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Opponent’s Report: 

Bc. Marie Gemrichová “Memory in the Novels by Dermot Healy,” MA thesis 

 

It is a truism to note how memory-obsessed so much Irish literature appears to be, and yet what 

is meant by memory, how it functions at individual/private or communal/public levels, how it 

works in a cognitive sense, how memories, remembering, commemorating are configured in 

different spheres of activity – political, historical, aesthetic, cultural and so on – open up 

fascinating and complex spaces of investigation. The emergence and propagation of Memory 

Studies, a broad field embracing, as the Memory Studies Association states “psychology, 

sociology, history, political science, anthropology, archeology, philosophy, and literary studies 

[…] museum studies, media studies, oral history, heritage studies, archive studies, and film 

studies” (https://www.memorystudiesassociation.org/about_the_msa/) presents many dynamic 

possibilities. In addition, the formation of the Irish Memory Studies Network at UCD, chaired 

by Emilie Pine, demonstrates the gathering of energies around this discourse within an Irish 

context. Combining this lively discourse with a focus on an under-appreciated writer like 

Dermot Healy has fine potential for an MA project. 

The range of the thesis is ambitious, collecting all four of Healy’s novels – Fighting with 

Shadows, A Goat’s Song, Sudden Times and Long Time, No See – however the table of contents 

promises a tight focus on specific characters. While there are certain benefits to this approach, 

there are also drawbacks as it locks down the focus on limited diegetic elements. The opening 

chapter of the project begins with an extended description of Healy’s 1996 memoir The Bend 

for Home and the way he complicates memory and identity, not only in the focus on his mother 

who has dementia but also, interestingly, in recounting his own birth. Bc. Gemrichová observes 

how this autobiographical account is creatively shaped, a product not only of personal memory 

but of family/collective reminiscences that are incorporated into the authorial narrator’s self-

representation. She notes how Healy’s memoir breaks up a linear memory narrative, splitting 

into different scenes and images that the narrator arranges (p.6). These are strong opening 

points, however having suggested that memory functions here in a non-linear and unreliable 

way, she goes on to state that “The questions of one’s own memory and passed on memories, 

their linear as well as positive or negative quality, the influences upon them, the context during 

which they are remembered as well as the language used to remember influence not only 
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Healy’s The Bend for Home but his other writing.” (p.6). Indisputably these are matters Healy 

probes, but a question remains about linearity and the ‘readability’ of the past.  

• Does this mean that a kind of linearity somehow remains, is to be taken for granted, or 

is resurgent throughout Healy’s work? And if so, what is implied by such a gesture? 

Where does it lead? Since trauma is acknowledged here, would catharsis be the guiding 

principle in Healy’s memory work, or something else?  

 

The opening chapter finishes with quite a brief declaration of purpose, but falls short of 

presenting a forceful thesis statement. This leaves the reader with a general sense of the aim – 

to apply Memory Studies to Healy’s novels in order to explore his “preoccupation with personal 

memory” (p.7) (nicely put). Yet if Memory Studies is so amorphous, it would be good to know 

what frame is being applied here. The methodology seems to be a combination of objective and 

expressive approaches to the work, perhaps with some mimetic concerns as well. This produces 

some potential inconsistencies of perspective as is suggested by the following statement: 

“Although there is a limit to the extent of what fictional accounts can describe in terms of 

personal memory and the author’s own influence needs to be acknowledged, there is, however, 

an intrinsic link between memory and textual narrative” (p.7).  

 

• Could the meaning of this be explained further at the defence?  

 

The second chapter on the theoretical context begins with the necessary distinction 

between personal and collective, and some definitions of memory that will be the basis of the 

thesis’s treatment of the term. In particular, Tulving’s categorization of procedural, semantic 

and episodic memory is mentioned – good – but then does not actually play a critical role in the 

analyses in the subsequent chapters. On page 8 we move on to the consideration of fictional 

narratives as follows: “In narratives, we frequently find only the memory or the account of a 

particular event from a character’s life. We do not read the event itself but its (re)construction.” 

(p.8)  

 

• This does not narrow things down much; is not this the case in all narrative accounts of 

the past? What could be meant by the event itself here? How does fiction differ from 

other memory work; does Memory Studies assist here?  
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The connection between storytelling as remembering is usefully made around page 10 

where Richard Kearney’s “Memory and Forgetting in Irish Culture” is cited. The implications 

of storytelling’s mediation of pasts might also be thought of as an ethical arrangement – as is 

explored interestingly by Kearney in other publications such as On Stories and “Narrative and 

the Ethics of Remembrance.” Indeed, the work of Paul Ricoeur would be an important port of 

call here, but is only mentioned tangentially in a cross reference. These thinkers might have 

opened some doors in terms of what is at stake in storytelling and memory generally and what 

Healy is coming to terms with through narrative specifically. In general, this chapter might have 

offered the reader a deeper sense of what theories of memory are of importance philosophically 

or aesthetically, or indeed what the discourse of Memory Studies is engaged with, and how it 

helps shed new light on Healy’s fiction.  

