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The essence of Christmas?
Luke McBratney asks if James Joyce’s 
‘The Dead’ could be the quintessential 
Christmas story

If you had to choose a story that captures the essence 
of Christmas, what would it be? Perhaps the nativity 
accounts in the gospels, or maybe a sentimental tale 

that culminates in a change of heart in a formerly 
selfish man. Or perhaps you might move further afield 
into the emotive world of song: to the celebration of 
family parties and the pangs of lost love, followed by 
despair over dashed dreams.  

James Joyce’s short story ‘The Dead’ has all of the 
above and more. With its dancing, singing, squabbles 
and drunkenness — not to mention a feast of 
description including roast goose, ham and spiced beef 
— it has all the ingredients of a festive party. It mentions 
nothing of Christmas itself, but says everything about 
the emotional resonance of the season. 

‘The Dead’
In the story, Gabriel and his wife Gretta attend a dance 
at his aunts’ house. The date is sometime between 
New Year and the last day of Christmas (6 January) — 
a typically reflective time when, like Janus (the two-
faced god of boundaries), we look both forwards to the 
future and backwards at our past. In ‘The Dead’ it is 
Gabriel (named after the archangel) who looks forward 
and Gretta who looks back.

Gabriel looks to the future not with merriment, but 
with impatience. Despite being the most important 
guest, he is the most ill at ease. He anticipates his after 
dinner speech nervously and he rushes his meal after 
carving for the others. When the party is over, his mind 
is consumed by thoughts of being alone with his wife.

Joyce’s flexible third person narrative positions 
Gabriel as the focal character, so we mostly see Gretta 

though his eyes. He watches her listening to a tenor 
sing in a room above, but her thoughts remain hidden 
until the story builds to its climax. Only then does 
her speech flow freely and we learn that the song 
she listened to was her song, sung to her by a former 
sweetheart named Michael Furey.

Snow is falling
Part of the power of the past is suggested through 
Joyce’s control of structure.  The narrative begins very 
much in the present, with bustling action through 
the perceptions of the maid. It moves through several 
phases that evoke the ebb and flow of the night. 
Demarcated by location as well as action, we progress 
from introductions in the hallway to dancing in the 
public space of the main room, then eventually to the 
privacy of a hotel room.



Symbolism activity

Think about the many different symbolic elements 
Joyce uses, for example:
•	 the picture hanging above the piano, of the 

balcony scene from Romeo and Juliet, which 
foreshadows the memory of Michael singing 
to Gretta’s window

•	 the opposition between west and east, as 
evoked by the argument between Gabriel and 
Miss Ivors, as well as by Gabriel and Michael 
and Gretta’s present and her past

•	 the Biblical resonances, including the names 
Michael and Gabriel and the diction and 
cadences of the final paragraph, which are 
reminiscent of some of those used in the 
Catholic mass

Music activity

The Victorian critic Walter Pater memorably 
said that ‘All art constantly aspires towards the 
condition of music’. Consider the importance of 
music in the story and its emotive effects. Listen to 
‘Podcast 4: The Dead; Distant Music and The Lass 
of Aughrim’ on this site by Joyce’s alma mater, 
University College Dublin: www.joycesdublin.ie
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Narrative activity
Consider the ways in which Joyce uses point 
of view in ‘The Dead’. Note the flexibility of his 
third person narrative, which ranges from subtle 
free indirect speech (rendering Lily’s speech 
patterns at the beginning), to Gabriel’s stream of 
consciousness as he prepares to make his after 
dinner speech in the middle, to the powerful 
epiphany at the end.
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6 January, which commemorates the visit of the magi 
to Jesus, when his divinity was revealed to the world. 
Secularised by Joyce to describe the moments when ‘a 
sudden spiritual manifestation’ occurs, it refers to the 
experience when ordinary perceptions become charged 
with radiance or revelation — akin to the Eucharist, 
when bread and wine become body and blood of Christ.  

For Gabriel, as for many of us, Christmas is a time 
removed from the bustle of everyday life and spent 
in the extended company of our loved ones: a time 
when we experience not just celebration, but tension, 
conflict and sometimes the revelation of repressed 
truths. Gabriel’s lust gives way to recognition of his 
own foolishness, intimations of an aunt’s death and 
the feeling that, compared to Michael Furey, he has 
played a poor part in Gretta’s life. The ghost of Michael 
(named after the most powerful archangel) drains the 
lifeblood from Gabriel’s identity and he declares:

Better pass boldly into that other world in the 
full glory of some passion, than fade and wither 
dismally with age.

Gabriel realises that it is the dead boy who has all the 
passion, while it is he who fades and withers. 

To find out more about Joyce’s work, go to  
www.themodernword.com/joyce

The final paragraph is the antithesis of the first: 
feelings build as softly and pervasively as the snow that 
falls over Ireland. Gabriel’s thoughts are crowded by his 
wife’s memories of Michael Furey, and the thickening 
snow connects both the past and the present and the 
living and the dead.  

Epiphany
The final sequence that renders Gabriel’s heightened 
consciousness is known as an epiphany. The term 
comes from the Christian festival of Epiphany, on 
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