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The Dublin-Trieste Cradle

Delivery

The seventh story in the order of composition, “A Painful Case” is the eleventh 
of the fifteen stories of Dubliners. The last of the adult group, it looks both for-
ward and backward to the stories of the thwarting of private aspirations and 
the disappointments in the spheres of social and public life. Written from the 
perspective of a concealed narrator, it employs the technique of free indirect 
discourse of which Joyce was by this point a sophisticated practitioner. The 
opening sentence, for example, must strike unsuspecting readers as a curious 
mixture of imprecision and posturing: “Mr James Duffy lived in Chapelizod 
because he wished to live as far as possible from the city of which he was a 
citizen and because he found all the other suburbs of Dublin mean, modern 
and pretentious” (D 107.2–5). Its awkward and apparently tone-deaf repeti-
tions (“lived . . . live . . . city . . . citizen . . . suburbs . . . Dublin”) clash with 
the formality of its opening (“Mr James Duffy”) and the sententiousness of 
its close (“mean, modern and pretentious”). This does not betray any degree 
of ineptitude on the narrator’s part, but rather exhibits his ability to ventrilo-
quize his subject. Without any rhetorical cues, we overhear some of the tics 
of Mr. Duffy’s interior monologue, its repetitions suggesting his mental habit 
of regarding his fellow citizens with condescension. In the same stroke we are 
listening to the officious tones—drawn from the culture of print—in which 
(on behalf of his bank) he has become accustomed to address others.
 Like many of these stories, it arranges the action in a dialectical sequence 
of three scenes (the portrait of Duffy, the Duffy-Sinico moiety, and Duffy’s 
reaction to Mrs. Sinico’s death). These broad structural divisions comprise 
five sections, the last of which has three phases:

1: Four paragraphs. The exposition, establishing Duffy’s character and 
circumstances (D 107.2–109.16).

2: Eight paragraphs and one direct quotation. The dramatic develop-
ment, describing the Duffy-Sinico relationship (D 109.17–112.11).

3: One paragraph. The four-year interlude (D 112.12–27).
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4: Two narrative paragraphs. Mr. Duffy’s first reaction and the newspaper 
report (D 112.28–115.14).

5: Seven paragraphs comprising three movements:
 a. Mr. Duffy’s second response, in his room (D 115.15–116.2)
 b. Mr. Duffy’s third response, in the pub (D 116.3–33)
 c. Mr. Duffy’s final response, in the Phoenix Park (D 116.34–117.34).

