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How Characters Contributes to the Theme of “Seeing Versus Reality” in Emergency
Authors always have a message that they wish to communicate to their audience. However, authors do not always convey their message in a straightforward way. However, while going through a piece of literature, the reader is able to identify the subject matter that the author wishes to address. The subject matter emerges as the theme of the literature work, and it is shaped by other literary devices including characterization, figures of speech, setting, and plot; just to name but a few. In view of this, this paper will discuss how characters in the short story “Emergency” by Denis Johnson contribute to the interpretation of the theme of seeing versus reality.
In “Emergency”, Johnson has used various characters, some of whom contribute to the interpretation of the theme of seeing versus reality. This theme means to convey the message that what is physically visible is not always the reality. One of the characters who contribute to the said theme is Georgie. The fact that he is indulging in drugs makes facilitates the depiction of the theme of seeing versus reality. This is because; Georgie seems to be having an illusion. For instance, he keeps on mopping the operation room, and he still insists that “there is a lot of blood” (Johnson 69). However, the narrator indicates what he sees; “the floor looked clean enough” (71). Both characters see different things; a seemingly clean floor, and a floor stained with blood. Therefore, at this instant, the reader cannot rely on either of the characters to identify the reality of the status of the floor.
In the same manner, the character of the patient who has been stabbed in the eye helps the author to shape the theme of seeing versus the reality. By just looking at the patient’s condition, the nurse assumes that the patient could not see with the injured eye. Probably, the nurse assumes that the patient is able to see using the eye that looks fine. However, upon looking closer, the nurse realizes that the eye that looks fine is actually a glass eye. In the same manner, when the doctor peers into the trauma room and sees a knife sticking out of the patient’s eye, he assumes that the situation is very difficult for him to handle. As a matter of fact, he summons the specialists and withdraws from operating on the patient, because he deems the situation beyond his capability. Ironically, in the orderly, who acts under the influence of drugs, manages to remove the knife from the patient’s eye without causing any damage; albeit the fact that he does not perform even a simple operation on the patient. These incidents clearly indicate that there is a deeper reality behind the simple physical visibility or imagined (Smith, 185).
In the same manner, when the narrator and Georgie take a ride in Georgie’s pick up which have no headlights, they get lost. However, when they find their ruck, Georgie suggests that they should not drive to town yet. Rather, they would wait until it gets late so that they would “be invisible” (83). This indicates that in the real sense, both characters would be on the road driving back to town, but because their truck did not have lights, no one would be able to see them. This further portrays that the reality behind what is visible or invisible is always shadowed by something, such as the darkness in this case.
In conclusion, Johnson has utilized characters to bring out the theme of seeing versus reality. Indeed, in life, people make judgments upon what they see with their physical eyes, without considering the reality of the matter. Indeed, various aspects such as misconception and prejudice overshadow the truth behind what is physically visible. Ironically, Georgie depicts great capabilities when he is under the influence of drugs. For instance, he successfully “treats” a patient whose case is deemed fatal by the qualified doctor, saves the baby bunnies, and promises to help Hardee escape to Canada. As such, the theme of seeing versus reality could be a wakeup call by Johnson, to a society that judges those who take drugs without actually looking further into their situations in order to understand them, and probably help them.
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