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Abgtract
Place and particularly the élement of earth are of fun&amental
imqutance to seamus Heaney and have if fact shaped his earliest and
on-going views of himself, his art,‘his community and the natural world,
all of which constitute the chief themes -of his poetry. For this feason,

earth and earth-related ihagery plays a central role in both literally

and symbolically expressing Heaney's essential poetic vision, which sees

e - N
not only thie individual artist, his community and his environments but

past, p nt and future as closely, even organically, related. Most

AN
broadly, it serves‘as an icon of origin, development and continuity, as
¥

these reveal themselVes in the three basic thematic dimensions of

I3

Heaney's work. Furthermore, in association with circular and linear

¢

imagery, earth imagery expres;es Heaney's perception of a broad,

. - . 3 .
earth-based and <centred pattern that is sipultaneously cyclical and
b

developﬁental in its nature.'While often celebratory, this imagery élso
frequently reflects the various ambivalences in Heaney s treatment of
the relationships between artlst and communlty and;%gntlnu1ty and
progress or, more generally, between tefrltorlal rootedness and
transcendence; At times of ggeatest ambivalence, caused primarily by the
pressures of the Northern Irish Troubles, Heaney attempts to abéndon his

use of earth imagery and his cyclical/developmental vision altogether.

.

However, having made such an attempt, he eventually returns to an
altered but still essentially organic and pattern-oriented form of hig

S | .

earliest poetic vision.

iv
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“the background an older man, bent over and looking dow& digs a furrow

-

I. Introductien

Since his first published collection, Death of a Naturalist

(1966, Seamus Heaney's poetry has revealed.a fascination with the Irish
iandscape and the element of earth so prevalent as to make it, a}gng
with his distinctive use of language; a trademark for the poet and his
work. In a 1980 anthology of Irisﬁ writing, for instgnce, the
accompanying photograph to a Selectio&tﬂfﬂeaﬂéf's poems presents the

poet standing in the foreground of a vast stretch of level land while in

in the soil, this furrow serving as the only visual link between the_two
figures (Carpenter and Fallon 501.

The scene is at once vividly emblematic not only of Heaney's
preocc?pa%ion/with the earth--and especially with the activity of

T

digging--but of his~direct inheritance of this preoccupation -from his

rural Irish ancestons. As such, it might in retrospect reinforce a view

?

of the poet and his wbrk that was in fact held by many of his critics in
the early stages of his career: that is, a view of Heaney as a limited
and even provincial 'poet of the s¢il’, albeit a talented one, -and of

his work as the largely anecdotal evocations of an upbrinéing in rura}

E

Northern Ikeland. In 1969, for instance, Clive James commented, "The

) ~

subject 1is loud with the slap of the spade and sour with the stink of

t‘}ned earth. Close to the vest,(close to the bone, close to the soil.

»

We have leWnt already not to look to him for the expansive gesture."

And eveg the more favourably disposed Christopher Ricks in the same year

wrote, "It is the~man's second volume which fixes him. . . . So three

vears after his Death of a Naturalist, Seamus Heaney is going to have to

recqncile himself to the fact that Door into the Dark will consolidate
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2}6 as the poet of muddy-booted blackberry-picking"” (900). Two years

preyiOUSly, Jon Silkin had offered a more insightful interpretation of

- . -

this early work in arguing the presence of an overt concern on He€8ney's
<~

part with his departure from the trad?iional, rural ways of his
ancestors and his assumption of a new role as poet in such poems as

"Digging” and "Follower" (69-70); but even this brbader perspective

-

falls short of a full and proper understanding of Heaney's poetry in
general and of his use of earth imagery in particular, as many later

critics have realized.:? ) 'y
[}

This enlarged critical perspective on the significance of Heangz's

poetry, however, has arisen more out of a general perception of a growth

in his thematic concerns and technique than out of any recognition or
. ' »

admission of there Having already been more to the 'earthiness' of his

earlier poetry than was initially credited. Furthermore, this critical
-

tendency éo measure the significance of Heaney's poetry and his use of
‘earth imagery strictly by their development in his later colléctions has
been somewhat undercﬁt by gye fact that critics have had difficulty
agreeing upom the precise ﬁature and implicattons of this development.

Tony Curtis, for example, argues that the basic trend in Heaney's. poetry

consists of his progressive movement away frog‘the?purely personal
concerns of his two early collections (whichfturtis rather limitedly
perceives as dealing "with the poet's chi}dﬁﬁ@d in rural Ireland and his

growing sense of detachment from his her;ﬁage" [80]) toward a greater

concefn with the_community surrounding him, and particularly with Irish

-

history--a moveément in which the "landscape” of his poetry comes more

! These include :gihony Bradley, Robert Buttel, ‘Mark Patrick Hederman
and many others who have nioted the wide-ranging significance of Heaney's

earth imagery. : 0
> & p
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and more to be "viewed in strictly political terms”™ (83) and in qhich
Heaney himself coﬁes to project "a more social voice” (a phraég which
Curtis ﬁuotes from Heaney's 1979 interview with James Randall [88]).
Andrew Watefman, on the other hand, perceives Heaney's artistic growth
as exhibiting a pattern converse to that outlined by Curtis: in his
view, Heaney gradually moves away from a rootedness in the soil of his
rural community (characterized, he argues, by a limited seeking out of
"traditional” "sanctions” L42] for his poetry) toward a "growing
understanéing of what full engagement with the 'earth' of language and
the experience it stores and mediates entails” (42). This movement, as
the poet's understanding\develops, beéome§ a "spiritual voyage into
solitude” (46), stemming fromwhis gradual recognition "that a poet's
vision if it is to achieve fully authentic realisation must challenge
the confines of that which nourisﬁes gt" (42). According to this
interpretation, then, Heaney's exploration of the communal or social
dimensions of the landscape }ostering his poetry brings him to a
recogpition of their restrictive.infiluence on his work and finally
resultsrin his breaking free of them "in order to assert a powerful
individual vis%Pn" (46) through, among other things, a more purely
personal ane poetic use of earth imagery. Neither critic pays much
atten;}on to the two early collections, preferring, in Waterman's case,
to see them as a "limited achievement” (42), and in Curtis' case, as
simple preparation for\Heaney's }ater work; and perhaps if‘is their
failure to do so, along with their failure t& look at the latér
collections up to and including Field Work more closely and
objectively,? that leads them to misconstrue the actual devélopment of

? Both critics seem intent, for their own reasons, on holding Heaney up
as an exempla® to other Irish or British poets: Curtis' belief that

Y



Heaney's poetry, which in fact takes the form of an increasinély
conscious dialogue between the personal and social conteht of his
poetry, rather than a growth of one element at the expense of the other.
This interplay' of the personal and social is particularly |
noticeable in Heaney's mgtaphorical use of earth and earth-related
imagery. The latter‘includes the earth's various living and non-living
subterranean contents--for example, soil-dwedlidfig animals, corpses and
artefacts—--as well as its outward manifestation in the form of
landscape, both local and more broadly geographic. It also includes
earth-related forces and processes such as gravity and';ruption, and the
human activities of digging and drilling, planting and hérvesting, as
well as the various implements with which these are carried éut. By far
the most important earth—related:imagery is that of subterranean water,

-

especially in the form of wells, sptings and bogs. (While water is

obviod?ly a separate efement and éan thus possibly be seen as the basis
for a compietély different'fofm of imagery in Heaney's poetry, it is
ofgen presented by him.ag being coﬂtained within and interacting with
the eartﬁ-and therefore must be examined in any discussion of his use of
earth imager&;).The earth, and all that Heaney associates it with, in
fact stands throughout his work as a priméry symbol of his own self,‘his

poetry, and the human environment that has shaﬁéd_and continues to

2(cont'd) "writers in the British Isles have to meet the challenge of a.
social and political climate that has been breaking down, through the
last decade" (79) leads him to argue, in a somewhat overstated fashion,
that Heaney's poetic growth takes the form of a "slow process of
politicisation” (84) or "com[ing] out™ (88) of the Republican closet;
and the general, underlying assumption of Waterman's article that "Irish
writers on the whole, whatever they sometimes like to pretend-“about a
tradition of alienation . -. . have been too apt in fact cosily to affirm
solidarities™ (46) leads him consciously to seek, in Heaney's work, an
example of the artist's escape "from the- complacency and parochial
myopia of most other 'Ulster poetry'” (47). — "
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influence both. In its broadest and most basic function, it serves as an
N ?

icon of origin and development, with its_ numerous sub—s?mbols ranging
(sometimes simultaneously) in application from the indjvidual and
perscnal to the social and historical. In his first tyo volumes, §9r_
instance, Heaney not only uses earth and earth-related imagery as a
metaphoa for self, growth of self, self-exploration and poetic
self -expression, but also associates the earth, both literally and
figuratively, with soc¥al asp;cts and concepts of origin and
development--history and ﬁyth, natianality, culture, langﬁage, tradition
. and contiﬁuity——which&‘while he recognizes their direct bearing on
himself \Pd his poetry, he also explore$s in a less strictly personal
way. Heaney also uses the earth as a means of figuratively representing
the variods human impulses--mnemonic, religious, emotional and sexual,
‘for example-—that shape and direct both the individual self and the
larger community.‘Thére is, moreover, a third and more‘broadly upivefsal
symbolic dimension to .Heaney's ﬁse of earth im§g€r§ in these two early
colléctions that can be seen as encompassing Soth the personal and
social.ones: namely, his‘associatiOn of the sqil with natural, and even
supernatural, life forces, and with extra-human reality in general.
Unifying these various Aimensions and their associateé-ideas is
Heanej{s perception of a broader pagtern,-which in fact forms the mo;t
basic foundat%pn of'his poetic vision. According to this pattern, which
Heaney clearly derives from the natural,fpersonal and social patterns of
continuity and development he perceive;t pas;, present‘and future are
bound to éne another--as are the individual, the community and the
extra-human realm--through forward- or outward-moving~but essentially

unchanging cycles. Grounding these cycles is the Irish territory itself,

A )
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one adequate to this discussion).

whiich in natural, personal bnd cultural terms serves both as an
individual part of the patterﬁ and as its physical or'sacred centre. The
mest common expressidns of this overall pattern are either combined

images of earth-related circularity and linearity or th;\ﬁbre unified

image of the expanding circle. So pervasive are this broad idea of

pattern and its associated imagery in Heaney's work that they in fact
justify a general description‘gf his poetic vision as earth-based and

(3

cyclical/developmental (an admittedly cumbersome phrase, but the only

Having béen established in thg early poetry, the different
dimensions of Heaney's earth imagery and the basic partern unifyiné'theh
cgntinue to operate and develbp rhrough Heaney's later éoetry. And- while
the individual components of Heanef's ear}h-based vision often work
together harmoniously in both the early and later poétry,'they also
frequently exert their own individual and egxclusive forces on Heaney's
lmaglnatlon, so thyt his poetic vision is at different tlmes (and
§omet1mes within a 51ngle poem) pulled in different directions: for

7 >
example, toward self, toward community, or toward that which lies

Id

be'd, even while encompassing, both. The resulting ten$ions are

further intensified by an occasional ambivalence in Heaney's attitude

toward himself, his work and the natural and cultural environment

surrounding him--an ambivalence which he 5150 figuratiVely expresses by

8 ¢ -

means of earth imagery For 1nstanceq as eatly as Death of a. Naturalxst

and Door into the Dark, Heaney presents the earth as both malevolent and .

benevolent,ﬁ'otherf and intimake, destroyer and preserver, infector and

healer, divider and reconciler, prison and release. Some of the

-

parallels between thesé dualities in Heaney's earth imagery and his

/.



ambivalent perception ot himself and his natural and social environment

Gl e lear enough. Heaney, for 1nstance, recognizes and often explores

the existence, beneath his generally reverential and celebratory view of

ite ot oo dark and potentially destructive aspect to his psyche.

Similarly, he recOanizes the obviouys fact that the natural world, either

i his rural chldhooxd community or elsewhere, 1S not a purely
beneveient of nuttuging one. And 1n his representation of his
commun; 'y, ' he 1eveals not only the stable, fostering qualities that

Ry
have 1nspired much of "his poetry, but the darker psychological

undercurrents responsible for its long-standing factionalism and more

recent embrollment 1n sectarlan violence--which currents have alsc had a

decided, but less benevolent, influence on his ﬁbetry by generating and
4

imposing upon him a de§ree of political and other pressufe that lLas

caused him to seek (although not to the extent argued by Waterman® an

from :1t. Similar parallels are evident 1n Heaney's presentation

escape
of a larger, earth-based pattern, which at 1ts best offers the

pessiblity of simultaneous continuity and progress but at its most
N
ambivalent questions, among other things, this very possibility itself

and even sees the overall pattern as morel restrictive than unifying.

Also important are the parallels between the dualities gn Heaney's
earth 1magery and his.own complex and ambivalent understanding of his
functions as an artist. Accﬁrding to this understanding, the poet is
both a golitary figure--one whose sometimes painful search for

o

self-knowledge and individual authority and whose dedication to his art

often exclude and perhaps therefore threaten others--and a servant of

> This community can be thought to include all of Ulster, and even all

of Ireland, although the smaller community of Mossbawn, Co. Derry, in
;¥hich he spent his early childhood, features most prominently in his
;'early work.

4:




his community, a gifted 'maker’ * who not only offers to the menprers of
his soclety, 1n the form of his poetry, "beautiful things that are
comtorting” (qtd. in Clines 104) and actively seeks to exploie, preserve
or heal, and express, his community's consciousness, but who on occasion
also feels the urge to speak unwelcome truths to his community and
thereby "wreck that comtort”™ (Clines 104) which he has created.
Furthermore, Heaney's interest 1n a broadetw\not strictly human reality

can be seen as giving rise to his belief that the poet, "Like all true

artists . . . perceives [himself] as a servant of reality, an 1nstrument
of processes that are universal” ("The Nerves 1n Leaf” 19).* Heaney's

self-perceived role as the servant of this complex reality 1s inevitably

-

marked by ambivalence.

While Heaney strives 35;2ynthe512e these frequently confiicting v
aspects of his poetic vision, the 1nevitable tensions between them at
times--particularly in North (1975)--develop intc a notlceable‘strax?,

especially between the competing claims of his perceived personal and

soc1al responsibilities within the context of the Northern Irish 3
Troubles. At these points, the ambivalence that has already marked
Heaney's attitude toward himself and his community escalates into an

emotional complex of gquilt and resentment accompanied by self-criticism,

even self-ctondemnation, and satiric attacks on the Ulster mentality.

This strain, however, never causes an actual unravelling because,

despite his recognition of the contradictory pulls exerted on his poetic )
* Heaney offers this Greek‘ﬁoot-meaning of 'poet’' on a number of
occasions, including his e€say "The Poetry of John Hewitt" (Pre 207) and
his interviews with Patrick Garland and Robert Druce (24).

L2 82 2 4

5 This statement is taken somewhat out of context. since Heaney is
discussing the work of another artist; however, its general nature
permits it to be applied to his understanding of his own function as

poet.

o



vision by his personal and social concerns, Heaney clearly believes 1in

their tundamental 1nterrelatedness and mutual dependence, as well as 1n

their anterplay with asatger, patterned reality. In accordance with
this belie!f, a poet, in Heaney's view, must seek to validate himself by
gaining sel! understanding and authority before he can validate (by
witnes.ing and revealing) reality and the community’'s experience of 1t;
howeve:, 1t 1s only 1in performing these functions--1n acting as the
servant of ;eality and his community--that he can hope for the full

validation of himself and his art. This much 1s evident 1n a remark he

makes t¢ Catherine McKeen:

1 do believe that poetry 1s witness to a reality that 1is
. mysteriously lodged with us. On the other hand, I believe that
in order to reveal that common, shared reality, the poet has to
trust himself a lot. And there’'s a danger in that because one
can be tempted toward indulgence, or egotism, or irrelevance.
Poetry always has to keep one eye open toward the world and the
\Eeople beyond the‘boem, saying, 'It's got ngthing to do with me.
It's this.' On the other hand, the poet has an equal compulsion

to say 'But, it only springs out of me.' So you're moving in two

directions at once with that center being pulled. A writer's not

worth his salt unless it's springing from some internal

conviction, some internal pursuit, some arrogant centering

within himself. But the arrogance is worthless unless it's in

the service of something beyond the self-—t50¢—

This comment, made in 1981, perhaps reveals a more conscious
understanding of the complexities of his poetic role than Heaney would
. VT .

have been able to articulate at the beginning of his career. However,
the basic understanding itself can be seen to be operating, at least at
an intuitive level (and often at a more fully conscious one), in many of
his earliest poems. And for this reason in particular, an examination of
Heaney's use of earth and earth-related imamgery proves an effective
means of uncovering his most fundamental views of himself, his
environment and his poetry, since it is primarily through this imagery

/

that Heaney works out and expreSses these views.

\



The probable reasons for this primacy of earth imagery (rather
than a more discursive téchnique) as a means of formulating and
expressing Heaney's early understanding of his art are n@merous and some
of them obvious. His close proximity to the soil throughcut his
childhood years, for instance, has had the understandable effect of
permeating his entire personal and poetic sensibility*', as 15 evident 1in
the unusually high incidence of earth references and analougles 1n his
discussions of his own and other writers' work.’ Furthermo;e, the
largely inarticulate* and even deliberately tight-lipped atmosphere of
his childhood--attributable both to Heaney's paternal side of the
family's "belief in the authenticity of the unspoken” (qtd. in Clines
104) and to ténsions within‘his mixed, Catholic and ProtestanF
community’--seems to have encouraged hxs'decxdedlywand
self-acknowledged!® intuitive mode of understanding. And this mode of

‘understanding, particularly when coupl with Heaney's sign-oriented and

* Heaney's essay "Mossbawn” (Pre 17-27) Yeveals, in remarkably evocative
language, the extent to which his sensibility was shaped by the
landscape of his childhood community.

' These references and analogles are too numerous to catalogue with/;;§
completeness, but they appear as early as 1968, with Hedney's
description of Theodore Roethke's best poems as "canticles to the earth”
(Pre 193) and as recently as 1987, with his essay on Auden, in which he
remarks that the Anglo-Saxon metre and diction of the poet's early work
"were pulled like a harrow agajnst the natural slope of social speech
and iambic lyric” ("Sounding Kuden" 17). ? ”

LA 2 8.4 -

* Por an interesting ‘and useful discussion of the gheme of inarticulacy °
in Hegpey's early collections, see Chapter 2 of Blake Morrison's.
vfull-length study qf the poet.

[ 2. 2 8 3
R

* In his interview with Monie Begley, Heaney remarks, ". . . you grew up
in an atmcosphere that was full of the silent awarenesses of the
division™ (161)." ) T

L 3.4 & 4 -

1e "I always go by the sixth sense, by intuition . . ." (Walsh).

| | R
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essent1ally religious way of interpreting his childhood environment, !
might be seen as logically giving rise to his later, marked:preference
A

for the .image as a means of poetic expression.

whateVer thé reasons for this preference (ana these will <e
discussed futher), Heaney's earth imagery plays a central role in
explaining his earliest and on-going views of himself, his environment
and his art. Therefore, rather than béing used a§;the basis for a
, crxt{c1sm or even outa}ght dismissal & Heaney's early poetry as
insufficiently intellectual and limitéd to mere anecdote and
evocation--an unhelpful exercise that a number of his earlier critléS'
have engaged in!?--it should be taken up as a means of exploring the
basis of his poetic visign-—particularly since the image, and especially
earth 1mq§ery, never ceases to be an integral symbolic element in his
poetry.1!?

