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MEDICINE IN LITERATURE

Brain contusion/sudden cardiopulmonary arrest syndrome in
A Painful Case from James Joyce’s Dubliners

E L Altschuler

Discussion of the pathophysiology of death of a character in

A Painful Case from James Joyce’s (1882 - 1941) Dubliners' (1914)
in no way detracts from or abrogates the enjoyment of the
story. Nevertheless, readers may wish to read the story before
continuing with this review.

A Painful Case includes a (fictional) newspaper report headed
DEATH OF A LADY AT SYDNEY PARADE - A PAINFUL
CASE, which is about an inquest at the City of Dublin Hospital
by the Deputy Coroner into the death of 43-year-old Mrs Emily
Sinico on the previous evening. Witnesses testified that at 10
o’clock in the evening, as the slow train was pulling out of
Sydney Parade Station, and before bystanders could stop her,
Mrs Sinico attempted to cross the railway line, was struck by
the buffer of the locomotive, and fell to the ground. Both a
police sergeant and Constable 57E testified that Mrs Sinico was
dead upon their arrival at the station. Dr Halpin, an assistant
house surgeon at the City of Dublin Hospital, testified that Mrs
Sinico had two fractured lower ribs, a severe contusion to the
right shoulder, and an injury to the right side of her head, but
that "... the injuries were not sufficient to have caused death
in a normal person. Death, in his opinion, had been probably
due to shock and sudden failure of the heart’s action.” Mrs
Sinico was not known to have had any medical problems. Her
daughter mentioned that for two years prior to her death, Mrs
Sinico had been in the habit of going out and buying spirits at
night. The story reveals that this two-year period commenced
with the break-up of an intense but platonic relationship
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between Mrs Sinico and a Mr James Duffy, the protagonist of
A Painful Case.

Is Mrs Sinico’s death simply “pure fiction’? Today it is
well known that brain contusion or haemorrhage (e.g.
from a spontaneous aneurysm or blunt trauma) can cause
sudden cardiopulmonary arrest.”® Case reports suggest
that individuals with a history of alcohol abuse may be
particularly susceptible.* A number of possible mechanisms
by which brain contusion can lead to cardiopulmonary arrest
have been identified, e.g. cardiac arrhythmias secondary to
a massive release of catecholamines, and respiratory arrest
secondary to compression of respiratory centres in the brain.
Interestingly, McWilliam® in 1889 was remarkably prescient
in suggesting the notion that a brain haemorrhage could
cause cardiac fibrillation, an idea eventually borne out by
electrocardiography.>?

It is well known that, from a relatively early age, Joyce
indulged in excessive quantities of alcohol. It is therefore
possible that the issues relating to alcohol in A Painful Case
were derived from his personal knowledge and motivations.

It is not readily apparent how Joyce might have known about
the adverse effects that brain injury could have on the heart;
was he somehow aware of the work and theories of McWilliam
or others on the topic? There is sufficient specificity and

clarity in the description of the medical details in A Painful
Case (though not without some ambiguity) to suggest that
Joyce was proposing a pathophysiological role of brain injury
in the cause of Mrs Sinico’s death by cardiopulmonary arrest
rather than simply a nonspecific and metaphorical connection
between the brain and the heart. But it is Joyce’s specificity and
clarity, coupled with just enough ambiguity in the medical case
description and other aspects of the story, that give A Painful
Case its timeless appeal.
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TEST A
HUNDRED,
GET R10, 000
CAMPAIGN!

Join The Tshepang Trust (Tshepang) - SAMA’s HIV
and AIDS programme and the Center for Disease
Control (CDC) and test 15 000 individuals within the
next 8 months through the Workplace Intervention
Programme (WIP). This aims to test teachers,
healthcare and small to medium size enterprise
employees, their spouses and immediate dependents
as well as treat a total of 1000 patients, (500 existing
and 500 new patients) using GPs in their own
consulting rooms.

FOR EVERY 100 INDIVIDUALS TESTED,
TSHEPANG WILL PAY THE GP R10,000
AND R100,000 FOR EVERY 1000 TESTED
PLUS PROVIDE FREE TEST KITS.

For more information please contact us
at 011 339 8996 or visit our website at
www.tshepangtrust.org
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