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Opponent’s Report: 

Bc. Marija Zdraveska, “Comic Elements in the Post-Conflict Dramatic Representation of 

the Troubles in Northern Ireland,” MA thesis 

 

The role of comedy and comic elements in theatre representing the North since the end of the 

Troubles is a topic with a great deal of potential, one that might open up to interesting questions 

about the purposes of comedy and humour as a means of communication and its political 

dimensions. The thesis explains its objectives clearly in the abstract arguing that over the last 

two decades comical perspectives play a role in altering perspectives and dealing with the 

residual traumas of the past. Comedy and genres of the comic, it is convincingly explained, 

emerge at a temporal distance from the brutalities of the conflict, even while religious 

segregation and sectarianism continue in the province.  

The project is structured in a coherent manner around the work of three male playwrights: 

Tim Loane, Martin Lynch and David Ireland. Somewhat oddly the abstract is treated as part of 

the introduction, leading to an absence of methodological description in the opening chapter. 

Instead, the thesis opens with a lengthy historical contextualization of Ulster, Northern Ireland, 

the Troubles and the Peace Process. While this material is well written, it somewhat displaces 

the focus on Post-Conflict drama. When the chapter finally arrives at its main focus, it has 

strong points to make, observing how theatre’s heterotopic qualities “has the capacity to “to 

designate, mirror, or reflect” real spaces” (p.26). Scholarly work by Tom Maguire and Mark 

Phelan is aptly deployed here alongside that of Birte Heidemann to map different genres of 

approach including love across the divide, violence waiting in the wings, tragedy (often 

classical), satires on sectarianism. After the socio-cultural and political contexts, the chapter 

moves on to a theoretical frame for the analysis. A useful distinction is made via Eric Weitz 

between comedy and the comic, and the reference to Simon Critchley’s On Humour is 

tantalising, but sadly does not play much of an overt role in the subsequent chapters. More 

consistently present throughout the project are references to the grotesque aligned with Michael 

Bakhtin’s views on laughter, corporeality and regenerative force. Through Weitz, we learn how 

“Different approaches to the comic have developed into humour theories, which can be divided 

into three categories: theories of superiority, of relief, and of incongruity” (p.36). Inevitably, of 

vital relevance is the discussion gallows humour as a means of coping / mitigating trauma. 

The comic and the humorous grotesque is thus presented as a space of positive work, 

enabling a processing of the past and the present. This gives rise to two issues that might be 

further discussed at the defence: 

• First is the question of audiences and the reception contexts for the selected works. 

Could more be explained about this? 
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• Second is whether we might consider this from another angle, in particular following 

John Morreall’s Comic Relief – A Comprehensive Philosophy of Humor (2009) the 

possible detrimental effects of humour such as irresponsibility, blocking compassion 

and promoting prejudice?  

Each of the body chapters provides a detailed and perceptive account of the works in 

question. In chapter 2 on Tim Loane’s farces Caught Red Handed and To Be Sure the uses of 

“slapstick gags, parody and irony […] the carnivalesque body […] and […] the comically 

grotesque” (p. 66) are unravelled. Yet both plays seem to offer little way out of the poisonous cycles 

of stereotypical thinking they humorously animate. I would be interested to hear more about how 

these works create spaces for regeneration. Chapter 3 similarly offered a thorough account of 

Martin Lynch’s The History Of The Troubles (accordin’ to my Da). It is interesting to reflect 

on Lynch’s moving away from dramas with explicit political agendas and the outcomes of this 

shift. Lynch’s use of laughter certainly seems to sit well with the contention that such comic 

elements serve a therapeutic purpose. Chapter 4 on black comedy in David Ireland’s Cyprus 

Avenue follows Ondřej Pilný’s interpretation of the play as grotesque and makes some use of 

Birte Heidemann’s term negative liminality. Perhaps Heidemann’s views on liminal 

permanence might also be considered at the defence as well as the audiences for this play? 

The project’s conclusion that each of these playwrights draws on sectarian “clichés, but 

mostly to parody them, thus satirizing the society that allows for sectarian stereotypes to continue 

thriving” (p.104) is largely borne out by the plays selected. I wonder, however, what a more diverse 

selection of writers might do to complicate the comic schema – the lack of female voices is rather 

glaring.  
Overall, the thesis handles its chosen theme with confidence and diligence, showcasing a 

detailed knowledge of a complex social and historical context, and an intimacy with the plays 

explored. It is well researched, and the use of secondary sources is clear and strategic. The 

stylistic register of the work is appropriate, and the writing is lucid and articulate. Formatting 

is in order and in general the presentation of the work shows care.  

 

I propose to grade the work “VERY GOOD” 2 or “EXCELLENT” 1 depending on the 

supervisor’s report and the result of the defence. 
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