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Opponent’s Report on M. A. Thesis 
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 
by Patrick Rogan 

 
This is a thoroughly researched and carefully written thesis which offers a comprehensive 
comparative reading of Cré na Cille by Máirtín Ó Cadhain and Lincoln in the Bardo by George 
Saunders. Although, arising from very different socio-historical and cultural circumstances, the two 
novels form an unlikely pair, they share some basic methodologies and narrative situations. The most 
important of these, as presented by Mr. Rogan, are the cemetery setting populated by the speaking 
dead and the use of language stratification in characterization and communicating the main themes 
of the narrative. Through a close analysis of these shared structural features within three logically 
organized chapters the thesis also explores some of the essential differences between the two texts. 
The comparative approach enables Mr. Rogan to draw some apposite conclusions about the social 
and cultural relevance of both narratives and speculate about the authorial motivations behind each 
of the texts. The thesis makes use of an impressive width of secondary sources and the analyses in 
the individual chapters do indeed point to a detailed knowledge of the primary texts.  

The thesis is generally well-written, although the occasional error and strange turn of phrase 
does occur. In places, the style departs from the formal register of academic prose, mostly in terms 
of word choice (e.g., “zero chance”, “plain bored”, 21 and 23; just plain angry”, 108); some terms 
tend to be loosely, and sometimes misleadingly, applied (e.g. “metaphysical”, 18 and 21). 

Chapter 1 contains multiple examples of skilful character analysis and Chapter 3 highlights 
the narrative possibilities of the cemetery setting, especially in terms of social and historical critique. 
Chapter 2 focuses on how language is used in focalization and in painting the picture of a historically 
rooted community in the two novels. While Mr. Rogan duly admits to his lack of sufficient knowledge 
of Irish, the fact that the text of Cré na Cille is approached solely through translation renders much of 
the discussion in this chapter rather toothless. The passages on Bakhtin’s heteroglossia in relation to 
Ó Cadhain’s novel thus appear to be doubly derivative. Firstly, due to the negligence of the original 
text, the novel’s diversification of voices could only be discussed through its motific material. 
Secondly, most of the arguments about the relevance of Bakhtin’s theoretical concept have – by 
necessity and for the same reason – been adopted from other critics.  

Towards the end of the thesis, Mr. Rogan notes that “[t]he literary motif of voices in the 
graveyard is too hyper-specific to ever be considered as its own genre”. In both novels, the narrative 
device of a “graveyard plot” provides a fitting and often ironic perspective on life, community and 
various institutionalized ideas of an afterlife. While some of these are discussed in the thesis, the two 
texts are continually tested against each other or considered separately. What I lacked, was an 
attempt to transcend the comparative perspective and deploy some of the observations about the 
two novels’ style and respective agendas in the discussion of more general themes. This would have 
significantly enhanced the value and originality of the thesis. Two possible areas in which such a 
generalized perspective could have been achieved seem to offer themselves: genre theory and 
generic classification and a more sustained consideration of the elements of irony in both texts. 
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In the light of these observations, I propose the following points for discussion during the thesis 
defence: 
 
1. Genre. The device of “recording” the voices of the dead and arranging them in more or less 
enclosed social structures distinguishes the two novels from the vast territory of the undead genre 
which always concerns interactions between the (un)dead and the living. Yet, both narratives 
foreground obvious structural similarities and thematic echoes to these popular narratives. Could 
Mr. Rogan comment on the genre classification of the two novels separately and then consider the 
relation of their shared narrative methods and motifs to the techniques of “serious” novel and the 
undead genre specifically?  
 
2. War. The centrality of the theme – and the conspicuous absence of warfare from the novels’ 
setting – is rightly emphasized by Mr. Rogan. The asymmetries between the two narratives in this 
respect are well obvious but the reduction of these to Ó Cadhain’s “pugnacious outlook” and 
Saunders’s pacifism in the conclusion seems to be an oversimplification (110). I was especially 
puzzled by the passages on Lincoln in the Bardo. Could Mr. Rogan summarize in clearer terms how 
the Buddhist concept of the bardo affects or helps to communicate Saunders’s view on the American 
Civil War and president Lincoln’s legacy? If Lincoln’s resolution to go on with the armed conflict is 
described as resulting (metaphorically) from his “encounters” with the inhabitants of the bardo, in 
what sense can the novel be said to “advocate peace” (p. 115)? 
 
In terms of its focus and the quality of execution, the work certainly meets the requirements of an 
M. A. thesis. I therefore recommend it for defence and propose that it be graded either excellent or 
very good, depending on Mr. Rogan’s performance at the defence. 
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