Mahony’s big sister was to write an excuse for him and Leo Dillon was to tell his brother to say he was sick. We arranged to go along the Wharf Road17 until we came to the ships, then to cross in the ferryboat18 and walk out to see the Pigeon House.19 Leo Dillon was afraid we might meet Father Butler or someone out of the college; but Mahony asked, very sensibly, what would Father Butler be doing out at the Pigeon House. We were reassured: and I brought the first stage of the plot to an end by collecting sixpence from the other two, at the same time showing them my own sixpence. When we were making the last arrangements on the eve we were all vaguely excited. We shook hands, laughing, and Mahony said:

—Till to-morrow, mates.

That night I slept badly. In the morning I was first-comer to the bridge as I lived nearest. I hid my books in the long grass near the ashpit at the end of the garden where nobody ever came and hurried along the canal bank. It was a mild sunny morning in the first week of June. I sat up on the coping of the bridge admiring my frail canvas shoes which I had diligently pipeclayed20 overnight and watching the docile horses pulling a tram-load of business people up the hill. All the branches of the tall trees which lined the mall21 were gay with little light green leaves and the sunlight slanted through them on to the water. The granite stone of the bridge was beginning to be warm and I began to pat it with my hands in time to an air in my head. I was very happy.

When I had been sitting there for five or ten minutes I saw Mahony’s grey suit approaching. He came up the hill, smiling, and clambered up beside me on the bridge. While we were waiting he brought out the catapult which bulged from his inner pocket and explained some improvements which he had made in it. I asked him why he had brought it and he told me he had brought it to have some gas22 with the birds. Mahony used slang freely, and spoke of Father Butler as Bunsen Burner.23 We waited on for a quarter of an hour more but still there was no sign of Leo Dillon. Mahony, at last, jumped down and said:

—Come along. I knew Fatty’d funk it.

—And his sixpence …? I said.

—That’s forfeit, said Mahony. And so much the better for us – a bob24 and a tanner25 instead of a bob.

We walked along the North Strand Road26 till we came to the Vitriol Works27 and then turned to the right along the Wharf Road.28 Mahony began to play the Indian as soon as we were out of public sight. He chased a crowd of ragged girls, brandishing his unloaded catapult and, when two ragged boys29 began, out of chivalry, to fling stones at us, he proposed that we should charge them. I objected that the boys were too small, and so we walked on, the ragged troop screaming after us: Swaddlers! Swaddlers!30 thinking that we were Protestants because Mahony, who was dark-complexioned, wore the silver badge of a cricket31 club in his cap. When we came to the Smoothing Iron32 we arranged a siege; but it was a failure because you must have at least three. We revenged ourselves on Leo Dillon by saying what a funk he was and guessing how many he would get at three o’clock from Mr Ryan.

We came then near the river. We spent a long time walking about the noisy streets flanked by high stone walls, watching the working of cranes and engines and often being shouted at for our immobility by the drivers of groaning carts. It was noon when we reached the quays and, as all the labourers seemed to be eating their lunches, we bought two big currant buns and sat down to eat them on some metal piping beside the river. We pleased ourselves with the spectacle of Dublin’s commerce – the barges signalled from far away by their curls of woolly smoke, the brown fishing fleet beyond Ringsend,33 the big white sailing-vessel which was being discharged on the opposite quay. Mahony said it would be right skit34 to run away to sea on one of those big ships and even I, looking at the high masts, saw, or imagined, the geography which had been scantily dosed to me at school gradually taking substance under my eyes. School and home seemed to recede from us and their influences upon us seemed to wane.

We crossed the Liffey35 in the ferryboat, paying our toll to be transported in the company of two labourers and a little Jew with a bag. We were serious to the point of solemnity, but once during the short voyage our eyes met and we laughed. When we landed we watched the discharging of the graceful threemaster which we had observed from the other quay. Some bystander said that she was a Norwegian vessel. I went to the stern and tried to decipher the legend upon it but, failing to do so, I came back and examined the foreign sailors to see had any of them green eyes36 for I had some confused notion. … The sailors’ eyes were blue and grey and even black. The only sailor whose eyes could have been called green was a tall man who amused the crowd on the quay by calling out cheerfully every time the planks fell:

—All right! All right!

When we were tired of this sight we wandered slowly into Ringsend. The day had grown sultry, and in the windows of the grocers’ shops musty biscuits lay bleaching. We bought some biscuits and chocolate which we ate sedulously as we wandered through the squalid streets where the families of the fishermen live. We could find no dairy and so we went into a huckster’s shop and bought a bottle of raspberry lemonade each. Refreshed by this, Mahony chased a cat down a lane, but the cat escaped into a wide field. We both felt rather tired and when we reached the field we made at once for a sloping bank over the ridge of which we could see the Dodder.37

It was too late and we were too tired to carry out our project of visiting the Pigeon House. We had to be home before four o’clock lest our adventure should be discovered. Mahony looked regretfully at his catapult and I had to suggest going home by train before he regained any cheerfulness. The sun went in behind some clouds and left us to our jaded thoughts and the crumbs of our provisions.

There was nobody but ourselves in the field. When we had lain on the bank for some time without speaking I saw a man approaching from the far end of the field. I watched him lazily as I chewed one of those green stems on which girls tell fortunes. He came along by the bank slowly. He walked with one hand upon his hip and in the other hand he held a stick with which he tapped the turf lightly. He was shabbily dressed in a suit of greenish-black and wore what we used to call a jerry hat38 with a high crown. He seemed to be fairly old for his moustache was ashen-grey. When he passed at our feet he glanced up at us quickly and then continued his way. We followed him with our eyes and saw that when he had gone on for perhaps fifty paces he turned about and began to retrace his steps. He walked towards us very slowly, always tapping the ground with his stick, so slowly that I thought he was looking for something in the grass.

