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The landscape of contemporary Irish literature has seen a significant shift toward the diversification of the crime 

thriller genre. At the forefront of this evolution is Caimh McDonnell, whose debut novel, A Man With One of Those 

Faces, serves as a seminal work in the subgenre of comedic noir. Published in 2016, the novel establishes the 

foundation for The Dublin Trilogy , a series characterized by its synthesis of fast-paced procedural elements and

the acerbic, often self-deprecating wit intrinsic to Dublin’s cultural fabric. This article provides an in-depth technical

analysis of the novel’s narrative architecture, character dynamics, and its strategic use of humor as a pacing

mechanism within the thriller framework.

The Progenitor of The Dublin Trilogy: Context and Background

Caimh McDonnell’s transition from a professional stand-up comedian and television writer to an internationally 

bestselling novelist is not merely a career shift but a strategic application of comedic timing to long-form prose. 

Born in Limerick and raised in Dublin, McDonnell brings an authentic voice to the setting, utilizing the geography 

and social nuances of the city as a functional character. The novel A Man With One of Those Faces introduces

the protagonist, Paul Mulchrone, a man whose primary trait is his extreme anonymity. This physiological and

psychological state of being "ordinary" provides the catalyst for a narrative that explores the dangers of invisibility in

a high-stakes criminal environment.

Technical Framework of the 'Forgettable Face' Trope

The central conceit of the novel hinges on the "forgettable face"—a psychological phenomenon where an

individual lacks distinctive features, allowing them to blend into any social environment. In technical narrative terms,

this is a subversion of the 'Chosen One' archetype. Instead of possessing a unique power, Mulchrone possesses a

unique lack of presence. This allows for a series of complex interactions within the nursing home setting, where

Mulchrone provides a palliative service by masquerading as the relatives of dementia patients. This setup serves

two structural purposes:

•  Functional Anonymity: It establishes a plausible reason for the protagonist to be in proximity to high-value 

information without being perceived as a threat.

•  Emotional Anchoring: It humanizes a protagonist who initially appears passive, establishing his moral 

compass through his empathy for the elderly.

Core Concepts and Narrative Mechanics

The narrative engine of A Man With One of Those Faces  is built upon the collision of three distinct archetypes: 

the Accidental Protagonist, the Informed Amateur, and the Renegade Authority. The technical execution of the plot 

follows a classic disruption-pursuit-resolutionmodel, but it is layered with red herrings and comedic subplots

that serve to disarm the reader before high-tension sequences.

The Triad Character Model



The efficacy of the novel relies on the chemical reaction between its three leads. Each represents a specific

functional component of the crime-solving process:

1.  Paul Mulchrone (The Catalyst): His lack of identity is the vacuum that draws in the conflict. He represents the 

civilian perspective, grounded in survival rather than heroism.

2.  Nurse Brigit (The Intellectual Engine): Drawing from a meta-textual awareness of crime fiction, Brigit provides 

the deductive reasoning. Her character functions as a bridge between the reader’s expectations of the genre and 

the reality of the novel’s world.

3.  Bunny McGarry (The Force Multiplier): A renegade copper with a penchant for violence and a total disregard 

for protocol. McGarry provides the necessary physical stakes and the "muscle" required to navigate Dublin’s 

underworld.

Linguistic Architecture and Hiberno-English

McDonnell utilizes Hiberno-English not just for flavor, but as a technical tool for characterization and setting. The 

use of Dublin slang and specific colloquialisms creates an immersive environment that acts as a barrier to entry for 

the uninitiated, while providing a sense of "insider" authenticity for those familiar with the locale. This linguistic 

strategy is essential for the comedic noirtone, as it allows for the transition between tragedy and comedy to feel

organic to the culture being described.

Technical Analysis of Pacing and Humor Integration

One of the primary challenges in writing a comedic thriller is the risk of the humor undermining the stakes. 

McDonnell manages this through a bimodal pacing system. In this system, the comedy is concentrated in

dialogue and internal monologues, while the action sequences are handled with a stark, brutal realism.

The Comedic Beat as a Pacing Tool

In technical writing terms, the "joke" in McDonnell’s work functions similarly to a buffer in a data stream. It

provides the reader with a moment of cognitive relief after a high-tension scene, preventing emotional fatigue. This

allows the novel to sustain its length (over 300 pages) without the reader becoming desensitized to the violence.

The following table illustrates the structural balance between these elements:



Narrative Phase Primary Function Secondary Function Linguistic Tone

The Incident Establish Threat 
(Assassination Attempt)

Mystery Setup Stark, Active, High-Stakes

The Interaction Character Development Comedic Relief Colloquial, Witty, Fast-
Paced

The Investigation Plot Advancement Exposition Analytical, Meta-Textual

The Confrontation Resolution of Tension Action Execution Visceral, Kinetic, Minimalist

Structural Breakdown: The Dublin Trilogy Sequence

Understanding the placement of A Man With One of Those Faces requires a look at the broader sequence of the

Dublin Trilogy. While originally envisioned as a trilogy, the series has expanded, requiring a specific reading order to

maintain narrative continuity.

