
Plot Elements in “Emergency” – Denis Johnson 

Symbolism 
 
The entire story is less about the central characters’ grappling with mundane day to 
problems so much so as it is about the universal conflict between dualities – life and 
death, comedy and tragedy, spiritual and ordinary, seeing and blindness (in the symbolic 
sense as well). A lot of the time there is an allusion to the world around existing merely 
as a perception. When the protagonist asks the nurse, “How’s the guy doing?” (referring 
to Terrence Weber), the nurse says “There’s nothing wrong with the guy, it’s one of those 
things”. This statement indicates that what we perceive (see) as real and reality are two 
different things.  
 
The other aspects that are weaved into the story are the difference between spiritual 
reality and ordinary reality. The need to transcend ordinary realms of existence and 
explore spiritual realms is constantly being spoken about. This is particularly emphasized 
when Georgie says, “I’d like to worship, I really would”.  
 
It is hard to infer whether the events that are occurring are real or figments of 
imagination, since both the narrator and his buddy are perpetually in a drug induced state 
of mind. Dark comedy is inherent in many areas of the text. For example, when the nurse 
asks Terrence Weber (patient with knife in eye) to lie down, he says “I’m certainly ready 
for something like that”. The themes of “seeing” and not “seeing”, as well as sin are 
hinted at. The man, Terrence Weber walks in with a knife that has been lodged in his eye 
by his wife. Ironically, his other eye is artificial. He was apparently ogling at a woman 
while she was sun bathing. He was obviously not supposed to be “seeing” that and has 
been ‘punished’ for his sin.  
 
Death is also a recurring theme throughout the plot. The story starts with Georgie in a 
drugged up state furiously mopping ‘blood’ off of the hospital floor. The theme of death 
and life is revisited when Georgie runs over and kills a pregnant rabbit and saves the 
babies. Death as an inseparable part of life is being thrown light upon. The inevitability 
of death in all of existence and the need to accept and confront it is what was understood 
throughout the story.    
 
Towards the last part, 'Fuckhead' expresses, “I could understand how a drowning man can 
suddenly feel a deep thirst being quenched . . .”. This symbolizes the need for 
resurrection, or constant spiraling out from the cycle of routine living and redundancy. In 
the end the duo are seen picking up one of ‘Fuckheads'’ friends, Hardee, who has been 
drafted into the army, and is running away to Canada. The two agree to drive him there, 
and the symbolism of a savior amidst the people (Georgie takes out the knife from 



Terrence’s eye, restores his vision) is being alluded to.  Hardee asks Georgie what he 
does for a living, and Georgie replies saying, “I save lives”, indicating on the deeper level 
the higher purpose of human existence.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 