The following chapters will attempt to outline amd explain,

) e
through an examination of Heaney's first four collections, the range of

11 Along with “Mossbawn”, Héaney's essay "The Poet as a Christian"™
reveals the impcrtance ¢f natural and ritual signs in his upbringing;
particularly noteworthy is his 'remark that "The landscape was
 sacramental, a system of signs that called automatically upon systems of .
ing and f;eling" (606).

Skeltdn. . .
. . \ -

979 interview with Robert Druce, Heaney remarks,
As Yeats said, I seek an image, not an idea. I think I have to,
“tn some ways, be rolling an image under my feet. There has to be
an original growth point, a nub of some kind which has a field
~. Of forge around it that draws all our thinking ‘into it. And the
\\\EQemé/:roceed not so much by force of argument and intellection
and intention, as by some sort of intuitive .gathering up or -
spreading out. N
His most recent volume, The Haw Lantern (1987), amply demonstrates the
continuing importance of earth imagery as "an original growth point" for
thought in his poetry. »
\
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symbolic significance inherent in Heaney's use df earth imagery, and

particularly the ways,in which the development of this imagery reflects
not only Heaney's growing awaiéness of thd%interrelated personal,
social, and extra-human thematic dimensions of his art but his w
increasing consclousness of their often conflicting demands on his

\

poetic vision. Chapter II1, which deals with Death of a Naturalist and
-

Door into the Dark, will discuss the individual symbolic functions of

Heaney's earth imagery as they are established in his early work, and
point out the ways in whicq these combine to form both an overall
pattepx;and an overall expression of Heaney's earliest understanding of
his role as poet. For this reason, the chapter is largely inductive in ~
structure, re;erving its most coﬁprehensive statements about Heaney's
earth-based poetic vision for last. The third chapter, which deals with

Wintering Out (1972) and Nesth, will, by focusng on the religious and

- o
political aspects of Heaney's work, discuss more directly and

exclusively the ways in which earth }magery increasingly reflects the’
paradoxical division—wifhiﬁ—unity of , the personal and communal
dimensions of Heaney's wérk. Heaney's most recegt collectiens are beyond
the scope of this discussion; however, t‘r cbnclusionrwill, by providing
a very brief and general summary of the developments in Heaney's ea?th

imagery to date, attempt to point the way toward a continuing

examination of his poetry along the lines established here.



II. Death of a Naturalist and Door into the Dark

-
U L
By virtue of its subject matter and placement at the beginning of

‘

Death of a Naturalist, the poem "Digging” (13-14) holds‘the status of a

"poet's manifesto’', in which Heaney's final resolution to "dig"” (31)
¥

with his pen cgnstitutes a declaration of his future intention and, to a
vlarge extent, of his future me;hod as well. The poem is also Fhe
launching point for Heaney's“prose version of a poet's manifesto, his
essay "Feel;ng into Words,"” wr;tten ten years later?! (1974), in which he

states that "'Digging' . . . was . . . the first poem 1 wrote‘where I

thought my feelings had got into wordé, or to put it more, accurately,

where I thought my feel had got into words" (Pre 41). So, it is only

appropriate that "Digging”, along with a number of closely related poems

in the first two collections, should also serve as a starting point for
o
a discussion of Hedfey's poetry and his use of earth imagery.

The poem appears simple enough--"a big, coarse-grained navvy of a

poem, " Heaney has called it (Pre 43)-—anq/what is most obvious about it
’ {
is that it exhibits Heaney's earliest poetic preoccupation with the

earth as both literal subject matter and symbolic emblem. The soil, of

course, is not itself the céntral focus of the poem, which is largely

Heaney's attempt to express symbolically a cyclical but developmental

continuity between the agricultural labours of his father and

grandfather and his own newly-taken-up poet's trade. It is however, the -
medium in which Heaney represents his forefathers toiling, and,

moreover, it is the symbolic medium in which Heaney represents himself

€ 3

as working. Not only does he take up the earth as the literal suﬁject

matter of his poetry, but as his spade/pen analogy clearly suggests, he

- ot o = e

LSS
! According to Heaney, "Digging"” was written in the summer of 1964 (Pre

41). »
. '

13
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already views his poetry as the process and product of his labours in
another kind of soil. This is the soil of experience, thoughts, emotions

and words, which, within the field of the page, hé éttempts to work
8

through as systematically and skilfully in his search for poetic fuel

and produce as his father and grandfather once cut turf and dug
N
potatoes.?

{ Heaney's figurative and fundamentally organic view of his poetry
\

is sfrikingly reinforced by his versification, particularly in the last
three stanzas of the poem, where many of his line endings anq turns mime
the digging actions he represents and hence give his péZ{ry a digging
action of its own. For instance, in the lines "Nicking and El{p;ng
neatly, heaving sods / Over his shoulder, going down and down / For the
good turf. Digging” (22-24), the line break between "heaving sods” and
"Over his shoulder” suggests the action itself, as does the break
between "going down and down" and "For the goo# turf."” Even Heaney's
placement of the sentence consisting of tge ohe word "Digging"” at the
very bottom and end of this stanza suggests that the essence of his
grandfat;er's actions, as encapsulated in this one word, has beep
arrived at through the downward mpovement of the previous linesﬁﬁThe same
effect has also been achieved, al;hough less gmphaéically, at the
bottoms of the second and fhird stabzas, describing Heaﬁey's father's
digging, which end or nearly end with the phrases "My father, digging”
(5) and "Where he was digging” (9). Likewise, in‘>the lines "Thé cold

1.

smell of potato jould, the squelch and slap / Of soggy peat, the curt

—————————————————— . l . .
2 Heaney later more fullly articulates this view of his poetry as a kin8
of digging in a number of different essays and interviews, but most
noteworthily in "Feeling into Words", where his description of poetry as
"a dig for finds .that end up being plants"” (41) carries an
archaeological sehse as well as this original, agrigultural one.

&
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cuts of an edge / Through living roots awaken in my head” (25-27), the
break betw!pnA"edge" and "through” mimics the cutting action of the
spadé. And finally, the last lines of the poem, "Between my finger and
my thumb / The squi} pen rests. / 1'11 dig with it" (29-31), which form
a significant variation on the first two lines, "Bet;een my finger and
my t > / The squat pen rests; snug as a gun,” are broken down from two
lines into three, progressively narrowing and downwérd~moving ones, with
the final and narrowest line of the poem declaring the essence of
Heaney's future writing; which will be a sort of ‘'digging.’' This arrival
at the essence of his-own work through the gfadual narrowing of the
previous lines of course echoes the effects he ha$ previous%y created in
lines 5, 9 and 24, and thereby bothsstrengthens the symbolic connection
between his father's and grandfather's work and his own, and adds
resonance to the poem's final line.

Heaney's mimetic li\iing of his poetry to the §oil~based
activities of his father and grandfather is, moreover, heightened by the
alliterative‘onomatopoeia of such phrases as "the squelch and‘slap / Of
soggy peat, the curt cuts of an edge,” the latter which phrase also
demonstrates the way in which his rhythms are in this poem more keyed to
imitation of the digging process than to ény set metrical scheme, of
which there is none. O;her examples of such mimetic rhythm iﬂclude the
line "Stooping in rhythm throﬁgh potato-drills" (8) and the last fouf

5
andfa ha;f lines of the sixth stanza, "He straightened up / To drink it,
then fell to right away / Nicking and slicing neatly” and so on (20-24),

whose respectively laboured and bobbipg rhythms effectively imitate

their content.



This technique of using prosodic and other stylistic devices to
mime éarth—related processes, specific earth images, or th ge&eral
'digging' essence of Heaney's own poetry recurs frequently) in his work.
For instance, in "Follower" (DN 24-25), Heaney again uses the l;ne turnf
mimetically, but this time to imitate the ploughing pfbcess: "tﬁe
sWweating team turned round / And back into the land” (9-10). The gesture
is, of course, a skilful playing upon the double notipﬂ/of 'verse' as
both a line of poetry and the turn made by a ploughman at the end of a
furrow (both sensés stemming from the Latin word.'verto', meaning 'to
turn').? And in "Bann Clay"” (DD 53—54) and "Bogland" (DD 55-56), Heaney
uses his versification in a broader imitation of his poetry's 'digging’

~

action by forming his stanzas into thinner quatrains or sestets--what he

later describes, when discussing the pojﬁs of Wintering Out and North,
as "drills or augers for turning in . . . narrow and long and deep”
(Randall lg).

Howev;r, more important than such devices is the actual subjecp
matter of "Digging”. This is at once rural, traditional, personal,
faﬁilial,lartistiC‘and, of course, ﬁfrongly eérth-related; and in its
formulation of some of Heaney's earliest and most basic thematic
concerns, it serves as prototypical materia& for a number of‘similar
éoems in the first tw? collections--particularly "Personal Helicon" (DN
57), "Follower," "The Diviner" (DN 36) and "Thatcher" (DD 20)--and for

s

much of Heaney's later poetry as well. Furthermore, an‘examination of
-]

this subject matter reveéls some of the bases of Heaney's earliest and

primarily Brganic understanding~of the processes and functions of his

poetry. ‘ ) o

/

3 Heaney later dwells on this double meaning otl'verse' in his
discussion of Wordsworth, "The Makings of a Music" (Pre 65).

{



" 17

. The-most important idea presented through this subjist matter, and
through the controlling image of digging, is that of cyclical but
developmental continuity between past, present and future. In "Digging, "
and in mgny other poems that follow it, this continuity emerges in a
basic two-step process. First, a literah\pattern of recurring action, —
usually rooted in some earth-related activity, is perceived by Heaney
through the processes of memory, intuitiog or intellection. Then,
usually at a point where literal continuity becomes d;fficult or
impossible to perceive, the essence of this literal pattern is
re-perceived and re-expressed as part of a greater symbolic pattern of
continuity. This process is not, of course, restricted to the confinds
of the poem, which is the finished product of the process, but takes
place pr;or to its writing. For instance, in "Digging"\Heaney has
already perceived a symbolic connection betwsgn his forefathers' work
and his own, and thus the poem stylistic;lly demonstrates the
metaphorical digging action of his poetry before he éctuglly 'forms' his
resolutign to "dig” with his pen. However, even as a finished product,
the poem parallels the two-step process described. At the outset of the
poem, Heaney begins to perceive, through the processes of memory, a
literal pattern of recurring actioh in his past, a familial tradition -
whereby Heaney's father has inherited from his father the agricultural
activity of digging. This much seems to be triggered naturally in lines
five and six by his gazing at his father working in the flowerbed$
outside his window, and ;ontinues through to the seventh stanza. Tgfn, AN
at approximafély the point whereﬂﬂeaney admits that he has "no spa@e'to
follow"” (28) his father and graﬁgfgther, he perceives another and higher

. -

symbolic level at which the pattern persists, and expresses this new
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symbolic continuity4ﬁy metaphorically transferring the digging actién Bf
his forefathers' spades to his pen: "I'll dig with it" (31). The same
process occurs in "Personal Helicon" (also something of a poet's
manifesto), where Heaney again,othrough the processes of memory,

perceives a literal pattern of recurring and earth-related action 1n his

past—-this time, his childhood gazing into wells--and tﬁen, at the point
at which literal continuity seemingly breaks down, re—perceives it as
part of a broader symbolic continuity betweef his childhoog pursuits and
his more mature activity of writing poetry:

Now to pry into roots, to finger slime,

To stare big-eyed Narcissus, into some spring

Is beneath all adult dignity. I rhyme

To see myself, to set the darkness echoing. (17-20)

In both cases, the symbolic connections between past and present,
because of Heaney's self—c?nscious assertion of -them and because of his
simultaneous acknowledgement of a literal discontinuity between his
rural origins and his work as a poet, might very well seem forcéd or
contrived--attempts to make connections where none exist. This
allegagion has in fact been made against "Digging" by more th;n one
critic for reasons that will, along with Heaney's acknowledgement of ¢
literal discontinuity between his past and present, be discussed la;er.
However, the essential validity 6f the conngctions Heaney sgeks tp
express is more than apparent in a number of related ways. First, the
dominance of past earth-related experience in these poems--its role as
their primary so;rce of inspiration, as the tiile "Personal Helicon”
suggests--in itself points to fﬁe existence of a psychological and:
imaginativé continuity between Heaney's origins and his pé;t;y.
Secondly, and as Catherine McKeen in part sggqeéts, the metaphors of

digging and well-gézing are appropriate figurative ptesgions of the
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exploratory and contemplative aspects ofiﬁeaney's poetry and of poetry
in genéral (504). And thirdly, these metaphors effectively capture the
essence of the relationship between the expioratory and contemplative
actions of Heaney's poetry and the subject matFer upon which they work:
"Digging” is in fact "the curt cuts” of Heaney's poetry "through [the]
living roots” of the past éxpegience infofming this poetry, just as
"Personal Helicon" constitutes his gazing down or, more prgcisely,

>
backward into the earliest experiential sources of his poetic

Y

inspiration.

B This essential symbolic and developmental céntinuity of experience
and action is in both poems underlined by aesimilar continuity of
attitude.  In "Personal Melicon,”" it is the same basic impulse to explore
the unknown, the mysterious, the submerged, either within or beyond
Qneself, in some attempt to gain understanding or at least affirm one's
identity, that lies behind both Heaney's childhood well—gazing and his
adult writiﬁg'of poetry. In "Digging” the continuity of attitude between

® «Heaney's forefathers and himself is ;ess conspicﬁous because Heaney
preienfs these men as 'strong, silent types.' However, implicit in their
concentration on their digging is a regard for their work as a craft or
ski}l and a sense of purpose that might be Qescribéd as a finely
developed work ethic,' and which has the effeét of investing both ;he
men and their work with an authority that reinforces their obvious
phx§ica1 power and.sets them apart from others: "My grandféther cut more

turf in a day / Than any other man on Toner's bog" (18-19). This.

earth-based ethic and an accompanying sense of &he authority derived

¢ George Brinton uses this familiar phrase.(33)’in-his discussion of
such poems as "The  Forge® and "Thatcher,"” but it is also clearly
applicable in the case of this earlier poem- .
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from it are in turn implicitly GEmonstrated’by Heaney in ‘his resolution
ﬁiLfdig" with his pen. Furthermore, they continue to be demonstrated by
him with regard not only to his own poetry but to the poetic art in

"

general. For instance, in the final stanza of "Fpllower," Heaney
implicitly presents himself as a newer, poetic equivalent of his father
the ploughman, who now ironical'y follows in his footsteps as Heaney
once followed in his--the change symbolizing, among other things, a

shift in authority between the two. In "Bann Clay," he compares himself
to another set of diggers in h%s "labour[ing] / Towards" the title
subject matter of the poem (23-24). And in his 196 essay "The Poetry of

John Hewitt," he writes appreciatively of Hewitt's "emphasis on the poet

as maker, [his] concern for professional standards in the handling of

\”form, [h;s] distrust of freedom and extravagance that has not been

earned by toil within the traditional modes” (Pre 205). Heaney's
,a;sociation of digging with the idea of authority is in fact so strong
‘ that it continues to inform his understanding of the poetic process and
ggives rise to his even more organié figurative view of the earth.itself
as a source of authority, igto which'thé poet; via his poems, sepds down
roots or feelers. Ih aiscussing the creative process with Seamu; Deane
in 1977, for instance, Heaney remarks, "The alL—impégtant thing here is
the emerging authority which 6ne senses in the poem being'writt?n, when
'you recognize that there are elements in the poem which are . . .

capillaries sucking the whole of the earth" ("Unhappy and at Home" 67).

There seems, moreover, .to be a subtler carry-over of attitude,

perhaps not so much from Heaney's forefathers themselves (although this
is a possibility) as from Heaney's own celebration qg‘theit digging as a

special, inherited talent--"By God, the old man could handle a spade. /

-~

-

AR}
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?Just like his old man™ (15 163 to his view of his own poetic 'digging’

E§{&uvh a talent or gi1f{t. This view 1s not overt 1n “Digging,” but 1t

boecomes more apparent 1u such poems as “The Diviner”™ and "Thatcher,”
where the 1mplicit compart sons between the special gifts of these rural
tradesmen and the poet 's g1ft are relatively obvious and once more

expressed through earth-related i1magery. In "Thatcher,” for instance,
Heaney's descriptiaons of the thatcher testing his hazel and willow rods
™

for stiength 6 70, “warming up” all morning (8), and then "pinning down
. ‘ 4
his wot ld, handfull by handful™ (123, to leave the "sods above the
ratters” (13 upon which he has lain for days "gaping at his Midas
tguvh" +16) apply equally well to his own careful, time-consuming and
Midas like flexing and stitching together of words, his ‘pinning down of
his world’' 1n the wg&tlnq of his poetry--especially since he also, 1in a
symb;ilc sensq, works with the 'sod” of his earth-based origins beneath
hxmﬁvﬁnd more i1mportantly, in “The Diviner,” the centr figure, whose
talent for locating the "secret stations” (8; of sprlﬁgs is
earth-directed and earth-dependent, at once symbolizes both the poet as
"Vates” or\dlvlner5 and his bestowed or innate technique for sensing the
material of his poetry and its hidden meaning, as opposed to ﬁis learned
and "earned’ acquisition of pdoetic craft.* In all of theée poems, the
special, earth—afﬁiliated talent or gift, like the work ethic, endows
1ts possessor with a degree of authority that sets him apart from

others. This 1dea 1s most expllcitryﬁeresented in "The Diviner,™ where,

i1n the third stanza, the diviner's hazel wand does not perform its

* "“As Sir Philip Sidney notes in his Apologie for Poetry: 'Among the
Romans a Poet was called Vates, which is as much as a Diviner . . .'"
(Pre 48).°

°_§ee Heaney's discussion of "The Diviner" and technigue versus craft in
«"Feeling into Words" (Pre 47-48).
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function in the hands of the bysténders unt1l he himsel! grips theu:
wrists.

Heaney's view of hils poetry not only as a form of labour but as a
gi1ft, and particularly a familial, soil-derived and authority investing
one, stems in part from a long standing family superstition, according
to which members of the Heaney clan are supposedly able tc endow the
sand of a particular area in northern County Derry with maagical
qualities simply by lifting 1t (Pre 21». More than a quaint folkloric
coinclidence, this belief in an earth-related supernatural torce
investing his talent continues to inform Heaney's view of his poetry,
and even forms part of the basis of a semi-pagan, semi-Christian

attitude toward it that ties into his inherited work ethic. This seems

~

/ to be the case, at any rate, when in his 1973 interview with Harriet
Cooke he remarks that he often fears his pdétic abilities “"could be
taken away, I can't will them,” and when in his 1979 interview with John

Haffenden he expresses his belief that "you can sin against your own

gift by not remembering always to keep it handy” or by not regarging it

&

as the basis of a full-time "vocation” (9). This pagan/Christian

1

attitude, not only toward his poetry but toward the earth that inspires
.
']

it, emerges in other poems in Heaney's first two collections and becomes
q

even more prominent in his later ones. "personal Helicon,," in fact,

falls within this category of poems since, as John Wilson Foster points
out, Heaney's childhood well-gazing bears strong affinities with the

ancient Gaélic practice of spring and well worship ("The Poetry of

. Seamus Hean%y9/40)—~a connection that Heaney was most likely aware of

when writing the poem:’ -

“»

’ Por more infprmation on Gaelic well worship, see David Annwn (101).
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Finally,. there 1s yet another kind of earth-based continuity

intorming "Digging” which 1s imperceptible in the poem 1tself but which

N

Heaney later, 1n “Feelilng into Words”, reveals as its core. This 1s a

continuity between the figurative modes of percqption and expression
A

encountered by Heaney 1n his childhood and those employed by him in this

and other poems. As Heaney explains 1it, -

The pen/spade analogy was the simple heart of the matter and
that was simply a matter of almost proverbial common sense. As a
chi1ld on the road to and from schocol, people used to ask you
what class you were in and how many slaps you'd got that day and
invariably they ended up with an exhortatien to keep spudying
because 'learning's easy carried' and 'the pen's lighter than
the spade'. And the poem does no more than allow that bud of
wisdom to exfoliate, although the significant point . . . 1s
that at the time of writing I was not aware of the proverbial
structure at the back of my mind. Nor was I aware that the poem
was an enactment of yet another digging metaphor that came back
to me years later. This was the rhyme we used to chant on the
road to school, though, as I have said before, we were not fully
aware of what we were dealing with: ’

"Are your praties dry

And are they fit for digging?’

