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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines James Joyce’s cycle of short stories
entitled Dubliners. I have centered my analysis of the stories on
character and, 1in particular, on the several protagonists set
before us. The thesis’ objective is to demonstrate the prime
importance of the protagonist’s imagination in relation to his\her
ability to perceive and respond positively to an epiphany when it
occurs. 1 have attempted to show the delicate relationship between
the central characters’ imaginative capabilities and the frequently
destructive external conditions of their lives.

In the Introduction to the thesis I define, and demonstrate
the connections between, the terms which are most important to this
study . They are ‘imagination,’ ‘vision,’ ‘empathy,’ ‘sympathy,’
‘§1lusion,’ and ‘delusion.’ The thesis is divided into four
chapters which follow Joyce’s patterning for the gradual maturation
of the central characters. The thesis also attempts to show a
movement from the young and hopeful 1imaginations of the earlier
stories, through a steady lessening of the characters’ powers of
imagination and a descent into illusion and delusion, until "The
Dead"” offers a positive example of the visionary potential of the
imagination.

It is my hope that this thesis will occasion a reevaluation of
the central importance of character to Dubliners and that it will
create a heightened awareness that, above all else, Joyce valued
the individual’s powers of imagination and vision.
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Introduction

I call the series Dubliners to betray the soul of

that hemiplegia or paralysis which many consider a

city. (Joyce, Dubliners 259)

Joyce sought to reveal the reality of Dublin. His topic is
his people-—everyday and average. In these qguite unremarkable
specimens, however, he finds something disturbing, worthy of
exposition and, perhaps, symptomatic of much of modern life. What
he discovers, and what may have partly fuelled his own exile, was
that the several pressures of Dublin existence thwarted the
creative spirit. Dubliners, then, demonstrates many of the
possible manifestations of imaginative malaise through the varied
spectrum of protagonists Joyce has created. From his youthful
narrator in the first three stories, to the compelling portrait of
Gabriel and Gretta in "The Dead”, a diverse range of citizens finds
voice. Paradoxically, the carefully worked reality Joyce depicts
is overrun by illusions. The 1imaginative potential of his
characters is, more often than not, trapped by the stifling
influence of Dublin’s oppressive truth. Once the empathetic or
visionary imagination is corrupted, their example suggests that the
individual consciousness then slips 1into dangerous 1illusions,
harmful self-deceptions and destructive delusions. Thus, this
study attempts an analysis of the central characters and the events
which shape them and eventually bring about a crisis of imaginative
growth or death.

To place my study of Dubliners in the broader context of
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criticism this much-addressed cycle of stories has produced, it is
useful to delineate, firstly, what this paper is not. Most
notably, this essay does not attempt to impose a single unifying
device on the text. However, several critics, perhaps inspired by
the example of Ulysses, have opted for this tack. Warren Carrier,
Jackson I. Cope. and Mary T.Reynolds, for example, have proposed
that the underlying pattern is Dante’s Inferno. Similarly, Charles
Shattuck and Richard Levin have urged that Homer’s Odyssey is the
base for Joyce’s Dubliners. Other critics, seizing on the several
religious images and symbols which populate the text, have opted
for a Christian patterning as an organizing force. Florence L.
Walzl ("Liturgy and the Epiphany Season”) urges that the liturgical
services associated with the feast of the Epiphany are the main
structuring premise of the collection. Also, the frequently
anthologized essay of Brewster Ghiselin ("The Unity of Dubliners”)
suggests that the theological and cardinal virtues, along with the
deadly sins, comprise the true patterning principle.

The greatest single problem with each of these analogy-based
approaches is the simple fact that it imposes an external pattern
on the text and, therefore, they cannot truly hope to account for
all the delicate intricacies and internal orderings of Joyce’s
work. Levin and Shattuck for example, have difficulty making the

two texts (The Odyssey and Dubliners) correlate. While these two

critics are ingenious 1in finding similarities, their premise,
nevertheless, remains flawed. Indeed, they seem to deny the
independent validity of Joyce’s creation by their sometimes forced

comparisons. Moreover, the obvious fact that Joyce was intent on



3
approaching the act of writing from a new angle each time he set to
create, weighs heavily against them. It seems they have unwisely
read backward from Ulysses. William York Tindall offers a more
balanced reading with Homer’s text in mind because he sees that its
influence is not slavishly adhered to.

Of those who would argue that there is some religious pattern,
Ghiselin’s is the most convincing. Yet even this study, while
illuminating in terms of the central themes it uncovers, seems to
force its thesis on the slick surface of Joyce’s stories. Ghiselin
himself has noted that the customary ordering of virtues and vices
is not adhered to in Dubliners. More damaging, however, is the
attempt to ascribe a single vice or virtue to a single story. Not
only does this deny the complexity of the narratives under
discussion, but it also seems, in itself, a highly arbitrary task.
For example, Ghiselin is hard pressed to convince his readers that
lust 1is the central vice 1in "The Boarding House” (Mann 30).
Clearly, this story’s true focus 1is on the subtle pattern of
victims and victimizers which control the 1lives of all the
characters involved. Similarly, it is extremely difficult to
accept that gluttony has anything at all to do with "Clay”, and
Ghiselin’s attempts to suggest that in this case his thesis applies
more so to the secondary characters only serves to point out
further the peripheral position his central 1idea occupies 1in
relation to these stories.

