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SUPERVISOR’S REPORT 

Patrick Rogan, The Talking Dead: An Exploration of the Graveyard as a Literary Device 

in Máirtín Ó Cadhain’s Graveyard Clay and George Saunders’s Lincoln in the Bardo 

Patrick Rogan’s thesis makes a thorough comparison of two novels that use the literary device 

of disembodied voices in a graveyard, Máirtín Ó Cadhain’s Irish-language classic Cré na Cille 

(1949) and George Saunders’s Lincoln in the Bardo (2017). While the basic similarity between 

the novels has been pointed out by many reviewers, no scholarly comparison has yet been 

published, apart from a rather introductory article by Donald E. Morse (2018). In the first 

chapter, Rogan compares the framing devices of the novels and identifies their engagement 

with religion and metaphysics. The second chapter applies Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of 

heteroglossia to the stylistic variety contained in both novels, while in the last chapter, a 

historical approach is used in order to present the novels as encyclopedic portrayals of whole 

communities at a specific point of time. The concept of encyclopedic narrative, developed by 

Edward Mendelson, is used in the conclusion to further explain the common features of the 

two texts.  

A limiting factor of the research from the outset has been the candidate’s lack of knowledge 

of Irish, which did not enable him to engage with Ó Cadhain’s novel in the original. This fact is 

acknowledged in the thesis and is partially made up for by the use of the philologically precise 

translation by Liam Mac Con Iomaire and Tim Robinson, and by the inclusion of virtually all 

available English-language secondary sources. In any case, the main contribution of the thesis 

lies in the detailed comparison of the two novels, which highlights surprising similarities, but 

also points out crucial differences. Equally commendable is the sheer range of detail revealed 

in the close reading of the two extremely rich and variegated texts, both in the analysis of style 

and subject matter. Especially the discussion of Lincoln in the Bardo in relation to the history 

of the American Civil War and slavery makes a very informative and moving read, with added 

topicality given by the recent events in the United States.   
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The thesis is well-structured in general, my only point of criticism would be occasional 

repetitiveness and some rather abrupt transitions in the long third chapter, which sometimes 

struggles to hold all the threads together.  The thesis complies well to all the formal 

requirements and is written in clear and often witty English. However, there is an occasional 

tendency to depart from formal academic style to more colloquial registers.  

Points to be addressed at the defence:  

The theoretical approaches applied in the analysis (heteroglossia, encyclopedic narrative in 

the conclusion) can encompass a wide range of novels. Could the candidate expand on the 

main advantages (and possible disadvantages?) of setting the novel among the speaking dead 

in a graveyard as opposed to other strategies?  

The candidate rightly identifies the Second World War and the American Civil War as the main 

reference points for Cré na Cille and Lincoln in the Bardo respectively. But Cré na Cille also 

thematises the Irish Civil War and Irish history in general. Could the candidate comment upon 

this theme in the novel?  

I recommend the thesis for defence and suggest that it should be classified as excellent 

(výborně) or very good (velmi dobře) depending on the outcome of the defence.  

 

Radvan Markus, Ph.D. 

7 January 2021 

 

 