'Put in your spade and try,'

Says Dirty-Faced McGuigan.
There digging becomes a sexual metaphor, an emblem of
initiation, l4ke putting your hand into the bush or robbing the
nest, one of the various natural analogies for ufcovering and
touching the.hidden thing. (Pre 42)

Here 1t becomes apparent that the chief means by which Heaney

symbolically expresses developmental continuity between his soil-based

origins and his poetry--the pen/spade analogy--is itself dictated to him
by a commoﬁ, synecdochic pro;erb from his past which, while it stresses
the differences between spade and pen, labour and learning, brings them
1nto a dir;ct and developmental symbolic relationship;within an
earth-oriented mode of perception: that is, the pen is different from
the spade but is also in a sense a new and better kind of spade. In this

respect, the proverbial structure is paradoxically at one and the same

time dichotomy and analogy, symbol of discontinuity and symbol of
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cortinuity, both in its original context and in the context of Heaney's
poem. A similar point, incidentally, can be made abo;t the well poetry
structure in "Personal Helicon” in that poetry, while something
-

different from well-gazing, 1s also a newer and better form of 1t.

Equally interesting 1is the metaphor connecting the digging of
"praties” with sexual initiation, and specifically masturbation, which
Heaney in turn connects with the initiation of his poetic career as
represented(}n "Digging,” since he continues to' describe the process of
poetic creation by means of earth/sex metaphors. One of the most
explicit and even risque instances of this association occurs, not 1in
his poetry (aithough a number of examples will later be pointed ocut),

but in his 1973 interview with Patrick Garland, where, after quoting a

favourite passage of his from Timon of Athens, I,i,° he comments that it

contains "almost a sexual metaphor of self-provocation” and goes on to
say.,

That is something that I think all poets experience, now and
again, and want more and more: the sense of supply, the sense of
a hinterland of energies, or a depth of energies, opening and
giving you something, and you discover it coming in your hands.

Most interesting of all, however, is Heaney's revel;Eion that he
was unaware of the influences of these metaphors, these earth-based
modes of perception and expression, on "Digging” at the time he was
writing it. This revelation not only reflects the unconscious or
unselfconscious aspect of his poetry, the importance of which he

continues to maintain,® but once more points up the fundamentality of
* Qur poesy is as a gum which oozes ’ -
From whence'tis nourished. The fire i' th' flint

Shows not till it be struck; our gentle flame

Provokes itself and like the current flies

Each bound it chafes. (21-25)

LA 2 2 B

* In his interview with John Haffenden, he states, ". . . I only write

h



<

his early experiénce both to his frequent choice of earth imagery as a
means of expression within his poetry, and to his use of this imagery in
describing his view of the poetic process. A number of examplesiof t;e
latter have already arisen, but of additional interest might be another
one of his remarks about "Digging” in "Feeling intd Words™: "1 wrote it
down years ago; yet perhaps I should say that I dug it up, because I
have come to realize that it was laid down 1h me years before that even”
(Pre 42). In these respects, Heaney'; comment points out thg beginnings
of his tapping into‘an earth-based past for common resources of
perception and verbal exprgssion, which in turn quickly give rise to his
distinctive figurative association of the earth with the psycxoloqical
and historical aspects of language. Incidentally, Hean&{‘s rema;k also
suggests the possibility that he was not, at the time of writing
"Digging” and these other poens, entirely conscious of many of th&oster
types of developmental continuity they reflect. However, his sense of
them, whether fully conscious or not; is fully evident in these poems
and is more consciously articulated by him later in his cafeer, as both
;Feellng 1pto Words” and his later poetry demonstrate.

The central concept of cyclital but developmental continuity
arising out of the subject matterLSf ¥Digging" and its related poems,
then, clearly compreﬁends a wide array of individual but related
continuities--those of experience and action,. belief, attitude, impulse,
perception and expression--which ground Heaney's poetry firmly in his
soil-based origins and yet at the same time place it within a higher and

*(cont’'d) when I'm in the trance. That is myl superstition, it is a
mystery of sorts, if you are possessed by a subject, if you have a

subject in R
you . . ." (15). This remark, of course, ties the ynconscious aspect of
*Heaney's poetic creativity to the religious superstitious view of it

that has already been briefly outlined and explained.

-

b
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more maturely perceived and expressed symbolic pattern. These individual
costinuities provide a large part of the basis for a developmental
continuity within the actual body of Heaney's poetry, within his general
viey of it, and, of course, within his use of figurative language. That
is, not only do the same themes relating to continuity persist and ~
develop {n Heaney's poetry hehceforward, but they continue to reflect
his essentially unchanging, alﬁhough increasingly conscious,
understanding of the processes involved in his writing of this poetry,
and continue to be éxpressed in a broadening range of earth and
eartﬁ-related metaphors as well.

Furthermore, while these poems appear to be largely personal and
anecdotal and are in fact Heaney's attempts tO'gxploré his rural
childhoodf‘define its original influence on both himself and his poetry,
and- derive his own authoritative voice from the many continuities it
generates, they also possess broader communal and even extra-communal
dimensiogs that‘reflect HeaneY's ;;re than strictly personal concerns.
Such dimensions are obvious in "The Diviner" and “Thatcher," whose
central symbolic figures, whi;e gifted men apart, are primarily th;
servants of their community, men whose Yalue is defined chiefly .by the

P
usefulness of their gifts to those around them. Moreovet, the diviner,

as‘Heaney describes him, is a 'mediator' "between the latent resource
and the community that.wants it current and released” (Pre 47-48), and
as such, his role also involves the 'tuning ipto' and uncovering of a
hid@en, non-human force--the spring water's 'frequency'--that lies
beyond the éommunity's full understandinngr reach. Thesi'same
dimensions are also present in the seemingly mord personal “Digging” and

"personal Helicon". In "Digging"” community is defined primarily in terms

.
[y



hed

ly

|

27

-

of Heaney's family, with the succession of generations outlined in the
&
poem creating a clearly extra-personal human context within which
Heaney's forefathers are partly semvants. An extra-personal dimension is
also revealed in Heaney's use of the words "our” and "we" in the lines
N :

N .
"To scatter new potatoes that we picked / Loving their cool hardness in

OW{ hands" (13-14). Furthermore, the poem's declaratory nature implies
Heaney's sense of an audience, a recipient of his resolution to "dig"
with his pen. "Personal Helicon," while containing no explicit
references to any community, and while appearing to be, as its final
stanze sugéests, a narcissistic exercise, does in fact allude to persogs
-other than the poet who are mgst likely, again, members of his family:
"As a child, they céuld not keep me from wells" (1). And, as Anne

Cluysenaar points out, it also, like "Digging,” exhibits Heaney's

distinct awafeness of an i;dience, particularly through its dedication
to Heaney's  fellow-poet Michael Longley, its narrative form, and its- use
of the words "you" and "your"” in lines 8, 11 and 13, which, although
they clearly refer back to the poet in the same way that the poem's
first person pronouns do, also implicitly invite the reader to

participate in the poem's remembered actior by identifying with the poet

(315). Furthermore, the wells described in-stanzas 3)and 4 are obviously
»

.

representative of the‘\various submerged levels of Heaney's o
personality and psyche, the first and most accessible of which,
symbolically speaking, lies just beneath a tangle of "roots" (11) and

constitutes a core of identity; the second of which seems to be a deeper

~ fund of creative revitalization that yields up "clean new music” (14)

through its inner resounding of the poet's conscious utterances; and the

o

third and seeminély most submerged of which obviously consists of the
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darker, fear-inspiring aspects of the unqdnscious, as symbolized.by the
rat 'slapping' acrods the poet's reflection (16). But the first specific
well remembered by Heaney is, in fact, "So deep you saw no reflection in
it" (8) and thus clearly suggests the key place that the extra-personal
and extra-human realms, along-with Heaney's persohal, artistic concerns,
hold in his poetry. . J .
Implicit in the extra~pers;nal dimensions of ;hé;é poems 1is
Heaney's acknowledgement of the important ro&e played by his human an?
natural environments in providing the early experience that informs his
poetry. This acknowledgement, furthermore( takes the form of an actual
grétitude and desire‘to ‘return the favour,', to make his gift useful/
particularly to his community, by exploring, revealing and preserving
these influencés throygh his art. This much is evident in Heaney's clear
sense of audience and in: the reverential tone of all of these, and
other,!'° reminiscent poems. Again, in the case of "Personal Helicon,” as
Cluysenaar notes, the title and final line, "I rhyme to see myself, to
set the;gggkness echfing,"_along with Heaney's use of such word; as
"wells" and "spring";ywhiéh have both "downward and upward
connotations," strongly imply an element ofd"reciprocity . . . and of
gratitude towards the sources of inspitation" (311). And this element of
reciprocity, particularly in the fOrm‘of a communally educative function

in Heaney's poetry, begomes more explicit in other poems in both these

b} -
and the later collections.

In those poems ih Death of a Naturalist and Door into the Dark

where Heaney's communal and\:::;7-human sources of inspiration come more °

explicitly to the fore as subject matter‘inAtheir own right, hts

- 1e-The more noteworthy of these inclj:e "Churning Day" (DN 21) and "The
Forge" (DD 19), which will not be ined here. _

“ e
‘ .

! -
|

| -8
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exploration and preservation of them takes much the same shape as his
‘exploration of the origins and processes of his own poetry. That is,

earth-related and cyclical/developmental continuities between past and

present are again perceived and expressed by Heanéy through earth 533*#::§‘k~

earth-related metaphors as a means of placing community and natural

environment within a greater and more clearly understandable symbolic

1

pattern. However, the scbpe of this subject matter being larger than
that_of his more personal (or, in the case of "The Diviner"” and
"Thatcher,% personally symbolic) poems, the temporal and spatial range

of his\explorations widens to include more broadly historical,
“N

geographic and even cosmic dimensions that are only hinted at in the
previous poems. At the samg time, though, these broader mensions
reflect on a greater §ca1e the mneﬁonic, religious and sexual aspects of
the more personal poems and can in fact be understood s feeding back

into them via Heaney's rural and communal connection and®, mare

importantly, via the megium of the soil that shapes both his environment
and his Qgetry.

In "At a Potato Digging” (DN 31-33), for instance, Heaney again, -

i
but on a communal scale, outlines a soil-rooted continuity of

"experience, action and impulse, based on the obvious historical pattern

BN

of Irish potato cultivation. Thi$ time the pattern comprises not just a
i -

few generations in a small locality, as in "Digging,"” but centuries of

social history throughout Ireland. However, the same conscious and
L 4 : .

unconscious sense of affiliation with the past through soil-related
”~
activity that Heaney has revealed on his own part in "Digging" is

demonstrated in this poem by the contemgpréry potato harvesters. The
. e 4
same givenness to toil and the same pagan view of the earth as a _ l

¥
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fostering force that characteri;é Heaney's hereditary and psychological
ties with his forefathers seem.to have been inherited eben more
directly--almost genetically--by these workers, who are, within the
pattern of the poem, the modern-day equivalents of their labouring and

soil-worshipping ancestors:

Heads bow, trunks bend, hands fumble towards the black
Mother. Processional stooping through the turf

Recurs mindlessly as autumn. Centuries ' -
" Of fear and homage to the famine god /)
Toughen the muscles behind their humbled knees, !
Make a seasonal altar of the spd. (11-16)
The poem acknowledges the presence, witﬁin its symbolic pattern of
N

earth=based continuity, of certain literal discontinuities whose
operafion loosely parallels that of thellitefal discontinuities in
"Digging” and "Personal Helicon.” The more impprtant of these, the Great
Potato Famine of the 1840s, hés at one point threatened the permanent
loss of én earth-based conxénuity by disrupting phe cyclical potato
harvest and killing millions of Members of a whole generation of potato
digders, just as Heaney's taking up of poetry has seemingly but less
seriously threatened the permanent loss of the earth-based continuities
‘maintained by'his forefathers' and'his own childhood way of life.
However, the famine has now paradoxically become a very elepen£ of
cyclical continuity inAthF larger and ancestrally-generated symbolic
patterh of "fear and homage to fhe famine god,"” just as poetry is a very
glement of continuity in the la;gef symbolic pattern of 'digging' and
'‘gazing and eéhoinq’ that Heaney perceives himself as fulfilling. In the
light.of such a éaradox, the leSSgr-seeming discontinuity of
mechanizatién‘in thé pokato harvest does not make a great deal of

difference to the overall pattern, just as Heaney's substitution of the

‘ ?
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N

pen for spade and well does not,make a great deal of difference to the
symbolic pattern he broadly outlines in the previous two poems, exéept

that in all three poems the seemin& discontinuities reflect a slightly

4
newer and more conscious dimension of continuity. Just as the writing of

poetry in "Digging” and "Personal Helicon" constitutes a higher and more

articulate version of the ventureé carried out by Heaney's forefathers
and his childhood self, so the famine and mechanization respectively
give rise to and reflect a marginal ﬁevelopment in the continuity of the
potato hérvest in the forms of .increased historical consciousness and
increased control of the natural environment on the part of the éotato
diggers. Admittedlf, this improvement is not-affirmed as it has been in

the previous poems; in fact, it is presented in neutral and even

negative terms:

A mechanical digger wrecks the drill,

Spins up a dark shower of roots and mould.

Labourers swarm in behind, stoop to fill

Wicker creels. Fingers go dead in the cold. (1-5)
3

Stinking potatoes fouled the land,

pits turned pus into filthy mounds:

and where potato diggers are

you still smell the running sore. (46-49)

'

In lines 1 to 5 the machine does not appear to have diminished
significantly the discomfort of the potato diggers, who still stumble
behind it in the cold collecting the potatoes in traditional wicker

creels; furthermore, it seems to carry a destructive capacity in its
‘wrecking' of the drill. Nevertherless, it clearly represents some
dagree of modernization and humanization_of the ritual pagan chéracter
and "rhythm" (51) of the harvest. Similarly, the éotato diggers'
collective memory of the harvest may indeed be compared to an

unconscious, £estering sore, but the sore is clearly meant to be taken
[ T3

&

]
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as a gpiritual and emotional one--arising, it would seem, from an

awarenes®#%f the social and historical injustices partially responsible
]
for the starvation--that to some extent mitigates. pagan acceptance of

the fa@ine. (It may appear that the semi-sinister mood of this poem is

being deliberately overlooked in the interest of asserting a positive

cyclical/developmental continuity between past and present-day Ireland,

~

"but this issue will be taken up again toward the end of the chapter.)

A slightly more positive tone emerges in a similar historical
poem, "Requiem for the Croppies” (DD 24), in which the slaughter of the
so-called "croppies” of the 1798 Rebellion--another clear instance of

disruption of continuity in the life of the Irish community--again

becomes a very element of bontinuity, both in the nation's on-going

.hifStorical memory and' 'in the larger cyclical and progressivefﬁﬁitern of

. rebellion in Irish history. But this time the continuity is symbolized
-

not by an image of disease but by one of growth that is seemingly
brought about by the bloodshed and death:
~ The hillside blushed, soaked in our broken wave.

They buried us without shroud or coffin

And in August the barley grew up out of the grave. (12-14)
Since "At a Potato Digging"” and "Requiem’for %he Croppies" were both
published in 19667;1 a year in which, as Heanéy has noted, "poets in
Ireland were straininq to celebrate the anniversary of the 1916 Rising”
(Pre 56), Heaney's aim in writing them would seem to be to promote a -
recognition of an historical pattern that extends beyond this event to

include its roots in the earlier events of the 1798 Rebellion and the

.;/
Great Famine. As Heaney himself explains the connection between 1516 and

- ]

11 The former was of course published in‘Deathiof a Naturalist in May,
1966 but was also published separately in New Ireland, 1966; the latter
was first published in Dublin Magazine, Summer, 1966.

-
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1798 in particular,

That rising was the harvest of seeds sown in 1798, when
revolutionary republican ideals and national feeling coalesced
in the doctrines of Irish republicanism and in the rebellion of
1798 itself--unsuccessful and savagely put down. The poem was
born of and ‘ended with an image of resurrectiog based on the
fact that some time after the rebels were buried in common
graves, these graves began to sprout with young barley, growing
up-from barley corn which the 'croppies’' had carried in their
pockets to eat while on the march. The oblique implication was
that the seeds of violent resistance sowed in the Year of
Liberty had flowered in what Yeats called 'the right rose tree’
of 1916. (Pre 56)

The cheice of earlier historical subject matter of course reflects

Heaney's "Papish . . . nationalistic,” or small 'r' republican, as
‘ "
opposed to "Sinn Fein . . “Republican,” political sensibility (Begley

161), which also informs some of the later and more overtly

nationalistic poems of Wintering Out and North. More importantly,

however, it demonstrates the earth-based, patteén—orien;ed perception
that qss already charqcterized Heaney's understanding of hissown life
and art an@ that also, as will be seen, charactérizes his understanding
_ o
of the extra-human realm. Furthermo;e, lest Heaney's historical
understanding at this point be thought‘to incluge only-the 'native’
Catholic Irishry, it would be well to note two otﬁer poems, "Shoreline"
(DD 51-52) and the uncollected "Medallion,” in which the Seeming
disruptions caused by the invasions of Ireland by non-Irish, including
the Norse, Normans, Protestant English and Scottish énd even the
Neolithic and Celtic tribes that first populated the country, are alll
.presented as a part of a larger and coﬁtinuous developmental pattern of
invasion turned résistance against invasién, which has been ébsorbed by
the Irish landscape and'made wholly Irish. In ”Shoreline,"\ior instance,

remnants of these invasfons, such as the Neolithic buri¥al mound at

Belmullet, the Danish-named Strangford and Arklow and the Norman castle
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at Carrickfgrgus "Stay, forgotten like sentries” ;28), along Ireland's
coastline. And in "Medallion," the Ulster Protestants' successful
resistance to the 1689 Catholic siege of Derry‘ié not only presented,
thgough the appropriate circular emblem of a commemorative medaliion, as

N

the event that "started it éll" (6)--that is, the Ulster Protestants’
on-going siege mentality--but is, through the description,of the image
of the Rev. George Walker's head as "Bogged deep in the silver® (2) and
the comparison of the medallion and of Derry itself to an ancient Gaelic
"rihg—fort thrown up / On the baize" (11-12), assimilated into the
broader and essentially unchanging pattern.