Other studies of Dubliners, for instance those dealing with
the central ideas of plot, character, image/symbol, narrative

viewpoint and theme, are far more useful. The plots do, in fact,
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follow a general pattern which is comprised of a scene-setting and
mood creation succeeded by complication and action and then
concluded with a revelatory moment for either reader or character.
However, plot, image, symbol, and narrative viewpoint are important
to this study only insofar as they reveal character and theme.
Several critics have argued that the same main character can be
found in the three opening stories of the collection (Donald

Torchiana’s "The Opening of Dubliners” and Backgrounds for

Dubliners, for example). RTdrchiana also suggests that Gabriel is
actually a growh-up vers%on of the boy of "The Sisters", "An
Encounter” and "Araby”. Along the same lines, Susan Garland Mann
has gone on to note that the "book presents the gradual maturation
of what one might consider the archetypal Dubliner” (30).
Undoubtedly, Mann, Torchiana and several other critics correctiy
note the idea of similarities and development between the stories.
However, they carry these ideas to extremes when arguing that the
same character recurs under the guise of a different name or that
all characters are simply aspects of an archetype. At heart,
Dubliners deals with a panorama of 1individuals, and I would
strongly contend that Joyce would have us see them firstly and
predominantly as individuals. Gabriel is most notable for how he
is different from the boys of the first three stories and not for
how he is similar. That he might have had similar experiences in
the past is incidental to the situation in which he now finds
himself 1in "The Dead". Similarly, Mann’s contention that an
archetypal Dubliner exists seems to follow logically from the

observable maturation of the protagonists from story to story. Yet
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even in this case, the idea of an archetype should not preclude the
individuality of the heroes. The author’s own pattern of

orgam‘zation1

certainly need not imply that the individuals are
secondary to the archetype. Contrarily, what 1is of prime
importance is their differences. For instance, why does Farrington
<crue11y abuse his child, whereas Chandler only comes close to
action before he himself collapses? While Corley and Lenehan are
dubbed the "Two Gallants"”, how do they differ, if at all1? 1In a
discussion which examines the 1imaginative capabilities of the
various characters in Dubliners, one begins to perceive the subtle
but significantly life-shaping differences between them.

Critics who have attempted an analysis of theme in relation
to the stories, both individually and as a group, have tended to
base their arguments on Joyce’s own comments on Dubliners. Using
the evidence of the letters 1in which Joyce discussed his work,
these readers have frequently seized on the following statements:
"My 1intention was to write a chapter in the moral history of my
country and I chose bublin for the scene because that city seemed
to me the centre of paralysis” (269); and "...the special odour of
corruption which, I hope, floats over my stories” (264).

Critics of this school have buttressed their stands by stressing

1Joyce wrote, "The order of the stories is as follows. The
Sisters, An Encounter and another story [Araby] which are stories
of my childhood: The Boarding House, After the Race and Eveline
[and Two Gallants], which are stories of adolescence: The Clay,
Counterparts, and A Painful Case [and A Little Cloud] which are
stories of mature life: Ivy Day in the Committee Room, A Mother
and the last story of the book [Grace]l are stories of public life
in Dublin" (262). Joyce later added "The Dead"” and rearranged the
stories within the separate groups, but his basic pattern of
gradual maturation remainhed constant throughout these changes.
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the thematic relevance of the appearance of the word "paralysis” on
the very first page of "The Sisters” and hence, of the entire
collection. Unfortunately, this type of analysis (Magalaner,
Tindall, Kenner and Levin are all examples) tends toward a
reduction of and/or naming of the major topics under discussion,
instead of a thorough analysis of them. 1In short, critics often
seem content to assert simply that a character is "paralysed” or is
an example of Irish “"paralysis.”

In contrast, more recent criticism has proffered examination
that avoids the issue of "paralysis" per se and, instead, focusses

on less immediately attainable themes. Torchiana’s Backgrounds to

Dubliners is an obvious example of this type of study. The effect
of Torchiana’s book, however, is very much l1ike those efforts to
place an external pattern over the stories, because its attempts to
uncover hidden historical meaning denies the centrality of the
characters set squarely before the reader. This in itself 1is a
major flaw because Joyce was most interested in character in
Dubliners. Dublin, I would argue, is secondary to its citizens.
Thus, the focus of an overprecise analysis of place, or pattern, or
symbol for that matter, distorts the central concern of the
stories, which is the characters themselves.

While paralysis is undeniably of central concern in Dubliners,
it is the intent of this study to uncover exactly why characters
are afflicted 1in this way. To what extent are individuals
responsible for their state? How do Dublin’s many pressures come
to inform and 1imit the individual psyche? While some critics have

attempted an either/or reading of these questions, this analysis



acknowledges the psychological complexity of the main characters
and so examines the extent to which the individual and his/her
cultural, political, economic, religious and artistic milieu are
subtly but deeply intertwined. The full range of characters in
Dubliners offers the reader several reactions to the very real
spiritual, intellectual and physical threats of this modern city.

As was noted earlier, the structure or method of the separate
stories is marked by Joyce’s use of the epjphany. This religious
term, meaning ‘a sudden spiritual manifestation’, is reworked to
its particular literary use by Joyce. A. Walton Litz has observed
that Joyce "employed the term to refer to moments in which things
or people in the world revealed their true essence” (253). In
respect to Dubliners, critics have often used this term to apply to
the key moments of revelation in each of the stories. For the
purpose of this thesis, the term ‘epiphany’ has been used in this
precise manner. However, it is not the 1intent of this work to
identify the epiphanic moments as this has been thoroughly done, if
not overdone. Instead, I focus on the imaginative capabilities of
the several protagonists of Dubliners, in an attempt to demonstrate
the important relationship between the capacity for creative
thought and the ability to recognize and receive an epiphany when
it occurs. I will argue that Dubliners demonstrates the great
“extent to which imaginative power facilitates spiritual, moral and
intellectual growth.