The most obvious structural point to be made is that the final seven para-
graphs complement the opening four in their treatment of Mr. Duffy as a 
solitary. Section 1 offers the thesis of Mr. Duffy’s purported self-sufficiency 
and social detachment, section 2 presents the antithesis of his foray into per-
sonal engagement (for example, we do not learn of his relationship with the 
Irish Socialist Party until he subsequently tells Mrs. Sinico, D 110.31–111.8), 
and section 5 is the synthesis of a deeper and comprehensive disengagement 
from “all the living and the dead.”
 As readers would have come to expect at this point in Dubliners, the de-
ceptive simplicity of the story engages in a few remarkable narrative tricks. 
Whereas sections 1 and 2 follow a “normal” narrative sequence (building 
from the introduction of the characters into a sequential narrative), after re-
counting the rupture of the Duffy-Sinico relationship, the narrative changes 
pace and order. First, there is the “fast-forward” interlude, which in fifteen 
lines moves through a four-year period (D 112.12–27). Next comes section 4, 
which reverses the time sequence: we read Mr. Duffy’s reaction to a newspa-
per article of which we have not yet been apprised. Part 5 slows the action to 
provide for a searching dilation of Mr. Duffy’s thoughts and feelings before 
the pace of the narrative comes to a complete stop.
 At this point, the most general observation is that Joyce’s favorite physical 
exercise—learned from his father and shared with his brother Stanislaus—in-
forms the relationship between the form and content of “A Painful Case”: 
walking. The Joyces were inveterate long-distance walkers: John Stanislaus 
in the course of his duties as collector of rates, and the brothers on weekend 
excursions, which ranged the whole city of Dublin, its suburbs, and nearby 
Wicklow mountains. The appetite for and intimacy with Dublin topography 
that Joyce acquired from his father made this propertyless pair Dublin’s men-
tal landlords. In this story, Joyce endows his alter ego, James Duffy, with a 
similar taste for healthy exercise; an activity that, despite his personal alien-
ation from the life of the city, earns him the name “citizen” (D 107.3–4) in this 
particular Joycean sense.
 Of this pastime there is much in “A Painful Case” and at different speeds: 
Duffy’s “roaming” about the suburbs, striding “firmly” and “quickly” from the 
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city, “wandering” about the Phoenix Park with Mrs. Sinico, or haltingly and 
in reverse, while rehearsing, in the final three paragraphs, the occasion that 
ended their “walking out.” Walking thus metaphorically carries the action 
forward. There is an implied formal analogy between the narrative ordering 
and pacing of “A Painful Case,” with its variations, pauses, and reversals, turn-
ing around the consequences of a pedestrian’s fall (at that oxymoronic place 
of antipodal perambulation, Sydney Parade). Such formal expressiveness—in 
which there is an analogy between the action described and the formalities 
attending the description—was to become one of the hallmarks of Joyce’s 
writing, especially in Ulysses. In this particular respect, “A Painful Case” an-
ticipates the “peristaltic” technique of “Lestrygonians.”
 The story features one of Joyce’s favorite literary devices: the insetting of 
one text within another, as a kind of expanded allusion (André Gide’s mise-
en-abyme). The technical and stylistic contrasts between the Joycean narra-
tive and the one it encloses provide the pleasure, puzzlement, and meaning 
of the entire work. The hellfire sermon (117.10–124.26) and villanelle (223.17–
224.2) in Portrait are major examples, and John F. Taylor’s speech in Ulysses 
(7.828–69) a minor one. Dubliners has two full and express examples: Mr. 
Hynes’s poem in “Ivy Day in the Committee Room,” and the Dublin Evening 
Mail news item that Mr. Duffy reads in “A Painful Case.”
 Stephen Donovan has examined this paragraph in “A Painful Case” with 
attention to the paradoxical proposition that it is the occasion of Duffy’s 
consternation as to its content and condescension to its vulgar style (which 
Donovan summarizes as “the inferior epistemological value of newspaper 
text,” 26). He correctly notes that while its journalistic clichés reinforce Mr. 
Duffy’s sense of his cultural superiority and isolation, it also gives him the 
unwarranted impression that her death was a suicide. Maria’s partial song 
and the excerpted Father Purdon’s sermon are similarly complex thematic 
and aesthetic presences in “Clay” and “Grace,” respectively. On a decreasing 
scale are the expressly cited, outside the surface text but present to the mind 
and feelings of one or another character or of the implied narrator: Byron’s 
“The Prisoner of Chillum” (“A Little Cloud”), Tom Farrington’s “Hail Mary” 
(“Counterparts”), and “The Lass of Aughrim” (“The Dead”).
 These examples are but express representatives of an allusive method that 
permeates Joyce’s literary procedures, the implications of which are the major 
object of this study of “A Painful Case.” Its surface narrative sits upon an enor-
mous, encyclopedic, and largely occluded body of cultural texts, only some 
of which it expressly indicates. Almost every sentence Joyce writes contains 
a reference to another text and writer; and the force of his text depends in 
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large part on the relationship between the apparently “plain sense” of the 