There are some relevant points about memory in Irish Studies in subsection 2.2, touching 

key work by Nicholas Andrew Miller, Oona Frawley, Emilie Pine and Richard Kirkland, and 

highlighting the ways both Frawley and Pine attend to the temporal modalities of identity. A 

little more distinction between historical memory/remembering/commemoration and 

personal/individual memory would be welcome here to accompany the apt citation of Irish 

Studies and the Dynamics of Memory by Marguérite Corporaal, Christopher Cusack and Ruund 

[sic] van den Beuken, who remark upon the current “memory fever in the humanities” (p.15) 

in an Irish context. It is a pity the chapter stops short at this point without more of a critical 

synthesis or position taken on memory and (Irish) fiction, or Healy within this critical and 

cultural context. 

Following this framework, the thesis packs up the theory and settles into extended close 

reading of characters in context. What each of these chapters illustrate is Bc. Gemrichová’s 

intimate knowledge of the details of plots, narrative situation, characterisation and some 

relevant socio-political contexts the inform Healy’s storyworlds. She draws out the ways Healy 

destabilises memory and remembering, and points to how traumatic experiences bend and 

distort their processes. Both Fighting with Shadows (1984) and A Goat’s Song (1994) to varying 

degrees process experiences of the North during the Troubles. As Bc. Gemrichová neatly puts 

it with respect to Fighting with Shadows, “The characters in the novel are their own historians 

who put together their personal identity and historical moments to create and report memories” 

(p.18). This is carried forward in a more solitary and unstable manner in A Goat’s Song in which 
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the Troubles is a residual feature of a confessional, therapeutic narrative. There is some incisive 

close reading here alongside an attempt via Gerry Smyth to view the novel’s motifs in relation 

to collective memory (p.34).  This aligned with the characters’ experiences as Catholics and 

Protestants and the ways religious difference infiltrates their sense of relationships with each 

other. In particular, the discussion of the friendship between Matti Bonner and Jonathan Adams 

(p.36) illuminates the instability of remembered relationships along this vector. Also 

noteworthy is the tangle of contradictions in Adams’ past actions: his role as RUC policeman 

at Bloody Sunday in 1972, but also at an IRA man’s funeral (p.38). These are further 

complicated by the embeddedness of this narrative in ways that seem unevenly processed. For 

example, on page 39 as the subsection closes it is claimed that “Jonathan Adams’ life ends 

fittingly somewhere between reality and invention as he is on one hand a ‘real’ character and 

on the other hand Ferris’ invention.”  

 

• Does this mean the embedded narrative is understood as Ferris’ creation or something 

else? What is a ‘real’ character? What implications does this bear regarding memory as 

a motif here? 

• A similar question arises with the consideration of the character Catherine and her 

memories – if these are mediated by Ferris, at what level can we consider Catherine as 

more than a projection of Jack’s desires? 

 

Chapters five and six on Sudden Times (1999) and Long Time, No See (2011) are less hinged 

to a specific context like The Troubles, however the structural similarities between Sudden 

Times and A Goat’s Song are interesting, as is the discussion of memory as a therapeutic 

process, taut between the striving for agential command of the past and unreliable witnessing.  

In the conclusion Maurice Halbwachs’ and Michael Böss’s contrasting views of memory 

– individual and communal – are cited (p.71).  

 

• What is your view?  

• In what ways does Healy’s fiction compare with his contemporaries in respect to 

memory? Or in other words, beyond their individual diegetic nuances, what do these 

novels suggest about ‘Irish memory’ in Irish fiction? 
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In terms of research, there is a solid bibliography here revealing a good sense of initiative. It 

would also have been useful to have included these recent but relevant publications on Healy:  

 

Hopper, Keith. (2020). Dermot Healy. In The Wiley Blackwell Companion to Contemporary 

British and Irish Literature (eds R. Bradford, M. Gonzalez, S. Butler, J. Ward and K. 

Ornellas). https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118902264.ch19? 

Pilný, Ondřej. (2018). Dermot Healy and Memory. Ilha do Desterro, 71(2), 173-

187. https://doi.org/10.5007/2175-8026.2018v71n2p173 

 

 

Overall, the thesis handles its chosen theme with diligence, showcasing a detailed knowledge 

of the selected novels. The use of secondary sources is clear and, generally, strategic. The 

stylistic register of the work is appropriate, and the writing is articulate. I think the title might 

have been more natural as Memory in the Novels of Dermot Healy or Memory in Dermot 

Healy’s Novels. Formatting is in order and despite a few typos the presentation of the work 

shows care.  

 

I propose to grade the work “VERY GOOD” 2 depending on the supervisor’s report and the 

result of the defence. 

 

17.5.2021 

 

 

Doc. Clare Wallace, PhD 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118902264.ch19
https://doi.org/10.5007/2175-8026.2018v71n2p173