Within the sometimes bleak context of these narratives the
individual’s 1imaginative capabilities are often suffocated by

his\her experience with Dublin. A detailed character analysis
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reveals that Joyce’s Dubliners receive, overlook or misunderstand
their epiphanies in direct proportion to their ability to think
passionately and creatively about their lives--to imagine. Yet, as
my title Imagination, Illusion and Vision suggests, the creative
faculty is i1tself capable of corruption as well as 1i1llumination.
When corrupted by experience, or by some inherent flaw, or a
combination thereof, the individual imagination can often lead the
several central characters into the dangerous realm of illusions.
Once this occurs, and it happens with some consistency in
Dubliners, self-delusion and some form of destructiveness are soon
to follow. Conversely, when the imagination is set to less selfish
ends, it can elevate the spirit and 1ift the individual out of the
paralysed state in which he/she is so frequently plunged. Within
the context of Dubliners, positive instances of the visionary
imagination are far more scarce. Nevertheless, this paper urges
that they do, in fact, exist. Primarily, examples can be found in
the stories Joyce grouped in the “childhood" (Letters II 111)
section and even more clearly through his characterization of
Gabriel in his complex and concluding story, "The Dead".

Prior to further discussion of the intent and structure of
this paper, it will prove useful to define certain key terms.
Vision and visionary appear often and, unless specified, they are
used 1in their positive ways. For example, ‘vision’ is defined as
"unusual competence 1in discernment or perception; 1intelligent
foresight...a mental image produced by the imagination” (R.D.E.D.
1834), and ‘visionary’ (adj.) as "“characterized by vision or

foresight..., characterized or given to... revelations” (1834), or
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(as a noun) "One with great 1imagination or foresight"” (1834).
Sympathy, or "the act of or capacity for sharing or understanding
the feelings of another person” (1676), is seen as an affirmative
function of the intellect closely related to the imagination.
Sympathy facilitates imaginative connections between people. It
bridges differences and binds the individual to his/her community.
In Dubliners, the absence of this imaginative potentiality often
leads to cruelties and abuses, both intentional and unconscious.
The closely related term "empathy” is central to this paper because
it too 1is viewed as a positive function of the 1imagination.
Empathy 1is the important creative power which permits the loss of
"self"” and the participation in another’s reality. This idea seems
contained in its usual definition: "Understanding so intimate that
the feelings, thoughts, and motives of one person are readily
comprehended by another” (553). Joyce appears to see the
"empathetic 1imagination” as greatly lacking but occasionally
present in the Dublin of his inspiration.

Imagination, illusion and delusion are three closely related
terms which frequently occur in conjunction with one another. My
particular usage of the term "imagination” may have already begun
to clarify itself due to its relationship with the aforementioned
words. Imagination is the central expression and the core idea of
this study and it is liberally applied throughout. For example,
functions of the imagination include visions, dreams, day~-dreams,
nightmares, vivid hopes or fears, memories, perceptions and all
conscious creative activities. Despite this broad application, all

the above associations spring from the term’s usual definition:
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"the mental faculty permitting visionary or creative thought” or,
"the formation of a mental +image or concept of that which is not
real or present” (841). When paired with a keen sense of empathy,
this creative aptitude allows one to enter "imaginatively” into
another’s state. Moreover, it 1is observable 1in Dubliners that
becalming fantasies, hopes, and vivid expectations occupy a middle
ground between positive realistic visions and unhealthy 1life-
(truth-) denying illusions. In the context of Dubliners I stress
that illusions are largely the result of failed, abortive, or
corrupted imaginative efforts. Finally, delusion, which "1is the
stronger term, often associated with harm” (R.D.E.D. 453), occurs
as a consequence of a complete collapse of both visionary and
empathetic 1imaginative capabilities and almost always precedes
destructive action.

The structure of this study is inspired by and loosely adheres
to the pattern ascribed to the stories by the author himself (see
footnote pg.5). In the first chapter, following the sequence of
the ‘childhood’ stories, I examine the youthful hopes and
imaginations. The context of the oppressive environment and the
illusion-piercing quality of the epiphanies in these stories are
found to be powerful counter-imaginative forces. Nevertheless, the
unnamed narrators of these stories come through harsh experiences
and show some indication of the capacity for change and growth.
Predominantly, the stories of childhood focus on moments of
revelation and the effect on the protagonist(s) these moments
produce. While the imagination is often directed into 1illusory

visions and perceptions, there remains hope for the youths of "The
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Sisters”, "Araby", and "An Encounter”. At length, though, this
hope is highly qualified by an environment which is threatening to
the spirit and inimical to the imagination.

The second major section, comprised of the stories of
"adolescence”, plunges the reader into a more sinister environment
and into the more seriously flawed or corrupted imaginations of the
protagonists. Eveline, the protagonist in the story bearing her
name, and Jimmy Doyle of "After the Race” are both internally
incapable of imaginative vision. More precisely, the former is
afflicted by a crippled capacity for imaginative flight due to the
oppressive conditions of her 1ife, and, finally, her visionary
paralysis precipitates and causes her aborted physical flight and
her forsaken love and 1ife. Jimmy Doyle, similarly, is betrayed by
his 1imaginative powers. In his case, though, his failure to
perceive the truth of his own reality and his overreaching
fantasies lead to his downfall. Concomitant with the inclusion of
“Two Gallants” and "The Boarding House", the entire collection
turns toward a novel meanness of spirit and a deeply felt
imaginative corruption that has been hitherto absent. The former
story possesses little evidence to 1lessen the culpability and
internal corruption of its protagonists, whereas the latter depicts
a cycle of imaginative destructiveness and self-destruction that,
disturbingly, reaches far beyond the boundaries of this narrative.