•  Book 1: A Man With One of Those Faces (The Foundation)

•  Book 2: The Day That Never Comes (Expansion of the Underworld)

•  Book 3: Last Orders (The Initial Conclusion)

•  Prequels/Spin-offs: Angels in the Moonlight (Bunny McGarry’s Origin)

Case Study: The Nursing Home Sequence

A critical analysis of the opening sequence involving the nursing home reveals the technical precision of the 

narrative. The scene serves as a microcosmof the entire book’s mechanics. Paul Mulchrone is visiting a dying

man, Mr. Gorman, who mistakenly identifies him as his nephew. The ensuing attempt on Paul’s life—mistaken for

an accident—is the first "gear" in the plot’s engine.

Failure Mode and Effects Analysis (FMEA) of the Protagonist’s Plan

In this scenario, we can analyze Paul’s survival strategy using a technical FMEA framework:



Potential Failure Cause Effect on Narrative Mitigation (Author 
Choice)

Lack of combat skill Protagonist is a civilian High risk of early death Introduction of Nurse Brigit 
(medical/tactical support)

Information deficit Paul is unaware of the 
secret

Plot stagnation The 'Informed Amateur' 
trope (Brigit's crime novel 
obsession)

Legal repercussions Illegal investigative methods Arrest of protagonists The 'Renegade 
Cop' (Bunny McGarry) 
provides legal cover

Technical Implementation: Crafting Comedic Thrillers

For writers and strategists looking to replicate the success of the Dublin Trilogy, several procedural steps must be 

followed to ensure the balance of genre elements remains intact. This is the "McDonnell Framework"for comedic

noir:

Step-by-Step Procedure for Narrative Integration

1.  Identify the Absurdity: Every scene must have a core of realism, but the entry point should be slightly tilted 

toward the absurd (e.g., a man who looks like everyone else).

2.  Establish Lethal Stakes: The threat must be genuine. If the antagonists are incompetent for the sake of 

comedy, the tension evaporates. In A Man With One of Those Faces, the killers are professionals, making the 

comedy a survival mechanism for the heroes.

3.  Dialogue-Driven Characterization: Use dialogue to define hierarchy. Bunny McGarry’s dominance is 

established through his verbal aggression and unique syntax, whereas Paul’s passivity is shown through his short, 

reactive responses.

4.  The Meta-Narrative Layer: Acknowledge the genre. By having Nurse Brigit reference detective tropes, the 

author creates a self-aware environment that allows the reader to feel like a participant in the solving of the crime.

Comparative Evaluation: Irish Noir vs. International Thrillers

To understand the technical uniqueness of McDonnell’s work, it is helpful to compare it to other titans of the genre.

While the "Dublin Trilogy" shares DNA with American hard-boiled fiction, its execution is distinctly European.



Feature Caimh McDonnell (Dublin 
Trilogy)

Elmore Leonard (US Noir) Ian Rankin (Tartan Noir)

Tone Acerbic, Comedic, Dark Cool, Minimalist, Cynical Melancholic, Procedural, 
Gritty

Protagonist The Everyman (Accidental) The Professional (Cool) The Specialist (Tortured)

Violence Sudden, Impactful, Realistic Stylized, Narrative-driven Grim, Atmospheric

Setting Role Social Satire/Geographic 
Accuracy

Character Motivation/Flavor Social Commentary/Urban 
Decay

The Evolution of Bunny McGarry

A technical study of character growth is incomplete without addressing Bunny McGarry. Initially appearing as a 

secondary antagonist or obstacle, McGarry evolves into the series' emotional core. His development follows an 

inverse arc to the protagonist; while Paul becomes more assertive and "seen," McGarry becomes more vulnerable 

as his past is unraveled. This dual-track character developmentensures that the series maintains momentum

across multiple volumes.

Practical Application: Lessons for Content Strategists

The success of the Dublin Trilogy provides a case study in niche authority. By focusing on a specific setting

(Dublin) and a specific tone (Comedic Thriller), McDonnell built a dedicated audience before achieving mainstream

success. For content strategists, the lesson is clear: vertical specialization combined with a unique "voice" or brand

identity is more effective than generic horizontal appeal.

SEO and Discoverability in Genre Fiction

From a technical SEO perspective, the branding of "The Dublin Trilogy" is a masterclass in keyword ownership. By 

claiming a geographic and numerical title, the series naturally captures searches related to "Dublin crime books" 

and "Irish thriller series." The specific title A Man With One of Those Facesalso serves as a "hook"—a high-

curiosity phrase that encourages click-through rates (CTR) in digital marketplaces.

Broader Implications for the Genre

The lasting impact of A Man With One of Those Faces lies in its proof-of-concept that the "Dublin wit" is a viable

export for the international thriller market. It demonstrates that readers do not require a grim, humorless

atmosphere to appreciate a high-stakes mystery. Instead, the inclusion of humor can enhance the realism of a

story, reflecting the human tendency to use levity as a coping mechanism in the face of trauma.

As the literary world continues to blur the lines between high-brow literature and genre fiction, works like the Dublin

Trilogy stand as technical benchmarks. They show that structural complexity, character depth, and linguistic

precision are not the exclusive domain of the "literary novel" but are equally at home in a book about a man with a

forgettable face, a crime-obsessed nurse, and a violent policeman. The convergence of these elements creates a

robust narrative system that satisfies both the intellectual and visceral requirements of the modern reader. The

ongoing popularity of the series, punctuated by its success in both digital and print formats, underscores the

enduring power of well-constructed, voice-driven storytelling.
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