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ABSTRACT 

 

Key words: Northern Irish poetry, Leontia Flynn, Medbh McGuckian, domesticity, domestic 

space, the Troubles, post-Agreement poetry 

 

The aim of the thesis is to observe the Northern Irish conflict from the vantage point of domestic 

space as it is reflected in Northern-Irish poetry of the last 40 years. The thesis builds on the 

notion that houses and homes are not simply private places but images of the outside world. To 

illustrate this premise, the works of two Northern Irish poets have been selected: Medbh 

McGuckian and Leontia Flynn. Divided by time, but not space, their poetry is to be placed into 

the context of Northern Irish poetry during the Troubles and the post-Agreement period. 

 

McGuckian’s poetry is engaged with making a sense of the distinction between public and 

private spheres (Wills 1993), whereas Flynn’s poetry, and post-Agreement poetry in general, 

shows signs of attempts to discover and establish her place within the context of the Troubles. 

In formulating her stance, Flynn relies on a perspective gained by leaving home and memories 

of growing up during the Troubles behind and travelling abroad (Heidemann 2016). Both poets 

write about the Troubles in light of the division between private and public spheres, thus 

illustrating how the violent politics have been part of Northern Irish people’s personal history 

and everyday lives. In other words, our homes are inherently shaped and influenced by the 

events outside the walls. Such dialectics has been facilitated by the gradual rise of technology 

and media that bring the crisis directly to the living-room and allow us to witness the violence 

without actually being present on the streets. 

 

The thesis treats both poets in the context of the Troubles but does not ascribe them with a 

political agenda; it rather focuses on the relationship between the private and public space and 

illustrates how the Troubles have transformed the domestic into the political and the private 

into the public in Northern Irish society and poetry (Hanna 2015). The main objective is to 

explore the representation of space in McGuckian’s and Flynn’s poetry and to recognize its 

various layers or zones. These range from the outer-local zone, which includes the topography 

of the city, landscape and house, to the inner-individual zone that encompasses the concepts of 

home and personal/communal identity. The thesis argues that despite Flynn’s ironic point that 

“N. I.” can be the short for either Northern Irish or “N[ot] I[nterested]” (Flynn 2008), the authors 

cannot avoid the conflict which has been a formative part of their life experience. 



 
 

A critical frame has been established, drawing on theories of Michel Foucault, Henri Lefebvre 

and Gaston Bachelard, and various aspects of the theory of space and place have been used as 

a backbone for the analysis of the selected poems. As a conclusion, a socio-political context is 

addressed to provide a final piece of the argument: it is impossible to understand the impact of 

the Troubles on individual lives as well as the plural community without acknowledging that 

domestic environment has a synecdochal relationship with its broader political and social 

context. 

  



 
 

ABSTRAKT 

 

Klíčová slova: severoirská poezie, Leontia Flynn, Medbh McGuckian, domesticita, privátní 

prostor, severoirský konflikt, poezie po Velkopáteční dohodě 

 

Magisterská práce si klade za cíl nahlédnout konflikt v Severním Irsku skrze optiku privátního 

prostoru a zkoumá způsob, jakým je téma reflektováno v severoirské poezii v posledních 

čtyřiceti letech. Práce vychází z předpokladu, že domy a domovy nejsou pouze privátním 

prostorem, ale odráží se v nich okolní svět. Jako názorný příklad byly vybrány dvě severoirské 

básnířky, Medbh McGuckian a Leontia Flynn, které zastupují dvě různé básnické generace, ale 

věnují se mapování stejného prostoru. Jejich tvorba bude zasazena do kontextu severoirské 

poezie během období konfliktu a po Velkopáteční dohodě. 

 

Zatímco McGuckian se ve své poezii snaží porozumět hranici mezi osobní a veřejnou sférou 

(Wills 1993), Flynn, podobně jako další autoři poezie po Velkopáteční dohodě obecně, se snaží 

nalézt své místo v kontextu konfliktu. Při vyjadřování svého postoje čerpá Flynn ze zkušeností, 

které získala odchodem z domova a cestováním, což jí umožnilo nechat za sebou vzpomínky 

na dětství poznamenané konfliktem (Heidemann 2016). Obě básnířky o konfliktu píší z hlediska 

rozdílu mezi soukromým a veřejným prostorem. Konflikt totiž byl a stále je součástí běžného 

života a osobních dějin obyvatel Severního Irska. Jinými slovy, náš osobní prostor je 

neodmyslitelně utvářen a ovlivňován situací za zdmi našich domovů. Neustálé prolínání těchto 

dvou světů je umožněno postupným vývojem technologií a médií, které krizi přenáší přímo do 

našeho soukromí a my se tak stáváme svědky násilí bez toho, aniž bychom se ho sami museli 

účastnit. 

 

Práce se sice zabývá tvorbou básnířek během a po konfliktu, ale nepřipisuje jí přímý politický 

záměr, spíše se soustředí na vztah mezi vnitřním a vnějším světem a v kontextu severoirské 

společnosti a poezie ukazuje, jak konflikt setřel rozdíl mezi soukromým a veřejným životem 

(Hanna 2015). Hlavním cílem je zkoumání prostoru v tvorbě básnířek a následné mapování 

jeho rozličnosti a mnohovrstevnatosti. Ten zahrnuje jak prostor místně vnější oblasti, včetně 

topografie města, krajiny a domu, tak osobní rovinu vnitřního prostoru, která sestává z pojmů 

domova a osobní identity. Práce se snaží dokázat, že – navzdory ironickému tvrzení Flynn, že 

Severní Irsko „Se (ne)Identifikuje“ s problémy způsobenými krizí (Flynn 2008) – autorky 

budou na téma konfliktu chtě nechtě narážet, jelikož byl formativní součástí jejich životů. 



 
 

Zahrnutý kritický rámec čerpá z prací Michela Foucaulta, Henriho Lefebvrea a Gastona 

Bachelarda. Jejich formulace, společně s dalšími aspekty teorií prostoru a místa budou sloužit 

jako podklad pro analýzu vybraných básní. Na závěr bude zmíněn socio-politický kontext, 

jelikož abychom porozuměli do konečných důsledků vlivu, jaký měl konflikt nejen na 

jednotlivé životy, je nezbytné si uvědomit, že domácí prostředí má synekdochický vztah k 

širšímu politickému a společenskému kontextu. 
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1 Introduction 
 

When asked about the political climate in Northern Ireland during her childhood and 

later years, Anna Burns – an acclaimed writer and the author of Milkman, awarded with the 

2018 Man Booker Prize and hailed as “probably the most important Troubles book yet”1 – 

replied: 

 

“When I was growing up I just thought it – [bombs going off and shootings] – was 

normal. I knew there were Troubles but I didn’t see the insidious nature of the damage 

that was being wrought.”2 

 

As this quote illustrates, it is only in retrospect that one can fully understand the scope of the 

carnage that the Troubles inflicted. Perhaps this might be one of the reasons that the two poets 

chosen for the purpose of this thesis – to observe the Northern Irish conflict from the vantage 

point of domestic space and explore how it is reflected in Northern-Irish poetry of the last 40 

years – engage with the topic of the Troubles in hindsight. Medbh McGuckian and Leontia 

Flynn both reflect on the fact that the present encompasses the past and is even weighted down 

by it. Hence, an awareness of the nature of the sectarian and geo-political conflict is required in 

order to untangle the intricate references to the Troubles occurring in the work of both poets.  

The origins of “the Troubles” are inextricably entwined with the history of Ireland as 

such and its complicated relationship with Britain.3 David McKittrick and David McVea 

 
1 Mairia Cahill, “Milkman may be fiction, but its depiction of how paramilitaries use control to prey on 
vulnerable young women is strikingly accurate... I know because I’ve lived through it,” Belfast Telegraph.co.uk, 
Belfast Telegraph, October 18, 2018 <https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/opinion/news-analysis/mairia-cahill-
milkman-may-be-fiction-but-its-depiction-of-how-paramilitaries-use-control-to-prey-on-vulnerable-young-
women-is-strikingly-accurate-i-know-because-ive-lived-through-it-37432779.html> July 21, 2020. 
2 Craig Simpson, “Troubles so insidious it felt normal: author Anna Burns,” Belfast Telegraph.co.uk, Belfast 
Telegraph, October 18, 2018 <https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/life/books/troubles-so-insidious-it-felt-normal-
author-anna-burns-37431699.html> July 21, 2020. 
3 Cormac Moore, Birth of the Border (Newbridge: Merrion Press, 2019) 7. 
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identify four basic elements in the Northern Irish equation: Protestants, Catholics and the British 

and Irish governments.4 Protestants are predominantly Loyalists who support of the union of 

Northern Ireland with the United Kingdom.5 At the outbreak of the Troubles, around 1960s, 

roughly two-thirds of the population were Protestants, most of whom were proud of their British 

heritage and emphatically regarded themselves as British and not Irish.6 Moreover, they dreaded 

the idea of a united Ireland, envisioning it as a place where Irish nationalists would attack their 

“political, religious and economic interests,” as McKittrick and McVea put it.7 Catholics made 

up the remaining third of the population and mainly considered themselves Irish believing that 

Northern Ireland was an unsatisfactory and even illegitimate state – an independent and united 

Ireland was what they strove for.8 It stands to reason that treating both parties involved on the 

basis of their belief is the most simple and clear-cut way to approach the Troubles; the labelling 

is simply too convenient to pass on. If we are to look at the conflict from a distance, it might be 

seen as “a more violent expression of existing animosities and unresolved issues of nationality, 

religion, power and territorial rivalry,” as McKittrick and McVea note.9  

 When reflecting on conflicts in general, one tends to label the involved parties as “good” 

and “bad,” making it easier – and more convenient – to answer the “whys” and “whens.” To do 

so not only in relation to the Troubles would, however, mean victimisation of one of the sides 

while disregarding the losses of the other. John Darby is apt to point out that “no generation 

since the sixteenth century Plantation of Ulster has escaped [the endemic violence], and it went 

on without interruption for twenty-five years before the 1994 ceasefires.”10 Moreover, he is 

correct in observing the reluctance of both sides, Catholics as well as Protestants, to leave the 

 
4 David McKittrick and David McVea, Making Sense of the Troubles (London: Penguin Books, 2001) 1-2. 
5 Clinton Bennett, In Search of Solutions: The Problem of Religion and Conflict (New York: Routledge, 2014) 
32. 
6 McKittrick and McVea 2. 
7 McKittrick and McVea 2. 
8 McKittrick and McVea 2. 
9 McKittrick and McVea 1. 
10 John Darby, “Northern Ireland: The background to the Peace Process,” Cain Ulster.ac.uk, CAIN Web Service, 
June 2, 2019 <https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/events/peace/darby03.htm> July 21, 2020. 
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past injustices and wrongdoings behind. Officially, the conflict has been resolved by the signing 

of the Good Friday Agreement in April 1998 which guaranteed, among other things, the citizens 

of Northern Ireland the right to “identify themselves and be accepted as Irish or British, or 

both.”11 In the best case scenario, this would mean that one’s religious (and by implication 

national) affiliations were no longer relevant and the era of peace was about to commence. 

Nevertheless, it would be preposterous and naïve in the extreme to think that – despite the peace 

processes taking place mostly in the 1990’s12 – the signing of the Agreement erases the over 20 

years of bloodshed. 

 Considering everything that has been stated so far, it is near impossible to image what 

it must have been like to live in the atmosphere riddled with violence and hatred with no 

possibility of escaping it since the conflict shaped not only everyday lives but the face of cities 

as well. Due to the continuing political unrest, “peace lines” or “peace walls” “grew out of 

barricades that the local communities erected themselves during periods of intense conflict in 

1969 and in later years.”13 They remain in place to this day as the most visible testimony to the 

“sectarian interfaces” and the society divided not only on the metaphorical level but also on the 

physical one. The vast majority of these walls are located in Belfast, a city associated with most 

of the “Troubles” violence and where 1,541 people were killed between 1969 and 2001.14 The 

conflicting atmosphere of the city is one of the reasons that make McGuckian and Flynn 

relevant for the thesis’s aim to look at the Troubles through the optics of domestic space since 

both poets have spent most of their lives in the capital. 

 Born in 1950 into a Catholic family residing in Northern Belfast, an area fraught with 

sectarian tension, McGuckian saw the rise of disturbances as well as the lengthy and rocky 

 
11 Darby, “The Background.” 
12 Martin Melaugh, “The Peace Process: Summary,” Cain Ulster.ac.uk, CAIN Web Service, February 2, 2006 
<https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/events/peace/sum.htm> July 21, 2020. 
13 Martin Melaugh and Brendan Lynn, “A Glossary of Terms Related to the Conflict,” Cain Ulster.ac.uk, CAIN 
Web Service, April 2019 <https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/othelem/glossary.htm#peaceline 
14 Martin Melaugh and Brendan Lynn, “A Glossary.” 
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peace process.15 Despite the obvious direction her verse might have taken, the poet has made 

the decision to not draw primarily on the disturbing climate. Even though she is said to have 

avoided direct political engagement, her anxieties regarding the situation seep through her 

words with a varying degree of clarity. In consequence, the poet is known for often supplying 

the critics with comments regarding her past work, comments that leave them puzzled. As Flynn 

notes in her monograph on the older poet, entitled Reading Medbh McGuckian, if McGuckian’s 

poetry is “difficult” and presents “a problem for her critics,” it is because of 

 

the attitude of the poet to her own work. In interviews she has seemed to adhere to a 

kind of belief in the death of her own authorship, decrying any particular insight into 

her poetry, and heaping further confusion and ambiguity on those who seek her help in 

explicating it.16 

 

A telling instance of the poet’s varying interpretations is the case of “The Flitting,” a poem for 

which she was awarded with The National Poetry Competition Prize.17 

 At first, the poet explained that the poem “though ostensibly about moving house, also 

examines the transition the menopause means in the lives of many women.”18 In a later 

interview, however, the poet admits that the speaking voice’s moving houses – “flitting” is a 

colloquial term for house-moving, used mainly in Scotland, the north of England and Ireland19 

–  is caused by traumatic events witnessed when living in the “Troubled” Belfast.20 The poet 

makes this statement only to later dismiss the poem as a mere “workshop poem.”21 In Flynn’s 

 
15 Alexander G. Gonzalez, Irish Women Writers: An A-to-Z Guide (London: Greenwood Press, 2006) 300. 
16 Leontia Flynn, Reading Medbh McGuckian (Dublin: Irish University Press, 2014) 4. 
17 Flynn, Reading 4-5. 
18 Flynn, Reading 4-5. 
19 Flynn, Reading 2. 
20 Flynn, Reading 4-5. 
21 Flynn, Reading 4. 
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reading, McGuckian’s eccentric behaviour originates in the fact that “she does not present 

herself as the centre of her poems’ meanings, but passes these flittering verbal constructions 

back over, into her readers’ keeping.”22 Moreover, the fact that she can easily “rewrite” the 

reading of the poem she previously claimed to be about the horrendous experience of the 

Troubles is not downplaying the conflict’s importance or gravity. Rather, as Flynn notes, it 

 

seems like a joke made, consciously or unconsciously, at the expense of a certain 

reductive type of reading of poetry: not only that all poems written in Northern Ireland 

must, on some level, be about violence, but that whatever is not readily understood in a 

poem can be divulged, simply, as a precise, hidden meaning and handed over to the 

reader.23 

 

Borbála Faragó notes that “rather than avoiding political references McGuckian is 

employing a kind of code language that allows her to speak about the Troubles and its 

victims.”24 This is important to realize since in the context of the Troubles, language means 

everything. It threatens to disclose one’s religious affiliation together with one’s political 

stance, and at the same time it can serve to withhold and conceal information. Language, 

including place names and surnames, reflects the complex situation in Northern Ireland. 