In the third chapter, the focus again follows suit and thus is
about the stories of ‘adulthood.’ Remaining in tandem with Joyce’s
ordering, this chapter analyses "A Little Cloud"”, "Counterparts"”,

"Clay" and "A Painful Case" respectively. In terms of the
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imagination, however, these entries form two distinct pairs. For
instance, the protagonists of the first two stories of this section
exhibit harmful 1illusions that cuiminate 1in self-locathing and
violence. Chandler ("A Little Cloud”) 1lives predominantly in a
world of his own fantasies which are soon shown to be damaging to
himself and to those around him. Even more so, in the following
story, Farrington’s self-delusion, coupled with a brutal spirit,
becomes an intensely vivid and shocking example of the effects of
a corrupt imagination. "Clay"”, in contrast, shifts the discussion
to more internal concerns and to a more palatable example of
imaginative paralysis. "A Painful Case” is also marked by internal
psychological concerns, but here Mr. James Duffy’s egoism, self-
righteousness and the total failure of his empathetic imagination
end in the destruction of another life and in his ownh tragically-
timed intellectual awakening.

Finally, the last section of the thesis is comprised of the
three stories of ‘public life’ and "The Dead". "Ivy Day 1in the
Committee Room", "A Mother" and “"Grace" are seen here,
respectively, as examples of the political, artistic and religious
imagination and are examined in this light. These three stories
are studied in a less detailed way than their predecessors due to
their more public concerns and in order to allow for a fuller
discussion of Joyce’s final and complex entry. The focus of this
paper is on the imaginative powers of the main characters, but in
the three stories prior to "The Dead" Joyce has opted for a more
choral effect, implying that his topic is here more the communal

imagination. Hence, it is in this spirit that the narratives are
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discussed. "The Dead”, of course, powerfully combines public voice
with private mind. Moreover, in this story’s movement from public
gathering to individual vision the author reasserts the positive
potential of the individual imagination and, in so doing, he once

more complicates his own portrait of Dublin.
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Chapter 1

The Youthful Imagination

As the 1introductory story in Joyce’s short story cycle
Dubliners, "The Sisters” possesses the special burden of setting
the tone for the entire collection. Thus, the opening assertion
"there was no hope for him this time"” (9) puts forth one of the
bleakest possible beginnings. Yet, it 1is 1in terms of the
development of 1its protagonist’s visionary powers that this story
is, perhaps, most 1important. As the opening story 1in the
subsection "childhood"” (Letters II: 111), it focuses on a boy’s
developing sense of self and of society. His imaginative awakening
unto himself and his increasing understanding of the world around
him 1is entirely consistent with Joyce’s epiphanic view of
experience. It is through the various examples of the boy’s
imaginative faculty that the author 1is able to discuss the nature
of and need for his main character’s illusions. Considering the
impact, on narrator and reader alike, of the disturbing series of
events as the story unfolds, Joyce makes clear that there are no

easy solutions nor simple causes to the paralysis and despair of

modern Dublin and, more generally, to modern life. Thus, the
Dublin of this story 1is inimical to creative thought. However,
through his depiction of the narrator in "The Sisters”, Joyce

establishes a pattern wherein the protagonists’ imaginations
struggle with the pressures of Dublin life in an attempt to keep
the individual personality intact and vibrant.

On one level, the story is entirely straightforward. It deals
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with the simple and unalterable physical fact of death. The boy’s
nightly search for the two 1it candles may be an imaginative
expression of his desire to free himself from the darkness in which
he feels immersed. While fitting, it is a bitter irony that the
candles will be 1it only upon the priest’s death. Consequently,
the imagery suggests that the boy’s movement from his dark
innocence to a new understanding can only come via the harsh Tight
of experience. In addition to these visual expectations, the boy’s
imagination also latches onto a few highly suggestive words in his
attempt to understand his friend’s 1ife, sickness and death. These
are, of course, the much discussed “"simony", "gnomon" and
"paralysis" (9). The fact that we are given both a visual and
verbal account of the boy’s imagination, and that this information
comes from the narrator himself, indicates that Joyce begins his
story (and Dubliners) with an example of how an individual can
actively and imaginatively engage with his surroundings in order to
come to a fuller understanding of his world in relation to himself.
Regardless of the paralysis discovered, this in itself is cause for
hope.

while momentarily trapped in a world of confused isolation,
the narrator is unable to come to an adequate understanding of his
Dublin. Nevertheless, his dim but growing subconscious awareness
finds expression through the child’s imaginative faculty. The
story depicts nothing close to a strong tie between the youth and
his surrogate parents. The boy’s only connection is to a dying
priest, one who, half-mad and despairing, may have envenomed the

boy’s purer thoughts. Moreover, the narrator recognizes that there
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is something to the blanks in 01d Cotter’s comments as they linger
and torment his thoughts: "Though I was angry with old Cotter for
a11ud1ng to me as a child I puzzled my head to extract meaning from
his unfinished sentences” (11). The story builds toward an
epiphany, but, in his relative innocence and confusion, the boy may
be i1l1-prepared to glean much of its meaning. Instead, he acts as
a vehicle through which the 1ight can reach the reader.
Unfortunately, the child’s imagination is corrupted by the priest’s
influence, as the "heavy grey face" (11) comes unbidden into his
vision and becomes an emblem for a sickened Catholicism which is at
the heart of Dublin. While entirely human, the boy’s fascination
with his vision is easily seen as unhealthy. In his 1imaginative
nightmare, the boy, somewhat unnaturally, finds himself in the role
of the priest giving absolution to the murmuring paralytic. Once
again, he finds that he 1is both fascinated and repulsed by the
strange figure he finds: "I felt my soul receding 1into some
pleasant and vicious region; and there again I found it waiting for
me" (11).

