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SUPERVISOR’S REPORT
Hana Němečková, Aided Derbforgaill: Recurrent Motifs in the Ulster Cycle and their 

Relation to the Status of Women (B.A. Thesis)

Hana Němečková has been a diligent B.A. student and has worked on her thesis with a 
clear sense of purpose, submitting draft versions in time and seeking consultation when 
needed. Much of the research was conducted at NUI Galway, which significantly enriched the 
range of both primary and secondary sources, giving the study a sound grounding in 
contemporary debates in the field.

The chosen topic addresses a real lacuna in the scholarly reception of early Irish literature 
as analyses of the extant corpus from the point of view of gender have been, with the 
exception of the works of Máirín Nic Eoin, relatively rare. The relevance of the research is 
necessarily limited by the applicant’s lack of knowledge of Old or Middle Irish. However, this
should be regarded as a forgivable shortcoming on the B.A. level, especially in the light of 
Němečková’s judicious use of translations and critical material in English. 

Chapter One provides the historical and literary context for the enquiry. Here, the 
discussion of the early Irish laws proves the most enriching, especially as it is later linked at 
key points with the analysis of the tales themselves. Should this study be expanded, it would, 
however, benefit from the inclusion of ecclesiastical and gnomic texts in order to broaden the 
picture – apart from the brief mention of the triads in the Conclusion, these are not brought 
into discussion. 

Chapters Two to Four form the core of the thesis, focusing on the relevant motifs in the 
selected sample. In the deeply intertextual terrain of the Ulster Cycle, the chosen group of 
sagas can be described as a radial extension of the central tale, Aided Derbforgaill, so that
texts are introduced that throw light on various aspects of the story and/or develop them 
further. The result is an intricate web of connections within the Ulster Cycle that enables us to 
see the motifs from unexpected angles. The downside of this approach is the fact that the 
study appears rather digressive at some points, especially as the conclusions to the chapters 
are rather brief. It must be stated, however, that forming definite critical opinions concerning 
early Irish tales is a challenging task and even the most erudite scholars have often been led 
astray. The inclusion of discursive texts from the period (as mentioned above) seems to be the 
most promising way towards more general results, but this would require significantly more 
space than that provided by a B.A. dissertation. 

All in all, Němečková’s thesis can serve as a useful counterbalance to opinions that, 
based on certain recurrent motifs in the sagas, tend to portray women’s status in early Irish 
society in rosy colours. In the world of the Ulster Cycle, truly independent and powerful 
women can be found only in the fantasy realm of the Otherworld; once they are integrated 
into human society, they must conform or pay a terrible price. 

With pleasure, I recommend the thesis to the defence and suggest that it should be 
classified as excellent (výborně) based on the outcome of the defence. 

Mgr. Radvan Markus, Ph.D.
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