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Introduction to The Third Level

“The Third Level” by Jack Finney is a story that explores the harsh realities of war and the
human desire to escape from the anxieties of modern life. The protagonist, Charley, a 31-
year-old man, experiences a hallucination where he discovers a mysterious third level at
the Grand Central Station, which officially has only two levels. This story blends elements
of science fiction, particularly time travel, with themes of escapism and the longing for a
peaceful past.

Summary

Charley often finds himself lost in the vast Grand Central Station, discovering new
corridors and doorways. He believes there is a secret third level beyond the known two. His
psychiatrist friend explains that this is a form of daydreaming, an escape from the stress
and fear of contemporary life. One day, Charley actually finds the third level, which
appears to be from the year 1894, complete with old-fashioned attire, gas lights, and
newspapers from that era. He attempts to travel to Galesburg, a peaceful town from his
childhood, but is forced to flee when threatened by authorities. Later, Charley finds a letter
from his psychiatrist friend Sam, who has also found the third level and started a new life
there. The story ends with Charley hoping to join Sam in this idyllic past.

Key Elements



e Themes: Time travel, escapism, fear, insecurity, and the contrast between past and
present.

e Characters: Charley (the protagonist), Sam (the psychiatrist friend), Louisa (Charley's
wife).

e Setting: Grand Central Station, New York, and the town of Galesburg in 1894.

e Literary Devices: Hallucination, symbolism (third level as escape), contrast between
eras.

Important Quotes

"The Grand Central was like a huge tree ever pushing new tunnels and new corridors like
the roots under the ground.” — This metaphor illustrates the complexity and mystery of the
station, symbolizing Charley's journey into the unknown.

"The third level provided him with an exit from the modern world full of fear, tension, and
worries.” — This highlights the theme of escapism.

Practice Set

e Who is the protagonist of "The Third Level™?
e What is the significance of the third level in the story?

e Describe the differences between the third level and the present-day Grand Central
Station.

e Explain the role of Charley's psychiatrist friend in the story.



e Analyze how the theme of escapism is portrayed through Charley's experiences.
¢ Discuss the symbolism of the third level in relation to Charley's psychological state.

Answer Key

¢ Protagonist: Charley, a 31-year-old man.

e Third Level Significance: It represents an escape from the stressful modern world and
a portal to a peaceful past.

o Differences in Levels: The third level is old-fashioned with gas lights, wooden booths,
and people dressed in 1894 attire, unlike the modern two levels.

¢ Psychiatrist's Role: Sam explains Charley's experiences as hallucinations and shares
his own discovery of the third level.

e Escapism Theme: Charley's hallucinations and desire to find the third level show his
wish to escape the anxieties of contemporary life.

e Symbolism: The third level symbolizes a mental refuge and longing for simpler,
peaceful times.

Quick Reference

Author: Jack Finney

Genre: Science fiction, fantasy
Main Themes: Time travel, escapism, war, insecurity
Setting: Grand Central Station, New York, 1894 and present

Glossary

Hallucinates: Imagines things that are not real.

Psychiatrist: A medical doctor who treats mental health disorders.
Escapism: The tendency to seek distraction from unpleasant realities.
Oscillates: Moves back and forth between two points.

Theme Analysis of The Third Level



The primary theme of "The Third Level is time travel, which is used as a metaphor for
escapism. The story contrasts the stressful, fast-paced modern world with the peaceful,
simpler life of the past. Charley's discovery of the third level symbolizes his desire to
escape the anxieties caused by war and modern life. The story also touches on themes of
insecurity and the psychological impact of stress.

Key Themes

e Time Travel: The third level acts as a portal to the past, specifically the year 1894.

e Escapism: Charley's hallucinations and his stamp collecting hobby represent his
attempts to avoid the harsh realities of the present.

e War and Insecurity: The story reflects the fear and tension prevalent in the modern
world, prompting Charley's longing for a peaceful era.

Textual Evidence

Charley's psychiatrist friend explains, ‘It was only an escape from his present life. The
modern world is full of fear, tension, and worries.” This statement directly links Charley's
experiences to the theme of escapism.

Practice Set

e What is the main theme of "The Third Level"?
e How does Charley try to escape reality?

e Explain how the story portrays the contrast between the past and the present.
¢ Discuss the significance of Charley's stamp collection in relation to the theme of
escapism.



¢ Analyze the psychological reasons behind Charley's hallucinations as presented in
the story.
e Evaluate how the theme of insecurity is developed through the narrative.

Answer Key

e Main Theme: Time travel and escapism.

e Escape Methods: Hallucinations of the third level and stamp collecting.

o Past vs Present: The third level represents a peaceful past, contrasting with the
stressful modern world.

e Stamp Collection: Symbolizes a connection to a simpler, peaceful time and a form of
mental escape.