The youth’s 1life-denying association with the priest
contrasts with a series of more affirmative images. The boy’s
symbolic rejection of the dark, murmuring greyness of the death
chamber and his walk on the sunny side of the street are easily
seen as manifestations of a desire to embrace an imaginative,
vibrant 1ife and reject the death-in-1ife with which he has
hitherto been preoccupied. However, the narrator is buffeted by
conflicting desires, and, as a result, he is unable to enjoy fully

the sense of freedom found in this symbolic act. On one hand, he
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is bound by a sense of duty toward his now dead friend, while on
the other, he yearns for his own freedom and an affirmation of 1life
as is imaged forth by the theatre (art), sunlight (illumination),
and the walking motion (implying travel or exploration both
geographic and internal). Thus, on one level at least, the boy
must recognize that 1ife need not be spiritual suffering, inertia
and darkness.

The Persian dream, unfulfilling as it is, becomes an example
of the youthful imagination’s escapist tendencies and how these
efforts ultimately prove fruitless in the face of Dublin’s stifling
realities. Not surprisingly, the boy’s dream remains incomplete.
The setting which 1is typical of eastern romanticism would seem to
be indicative of the boy’s latent desire to escape the restrictive
psychic and spiritual boundaries of Dublin. Magalaner, unlike
Levin, is apt to recognize the importance of dreams in relation to
the boy’s developing attitude toward Dublin: "In Dubliners, Joyce
attempts to introduce into all his stories capabie of holding it
this reference to romantic, exotic, distant unreality as a contrast
to the grey drabness of the Dublin scene” (Time 78-79). However,
like so much else 1in this story, his reverie ultimately proves
dissatisfying. Unfortunately, Magalaner overlooks the dramatic and
psychological 1importance of the dream and the boy’s failure to
recall 1its conclusion: "that addition of the eastern dream
environment to ’The Sisters’ was intended by Joyce as a
strengthening of the entire volume rather than for its restricted
meaningfulness in this individual story” (Iime, my italics 79).

Joyce was only too well aware that exile, whether imaginative or
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physical, need not mean psychological escape and emotional freedom.
It is fitting, then, that directly after this incident the story
moves again into its oppressive darkness.

The sisters, themselves elderly, infertile and seemingly bowed
by the pressures of life, also become examples of Dublin’s living
dead. They are the very embodiment of all that which is
antithetical to this youth’s imaginative/visionary potential. Bent
double, the one caretaker would appear to bear the brunt of
Dublin’s paralysis on her shoulders: "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” (14). At this point she appears almost
wraithlike or, perhaps, as an archetypal death-bringer, a keeper of
the dead. The sisters, then, can be seen as examples of a vast
network of those who minister to the dead and are themselves cut
away from that which is truly alive. The room into which Nannie
leads becomes the "dead room” as if the ominous presence of the
dead has found its way into the woodwork and has become, like the
oppressive brown brick houses of Eccles Street, part of the fabric
of Dublin "life."” As the details of the story accumulate, every
aspect of Dubliin existence seems pitted against the boy’s creative
powers.

As within the Persian dream, the story’'s external events
chronicle the boy’s movement from an imaginative world to one of
deflating realities. It is significant that the child s
distracted by the old woman’s "mutterings” as this is the same word

Joyce uses to describe the priest’s speech. Thus, he 1inks the two
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in a deathly pattern. Moreover, the woman appears unkempt, worn
out and dishevelled, all of which is in keeping with the sickly
atmosphere. Furthermore, while the boy has envisioned the priest
“"smiling as he lay there in his coffin" (14), he finds instead that
he is 1lying "solemn and copious” (14). His face, viewed in its
horrible death-mask, casts a disturbing shadow back across his life
and across the boy’s memory of their friendship: "His face was
very truculent, grey and massive, with black cavernous nostriis and
circled by a scanty white fur” (14). Finally, the heavy odour in
the room is metaphorically the all-pervasive psychological weight
of Dublin paralysis as epitomized by the obscene corpse and the
memory of the priest’s misspent 1life. Ironically, the odour of
flowers (1ife) is here synonymous with death (funerals).

Toward the end of his 1ife, Father Flynn seems to have
retreated into a world of the imagination, entertaining wistful
fantasies as a means of escaping what was otherwise a seriously
depressed or "resigned"” spiritual state. Herein, Joyce suggests
that, once the spirit is corrupted, the imagination can only lead
to destructive illusions cuiminating in madness. As Eliza reflects,
"And what do you think but there he was, sitting up by himself in
the dark in his confession-box, wide—awake and laughing-1ike softily
to himself?” (18). Moreover, the bitter irony of the sister’s
malapropism (rheumatic instead of pneumatic wheels) further points
out the complete futility of his desire for a drive out to the
house where he and his sisters were born. Furthermore, the
"rheumatic wheels"” she describes would seem to make the priest’s

sickness more a general symptom for an ailing city. Perhaps the
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most telling ironic phrase, though, is the sister’s description of
the father’s 1ife as "crossed.” This, in itself, would suggest
that the man was ill-suited to the priesthood from the beginning
and that perhaps he succumbed to some sense of societal duty or
family pressure. His interaction with the boy can now be seen as
the beginning stage of a repetitive and unimaginative 1life-denying
cycle which eventually, by destroying the individual, creates a
Tiving dead. In this way, the priest becomes a pitiable figure
and the chalice that he had dropped, which signalled "the beginning
of it" (17), is a symbol for a broken and misapplied existence
(Brandabur 338, Tindall 16-17, Magalaner Time, 85). The story’s
conclusion, which suddenly trails off, suggests that Joyce sees no
easy solution to the sickly state he chronicles. Rather, he chooses
to show a fragment of a larger destructive cycle of existence. It
is a fragment which portends a frightening whole.