If one temporarily leav?s politics and history aside, however, one
notes, in "At. a Potato Digging,” "Requiem for the Cr&ppies” and
"Shoreline,” an increasedvconspicuousness in the figurative role played
by earth imagery. Thus far in Heaney's poetry, the earth has been a
relatively passive medium, revealing symbolic cyclical/develop;ental
continuities more through the shared activities carried out in, upon or
through it (digging;\Ploughing, gazing, divining, thatching and of
course their symbolic poetic equivalents) than through itself. In gﬁese
poens, howevér, the earth takes on a more active role as a semi-animate
béing wifth the physical characteristics of a human and, more often than
not, of a woman in pa;ticular. In "Shoreline,” for instance, the coasta}
landscape is personified as a series of soldiers: "tidal craters march /
The corﬁ and grazing” (7-8), "All around Antrim and Qestward /e o/
Basalt stands to" (9-11). In "Requiem,” the(hiliside ;s personified as a

woman in its 'blushing’ with the bloodshed of thg»croppies. ;nd in "At a

“Potato Digging," the soil takes on the ;fChetypai and even more directly

active role of Earth Mother, whose beneficent and procreativd'tunctions‘

“ -
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Heaney equates wilth human ones: N
\
!

Good smells exude from the crumbled earth.
The rough bark of humus erupts

knots of potatoes (a clean birth»

whose solid feel, whose wet 1nside
promises taste of ground and root: (24-28)

This figurative linking of the earth with human anatomy, sexuallty
and fertility recurs firequently in Heaney's poetry and with an
tncreasing boldness, 1ntricacy and symbolic resonance. For exampbe, 1n
~L A
'\nuhxn“ (Db 26),'* the interactions between the personified stream and
the tarmer 's ditches and tields are not only described in the highly
suggestive terms of sexual intercourse, but, in accordance with ghe myth
from which the poem derives, actdally culminate in a human sexual

relatronship between man and transformed water nymph:
N
he dug a spade deep 1n my flank
And took me tc him. I swallowed his trench

Gratefully, dispersing myself for love s

Down in his roots, climbing hls brassy grain-- ;e A

But once he knew my welcome, I alone ‘
*

Could give him subtle increase and reflection.
He explored me so completely, each limb
Lost 1ts cold freedom. Human, warmed to him. (8-1%)

And in "Rite of Spring” (DD 25),!? the water pump, a more mechanical
version of a spring or well but holding equally mystical significance in

Heaneysé_lconography,“ becomes an extraordinary combination of penis

®

and vagina--described, however, only as female--that upon being de-iced

12 For a helpful and interesting discussion of this poen:t)d& once more
points out the sodrces of Heaney's poetry in his rural childhood
experience, see "Feeling into Words" (Pre 52-54).

1> The pdem was originally published separately as."Persephone,” a title
that even more clearly underlines the pump's ritual role as an \\
earth/fertility figqure.

LA R &

‘4 See the opening paragraph of "Mossbawn,” in which Heaney describes
the pump on his childhood farm as the "omphalos” of his world (Pre 17).

Ial

3 :
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releases water from the earth in a metaphorical orgasm: . . . we lifted
4 .

o

her latch, / Her entrance was wet, and she came” (11 -12'.

In certain of Heaney's poems, the sequence of this figurative link
1s reversed, so that the human body takes on the qualities of the earth
rather than vice versa. In the uncollected "Aubade,” for 1nstance, the
pregnant speaker becomes a mine worked by her unborn chiid: "He works
relentlessly day and dark / Prospecting light, making me his tunnel”
(11-12>. And on a more sombre note, the bereaved mother in "Elegy for a
Still-Born Child™ (DD 31-32) is likened to a grave when her dead child’s
birth 1s described as "Birth of death, exhumation for burial™ (14>. It
is the former sequence, though, that dominates, thus suggesting that the
earth and its related processes of growth and release of water are given
human form in these poems praimarily as a reflection of the human
community engaged with them--a standard anthropomorphic device that
seems to have 1ts origins in Heaney's inherited resources of earth-based
perception and expression and in his pagan heritage. The fact tha; the
sequence can be reversed, however, suggests that there is also a basic
circularity to Heaney's figurative use of earth imagery, according to
which the earth feeds human self-perception as much as human
self-perception feeds its perception of the earth. This circularity, as
the previously discussed ‘praties metaphor’ would indicate, also seems
to originate in Heaney's inherited perceptual and ekpressivé'tésources.

A similar point can be made about the early landscape poems
"Lovers on Aran" (DN 47) and "Night Drive" (DD 34), in which broader
geographic land masses take on human qualities and sexuality not only as

a reflection of the personal relationships presented in the poems, but

as a reflection of the nations they contain and symbolize--again a
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standard enough figurative mode of perceiving land masses, particularly
f11sh poet raised on the Kathledn N1 Houlihan and Mother Ireland

"for an

myths.'* In "Lovers on Aran,” for example, the collision between waves

and land serves primarily as an analogue for the sexual and emotional

R A

interactions of the two loveis, who are not directly presédnted in the
poemwm. Howevel, the poem also seBms to contain a submerged allusion to
the relationship between Ireland and America established through the
large -scale emlqratlong of Irish peasants from tﬁe west coast 1in the
nineteenth century (an allusion that would be especially apparent to Pny
of Heaney's Irish readers). And in the gontext of this allusion, the
sexual metaphors, and the questions that arise along with them, carry a

veiled cultural import: s

The timeless waves.
Came glinting, sifting from the Americas

To possess Aran. Or did Aran rush

Tq throw wide arms of rock around a tide
That yielded with an ebb, with a soft crash?
Did sea define the land or land the sea?

Each drew new meaning from the waves' collision.
Sea broke on land to full identity.
)

The resolution of the question of dominance in the poem's fig;i two
lines thus acquires a whole other significance in that the reciprocity
between American waves and Irish coastline now also mildly suggests the
cultural ties between Ireland and America. In "Night Drive"” the
comparison of Italy and France to two lov?rs—-"ltaly / Laid its 1loin to
France on the darkened sphere"” (14-15)--again underscores the personal

relationship referred to in the poem in much the same way that the word
4 v

choices "warm" (4), "granting”, "fulfilment" (8), "groaning” (9) and .

13 See "Feeling into Words" (57) for Heaney's own comments on the
pervasiveness of this traditional figurative perception of Ireland.

4
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"smouldered” (11) do. However, ‘as with the metaphors in "Lovers on
Aran,” it also reveals the emerging figurative view of international
relationships as dynamic and sometimes violent sexual encounters that

characterizes a number of the poems of Wintering Out and North. More

specifically, they point to Heaney's later and more expllgxt figurative
view of Irish culture; and its linguistic aspects 1in particular, as
being substantially, even radically, altered by the sexual-like
lnvasggns of other nations, especially England. And, along with the
other poems,‘éhey also indirectly reflect Heaney's more general
historical and earth-related sense of language through their employment
of archetypal earth/human and human/earth metaphors.
5

In addition to their communal significance, all of thjLe poems
carry in their metaphors a personal and artistic significance for Heaney
himself. For instance, "Lovers on Aran” and "Night Drive” would both
seem to be about his relationship with his wife, just as "Aubade”
appears to be about his wife's first pregnancy (their son MigHael having
been born three months prior to the poem;s publication) and {Elegy” is

t

clearly written for close friends of his. Moreover, the images of sexual

v

and other release in "Undine" and "Rité of Spring,” as Blake Morrison
has noted, symbolize the release of the poet's own voice gnd authority
through the writing of his poetry as readily as they symﬁ?lize natural
and agricultural processes (32). This is clearly an association thét
connects back with the 'praties' metaphor informing "Digging." Also, i

. both pcems offer an abundant sense of that eruptive poetic "hinterland

of eneﬂbies" which Heaney describes in his interview with Garland.:¢

1¢ pll of these poems also, to some extent or other, exemplify the
so-called 'feminine principle' that characterizes so much of Heaney's
personal and artistic, as well as cultural, philosophy and that,
unfortunately, cannot be discussed in any detail here. For a discussion
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As well as possessing physical human traits, the earth, as a
numbgr ot these poems demonstrate, also possesses a\x§r¥}ng degree of
human 1li1ke consciousness. This(fbnsc1ousness is characterized not only
by emotion, thought and sense of identity, as in "Undine” and “"Lovers on
Aran,” but by active memory, as in "At a Potato Diggrqg," "Requiem for
the Croppiles”™ and "Shoreline,” where the earth issues forth its own
reminders of historical events in the form of living-crops or displays
them 1n 1ts landscape and thus in itself parallels the communally
‘educatlve function of Heaney's boetry by promoting recognition of
broader patterns of continuity. In this figurative role as living
storehouse of past communal experience, the earth reflects the human )
community engaged with it, just as its physically human characteristics
have done. Furthermore, this communal mnemonic function also ties into
the more purely personal and artistic facets Qf Heaney's poetry since
the earth, as has already been seen, also serves, although less directly
and actively, as a living storehouse of his own personal past
experience, his digging ;nto of which provides him not only with "the
first quickening” of his poetry (Pre 54), but also with his first means
of perce?\ing symbolic patterns of developmental continuityvin the
subject matter of his poetry. These human characteristics possessed by
the earth, however, cléarly not only refléct the personal and communal
subject matter of Heaney's poetry, but figuratively express certain non-
or extra-human forces that it itself contaihs. The Earth Mother of "At a

-
Potato Digging," for example, is as much a figurative reprejen@ation of
an extra-human life force generated within the soil, which is a
constituent of \a broader, extra-human reality, as she is an

t¢(cont'd) of this feature of Heaney's poetry, see Carlanda Green's "The
Feminine Principle in Seamus Heaney's Poetry."

i PAVN
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L}
anthropomorphized nurturer of the community. Similarly, Heaney's

sexualizing of the earth, or its related processes and geographic
character{stics, in such poems as "Undine,” "Rite of Spring,” "Lovers on
Aran” and "Night Drive™ is clearly his means of conveying its literal
containment and symbolic representation of a vast network of physical

and other forces, as well its literal containment and symbolic
4

representation of humanity, community and nation.

The sense of such a network emerges more clearly in the poems "In
Gallarus Oratory” (DD 22), "Bann Clay,"” "Bogland” and "A Lough Neagh
Sequence” (DD 38-45), where the earth, along with its related life forms
and processes, is still tied to the human community but névertheless
underlies it as an independent entity, displaying its own forces, its
own patterns of continuity and its own seeming consciousness as well. In
"In Gallarus Ora£ory," for example, the earth wiﬁhin the oratory--which
is itself compared to a “"turfstack" (2)--apparently stores the "feel”
(1) of the original community that once worshipped in it, as well as ;pe;

N\
-essential nature of its religious experience, both of which are quged\
® v . ’
and articulated bylﬁhe poet as modern tourist. The earth, “hovwever, also

\

possesses and exerts a pull of its own-—algéit a swallowing and drawing

of humanity into its figurative body--that radically affects the nature

of the religious experience and is only diminished when it is withdrawn

AN
3

from: ) . 5
. When you're in it alone
You might have dropped, a reduced creature
To the heart of the globe. No worshipper ~
Would leap up to his God off this floor.

Founded there like heroes in a barrow

They sought themselves in the eye of their King

Under the black weight of their own breathing.
how he smiled on them as out they came,

_Thh\zga a censer, and the grass a flame. (4-12)
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In "Bann Clay” and "Bogland,” the earth again serves as living
storehéﬁke”of past communal experience, the bog in the latter poem
preserving and issuing artefacts, and each of its strata revealing a
preceding era of human history: ["Every layer they strip / Seems camped
“on before” (25““26). But at the same time, it holds its own prehistoric
identity, cBaracterized by developmental but essentially unchanging

continulties:

For centuries under the grass

It baked white in the sun,

Relieved its hoarded watérs

And began to ripen. ‘

It underruns the valley,

The first slow residue

Of a river finding its way. v

Above it, the webbed marsh is new,

Even the clutch of Mesolithic

Flints. . . . ("Bann Clay" 9-18)

The ground itself is kind, black butter
Melting and opening underfoot,

Missing its last definition

By millions of years. ("Bogland™ 16-19)

As the clay's 'relieving' of jts waters|and the 'kindness’ of the
| i

buttefy ground might suggest, the earth also possesses a human-like
being and force capégle of pulling or absorbing thi&%s into itself. "The
wet centre" iq'"Bogland," for instance, is "bottomless" (28) but in somé
way gravitational, the sense of which quality is reinforced, as
effectively as finite verse permits, by the placement of this word at
the very end or"gottom' of the poem. And tﬁe clay in "Bann Clay“ilpolds
and gluts".(24), the sense of this action again being reinforced by the

poem’s closure with these words.
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"A Lough Neagh Sequenée;" Heaney's most sustained piece in these
first two collections, is also the most interesting of this group of
'earth-active’' poems because here the earth displays virtudlly no human
characteristics, and yet the poem offers the clearest sense so ‘far of

{
its vast and continuous network of physical and life forces. The effegt

is achiéved by the poem's centering p;imiz;ly not on a human community
but on the expansive life cycle of the eel, which each year travels
inland from the Atlantic, "A gland agitating / mud" ("Beyond Sargasso”
1-2), to magﬁfe in the mud and water of Lough Neagh and its surrounding
fields and streams before returning once more to the ocean to spawn and

complete its life-span. The eel is only one of a number of earth- and

water—-dwelling animals that represent the earth's life forces in the

early collections: these include the frogs in "Death of a Naturall\t" .
(DN 15-16), the rats in "An Advancement of Learning” (DN 18-19), the
turkey in "Turkeys Observed” (DN 37), the trout in the poem &f the s
name (DN 39), the salmon in "The Sa{j}n Fisher to the Salmon” (DD 18)
and, to a lesser extent, thé dow in "Cow in Calf” (DN 38) and the bull
in "The Outlaw" (DD 16-17), which might not normally be thought of as’
soil-dwelling but which are described as a "great bag of seed” (5) and a
"load of sand” (19) respectively. Tﬁg eel, however, is to Heané& a
particularly exemplary embodiment of earth-based life forces because of
its resemblance to the snake, which he has described as'a symbol of
"certain life forces" that were "paralysed" within tﬁe context of the
Irish-Catholic religion by St. Patrick's legenéary expulsion of the
snake from Ireland ("King of the Dark" 182). Why Heaney sees shakes and

eels in particular as symbols of earth-based life forces, he does not

explain; however, it would appear that the snake in particular being

[
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commonly associated with the ideas of fertility and eternity, and that
both creatures' body shapes being linear and, when placed head to tail,
circular, they symbolically and physically constitute appropriate
emblems of the cyclical and developmental continuities that Heaney
percé}vé; in the natural world. More&rer, Heaney's equation of snakes
and eels, as John Wilson Foster points out, is no doubt derived from the
Irish folkloric belief that eels are the descendants of Irelandls
banished snakes ("Seamus Heaney's 'A Lough Neagh Sequence': Sources and
Motifs 141). Heaney, incidentally, represents this belief in his
uncollected poem “Icon,” which depicts the banished snakes'

transmutation into eels:

Their sphincters quietly
Rippling, snakes point
And pass to the sea.

\

Crusty with sand \
They dirty and fatten

4 The lip of the wave.
The whole island -
Writhes at the edges. (13-20)

Clearly, Heaney sees the snake and eel as pagan icons of life forces

which have, along with these life forces,?pas§ed into the Irish-Catholic
) -]

religion, even though they have been changed by this religion into
symbols of evil.!” Perhaps he even sees the folkloric belief as symbolic
of the wéy in which the pagaﬁ understanding, while appearing to have
been superseded by the Christian one, has in fact fed into and lives on

in it, albeit in a rather dormant or, as Heaney puts*it, "paralysed”

»

manner.

17 The power of the eel and snake as such symbols in the Irish-Catholic
religion is made clear when, in commenting on the many statues in
Ireland depicting St. Patrick's expulsion of the snakes, Heaney remarks,
"I know several people who will never eat eels because of the profound
implications of this statue"” ("King of the Dark" 182).
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.

As an extension of the earth's continuous and cyclical life
|

forces, the eel's life cycle forms the basis and determines the nature
of a yet larger cycle“lhat comprehends the annual eel harvest by the
lough fishermen, as .well as their nightly gathering of worms for bait
during this harvest. The whole of this vast cycle, however, 1is clearl&
governed not by the eels but by the earth itself, whose g?avitational -_
. forces directly and indirectly influence its nature by generating and
promoting fixeg patterns of linearity and circularity.!® In "Beyond

Sargasso,"” for instance, the region around the lough exerts a

physiologically gravitational pull on the eel while it is still in the

second stage of its development in the Sargasso Sea. The eel must follpw

this pull in order to complete the‘next stage of its growth. Then, as in

"The Return,” it must respond to ;he pull of its spawning ground back in

the Sargasso and 'lay éownsin its origins’ (20-22) in order to complete

its life and spawn a new generation of eels. Thus the egg'silife, like

its body shape, is simultaneously linear or sequential and, in its

following of a fixed "orbit" ("Beyond Sargasso” 11), cifcular.

Furthermore, the life cycle that it follows and maintains is obviously

of a circular nature But might also be thought of as llngarly g
developmental since it %is, in its essential nature, the sém; from year
to year but is als® each year new. Lt would al&ﬁ be well to note that,
as in the other cyclical/developmental patterns ‘of earth~based
continuity already discussed, the seeming discontinuity or disruptioﬁ
posed by some of the eels' captu’re by the fis‘érmen or 'by their " -

. .
otherwise 'abortion' of their mission ("Beyond Sargasso” 22) does not in

\
-

18 See John Wilson Foster's article "Seamus Heaney'§ 'A Lough Neagh
. Sequence’': Sources and Motifs,"” il'yhich the following argument is
largely indehﬂeq. C . —

-

- ) ' Va
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fact change the essential nature of the overall life cycle but actually
promotes the larger cycle of which it forms the base. Similar points can
be made about the fishermen's annual eel harvest, in that this harvest
has also been repeated for generations and f@t is each year a new
“occurrence, so that the cycle it constitutes disorients the poem's
speaker and eludes his attempts to pinpoint its temporal origins: "And

when did this beginz_/‘This morning, last year, when the lough first

spawned?"” <;pxﬁ‘“ﬁ§?lzz-23>. The harvest, moreover, is also shaped by
SNl

.

the earth’'s'g tional forces, not only indirectly, through its

.

dependence on theieelds life cycle, but also directly, by the physically
gravitational pull of the lough's floor, which regularly draws down both
the fishermen's lines and the fishermen themselves. Again, these
drownings do not disrupt the cycle but in fact contribute another form
of ‘circularity to it: "The lough will claim a victim every year" ("Up
the Shore" 1). Similarly, the modernization of the eel harvgst in some
areas of the lough, while it offers the fishermen thé possibility of a
new level of control over the cycle, does not interfere with its overall
linear/circular nature. Patterns of linearity and circularity in fact
seem to characterize every xspect of the harvest, from the fishermen's
gathering of the worms--who not only resemble the eel and snake in their
body shape, but who are also described as "Making-the globe a perfect
fit" ("Bait" 19), "whorling their mud coronas” (13) and serving as
"garland for the bay" (22)--to their actual fishing in the lough, which’
is not only itself described through a number of linear and circular ,
images, but whose surrounding natural environment is also so
characterized: )

A line goes out of sight and out of mind
Down to the soft bottom of silt and sand

{
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. Past the indifferent skill of the hunting hand.

A bouquet of small hooks coiled in the stern

Is being paid out, back to its true form,

Until the bouquet's hidden in the worm.

The boat rides forward where the line slants back.

The oars in their locks go round and round.

The eel describes his arcs without a sound.

The gulls fly and umbrella overhead,

Treading air as soon as the line runs out.