prose and the thickened and deepened sense it has when the citation is ap-
prehended, comprehended, and felt. Joyce’s works are built from multilevel 
combinations of quotations from other works of literature, music, religion, 
philosophy, popular culture, history, and linguistic usages, high, low, and 
middle. From that point of view none of it is original. The originality is in the 
brilliant coalescence of scores of texts in his deceptively simple accounts of 
minor incidents in the lives of ordinary people. His literary genius resides in 
the mastery of language and narrative technique that enables him to bring a 
designed illumination to the opacity of deceptively transparent events. The 
reading of Joyce’s texts is therefore a literary exercise, and the experience af-
fords a pleasure particular to the arts.
 As most readers of Joyce know, “A Painful Case” is loosely based on an 
incident in the life of his brother, Stanislaus, where he had a chance encoun-
ter with a lady whom he had previously met at a concert (MBK 158). His 
brother’s account of that evening and its sequel, however, unwittingly con-
ceals as much as it recounts of the original occasion, as we shall see; and it 
is possible to peruse his account in conjunction with the historical record 
to elucidate “A Painful Case.” His transformation of materials from his then  
seventeen-year-old younger brother’s diary and conversation into the expe-
rience of the forty-year-old James Duffy is radical in several ways, not the 
least of which is its anticipation of the imaginative feat of representing the 
contrasting experiences of young Stephen Dedalus and middle-aged Leopold 
Bloom in Ulysses.
 As his letters to Stanislaus during the spring and summer of 1905 show, the 
story took shape in his imagination along with three others during that time. 
In February James chides him for his taciturnity and solemnity: “no more 
bile beans, brother John” (February 7, 1905, Letters II: 81), cited in the story. 
Beginning sometime in late July or early August (“Counterparts” was finished 
on July 15), he produced the first draft by the middle of August (Letters II: 
105).1 This manuscript, minus a sheet or two, has survived (JJA 4.95–134). It 
is in Joyce’s hand, bearing the original title, “A Painful Incident,” written in 
ink on twenty sheets, numbered 1 to 20, on the back of the first of which is a 
list of laundry that Nora had evidently taken in. He moved on directly to “Ivy 
Day in the Committee Room” and “An Encounter,” before returning to the 
manuscript in late September. Around September 24 he wrote to Stanislaus 
to enquire about some historical details regarding the administration of po-
lice and ambulance services (Letters II: 109).2 On October 10, he got his first 
critical review of the story: Stanislaus reported that “A Painful Case” was their 
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Aunt Josephine (Murray’s) favorite story, but in the correspondent’s opinion 
it is too big for the form (Letters II: 115). Ten months later, when Joyce was 
in Rome, he returned to this story, and between August 12 and the end of 
the month added “about five pages” (Letters II: 148, 151, 153). Some of these 
additions can be seen, in the form of marginalia to the original manuscript. 
He returned, once again, to “A Painful Case” in mid-October, 1906 (Letters II: 
182), but even three weeks later, was still dissatisfied (Letters II: 189). By this 
time, he had turned over the manuscript of Chamber Music—“a record of 
my past”—to Stanislaus for his arrangement and publication (Letters II: 182). 
He had come to realize that his future lay in prose fiction: “A page of ‘A Little 
Cloud’ gives me more pleasure than all my verses” (Letters II: 182). By contrast 
with “A Little Cloud,” however, which he had finished in early 1906, he was 
still worrying about “A Painful Case” the following November, admitting to 
Stanislaus that “After the Race” and “A Painful Case” were “[t]he two worst 
stories” in Dubliners (Letters II: 189).
 In addition to the apparently first full draft we have a fair copy of this 
second draft, on twenty-three numbered pages incorporating the marginalia, 
additional pages, and other internal changes to the first draft (JJA 4.136–79). 
Although this major revision was done, therefore, during August and Sep-
tember 1906, it bears the date upon which he evidently completed the original 
draft, August 15, 1905. The surviving proofs of the 1910 and 1914 attempted 
publications and the Grant Richards (1914)/Huebsch (1916) printed editions 
indicate that Joyce made some further emendations to the text of “A Painful 
Case” (JJA 5.237–41; JJA 6.130–43; Slocum and Cahoon, A8). The reference 
in “A Painful Case” to Sydney Parade was among the issues to which George 
Roberts objected, holding that it was potentially libelous. The impression 
that these repeated references in Joyce’s correspondence and the surviving 
manuscripts give is that he had unusual difficulties with this story. The sur-
viving manuscript record from this period in Joyce’s life is spotty, however, 
and therefore unreliable as an indicator of his compositional methods.3 One 
effect of his well-recognized dissatisfaction, however, is that the story has 
not received the close respect and attention it deserves both for its technical 
virtuosity and for its significant place in the development of Dubliners and 
as the harbinger of one of the many potential books that Ulysses ousted from 
Joyce’s expanding imaginative ambitions.© U
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