The second story, "An Encounter,” depicts another youth whose
imagination clashes with and must readjust to the reality of
Dublin. The anonymous narrative voice used again in this story
stresses that the boy is as yet il1l1-defined and in an ongoing state
of development. Once more, it 1is the narrator’s 1imaginings,
expectations, illusions and desires which reveal his psychological
state and prepare the reader for its altering. Consequently, the
unforeseen encounter the story chronicles and not the boys’® failure
to reach their intended destination is of prime importance. While

Magalaner, Tindall, Kaye and Senn offer valuable insights into the

possible symbolic meanings of the Pigeon House, they cannot save
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this symbol from its peripheral position in the story. It is
rather the illusion-destroying, perception-altering power of the
actual encounter which is central to the protagonist’s
understanding and to our reading of the story. Like so many quest
narratives, the sought-after object becomes 1incidental to the
adventures experienced and, more specifically, the way in which the
protagonist encounters himself through the seeking. In essence,
the events of the narrative trace his movement toward a fuller
understanding of himself, 1including his relationship to his
surroundings.

Through the use of the literature of the "Wild West,"” "An
Encounter” begins with the idea of 1imaginative travel. In this
instance, as with "Araby"” and the sunshine walk the boy in "The
Sisters” embarks upon, there is a strong desire for adventure and
escape. While the protagonist is severely limited by constraints
due to age and means, Fritz Senn’s assertion that “"escape does take
place” (27) 1is still valid. Moreover, Senn correctly points out
that the several young characters in this story possess something
rarely found 1in Dubliners because they "can still be prompted to
act on impulse, a capacity which most of the adults seem to have
lost"” (26). Concomitant with a yearning for the novel 1is the
realization of the dull sameness of the boys’ lives. This story,
1ike the two other childhood stories, demonstrates how Joyce would
see the native 1imagination stamped out by the harsh everyday
encounters of Dublin life.

While the narrator of "The Sisters” is certainly alienated

from the adult world, the narrator of this story finds he is in no
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better situation even among his peers. "An Encounter" is easily
generalized to any number of experiences which shatter the
illusions of youth and are part of the maturing process which, once
encountered, thrust the child into the cold grasp of adolescence.
It is these very encounters which force the young imagination to
accept the reality before it. Moreover, 1in calling it "An
Encounter” Joyce suggests the possibility for more than one of this
type of experience. This implication may also be a part of Joyce’s
generalizing scheme as it may apply to several boys or, simply, to
one of several illusion-piercing encounters in the same lifetime.

In the opening paragraph, the supposed ferocity of the youths
described is undercut by the intrusion of a number of domestic
images which suggest that, at this point in their development, the
boys are safely held within the limits of their own imaginations.
wWwhile these images remind us that what is being described is, in
fact, childhood fantasies, they also serve to introduce several of
the story’s key themes. For example, the backyard garden, the
domicile, and the 1image of the perfumed mother, when combined,
create a secure, controlled, virtualily Edenic setting. This
atmosphere is fitting given the relative innocence of the youths
involved in their play. Moreover, it is significant that "“the
peaceful odour of Mrs. Dillon was prevalent in all the house” (19),
enhancing this safe, predictable and womb-like atmosphere.
However, the title and the small failure already noted casts a
darker hue over this paradise regained and foreshadows the
intrusion of evil into the garden. Once again, the characters are

caught in a temporal framework, and, consequently, they teeter on
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the very edge of adolescence. Through the experience of Dublin
they will age, and their youth and innocence will be lost. Like
Adam and Eve, these boys also seek knhowledge of good and evil and
consequently they bring about their own "fall"” in their willing
interaction with a venomous Dublin.

However, at the outset of the story, the boys achieve a
comforting sense of union or solidarity. For the young narrator,
the Qommonality of experience contributing to a pervasive and
shared mood can create what seems at the time permanent and
inseparablie bonds: "A spirit of unruliness diffused itself among
us and, under 1its influence, differences of culture and
constitution were waived” (20). What is sought out at this early
stage is an imaginary setting wherein the platitudes of everyday
1ife can be forgotten: "The adventures related in the literature of
the Wild West were remote from my nature but, at least, they opened
the doors of escape” (20). The imagination as stimulated by these
tales of adventure is freed momentarily from Dublin’s
oppressiveness. Moreover, this mood of escape and liberty is
paralleled by a theme of sexual awakening as is exhibited by the
boy’s fascination with the "unkempt fierce and beautiful girls”
(20) of detective stories. 1In this way, the imagination is 1linked
to maturation both physical and intellectual. The narrator, on the
precipice of sexual awakening, is himself like a detective eager to
explore 1ife’s heretofore hidden mysteries. However, the boy’s
encounter with the reality of Dublin irrevocably alters his
capacity for innocent imaginings.

The "Wild West" stories also become a means of keeping the
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childhood imagination, almost collectively, distinct from adult
influence. They are a part of, or a symbol for, the bond spoken of
earlier, as well as a type of relatively tame youthful rebellion.
Yet the stories may possess a further symbolic meaning inasmuch as
they represent that which is undiscipliined, natural, spirited and
emotional. By contrast, Father Butler teaches Roman history, which
calls to mind images of stoic restraint as an ideal. Leo Dillon’s
indiscretion in relation to the Father develops the contrast
between the world of youthful, 1innocent imaginings and an adult
existence of too harsh knowledge and expergence. For the narrator,
this entrance into the adult realm signals the beginning of his
epiphany and tarnishes the stories themselves: "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"” (20). Once he is a part of the adult world, a
deflation somehow occurs. The mystery and excitement of the
stories seem contingent on their secrecy. The psychological

altering experienced at the moment when the two worlds (childhood
and adulthood) collide effectively foreshadows the story’s
conclusion and sets a mood of gradual awakening. In this case, as
with the latter events, the “"doors of escape” eventually lead to a
state of new and unsettling insight-—-an epiphany.

