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Lecture 6
James Joyce’s The Dead: Contexts and Overview
1. Context
1. Dubliners (1914): The Collection
· The Dead is the fifteenth, final, longest, and most complex story in James Joyce’s collection Dubliners (1914), which consists of 15 short stories depicting ordinary life in Dublin at the turn of the 20th century.
· Often regarded as one of the greatest short stories in the English language.
· Praised by major critics, including T. S. Eliot, who saw it as a landmark of modern fiction.
· Joyce wrote it during his self-imposed exile in Trieste and Rome, Italy.
· Literary critic Richard Ellmann called it Joyce’s “first great song of exile.”
· The collection belongs to the period of the Irish Literary Revival (or Celtic Revival)—a cultural movement (late 19th–early 20th century) that sought to recover Irish language, folklore, and identity after centuries of British domination.
· While many Revival writers (like W. B. Yeats or Lady Gregory) idealized Ireland’s rural traditions and mythic past, Joyce took a different direction: he focused on the urban middle class of Dublin, exposing their stagnation, hypocrisy, and self-delusion.
2. Ireland in the Early 20th Century: Paralysis, Nationalism, Religion
· Joyce’s central theme in Dubliners is “paralysis” — a moral, spiritual, and social stagnation that he saw as afflicting Dublin and, by extension, Ireland itself.
· This paralysis was, for Joyce, the double colonization:
· Politically by the British Empire.
· Spiritually by the Roman Catholic Church.
2. Key Characters
· Gabriel Conroy – The protagonist and focal consciousness of the story. Educated, self-conscious, and somewhat aloof, Gabriel embodies the modern, intellectual Irishman torn between European sophistication and national identity. He struggles with insecurity and detachment—both from others and from his own emotions.
· Gretta Conroy – Gabriel’s wife, whose quiet presence gains emotional weight in the story’s climax. Her memory of Michael Furey, a boy who died for love, becomes the catalyst for Gabriel’s epiphany.
· Kate and Julia Morkan – The elderly hostesses represent the passing generation and the persistence of tradition. Julia’s declining health and age foreshadow death and decay amid the evening’s apparent warmth.
· Mary Jane – Their niece, a younger musician, symbolizes continuity but also the limitations of women’s roles within respectable society.
· Miss Ivors – A nationalist and intellectual, she challenges Gabriel’s cosmopolitanism, teasing him for writing for a “British” newspaper. Their exchange highlights the tension between national identity and cultural openness, a central concern in Joyce’s work.
· Minor characters – Guests such as Freddy Malins and Mr. Browne add humor and realism, embodying Dublin’s middle-class social scene with its blend of hospitality and hypocrisy.
3. Setting
· Time: Dublin around 1900
· Epiphany (January 6th) celebrates the revelation of Christ to the Gentiles (the visit of the Magi in Matthew 2:1–2).
· Place: The Morkans’ Annual Dinner Party
Title Meaning
· “The Dead” refers to the spiritually or emotionally dead — especially Gabriel and others at the party.
· They go through the motions of life — polite talk, social rituals — but without real feeling, passion, or purpose.
· Joyce shows how modern Dublin society is stuck in paralysis, a key theme in Dubliners.
Universal Meaning
· In the final snow scene, the boundary between the living and the dead disappears.
· The snow “falling faintly upon all the living and the dead” suggests that we are all part of the same human condition — mortality unites everyone.
Joyce invites us to see that real life begins when we confront death — when we move beyond numbness into self-awareness and compassion.

