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Reviewer’s Report on M. A. Thesis 

 

THE WEEKEND OF DERMOT AND GRACE:  

EUGENE R. WATTERS’ LONG MODERNIST POEM 

by Bc. Martin Světlík 

 

This is an ambitious thesis on a challenging and fruitful topic, impressive in its scope and carried out 

with great erudition. The description of the project is clear and the arguments for its usefulness 

persuasive. Eugene R. Watters is one of the geniuses of Irish poetic modernism (in both Irish and 

English). His importance and rightful place in the canon, however, have not been sufficiently recognised. 

To remedy this situation is one of the thesis’ primary aims.   

As mentioned in the Introduction, the work proposes a ‘comprehensive interpretation of The 

Week-End, an immensely complex and difficult modernist poem, but it also represents the first attempt 

to deal with the text itself in a greater detail’, considering the scarce and mostly perfunctory critical 

response with which the work has met to date. All this is successfully achieved and the thesis is both 

elucidating and a pleasure to read. The commentary on the poem’s countless allusions and references, 

including Irish and classical mythology, Catholic dogma, Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, Greek and 

Shakespearean drama, the poetry of W. B. Yeats and Lord Byron, but also Puccini’s opera Madama 

Butterfly, is fascinating and mostly executed with great cogency of argument. Besides its literary sources 

and modernist characteristics, the political intent and moralizing commentary of the poem are also aptly 

named and analysed, pointing out its concern with the course of life in a post-atomic world and post-

Emergency/neutrality Ireland. In combining those two aspects, Watters’s long poem is as exceptional in 

the context of post-war Irish poetry in English as ‘Aifreann na Marbh’ – its more successful Irish-

language counterpart written and published by Watters around the same time as The Weekend – is within 

the Gaelic tradition.  

The thesis is written in fluent, accomplished English. But while Mr. Světlík’s written style is of 

a very high standard, the text clearly suffers from a lack of time or attention to formal details. The title 

of the examined poem, for example, is spelt in four different ways, without any apparent reason for the 

variances: on the cover it appears as The Weekend of Dermont & Grace (with a typo in the name of the 

male protagonist), on the front page it becomes The Weekend of Dermot & Grace, while in the text itself 

the title is consistently given as The Week-End of Dermot and Grace. Throughout the thesis, the most 

pressing issue seems to be the somewhat problematic usage of the definite and indefinite article (for 

example, ‘the’ is often used with general terms like ‘English poetry’ and ‘Celtic mythology’). In 

addition, there are occasional incomplete phrases with the subject, verb, or preposition missing (e.g. pp. 

3 and 5) and, very occasionally, the style suffers from unnecessary lexical repetition. Sources are 

carefully and systematically cited but there are some inconsistencies in the formatting of the references. 

Multiple initials in the names of authors such as T. S. Eliot or W. B. Yeats appear both with and without 

spaces and there is also a slight problem with punctuation, namely the commas which are sometimes 
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placed illogically. In the footnotes, commas appear prior to pagination whenever sources are cited more 

than once (while there are no commas in first citations), but their position within or without quotation 

marks varies.  

Also, For the sake of better orientation, a more systematic way of referring to the poem’s various 

parts, sections, and passages should have been developed. When starting a new paragraph, I often had 

to pause to decide whether the commentary was referring to one of the three main parts of the poem, to 

one of the individual sections within those parts, or a particular stanza or passage. Most of these 

confusing moments seem to occur between pages 55 and 62 where the cited passages cease to be 

accompanied by introductory remarks.    

Notwithstanding these formal reservations, I consider the thesis an exceptional one and the grade 

that I recommend is excellent.  

The research behind the work undoubtedly presents a valuable scholarly contribution and should be 

further developed with a view to publication. The following points are thus meant as possible topics for 

discussion during the defence as well as suggestions for a future revision.  

 The title: the title of the work seems unsatisfactory in being merely descriptive and oblique, but 

it is also misleading. The only ‘concept’ contained in the title is the description of Watters’ 

poem as ‘modernist’ which leads to the wrong impression that the main aim of the thesis is to 

argue for the poem’s place within the modernist tradition.  

 Musical allusions: the commentary refers to a number of musical references and parallels, both 

structural and factual. These are mostly pertinent and revealing, but to be truly effective they 

would need to be backed up with a more thorough research and carefully worded explanation.  

 Madama Butterfly: The Weekend contains multiple references to the opera by Puccini, 

proposing a connection between the fate of an innocent Japanese girl betrayed by her 

American soldier husband and the tens of thousands of civilian deaths caused by the 

American nuclear attack on Hiroshima (and Nagasaki) in August 1945. The parallel, 

however, should not be taken at face value as it suggests more problems than it solves. For 

one thing, the opposition between the unspoiled East and corrupt West presented in the 

opera can hardly be applied to the context of the final stages of the Pacific War. However 

awful and unacceptable the move the US made to end the conflict, the role that Japan had 

played in it was hardly that of an innocent victim. This is obvious, indeed, but would need 

to be mentioned in the text to balance the repeated references to Madama Butterfly and the 

West-East opposition. For another thing, the analogy is problematic due to Puccini’s 

involvement with the fledging fascist regime in Italy. Watters may have been unaware of 

the connections (Puccini received an honorary membership card from the Partio Nazionale 

Fascista and was made a senator by Mussolini shortly before his death in 1924). The 

commentary, however, should contain this information so as not to appear simplistic. 

 The same applies to the Wagnerian influences which are aptly detected in the poem’s use 

of leitmotifs and the Liebestod moment in the Friday part. Although the latter is described 

as containing ‘pronounced ironical overtones’, Wagner’s position as a cherished national 
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icon by the Nazi cultural establishment should be explicitly mentioned and taken into 

account in the discussion of a poem dealing with the aftermaths of the Second World War.  

 The fugue: due to its cyclical structure and numerous repetitions, the poem is compared to 

the fugue. The analogy seems best justified in the etymological explanation of the title (‘the 

Latin word fuga, which relates both to fugere (to flee) and fugare (to chase), and thus harks 

back to the original medieval Irish tale’, p. 17). But insufficient argumentation is provided 

to make us see in what way exactly the tree-part structure of the fugue resembles that of the 

poem. One is left wondering, for example, why the sonata form with its regular pattern of 

exposition, development, and recapitulation should not be as plausible a candidate. 

Moreover, the poem’s repeated images, phrases, and quotations are simultaneously 

compared to Richard Wagner’s leitmotifs. But the concept of a leitmotif, used exclusively 

to identify and signpost a character, is very different from the recurring motif or subject in 

a fugue where it typically travels across the score until it has been adopted by all the 

different (most often 3 to 5) parts or groups of instruments.  

 ‘Overall Interpretation’: the thesis concludes with a chapter which reads, in part at least, as a 

summary of previously made points. This results in a number of unnecessary repetitions (the 

point about Einstein’s equation, for example, is repeated for the third time; the argument about 

the fugal structure of the work introduced in the Introduction is repeated almost verbatim on 

page 85). I suggest, therefore, that the summary be moved to the Conclusion and the chapter be 

reworked with a focus on its main point, which is the comparison of The Weekend of Dermot 

and Grace and ‘Aifreann na Marbh’. The parallels the chapter draws between the two poems 

(namely the argument that the reception of both poems has been negatively influenced by their 

respective linguistic context, albeit for opposite reasons) are most intriguing and would deserve 

further examination.  

 

 

Mgr. Daniela Theinová, Ph.D. 
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