("Setting" 1-11)
These images culminate in the sequence's final and most po;Erful
section, "Vigion," in which the field, seemingly come to life with the
movement of the eels, becomes in the mind of the adult male in the poem
(likely Heaney himself) a "jelliged road” (15) and the "world's'live
girdle” (17), equivalent to the rope of lice whose downward-pulling
force he was threatened with as a child.

This 'confirming' (20) vision of the earth's torces is of course a
symbolic perception of what is essentially a physical pattern of
cyclical/developmental dontinuities. However, the vision's mystical and

) ‘ . B
pagan nature not only underlines the earth's physical- -power as a
generator and promotef of a-cosmic order, but demonstrétes its power
over the human imagination as a generator and bromoter of ordering myths
and religious beliefs and attitudes. .These are evident e%sewhere in the
sequence as well. For jinstance, the opening stanza of the first section,
, .

"Up the Shore," reads as a litany of semi-fact, semi-myth that has
.seemingly been recited and believed in by generations of fishermen:

The Lough will claim a victim every year.

It-has virtue that hardens wood to stone.

There is & town sunk beneath its water.
It is the scar left by the Isle of Man.

&

The litany is at once a form of homage to the lough and its governing

fbrces, a reflection of the order they generate and, in itself, an

e
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-~
ordering of the fishermen's experience of them. Moreover, its tone of
inevitability reflects the fatalism inherent in the fishermen's sense of
themselves as a comparatively small and powerless part of a greater
destiny--a view of which they are not entirely conscious but which they
nevertheless hold to in their ;efusal either to ‘introduce any technical
innovafions'to their eel-fishing or to learn how to swim:

There is a sense of faif\play in the game.

The fishermen confront them one by one
And sail miles out, and newer learnito swim.
\

'We'll be the quicker going dpwn', they say--

: And when you argue that there 'are no storms here,
That one hour floating's sure to land them safely--
'The lough will claim a victim every year.' (1Q-16)

The same unconsciously religious attitude on the part ba the fishermen
AY
A

\

is evident in "Setting”
) \

»\

Not sensible of any kyrie,
The fishers, who don't know and never trx,
Pursue the work in hand as destiny. (13-15) '

More important, however, is the effect that thié earth—£a§ed
network of continuous forces has on the poet's own imagihation qed
understanding, since this effect influences the more strictly personal
and communal dimens}ons of his poetry. First, it‘is obvious that Heaney
perceives more clearly than the fishermen both the vas;ness and .
intricacy of this network and the extent of its influence on humah
belief and attitude. In this ‘respect, ?eaney as -artist stands reméved
from the community of fishermen, outliniﬁg and articulating their
environment and experience more consciously than they fhemselves can.
However, evenTShile he does ;o, and even while he clearly disagrees with
their fatalistic attitude toward drowning, he also clearly shares their

sense of a greater "destiny” generated by extra-human forces contained

within and represented by the earth, and approves of their "sense of 5
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fair play in the game.” Heaney in fact goes farther than the fishermen
in‘perceiving a.cosmic, religious aspect (both Christian and pagan) tq
this cycle. It is after allAhe, not the fishermen, who; obviously with
the Christian symbolic connotations of the whole fishing scene in mind,
sees the seagulls as "responsive acolytes" (12) in the singing of a
"kyrie" in "Setting." Furthermore, the vision at the end of the
sequence, which seems to be both his own and the product of‘family

folklore (and from which he also distances himself in order to

articulate it),\not only acknowledges, with pagan awe, the

pmental continuities apparent in his natural environment,
byt demonstrates, in its view of the rope of lice and thé fieid of eels
as §uccessive manifestations of the "world's live girdle,” the.
cyclical/develophental céntinuities apparent in-his own inherited mythic
view of the earth‘and its life forces (as does, coincidentally, his
vision of the snakes transmuting into ee}s in "Icon"). Finaliy, Heaney
seems to demonstrate a fatalistic faith of hisvown in the pvera;l cycié
when:-he says of the worms in "Bait," "A few ‘dare bound to be ruéiled in
these night raidg" (16), "A few are bound~fo be cheated.of”:(20) thé
globe--the wérd "bound;'tying into the notion of the éarfh's irdle and
otherwiseﬁcarrying a clear ﬁignéficgﬁce in the context of the gener

-

pattern Heaney outlines throughout the sequence.ﬁ
The‘affinities:petwéen the patterns Heaney';;ésents in these
latter poems and those he présents in his more strictly personal and
communal poems are df course ;bvious and suggesivthatlﬂeanéy;s
earth-based understanding of the extra-human fealm shapes. his similar
- understanding of his community, himself and hi/s poetry.ﬂcl)x'\e could
iaerhaps ‘see the' perceptive _procéss by which Heaney dévelops his

\ “
[y R

?’;é*;



essentlal poet1c vision as working in reverse: Heaney extending the

patterns e percerves 1n his own life and art to his community and
natural envitonment . This view might be supported by the (very» roughly

personal to communal to extrda communal progression of his thematic

cohcerns 1n these tirst two collections. And depending on whether or not

one sees the 1nitial, more personal continulties presented in "Digging”

\
and “Personal Helicon™ as valid, the entire extra-human dimension of

s1mila: contlnulties that Heaney has outlined by the end of these

-

coliections might very well appear 1mposed, an offshoot of some
el
AN

psychological need 5& Ri1s part to connect past and present throﬁgh the
medium of the ea{th 1n a way th;t nafurally resolves or dissolves any
seeming discontinuities between his origins and his poetry. This could
perhaps be the argument of critics like Jon Silkin and Mary Brown,.who
respectively attribute Heaney's association of his poetry with the earth
and with digging to "nostalgia”™ (70 and "residual guilt”™ (289) over his
abandonment of his forefathers’' way of life. And 1t is even more
directly the argument of John Wilson Foster, who, in his article on "A
Lough Neagh Sequence,” sees the patterns outlined by Heaney as "Perhaps
too/:;atly" conceived (142) and as comprising a basic "motif ofehoming"
(142> and "Dark descent to origins” (140) in his poetry——commenés that

.

echo his earlier description of Death of a Naturalist as the

"incantation and commemoration” of the rural origins that "Heaney is no

longer at one with” ("The Poetry of(ésfﬁﬁs Heaney” 36).

X There is of course an element of truth to such arguments. Heaney
himself has remarked that he grew up "at the end of a world"” that was
rapidly changed by mechanization in the 1950s (Begley 160-61) and that

his studies, and later his teaching, took him away from. Thus, in a way,

4

>
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his poetry constitutes an i1maginative return to and recreation of a
world that he has left and that has, by virtue of 1ts own changes, moved
beyond 1tself. A line like "But I've no spade to follow men like them,”
moreover, reveals not only Heaney's feelings of nostalgila and loss over
-leaving his original community but his sense of inadequacy 1in not being
able to 1nherit his father's and grandfather's agricultural line of
wOork. Furthermore, there 1s some sense of guilt underlying the
frustration and even resentmen{ that Heaney expresses 1in “Follower” 1n
desiring to escape his origins, as they are embodied by his father, and
vet finding himself unable to: "But today / It 1s my father who keeps
stumbling / Behind me and will not go away™ (22-24). Such ambivalences
might compel Heaney to manufacture an elaborate schema in which
earth-based cyclical patterns at once exist and remain essentially the
same and yet inevitably either generate or absorb development or change.
However, many of the continuities from which Heaney draws his general
‘pattern have a literal basis: the individual patterns directly outlined
or implied in such poems as "Digging,” "Personal Helicon,” "At a Potato

Dlggind," "Requiem for the Croppies,” "Bann Clay,"” "Bogland" and "A
Lough Neagh Sequence,” for instance, are hardly mere aesthetic
constructs but are based on existing historical and physical
continuities perceptible to anyone familiar with Heaney's background,
Irish history and certain natural processes. Fﬁrthermore{'if one
considers the fact that Heaney, while he is clearly to some extent

P
conscious of the patterns he presents, may not be entirely so--as he has
not been, for instance, of some of the continuitiés evident in
"Digging"--then one might more accurately pérceive the general pettern

I3

as giving rise to itself in Heaney's imagination and as containing his

\
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personal ambilvalences, rather tHan the other way around. And, more
accurately sti1ll, one might perceive Heaney's apprehension of this
pattern as being promoted by his personal anxieties but as reinforming
and reinforcing them as well. For when one examines this supposed schema
more closely, one can see that 1t is in fact fraught with ambivalences
and tensions that not only belie any seeming contrivance on Heaney's -
part but relate as generally to Heaney's view of the earth and the
communal and extra-human re&lms, and the idea of eprth-based
cyclical/developmental continuity itself, as they do to Heaney's
personal and artastic condgins.

Heaney, for instance, while he views the earth as a beneyolent,
life-fostering element, a preserver of communal history and memory and
even as something of a healer, or at least an absorber and transmuter,
of commynal disruptions (as in "Requiem,” "Medallion,” and "Shoreline"”),
also sees 1t and the life forces it generates and contains as alien,
malevolent, potentially violent and destiructive, and even infecting. For
example, in "Death of a Naturalist,” a poem which in fact takes as its
central theme the displéggment of Heaney's innocent and cozy childhood
familiarity with nature by a nauseating awareness of its menacing and
alienating forces, the frogs inhabiting the flax-dam that "festered in
the heart/ Of the townland” (1-2) are described as "mud grenades”™ (30)
threatening to explode in the young Heaney's face. More seriously, the
earth in "At a Potato Digging,” while it takes the form of Earth Mother,
1s also "the bitch earth™ (43) and "the faithless ground” (56), whose
hosting of the blight was largely responsible for the Great.Famine and
who 1s‘still associated with putrefaction and the "running sore” of the

potato diggers’' memory of the famine. This acknowledgement of the éarth
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<G
and i1ts life forces as potentlally brutal also influences the frequently

A

brutal tone of Heaney's poetry in these first two collections and
explains his earlier-cited reference to his periodic desire to “"wreck

that comfort” which he ‘attempts to offer himself and his community 1in

\ Ay
\

his poems.

In a similar vein, Heaney's relationship with the earth, while 1t
is close and even, as his frequent sexualizing of 1t might suggest,
physically and emotionally intimate, and while 1t grovxdes him with
identity, réligious experience, poetic inspiration, authority and ’
release, is also seen by him as a potentially retardlng‘and smother ing

one, threatening absorption and obliteration of his individual .

consciousness and poetic creativity. This much is suggested by the

closing image of "Bann Clay,” the notion of the earu?‘s reductive ™
!

inffuence on the spirit in "In Gallarus Oratory” and particularly the

"

id é-of the "world's liVe girdle” in "A Lough Neagh Sequence.” The same

can be said of the community's relationship with the earth as Heaney
represents it, since it offers the community identity, stability,
‘continuity and even growth but also seemingly threatens to retard itg
historical progress. Furthermore, if one understands the earth not ﬁiiz
as a seemingly conscious or in some way living forge—and storehouse of
human consciousness and memory, but as both a shaper of and analogue for
the human unconscious--roles that it clearly plays in "At & Potato

Digging,” "A Lough Neagh-Sequence," "In Gallarus Oratory,” "Personal

Helicon” and "Bogland,"” for instance--then it would seem that Heaney'is

c
for similar reasons ambiva1e§§\nQ22£_his exploration of the darker

»
—

underside of both his personality and his community, particularly as

this is exemplified by the bagan impulse.

EN

—
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These ambivalences are partially resolved by the idea of
cyclical/developmental continuity: for instance, the unconscious, witﬂQ?
this framework, can be seen as feeding into and shaping a higher

[ 4
consclousness, as a pagan belief structure can be seen as.teeding into
and shaping a Christian one, both of which then channel back into ap
understanding of the unconscious and the pagan and so on. Nevertheless,
they seem impliggtly to raise questions in Heaney's mind about the
complete desirability of the overall pattern Qe perceives. For instance,
1s growth within the commujfty and the indh;ifual(implicit to and
inevitable within this piy?Prn, o: do cyclical connecé&ons with the past
and the earth form a constricting rather than unifying circle which
potentially i1nhibits development unless it is broken o: escaped? The
eftecf of the earth’'s force in “I;\E;Iiarus Oratory,” which seems to be
more of an 1m5§d1ment to spiritual growth--"No worshipper / Would leap
up to his God off this floor"--than a promoter of it, would perhaps
suggest tﬁe }atter, even while it serves to heighten, by contrast, the
religious experience achieved outsi&p the oratory. And the vision at the
/Skbcg\"A Lough Neagh Sequence" would seem unequivocally to confirm the
latter. Similarly, the sense of a greater destiny that prevents the
fishermen from learning to swim in "A Lough Neagh Sequence” Sseems .
pointlessly and inhibitively, even primitively, fatalistic. The game
guestion also appliés to the influence of Heaney's rural origins and
familial ties on his poetry, aé the ambfbalence of "Follower" clearly

‘

demonstrates. This general'problem, moreover, is exacerbated by another

°

and converse question arising as’ whether 8evelopment within this

pattern, inevitable or not, is actually progress or loss. The

h,\'introauction of technological inno “igns to the .potato and eel harvests

Pian
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in "At a Potato Digging” and "A Lough Neagh Sequence,” and the
socio-economic effects of the Great Famine's disruption of the
potato-harvesting cycle, for instance, are either potentially or
actually destructive, particularly of a "sense of fair play” in man's
interactions with the earth and, in the case of the famlne, og man
himself. Again, this converse question applies to th; matter of Heaney's
own poetry, as his partial anxiety in "Digging"” fully suggesfs.

These ambivalences inform Heaney's representation of his community
as simultaneously admirable and suspect in both its traditionalism and
its growth. And this 5ual representation sometimes threatens to become a
cancelling out, as in\:At\§ Potato Digging,’

N ‘
whether Heaney admires the/diggers' 'mindlessness' or their sense of

d .
where one is puzzled as to

injustice, the modern improvements in the conditions of the harvest or
the diggers' unconsciously ritualistic propitiation of the earth with
"Libations of cold tea" and food (57)--or whether in fact he prefers any
of these. The same, moreover, can be said of Heaney's representation of
himself, according to which he is at once a fully grown man and poet,
symbolically following in his forefathers' steps through the digging and
ploughing of his poetry but striking out, somewhat guiltily, in a new
= \
and hifher direction, and yet, as in "Poem" (DN 48), a mental "child /
Who gliligently potters . . . / Digging with a heavy spade” (2-3), "Whose
small imperfect {i.e. earthbound] limits would keep breaking” (14) and
who seeks perfection "Within new limits"-(lS)--in this instance, the new
and more eternal limits of a different sort of circle symbolized by the
"golden ring" (16) of his marriage. ’

What lies at the heart of these ambivalences and contradictions is

not simply Heaney's difficulty in reconciling his soil-based origins
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with his poetry and the seeming losses and gains involved in his
movemént from one to the other buf his difficulty in reconciling the
geﬁgral concepts of repetition and progress or rootedness and
transcendence. These difficulties notwithstanding, Heaney clearly
believes in their interrelatedness and expresses this belief in two
especially emblematic poems, “Gravities” (DN 43) and "The Plantatiof”

13

(DD 49-50). In the former, the interrelatedness of rootedness and
transcendence is symbolized by the force of gravity, physicaL\?
physiological or emotional, which defines patferns of flight or outward
movement by connecting them either to the earth or to some other base in
a form of orbit. Threé of the illustrations Heaney presents are
especially interesting and even prophetic: the "reined” kites (1-2) and
the "instinctively” returning bird (3-4), which serve as emblems of the
earth's or origins' binding influence on the soul and heart,
particularly the artist's soul and heart, and which figure again in
Héaney‘s most recent collections, and the image of Joyce "on Iona
Colmcille . . . / . . . wearing Irish mould next to his feet” (11-12).
The latter is not only a precursor to later images of artistic exile in
Heaney's poetry but an illustration of the artist's intellectual and

..

spiritual rootedness in his origins and community. Furthermore, it is an
i

~example that Heaney places in its own cyclical/developmental pattern by
associating Joyce with the sixth—centLry monastery of Iona Colmcille,

,
whose inhabitants, while living in spiritual retreat from Ireland,
nevertheless servgd as some of’ihe chief promoters and guardians of its
art and culture. This’interrelati@nship is even more complexly presented

in "The Plantation,” where, in the symbolic landscape of a forest,

linear progression-and circularity, past and presenf, individual and
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communal experience become one and the same:

Though you walked a straight line

It might be a circle that you travelled

With toadstools and stumps .

Always repeating themselves.

N Or did ydu re-pass them?

Here were bleyberries quilting the floor,

The black char of a fire

And having found them once

You were sure to find them again.

Someone had always been there

“Though always you were alone. (6-16)
In this process, a return to one's historical, experiential roots in
landscape leads to a type of transcendence characterized by simultaneous
control and lack of control, awareness and loss of oneself:

You had to come back

To learn how to lose yourself,

To be pilot and stray--witch,

Hansel and Gretel in one. (33-36)

In noting such. patterns of circularity, John Wilson Foster has
argued that the cdilective "conceit"” they form, "that of the circle or
orbit . . . threatens to make his [Heaﬂey's] poetic philosophy a closed
system . . ." ("The Poetry of Seamus Heaney"” 41). There is of course
some truth in this statement. Heaney does, for instance, see the
circularity of the forest as a "whispering treadmill™ (24), an image
that would suggest a narrow round of repetition; and his'image of the

J

orbit, both in "Gravities" and "A Lough Neagh Sequence,” could be seen
és implying, in Fosfer's words, a "tendency . . . to circumscribe” (41).
However, the "tfeadmill,“ while its limits seem "defined / . . . from
outside” (25-26), is paradoxically limitless on the inside; and the
image of the orbit is more reflective of the tension in Heaney's poetry

that has already been described than it is of any whplly circumscribed

outlook on his part. If one judges by these symbolic images alone,
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Heaney's “system” does not appear to be a closed one. Furthermore, 1if
one adds to them the generally developmental nature of the aﬁclical
patterns outlined or implied in his other poems, then one can in fact
see his "system” as being more open than closed. Heaney's ,'poetic
philosophy,” however, 1is not really a "system™ at all but a way of
séean that stems from the many existing continulties he perceives in
his environment, community and personal life and art, and that attains
to a greatér and mofz coherent underssanding of these continuities.‘lt
might even be said, to use a phrase with which Heaney himself describes
a similar phenomenon in Hardy's poetry, that his perceived world of
cyclical/developmental continuity is "simply the natural climate of
[his] imagination” ("Place, Pastness, Poems" 43). Furthermore, while
this way of seeing continues to characterize Heaney's later collectiqns,
it by no means remains static but, because of its unresolved
ambivalences and tensions and especially b%cause‘qf the pressures placed

upon it by political:events in Northern Ireland, in itself continues to

develop.



II1I. Wintering Out and North

Heaney has said of his first four volumes that they constitute

"one book" that "grows together and- goes together" (Haffenden 15-16).

