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Opponent’s Report: 

Bc. Lucie Nováková, “Far from Peace: The Images of Space and Domesticity in the Poetry 

of Medbh McGuckian and Leontia Flynn,” MA thesis 

 

The topic of this thesis is a fascinating one, but its key terms are slightly conceptually blurred 

throughout. This is suggested by the title, where the words space and domesticity might have 

been more directly allied, for instance ‘domestic space’, as a means of reducing the possible 

directions in which both as separate, or semi-separate, concerns might lead. The relationship is 

established in a more direct manner in the abstract where the agenda 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.” Undoubtedly there is much to excavate in the ways 

in which images of private and public spaces in poetry may communicate the impacts and 

legacies of the Northern Irish conflict and this thesis does some fine work in analysing specific 

poems to this end.  However, the work of just two poets provides a very small canvass on which 

to paint the picture of Northern Irish poetry in the last four decades. While the objectives of the 

thesis are well laid out, I would like to have had a clearer sense of both the central argument 

and the methodological rationale of the work. What is at stake here? What do we learn about 

the Troubles “from the vantage point of domestic space”? Why is the thesis structured around 

the work of these two poets specifically? How does the fact that Flynn has written a book on 

McGuckian’s work impact the findings of the thesis? The neat bi-part structure suggests that 

there is a comparative intent, yet this is not exactly followed through in the analysis. At the 

defence it would be good to hear more on these issues. 

The opening chapter presents the context of the Troubles very succinctly using 

McKittrick and McVea and several of other sources, before moving on to the introduction of 

the two poets. Here a number of similarities and differences in their work are identified, among 

these the most productive is their ambivalence about home spaces and the roles of domestic 

structures in relation to liminality. Lefebvre, Foucault and Bachelard are mentioned in passing 

on page 9, but the key aspects of their work that are meaningful for the methodology of the 

thesis are not elaborated. In addition, it is noticeable that the thesis does not establish a 

theoretical frame that would work for both poets, instead Lefebvre and Bjørn Thomassen are 

used for McGuckian and Foucault and Heidemann for Flynn. The result of this choice becomes 

evident in the course of the chapters when, for instance, very different and potentially 

contradicting understandings of liminality (Thomassen, Müller-Funk, Heidemann) are 

synthesised. 

Both main chapters reveal some valuable close reading and engagement with the poets’ 

work. The subheadings are well wrought and nicely suggestive. We learn a good deal about 
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McGuckian’s refusal of denotative language and the complexity of her poetic voice. Sometimes 

I would question the assumptions made; for example on page 12: “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.” This seems to be a rather 

forced analogy. Similarly, on page 19 the contention that the colour blue in the poem “No 

Streets, No Numbers” (and elsewhere?) is “a coded and sinister reference relating to sectarian 

violence” seems questionable.  

The discussion of Marconi’s Cottage and, specifically, “No Streets, No Numbers” makes 

some resonant points about the ways the domestic conventionally tends to eclipse the political 

and how McGuckian problematises this in covert ways. In the next section, the focus on 

liminality and Captain Lavender delves productively into McGuckian’s penchant for coded 

communication. Is the cryptic poetic mode here a self-preservation tactic? There’s an insightful 

explanation of “The Albert Chain” as a connecting device, but I was rather confused by this 

comment on page 30: “Interestingly, it was not the collateral damage or a ruined chance at 

peace, […]  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.” Could this be 

clarified a little? Also, what is the role of the domestic in the poem? In the final section on 

Drawing Ballerinas and the poem “The Dead Are More Alive” the contention is that the private 

and public spaces are fused. This seems a rather benign view. Undoubtedly, the violent invasion 

of the private (domestic?) space by the outside world chimes with some of the ideas investigated 

in Leontia Flynn’s work in the following chapter. 

Chapter 3 incisively frames Leontia Flynn’s poetry with Birte Heidemann’s observations 

on Post-Agreement Northern Irish literature. Again, there are some strong insights into Flynn’s 

work throughout the chapter, but it feels slightly less focused than the material on McGuckian, 

perhaps because it moves among more poems, and at times because the role of domestic space 

is not in very sharp resolution. It is not exactly clear why a poet who has written sonnets is 

classed as a “marauding child” – could this be explained? Foucault’s notion of heterotopia 

certainly seems apt for “The Radio” – scrolling back, would this also be applicable to “The Dead 

Are More Alive”? The media and/as mediating between different spaces is suggestively 

discussed as a core aspect of a number of poems here, but there is occasionally a reliance on 
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rather tenuous generational generalising, as for example on page 51 where it is explained that 

“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.”  

The random quote from Fleabag at the start of the conclusion does not do justice to ground 

covered by this thesis. Overall, as a piece of scholarship, the project identifies a mesh of spatial 

motifs and showcases a detailed knowledge of and enthusiasm for McGuckian’s and Flynn’s 

work. It is well researched, and the use of secondary sources is clear and strategic. Some 

complex ideas are investigated and integrated. As remarked, there are some issues about the 

conceptual consistency and methodology. The stylistic register of the work is appropriate. Ms 

Nováková’s writing style is confident, consistent and articulate. Very occasionally there are 

some word choice issues or typos, but these do not detract from the careful presentation and 

formatting of the thesis as a whole. 

 

I recommend the thesis for defence and propose to grade the work “very good” 2. 

 

15.8.2020 

 

 

Doc. Clare Wallace, PhD 

 

 

 

 

 


