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Northern Irish poetry of the last fifty years has been inextricably linked with the harsh
realities of the Northern Ireland conflict and, more recently, with the complexities and
compromises of what this thesis refers to — with reference to Birte Heidemann — as the post-
Agreement period. Ms Novakova focuses on two eminent poets and representatives of two
different poetic generations, Medbh McGuckian and Leontia Flynn, to trace in their works
various developments on the Northern Irish poetry scene from the early 1980s to the present
day. By foregrounding the inseparability of private and political consciousness, which is often
imaged as the mutually permeable domestic and public spaces in these poems, Ms Novakova
is able to ask how poets deal with the often conflicting critical expectations of public
engagement and the demands of poetic integrity and originality.

One of the defining features of this thesis lies in its insistence on starting from the poetic texts
themselves, on closely examining the relationship between political awareness and poetic
consciousness and its relevance for the physical shape and the meaning of particular poems.
In this respect, the thesis radically departs from the approach chosen by one of its principal
secondary sources, Birte Heidemann’s socio-political assessment of contemporary Northern
Irish literary culture. Across the three subsections of her first chapter, Ms Novakova explores
the development of Medbh McGuckian’s work in terms of its thematization of the Troubles.
She argues that despite the non-representational, cryptic character of McGuckian’s verse, the
conflict and its aftermath have from an early stage been finding their way into her poems,
influencing their tone and style. While this is in accord with the findings of a number of
critics after the turn of the millennium, the close analyses of aptly-chosen works are aimed to
illustrate that references to civic and sectarian violence in the 1970s and *80s Belfast are more
prevalent in the poet’s work than some of these critics would claim. Divided into two
subsections, the second chapter discusses the shift in perspective in Northern Irish poetry after
the turn of the millennium. Revisiting her previous observations on McGuckian’s style and
situation, the student reads Leontia Flynn’s poetry against this template and comments on the
changing but ongoing metaphorical significance of mass media in the works of Northern Irish

poets.
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The thesis testifies to the student’s skills as a researcher. Ms Novakova was quick to
formulate the broader contours of her topic and the structure of her work, as well as to orient
herself in the two oeuvres and find theoretical concepts that would shape her approach. If
articulating the specific arguments and aspects of the thesis or calibrating pre-existing lines of
critical reasoning took some more effort, the student was always ready to revise various parts
of the text and come up with more clearly thought-out and carefully worded versions. The
thesis is well-structured and the formatting is excellent. In discussing and skilfully applying
relevant critical and theoretical apparatus to competently chosen primary texts, the work
fulfils the requirements for an MA thesis completely.

For the reasons cited above, | recommend the thesis for defence and propose to grade the
work “excellent” (vyborn¢), depending on the result of the defence.

Daniela Theinova, Ph.D.
5 August 2020
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