Discourse and individual words are loaded with dichotomies, and the term that is used for the 

Northern Irish conflict is no exception, as Anna Burns explains: 

 

 
22 Flynn, Reading 5.  
23 Flynn, Reading 4-5. 
24 Borbála Faragó, Medbh McGuckian (Maryland: Bucknell University Press, 2014) 183. In the quoted passage, 
Faragó is paraphrasing Shane Alcobia-Murphy’s account of the language McGuckian employs when engaging 
with the political. See Shane Alcobia-Murphy, Sympathetic Ink: Intertextual Relations in Northern Irish Poetry 
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2006) 43-95. 
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[The term “the Troubles”] has a dual meaning. I can see that it’s playing down 

something that was absolutely horrific. But if someone dies, you say “I’m sorry for your 

troubles”; you’re really saying “I’m sorry for your sorrows” – so Troubles is another 

word for “the sorrows” – a meaning linked to loss.”25 

 

Most notably, while this loss is reflected on a personal level and concerns what is referred to 

by the authorities as the “casualties” of the conflict, it also includes something that cannot be 

measured or put into a neat pile of facts and numbers: it is the loss of a safe space where nothing 

can hurt you. And yet, the feeling of security is almost impossible to maintain since, as Flynn 

notes, the “far-off war” is “not so remote its stink / can’t reach us in our hiding places.”26 It is 

in fact closer than one might think: “Death in the slurry pit, death beside the kerb. / Death on 

the doorstep […],” are Flynn’s words depicting the omnipresent presence of loss, sorrow and 

the feeling that in the midst or aftermath of a conflict, nowhere is safe.27 

 Even though the younger poet was not born in the city of Belfast but in County Down 

in 1974, her experience of the Troubles has not been softened by the rural environment since 

she was educated and has continued to reside in the city of Belfast, apart from the many 

occasions on which she has travelled and stayed abroad.28 “[J]ourneying away,” not only from 

the city as such but from the memories of growing up during the Troubles, has allowed her to 

return “home” with a new perspective on the matters. The experience of seeking a temporary  

“home away from home”29 through the periods she sojourned and studied abroad gives her 

verse more factual and practical feeling as she comments on the specific problems one might 

 
25 Tom Gatti, “A History of Violence,” New Satesman 147.5442 (Oct 26, 2018): no page number stated, Ebsco 
<https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?authtype=shib&custid=s1240919&profile=eds>, July 21, 2020. 
26 Leontia Flynn, “Letter to Friends” in Profit and Loss (London: Cape Poetry, 2011) 42. 
27 Leontia Flynn, “The Radio” in The Radio (London: Cape Poetry, 2017) 13. 
28 Erin C. Mitchell, “Leontia Flynn’s Poetic ‘Museums’: Losing, Saving, and Giving Away Belfast’s Trash,” 

New Hibernia Review 18.2 (Summer 2014): 110, Jstor 
<https://www.jstor.org/stable/24625136?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents>, July 21, 2020. 
29 Leontia Flynn, These Days (London: Cape Poetry 2003) no page number stated. This quote is taken from 
Flynn’s Acknowledgements in These Days.  
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encounter when looking for a suitable place to stay, including as the “ancient filth”30 and objects 

left behind by previous tenants,31 or the joys of co-habitation.32 This is not to say that Flynn’s 

focus has shifted completely from her hometown but to point out that she approaches it as a city 

she once knew but due to her stay away she has to learn to grasp its dynamic all over again. 

It might seem that Flynn does not engage with particular houses since the most detailed 

depictions are not of her homes but of the cities she has visited or lived in. Yet, when 

remembering her childhood, a time that would most tag as “safe,” she always draws on the 

inside space and comments on the way it was invaded by the outside. Adam Hanna’s 

informative definition of home explains that  

 

it is somewhere that public issues might be engaged with subjectively. The nature of the 

house [in the works of poets from Northern Ireland] parallels that of lyric poetry itself 

– a form that compels by offering a personal space for private expression, but which 

holds the potential to be a space from which to engage with the world.33 

 

Both McGuckian and Flynn seem to have a conflicted relationship with houses and 

homes, precisely because of their Northern Irish background. Their treatment is ambiguous as 

houses and homes are seldom depicted as serene places in which violence is not a pervasive 

feature. Safe or not, these houses seem to be active participants in the events as a telling example 

from McGuckian’s “The Chimney Boys” shows:  

 

Every room has a soul if it can be prised  

open, a little shy of its own beauty, 

 
30 Leontia Flynn, “The Dream House,” Profit and Loss 3. 
31 Flynn, “The Vibrator,” Profit and Loss 15.  
32 Flynn, “The Flats,” Profit and Loss 6. 
33 Adam Hanna, Northern Irish Poetry and Domestic Space (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015) xvi. 
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under the feudal right of introspecting houses.34 

 

The poem guards itself from “feeding of the Troubles,” as McGuckian calls it, by deliberately 

masking its prime thematic concern: the infamous murder of three young boys in a sectarian 

attack.35 It is important to note that the poem depicts houses as living entities whose sole 

purpose is to protect but they failed at keeping the boys safe from a petrol bomb, which makes 

them accomplices to the crime.36 

In most cases, it is the outer structure of the houses that represents the borderline surface 

and it is by the means of media that we find ourselves losing grip on what is real and what is 

not; all of a sudden, we don’t know whether the events taking place outside might not trespass 

and move into our living rooms. More often than not, they do so, and we are at a loss for words 

to describe such violent intrusion. It is perhaps due to her younger age that Flynn is more 

concerned with the role of media in our everyday lives than McGuckian. More specifically, 

there is a visible influence of social media on her work as the language that she employs is 

riddled with “LOLing” and actual computer codes.37 If we were to pinpoint the most obvious 

difference between the two poets, it would be the way they understand the purpose of the 

language. Flynn sees it as a practicable mediator of a message, whereas McGuckian treats it as 

an extremely personal, often coded experience designated to separate expression from mere 

communication. As the older poet states, “I suppose it is difficult living here [in Northern 

Ireland] not to use codes and... it is […] dangerous for me to be outspoken in my own voice 

[…].38 

 
34 Medbh McGuckian, Had I a Thousand Lives (Oldcastle: The Gallery Press, 2003) 28. 
35 Shane Alcobia-Murphy, “Signs of the Still Recent War: Medbh McGuckian and Conflict,” Irish Studies 
Review 20.2 (2012): 123, Tandofline <https://doi.org/10.1080/09670882.2012.680326>, July 21, 2020. 
36 Alcobia-Murphy, “Signs of the Still Recent War” 124. 
37 Flynn, “Pearl Poem,” These Days 33. 
38 Shane Alcobia-Murphy, “A Dove Involving a Whole Nation: Politics in the Poetry of Medbh McGuckian,” 

Études Irlandaises 24.1 (1999): 92. 
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Regardless of their differences, both poets write about the Troubles in light of the 

division between the private and public spheres, thus illustrating how the violent politics have 

been part of Northern Irish people’s personal history and everyday lives. In other words, our 

notions of “home” are inherently shaped and influenced by the events outside the walls. 

Nevertheless, with both poets, it is futile to look for instances of the fluid nature of the private 

and personal spheres in the usual places, such as poems with telling titles. The conflict is 

omnipresent and difficult to avoid and what many would read alongside the expected frame of 

feminist theory greatly benefits from other perspectives as well.39 The theory of Henri Lefebvre 

allows us to observe the inherent interpenetration of the public and the private sphere, whereas 

Michel Foucault introduces us to the concept of heterotopia which proves useful in analysing 

Flynn’s account of (social) media’s impact on everyday lives. Last but not least, Gaston 

Bachelard’s Poetics of Space frames the previously mentioned theories with its detailed account 

of the terms “outside” and “inside” that are invaluable in understanding the spatial relationship 

in the later analysed poems. 

The structure of the thesis was chosen to allow for individual focus on each author and 

the various stages of their work. Chapter One – “Medbh McGuckian” – consists of three 

subheadings and a brief introduction to the problematics since the poet recognizes public and 

private space and draws on the assumption that they are in tight relation that manifests in the 

form of a covert political engagement. The dialectics between private spheres and the public 

ones evokes questions of limitations and liminality and, as will be examined, McGuckian’s 

borders are seldom fixed; they tend to metamorphose and seamlessly transition from one state 

to another. The chapter sets out to explore this always present element of fluidity in 

 
39 For further reference on feminist approach see, for example, Clair Wills, Improprieties: Politics and Sexuality 
in Northern Irish Poetry (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993);  Irene Gilsenen Nordin, ed., The Body and Desire in 
Contemporary Irish Poetry (Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 2006); Alexandra Rhoanne Pryce, ‘Selective 

Traditions: Feminism and the Poetry of Colette Bryce, Leontia Flynn and Sinéad Morrissey’ (Doctoral thesis, 

Wadham College, Oxford, 2013). 
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McGuckian’s poetry on two levels. Firstly, with the help of Lefebvre, it recognizes in her verse 

subconscious engagement with the political and the interpenetration of the public and the 

private even in her early work, as the first subheading – “Articulated Silence: Medbh 

McGuckian’s Early Spaces” – shows. Secondly, the chapter identifies a transition from the 

“articulated silence” to “coded outspokenness” as can be seen in the second and third 

subheading, “Where to and From: The Liminal in the Poetry of Medbh McGuckian” and 

“Nowhere to Run, Nowhere to Hide”: The Merging of the Private and Public.”  This is done 

through the prism of liminality – as understood by Bjørn Thomassen – a concept that was 

chosen to link both poets on theoretical level and whose varying aspects are traced in their work. 

Chapter Two, dedicated to Leontia Flynn, consists of two subheadings. The first one – 

“Hanging on the Line: Media in the Everyday” – deals with the prevailing question of the 

media’s influence on private spaces. It reflects their relentless presence in households despite 

one’s efforts to keep them at bay since during wars, people cannot afford the luxury of not 

inviting the gruesome news into their living rooms as there is always hope they will turn into a 

declaration of peace. This part of the chapter benefits from Foucault’s theories regarding the 

cause and effect in relation to space. To put it in other words, his theory is used to illustrate the 

perverted symbiotic relationship between (social) media and their receiver. The second 

subheading – “Somewhere Over the Peace Lines: Belfast Then and Now” – draws on Birte 

Heidemann’s understanding of liminality and concedes her claim that “reading post-Agreement 

Belfast is not so much about denying or celebrating the city’s new image, but about uncovering 

its uneasy conflation of past and present hidden behind the political façade.”40 Moreover, the 

second subheading argues that the poet understands the city of Belfast as stuck at the state of 

“transition” of “in-betweenness” and depicts it as such. 

 
40 Birte Heidemann, Post-Agreement Northern Irish Literature: Lost in a Liminal Space? (London: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2016) 180. 
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2 Medbh McGuckian 
 
 
We are closed in, and the key is turned 

On our uncertainty; somewhere 

A man is killed, or a house burned. 

Yet no clear fact to be discerned: 

Come build in the empty house of the stare. 

 

– W. B. Yeats, “The Stare’s Nest by My Window” 

 

From the beginning of her career, Medbh McGuckian has gained an ambiguous critical 

reception. On the one hand, her work has been tagged as “half coherent”41 and “a kind of literary 

autism;”42 on the other, in later days, many saw through the alleged “instability” and 

“alienation” in her work and pointed out her “phenomenological intellect.”43 In the words of 

Shane Alcobia-Murphy, “a McGuckian poem is not white noise; rather it is a structure of 

harmonies, conversations and intertextual dialogues.”44 However, as the following three 

sections attempt to show, the poet’s work subverts generally accepted critical opinions and 

proves itself to be resistant to labels. 

If it is futile to propose a singular reading of any kind of work, it seems even more 

impervious to ascribe one to McGuckian’s work. She has been recognized for her cryptic style 

by many and, as Carrie Shippers notices, has been “exploiting the language of poetry” that in 

effect “draws out attention to the potential of language as well as its limits,” as one of the main 

dynamics of her poetry.45 When approached about her style, McGuckian’s responses vary but 

 
41 Michael Allen, “Barbaric Yawp, Gibbous Voice,” Honest Ulsterman 77 (1984) 59. In Faragó 5. 
42 Mary O’Donnell, “Responsibility and Narcosis,” Poetry Ireland Review 35 (1992): 111. In Faragó 5. 
43 See Faragó 5. 
44 Alcobia-Murphy 7. 
45 Carrie Shipers, “‘[I]n Danger/of becoming a poetess’: Poetry as Trope in the Work of Medbh McGuckian,” 

Quod.Lib.Umich.Edu, Michigan Feminist Studies, <http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.ark5583.0022.103> June 1, 
2020. 
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she often speaks of her sense of the inadequacy of language and her need to re-invent it46 to 

capture the “the meaning of the experience, not the experience itself,”47 as she admits in an 

interview with Susan Shaw Sailer. Regardless of how puzzling the reading of her poetry in 

effect might prove, it is beneficial to embrace the poet’s language together with its quirks and 

simply accept the fact that we do not need to focus on finding the one and only plausible 

meaning, rather we should explore their multiplicity. In many ways, this can be a liberating 

experience and one that, inevitably, gives rise to various possible interpretations. 

If we are to agree that it is the materiality of language and the formal aspects of poetry 

which determine McGuckian’s poetry more than a search of a unified “sense,” we inherently 

need to recognize its twofold nature which is surprisingly similar to the nature of houses. Both 

poems and buildings have features that cannot be altered: walls and roofs have their place just 

as stanzas and line breaks do, too. These firmly set outer boundaries are counterpartyed by the 

inside elements – represented by inhabitants and words – that move in a perfectly synchronized 

and symbiotic manner, albeit one that might not be comprehensible for the outsiders. What we 

find inside the poem or the house often eludes us and all we can be certain of is that the words 

and inhabitants are in a relationship that we may or may not be able to understand. However, 

there is a key to the chaos, but it is not universal: each reader-visitor needs to come up with 

their own way to decipher the contents of the house and the poem as well. It stands to reason 

that the house is in constant dialectics with its visitors who with each visit bring a new 

perspective and, in return, leave enriched by it: that way, the inside and the outside are 

irreversibly intertwined and the same goes for literal houses and their surroundings in 

McGuckian’s poetry. Owing to the walls and punctuation, we still get to recognize where the 

 
46 Kimberly S. Bohman, “Borders or Frontiers? Gender Roles and Gender Politics in McGuckian's Unconscious 
Realm,” Irish Journal of Feminist Studies (1996): 98. 
47 Susan Shaw Sailer, “An Interview with Medbh McGuckian,” Michigan Quarterly Review 32.1 (1993): 112.  
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outside morphs into the inside. More often than not, the crossing is peaceful but sometimes it 

is accompanied by outbursts of violence and the borders are forcefully erased. 

The following subsections address several layers of McGuckian’s work. Firstly, they 

give brief attention to her status as a Northern Irish poet together with her gradually changing 

attitude towards the label “Troubles poet.” Secondly, they explore the author’s work through 

the prism of liminality, and thirdly, they focus on borders and their subsequent merging. 

