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A Scientific Report: my Project for SPECTRESS before and after my secondment 

at the Trinity Long Room Hub – TCD. 

 

In 2014 I was invited to join the SPECTRESS Project by Laura Izarra who 

coordinates it at the University of São Paulo. Fascinated with a new field of research - 

cultural trauma - I promptly began reading about it. 

In his essay “Cultural Trauma – the Other Face of Social Change”, Piotr 

Sztompka discusses historical change and three kinds of dominant discourses about it; 

he concludes, afterwards, that “a new discourse is born, a discourse of trauma” (450). 

One of Sztompka’s purpose in his essay is “to extend the notion of trauma to the 

damage inflicted by major social change on the cultural, rather than biological, tissue of 

a society (450); he states that one of his aims while reflecting about the subject was “the 

initial explication of a specific concept of cultural trauma (or trauma to a culture) (450).  

For a year, my reading about “trauma to a culture” and at the same time 

discussions with other members of the SPECTRESS Project who visited Brazil, and 

also with colleagues as Sergio Adorno, revealed what my contribution to the discussion 

should be: I would concentrate on how the trauma of violence had been represented in 

Irish Literature. My individual project would fit in WP “Writing and Performing the 

Nation” which aims at investigating “the impact, productive or destructive, of 

disruptions of identity after cultural trauma to the production of creative arts, 

performative, visual and literary, as a focal point”. Aware that “trauma of violence in 

Irish Literature” was all – embracing and very ambitions, the need to narrow it down led 

me to my first working title: “Representations of Traumatic Violence in Contemporary 

Irish Drama”. But “representation” can assume different modes to portray trauma and 

violence. This reminds me of Nicholas Grene’s question in his book The Politics of 

Irish Drama: “What should an Irish playwright be doing if not representing Ireland even 

when adapting Molière, Sophocles, Chekhov or Tolstoy?” (266).  

Grene points at a very strong tendency in contemporary Irish literature, that is, to 

represent the nation by using analogies with other cultures and events. Although the 

most explored manner of representation is the realist form of narration to show reality – 

political, social, cultural – as if through a mirror, some Irish writers resorted to irony 

and satire or humour or myth. 

In her article “Narrativising of Irish Drama”, Rosa Gonzalez is also concerned 

with the question of “the most adequate way to tell traumatic experiences”, Gonzalez 
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agrees with the view of trauma critic Cathy Caruthers (1995-1996) who considers that 

“texts should seek less to represent traumatizing events than to transmit directly to the 

reader or the audience the experience of traumatic disruption” (162). 

Many Irish dramatists have preferred to gaze at trauma and violence in Ireland 

and to show them by telling a myth. There are about twenty-five contemporary plays 

which allude to, or make explicit, parallels with mythological narratives. While 

examining the plays which follow the mythic method I chose five of them with some 

criteria in mind: I would not look for parallels but for “a tragic atmosphere” typical of 

“then and now”; the plays I chose should have great literary value, having been written 

by major poets and dramatists; later, I narrowed my choice to three types of violence 

resulting from trauma and which are closely interrelated: self-inflicted violence, violent 

behavior in human relations, and the painful violence suffered by those who have to 

leave their country and home, and feel unrooted and isolated. 

At this point, I needed to ponder on what is meant by violence. For example, 

Hannah Arendt, in her book On Violence, quotes Sorel’s statement: “the problems of 

violence still remain obscure”, “true today”, she adds, “as it was then” (35). Besides 

reading about violence, I was entangled for a long time in questions as: what is myth? 

Why use it? How is it used in contemporary Irish drama? One of the important aspects 

of myth described in the extensive bibliography, was the use of words such as 

“oblique”, “slant”, “reverberating through time”, revealing that myth is not direct, and 

has continuity.  

This was, roughly, how far my research had developed when I arrived in Dublin 

last May. My secondment at the Long Room Hub would, however, convince me that the 

project, as it was structured, should be, partly, a road not to be taken. 

The Road Taken  

The significance of all my academic activities at the Long Room Hub for my 

project can be evaluated by the insights on possible changes in its focus, structure and 

emphasis, changes which will, I am sure, make it more consistent and dense. 

My activities started in my first of the “Morning Coffee” at the LRH, when I 

was asked to outline my project. As we know, it is more difficult to summarize, to 

choose the most important elements of research, than to speak about them for one hour. 

In this case, the effort to understand and grasp the overall result I was looking for, 

helped me a lot. 
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I had two other opportunities to explain my research: one was an interview with 

Aoife, and the other when Bodh and Sucheta, from India, and I, had more time for our 

presentations and time for questions: their interest to discuss our studies or their own 

projects resulted in an interesting interaction with some of the scholars later. 

I was glad to listen to Pawan Kumar’s exposition of his doctoral thesis on 

Yeats’s A Vision, and also pleased to get to know Rebbeca Carr’s project on the 

function of myth in Southeastern European Cinema, or to ask questions to Sarah 

Kunzler, a postdoctoral researcher on Medieval Literature. I imagine these were 

opportunities of debate which enlivened our secluded research. 

 A visit to the Translation Centre with Simon Gavin Williams to meet 

Sarah Smith and Sinéad Mac Aodha showed how much the Centre has to offer in 

terms of research for specialists from USP and TCD. 

  A piece of luck allowed me to attend, just a few days before my return to 

Brazil, the conference “Classics and Irish Politics – 1916–2016” which had so 

many relations with my project. Organized by the University of Notre Dame and 

TCD (Classics Department and Long Room Hub), it took place from 20 – 23 

June with most of the sessions at The Royal Irish Academy (a good opportunity 

to admire the building and its library). Among the many lectures and 

presentations, I mention those which had closer relations with my work: “Use 

and Abuse of the Classics”, by Declan Kiberd, “Greek and Roman Models in 

Michael Longley’s Political Poetry”, by Lorna Hardwick, and “Marina Carr’s 

Hecuba and Irish Politics’, by Stephen Wilmer. 

 The activities just related, though very significant, were more dispersed. 

After all, I had come to Dublin not only for research but, mainly for the 

opportunity to debate, to exchange ideas with specialists. That is why, I suppose, 

the SPECTRESS Project confers great value to mobility. 

The highlight of my secondment at the Hub was to be able to meet 

Margaret Mc Curtain, Nicholas Grene, Maureen Murphy, Maurice Harmon, Paul 

Delaney and Euman O’Halpin. All of them were very generous with their time, 

listened attentively to the exposition of my ideas, showed doubt about the extent 

of the project (echoing my own doubts) and pointed out that writing about 

rewritings of Greek plays which portrayed many kinds of traumatic violence such 
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as war, suicide, murder, vengeance, betrayal, incest and torture, to establish 

analogies with the Irish context, should be replaced by a focus on one aspect 

only. Among the many possibilities, the suggestion that I concentrate on 

traumatic violence during the Irish Civil War, through the use of myth, appealed 

to me. By doing this, I would be narrowing down the study and would be able to 

develop it in depth: the war between brothers who take different sides could then 

be the focus of my preoccupations. To take another road – typical of research 

work: new perspectives, new bibliography, new ideas to rethink “cultural 

trauma”, and hopefully, the achievement, in the near future, of a study with focus 

and depth. Before leaving Dublin, I go to Hodgis Figgis and buy Diarmaid 

Ferriter’s A Nation and not a Rabble – the Irish Revolution 1913 – 1923 (2015), 

Bill Kisane’s The Politics of the Irish Civil War (2005), T. Ryle Dwyer’s 

Michael Collins and the Civil War (2012) and Guerres et traumas (2016), by 

Olivier Douville. That’s a new beginning… 
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