The character of the boy/narrator 1is, it would seem, on an
irreversible path 1into experience. In this way, the story
foreshortens a process of maturation which, in actual fact, could
take several years. Both the story and the young boy build toward

their epiphany with a sense of definite or unforestallable
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movement. The boy soon "began to hunger again for wild sensations,
for the escape which those chronicles of disorder alone seemed to
offer [him]" (21). Escape will, of course, become a theme central
to the entire short story cycle. Here, the boy desires to escape
into the "real” world, into what he believes will be the adventures
of Dublin 1life. Ironically, stimulated by imaginative writings,
the boy’s 1imagination 1leads him 1into a world of too harsh
realities. He recognizes the necessity of breaking from his
everyday pattern of 1ife and all that which is familiar, domestic,
and safe as a means to real adventure or real self-discovery: "But
real adventures, I reflected, do not happen to people who remain at
home: they must be sought abroad” (21). This statement rings with
irony, as the boys’ thoughts stray only so far as the Pigeon House
when considering "abroad” (Kaye 88). However, in spite of this
obvious irony, within the larger context of the collection and
considering Joyce’s life as an expatriate, the theme of exile as a
means to self-fulfilment is central. Because the boys are so young
and inexperienced, it is fitting that these first adventures are
but Tlocal excursions. In essence, while he 1is 1limited 1in
imaginative scope and bound by certain insurmountable realities due
to age and resources, the narrator’s willingness to embark on his
quest must be read as a hopeful sign.

wWhile the movement from imaginative play and the literature of
distant places to a concrete plan for a day’s "miching” is clearly
an indication that the boys are crossing into new territory, both
physically and mentally, there are, nevertheless, vestiges of their

former selves which persist. For example, the boy’s reference to
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their initial plian as "the first stage of the plot” (21) would seem
to indicate that the fantasy realm of "The Halfpenny Marvel” has
found its way into the boys’ real life. These young Dubliners are,
at least in part, authoring their own scripts and simply playing at
reality to the extent that the world of imagination and so-called
"real adventure” overlap and blur 1into one vision of reality.
Also, at this stage in the story, a virtual contract between all
those involved occurs in the form of the collection of the sixpence
and the time agreed upon to meet. This contract, sealed by
handshakes amid laughter, which 1is soon to crumble, signals the
dissolution of the sense of camaraderie found earlier under "a
spirit of unruliness"” (20). For the narrator, this broken
contract is a powerful example of the fact that he has thus far
lived in a reality largely of his own making-~an illusion. For the
reader, however, its failure to hold for even one day is a
foreseeable part of the maturation process, whereby the individual
is split away from the group and suddenly finds himself entirely
alone.

The "bad sleep” experienced by the narrator is reminiscent of
the unfulfilled dream in "The Sisters” and also speaks of this
story’s impending disappointments and awakenings. Moreover, when
combined with the image of the bridge and the placing of the books
in the tall grass, this fitful night’s rest can be seen to
symbolize the moment of passage or change which 1is about to be
experienced. The restless sleep 1is clearly indicative of
subconscious activity occasioned, perhaps, by the dim realization

that the narrator’s childhood illusions are no longer tenable. The
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bridge would seem to function both naturally and as a relatively
conventional symbol for a moment of change--a crossing over and
into. However, this meaning is given special punctuation by the
hiding of the books in the long grass, a symbolic rejection of the
classroom and the well-behaved predictable learning it offers in
favour of more spontaneous experience. These nondescript books
also call to mind all the adventure stories and detective
literature which previously sparked the narrator’s imagination.
Given this interpretation, the hiding of the books becomes a symbol
for the boy’s putting aside the world of pure imagination and
taking up a real experiential quest with all its potential risks
and rewards. Simply, Joyce depicts this willingness to engage
actively with unrehearsed 1ife as, at the very least, lightening or
liberating.

While it 1is the imagination which frees the mind from the
restraints or limitations of everyday existence, it can also create
illusions which delude and entrap. The noon setting and the
sighting of the harbour boats again stress the theme of freedom and
serve, momentarily, to embody the youth’s hope~filled day.
Nevertheless, it is significant that the narrator engages with the
possibility of travel and the potentialities this offers only on an
imaginative level. The same is true of the adventure literature:
"the written word opens doors ofnescape, but it can also become a
means of evading confrontation with reality” (Senn 28). As Kaye
has argued (89), somehow the foreign sailors’ eyes should have been
green, and yet the narrator finds them cold "blue and grey" or

darker still and perhaps more threateningly, "even black.” It is
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appropriate that this deflation (in the face of world travel, real
adventure, and the "abroad” the reader surely imagined) occurs as
the boys traverse the Liffey. This journey may be (like the river
Styx of antiquity dividing life and death) representative of the
youth’s passage from classroom, childhood, and fantasy into the
greater, concrete and dangerous adult world. Thus, it 1is a
symbolic death of innocence.

Reality now presses in on the adventure; the streets are
squalid, the day sultry, and the fatigued boys come to rest. The
world in which they find themselves is, of course, one of deflated
expectations and one which is free from neither the burden of the
past nor the debilitating tugs of day-to-day experience. It is
this 1ife which pierces dreams: "It was too late and we were too
tired to carry out our project of visiting the Pigeon House" (24).
What is key is their awareness of the simple fact that the day must
end. Their acceptance that it has grown "too late” signals the
narrator’s realization that his escape, tarnished and 1imited as it
is, is also coming to an end. The title of the story indicates
that the final object of the quest is secondary to what will be
encountered along the way.