And certainly Wintering Out and North are in many ways natural

extensions of Death of a Naturalist and Door into the bark, once more

taking up much of the subject matter and developing many of the themes
of these first two collections. Most notably, these latér volumes reveal
the same fascination with the earth and the same earth-based,
pattern-oriented perception of organic relationships between past and
p;;sent, and environment, community, self and art. Therb is, however, a
noticeable increase in the intensity of the fascination, with these two
works being much more earth-centred in their content. In|particular,
Heagey’s early interest in and perception of thqﬁearth, and especially
the bog, ag a living repository of and influence on Irish and Northern
Irish experience here develops, in the form of numerous earth and
landscﬁpe poems--among -the better known, the so-called 'Bog Poems'--into
a controlling idea of increasingly symbolic scope that binds these two
collections into a cohesive unit. And this unit, while it does in fact,
as Heaney suggests, point back to his earlier voiumes; also remains
distinct from them, serviqg as a pivotal point between them and his more
recent work. ‘
Accompaﬁying this devélopment is a development of purpose and
focus in Heaney's exploration and delineation of a ggneral earth-based,
cyclical pattern; While Heaney has up to this point outlined the pattern
and noted, even implicitly gquestioned, some of i;&xextra-human, communal

and personal manifestations in an attempt to enlarge both his own and

his community's understanding of it, he has remained largely passive in

<
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his view of it. In fact, he has looked to it primarily as an
explanation, and even justification, for his own and his community's
experience and only secondarily as something in itself requiring closer
examination and justification. In other words, he has seen the general
cyclical/dévelopmental pattern as more or less a given, a universal and
unifying principle of order, that acts upon more than it is, itself acted

upon. In Wintering Qut and North, Heaney continues to regard the pattern

as a given to be discovered and understood but begins also to see the
possibility of its being influenced by the artist and his community.
Furthermore, in his more sceptical moments, which will be discussed
toward the end of this chapter, Heaney ceases to take this pattern as a
given at all, instead temporarily seeing its cyclical aspects“as
man-created, man-perpetuated and confining, and interpreting the
constant imbalances between its cyclical and developmental aspects as
unresolvable contradictions to be thrown over in favour of a more
Strictly developmental and wholly earth-detached vision.

It 'is largely for these reasons (under which lie the effects on
Heaney of the Northern Irish Troubles, to be discussed shortly) that
Heaney, while retaining an interest in and largely religious view of the
earth as a symbolic embodiment of the extra-human realm, displays 2
stronger interest in the nature of its relationship to the communal and
personal and artistic realms. Heaney presents the interrelationship of
these two realms themselves soO much more directly and intensely that his
communal and his own personal/artistic experiences and concerns
occasionally, as in "Traditions" (gg 31-32) and Part II of "Funeral

Rites™ (N 16-17), become indistinguishable from one another:

Our guttural muse
was bulled long ago
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by the alliterative tradition,
her uvula grows
vestigial, forgotten 4
like the coccyx )
or a Brigid's Cross
vyellowing in some outhouse
while custom, that 'most
sovereign mistress’,

beds us down into
the British Isles. ("Traditions"” 1-12)

Now as news comes in
of each neighbourly murder
we pine for ceremony,
customary rhythms:
the temperate footsteps
of a cortege, winding past
each blinded home. ("Funeral Rites™ 33-39)
In these passages, what most obviously marks the conflation of the

artist and his previously implied audience (the 'you,' for instance, of
"Personal Helicon") into one prominent body with common experiences and
needs is Heaney's shift from the more personally familial use of the
first person pronouns 'we,' ‘'us’' and ‘our' in the earlier collections to
a more broadly communal one. (It might be argued here that the first
Qérson plural pronouns in "Traditions" are meant -to refer strictly to
h&é speaker and the writer Tom Flanagan, to whom Heaney dedicates the
;oem; however, even more clearlyhthan in the also dedigatéd "Personal
Helicon,™ the extra-personal dimension of the poem can be féit‘to
include Heaney's entire Irish community--and not only his contemporary
one but his historical and even fictional ones as well.) Even more

important, though, is Heaney's tying of himself and his art to his

éommunity through his use of such phfasas and words as "guttural muse”

"and "rhythms,” which not only suggest the importance of literature,
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especially poetry, as a linguistic expression of the common nation

7

1

containing and uniting the individual Irish artist and his community,
but with the accompanying words “"custom,” "customary,"” "cortege” and

"winding” also point up the importance of pattern to this sense of

unity.

3

That the pattern is moreover earth-based and circular or
cyclical/developmental is evident in the larger cogxfxt of the entire
poems. In "Traditions,” the "guttural muse"” of t rish language, which
in such poems as "Anahorish™ (WO 16), "Toome” (WO 26) and "Broagh" (WO
27) is implicitly identified as the Irish landscape itself, has been
"bulled long ago” by the English "alliterative tradition”"--the highly
expressive word "bulled” hsving among the many meanings suggested by the
OED the particularly relevant ones of 'bred with a bull' or, more
colloquially, 'bred with a man' (in both cases John Bull comes'to mind),
'deceived, cheated or mocked' and most significantly 'ploughed up by the
bull teeth of a harrow.' The muse having been made "vestigial," the
recipients of her inspiration have beén culturally uprcoted and
simultaneously invaded by and connected to the British Isles. (Again,
the phrase 'beds down' carries the double sex énd earth denotations that
are'clearly in Heaney's poetry symbolicall& intefrelated and mutually
sustaining.) There they have been degraded aﬁd rid;culed in the body of
the defiant but neverthglg;i subservieqt Shékespearean character
MacMorris "gallivanting / round thaobe" (25-26) and asking the
question "What ish my nation?” (32) Thié latter image is ideal,
capturing, among other things, the sense of the uprooted.Irish traditj:;)n
being.set .down on the‘ new artistic soil of the Globe Theatre, B
microcosmic represenitation of the English world', which it now falsely
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gravitates around and moreover, as the word "gallivanting” suggests,
prostitutes itself in doing so. However, despite its serious waning in
the Elizabethan era, the Irish muse's power has eventually reasserted
‘itself in the figure of Joyce's Bloom, whose "wandering” (34) in the
streets of Dublin and response to MacMorris'’ qu;stion with the serene,
unpretentious statement "ireland . . . / I was born here. Ireland”
(35-36) successfully counteract the rootiess Irish stefeotype by
stressing the re-rooted and re-strengthened Irish tradition and the
phyéical land that inspires and sustains it. The pattern; of cousrse, is
not one of full circle but of developmental circle: the Irish language,

that key component of the old tradition, remains largely vestigial, but

in compensatlon the Irish muse now channels her inspiration through the
English language, which her recipients have by this t;me not only fully
mastered (the contrast between the stage-Irish accent qf MacMorris and
the simple but clear and forceful diction of Bloom is noteworthy), but
also enhanced with their own linguistit contributions. Furthermore, as
Neil Corcoran points out, the Irish'trédition, while remaining true to
its original centre, has not only, as~in "Gravities," held within its
orbit the exiled artist Joyce but, through Joyce's novel and its
“wandering," Jewish/Odyssean hero, extended itself so as to possess and
_influence the entire Western tradition, thus turning its’ previous and
temporary defeat into an eventual victory (83).! Incidentally, this idea
of a feversal of the process of cultural absorption in Ireland's favour

_ . |- .
also inspires "Bone Dreams” (N 27-30), a poem that Heaney has plgytqlly

1 It is worth noting, as Corcoran in fact does, that in his discussion
of Joyce's cultural legacy in "The Interesting Case of John Alphonsus
Mulrennan," Heaney closes with the significant remark, "His achievement
reminds me that English is by now not so much an imperial humilzation as
a native weapon" (40)

A
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called "o kind of lipguistic invasion of England” (FPC); howevel, 1in

this (ase, Heaney' s ralds on what might be termed the 'Epglish

alliterative muse’ that 1s, the landscape of Maiden Castle and the
Angro Saxon languane which 1t gave rise to ale carried out with the
intention, not of ‘bulling, ' but of revivifying,*the English tradition.

The eat th based circular pattern ot "Funeral Rites” manifests
1tselt somewhat differently but 1s even more complex in nature. Its
;e;»x esentative 1Mage 1s that ’he enormous 1maginary funeral
procession, compared 1n lines 55 and 56 to "a serpent / in 1ts grassy
boulevard”™ (a sumile reminiscent of the eel and akl of 1its
cyclical “developmental associations in "A Lough Neagh Sequence™),

travelling from Northern Ireland to the Neolithic burial grounds on the
.

River Boyne and then back again. However, the purposes and the
historicadly symbolic route of this 1maginary procession themselves
revdal underlying circular patt“hs. The procession’'s primary function

1s to reinstil death i1n Northern Ireland with the order, solemnity and

dignity that 1t once possessed 1n the past, up to and including the
speaker's own youth, but no longer possesses 1n the present sectarian
violence. In Heaney's o words, then, 1ts purpose is to "remind

ourselves [the Northern Irish] of the eno‘ity of what it is to kill one

person” (FPC) . F):thermore, 1n doing so, the procession is meant to

appease, by means of ritual, the viclent impulses fesponsible for the
current deaths and offer "the possibility of forgiveness"” (FPC) in much

the same way as the vision of the dead Gunnar of Njal's Saga "chanting /

]
verses about honour™ (73-74).? Likewise, the actual route of the

¢ There are two points worth noting about Heaney's use of this work:
first, Gunnar's special appeal to Heaney undoubtedly lies in the fact
that his death is due largely to his deep attachment to his farm and the
Icelandic landscape in general, which leads him to defy his sentence of
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procession offers the possibility ¢of reconciliation through a circular
journey in time and space that performs a number of functions. First, 1t
symbolically bridges the divisions between Protestant Loyalists and!
Catholic Republicans, which Heaney clearly sees as responsible for the
current bloodshed, by physically bridging the border that separates
Northern from Republican lreland:

the procession drags 1ts tail

out of the Gap of the North

as its head already enters

the megalithic doorway. (57-601
Furthermore, 1t does so by returning in space to that precise scene ot
previous bloodshed, the Boyne River, at which the "Gap” can be thought
to have most significantly widened. However, 1n journeying back in tf%e
beyond the Battle of the Boyné, which 1is not mentioned in the poem, and
making 1its more specific destination the Neokithic burial grounds that
share the battle's location but predate it by thousands of years, the
procession succeeds both in aepriving the religio-political causes of
the Northern killings of their urgency and in reasserting the

'

significance that the deaths thémselves share with past deaths in one of
Ireland's earliest known cultures. A similar effect is created by the
return journey in time and space "past Strang and Carling fjords” (64),
whose function as reminders of Ireland's Viking legacy'and accompanying
allusion to Gunnar dissolve the seeming differences between the vengefui
ethos ‘of the Danes and that of the Northern Irish and cyclically extend
:;;;;;T;;-;;II;:-;ven at the risk of being killed with impunity by his
enemies; secondly--and this is a point that Annwn also makes
(139)--Heaney's reading of the particular episode to which he alludes is
decidedly more optimistic than the text dictates since the honour about
which Gunnar chants consists in dying bravely on the battlefield and is

furtpermore interpreted by his listeners as counsel to carry on the feud
that has resulted in his death. (See Chapters 75 and 79 of Njal's Saga.)
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the possibility of thq\end of the one to the other.®

The general c1rcu1ag pattern evident in "Funeral Rites” 1s clearly
not as developmental as that of "Traditions,” offering as it does a mere
restoration of the past to the present, unaccompanied by any noticeable
tmprovement ot 1t 1n compensation for temporary Or permanent losses
suffered by the Irish community. Furthermore, while the ethos of revenge
dealt with 1n the poem, like the changes undergone by the Irish

tradition 1n "Traditions,” would seem to demonstrate an actual,

’
.-

perceptible cyclicality, the circular procession created by Heaney 1s
itself strictly 1maginary and 1i1ts effects desired rather than achieved.
That 1s, Heaney "would,” but does no' actually, "restore / the great
chambers of Boyne"” (40-41) and have his community participate in the
great'proceSSAOn he envisions. Despite thes; differences, 3he two poems
display an obvious similarity in their vision of a cyclical relationship
between past and present and in their identification of the Irish soil
as both the primary base and the focal point of this relationship. And
even more importantly, they shére a paradoxical view of their cyclical
and circular patterns as being both earth-governed and.yet also man- and
community-governed, particularly through the agency of the poet or
writer, who records common language and experience. (It is worth noting
that each poem ends with a direct quotation or paraphrase of a literary
work that has come to Stand as a symbol of the nation inspiring it.)
Such similarities and the developments they reflect are
attributable to a crucial influence on Heaney's poetry at this time
which the subject matter of "Funeral Rites,” and even indirectly of

> For a similar but more detailed and informative reading of this poem,
see Corcoran, 109-11. Also, for a more in-depth commentary on the ritual
significance of the funeral procession, see Annwn, 138-39.
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"Traditions,” reveals: namely, the escalation of political and religious
hostility in Northern Ireland into the full-scale sectarian vxalence
that began with the rioting of Mid-August 1969 and consequent
introduction of British troops (two months after Door int¢ the Dark's
publication) and that rapidly intensified through the 1970s. Heaney has
remarked of this period of his wrating that while the general
characteristics of his poetry “"remalned the \same, they had tg strain to
face the reality of the happenings and the subterranean energies which
produced these happenings”™ (Deane, "Unhappy" 67). Thls.remark 1tself
does much to suggest nb: only the basic ways in which Heaney himself
understands the Troubles and asks his fellow Northerm Irishmen to do so,
but the basic tension inherent in this understanding.

S

First, as the phrase "subterranean energies” partly 1implies,

Heaney sees the violence as having its roots not simply 1in the
political-religious conflict between Northern Irish Catholics and
Protestants (which is itself complex enough), but in two, more deeply
earth-based religious phenomena that are closely related ggd/bérvasive
in Irish and Northern Irish culture. The first of these is the
- | .
cyclically on-going and primitively religious attachment--'paralyzed’
though it has been by Catholicism--of the native Irish to their
country's soil andéndscape. "Territorial ‘re~ligion" (Walsh) and
"terri;orial piety” (25; 57) are two phrases that Heaney has used to
describe this attachment as it is embodied by Catholic 1rish
Republicanism in particular. Accompanying this attachment in earlier
times was not only the attractive feature of a devotion to a distinctive

lahgaéée‘that had been shaped, in Heaney's eyes, by the landscape as

muse, but also the less attractive feature of a givenness to.seasonal,
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ritualistic and even violent human sacrifice in propitiation of the
landscape as goddess. These are features that to Heaney's mind have
survived 1n diminished and altered,:bu£ not greatly diminished and
altered, form 1in present-day IriigxgaltUFe. Heaney does not, of course,

see these tralts as exclusive to the Irish; his many allusions--more

numerous 1n North than in Wintering Out--to the old Norse and

Anglo-Saxon cultures often reveal his knowledge that they are common to
the Northern European races in general,* even though they are perhaps
not as readily apparent in these other races' modern members as they are
1n the Irish. This knowledge certainly underlies his use of Njal's Saga
in "Funeral Rites,” and even more so his repeated poetic treatment of
the Danish 'Bog Peopie,' victims of Iron-Age sacrifices to the earth
goddess Nerthus. Most noteworthy of these 'Bog Poems' in this respect is
"The Tollund Man,” which ends with this imagined personal response on
Heaney's part to the poem's sacrificial victim and Danish landscape:

Something of his sad freedom

As he rode the tumbril

Will come to me, driving,

Saying the names

Tollund, Grabaulle, Nebelgard....

Out there in Jutland

In the old man-killing parishes

I will feel lost,

Unhappy and at home. (33-40)

[4)

Here, Heaney's incantatory repetition of the ish place-names

"Tollund, Grabaulle, Nebelgard” (similar, in i quality of reverence,

to his poetic relishings of the Irish place-names Anahorish, Toome and

¢ Heaney draws this knowledge from P.V. Glob's The Bog People (the
well-knobwn inspiration for his 'Bog Poems'), which, although it deals
mostly with Germanic Iron Age tribes, identifies the practice of ritual
human sacrifices to earth goddesses as a general Northern European
phenomenon. \ :
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Broagh) and his description of them as "the old man-killing parishes”
reveal the integral and on-going connection he sees between land,
language and religious sacrifice. His final, disoriented and yet sadly
familiar response to this pattern in turn stresses the connection he
draws between Iron-Age Denmark and his own past and present-day Northern
Ireland. However, keen as Heaney's interest in the similarities between
the different Northern European 'territoqial religions’ might be, it
restricts itself primarily to their usefulness in enlafglng his own and
his community's understanding of the specifically pagan-Catholic
Northern Irish 'religion’s’' contribution to the Troubles.

Thé same point can be made about the other earth-based religious
phenomenon that Heaney sees as contributing to Northern Irish/sectarian
violence, which is the historic disruption and attempted displacement of
the Irish 'territorial religion’' by its English counterpart. That 1is,
rather than dwelling on the broader pattern of cultural invasion and

counter-invasion characterizing the overall relationship of the Northern

European races, Heahey focust on this one general invasion and .
particularly that one phase df it which perhaps best accounts for the
distinctness of Ireland's present poiitical situation from those of its
neighbouring countries. This is the Tudor plantation which, in its
establishment of a large loyalist Protestant population in Ireland and
especially Nor;hern Ireland, radically upset the Irish territorial
religion and hence began the intense religio-political hostilities that
have continued intermittently and cohcentrated themselves in the one
part of the country where modern Britain still maintains its presence.

This, of course, is the specific invasion referred to in "Traditions”

and even more forcefully presented in "Ocean's Love to Ireland” (N
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46-47), where it takes on the qualities of a rape perpetrated by that_
chief devotee of "Cynthia” (10) and her pelicies, Walter Ralegh.
Especially noteworthy are three features of this latter poem that
illustrate the invasion's suppression aﬂd supplanting of the intimate,
propitiatory relationship between the Irish (and their political
allies), their language and their territorial deity. These are its
references‘to Ralegh's "broad Devonshire”™ (1) accent and the "iambic
drums / of English” (22-23) beeting the Irish woods; its sexual and
biblical presentation of the "ruined” Ireland (in the farm of an
Irish-speaking "maid”) as being "failed"” by both "The Spanish prince,"
who "has spilled his gold™ (19-22), and her own poets, who "Sink like
Onan” (19-24); and its closing description of the Irish soil as 'fading’
from these poets’' "somnolent clasp / Into ringlet-breath and dew, / The
ground possessed and repossessed” (25-27).

The exact brand of territorial religion that grew out of the
Plantation Heaney does not define in "Ocean's Love to Ireland,"” but
elsewhere he sees it as essentially masculine and dominant rath;r than
feminine and propitiatory, since the Planter stock was and still i$
"bound” to the soil, not through a goddess figure——and certainly not
through her Cétholic Marian equivalent as are in part the native
Irish®*--but "through the charter given by an historical king" (Pre 147)
and through a biblical, male and of course Protestant God. Similarly,

this Planter stock's ties to the Irish soil are expressed, not through

the Irish language, over which the native territorial deity presides as

3 In "The Sense of Place,” Heaney points explicitly to the merging of
pagan and Catholic personifications of the soil when he remembers, from
his own childhood, that "during the month of May the pagan goddess
became the Virgin Mary and May flowers had to be gathered for her altar
on the chest-of-drawers in the hedroom . . ."(Pre 134).

N
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muse, but through a language largely alien to the landscape. These
different channels of the loyalist religious attachment come together in
"The Other Side" (WO 34-36), where the Protestant neighbour, as he
appeared to the young Heaney, is clearly both a descendant of the
English-speaking Planter stock and a biblical prophet figure asserting
the righteousness of his people's (as opposed to the Irish Catholics™)
connrection with the Ulster soil:

Thigh-deep in sedge and marigolds

a neighbour laid his shadow

on the stream, vouching

'It's poor as Lazarus, that ground,’

and brushed away

among the shaken legfage:

I lay where his lea slopeg

to meet our fallow,

nested on moss and rushes,

my ear swallowing

his fabulous, biblical dismissal,

that tongue of chosen people.