Moreover, they do not propose to read McGuckian solely along the lines of the conflict. The 

aim is to show the multi-layered nature of the poet’s work which is facilitated by her use of 

language and intertextuality. Importantly, this is not to say that her work is void of political 

concerns, rather it is to point out that it lacks direct and explicit political references and operates 

on the level of allusions and metaphors. For that reason, close attention will be paid to what 

Borbála Faragó has termed the “political-poetic” aspect of McGuckian’s poetry.48 The poet’s 

political engagement exhibits, as Faragó aptly points out, a “dense and intricate nature.”49 It is 

not very likely that McGuckian be read solely as the “Troubles poet,” yet the conflict’s 

influence is very much present in her work – especially in the context of houses and homes – 

because, as Ruth Carr points out, the Troubles “were never very far from the door.”50 

In her dealings with domesticity, McGuckian is no less cryptical and is relentless in her 

efforts to make the reader to “investigate the hidden self beneath the metaphors,” as Clair Wills 

puts it.51 Nevertheless, her work consistently displays concerns regarding space and its 

relationship with the outside and the inside world. It is beneficial to focus on the spatial features 

in order to understand the connection between the private and the public in McGuckian; a 

 
48 Borbála Faragó, Medbh McGuckian (Maryland: Bucknell University Press, 2014) 80. 
49 Faragó 80. 
50 Dawn Miranda Sherratt-Bado, “A Celebration of the Rich Tradition of Northern Irish Women Writers,” Irish 
Times.com, The Irish Times, Oct 18, 2017 <https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/a-celebration-of-the-rich-
tradition-of-northern-irish-women-writers-1.3259232> June 1, 2020. Quoted from Female Lines: New Writing 
by Women from Northern Ireland (Dublin: New Island Books, 2017), Linda Anderson and Dawn Miranda 
Sherratt-Bado, eds. 
51 Clair Wills, Improprieties: Politics and Sexuality in Northern Irish Poetry (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993) 
159. 
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division that is supplemented by the often physical, and sometimes even metaphorical, presence 

of walls. If we are to see walls as double-edged metaphors, it is essential to realize that on the 

one hand they are meant to keep things out, but on the other, they are also designated to keep 

something in. Their power is enhanced by McGuckian who ascribes walls with “voices.” They 

are not necessarily pronounced and exhibited in the poems by the means of direct speech but it 

is certain that the poet bestows them, nevertheless, with – for lack of a better word – 

personalities. Her houses are always alive and in conversation with the authorial persona.52 

 

2.1 “Articulated Silence”: Medbh McGuckian’s Early Spaces 
 

Henri Lefebvre defines space as organic: a living, breathing entity with a pulse that 

expands, shrinks, and collides with other spaces.53 For him, spaces are not static, separate 

spheres; they are mutually influential. Accepting Lefebvre’s theory and his treatment of spaces 

as living “beings” allows us to access yet another layer of a McGuckian poem, besides the 

domestic one. Like Lefebvre, she perceives spaces as fluid, “interpenetrating” and perennially 

“in conflict.”54 As has been already stated in the introduction to Chapter One, McGuckian does 

not treat public and private discourses as unrelated entities. On the contrary: in her work, the 

two discourses are in conversation and rarely reach a mutual agreement. The roots of the poet’s 

approach can be traced back to the time when women could only engage with the political 

obliquely, from their housebound position. In other words, the domestic discourse is – along 

with female sexuality – “the only public language to which, as a woman writer, [McGuckian] 

has legitimate access,” as Clair Wills argues.55 Accordingly, it propels the poet to explore the 

interconnectedness of discourses. Perhaps this more palpable domestic or private aspect of 

 
52 Adam Hanna, Northern Irish Poetry and Domestic Space (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015) 12 
53 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991) 86-87.  
54 Lefebvre 88. 
55 Clair Wills, Improprieties: Politics and Sexuality in Northern Irish Poetry (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993) 
160. My emphasis. 
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McGuckian’s work – her early work in particular – is the reason that critics have often 

disregarded the suppressed but strongly present political tone in many of her poems.56 

The fact that in McGuckian the domestic aspect often renders the political dimension 

invisible is especially relevant to reading her early volumes. There has been critical agreement 

on that a more overt political engagement occurred on the poet’s part only after the ceasefire in 

1994, which was also the year her fifth collection, Captain Levander, was published.57 Given 

the fact that McGuckian’s early writing coincided with her either being pregnant or caring for 

her little children and that during this time, the atrocities and perils associated with the sectarian 

conflict were escalating, her reluctance to directly address the Troubles may partly be due to 

her concern for her family’s safety.58 Thus, it is understandable that McGuckian’s early work 

does not display the usual amount of political engagement that one would expect from a 

Northern Irish poet, an expectation that Leontia Flynn labels “reductive.” As Flynn ironically 

adds, “[…] all poems written in Northern Ireland must, on some level, be about violence […].”59 

However, this does not mean McGuckian’s work is void of the political aspect, but that she 

engages with it in a covert manner. In Wills’ words, “McGuckian self-consciously thematises 

the issue of the obscurity of her work and the relationship between personal and public 

reference.”60 Hence, Wills offers a way of reading McGuckian outside the domestic frame and 

her argument is especially valid in reading Marconi’s Cottage. The collection was published in 

1991 and its title refers to McGuckian’s former holiday home in the small town of Ballycastle 

on the north Antrim coast.61 Moreover, it hints at the collection’s preoccupation with 

inhabitation and the possibility of a retreat from the violent atmosphere in Belfast. 

 
56 Michaela Schrage-Früh, “An Interview with Medbh McGuckian,” Contemporary Literature, Vol. 46, No. 1 
(Spring, 2005): 2, Jstor <https://www.jstor.org/stable/4489104> 23 Apr 2020. 
57 Borbála Faragó, Medbh McGuckian (Maryland: Bucknell University Press, 2014) 65. 
58 Schrage-Früh 2. 
59 Leontia Flynn, Reading Medbh McGuckian (Dublin: Irish University Press, 2014) 5.  
60 Wills 158. 
61 Adam Hanna, Northern Irish Poetry and Domestic Space (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015) 124.  
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It is surprising, indeed, that few critics have considered  the political aspect of Marconi’s 

Cottage, given the fact that the title of the collection itself draws our attention not only to a 

spatial element but also to the poems’ political load.62 Adam Hanna ascribes the typical thatched 

cottages scattered throughout Ireland’s rural landscape an important role in shaping the Irish 

national self-image, noticing that they gained their “most potent political charge” in the 

nationalist tradition.63 Perhaps the reluctance of the earlier criticism to address another layer of 

the collection besides the domestic one is the widely accepted image of a cottage as a retreat 

from the political turmoil; a dream-like place where the violence and atrocities seem far away. 

Yet, as Hanna states, 

 

because national politics has drawn so heavily on imagery taken from the rural and 

domestic (and in particular from the rural cottage), retreats out of and into issues of 

national contestation have at times been the same thing.64 

 

For McGuckian, the retreat from the politically charged urban atmosphere in Belfast represents 

a space from which she can, consciously or subconsciously, engage with the outside world. 

Although it is not one of the poems in the collection that relate to Marconi’s Cottage as 

such, “No Streets, No Numbers” which has been chosen for a closer analysis in this section 

encapsulates all the above-mentioned aspects, ranging from interpenetration of spaces to 

engaging with the political by the means of a domestic setting. In line with this argument, 

McGuckian chose to include in the title of her poem a reference to a locale that is public, yet 

private at the same time. That is to say that an address is personal information denoting the 

location of one’s private space. To disclose such a piece information about oneself or others is 

 
62 Even though, there are other early poems besides “No Streets, No Numbers” that are read politically (c.f. “The 

Soil-Map,” “The Flitting” etc.). 
63 Hanna xviii. 
64 Hanna xix.  
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to go against the famous Republican credo that is urging paramilitaries, but also all those 

indirectly involved in the conflict – to remain silent on all accounts: “Whatever you say – say 

nothing.”65 On the one hand, it encourages cautiousness and illustrates the symptomatic and 

only understandable tendency to reticence during the dark years of the Troubles. On the other 

hand, it hints at the theme addressed by Seamus Heaney in his poem “Whatever You Say, Say 

Nothing,” which is the dangerous self-imposed (Republican) censorship threatening free speech 

when neutral voices should be raised in protest against the violence. The fact that McGuckian 

constructs an address where streets and numbers are kept secret and withheld from the reader 

is an open political statement where many would not expect it. 

The cryptic journey a reader is invited to undertake begins outside the house with a 

perfectly tranquil image of a wind caressing curtains in a window.66 However, McGuckian’s 

choice of words is all but appeasing: “The wind bruises the curtain’s jay-blue stripes”67 (39), 

which in itself suggests a violent action and casts the wind as an antagonist. The effect of the 

wind bruising the curtains is likened to that of “an unsold fruit or a child who writes / Its first 

word” (39). Yet, although no fruit or child is physically present in the picture, the concepts can 

hardly be taken as mere similes for the wind. Not all would read into the poet’s choice of words 

a reference to Heaney’s famous sonnet “Strange Fruit,” but once the connection is made, the 

poem’s political aspect becomes obvious. In “Strange Fruit,” Heaney links the bog body he 

describes to images of black men hanging from trees in the American South. Richard Rankin 

Russell points out that Heaney widened 

 

 
65 “Whatever You Say, Say Nothing,” Belfast Telegraph.co.uk, Belfast Telegraph, Nov 2, 2018 
<https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/opinion/whatever-you-say-say-nothing-37480222.html> June 1, 2020. 
66 Medbh McGuckian, Marconi’s Cottage (Oldcastle: The Gallery Press, 1991) 39. All future page references 
will be to this edition and will be included in parentheses in the text. 
67 My emphasis. 
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the arc of his reference to other blackened bodies from other periods of history in the 

bog poems and, more specifically, implicitly [posited] Catholics in Northern Ireland as 

“black” victims who are captured, tortured, and then sometimes killed in intimate 

fashion by members of their own community.68 

 

With the allusion in mind, the initially benign image in McGuckian’s poem quickly 

shifts from domestic connotations to being politically charged. The curtains, widely perceived 

as tokens of homeliness, suddenly function as a political object, swinging in the wind the same 

way that dead and lynched bodies do, hanging from trees.69 It is the outside force of the wind 

that causes the homely feature of the curtains transform into something vicious, even more so 

because the curtains are hung in an open window through which the reciprocal interpenetration 

of the outside and the inside sphere most naturally occurs. This act of mutual permeation is 

instantiated in the image of “the drawing-room” with its “wall / Pulled down” (39). In here, the 

drawing-room – a personal space designated to receive visitors, thus bearing traits of both the 

private and the public – is deprived of its private dimension and becomes accessible to all.  

As Shane Alcobia-Murphy notes in Sympathetic Ink: Intertextual Relations in Northern 

Irish Poetry, McGuckian’s approach is similar to that of Henri Matisse: like the painter, she 

also has “side-stepp[ed] political turmoil” but felt obliged, nevertheless, “to draw [her] 

ballerina’s against that background.”70 Moreover, Alcobia-Murphy elaborates on the often 

present intertextuality in McGuckian’s work and speculates that it provides her “with oblique 

analogies for the Troubles.”71 The influence of artists, namely Henri Matisse and Pablo Picasso, 

 
68 Richard Rankin Russell, Seamus Heaney’s Regions (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2014), no 
page reference stated, Google Books 
<https://books.google.cz/books?id=SYcFDgAAQBAJ&lpg=PT306&ots=UWOvFHmDjQ&dq=strange%20fruit
%20%22heaney%22%20reference%20lynching&pg=PT305#v=onepage&q&f=false> 23 Apr 2020. 
69 Rankin Russell, no page reference stated. 
70 Shane Alcobia-Murphy, Sympathetic Ink: Intertextual Relations in Northern Irish Poetry (Liverpool: 
Liverpool University Press, 2006) 203. 
71 Alcobia-Murphy 7-8. 
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and their reaction to war atrocities becomes more relevant in the poet’s later collections, 

Captain Levander and Drawing Ballerinas. Yet, the fact that Alcobia-Murphy suggests such a 

connection for Marconi’s Cottage supports the idea, confirmed by McGuckian herself, that she 

had always been deeply affected by the Troubles but lacked the tools to address them.72 

Witnessing violence leaves emotional wounds that beg to be both suppressed and 

acknowledged. One way to deal with the trauma is to let it manifest itself through symbol and 

association. Hence, when the poet remembers an occasion on which her father had to identify 

a body of her classmate, Ann Frances Owens, who died in a sectarian attack, and he said he 

could only go by the blue colour of her favourite anorak,73 there seems to be a referential 

association between the colour blue and the Troubles. It would be futile to try to read the poet’s 

work within a universally applicable referential frame for, as she herself states, “[…] each poem 

is associated with a person or a place or an event or a time. It’s a very specific occasion but 

only for me.”74 Nevertheless, one cannot disregard the prevailing shades of blue and their 

undercurrent in terms of the Troubles written in “No Streets, No Numbers.” To do so would 

mean to miss out on the possible political load and possible connotations of trauma present in 

the seemingly positive images of “jay-blue” curtains, “dawn-blue plates.” For all that has been 

stated, it might not be too far-fetched to read the colour blue as a coded and sinister reference 

relating to sectarian violence. 

To ascribe a certain role to a colour is one way to access McGuckian’s complex and 

intricate poetry. Another one is to search for possible allusions, an approach already 

demonstrated in reference to McGuckian’s use of the word “fruit.” Yet another point in which 

we can speculate about Heaney’s influence is the image of stone that occurs in two different 

 
72 Medbh McGuckian, “Drawing Ballerinas: How Being Irish Has Influenced Me as a Writer,” in Wee Girls: 
Women Writing from an Irish Perspective, ed. Liz Murphy (Melbourne: Spinifex Press, 1996) 194.  
73 McGuckian, “Drawing Ballerinas: How Being Irish Has Influenced Me as a Writer,” 181. 
74 Sailer 133. 
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stanzas in the poem: “[a] stone is nearly a perfect secret” and “the shape of a stone / Showing 

in the wall” (40). Alcobia-Murphy observes that 

 

Heaney’s lack of success at finding an adequate distance from which to view the 

Troubles leads to an increasing dissatisfaction with literary allusion. We can gauge this 

frustration by tracing his recurrent use of a symbol for violence: the stone.75 

 

For McGuckian, the stone serves as a metonymy for a living house as 

 

it touches so much, shielding 

Its heart beyond its strong curtain of ribs 

With its arm (40). 

 

In this particular instance, the house, turned into a home by the symbolic presence of curtains, 

is cast as a protector of its inhabitants, its living “heart.” It is worth noting that “heart” is 

suspiciously close in spelling to “hearth” which is often used as a metonymy for home and 

household. In this respect, “No Streets, No Numbers” justifies Hanna’s general observation that 

“[t]o McGuckian, houses are always alive, and she is always in dialogue with them.”76 This is 

apparent from the continuation of the poem where the speaker is not only in dialogue with the 

house but brings into picture an addressee whom she does not directly interrogate but gently 

prompts to ponder on the loss that the addressee has experienced: 

 

 
75 Alcobia-Murphy 106. According to Alcobia-Murphy, Heaney is weary of allusions and questions “the danger 

inherent in his own imaginative recourse to literary tradition.” Alcobia-Murphy names several examples in 
Heaney’s poetry (including their intertextuality) and he draws a conclusion: the literary associations of “stones” 

“prevent easy access to any independent poetic ‘state’ since they implicate the natural object in both politics and 
history. For further reference, see Alcobia-Murphy 106-107. 
76 Hanna 124. 
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[…] Not that I want you 

to tell me what you have not told anyone: 

How your narrow house propped up window 

After window, while the light sank and sank. 

