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The submitted thesis presents a very ambitious theme: it attempts to map Eliot’s critical 

thought and poetic practice in relation to his understanding and definition of metaphysical 

poetry and the position of John Donne in the “metaphysical” context. The key critical texts 

the student comments on are Eliot’s Clark Lectures (1926) and Turnbull Lectures (1933) but 

she also includes important critical writings of previous periods, specifically such essays as 

“Tradition and the Individual Talent” or “The Metaphysical Poets”. After discussing what 

conditioned Eliot’s views of metaphysical poetry and how he, often polemically, defined the 

term, she demonstrates in what way Eliot used the same principles (especially the conceit) in 

his own poetry. For me, personally, the most interesting and revealing part was the section 

dealing with the role of St. Ignatius in Donne’s and Eliot’s poetry. 

 

Mgr. Šmejdová’s thesis is thus a useful outline of a specific cultural issue. On the other hand, 

she is aware of her own limitations and the way she expresses them in her Conclusion are 

absolutely identical with my own reservations: “[This paper] only sketches the relations of 

Donne and Eliot, which could be developed in further research. For example, it would be 

contributive to elaborate some of the partial themes which the paper mentions.” In other 

words, a BA thesis does not seem to be an appropriate format for such a complex theme. 

 

Consequently, it is possible to find moments in her work which would require to be treated 

with greater deal of accuracy. Thus on p. 33 we are told that, according to Eliot, “it is the task 

of metaphysical poets to transmute a thought into feeling;” while on p. 47 the student quotes 

Williamson saying that “Eliot’s dictum that emotion is made precise and definite by intellect 

probably owes much to the study of Donne.” Is it the same or not? And what is in fact a 

distinction between Eliot’s understanding of Metaphysical and of Romantic poetry, and to 

what extent is it justifiable? 

 

The last subchapter, which may be expected to crown the thesis, seems somewhat problematic 

from the methodological point of view. The discussion of Donne’s and Eliot’s use of the 

conceit should not be based on randomly chosen texts. Especially in Eliot’s case it would be 

useful to show how his application of the conceit develops from earlier texts (Prufrock, The 

Waste Land) to those which might have been influenced by his deeper study of Donne and 

metaphysical poetry. Also the flea-Tiresias analogy does not sound convincing: while Tiresias 

maintains an authoritative position sanctioned by tradition, the flea as a theme is provokingly 

inappropriate and bathetic. The unifying function is then less interesting than the difference 

between the two images. 

 

I recommend the submitted thesis for defence and suggest the preliminary mark to be either 

“výborně” or “velmi dobře”. 
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