When he would stand like that

on the other side, white-haired,

swinging his blackthorn

at the marsh weeds,

he prophesied above our scraggy acres,

and then turned away

towards his promised furrows
on the hills.... (1-20)

The 0ld Testament association is of course the dominant one, bht the
references to "that tongue of chosen people” and "promised furrows” also
unmistakably describe the sense of territorial religious privilege
enjoyed by Northern Irish loyalists by virtue of their colonial status,

‘their 'establishment' religion and their language.*

¢ Again, for a differently focused but informative reading of this poem,
see Corcoran, 91. -



The danger of such suppression and supplanting of a territorial
‘religion--namely, that they make conflict, even violent conflict,
between the old and newer religions likely——is evident enough in Irish
history and is directly treated by Heaney in "Act of Union" (N 49—56).
In this poem, another sexually described invasion of Ireland by England,
this time the 1800 Act of Union subsuming the Irish parliament into the
English one, leaves a "legacy” (13), the "parasitical” Northern Irish
population--divided within itself and with each part hostile to one of
its two parent nations--that "culmiﬂé}gé/inexorably"Mk14) within
"half-independent” (12) Ireland. Here Heaney places less explicit
emphasis on the suppression of the Irish population's
religious/linguistic relationship with the soil; in fact, Ireland andv
her people seem to be one body. Nevertheless, his references in an
earlier version of the poem’ to England's linguistic "occupation” (19),
which has left Ireland's."mouth . . . fluent with" £33) the Engli;h
tongue, would indicate that Heaney has this suppression strongly in mind
as one of the chief factors responsible for the violent Northern Irish
"1egacy* he is here portraying.

Recognizing as he does the continuing power of the Irish
territorial religious impulse in both its older énd more recent forms,
Heaney also recognizes, as his use of the phrase "subterranean energies"
suggests, that this impulse is largely unconscious ;nd volatile, and

| therefore inclined to result in regular, even cyclical "eruption[s] of'
archaic religious passions” (FPC) of which the Tréubles are only the
mos® recent form. Thus, one of the chief undertakings of his poetry

-~

becomes the direct exploration or 'facing' of the conflicting
. .

®7 Originally published separately as "A New Life.”
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"subterranean” religious "energies” feeding the Troubles--especially
through the archaeological 'excavations' and associated mythopoeic

visions of many of the poems in Wintering Out and North--in an attempt

to air and explain them in terms of cyclically recurring territorial
religious.impulses. This would certainly seem to be the purpose of his
three best known bog poems, "The Grauballe Man",fﬁ 35-36), "Punishment”
and "The Tollund Man,” all of whi;h.afaw unmistakable, cyclical lines .of
connection from the Danish Iron—A%? sacrifices to similar sacrifices in
Northern Ireland, whether they coksist of recent occurrences, such as
the 'slashinéhand dumping’' of 'hooded victims' and the tarring of female
Catholic 'collaborators,' or less recent incidents like the 1920s
mutilation of four Catholic brothers by Protestants, which Heaney has
described as "partAof the folklore where I grew up” (EEQ).

Explaining the Troubles thréugh cyclical patterns, however, is not
Heaney's only purpose in writing many of the poems in these céllections.
As recently as 1983, Heaney has explained an even more important
intention, or desire, underlying them:

I just triéd to link ritual killing and fertility rites of the
Iron Age ... to ritual killings and violence in contemporary
Ireland in the hope that they might become fertility rites of
some kind and that some ki of growth and renewal might occur
at the end of ig all. (FPC)
In this respect, then, Heaney is clearly attempting not only to explain
Norghern Irish violence in a myéhopoeic mo<§e, but also to tur} the
datructive aspects o’this violence toward some peaceful and productive
en&. Furthermore, he is attempting bath to promote the more valuable
J:.mpulses of territorial religiox'such as devotion to land and language,

and the need for communal rituals, and to appeas@.nd reconcile the

differences in these impulses that occur from one Northern European

€«
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culture to another.

In particular, Heaney seeks to replace, if only imaginatively, the
deep divisions within Northern Ireland, between Northern and Republican
Ireland, and even between Ireland and Britain, with the "kind of rhythm”
and “"completeness” (Haffenden 18) that characterized life in Northern
Europe under early territorial religion. He seeks to do so by uncovering
and recapturing in his poetry an original, even primitive,
cycle~orientéﬁ territorial religion that lies beneath, still influences,
and can comprehend and explain its later offshoots and even, in some
instances, appease their cqnflicting impulses. Once more, however,
Heaney tailors thjis basic rel;gion to the needs of his own community by,
in most instances, making the soil of Ireland its sacred and unifying
centre. Hence, his particular use of the ritualistic funeral cortege in
"Funeral Rites" and also his treatment of cultural traditions in
"Traditions,” which, while strongly favouring Ireland in its cyclical
and orbital view of cultural absorption and counter-absorption,
nevertheless creates something of a whole and rhythmic picture of
Western cultural tradition (as do, in sum, his prolific allusions to
Irish and European literature throughout these two collections®). Hence

@ ' ‘
also, in part, his frequent and conscious use of language and artefacts
that are directly connected with the earth and a sacred, cycle-oriented
view of it. In "Belderg" (N 13-14), for instance, Heaney, in describing
a convers;tion with a collector of éuernstones that have been retrieved
from g bog, muses not only on the way‘iﬁﬂahich,the "stone-wall

patternings” of the "fossilized landscape” preserved by the bog are

- - o o ——— — ———

* These allusfons, some of which have arisen in this discussion but are
too numerous to examine in any detail, are to date most thoroughly '

catalogued and discgssed by Neil Corcoran (see chapters III and IV).
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"Repeated before our eyes / In the stone walls of [present-day)] Mayo"
(16-19), but on the way in which the Irish, Anglo-Saxon and Norse
etymologies of his own sacred homeground's name "Mossbawn," alon%/with
the collector's quernstones, constitute "growth rings,” like those of a
tree, that together point to "persistence, / A congruence of lives"
(21-23). All of these ideas and circular images culminate in the poem's
final vision of the "ancient mill"” (41) and tHe Yggdrasil, or
Scandinavian mythological world-tree that‘(according to Brewer's), "with
its roots and branches, binds together heaven, earth and hell” and also
represents the union of life and knowledge, and time and space. In
Heaney's vision of it, the tree is composed not of ﬁiént tissue, but of
"Querns piled.}ike vertebrae, / The marrow crushed to grounds™ (44-45).
This terrifying but awe-inspiring image is wholly appropriate to
Heaney's vision of a basic and culturally harmonizing territorial
religion since, in its synthesis: of the metchanical and the organic (mill
and tree, and quernstones, spine and tree), it presents a cohesive view,
both brutal sublime, of the universe as one giant creation fuele&aby

; | o
earth-based cycles and growths (ingluding seemingly divergent
languages), and by circular objects and mechanisms reflecting these
cycles and growths.

In "Kinship," the sense of a universe fed and controlled by
earth-based cycies is also prevalent and will be discussed later; but
just as noteworthy is the way in which Heagey's characteristic and
deliberate combination of Irish, Anglo-Saxon (or mock—Anglo—Saxon),

>5cand1nav1an and sometimes Latinate and other European words (a strategy v////"~

that is also at work in "Belderg”) in the poem s second part creates a

unique, cross-cultural litany specifically inspired by the Irish bog:
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But bog

meaning soft,
the fall of windless rain,
pupil of amber.

e
R fgant ground,
digestion of mollusc
and seed-pod,
deep pollen bin.

Earth-pantry, bone-vault,
- sun-bank, enbalmer
of votive goods
and sabred fugitives. .

Insatiable bride.
Sword-swallower,

casket, midden,

floe of history. (29-44)

-~

For the obvious reason that Heaney writes in English, most of the words
) : [

comprising these stanzas are, according to the OED, of specifically

Anglo-Saxon or more broadly Teutonic (that is, Anglo-Saxon, Germanic and

0ld Norse) origin (for example, "meaning,” "soft,” "fall," "windless,"”

[T} LI [ L1}

goods, " and "bride) and are in current

"rain," "ground, deep, bin,
use. However, two of them, "midden" ahq "floe,"” are rarely or
differently used today. Furthermore, a)number of them are linked
together to form the mock-Anglo-Saxon kennings "seed—pod," "sun-bank"
and "sword-swallower"”, while others yet are linked with 0ld French or
medieval Lgtin words to produce the hybrid mock-kennings "earthfpaptry"
and "bone-vault." All of these, along with the deliberately outdated
form of ;embalmer," numerous Latinates (for’example, "pupil,”
"ruminant,” "digestion," "votive," "fugitives," "insatiable" and
"ﬁistory") and a few words of uncertain or Oriental origin ("casket,"
"amber" and "sabred"), give the passage a deliberately archaic,
pan-European quality that is also semi-pagan, Semi-early-Christian, but

clearly not of any more modern orthodox religion. Most important, of

[ A
""* Y 4
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course, is the Iéalicized, 0l1d Irish word "bog," which Heaney has
contrasted withsyand chosed over its other Northern European equivalents
"quagmire,” "swampland” and "morass" (25), and which serves as the
litany's central, triggering 'logos' whose meaning the ensuing words
strive to echo and more fully describe. The Irish bog is, in fact, later
in the poem described as "the vowel of earth” (86) itself, whicg can in
a religious sense be seen as the key part of the territorial deity's
physical ahd verbai revelation of hersel&ﬁko her people--that part, that
] o
is, which gives the earth full vocabular and religious meaning{ And in
this important resBect, the Irish bog and the Irish word "bog".serve as
centralizers and harmonizers of the litany's disparate linguistic and r
religious glements and hence-have a sﬂmi3ar, symbolic effect on the
various Northern European forms of territorial worship.
Lest this discussion should seem to loc? Heaney into the exclusive
(and, in both idignature and exclusiveness, somewhat ludicrous) role of
.

bog-priest or shaman attempting to lead the warring factions of his
community into a uniform, néé—pagan and broadly Northern European but
Irish-centred brand of eqrfh-worship,‘it is crucial to'repeat that
"Belderg" and the bog litany of "Kinship" (along with "Funeral Rites,”
the bog poems and many other comparable poems in WO and N) are primarily
imaginative and symbolic in gesture. Furthermoré, Heaney's éoncerps and - .
‘intentions in $riting them are not strictly coﬁmunally religious,

although they are largely shaped by the terri al religion that he
\

clearly shares with his community. Heagey*qw}gxe;eskftﬁ the earth and
) -

its related cycles, artefacts and languages, for instance, is determined
as much by their personal emotional and religious value to him and by

their intrinsic aesthetic value as components of his own -poetry as it is
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by their broader, communally teligilous one. This last general feature 1s .
evident 1n different ways throughout Wintering Out and North. It 1s

present, for instance, 1n the bog litany, which ends with the purely

personal terms of prajrse "nesting ground, / outbac™ of my mind” (47-48).
Furthermore, with {le possible exception of the vision of Gunnar in
“"Funeral Rites,” the mythopoeic visions and 1maginings of these two

collections  as, for example, 10 "Roots” (WO 39), "Tinder” (WO 43-44),

. R . .
"Belderg” and "Punishment”- are ex%nenced personally and exclusiyely

. N L]

by Heaney, even while they are transmitted to his audience and even -

while their 1import 1s broadly communal. And firfall&,/ Héaney's linguistitc

and earth explorations, manipulations and musings often become not oOnly

AN

personal relishings of the qualities of indywidual words, place-names or
landscape features (as in the place-name poems and "BOne Dreams,” among
others), but also conscious comméntary on the poetic process Of

translating place into words and 1images, as in “"Land”™ (WO 21-22): \

Thls is in place of what 1 would leave
plaited and branchy

on a long slope of stubble:

a woman of old wet leaves,

rush-bards and thatcher's scollops,

stooked loosely, her breasts an open-work

of new straw and harvest bows. "
Gazing out past

' the shifting hares. (14-22)

1nc1dentall§, Ehis"passaqf, bgsides reflecting Heaney's prevailing and

L]

archetypally sexual view of the Irish soil and landscape, is very much

7
.

in keeping with hi} contemplations in "Digging” and "Personal Helicon"”
on the symbolic, cyclical transference of his rural and soil-based

childhood experience 40 his'poetry.
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Heanev's exploration of territorial religion and 1ts various
aspects, furtmermore, is not always wholly religious 1n its focus. In
faft, the rational and even scientific light which he occasionally seeks
to shed on this religion angl the earth that inspires 1t is often at odds
with his own and his community's religious impulses. The archaic,
mystical quality of the boag litany, for instance, is mitigated by the
more modern Latinates "mollusc”™ and “"pollen,” which present the bog és
an object of as much paleontological and botanical as religious
interest. In the same vein, Heaney's‘&requent refefenceSA-xn this
passage, in #tlderg” and in other poems--to the actual artefac;s (both
material and human» presérved by the bog reveal an archaeological

. interest as modern ind objective as the visions these artefacts inspire
are primitive and mythopoeic. As Corcoran, quoting Hear@®y, poilnts out,
this interest was partially fueled by g surge of archaeological actiz}ty
in Republican Ireland during the late 196Qs and the 1970s and by
Heaney's friendship with the late archaeologist Tom Delaney, but the
poet's visits té both Irish and Danish museums to view material and
human artefagts were made 162§§}z:on his own initiat}ve (33-34).

These additicnal interestt“?nd concerns in Heaney's poetry point

to fundamental divisions in his attitude toward his community and its

conflicting territorial religians, and to'similér divisions in his view
of his own poetic enterprise, all of which account for the acute

N )
. "strain" that Hedney alludes to in discussing his attempt "to face the

- reality of the happénings and the subterranean energies" of the Northern
. ._/ Ty

Y

Irish Troubles. Fimst, it is clear from such poems as "Bone ﬂt:ams,“ \
-
7

“he Other Sidey” "Kinship” and the 'rape of Ireland' poems that even
L ] 4

“7y,‘p .. -"while Heane Yavours A unificatiof and harmonizing of the conflicting®
??'*%f-! »1§tuq?; Y Ji{r, s e

;& v
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v
native and colonial territorially religious impulses, he is by virtue of

his own childhood experience still very much loyal to the
pagan/Catholic, feminine territorial deity'--often at the expense of the
moq,nmsrulxne, Protestant one with which he 1s trying to merge her, as
the general nature of hils original, bog-centred religion and also his
mi1ld caricaturizing of the neighbour in "The Other Side” in particular
suggest. Hence, the earth-based mythopoeic content of his poetry 1is to
some extent motivated by his own personally biased desire to \
restrengthen and reassert over the more recent colonial culture the
native Irish one that grew out of the worship of this deity. Nowhere 1is
this sentiment more apparent than in "Antaeus” (N 12), where Heaney
implicitly views himself as an Irish Antaeus figure championing the
homeground and culture from which he déaws his poetic strength:
. Girdered with root and rock .

I am cradled in the dark that wombed me

And nurtured in every artery

Like a small hillock. f

Let each new hero come

Seaghing the golden apples and Atlas.

He must wrestle with me before he pass

Into that realm of fame

Among sky-born and royal. . . . (9-17)
Heaney has in fact openly equated himself with Antaeus, whom he
describes as Ya native, e#rth—grubber, in touch with the ground”
(Haffenden 22); and althngh this identification with a Greek

mythological figure might sd®F to jar with his own territorial and

cultural loyalties, it is nevertheless wholly appropriate, not only

__________________ §

* This loyalty is also apparent in a number of Heaney's articles and
interviews (among them, "The Sense.of Place,” "Unhappy" and the
interviews with Robert Druce and Caroline Walsh), but especially so in
hisesinterview with Haffeng and "The Poet as a Christian” (much of the’

content of which is repeat¥® in "The Sense of Place"). ,
. ; ,
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- 2ijbecause of Antaeus' status as pagan fiqure and son of the earth goddess

Gaea, but also because of his association with a native and
nationalistic Irish culture of the soil in Yeats' "Municipal Gallery
Revisited”--an association that Heaney is of course aware of (Haffenden
22). (It 1is al;o 1interesting to note that ihe "golden apples” guarded by
Antaeus are perhaps not now so strongly associated with this figure as

ihey are with Yeats and his "Song of the Wandering Aengus.”) °
Heaney's personal and poetic attachment to the Irish territorial

deity, however, is often so strong that it has the paradoxical effect of
separating him from the native, as well as the loyalist, Northern Irish
communit¥, even while it feeds his self-perceived role as unifier of
these communities. This separateness is evident not only in his
frequent, aestheticizing appreciations of Ir;sh land and language, as in
"Anahorish”--a poem that Heaney rarely reads in public "because there's
no place for an audience to ;ét in" (Haffenden 26)--but in a number of
his bog poems, where his personal fascination wfth the territorial deity
an& her répresentative sacrificial victims reaches a distufbing and evén
alienating intensity. In “Come to the Bower” (N 31), for instance,
Heaney's imagined discover¢ and undressing of "the dark—bowéred queen”
55) takes on an unmistakably voy;uristic.and even necrophiliac quality,
particularly in tﬁe poem's fiﬁal stanza:

I reach past

The riverbed's washed

Dream of gold to the bullion

Of her Venus bone. (17-20)

And in "Boéfﬁﬁeen" (N 32-34), Heaney's use of a distinct dramatic voice,

t .

~

although not by an§ means an innovatioa (draA!!ic voices having also

been used in earlier poems like "Requiem for the Croppies,” 'Updine,"

“Aubade” and even "Antaeus,” to list only some of the posms already

s
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discussed), 1s nevertheless more disturbing than any previous such use.
Perhaps this 1s so because, in following immediately after "Come to the
Bower," 1t suggests that Heaney has somehow moved beyond the otherness
itmplicit 1n his previous sexual contact with this dead but
supernaturally living figure to a complete psychological fusion with

her. The weirdness of %his fusion is only further intensified by
s
Heaney's deliberate combination throughout the poem of images of vital

sexuality and physical decomposition, of beauty and ugliness, which

build to the final and grotesque image of the dead queen's

'birth'/'resurrection': -»

The plait of my hair,
a slimy birth-cerd—
of bog, had been cut
' LY

and 1 rose from the dark,

hacked bone, skull-ware,

frayed stitches, tufts,

small gleams on the bank. (50-56)%° .

Y These more purely artistic and personal aspects of Heaney'zk'

territorial attachment are continuous with two of his earliest and most

important poetic mandates: first, (as he lays it down in "Personal

Helicon") to explore the darker and more mysterious "subterranean”

aspects of his own psyche, including his sexuality; and second, (as he -

‘" , -

implies it in "The Diviner") to stand religiously devoted to his own art

i§nd apart from his community, even while he performs for it much the

A \ .
same function as he performs for himself by exploring and uncovering the

"suybterranean energies* that it "wants ... current and released."” Heaney

———————————— e , . :
Neil Corcoran also stresses the symbolic, republican aspect of
aney's’ relationship with this queen figure when he points out that
Come to thesBower"” is the title of a popular Republican song and
justifiably”argues that the bog Queen (a Northern Irish, rather than
Ranish, find) serves as "a kind of Mother Ireland.” (For further details
his politjcal/allegorical reading of these poems, see 113-14 of his
udy.) ' .