[…] 

How sometimes the house won, and sometimes 

The sea-coloured, sea-clear dress 

[…] foamed away the true break 

In the year, leaving the house 

Masterless and flagless. (40) 

 

Attributing the house with the role of a protector allows us once more to explore the 

dialectics between the outside and the inside. Since it has been assaulted, the house has 

“propped up window / After window” (40), thus replacing and reconstructing what had been 

destroyed. However, it does not always succeed in its attempts to shield “its heart” and to keep 

the borders of the inhabitant’s private space intact. On occasion, the interpenetration of spaces 

Lefebvre talks about is accomplished and the house’s guards are broken through, leaving it 

“[m]asterless and flagless” (40). Usually, an attack on the house’s fortification comes from the 

outside but the poet has the house’s limits penetrated from the inside by an element that is 

always present in a household: a piece of clothing. It is not very likely that the choice of a dress 

as an assailant is arbitrary, especially when we consider the role clothes play in a woman’s life. 

In a way, a dress is women’s armour stored in a wardrobe inside a house, even though it is 

above all worn outside. Nevertheless, we do bring them willingly into our homes and grant 

them with the power not only to shield us but to define us to the world. This is significant, for 

the poet casts the object that is stereotypically feminine – and consequently perceived as 
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harmless and pliant – as part of a military operation with one purpose: to dismantle the 

fortification. The poet seems to insinuate that once the inside is infected by the events outside, 

it destroys itself from within. 

In accordance with the internal “fight,” McGuckian lends the clothes the capacity to 

“foam away” something which, due to its connotations of something gentle and gradual, stands 

in contrast to the wind’s “bruis[ing]” (39). It might suggest that the interpenetration of the 

discourses and the consequent dominance of the outside over the inside is not happening at once 

but piece by piece; a process that is easily overlooked. McGuckian hints at the danger of letting 

our private space being overtaken by the public one. We readily allow the public domain to 

enter our personal space through the media – a process further addressed under the following 

subheading – whose news we consume together with our “breakfast cup” (40). 

If in the first three stanzas of “No Streets, No Numbers” we have seen the author 

commenting upon the past, with the last stanza we enter the here and now with the speaker 

contemplating everything that has been said: 

 

I talk as if the evenings had been fine, 

The roof of my shelves not broken 

Like an oath on crossed rods[.] (40) 

 

The speaker not only recognizes the violence committed in the private, personal space, but 

McGuckian also references the period of the conflict during which Catholics and Protestants 

still occupied the same, violence-ridden areas in Belfast. To obscure the connection, she uses a 

metaphor and says that the two houses – the two parties – on the opposite sides of the same 

street featured in the first stanza entered into the conflict as they broke “an oath on crossed 

rods” (40). 
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A remark on McGuckian’s masterfully crafted language is in place, for her use of 

“crossed rods” abounds with many possible readings. For example, she might be alluding to a 

cultural motif in European folklore, to the pact one makes with the Devil on a crossroad – a 

cross rod’s near homophone – in exchange for one’s soul.77 In various mythologies, crossroads 

denote a point of contact between two worlds, “a place neither here nor there” which 

symbolically represents liminality.78 It is not as apparent in this poem as it will be from the 

analysis of McGuckian’s later work, but the concept of existing somewhere between two 

locations is what allows the poet to balance her tendencies to engage with, and at the same time 

to detach herself from, the conflict. It gives her access to the private and the public domain and 

enables her to selectively choose some of their elements so that she can create a personalized 

fusion which comes to life in her multi-layered poetry. 

The esoteric character of McGuckian’s early work might have encouraged critics to 

focus on its domestic relevance and disregard its political engagement. Yet, once her work is 

given the possibility to re-interpret itself outside the rubric of feminine experience, the political 

dimension is without any doubt present, hovering somewhere between the realms of intent and 

the unwitting tendency to confront whatever cannot be escaped. The hint at the existence of a 

liminal space – and one that is going to be discussed in greater detail in the second section of 

the chapter – is present in the image of “crossed rods” and at the same time in the poetry itself. 

Arguably, it oscillates between overt and covert political engagement; a feature that later 

becomes tangible and reconfirms the concept introduced at the beginning of this section with a 

reference to Lefebvre: no matter how hard one tries to maintain the demarcation line between 

private and public domains, they remain mutually influential. McGuckian’s poetry, which 

 
77 Brian McNeill, “Dealing with the Devil: Professor Explores Contracts with the Prince of Darkness in Popular 
Culture,” Law Virginia.edu, July 26, 2012, <https://www.law.virginia.edu/news/2012_sum/devil_contracts.htm> 
April 23, 2020. 
78 Timothy Carson, Neither Here nor There: The Many Voices of Liminality (London: Lutterworth Press, 2019) 
no page reference stated.  
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evinces signs of her coded attempts to cope with the time when violence was part of people’s 

everyday lives in Northern Ireland and Belfast in particular, documents how the outside will 

eventually leave its mark and the trauma will manifest. In the course of time, the poet’s political 

engagement has taken the form of a more overt commentary and affected her more recent work 

and its thematics. 

 

2.2 “Where to and From”: The Liminal in the Poetry of Medbh McGuckian 
 

In the previous section we have established that Medbh McGuckian’s political focus is 

detectable also in her early work even though it is hidden underneath the level of domestic 

concerns. To remain cryptic, yet to be outspoken, she uses the contrast between public and 

private discourses to comment on their specificities and mutual influencing, a technique 

prevalent in the poet’s work, including her most recent output. Along with the conflict slowly 

coming to an end and the political climate veering towards a more open atmosphere, 

McGuckian’s work in the ‘90s is also marked by a shift in thematic focus. Borbála Faragó 

argues that “[t]he changing and less threatening societal environment was reflected in 

McGuckian’s work during this period, allowing for a more overt political voice to emerge.”79 

It is important to note that the change was gradual and that it occurred over the span of almost 

two decades and several poetic collections. However, critics agree that the birth of 

McGuckian’s new political voice occurred in 1994 with the publication of Captain Lavender.80 

Judging by its epigraph taken from Picasso, McGuckian did intend to have her collection 

read politically: “‘I have not painted the war…but I have no doubt that the war is in…these 

paintings I have done.’”81 Many have pointed out that such conscious political commentary is 

rather surprising and perhaps even out of character for McGuckian; nevertheless, it illustrates 

 
79 Borbála Faragó, Medbh McGuckian (Maryland: Bucknell University Press, 2014) 65. 
80 Faragó 66. 
81 Medbh McGuckian, Captain Lavender (Oldcastle: The Gallery Press, 1994), 9. From this point onwards, all 
future page references will be to this edition and will be included in parentheses in the text. 
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what the poet meant by insisting that she has based her every poem on “something that’s 

happened to [her]” while at the same time insisting that she has “coded it.”82 Such coding is 

detectable in her early, as well as more recent, work but seems to be most relevant in connection 

to the verse which is preoccupied with the poet’s sentiments regarding the convulsed political 

and societal atmosphere in Northern Ireland. Prior to writing Captain Lavender, McGuckian 

taught Republican prisoners in the Maze prison which may have relevance for the choice of 

Jack B. Yeats’s painting “Communicating with the Prisoners” as the collection’s cover image.83 

Although the painting’s subject matter could hardly be guessed at without its title, its choice 

helps to emphasise the collection’s oblique focus on violence. Hardly ever do we come across 

depictions of direct violence, yet we are continually aware of its presence or imminent threat, 

gazing at it through the maze of allusions, metaphors, and intricate language.  

An “unusually dark tone” permeates the collection which is told to be partly based on 

the poet’s relationship with her father and the experience of his loss.84 Nevertheless, the fact 

that we know – or at least presume – what motivated the tangible grimness in these poems does 

not mean that their language is no longer coded. In Reading Medbh McGuckian, Leontia Flynn 

argues that the poet’s “improvised style is even less suited to speak of the political events of 

Northern Ireland” when using the images of other writers.85 Although it has been accepted that 

McGuckian opted for a more direct approach from Captain Lavender onwards. However, there 

remains a clash between the half-public, half-private tone which stems from her claim that 

“[i]t’s okay if it gathers in my head, but nobody else could possibly understand all that.”86 This 

careful coding is what casts the poet’s work into the territory on the border between expression 

and obfuscation, which is an aspect best explored through the theoretical concept of liminality 

 
82 Alcobia-Murphy 45. 
83 Leontia Flynn, Reading Medbh McGuckian (Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 2013) 153. 
84 Faragó 66.  
85 Flynn 148.  
86 Shane Alcobia-Murphy, personal interview with McGuckian, 28 July 1995, quoted in Sympathetic Ink: 
Intertextual Relations in Northern Irish Poetry, (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2006) 122. 
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that provides us with useful tools in accessing the collection as a whole, and in particular “The 

Albert Chain” which will be our focus here. 

Bjørn Thomassen characterizes the concept as follows: 

 

At its broadest, liminality refers to any “betwixt and between” situation or object, any 

in-between place or moment, […]. It relates to change in a single personality as well as 

social change and transition in large-scale settings; it therefore also […] ties together 

the micro and macro, operating from the “middle.”87 

 

As Thomassen summarizes, “the concept of liminality can help us understand transition periods 

[…] in a different light.”88 Most often, the concept is applied to physical points of passage 

referred to in literary works, such as doors, thresholds or bridges, but  it appears to be as relevant 

for metaphorical spaces. For that reason, it is essential to understand McGuckian’s treatment of 

the private and public spheres as a three-step process. 

As the subheading indicated, the first section dealt with “Articulated Silence” in 

McGuckian’s “Early Spaces” and argued for the interpenetration of the said spheres and their 

role in the poet’s covert political involvement. As the third section will argue, the occasional 

interpenetration of the two domains in McGuckian’s early work evolves into their systematic 

fusion in her later engagement with the public and the private. As has already been mentioned, 

such turn in McGuckian’s poetry did not occur suddenly but was prepared in a series of 

“transitional steps” which allowed her to explore both approaches within the space of a single 

poem or collection. This thesis ascribes the role of such a transitional step to Captain Lavender89 

 
87 Bjørn Thomassen, Liminality and the Modern: Living Through the In-Between (New York: Routledge, 2016) 
7. My emphasis.  
88 Thomassen 7. 
89 In McGuckian’s words, the title character of Captain Lavender is “the name of the woman [who flew the 
Atlantics’] best man.” Alcobia-Murphy identifies him as “Death personified” and adds that “this identity is 

complicated by one further hidden reference, namely what lies behind the form of address given to the figure of 
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and “The Albert Chain” in particular. More specifically, the following will consider those 

features detectable in “The Albert Chain” which represent a metaphorical bridge between the 

poet’s covert and overt political stance as well as her complex relationship with the personal 

and the public. 

With the acknowledgment of living in a divided society, McGuckian places herself and 

her work “at territorial, linguistic and cultural borders” while at the same time performing “a 

balancing act,” to use Wolfgang Müller-Funk’s words on communities residing at borders.90 

Indeed, the same quality Müller-Funk ascribes to those communities can be assigned to the poet 

as well since she has spent all her life in Belfast, a divided city. Hence, we might draw from 

Müller-Funk and say that “[she] achieve[s], at least internally, what other human beings are not 

able to achieve: to be inside and outside at the same time. [She is] located in a space in 

between.”91 The critic’s argument can be used to explain why it is often difficult to decode a 

McGuckian poem as one needs to understand it in the context of her work and not as a lone 

entity.  

Müller-Funk’s words would argue for a general division of McGuckian’s concept of 

spaces into two: the private domain and the public one, often synonymous with the political 

sphere. This chapter goes even further and proposes to recognize the division as threefold. The 

first binary – the interpenetration of the personal and the public – is present in the image of 

exporting one space to the other and linking the concept of predictability and thus reliability 

with war: 

 

Warm as a stable, 

 
‘Death’” which is a metatextual reference rooted in 1916. For further details see Shane Alcobia-Murphy, 
Sympathetic Ink: Intertextual Relations in Northern Irish Poetry (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2006) 
122.  
90 Wolfgang Müller-Funk, “Poetry of the Space In Between,” Interdisciplinary Mexico (February 17, 2020): 70, 
Ebsco < https://www.imex-revista.com/xvii-poetry-space-inbetween/> May 1, 2020. 
91 Müller-Funk 70. 
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close to the surface of my mind, 

the wild cat lies in the suppleness of life, 

half-stripped of its skin, and in the square 

beyond, a squirrel stoned to death 

has come to rest on a lime tree. (68) 

 

The poet uses a misleadingly calm tone to stress that nowhere is violence-free. McGuckian 

subverts the religious connotations and has the stable, a place of refuge, desecrated by the 

evidence of cruel dealings with those often thought of as “subordinated” to human beings. By 

bringing the cadaver inside, the author suggests a transformation of the stable from a safe haven 

into another kind of place. Moreover, this violent act provokes the speaker to “[go] back into 

war” (68). McGuckian’s work from her “transition” period ignores metaphysical and physical 

frontiers so that she can draw her own line between what has become accepted as part of cultural 

memory and religious belief, however uncanny, and what is still shocking. Naturally, we need 

borders to know what societal, and even personal, actions we are willing to overlook and what 

is simply out of question for us. It seems that the speaker-poet’s “breaking point” comes when 

she finally perceives how the public has been violating the private and when the violence is no 

longer hypothetical but takes on a very physical and gruesome form, albeit only “half-stripped” 

(68).92 

The poet does not hesitate to capture the sense of despair and futility attached to the 

political situation in Northern Ireland. The opening lines point out the inevitable and truly unfair 

consequences of conflicts: it is not only those directly involved who will be affected: 

 

 
92 The two animals – although they are emphatically “wild” animals – very probably stand for the extreme acts 
of sectarian violence in which the pets of a neighbourhood would be killed, mangled and heaped up in the 
middle of the street by way of a reprisal. Anna Burns describes such an episode in Milkman. See Anna Burns, 
Milkman (London: Faber & Faber, 2018) 100. 
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Like an accomplished terrorist, the fruit hangs 

from the end of a dead stem, under a tree 

riddled with holes like a sieve. (40) 

 

If this appears to be another eerie echo of Heaney’s “Strange Fruit,” there is a visible shift in 

the imagery: here, the “fruit” is likened to “an accomplished terrorist,” suggesting the terrorist 

successfully carried out his or her mission and either died in the process or was punished 

afterwards. This stands in contrast to “No Streets, No Numbers” where the fruit’s sinister 

connotations were obscured by the misleadingly serene domestic imagery.93 The setting in “The 

Albert Chain” is far from suggesting placid domesticity and the poem rather draws our attention 

to the lives of people indirectly involved in the conflict. As the poet states, very often the only 

“crime” they are guilty of is to have been born in a place convulsed by violence. McGuckian 

draws our attention to “a tree / riddled with holes like a sieve” which makes us wonder what 

cast it as a suitable target. It would be futile to search for an answer but apparently, it was caught 

in a crossfire, unable to escape and destined to die. Its fate is only too similar to that of many 

innocent by-standers who simply found themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time and 

became victims of a conflict in which they had played no active role. They, as well as the tree, 

are collateral damage. With these first lines, the poet acknowledges the chain of consequences 

associated with violent conflicts: in order for one party to succeed, the other must loose and 

even though the “accomplished terrorist” will eventually hang, they will leave in their wake “a 

dead stem” and “a tree / riddled with holes” (68). McGuckian immediately points out that not 

only does the conflict produce victims, but the instance of a tree caught in a crossfire also 

renders any chance of peace impossible: “the collateral damage” calls for revenge which only 

calls for another retaliation until both sides are trapped in the vicious circle of constant requital. 

 
93 Medbh McGuckian, Marconi’s Cottage (Oldcastle: The Gallery Press, 1991) 39. 
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It is important to point out how the chain of events evolves into the speaker becoming 

an active participant in the “war” and thus enters the second stage of transition in which the 

poet is coming to terms with the necessity of change (68). Interestingly, it was not the collateral 

damage or a ruined chance at peace, as mentioned above, that prompted McGuckian to take a 

stance, but the blurring of boundaries between the private and public domain when the conflict 

took over the peaceful stables. This drove the speaker – metaphorically speaking – over the 

edge and showed her that it was time to “act.” Quite early in the poem, the poet-speaker 

abandons her abstruse language and takes a stance: “I am going back into war, / like a house I 

knew when I was young” (68).  

