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(1) ‘All the Lonely People’: Joyce’s Dubliners and the Songbook of Paul McCartney
Martin Connolly
Whether or not the result of direct influence, the songbook of The Beatles —and of Paul McCartney in
particular— offers what might be interpreted as intriguing ‘variations on a theme’ of some of Joyce’s stories.
We will focus on three songs in particular, and examine elements which recall or provide resonant echo of
some of Joyce’s stories. We will also look at how acquaintance with these songs may help to aid modern
readership toward an understanding of the particular character of Joyce’s Dubliners.

In ‘Eleanor Rigby’ (from the 1966 album Revolver), McCartney explores avenues of experience and
outlook which are similar in a number of ways to what we find in Joyce’s Dubliners. The song operates on
various levels, not least the symbolic, with a narrative which seeks to expose, as Joyce often did, the
ultimate failure of religion, and other societal norms, to provide joy or comfort to those in need. The song’s

haunting refrain — All the lonely people’— might be read as the background music to the volume as a whole.
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The eponymous heroine —a tragic spinster— can also be seen, in some ways at least, as a modern-day
incarnation of Maria, from ‘Clay’.

‘For No One’, from the same album, recalls ‘Eveline’ in describing the death of all romantic impulse. The
song also provides an uncanny echo of the ending of ‘Eveline’ in the use of the phrase ‘no sign of love’, as
either an unconscious or deliberate borrowing from Joyce. Another song, ‘She’s Leaving Home’ (from Sgt
Peppers Lonely Hearts Club Band, 1967) provides a fitting parallel to the main narrative of ‘Eveline’: both
seek to capture the inner tensions of their respective heroines, and as such illustrate a shared ability to
access female sensibilities.

We will explore the extent to which these songs, and others, can be deemed re-imaginings of Joyce’s
creations, but also how familiarity with these songs may help to provide a way into the sometimes dark and
difficult psychology of Joyce’s characters. The practical value of this exploration may lie in the extent to
which McCartney’s songs can function as a teaching tool within the classroom. Students often struggle not
only with the cultural and historical contexts of Dubliners, but simply with its apparent negativism. Yet,
many of the aspects of this negativism are also present in the above-cited songs of Paul McCartney: feelings
of alienation, of angst, anti-romanticism, disappointment, disillusion, and —importantly, if we are talking
about Joyce— the abject failure of religion. Acquaintance, therefore, with McCartney’s songs may help to
enlighten the difficult psychology and outlook we find in stories such as ‘Clay’, ‘Eveline’ and no doubt
many more. This study is undertaken with the hope of shedding light on the special world Joyce created in
that volume, providing a new access point for students and readers. A lover of popular music himself, surely

James Joyce would approve.
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