The appearance of the old man sets in motion a series of
awakenings which powerfully suggests to the boy\narrator that his
imaginary perceptions are no longer tenable. While on one level he
is dangerous and imposing, the old man the two boys meet is also a
pitiable character who would seem to apprehend vaguely that he has
lost some vital part of himself. For example, he wistfully

remembers his school days. His nostalgia is naturally lost on the
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boys: "While he expressed these sentiments which bored us a little
we kept silent” (24). The old man’s reminiscences and the
accompanying sense of loss and disenchantment have festered for so
long that they have become perverse. Indeed, his attempts to find
points in common with the boy possibly stem from an unconscious
desire to recapture a more innocent time. This man, however, much

like the priest in "The Sisters,” is beyond the point of repair, as
might be gleaned from his unnerving, semi-decayed appearance: "I
saw that he had great gaps in his mouth between his yellow teeth”
(25). 1In response to the man’s liberal talk, the boy is able to
intuit that there 1is something seriously unbalanced and unsound in
the man’s demeanour. This recognition 1in itself signhals the
boy/narrator’s awakening consciousness to the difference between
appearance and reality. That safe distance between an imaginary
world within Dublin and the reality of a sick and poisonous city is
now rushing to a violent close.

The workings of the old man’s mind are the imagistic parallels
to his physical movements as 1i1f the body 1is now unconsciously
driven. His perverse fascination with young women seems another
example of his unbridled nostalgia and his own dimly-perceived
sense of his lost life. The boy, "without changing the direction
of my gaze" (26), as if mesmerized by his strange speech, sees the
man walk away. On a psychological level, the boy’s silence and his
downcast eyes would seem to embody his willingness to avoid an
unpleasant epiphany, which would rush him into a new and harsher
understanding of his world. It is nhot surprising, then, that he

adopts a false name in the presence of the stranger, possibly as a



means to an imaginative escape from the pressures of the situatior
However, illusions or not, the tide of change associated with the
pervert is unstemmable.

The man’s final long dissertation on whipping becomes an
unavoidable reality, and no measure of denial or manufactured
illusion can buttress the child’s mind from the violent pervert
before him. The pervert’s speech, seemingly a manifestation of a
lifetime of sexual repression coupled with a violent sense of
disciplinary action, shakes the boy utterly. All the day’s
expectatiors and the romantic literature of the Wild West now
recede far into the past and are finally shattered completely by
the recognition of the man’s "bottle-green eyes"” (27). This is not
the vibrant 1ife-affirming green of the adventuresome sailors, but
rather something domestic, fragile, and clouded. As the boy
glances up he finds this powerful and formerly hopeful symbol
lodged in a "twitching forehead"” (27). For the youth this is the
green of the actual world versus the 1life of his confused notions.
The encounter has irreversibly altered his perception of Dublin
1ife and his place in it. He has crossed from relative innocence
into an experience from which he cannot return. Bathed in this
harsh epiphanic 1light he comes 1into a new consciousness and
recognizes his essential difference from Mahony and the fact that
never again will they feel the camaraderie they might once have

shared. Their youthful illusions have vanished.

Like "An Encounter", "Araby"” is a story about maturation that

comes by way of a hard recognition of the inadequacy of illusions
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and of the fact that the reality of Dublin is inimical to boyish
imaginings. As with the previous two stories, "Araby" deals with
the chasm between that which is and that which is perceived, and
with the development of the perceiver. It too depicts the
shattering of illusions. In this case, however, these untenable
imaginings are romantic fancies. Ultimately, though, "Araby’s”
significance stems from the narrator’s bitter recognition that he
has lived in an illusion of his own creation.

"Araby”, perhaps even more than its two predecessors, examines
the way in which a young imagination shapes impressions of reality.
At the start of the story it is truly a world of imagination in
which the youths play. Despite an atmosphere of virtual all-
embracing darkness, the boys’ games continue happily. For the
reader, however, the images which convey the story’s oppressiveness
are too powerful to overlook. The early dusk, the houses "grown

sombre,” the street lamps 1ifting their "feeble lanterns,” the
"cold air"” (30), the silent street, dark muddy lanes, dark dripping
gardens, and the dark odorous stables, all combine to create an
atmosphere of oppressive and inescapable gloom (Atherton 43-45).
However, where the feeble lamplight fails to illuminate
significantly the sombre mood, from the youth’s perspective,
Mangan’s sister succeeds. In fact, she appears in light, or, at
least, "defined by light from the half opened door” (30). Tindall
argues that Mangan’s sister 1is "Ireland herself, becoming and
inviting like the sisters of Father Flynn" (20). This reading

seems far too simple, given the complexities of the narrator’s

description of his beloved. The sister appears only via a few
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suggestive sensual images: "Her dress swung as she moved her body
and the soft rope of her hair tossed from side to side” (30). Any
other details are superfluous to the boy’s description; she exists
solely in his mind as an imagined romantic construct. Joyce’s
sparse use of detail underlines the fact that the boy’s attention
is both highly selective and vaguely sexual. She exists only on
the level of adolescent fantasy, and 1is not truly perceived as a
real human being--whole, separate, unique, and complex. This
highly discriminatory and sexually-tuned description is again a
symptom of the youth’s "blindness.”

The narrator’s failure to engage in a conversation with her
mighﬁ stem from a subtle, albeit unconscious, fear of reality.
This boy, like the youth in "An Encounter,” 1is in the midst of
major changes in the way he perceives both the world and his place
in it. His safe distance and restricted vision allow him to
maintain a comfortable measure of control over his surroundings:
"Every morning I lay on the floor in the front parlour watching her
door. The blind was pulled down to within an inch of the sash so
that I could not be seen” (30). In this way she exists solely
within the orbit of the perceiver’s imagination, remaining safely
romantic and predominately unreal. The books the boy "seizes" are
reminiscent of the protagonist’s preoccupation with surface
meaning, as is exemplified by his treatment of the volumes he finds
in the "waste room."” Moreover, the fact that he seizes the books
exactly at the moment he pursues h