Besides the turn in the poet’s attitude towards violence, these two lines refer to her 

father’s cottage they would go to in the sixties and which, according to Adam Hanna, “freed 

McGuckian from the ‘darkness and bleakness’ of a house in Belfast during her adolescence.”94 

Arguably, the lighter atmosphere of McGuckian’s teenage years’ retreat allowed her to process 

the dark events of that time and it consequently enabled her to form politically related opinions 

which were perhaps expressed more freely away from the violence and without the fear for her 

family’s safety. It is of little wonder, then, that the poet likens the turn in the way she has been 

addressing the political more openly to “[the] house [she] knew when [she] was young” (68), 

as it was during this time that she possibly felt most at ease with radicality. As a result, the 

author is crossing a metaphorical borderline between idleness and action, between covertly 

addressing the political and openly taking a stance. However, this transition between two stages 

or attitudes requires a good deal of effort from the speaker. Not only had she had to “[learn her] 

country all over again” (68), but she also needed to get used to the fact that she had, in fact, 

moved on from being a passive observer to being an active participant. Overall, it seems that 

 
94 Hanna 127. 
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the poet sees the childhood house as a means of transition, eventually enabling her to abandon 

the liminal state of her poetry. 

Müller-Funk grants people the ability to create spaces and boundaries but at the same 

time to tear them apart and escape the self-imposed constrictions.95 He elaborates on his point, 

claiming that 

 

[t]he contemporary debate about limits, borders, and frontiers are [sic] to be 

characterized by this dichotomy: either to acknowledge or to overcome limitations and 

limits. We can see the threshold as that element which is in the impossible middle.96 

 

In the context of McGuckian’s poetry, “The Albert Chain” is that impossible middle element 

facilitating easier access to the state of openness detectable in her more recent poetry. 

Interestingly enough, the poem accepts this role of a “connector” already in its title: “The Albert 

Chain” carries connotations of colonialism – Prince Albert was a husband to Queen Victoria – 

as well as to McGuckian’s father Hugo Albert McCaughan.97 In its most basic sense, the chain 

also links two objects – here they are represented by a person and a watch – that would 

otherwise remain unconnected, and it carries out its metaphorical role even in the context of 

McGuckian’s poetry. “The Albert Chain” signals her change of hearts when it comes to 

addressing politically loaded issues in an open manner, yet it remains a linking element between 

the two established phases. 

The poet’s future openness about some aspects of Northern-Irish politics is 

foreshadowed by the whole poem but becomes most visible in the following lines: 

 

 
95 Müller-Funk 71. 
96 Müller-Funk 73. 
97 Alexander G. Gonzalez, et al., Modern Irish Writers: A Bio-critical Sourcebook (London: Greenwood Press, 
1997) 184. 
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I met someone I believed to be on the side 

of the butchers, who said with tears, “This 

is too much.” (68) 

 

As a result, we are aware of the double-sided nature of the conflict and the stereotypical 

prejudices we have. Not only does the speaker hear the words “This / is too much” from the 

opposing party but she also realizes that the two sides of the conflict share the same feelings of 

futility and frustration. This is where Thomassen’s explanation comes in relevant. He explains 

that to “experience something means, etymologically, to go through something [and that] any 

discussion of liminality must therefore engage with experience.”98 By encapsulating the 

instances that lead the poet to abandoning the state of articulated silence, she relives the 

transition from an observer to a participant in the circumscribed space of her poem, and provides 

a metatextual explanation for the palpable turn of direction in her work that is epitomised in the 

closing lines. 

With the last stanza, we enter the third stage of a transition and the process of crossing 

over is complete: 

 

I could escape 

from any other prison but my own 

unjust pursuit of justice 

that turns one sort of poetry into another. (69) 

 

The lines contain signs of a clear stance and document the emergence of a new poetic voice. As 

Faragó observes, “the speaking voice embarks on a quest of conscience and the formation of a 

 
98 Thomassen 5. 



33 
 

creative self becomes entangled in socio-political commentary.”99 The latter part of Faragó’s 

sentence regarding the “conscience” is puzzling, given the fact McGuckian had been writing 

conscience into her work from the very start, only more covertly. Perhaps it would be more 

beneficial to perceive the quoted lines through the suggested optics of liminality for in 

liminality, the outcome is, of course, uncertain.100 This observation is especially relevant when 

considering the last line where “one sort of poetry” turns “into another” (69). The poet 

ultimately abandons the clear-cut language that we glimpsed throughout the poem and finishes 

on a note of ambiguity: she foregrounds a change but leaves us wondering about its character. 

In the light of what has been argued in this chapter, it is possible to read the final line not only 

as a signal of the poet’s intention to extricate herself from the constraints of silence, albeit 

“articulated,” but also as a hint at her future political openness. 

In line with the concept of liminality, the poem encompasses McGuckian’s “experience” 

as something that she “went through” and that eventually enabled her to pass from the covert 

political intent in her early work to the more openly voiced inclinations in her later writings. 

However, such would not be possible without the stage of passage that “The Albert Chain” 

represents. Here, the poet allowed herself the taste of both worlds – in one she expresses her 

sentiments covertly and in the other, she aims for a more direct and clear-cut stance. 

Surprisingly, this “middle stage” seems to be overlooked by the critics despite the fact that a 

closer look reveals how essential it is to be aware of the process “that turns one sort of poetry 

into another” (69). Thomassen’s interpretation of the concept of liminality shows us the 

importance of transition states as moments that mould us, together with our general experience, 

into who we are and offer the reader the possibility to relate this back to the Troubles. 

  

 
99 Faragó 68. 
100 Thomassen 7. 
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2.3 “Nowhere to Run, Nowhere to Hide”: The Merging of the Private and the 

Public 
 

In the course of time, McGuckian ceased to provoke perplexed reactions and to be 

described as “odd” or as if she “[did not] know what she [was] saying.”101 Rather, her poems 

began to be described as “dreamlike” and “underscore[ing] the notion that one finds clarity by 

repeatedly stepping outside one’s usual frame of reference.”102 With Drawing Ballerinas, her 

seventh volume of poetry, it seemed that reading a McGuckian poem from other than the 

established perspectives was becoming generally accepted. This new approach was pioneered, 

for instance, by Shane Alcobia-Murphy or Clair Wills. This is not to say that the poet’s work 

was no longer cryptic or difficult to read. It is only to point out that with time, more critics 

began to appreciate the appealing blend of secrecy and coding generally associated with her 

writing. So far, we have traced two shifts in McGuckian’s poetry in terms of engagement with 

the private space and politics. The first section of the present chapter addressed their occasional 

interpenetration whereas the second one focused on the liminal transition between overt and 

covert political engagement. The third part of the chapter explores another shift in McGuckian’s 

poetics – which consists of a complete fusion of the private and the public – and traces it to 

“The Dead Are More Alive.” The poem serves as an example on which not only the evolvement 

of McGuckian’s poetic style but also the disturbing outcomes of imposed borders are illustrated. 

Inspired by Gaston Bachelard’s pioneering work, The Poetics of Space, Michel Foucault 

perceives the nature of spaces we live in not as “homogenous and empty” but rather “thoroughly 

imbued with quantities.”103 In understanding the space McGuckian paints for the reader in “The 

Dead Are More Alive,” Foucault’s theory proves a useful tool for it acknowledges the 

omnipresent oppositions that remain “inviolable”: 

 
101 Faragó 35.   
102 Elmer Kennedy-Andrews, Writing Home: Poetry and Place in Northern Ireland, 1968-2008 (Cambridge: 
Boydell & Brewer, 2008) 231. 
103 Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias,” Architecture/ Mouvement/ Continuité (1984): 
2. 
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These are oppositions that we regard as simple givens: for example between private 

space and public space, between family space and social space […] All these are still 

nurtured by the hidden presence of the sacred.104 

 

Moreover, both Foucault and Bachelard agree that “we live inside a set of relations […]”105 

which is a notion that can be traced throughout McGuckian’s work. It is especially relevant to 

“The Dead Are More Alive” since the poem subverts all established “relations” and proves that 

when the delineation between the public and the private is violated, an inevitable doom occurs. 

In this understanding, this chapter sides with Bachelard who, unlike Foucault who perceives 

spaces as “absolutely not superimposable,”106 states that “[o]utside and inside are both intimate 

– they are always ready to be reversed, to exchange their hostility.”107 Bachelard’s emphasis on 

the hostility of those opposing spaces suggests one thing: should their interpenetration occur, it 

needs to be monitored so the outcome is not a destructive collision but mutual enhancement. 

Drawing Ballerinas was published in 2001, a moment in time when peace process in 

Northern Ireland was still on shaky grounds. In Faragó’s words, sectarian violence was “a 

simmering force in the background which resurfaced in the summer of 2001 when a group of 

Catholic schoolgirls were stoned on their way to school.”108 At this point, the criticism of 

McGuckian’s poetry was less focussed on its impenetrability, yet covert criticism for her lack 

of engagement with Northern Irish political situation remained.109 Drawing Ballerinas aimed 

to address this perceived “lacuna” in her work, tongue-in-cheek, in taking its title from Henri 

Matisse who, when asked how he managed to survive the war artistically, replied that he spent 

 
104 Foucault 2.  
105 Foucault 3. 
106 Foucault 3. 
107 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space (New York: Penguin Books, 2014) 233.  
108 Faragó 81. 
109 Faragó 81. 
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the worst years “drawing ballerinas.”110 Matisse’s dictum together with the fact that the poet 

chose to use it as a title for her collection brings into focus the role of art, including poetry, in 

the face of violence. In relation to the same, Faragó asks: “Is it escapism into a subjective 

universe which is divorced from political actuality, or does it represent a philosophical 

engagement with the reality of violent acts?”111 While the poet gives no direct answer to this 

question, it should be borne on mind nonetheless. 

McGuckian opens “The Dead Are More Alive” with a picturesque image of dead people 

who are depicted in misleadingly serene terms. It is not an unusual image given the collection’s 

thematic aim – to address the violent reality – but one that stands out due to its profound 

connection with the realm of the living, for the unseeing eyes of the dead are depicted as if they 

“could still open” and were “only resting from their beauty, still / burning very quietly.”112 

Moreover, the poet states that “there is something in them that goes beyond / murder, something 

denied to the eyes” (12). This hints at the rage stemming from the unjust actions of sectarian 

violence that the poet classifies as something entirely “beyond / murder” (12). Nevertheless, it 

is important to note that the poet does not see one kind of violence as “better” or as “worse” 

than other; she abstains from judgement but casts any form of violence as evil. In the following 

lines, the poet prompts us to ponder on the effects violence can have on our bodies and souls: 

 

[e]ven if you did not see it, nevertheless 

it grazed the skin of your mind 

with a slashing as if on flesh 

by an open knife blade, slicing 

everything in two. (12) 

 
110 Faragó 81. 
111 Faragó 81. 
112 Medbh McGuckian, Drawing Ballerinas (Oldcastle: The Gallery Press, 2001) 12. From this point onwards, 
all future page references will be to this edition and will be included in parentheses in the text. 
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Considering Bachelard’s theory, the last line identifies the factious halving caused by 

violence as something that alters and shifts borders. In this particular instance, the poet alludes 

to various issues but given the poem’s focus – the fusion of the public and the private through 

media – it can be argued that the duality in question here is that of spaces. Alcobia-Murphy 

argues that the poem “explores the deleterious effects of concentrated media reportage upon a 

person’s consciousness” that results in “an inevitable desensitization and aestheticization of the 

conflict […].”113 Nevertheless, it does not come as a surprise that the poem offers very little 

context regarding the exact nature of the conflict to which the poet is referring. 

Commenting on the poem, McGuckian stated it dealt with her son’s reaction to “the 

murder, broadcast live on television on 19 March 1988, of two army corporals, who were beaten 

by a mob (and later shot) when they strayed into a West Belfast funeral.”114 The poet herself 

elaborates on the event and says: 

 

[…] my second son aged about eight watched the newsreel as if it had been an American 

Pulp Fiction. It was the openness to evil of his naked receiving eyes that disturbed me 

as much as the bloodlust and frenzy of a mob utterly beyond themselves taking animal 

revenge.115 

 

Flynn provides larger context and labels the event as “another of the very worst atrocities 

committed during the Troubles.”116 Moreover, she also offers an unsettling reading of the poem, 

 
113 Shane Alcobia-Murphy, Sympathetic Ink: Intertextual Relations in Northern Irish Poetry (Liverpool: 
Liverpool University Press, 2006) 207. 
114 Leontia Flynn. See Leontia Flynn, Reading Medbh McGuckian (Dublin: Irish University Press, 2014) 166. 
115 Medbh McGuckian, “Drawing Ballerinas: How Being Irish Has Influenced Me as a Writer,” in Wee Girls: 
Women Writing from an Irish Perspective, ed. Liz Murphy (Melbourne: Spinifex Press, 1996) 200. 
116 Flynn 166. 
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noticing the poet questioning “the ‘reality’ of the corporals’ murder as it is broadcast on 

television.”117 

The present reading argues that the motif of “seeing” without “seeing” permeates the 

whole poem and brings to question the reversibility of the spaces. This is in line with 

Bachelard’s approach to the concepts of outside and inside which emphasises their mutual 

reversibility, tension and certain hostility: 

 

First of all, it must be noted that the two terms “outside” and “inside” […] are not 

symmetrical. To make inside concrete and outside vast is the first task […]. But between 

concrete and vast, the opposition is not a true one. At the slightest touch, asymmetry 

appears. And it is always like that: inside and outside do not receive in the same way 

the qualifying epithets that are the measure of our adherence.118 

 

McGuckian does not work with the idea of a two-way television but rather focuses on mutual 

influencing of the outside and the inside for not only we are what we eat – as illustrated with 

the “breakfast cup” in “No Streets, No Numbers”119 – but also what we watch, since the footage 

of the outside atrocities enters our private space. If we are to accept that “The Dead Are More 

Alive” can be rewardingly read through the prism of Bachelard’s theory, we must identify the 

instances of the outside’s and inside’s mutual reversibility and exchanging. One such instance 

occurs in the third stanza in which the poet captures the atmosphere when even time stops to 

mutedly stare at violent acts: 

 

A mere fifteen minutes from my room 

 
117 Flynn 177. 
118 Bachelard 231. 
119 Medbh McGuckian, Marconi’s Cottage (Oldcastle: The Gallery Press, 1991) 40. 
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the sky was still, as though 

it would always be this colour. 

It spread out, way, way out in the moment 

with such wide-open eyes, you 

yourself felt viewed. (12) 

 

Not only does the poet point out that the outside – represented by the sky – stretches beyond 

the line where we can see it from our houses but that it can, in its omnipresence, always also 

see us.  