¢ Psychological Reasons: Stress and fear from modern life cause Charley's
hallucinations.

¢ Insecurity Development: The story reflects societal fears during times of war and
uncertainty.

Quick Reference

e Theme: Time travel as escapism
e Symbolism: Third level as refuge
e Psychological Aspect: Stress-induced hallucinations

Glossary

¢ Insecurity: Feeling of uncertainty or anxiety.
¢ Hallucination: Perception of something not present.
e Escapism: Avoidance of reality through fantasy.

Character Sketch of Charley



Charley is the protagonist of "The Third Level." He is a 31-year-old man who works in an
office and is married to Louisa. Charley is imaginative and somewhat restless, often losing
himself in the vastness of Grand Central Station. His longing for a peaceful and simpler
past leads him to hallucinate the existence of a mysterious third level. Charley is also a
stamp collector, a hobby he inherited from his grandfather, which symbolizes his
connection to the past and his desire to escape the pressures of modern life.

Key Traits

¢ Imaginative: Charley frequently explores new corridors and doorways, showing
curiosity and creativity.

e Restless: He often feels lost and disconnected from the present world.

e Escapist: His hallucinations and hobbies reflect his desire to avoid the stress of
contemporary life.

e Hopeful: Despite challenges, Charley hopes to find peace in the past.

Textual Evidence

Charley says, "The Grand Central was like a huge tree ever pushing new tunnels and new
corridors like the roots under the ground,” showing his imaginative nature.

Practice Set

Who is Charley?
What hobby does Charley have?

Describe Charley's personality based on his actions in the story.
How does Charley's hobby relate to his character?



e Analyze how Charley's character reflects the theme of escapism.
¢ Discuss the significance of Charley's hope to join the third level.

Answer Key

e Charley: The main character, a 31-year-old man who experiences hallucinations.

e Hobby: Stamp collecting.

e Persondlity: Imaginative, restless, escapist, and hopeful.

e Hobby Relation: Stamp collecting connects him to the peaceful past and serves as

an escape.
e Escapism Reflection: His hallucinations and longing for the third level show his desire

to avoid reality.
¢ Hope Significance: Represents his wish for peace and a better life away from modern

stress.

Quick Reference

Name: Charley

Age: 31 years

Traits: Imaginative, escapist
Hobby: Stamp collecting

Glossary

e Protagonist: The main character in a story.
e Escapism: Seeking distraction from reality.
¢ Hallucination: Seeing or experiencing something unreal.

Literary Devices in The Third Level



Jack Finney employs several literary devices in "'The Third Level” to enhance the story's
themes and mood. These devices help convey the contrast between reality and fantasy,
as well as the psychological depth of the protagonist.

Key Literary Devices

e Metaphor: The Grand Central Station is compared to a huge tree with ever-growing
tunnels, symbolizing complexity and mystery.

e Symbolism: The third level symbolizes escape and longing for a peaceful past.

e Imagery: Detailed descriptions of the 1894 setting create vivid pictures of the past.

¢ Hallucination: Used as a narrative device to explore Charley's mental state.

e Contrast: Between the modern world and the past to highlight themes of insecurity
and escapism.

Examples from Text

"The lights were open flame gas lights. There were brass spittoons on the floor. Men had
beards and sideburns.” — This imagery helps the reader visualize the old-fashioned third
level.

"The Grand Central was like a huge tree ever pushing new tunnels and new corridors like
the roots under the ground.” — A metaphor illustrating the station's complexity.

Practice Set

¢ |dentify one metaphor used in the story.
e What does the third level symbolize?



Explain how imagery is used to describe the third level.
Discuss the use of contrast in the story.

Analyze how the hallucination device helps develop the story's themes.
Evaluate the effectiveness of symbolism in conveying Charley's psychological state.

Answer Key

Metaphor: Grand Central Station compared to a huge tree.

Symbolism: Third level symbolizes escape and longing for the past.

Imagery: Descriptions of gas lights, brass spittoons, and old-fashioned attire create
vivid scenes.

Contrast: Between modern stress and peaceful past highlights themes.
Hallucination Device: Shows Charley's mental escape from reality.

Symbolism Effectiveness: Conveys Charley's desire for peace and refuge.

Quick Reference

Metaphor: Grand Central as a tree
Symbolism: Third level as escape

Imagery: Detailed old-fashioned descriptions
Contrast: Past vs present

Glossary

Metaphor: A figure of speech comparing two unlike things.
Symbolism: Use of symbols to represent ideas.

Imagery: Descriptive language that appeals to the senses.
Contrast: Showing differences to highlight ideas.