He stopped when he came level with us and bade us good-day. We answered him and he sat down beside us on the slope slowly and with great care. He began to talk of the weather, saying that it would be a very hot summer and adding that the seasons had changed greatly since he was a boy – a long time ago. He said that the happiest time of one’s life was undoubtedly one’s school-boy days and that he would give anything to be young again. While he expressed these sentiments which bored us a little we kept silent. Then he began to talk of school and of books. He asked us whether we had read the poetry of Thomas Moore39 or the works of Sir Walter Scott40 and Lord Lytton.41 I pretended that I had read every book he mentioned so that in the end he said:

—Ah, I can see you are a bookworm like myself. Now, he added, pointing to Mahony who was regarding us with open eyes, he is different; he goes in for games.

He said he had all Sir Walter Scott’s works and all Lord Lytton’s works at home and never tired of reading them. Of course, he said, there were some of Lord Lytton’s works which boys couldn’t read. Mahony asked why couldn’t boys read them – a question which agitated and pained me because I was afraid the man would think I was as stupid as Mahony. The man, however, only smiled. I saw that he had great gaps in his mouth between his yellow teeth. Then he asked us which of us had the most sweethearts. Mahony mentioned lightly that he had three totties.42 The man asked me how many had I. I answered that I had none. He did not believe me and said he was sure I must have one. I was silent.

—Tell us, said Mahony pertly to the man, how many have you yourself?

The man smiled as before and said that when he was our age he had lots of sweethearts.

—Every boy, he said, has a little sweetheart.

His attitude on this point struck me as strangely liberal in a man of his age. In my heart I thought that what he said about boys and sweethearts was reasonable. But I disliked the words in his mouth and I wondered why he shivered once or twice as if he feared something or felt a sudden chill. As he proceeded I noticed that his accent was good. He began to speak to us about girls, saying what nice soft hair they had and how soft their hands were and how all girls were not so good as they seemed to be if one only knew. There was nothing he liked, he said, so much as looking at a nice young girl, at her nice white hands and her beautiful soft hair. He gave me the impression that he was repeating something which he had learned by heart or that, magnetised by some words of his own speech, his mind was slowly circling round and round in the same orbit. At times he spoke as if he were simply alluding to some fact that everybody knew, and at times he lowered his voice and spoke mysteriously as if he were telling us something secret which he did not wish others to overhear. He repeated his phrases over and over again, varying them and surrounding them with his monotonous voice. I continued to gaze towards the foot of the slope, listening to him.

After a long while his monologue paused. He stood up slowly, saying that he had to leave us for a minute or so, a few minutes, and, without changing the direction of my gaze, I saw him walking slowly away from us towards the near end of the field. We remained silent when he had gone. After a silence of a few minutes I heard Mahony exclaim:

—I say! Look what he’s doing!

As I neither answered nor raised my eyes Mahony exclaimed again:

—I say … He’s a queer old josser!43

—In case he asks us for our names, I said, let you be Murphy and I’ll be Smith.

We said nothing further to each other. I was still considering whether I would go away or not when the man came back and sat down beside us again. Hardly had he sat down when Mahony, catching sight of the cat which had escaped him, sprang up and pursued her across the field. The man and I watched the chase. The cat escaped once more and Mahony began to throw stones at the wall she had escaladed. Desisting from this, he began to wander about the far end of the field, aimlessly.

After an interval the man spoke to me. He said that my friend was a very rough boy and asked did he get whipped often at school. I was going to reply indignantly that we were not National School boys to be whipped, as he called it; but I remained silent. He began to speak on the subject of chastising boys. His mind, as if magnetised again by his speech, seemed to circle slowly round and round its new centre. He said that when boys were that kind they ought to be whipped and well whipped. When a boy was rough and unruly there was nothing would do him any good but a good sound whipping. A slap on the hand or a box on the ear was no good: what he wanted was to get a nice warm whipping. I was surprised at this sentiment and involuntarily glanced up at his face. As I did so I met the gaze of a pair of bottle-green eyes peering at me from under a twitching forehead. I turned my eyes away again.

The man continued his monologue. He seemed to have forgotten his recent liberalism. He said that if ever he found a boy talking to girls or having a girl for a sweetheart he would whip him and whip him; and that would teach him not to be talking to girls. And if a boy had a girl for a sweetheart and told lies about it then he would give him such a whipping as no boy ever got in this world. He said that there was nothing in this world he would like so well as that. He described to me how he would whip such a boy as if he were unfolding some elaborate mystery. He would love that, he said, better than anything in this world; and his voice, as he led me monotonously through the mystery, grew almost affectionate and seemed to plead with me that I should understand him.

I waited till his monologue paused again. Then I stood up abruptly. Lest I should betray my agitation I delayed a few moments pretending to fix my shoe properly and then, saying that I was obliged to go, I bade him good-day. I went up the slope calmly but my heart was beating quickly with fear that he would seize me by the ankles. When I reached the top of the slope I turned round and, without looking at him, called loudly across the field:

—Murphy!

My voice had an accent of forced bravery in it and I was ashamed of my paltry stratagem. I had to call the name again before Mahony saw me and hallooed in answer. How my heart beat as he came running across the field to me! He ran as if to bring me aid. And I was penitent; for in my heart I had always despised him a little.44
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