The reversal of the roles – the one who usually sees, i.e. the human agent, suddenly 

becomes the one who is seen – is taken even a step further in the next stanza in which the poet 

adopts the method of media coverage as it captures the apparent brutality the poem derives from 

visual arts: 

 

You were shielded against what you saw 

only by never looking away, 

you broke down what you saw 

by not turning your head, 

as one stares at a map so as never 

to be outside the world. (12) 

 

Alcobia-Murphy has traced the poem’s vocabulary back to Elias Canetti and his memoir The 

Torch in my Ear where Canetti addresses painter’s copying process, stating “[a]s long as he is 

busy copying, nothing can happen to him. […] So long as he paints those parts, [whose 
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connection to the totality is delayed], they are not part of the totality.”120 Arguably, McGuckian 

took a similar approach to coping with brutality: rather than capturing the whole picture, she 

focuses on specific details, benign details – such as the colour of the sky – to keep herself 

sane121. This argument is only strengthened by the following lines, and especially by the last 

one which depicts the addressee’s ability to perceive the details without actually seeing them: 

 

Your seeing did not change you, 

your eyes grew accustomed 

to remaining open, and gathering 

the senselessly scattered things. (12) 

 

Bachelard warns us against perceiving the dialectics between the outside and the inside 

in polarized terms; indeed it “has the sharpness of the dialectics of yes and no” but “[u]nless 

one is careful, it is made into a basis of images that govern all thoughts positive and negative.”122 

Hence, one is either inside or outside but that does not mean the demarcation line between these 

concepts is always set in stone. Bachelard’s theory is in line with Lefebvre’s in the sense that 

they both recognize the fluidity of borders: as Bachelard states, “[i]n any case, inside and 

outside […] can no longer be taken in their simple reciprocity[.]”123 In that way, it is easier to 

access the poem as it engages with the fine line between the seemingly opposing spaces. 

Nevertheless, as Bachelard and Lefebvre did before her, the poet arrives to the conclusion that 

it is impossible to separate the private from the public, no matter how hard one tries. 

 
120 Flynn 167. 
121 This is a feature that McGuckian shares with Burns as they both attempt to deal with the overwhelming and 
omnipresent violence. 
122 Bachelard 227. 
123 Bachelard 231. 
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The speaker attempted to avoid, unsuccessfully, the interpenetration of the spaces, 

claiming: 

 

I avoided reading any items 

about them, but I listened to the sounds 

of the day stretching across the city, 

as if everywhere people expected 

bullets to strike again. (12-13) 

 

In here, the poet recognizes the inevitable influencing of outside and inside despite one’s 

refusing to take part in the conflict by not reading any newsreel. Indeed, the public – in this 

case synonymous with the political – always finds a way to penetrate the private, inside sphere 

and plants the macabre pictures inside one’s safe space, i.e. home. Suddenly, when the speaker 

“passed four heads in the living-room,” each head belonging to a member of her family, she 

recalled the bloody event when “the head became very round, / sawing the air” (13). The sight 

of misleadingly serene domestic setting did not bring her comfort but reminded her of human 

mortality, wishing she could preserve “this ultimate breath” (13). 

Even though the poem is riddled with mentions of an absolute fusion of the private and 

the public, the furthest the poet ventures into this territory occurs in the penultimate stanza 

where she admits her defeat due to no longer being able to keep her own borders, the borders 

of her body, intact: 

 

The day clashed inside me, till 

I felt its blood-filled collapse, 

and wanted to tear out from my soil 
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everything it had planted, then invite 

people into my emptiness [.] (13) 

 

In this, we witness the phenomenon that the second subsection of Chapter One has proposed to 

see as the last out of three steps in McGuckian’s paradigm concerning spaces: an absolute fusion 

of public and private domain. Moreover, not only does the speaker-poet admit that the public-

political events invaded her private space – at first her home and now her body – but she implies 

that they also managed to leave something behind, something she cannot get rid of painlessly 

since she needs to “tear out from [her] soil / everything it had planted” (13). The speaker’s goal 

is to take control over what enters her private sphere, her very own physical and domestic space, 

by “inviting” inside only those aspects of the outside world she wishes to. However, it is a 

utopian idea and a futile effort as for now, “the dead are more alive” and the “blood-filled 

collapse” still runs strong (13). For the time being, we must be content with the knowledge that 

in more recent years, the poet achieved in her collections “[a] spiritual optimism or ‘light’ 

[which] is represented by love [and] which assumingly offers itself to the reader,” as Faragó 

concludes.124 

The tripartite concept that the three subsections of Chapter One have proposed to read 

into a McGuckian poem is not, by far, the only way to understand the poet’s work. Nevertheless, 

it is an approach which strives to utilize various previously established approaches and bring 

into focus the tension detectable throughout all her seven poetry volumes. The tension in 

question is that between various kinds of spaces, namely between the private and the public one 

which is often synonymous with the political. This is exclusive neither to McGuckian’s work 

nor to her contemporaries but the tradition of engaging with the problematic subject matter in 

a covert manner is has more recently been adopted by the generation of poets that Birte 

 
124 Faragó 154. 
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Heidemann categorizes as “post-Agreement.” This strategy, along with the fighting and brutal 

violence of the Troubles now being relegated to the past, allows these poets to write more 

openly about the same painful matters as their predecessors did. The matter of “how” is the 

focus of the next part of this thesis that uses the poetry of Leontia Flynn as its case-study. 
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3 Leontia Flynn 
 

You remember that village where the border ran 

Down the middle of the street, 

With the butcher and baker in different states? 

[…] 

[…] He stood there, for ages, 

To wonder which side, if any, he should be on. 

– Paul Muldoon, “The Boundary Commission” 

 
In conclusion to her monograph on Medbh McGuckian, Leontia Flynn remarks how 

“[McGuckian insists] that poetry cannot be consciously controlled or written towards an 

existing audience, who are primed and ready to receive its messages […].”125 Even though 

Flynn’s and McGuckian’s poetry is vastly different, this is what the poets have in common since 

neither of them seems to construct their verse with the aim of pleasing their audience. On the 

contrary: they both share a distinct and unapologetic aura of authenticity. However, this is 

where the similarities end. In comparison to McGuckian, Flynn’s style appears to be simple, 

even though her approach to personal and political matters is never simplistic. Moreover, she 

uses her poetic language to communicate her intent in a way that, even though it does not place 

her on the opposite side from McGuckian, shows a more straightforward approach. 

Flynn’s lack of cryptic references can, indeed, be contrasted with the previous 

generation of poets, including McGuckian, Ciaran Carson, Paul Muldoon and Tom Paulin,126 

who were writing for the larger part of their careers during the Troubles. Hence, a certain degree 

of cautious and covert referencing to that time was required since the granted right to free 

 
125 Flynn, Reading Medbh McGuckian (Dublin: Irish University Press, 2014) 188. 
126 Birte Heidemann, Post-Agreement Northern Irish Literature: Lost in a Liminal Space? (London: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2016) 5. 
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speech was not so granted, after all.127 Yet, even though the subsequent generation of poets, of 

which Flynn could be considered to be one, began to publish their work mostly after the signing 

of Agreement, their work is often darker and more disturbing than that which precedes it, is 

despite the fact that the Agreement is an important milestone on the long journey to peace.128 

However, the sectarian animosities were hardly erased overnight by signing of a document and 

the “post-Agreement” generation’s grimness stems from many factors among which stands out 

the fact that they did not experience a period of peace when growing up. If childhood is 

considered to be the most formative period of our lives, it is not surprising that Flynn’s poetry 

exhibits an awareness of the political since her generation had the experience of being born, as 

Fran Brearton concedes “into, and out of, Northern Ireland’s Troubles [which] was not of a 

halcyon post-ceasefire world but of the worst years of sectarian strife.”129 

Birte Heidemann goes to great lengths to present this new trend in contemporary writing 

in Northern Ireland which she labels “post-Agreement” literature.130 In her understanding – 

which this thesis and chapter adopts – post-Agreement literature is a body of texts “shaped by 

the literary sensibilities of writers who grew up during the Troubles […].”131 In terms of poetry, 

Heidemann continues, they revise “tendencies of time and space” together with the fact that 

“post-Agreement poetry retains a certain degree of formal-aesthetic conservatism, while 

extending it to an accessible form […].”132 This claim is applicable to Flynn herself and she 

admits to suchlike approach when reflecting on her first two poetry collections: 

 

 
127 “We Are Being Repressed,” The Irish Times (November 24, 1971), quoted in “The British Media and Ireland. 
Truth: The First Casualty,” accessed from < https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/othelem/media/docs/freespeech.htm> June 
14, 2020. 
128 See Heidemann 144. 
129 See Heidemann 144. 
130 Heidemann 5. 
131 Heidemann 5. 
132 Heidemann 5-6. 
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When I wrote the first poems in These Days [her first collection] I was striving for 

something immediate and surprising in its brevity […]. [Then] I’d try 14 lines. These 

eventually became more and more formal sonnets, and because I tend to take things to 

extremes I just kept repeating them.133 

 

With this statement, the poet illustrates the necessity to think about the post-Agreement poetry 

and its frequently shared characteristics, including “formal-aesthetic conservatism” and “an 

accessible form,” as a reaction to the post-Agreement generation’s predecessors’ “interpretative 

difficulty,” as Clair Wills has it.134 

In Fran Brearton’s words, Flynn has been labelled as “one of the most strikingly original 

and exciting poetic voices to have emerged from Northern Ireland since the extraordinary debut 

by [Paul] Muldoon […].”135 Moreover, as Brearton argues, both poets are recognized as 

performing the role of an “infant terrible” on a quest do discover “something new” which “is 

refreshing in a Northern Irish poetic tradition at risk of taking itself as seriously as it has been 

taken by its critics.”136 However, every “marauding child” needs a precursor against whom it 

will rebel. While in Muldoon’s case, the immediate precursors include Seamus Heaney or 

Michael Longley,137 for Flynn, McGuckian seems to be the most obvious choice of poet to rebel 

against. This is not only because of her interest in the older poet’s work, but also because of the 

fact that McGuckian was the first woman to gain prominence in the context of male-dominated 

Northern Irish poetry and however reductive or stereotypical it might seem, their shared female 

 
133 Leontia Flynn, “My Cultural Life,” Culture Northern Ireland.org, Culture Northern Ireland, Nov 27, 2008 
<https://www.culturenorthernireland.org/features/literature/my-cultural-life-leontia-flynn-0> June 15, 2020. 
134 Clair Wills, Improprieties: Politics and Sexuality in Northern Irish Poetry (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993) 1. 
135 Fran Brearton, “Leontia Flynn, Drives,” Tower Poetry Review (2009): 131. Accessed from 
<http://www.towerpoetry.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Tower-Poetry-50-reviews.pdf> June 10, 2020. 
136 Brearton 131-132. 
137 Brearton 131. 
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experience is what they have in common. The differences start where Flynn reverses the 

strategies adopted from McGuckian and carries out the role of a “marauding child.”138  

Importantly, bearing this in mind helps one to understand the artistic (dis)similarities 

between Flynn and McGuckian. This can be illustrated using the example of Flynn’s “Sky 

Boats,” a poem which in its subtitle acknowledges to have been written “after Medbh 

McGuckian (sort of).”139 As the previous chapter attempted to show, a McGuckian poem is a 

syntactically complex piece with often obscure imagery and accepting this is key to 

understanding her work. Given the two poets’ interconnectedness, it is only natural to look for 

a “key” to Flynn’s “Sky Boats” in McGuckian herself. In one of her many interviews the older 

poet reveals how deeply invested in the Troubles her work has always been by stating that “[t]he 

clouds are terrorists, they hide the sun…and bring the rain.”140 Shane Alcobia-Murphy argues 

that “[u]nderstanding exactly how she encodes such ideas provides the key to unlocking the 

mysteries of her perplexing narratives.”141  

Alcobia-Murphy’s reasoning can be applied to Flynn as well since she clearly references 

McGuckian in “Sky Boats,” especially in the imagery of “white foam” that reminds one of the 

clouds the older poet talks about. This, in effect, makes the poem sound “sort of” 

McGuckianesque. Besides a political reading – which will be briefly discussed in the following 

paragraph – the image of “the open water of the sky” (13) supports Heidemann’s argument 

about post-Agreement poets’ “revising tendencies” since “[b]y turning to the morphing nature 

of the disputed territory itself, the poets dwell on the rift between origin, place and 

belonging.”142 In Flynn’s case, this feature is present in her poetic attempts to find her “way 

 
138 Brearton 132. 
139 Leontia Flynn, Drives (London: Cape Poetry, 2008) 13. All future page references will be to this edition and 
will be included in parentheses in the text. 
140 Shane Alcobia-Murphy, Sympathetic Ink: Intertextual Relations in Northern Irish Poetry (Liverpool: 
Liverpool University Press, 2006) 117. 
141 Alcobia-Murphy 117. 
142 Heidemann 5. 
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home” since “home” and “travels” are, in Heidemann’s words, “two indeterminate signifiers 

that mark the geo-ideological coordinates of their liminal passageways […].”143 Consequently, 

Flynn’s poetry oscillates between clarity and obscureness, a quality she derives from 

McGuckian’s writing. 

To continue with the argument regarding a more straightforward political reading of 

“Sky Boats,” it stands to reason that such interpretation is facilitated by borrowing “the key” to 

the poem from McGuckian’s image of the “terrorist” clouds. More specifically, it is echoed in 

Flynn’s lines “[t]here is white foam following in this aeroplane’s wake // as white plumes follow 

the yachts across the bay.” Even though the clouds are not referenced verbatim, they are 

embodied by the “white foam” and “white plumes” (13). On the first read, there is very little in 

the poem that could be interpreted in political terms but McGuckian’s comment, cited above, 

suddenly allows us to glimpse the meaning behind the imagery and accept that Flynn’s poetry 

is, indeed, inherently charged with the political. 

In an attempt to understand Flynn’s poetry, and perhaps post-Agreement poets in 

general, one must recognize that they exhibit both admiration for and tendency to react against 

the celebrated older generation of Northern Irish poets.144 This can be seen in their dealings 

with the Troubles. The present chapter draws from this claim and extends it by recognizing in 

Flynn’s poetry a prevailing thematic focus on her growing up during the Troubles as well as on 

coming back home to Belfast from travels abroad. Moreover, it argues that the thematic focus 

is facilitated by a spatial relationship between the outside and the inside that, in addition, places 

Flynn’s work at a metaphorical threshold. 

  

 
143 Heidemann 143. 
144 Brearton 132. 
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3.1 “Hanging on the Line”: Media in the Everyday 
 

“I never tried to sound anything like her,” says Flynn in response to inquiries regarding 

the influence McGuckian had on her writing.145 Nevertheless, the younger poet does admit that 

the point of departure for her own writing was in fact the poetry of the generation below her. 

More specifically, she explains how, with “Letter to Friends” from Profit and Loss, she “very 

deliberately went into reverse from the kind of elusiveness and fragmentation” often displayed 

in her precursors.146 Yet, even though Flynn denies any conscious imitation of McGuckian’s 

writing and admits to often writing “against” the older author’s style, there are features that can 

be traced throughout both poets’ work. One of them is their concern about the effects that the 

intertwining of the private and the public sphere has on our daily lives. Such is reflected in their 

shared wariness of media and the way the two poets tend to use bleak imagery when addressing 

the issue. McGuckian expresses her uneasiness regarding the media’s impact, for instance, in 

“The Dead Are More Alive” but it is undoubtedly a more prevailing topic in Flynn’s work. 

Perhaps it is due to the rapid technicization of the world and its possible downsides, as Sarah 

Warren notices in relation to Flynn’s work: “[o]ur grandparents warned us of the existential 

dread that the modern world would eventually bring to us […].”147 Flynn responses to this with 

her 2017 collection The Radio in which she maps the anxieties of the contemporary society and 

acknowledges the challenges present in the gradual merging of the public and private domains. 

