
IRISH LITERATURE: AN INTRODUCTION 
 
Ondřej Pilný  
 
B.A. optional course 
Monday 14:10-15:45, Room 111 
 
OBJECTIVES 
A survey course designed to introduce some of Ireland’s major modern authors and discuss their 
work in its broader cultural and political context (Irish, Anglophone, and European respectively).  
 
 
SCHEDULE 
19 Feb  Introduction 
26 Feb  James Joyce, “The Dead” 
4 Mar  J.M. Synge, The Playboy of the Western World 
11 Mar W.B. Yeats, “The Lake Isle of Innisfree,” “The Second Coming”, “Sailing to 

Byzantium” 
18 Mar Frank O’Connor, “Guests of the Nation”; Elizabeth Bowen, “Sunday Afternoon” 
25 Mar, 1 Apr no class 
8 Apr Patrick Kavanagh, The Great Hunger 
15 Apr Flann O’Brien, The Third Policeman 
22 Apr  Samuel Beckett, All That Fall 
29 Apr  Seamus Heaney, “North,” “Punishment,” “Strange Fruit” 
6 May  Stewart Parker, Spokesong 
13 May Christina Reid, Tea in a China Cup 
 
 
QUESTIONS to guide class discussion 
James Joyce, “The Dead” 
1. What are Gabriel’s greatest worries before and during Misses Morkan’s dance? List at least four of 
these. 2. Pay attention to the occurrence of snow. How do you interpret the role of snow in the final scene 
of the story? 
 
J.M. Synge, The Playboy of the Western World 
1. Why is Christy Mahon glorified for what he has done, and what are the reasons for Pegeen Mike falling 
in love with him? 2. Why is Christy rejected after he has killed his father again, and what does this tell you 
about the local community? 
 
W.B. Yeats, “The Lake Isle of Innisfree,” “The Second Coming”, “Sailing to Byzantium” 
1. What attitude does “The Lake Isle of Inishfree” take to life in the country? Think of other texts that 
express the same view, based on your reading experience. 2. What does the idea of the “second coming” 
refer to in the Christian tradition? Consider the influence of the historical context on the atmosphere in 
“The Second Coming”, a poem written in 1919. 3. List the reasons why the speaker in “Sailing to 
Byzantium” wishes to leave the contemporary world for Byzantium. 
 
Frank O’Connor, “Guests of the Nation” 
1. Do the names of the characters in “Guests of the Nation” reflect their nature? 2. Is Jeremiah Donovan 
an evil person?  
 
Elizabeth Bowen, “Sunday Afternoon” 
1. How is nature (e.g., plants, flowers, the weather) used in “Sunday Afternoon”? 2. How does the story 
respond to Ireland’s neutrality in the Second World War? 



 

 
Patrick Kavanagh, The Great Hunger 
1. Make a list of at least five principal qualities/features of the Irish peasant based on your reading of this 
poem. 2. Is this an anti-religious poem? 
 
Flann O’Brien, The Third Policeman 
1. Characterise briefly the three policemen. Is the number three of importance? 2. How do de Selby’s 
theories concerning time, space, and existence relate to the circumstances of the narrator-protagonist? 
 
Samuel Beckett, All That Fall 
1. Why is Mr Rooney so furious when he gets asked about the black ball at the end of the play? 2. Outline 
briefly the relevance of the biblical allusion in the title of this play to what the play is about. 
 
Seamus Heaney, “North,” “Punishment,” “Strange Fruit” 
1. Why does Heaney speak about the Vikings in “North”? Does the title “North” refer only to 
Scandinavia? 2. What is the girl described in “Punishment” punished for? 3. How does “Strange Fruit” 
relate to the famous song of the same title (performed by Billie Holiday)? 
 
Stewart Parker, Spokesong  
1. What do you imagine Belfast looked like in the 1970s, based on how it is depicted in the play? 2. What 
does the expression “trick cyclist” mean in slang? 3. How are ghosts treated in the play, and what 
symbolism do you see in that? 
 
Christina Reid, Tea in a China Cup 
1. Compare the way in which Protestant and Catholic girls are raised by their families 2. How significant is 
the role of class in the play? 
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Please note that the library has dozens of other important volumes on the authors discussed in the course. 
 

ASSESSMENT 
Credit requirements consist of the following:  

1) Regular attendance and active participation in debates based on the assigned 
reading.  

2) Submission of a written response to the assigned questions on a week-to-week basis. 
The response must be submitted to the course instructor as an email attachment in MS 
Word or .odt format by the Friday preceding the class session (13:00); the minimum 
length of the response for each session is 250 words. 

3) Submission of a final essay (min. length 2 000 words, Notes and Bibliography Chicago 
style strictly required). Essay topics must be consulted with the instructor in advance. 



 

Students are advised not to use Internet sources in place of adequately researching texts 
available in print or in academic digital libraries. Plagiarism will not be tolerated and will 
result in a fail grade. Essays are submitted by e-mail to the course instructor (as an MS 
Word/Open Office document). Deadline for all essays: 14 June 2024. Any rewrites must 
be submitted by 5 September 2024.   