Even though Michel Foucault has no systematic elaborations on the theme of space, “his 

sideway considerations of space were strong enough to gradually through time influence the 

emergence of spatial turn in various scientific and humanistic disciplines,” as Miloje Grbin 

points out.148 In relation to Flynn’s work, the most fruitful aspect of Foucault’s work seems to 

 
145 “Radio Signals: An interview with Leontia Flynn,” Wfupress.wfu.edu, Wake Forest University Press, 
<https://wfupress.wfu.edu/interview/radio-signals-an-interview-with-leontia-flynn/> June 26, 2020. 
146 “Radio Signals.” 
147 Sarah Warren, “The Radio by Leontia Flynn,” World Literature Today.org, World Literature Today, July 
2018 <https://www.worldliteraturetoday.org/2018/july/radio-leontia-flynn> June 26, 2020. 
148 Miloje Grbin, “Foucault and Space,” Socioloski Pregled 49.3 (2015): 305. 
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be the aspect of “production of knowledge via spatialized observation,” as Grbin phrases it.149 

Foucault claims that at the beginning of a space and its understanding there should be a question 

that would illuminate the purpose of the particular establishment. To illustrate this, he uses an 

example of the clinic that, in his view, originated in reaction to the “Where does it hurt?” 

question which also denotes its entire discourse.150 “From then on,” Foucault continues, 

 

the whole relationship of signifier to signified, at every level of medical experience, is 

redistributed: between the symptoms that signify and the disease that is signified, 

between the description and what is described, between the event and what it 

prognosticates, between the lesion and the pain that it indicates, etc.151 

 

The medical analogy is somehow symptomatic to Flynn’s reaction to media. In “Third 

Dialogue” she asks: 

 

if one of your lonesome trees falls in the forest 

and no one’s there to photograph, record 

and post the proof – does that tree make a sound?152 

 

Through her verse, Flynn establishes a metaphorical space in which she ponders on the impact 

that constant online connection has on our personal lives. For her, the symptoms are visible in 

all activities, even the pleasant ones and, as Flynn notices in “Malone Hoard,” they cannot be 

carried out without the “shiny black talismans,” our mobile phones (48). The disease is 

 
149 Grbin 306. 
150 Michel Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic (London: Routledge, 2003) xviii. 
151 Foucault, The Birth xviii-xix. 
152 Leontia Flynn, The Radio (London: Cape Poetry, 2017) 63. All future page references will be to this edition 
and will be included in parentheses in the text. 
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spreading fast, causing us to “LOL,” and “[hoard] our trove of digital images” (48). In the 

contemporary world, our lives are no longer whole, they are “bright relics” (48). 

Foucault uses medical analogy in his explanation of cause and effect in relation to space 

and its conceptualization or production and, as Grbin points out, in order to show how 

“spatialized conceievement and scientific knowledge intervene in the constitution of medical 

treatment of the illness, more precisely, its manifestation in the body.”153 If we are to read 

Flynn’s poetry through the optics of Foucault’s theory and this particular example, we must 

realize that for the poet, “the body” equals private space while Foucault’s metaphorical “illness” 

is present in her gradual blurring of the boundaries between the outside and the inside. In her 

understanding, the “manifestation [of the illness] in the body” renders impossible the purpose 

of a private space which is delimiting itself against outside forces and maintaining at least some 

level of privacy. 

Unlike McGuckian, Flynn does not cast the public space as an antagonist. Her wording 

is less evocative of violence and more factual, which is perhaps owed to her greater exposure 

to media even at a young age simply because she was born in different times. It does not come 

as a surprise, then, that the larger part of poems in which Flynn concerns herself with the media 

and that her interpenetration of the private and public sphere draws on her childhood when the 

radio was a full-fledged member in the household, bringing the news on the Northern Irish 

conflict and more. In her latest collection, The Radio, Flynn relives some aspects of her 

experience of growing up during the conflict and also imagines what it must have been like for 

her mother who lived in constant fear for her family’s safety. 

“The radio hoots and mutters, hoots and mutters / out of the dark, each morning of my 

childhood,” the poet recalls in a personification of the inanimate object that is perceived as a 

bearer of disturbing news: “Deadlock…it mutters, firearms…Warrenpoint” (11). It is worth 

 
153 Grbin 307. 
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mentioning that “The Radio” in its entirety (as the first in the triptych of poems with the word 

“radio” in their title) is permeated with ellipses. Specifically, this occurs in the symbol of three 

dots that marks an omission of a piece of information too dreadful to retell. Flynn masterfully 

uses an ordinary linguistic feature and loads it with explosive meaning. In this particular 

instance, she is an adult retrieving events from her childhood and by employing ellipsis, she 

acknowledges that the act of remembering inevitably goes hand in hand with that of salutary 

forgetting. 

Not only do the ubiquitous ellipses strengthen the reader’s awareness of information 

being withheld, but they also serve as an illustration of the way the news were mediated to the 

poet herself: in pre-digested snippets. Flynn refers to this by employing an image of her mother 

who is 

 

small, freaked-out, pragmatic, vigilant; 

she’s high-pitched and steely – like, in human form, 

the RKO transmitter tower […]. (11) 

 

In the poem, the poet’s mother is a mediator – “the RKO transmitter tower” – of the news to 

her children, explaining matters in an understandable manner but also omitting something at 

the same time, since a substantial part of the information would not be appropriate for their 

ears. She is to her children what the radio is to her: a source of dread and hope. Despite her 

efforts to keep them away from the explosive vocabulary and jargon used in broadcasting, some 

snippets of the language remained embedded in the children’s subconsciousness and resurfaced 

(in the form of italicised words) in the poet’s description of Belfast and her mother’s past: 

 

Sixth child of twelve surviving – “escapee” 
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from the half-ignited powder keg of Belfast; 

from its escalation, its tensions ratcheting 

its fear of reprisals, and its tit-for-tat. (11) 

 

Moreover, her mother’s role of a protector, or perhaps even a guardian, is not lost on the poet 

who describes her as 

 

[a] lighting rod 

snatching the high and wild and worrying words 

out of the air, then running them to the ground. (11) 

 

By attempting to isolate her family from the agonizing events, Flynn’s mother 

transforms their household into what Foucault calls heterotopia and its sixth principle. In his 

understanding, heterotopias are in direct contrast to utopias which are “fundamentally unreal” 

spaces “with no real space” even though they are analogous to “the real space of Society.”154 

Heterotopias, on the contrary, are “[…] outside of all places, even though it may be possible to 

indicate their location in reality” and what is more, “these places are absolutely different from 

all the sites that they reflect and speak about […],” as Foucault observes.155 Later, he elaborates 

on this and explains that the sixth principle of heterotopias, their last trait, “is that they have a 

function in relation to all the space that remains.”156 By this definition, the household presented 

in the poem is a heterotopia of not “illusion,” but of “compensation.”157 

 
154 Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias,” Architecture/ Mouvement/ Continuité 
(October 1984): 3. 
155 Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces” 3. 
156 Foucault, “Of Other Spaces” 8. 
157 Foucault, “Of Other Spaces” 8. On page 8, Michel Foucault states that “[t]he last trait of heterotopias is that 
they have a function in relation to all the space that remains. This function unfolds between two extreme poles. 
Either their role is to create a space of illusion that exposes every real space, all the sites inside of which human 
life is partitioned, as still more illusory […]. Or else, on the contrary, their role is to create a space that is other, 
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Since the poet’s mother did not allow the outside world to invade the inside space of her 

family’s home in an unfiltered form, she managed to create a space in accordance with 

Foucault’s definition of heterotopia’s sixth principle, “a space that is other, another real space, 

as perfect, as meticulous, as well arranged as ours is messy, ill constructed, and jumbled.”158 

Nevertheless, the poet points out that such idealised space free of the outside world’s 

distortions, violence and conflict, is nearly impossible to sustain and eventually, 

 

[…] the whole structure of that homemade house 

strains at its fabric, bulges at the seams 

with the failure not to hear the radio. (14) 

 

But before that, Flynn witnesses her mother going to great lengths in her attempts to maintain 

the heterotopia of compensation. It is hardly surprising given the fact that she lives in constant 

fear “that a child of hers might die. Or lose an eye” (13). The poet’s mother is “soothed by the 

rhythms of a culchie life” (13). She dreams of escaping the urban influences and finding solace 

in a rural environment and in this particular moment in “The Radio,” the poet seems to be 

reflecting upon the “existential dread” brought upon our world by “over technicization.” So if 

the mother wants to protect those she loves from the devastating effects of the war times, she is 

left with no other option but to “resist the harrowing radio” as it “daily […] drops its explosive 

news / and daily my mother turns to field the blow” (12). 

Flynn keeps referring to the radio as a sort of an enemy from which the poet’s loved 

ones still need protecting. From her wording, it is clear that she is worried about the effects 

technologies have on our everyday lives. In her understanding, incessant contact with public 

 
another real space, as perfect, as meticulous, as well arranged as ours is messy, ill constructed, and jumbled. This 
latter type would be the heterotopia, not of illusion, but of compensation […].” 
158 Foucault, “Of Other Spaces” 8. 
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happenings and the lack of privacy leads to losing touch with a present moment and forces us 

to live in fear of missing out on life. The need to remain updated on the latest developments has 

its reason during riotous times but in time of peace, the poet remarks in “Malone Hoard,” we 

are “laying the present moment, heavy and useless, ceremonially in the thick dust of itself” (48). 

No one can blame her mother for listening to the radio, but the poet makes it clear that it took 

a toll on her mother’s emotional well-being since all the horrors and terrible violence were 

always on her mind: 

 

She’ll lie unsleeping in that bungalow bed 

and if a car slows on the bend behind the house, 

she’s up, alert – fearing the worst, […] 

[…] 

That the car which slows on the bend behind the house 

– Midnight…she thinks now…random…father of five – 

is the agent of vile sectarian attack. (13)159 

 

The only way of escaping this poisonous mindset, Flynn claims, is to “[think] the worst, then 

[gulp] it back, / and in this way [discover] equilibrium” (13). 

In her latest collection, Flynn journeys through time and space only to arrive to a 

unifying theme. In her verse, she discovers that what binds people together is the hunger for 

news and the need of media coverage in any form available. During her childhood, radio was 

the most common source of information and was later replaced by television, the internet, or 

social media. Regardless of the form, the poet discovers, the media bring into our lives tension 

 
159 This verse, together with the mention of a car, is evocative of Paul Muldoon’s poem “Ireland” describing the 

“feel” of the country during the period of sectarian violence. This might be taken to support Fran Brearton’s 
placing of Muldoon and Flynn alongside each other. See Paul Muldoon, Poems 1968-1998 (New York: Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux, 2001) 83. 
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and not the desired reassurance since we become victims of “high alerts” (64). If we are to go 

back to Lefebvre’s concept of space, discussed above in relation to McGuckian’s “Early 

Spaces,” we see that this disturbing setting is caused by interpenetration and consequent fusion 

of the public and the private sphere. In other words, the inside becomes a mirroring image of 

the outside and, as Foucault has it, it becomes “messy, ill constructed, and jumbled.” 160 

 

3.2 “Somewhere Over the Peace Lines”: Belfast Then and Now 
 

Leontia Flynn was only twenty years old when the Good Friday Agreement was signed, 

and the permanent British sentry posts and multiple security checkpoints of her youth started to 

be gradually removed.161 Consequently, Belfast turned from a city that had been regularly 

featured in world media for its violence was transformed into a place attracting visitors due to 

its industrial past and various museums or galleries. However, one dares to say, it is not the 

city’s blooming atmosphere that draws the tourists in, but the perverted need to experience the 

bloody “history” still lurking beneath the city’s surface. In Flynn’s poetry, Belfast is depicted 

as undecided about how to leave its past behind but unlike McGuckian, the younger poet does 

see the potential of change.  

When it comes to the topoi linked to McGuckian’s work, one most often thinks of 

Marconi’s Cottage and her house in Belfast, both of which are associated with different times 

in her life, but more importantly with the different feelings the places are meant to convey to 

the reader. In Adam Hanna’s observation, “a house in the country that is the escapist counterpart 

to a suburban house has been central to her poetry.”162 For her, the Belfast house is a source of 

dissatisfaction but not because houses are often places of confinement and limitations for 

 
160 Foucault, “Of Other Spaces” 8. 
161 Erin C. Mitchell, “Leontia Flynn’s Poetic ‘Museums’: Losing, Saving, and Giving Away Belfast’s Trash,” 

New Hibernia Review 18.2 (Summer 2014): 111, Jstor 
<https://www.jstor.org/stable/24625136?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents>, July 21, 2020. 
162 Adam Hanna, Northern Irish Poetry and Domestic Space (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015) xxii. 
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women. More specifically, her aversion towards it “is linked to the religious and national 

disagreements that have divided the map of Belfast, and that shape its present-day politics,” as 

Hanna notes.163 The poet expressed her sentiments regarding her house where she cannot feel 

at home due to transgressing one of the city’s former religious and social boundaries164 in “The 

Soil-Map,” a poem written shortly after her settling down in a neighbourhood that “Protestants 

were moving out of and Catholics were moving into,” as she has explained.165 For McGuckian 

especially, houses are far from representing security, rather they become sites of operations and 

plotting, or at least of intensive – albeit oblique – reflecting on the atrocities. The poet’s 

approach to safe places is a testimony to Bryonie Reid’s point regarding the nature of houses in 

Northern Ireland perceived by her not as shelters or socio-economic signifiers but as “a crucial 

block of politico-religious territories in the province.”166 

In comparison with Flynn, McGuckian’s scrutiny and reflections of the Troubles do not 

lie in the portrayal of the capital itself. Mostly, she engages with the issue on the level of 

fragments, occasionally recognizable as parts of particular buildings or streets (as can be seen 

in “The Chimney Boys” or “Crumlin Road Courthouse”) and used by the poet to illustrate the 

generic atmosphere. Flynn, by contrast, addresses the city as a whole, noticing the changes it 

has been undergoing. Were we to generalize, we might say that McGuckian is a poet of homes 

situated in buildings while Flynn’s homes are spread across larger areas and include dwellings 

as well as cities. In her work, Flynn draws on her experience of studying and living abroad and 

benefits from the fact that she is able to compare the face of the post-Troubles Belfast with 

other formerly divided cities in Europe, such as Berlin. As Birte Heidemann notes, for post-

Agreement poets  

 
163 Hanna 119. 
164 Hanna 120. 
165 Hanna 120. 
166 Bryonie Reid, “Creating Counterspaces: Identity and the Home in Ireland and Northern Ireland,” 

Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 25.5 (2007): 934. 
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“home” and  “travels” are two  indeterminate signifiers that mark the geo-political 

coordinates of their liminal passageways, wherein Belfast, particularly the post-

Agreement city that they encounter upon their return, is represented as a site of 

suspension that presages liminal permanence.167 

 

Through her verse, Flynn is coming to terms with the continually changing face of the city of 

Belfast and she is trying to find a place for it and in effect for herself as well. 

“During most of Flynn’s life,” Erin C. Mitchell observes, “Belfast […] has in many 

ways become simply another Northern European city competing for tourist business during 

ecstatic boom and vicious downturn cycles.”168 Before that, nevertheless, Belfast has witnessed 

brutal deaths of over 1500 people in the years 1969 to 2001169 and its status was, indeed, far 

from peaceful. It is of little wonder, then, that the poet is preoccupied with the transformation 

of the city in the post-Agreement period and keeps questioning whether the change of Belfast’s 

landscape, such as the building of new shopping malls and car spaces, has been for the better 

or worse or, importantly, whether it has effected any actual “change.” A telling example can be 

found in “Letter to Friends”:  

 

What else is new then? Belfast, long the blight 

and blot on lives has now brought to an end 

or several ends, it’s grim traumatic fight; 

[…] 

 
167 Birte Heidemann, Post-Agreement Northern Irish Literature: Lost in a Liminal Space? (London: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2016) 143. 
168 Mitchell 111-112. 
169 Malcolm Sutton, “An Index of Deaths from the Conflict in Ireland,” Cain Ulster.ac.uk, CAIN Web Service 
<https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/sutton/tables/Location.html> July 22, 2020.  
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Belfast aspires to be, then, every place 

where shopping is done less for recreation 

[…] 

than from a kind of civic obligation. 

[…] 

Despite our retail therapy We’re Depressed, 

Tired […].170 

 

In works thematically dealing with trauma and conflict, one would expect the author to either 

assume the role of a victim or an oppressor, the attacked or the attacker. Neither Flynn nor 

McGuckian confirm this assumption as they rarely present a black-and-white image of the 

tension surrounding the Troubles and their aftermath. Rather, their work is permeated by 

general weariness, more so with McGuckian as she spent most of her creative years living in 

fear of the ongoing brutalities, and depictions of the influence that the conflict had on ordinary 

people and their daily lives.  

When employing images of Belfast, Flynn captures the city as oscillating between two 

possibilities:  

 

[…] it will rise or fall, 

it will bury its past, it will paper over the cracks 

with car parks and luxury flats, it will make itself new –  

 or perhaps 

become the place it seemed before you lived here.171 

 

 
170 Leontia Flynn, Profit and Loss (London: Cape Poetry 2011) 41. 
171 Flynn, “Leaving Belfast,” Drives 8. 
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The city’s forever changing appearances can be understood through the prism of liminality as 

it allows us to approach it not as a static entity but as a fluid process of shaping our perception 

of the surroundings. In a research focussing on “Liminal Spaces after Conflict,” Joanne Murphy 

and Sara McDowell explore cities that have experienced an “acute level of violence” that has 

resulted in “a new conceptualisation of liminality, as it applies to space and place in societies 

emerging from conflict but not yet at peace.”172 Despite the fact that the Good Friday 

Agreement, also known as the Belfast Agreement, was signed over 20 years ago, it would be 

short-sighted to think that the sectarian violence is kept entirely at bay. Indeed, incidents such 

as the 2010 Northern Ireland Riots and the death of Lyra McKee in 2019 prove the opposite.173 

It is feasible, then, to perceive Belfast as a place in transition, a place that is “neither here nor 

there,”174 neither at war nor at peace. To better understand the contemporary climate of Belfast 

and Northern Ireland that threatens to allow for the return of sectarian strife, one might make 

use of Heidemann’s wording and perceive Northern Ireland and its post-Agreement state 

through the prism of “liminal permanence” that  

 

is characterised by a certain anti-teleological moment that emerges in-between a 

perpetual past and a suspended present, relegating the post-Agreement period to a realm 

of “no return.” […] [T]he term “permanence” implies that while continuity may become 

certain, the end to this (presumably) permanent condition continues to be in limbo.175 

 
172 Joanne Murphy and Sara McDowell, “Transitional Optics: Exploring Liminal Spaces after Conflict,” Urban 
Studies 56.12 (September 2019): no page reference stated. Accessed from 
<https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098018788988> July 21, 2020. 
173 Steven Grattan, “Northern Ireland still divided by peace walls 20 years after conflict,” Pri.org, The World, 
January 14, 2020 <https://www.pri.org/stories/2020-01-14/northern-ireland-still-divided-peace-walls-20-years-
after-conflict> July 21, 2020. 
174 Timothy Carson, Neither Here nor There: The Many Voices of Liminality (London: Lutterworth Press, 2019) 
no page reference stated. In here, a remark on another poet’s take on the “neither here nor there” quality of life in 
and out of the post-Agreement Belfast is in place. Sineád Morrissey’s poem “Between Here and There” is 

located in the city – which remains a lodestone in the eponymous collection and her poetry in general, as Alice 
Entwistle observes. For further reference see The Oxford Handbook of Contemporary Irish and British Poetry, 
Peter Robinson, ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
175 Heidemann 48. 
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In contrast to this, in Murphy’s and McDowell’s understanding, “liminality conveys an 

equivocal, in-between state, which holds the possibility of, and conveys the journey to, a 

changed reality.”176 This is something that characterises Flynn’s verse in general but is 

especially relevant when it comes to the depictions of her “home” city. 

“Belfast is finished and Belfast is under reconstruction,” the poet says in “Belfast,” 

suggesting that there is an endpoint but also the looming risk of the impossibility to reach it.177 

Murphy and McDowell remark on “the possibility of ‘permanent liminality’ – an inability to 

progress through liminal space, and to an ultimately peaceful environment,” which is echoed in 

the following extract from “Belfast”: 

 

I listen as “We are the Billy Boys”  

gets mixed up, four doors down, with “Crazy” by Patsy 

 Cline.178 

 

The song from which the line “We are the Billy Boys” comes is a signature piece of a loyalist 

razor gang operating in Glasgow during the 1920s and 1930s.179 The Billy Boys engaged in 

violent feuds with Catholic gangs across Glasgow’s East End with the intention to intimidate 

and terrify the Catholic population the great part of which immigrated from Ireland in search 

of work.180 The song later became used in Northern Ireland as well, perhaps due to the infamous 

 
176 Murphy and McDowell, “Transitional Optics” no page reference stated. 
177 Flynn, Drives 2. 
178 Flynn, Drives 2. 
179 Andrew Davies, “Who were the real Billy Boys, the Glasgow gang in Peaky Blinders?” History Extra.com, 
History Extra, October 8, 2019 <https://www.historyextra.com/period/20th-century/who-billy-boys-fullerton-
peaky-blinders-glasgow-gang/> July 21, 2020. 
180 Sarah Wilson, “Peaky Blinders: who were the infamous Glaswegian gang the Billy Boys – and how faithful is 
the TV show to history?” Scotsman.com, The Scotsman, September 10, 2019 <https://www.scotsman.com/arts-
and-culture/film-and-tv/peaky-blinders-who-were-infamous-glaswegian-gang-billy-boys-and-how-faithful-tv-
show-history-1408070> July 21, 2020. 
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visit of the “Billies” that resulted in killings and brutal clashes.181 Not surprisingly, the song is 

a testimony to the hatred and sectarianism dominating not only Northern Ireland but Scotland 

as well. Sadly, it can still be heard today – often in connection to football craze – including the 

atrocious sectarianism of lines such as, “We’re up to our knees in fenian blood, surrender or 

you’ll die.”182 The fact that the poet contrasts it with a love song attests to the liminal state of 

the city: it may wish to be rid of the past, but in reality it is still weighed down by it, hovering 

between the possibility to overcome or to repeat the recent violent history. 

To fully understand the state of “in-betweenness” that Belfast is stuck in, we must also 

think about the traditional conceptualisation of peace and conflict. Peace might be understood 

as something fluid, “as a state of being that can change and evolve across time, place and scale,” 

in Murphy’s and McDowell’s conception.183 Nevertheless, what looks like a resolved conflict 

on one level might seem as something entirely different on another one. The redevelopment 

that Belfast is experiencing in reality as well as in Flynn’s verse is an attempt at reinventing the 

city as a new place free from its trauma. However, in order to move forward, it is essential to 

leave something behind as progress not only signals improvement but is conditioned by loss. 

The poet is aware of this and asks of the city she once dreamt of marrying: “What will you give 

up? What will be handed down?”184  

In a city where not even the most private and intimate of moments are free of the political 

dimension – as its inhabitants keep “fiddling / with the radio dial, with each other / While Rome 

Burns,” as Flynn notes in “Festival Time”185 – the question of whether any space can truly be 

private is doubly relevant. Rather, we should accept that “[…] the concerns of the public sphere 

 
181 Andrew Davies, City of Gangs: Glasgow and the Rise of the British Gangster (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 
2013): 111.  
182 Rebecca Black, “Loyalist flag protester Jamie Bryson defends alleged singing of sectarian ‘Billy Boys’ song,” 

Belfast Telegraph.co.uk, Belfast Telegraph (September 13, 2013) 
<https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/article29577518.ece> July 21, 2020. 
183 Murphy and McDowell, “Transitional Optics” no page reference stated. 
184 Leontia Flynn, “26,” These Days (London: Cape Poetry 2004) 50. 
185 Flynn, These Days 8. 
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have the power to irritate and to animate, even in the most seemingly enclosed and personal of 

surroundings,” as Hanna phrases it.186 The same is applicable to the transforming state of 

Belfast. Naturally, Flynn had to face different challenges than McGuckian in the way she 

approaches the distinction between the private and the public, especially since she was faced 

with the aftermath of the Troubles more than with the immediate effects that the Conflict had 

on her own family. Perhaps, this might be the reason the younger poet is more future oriented 

since she has difficulties apprehending her city’s past:  

 

the town where you grew up 

was never so quiet – or so alien. 

Where were the rusted pumps dispensing no gas to no cars? 

or the Nissen hut surrounded by broken glass?187 

 

Through her verse, Flynn is re-sculpting the face of Belfast into something she would be glad 

to see although is aware that the city’s past will most likely render such a “happy-ending” 

impossible. Nevertheless, what Flynn and McGuckian share is an uncertainty about what the 

future holds and the fact that they are both waiting for the peace to finally arrive. 

  

 
186 Hanna 119. 
187 Flynn, “After the Funeral,” Profit and Loss 16. 
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4 Conclusion 
 

In the words of Fleabag, “[t]his is a love story.”188 It started out with an infatuation with 

Irish folk stories at a very young age which then turned into a choice of a graduate study 

program. The two years I have spent discovering the complexities of Irish literature brought 

many turning points, one of which was a lecture on contemporary Irish women’s poetry together 

with a discussion regarding the future of Northern Ireland and its border after Brexit. The 

lecturers’ palpable zest and erudition allowed for deeper understanding of the issues and 

subsequently raised many questions: What constitutes physical and metaphorical borders? Are 

physical borders a fixed category and is the dividing line between the two kinds of boundaries 

always clear? And finally, what is their relation to private spaces? There is no hidden agenda 

behind the choice of the poets but the fact that I was at awe how different, yet similar their 

thematic concerns are. Both Medbh McGuckian and Leontia Flynn are mothers and housewives 

whose unique and original engagement with the violent climate of the Troubles and the 

complexities of the post-Agreement social and political developments is emblematized in the 

tension created by the necessity to maintain their homes free from the political and the need to 

come to terms with the sectarian atrocities. Their shared but also divergent experience allows 

them to grasp and communicate the struggle of keeping the delicate equilibrium between the 

outside and the inside, knowing well that even the slightest change in balance could have 

unfathomable consequences.  

Of course, McGuckian and Flynn are not the only poets writing – though indirectly – 

about the Troubles. They are part of the tradition journalistically labelled the “Northern 

Renaissance” which more or less corresponds with the outbreak of the conflict in 1969.189 The 

 
188 Sonia Saraiya, “Where Was All This Energy for Fleabag’s First Season?” Vanity Fair.com, Vanity Fair, 
September 24, 2019 <https://www.vanityfair.com/hollywood/2019/09/fleabag-season-2-vs-season-1-phoebe-
waller-bridge-emmy> July 27, 2020. 
189 Elmer Kennedy-Andrews, Writing Home: Poetry and Place in Northern Ireland, 1968–2008 (Boydell & 
Brewer, 2008) 249. 
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first generation to be called that were the poets born in the 1930s who came to prominence in 

the early years of the Troubles, namely Seamus Heaney, Derek Mahon, Michael Longley and 

John Montague.190 They were the first to reflect on – in context of the modern (Northern) Irish 

history – what happens when “discourses of ‘home,’ ‘belonging’ and ‘nation’ are linked to 

territory and bounded place” and on the fact that, as Elmer Kennedy-Andrews points out, the 

sectarian violence of the Troubles is the outcome of these discourses.191 This thesis explores 

the fissure that runs through Northern Irish society and afflicts the lives of its citizens who need 

to  accommodate two opposing viewpoints and deal with existing in two places at once. In 

Heaney’s opinion, such conditions – however appalling – have also proved creatively 

productive, since in many cases, “the only reliable release for the poet was the appeasement of 

the achieved poem.”192 Not all poets, as Kennedy-Andrews argues, would 

 

subscribe to Heaney’s notion of poetry as “appeasement” or “symbolic resolution,” but 

all of them would accept the premise of fractured belonging and uncertainty, and, in an 

era of rapidly accelerating globalisation, contemplate an even more extended sense of 

the multiple “other places” secreted in the here and now than Heaney does.193 

 

If these observations can be applied to Heaney and the male poets of his generation, such 

tendencies are perhaps even more visible in the poetry of McGuckian, and later in Flynn as 

well, whose contemporaries have witnessed not only the process but the outcomes of the 

“rapidly accelerating” globalization.  

 
190 Kennedy-Andrews, Writing Home 249. 
191 Kennedy-Andrews, Writing Home 2. 
192 Seamus Heaney, “Place and Displacement: Reflections on Some Recent Poetry from Northern Ireland,” in 

Contemporary Irish Poetry: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Elmer Kennedy-Andrews (Houndmills: 
Macmillan, 1992) 127. 
193 Kennedy-Andrews, Writing Home 2-3. 
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 Following Heaney’s interrogation of “home” and “past,” the second generation of poets 

(in which McGuckian is placed alongside Paul Muldoon and Ciaran Carson) not only continued 

– as Kennedy-Andrews has it – “the experiment with ambiguous and multiple perspectives on 

identity, place and belonging,” but also offered “powerful critiques from within the discursive 

realms of postcolonialism, postmodernism and feminism in particular.”194 In connection to their 

relationship with space and place, it is worth noting how the poets loosened the fixed and 

bounded conceptions of home and identity only to create alternative versions that are 

“displaced,” albeit mobile.195 This “loosening of the fixed, bounded, rooted conceptions of 

home and identity” has, in Kennedy-Andrews’ opinion, “the effect of deterritorialising identity 

in home, place, region, nation.”196 However, this gives rise to other kinds of poetic personae, 

such as nomads, tourists or migrants,197 each of which represent a different relationship with 

space and the place they currently “inhabit.” Nomads carry their homes with them whereas 

migrants are dispossessed and desperately seeking a new home in a place away from their old 

one. 

 The succeeding generation of poets employ these figures travelling through space 

without hesitation; moreover, they in fact are travellers and tourists, bringing back with them 

elements of their experience abroad. Leontia Flynn, Sinéad Morrissey or Alan Gillis may not 

have undergone a radical separation from their immediate predecessors, but they make sure to 

question the received identities and concepts of home that were already complicated and loaded 

with ambiguities with the previous generations of Northern Irish poets. A prevalent distinction 

between the second and the third generation lies in the gradual changing of the society and the 

younger poets’ reaction to these changes shows awareness of how a new poetic voice is needed 

in order to address “the variety of tensions between social groups and ethical issues that 

 
194 Kennedy-Andrews, Writing Home 15. 
195 Kennedy-Andrews, Writing Home 15-16. 
196 Kennedy-Andrews, Writing Home 16. 
197 Kennedy-Andrews, Writing Home 16. 
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characterise present-day Northern Ireland, and beyond,” as Anne Karhio has it.198 The 

increasing cultural diversity and the alarming rise in (social) media’s influence demands that 

the poets rethink how the boundaries – both physical and notional – are formed. In effect they 

accentuate the importance of keeping the private and the public spheres apart in order to 

maintain some kind of control on what enters one’s everyday life but also to show how a 

creative assessment of whatever seeps through the shifting boundary line can help us navigate 

both spheres. 

  

 
198 Anne Karhio, “Finished and Under Construction: Visual Representation and Spatial Relations in Post-
Ceasefire Northern Irish Poetry,” in Charles I. Armstrong et al. (eds.), The Legacy of the Good Friday 
Agreement (London: Palgrave, 2019) 208. 
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