I~
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has in fact even directly associated an increasdd sense of these
mandates with the increased sense of territorial religion gained through
his exposure to the bog people and especially the Tollund Man:

. when I wrote that poem ["The Tollund Man"] I had a sense
of crossing a line really, that my whole being was involved in
the sense--the root sense--of religioh, being bonded to
something, being bound to do something. I felt it a vow; 1 felt
my whole being caught in this. And this was a moment of
commitment not in the political sense but in the deeper sense of
your life, commi¥ting yourself to something. I think that
brought me a new possibility of seriousness in the poetic
enterprise. . ‘I'm very angry with a couple of snotty remdrks
by people wh don t know what they are talking about and speak
as if the pog ipages were picked up for convenience instead of
beLngr)as I'm trying to take this opportunity to say, a deeply

elt part of my own life, a revelation to me. (Randall 18-19)

*

Hdwever, neither understanding the dual nature of his poetic role
and the paradoxical way ip which his territorial attéchment both unites
and divides his-stanoes an self and poetry and community, nor implicitly
. ' 1S
reassertiné the personal and artistic mandafes of his poetry lessens jyé//\
stra%n Heaney experiences as their dir;ct result. In fact,‘this strdin

has increased considerably over the more comfortably handled tension of

.

the earlier collections, no doubt because Heaney's obvfous desire to
. .

serve as a unifier of his divided cgmmunity is now far greater and more
[ N .

urgent than it ever could have been Before the outbreak of the Troubles.

Ihat'Heanéy alternately sees ‘the public role'Ofkhis poétfy as

L@

compromising its more purely personal and artistic aspects and vice
. &\ ,'

versa is evident in the differing lay-outs of Wintering Out and North

3

. and, periodically, w1th1n thelr 1nd1v1dual poems.!! Both are divided '

- -—

111t iy necessary to note here' that these lay-outs in no way reflect
the chronological order in which Beaney wrote the poems of these
collections, as the following discussion might imply. For instance, two
of the poems in Part II of North, "Whatever You Say Say Nothing" (first
published in October 1971) and and "Orange brums, Tyrone, 1966" .(first
published in September 1966), of which more will be said later, were
written before the publication of either collection. However, Heaney's.
decision not to include them in his collections before this point, and

4
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into two parts--a structure unique to these collections and appropriate

to the strain with which Heaney is attempting to come to terms--with the

-

first part of each being a fairly balanced combi?ation of public and

pérsonal poetry--often, as in the case of "A Northern Heard" (WO 39-44)

and many of the poéms’ from NortE’already discussed, within individual

poems or poem sequences themselves. Part II of Wintering Out, however,

shifts noticeably to a poétry that, if not always wholly personal, is
not wholly pertinent to the Northern Irish situation either--as if to
say that Heaney is here asserting his status as an individual artist
aware of but not entirely subject to public and political circumstance.
This note is partialdy reinforEed by the fact that most 0f the
non-Heaney figures at the centre of Part II--the mad girl of "A Winter.'s
Talé" (64-65), the woman and the mermaid of "Shore WOman"'(66—g7) énd
"Maighdean'Mara" (68-69), and tﬂgﬁ;&?an and children (one dead, one
living) of'"E;pbo" (70) and "Bye—-Child" (71—%2)——are all in one way 5}
aQQFher solitary fringe members ?f the Irish community and are,
ﬁdreover, presented by Heaney as other—worldlyv One thinks in particula;
of Heaney:a‘suétained association of the 'bye-child' with the moon:

s : )

<.

Litile henhouse boy, '
. Sharp-faced as new moons
/ Remembered .

1

, Little moon man . . .
- . Your frail shape, luminous, .
Weightless, is stirring the dust. . . . (5-12)
In contrast, Part II of North deliberately shifts to an emphasis on what

Heanby himself has described as the "more public” (Haf fenden 23) and

- "explicit" (Deane, "Unhappy" 71) voice of his poetry. Interestingly

ettt ®——e- ,
11(cont'd) his ordering of the poems in both collections in general,
clearly and intentionaldy reflect-the larger direction of his shifting
views on the Troubles and his own poetry.

il f
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enough, Heaney has also described tﬁe contents of this section as "poems
which in a sense anybody could write . . ." (Druce 24). While such a
statement is surely exaggerated, these poems de constitute Heaney's most
contemporary and direct poetic confrontation of the Troubles and ,are no
doubt his response to the criticisms he has just finished directing at
himself in Part I for his self—absorbtion and absorption, bdth personal
and aesthetic; with language and the Irish territorial deity. He has,
for example, satirically identified himself, in "Viking Dublin: Trial
Pieces"” (N 21—24), with that epitome of self-alienation and political
inefficacy, Hamlet, "coming to consciousness / by jumping in graves, /
dithering, blathering” (62~64). Furthermore, through his description of
himself as "the artful voyeurf (32) in "Punishment,” he has
siqpltaneous;y criticized his tendencies both to aestheticize and to
sexualize the bog and its human contents from a safe distanke. And, in a
similar Qein, he has, in "Ocean's Love to Ireland,” imp;icitly
representgd himself as a wilfully ineffective Onan fiquré. (This last

criticism can be read in either of two ways, depending upon how ong

_interprets 'the sin of Onan.' If one understands®it as Mary Bnown’ltor ]

instance, does, then orfe might seeiHeaney(as implying that_"Irish~poets

. \

as a whole are useless [and,- one'might add, solely self-indulgent]

-

masturba:ors" [295]). Such a reading could, if correct, throw a whole new

4

and critical light on Heaney's playful use of the earth-related

fom
masturbation metaphor in his interview with Garland. If, however, fﬁb‘
v , M N

‘ understands Onanism more technically as coitus interruptus,!? oné'might,

. - o
perhaps more accurately, see Heaney as implying tha& Irish poets, past

and present, have derived their poetry from their sexual-like

12 My thanks to Professor R. f. Ayling for pointing out this more
correct definition in our discussion of the poem.

o,

-

e -
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A

interactions with the Irish territory but have, as it were, a; critical
moments in Ireland’'s history "failed"” her by being too noh-committal. In
either case, Heaney's metaphor 1s perhaps unfortunate and even )
self-subverting since Onanism is, in keeping with the biblical passage
from which the term derives, invariably associated with the phrase
"spilling one's seed on the ground"—~3n associatiﬁp\which in this case «

might imply a fulfilment of the Irish poet'iyjsﬁponsibility to his

country rather than a shirking of it.)

o
These self-criticisms and the differences in the lay-outs of these

two collections rgfleét more than just a tension between Heaney's
personal and public voices, since éhat they also point to is an anxiety
on Heaney's part about the extent to which his territorial attachment
influences both these voices. This additiohal strain is not as evident

in Winterin§ Out, altﬁough it is important to note that both Heaney's

use of -earth imagery and his anthroﬁomorphizingaof the Irish soil
decrease:significantly in the céllection's seéond part--with the
exception of his reference to walking "Over the soft foAtanel / Of
Ireland” (9-10) in "ng" (75)-~and are replaced by a more general use of
1ahdscape and plage. But it is wholly apparent by the end of the first
part of North, when, in "Hercules and Antaeus” (52—535, Heaney
gymbolically enacts a psyéhological rupture of his terri!.!igl »
attachment that he has already twice physically enacted through his
year-long residence at Berkeley in 1970-71:!3 and ﬁis perm;nent move to

Republican Ireland in’1972,9and that he at this point believes necessary

for his writing of a more purely‘public poetry. .

13 Of this first significant de&arture from Northern Ireland, Heaney has ~ -

said, iffterestingly enough, that it "loosened the -soil round the Ulster
tap root" (Walsh). , a

k
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N

why Heaney thinks this sort of rupture necessary points.to an
ambivalence on his part which is so deeply rooted that it can be seen as
underlying all of the other divisions in his poetry: his mmbivalent view
of the Irish territorial attachment and of the various earth-based
cycles he has presented.and'seemingly believed in throughout his poetry:
As he has explained to Haffenden, Heaney at this point in his writingy
sees Hercules' victory over Antaeus (with whom he hés of course‘
identified himself) as "represent[ing] the possibility of the play of
intelligence"f(ZZ) in his poetry. Furthermore, Hercules, who is also
largely an analogue for the British colonizati#en of Ireland, représents
a masculine will capable of culturally ‘'weaning’' (9) both the poet ;gé
his nat{on from "the pieties éf illiterate fidelity"” (Deane, "Unhappy"
68) to the Irish soil anq replacing them with a greater ratidnality. All
this of course implies that‘heaney now sees the Irish cycle-oriented

'3

religious attachmept to a native territorial deity, and his own personal
and poetic expression of this attachment, as being unintelligent and
irrational, because no; based oh any‘verifiable reality, -and therefore

needlessiy mystifyiné or aestheticizing, fatalistic and ultimately
conducive to the current -vidlence.
. ‘ J . .

This attitude is not entirely new to Heaney's poetry. In fact, the

sceptical side of Heaney's understanding of earth-baséd cycles and the

- Northern Irish affinity for them is only an intensification of two of |

his earliest and unresolved anxieties evident in.Death of a Naturalist
B .

M . !
and Door into the Dark. The first is his fear that, de;bite its

béneficent aspects, an on-going, religious and cycle—orientedvattqchment

to the~$oil may have "a retarding and even smbthering effect on himself,
his art and his community. The second is his related uncertainty as to

-

4 , . .
’ : - .
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whether éértain, more primitive features of soil-rootedness, despite
their partial attractiveness, are not better left behind in a search for
personal, artist{c and communal development. Indeed, his 1972
descfiption of the Troubles as part of "the old vortex of racial and
religious _instinct” ("The Trade of an Irish Poet"” 32), ;side from its
more human and religio-political Eocus, seems little different from his
earlier vision of tﬁé downward-pulling "world's live girdle” at the end
of "A Lough_Neégh Sequence." In the same vein, the obstinate and
cyclical}y fatalistic strain that Heaney now perceives in the Northern

) .
Irish attitude toward the Troubles is strongly reminiscent of the Lough

. ! \
Neagh fishermen's similar assertion that "The lough will claim a victim
every year

Heaney's scepticism, moreover, has alre§a§-5penly shown itself in

a number of the poems of Wintering Out and North. For instance,

"Tinder," the final poem of the sequence "A Northern Hoard," presents an

extremely desolate view of the way in which native memori‘of past

-~

cyclical patterns of violence in Irish histdry.have largely contributed 2

Ato a complacent acceptance of,'and’even desire for, the.T;ngles. As ‘
_Corcoran has noted, the poem begins with Heaney's memory of his

childhood attempts to star£'fires with flints, but Heaney's;deliberate,
implied. comparison of fhe finde;ing of these "Pale and dirt;veiﬂed" (2),
"Cold béads of history‘and'home" (5) with the fingering of ‘A4 rosary .
q1;ic‘:l\<1y. takes it to a higher, religiously and péli‘(tically symbolic level '
(fé)l It is, however, eééentialitd,add to Corcoran's comments that this
basié and, here, eartﬁ-associaﬁed cyclical image syqbolically ;umma;izes
the Northern Cathdlig, territorially religious'belief that the current

Ay
.

Northern Irish situation is only one small part of a larger cycle o£'<

s
&

¢

o | - ~ F
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T
native uprisings against the British that will inevitably, at some

-

critical moment, 'turn round' to result in the restoration of a United

Irel . On at least two occasions, Keaney has either neutrally or
f ably deseribed this belief as a general "blueprint” that he was
< : ¢

himself culturally conditioned to accept (Begley 166; Deane, "Talk With
Seamus Heaney" 48). In this poem, however, he élearly chooses to

)
criticize it. His quesé;;hs

wWhat did wé know then
Of tinder, charred linen and iron,

Huddled at dusk in a ring, 0 , \
Our fists shut, our hopes shrunken? |

« What could strike a blaze
- From our dead igneous days? (13-18)

and his probable allusion to Plato's Myth of tﬁe‘Cave in his reference
to "a cave-mouth of flame / Of leat and stick / Trembling at the mind's
wick" (6-8) together étrongly imply that“a Catholic longing for ‘a
renewal of past resistance to British coloqialish is informed by
no-longer-real historica;qshadows‘and an inadequaté and unrgaiistic'
understanding: of the "Subterraneaﬁ" violeﬂ{ﬁimpslses un@erlying the }”

"dead igheous days" of Irish history. Furthermore, as the poem's last
. A

three stanzas poiﬁ; out, 4this b#lief,‘far from finding cycl{sal

ilment in a United Ireland, may,in fact bring-merely anather round

-~

.verycfeal and unpreparéd-for vibleénce and déstruction:

<« ~ Now we sguat on:cold cinder, ‘ v )
Red-eyed, after the flames' soft thunder t

'And our- thoughts setflg like ash. - /
We face the tundra's whistling brush - :

ith new history, flint and iron, :
st—-offs, scraps, nail, canine. (19-24)

The poem's criticisms are eqﬁhlly Applicable to the Protétant attitude
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toward the Troubles since Heaney sees beneath this attitude a

"blueprint” that is also cyclical but opposite to the Catholics’,

dictating that "the challenge” posed "to the egtablished order” by

current Catholic unrest will eventually be forcibly quelled, as other
such challenges have been in the past (Deane, "Talk” 47;28). In fact,

according to Robert Buttel, Heaney has said at a reading that, among
".

other things, "he thinks he had Paisley in mind” (71) in writing the

poem. ¢

If this vision of violence perpetuated by'Nérthe%ners'
contradictory and questionable cyclical thinking is bleak, evep bleaker
is»the Sbsslblity He;hey, a; times, entergains of its inescapability. In’
having drawn cyclica]l connections between Iron Age and current Northern

Catholic revenge on 'traitorous' women, for instance, Heaney finds

!

himself wanting, but unable, to break free of the violent cycle in which
: . \

he feels himself emotionally and culturally bound:

My poor scapegoat,,

"~
B el
-

I almost love you
but would have cast, 1 know,
the stongs of silence. . .

I who have stood dumb e
when your betraying sisters, . ‘
cauled in tar, .
wept by the railings,,
who would connive -
in civilized outrage Q
' vet understand the exact - .
- and tribal, intimate revenge. (28-44)1+¢ : 2?;

1+ These problematic stanzas have elicited more than one critic
agtack. James Liddy, for-instance, uses them to argue the "aesthetic
neo-sadism" (135) of Heaney's vision, and Edna Longley, while ,
acknowledging Heaney's honesty, questions his indecisive sympathizing
with both victims and avengers: "can the poet run with the hare . . .
and hunt with the hounds?” (78). That they are the chief source of the
poem's power, however, cannot be denied--a fact that is brought home
-when one finds the last two of them conspicuously absent from an early
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An even more despairing tone is evident in the final part of "Kinship,"

where Heaney, with the cyclical nature of Northern Irish violence in

mind, sarcastically bids the long-dead Roman historian Tacitus to return ,

-

*

and update his reports of Northern European sacrifices to the

territorial deity: -
. )
Come back to this
e '‘island of the ocean’
where nothing will suffice. o
Read the inhumed faces - . : . Boad
of casualty and victim;
report us fairly, { , » &
how we slaughtely, <7,
for the common good . s~
and shave the heads ‘ oo
of the notgrious, ’ N
how the goddess swallows '
our love and terror. (133-44) :
Again, Heaney uses the image of indiscriminate and obliterat%ng -7
absorption by the earth that has come to represeht his fear bf personal, *

v
. -

artistic and dommunal stagnation.

As scept1ca1 as these visions are, however, they‘haye,ﬂ

-

"Hercules and Antaeus," been cougtered by Heaney s also zeng-standlng, '

and opposing, anxlety about tenrltorlal attachment and earth—based
‘\ ”Y /
cycles. -This is h‘is fear_that objective,’ 'progressive' detachment frow -

the soil, with which, understandably enough, he'associates intuition,

religic‘n, creativity ahd continuance, will result in greater losses for ."1-.

hlmself .and his poetry, greater cultural losses for the native Gatholi.c

part of" hJ.s community, and a greater loss. for hJ.s community- as a whole

of a pagan sense of extra—human‘ and cyclically rhythnuc completeness,

than have already resulted from chang‘.n his own life and from X

Y

5

u(c.cmt: 4 publ:.cation of the poem in* James ngg : anrter;x (Spring

L 19745, , ,
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{n_the necessity of the latter sense as a means of dealing with the
Troubles has of course already ﬁeen positively expressed through his
symbolic use of a unifying pagan earth religion and ceremonial rituals

in such poems as "KinShip"gLnd ‘Wuneral Rites.” In fact, the title
>

Wintering Out itse}f reflects this belief, since it fully suggests the

patient and hopeEET‘!hdurance of this particularly bad phase of’é
cyclical and earth-based Northern Irish violence in the anticipation o()'
K] 'spring' to come. However, Heaney)s alternate and gore general
anxieties about the loss of this sense and of othes beneficial aspects
of earth attachﬁent are just as forcefully expressed 1ﬁ such ermstS'
"Fodder"” (WQ 13), "The Last Mummer" (WO 18-20), "The Wool Trade” ;EQ 37
and the already discussed "Ocean's Love to Ireland"--all bf.which record
either personal or cultural losses brought about by the departure from
rural or religious tradit%on and by British colonialism. Particularly
interesting in this respect is fMidnighé‘ (EQ 45-46), where Heaney sees
the extinct%on of the Irish wolf and the destruction of its habit;t as
symbolic of a brake upon the earth-associated lifé force of his own
poet.ic voice: "The tongue's / Leashed in my throat"” (23-Z4). -

Heaney's conflicting anxieties, moreover, while clurlyl."
alternating with one another, have also from time to time bou;
reconciled and appeased by his maintenance, within indfvidual poems, of
a simultaneously progressive view of Irish history and a rcliqi‘ous
belief’ in the power and value both of the Irish t:rritornl deity .nd\ of -
his community's attachment to this deity. That is, while the
archasological and otherwise more scientific side of his investigations
of the earth has been proq:f;d by a desire both to objoc;u;ty the

»



promote a clearer under;tanding and humane resolution of the conflict,
the mythopoeic side of these same investigations has been prompted by a
desire to retain and promotg a religious sense of.personal and cdmmunal
destiny.'*® Purthermore, Heaney has seen this sense of degtiny, in part
generated by the Irish soil itSelf and thg;efore pot strictly humanly
controlled, as potentially complemeqting a keener secular understanding
-
of the Northern I{ish situation by setting it within a broader, even
cosmic, perspective. Something of Heaney’s desire éo balance these
humanistic/progressive and religious/cyclical impulses within the
communal realm is evident jn "Navvy" (WO 51), wherasfieaney, through a
representative depiction of his "brother and kéeper" (16), the navvy,
presents a picture of progressive human activity that.is kept in check
by the earth's forces; as other such activity has been‘in the past, yet
is also linked to--or 'érafted' (2), as Heaney woulq have it--and
maintained by these same forces, and even, in its own small way, in
control of them:

The morass
the macadam snakes over .,

swallowed his yellow bulldozer

four years ago, laying it down

with lake-dwellings and dug-outs, )
pike-shafts, axe-heads, bone pins, ,

all he is indifferent to.
He has not relented . . .

13 Catherine McKeen stresses the importance of this broadly religious
sense of destiny in a rough paraphrase of Heaney's beliefs, derived from
her interview with the poet: ‘

To Heaney, po;try is a fundamentally religious activity,
- religion understood in its widest sense of people bound together

. in a common destiny. When society has strong unifying myths
which have something of the transcendant about them, poetry is
strongast. (504) ’ p

r
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the welted, stretchmarked -
Q. curve ,of the world. (7-20)

& . : " e
Also njgggprthy, of co:fse, is Heaney's by now famill ar‘use o(:the,snake
1mag%,;4%4ch in this instance, along with his use of the word "grafting”
andufﬁé-image of the navvy fpicking(along" the earth's maternal cufvé,
blends the organic and the cyclical with the mechanical in much the same

: .
way as the gquernstone vision of "Belderg." A similar but more strictly
organic and personally symbolic expression of this balance is also
ev;dent.iﬁ the progressive but circular image that Heaney, in "Kinship, "

\\gfresents of himself as a tree growing out of and away from the bog byt
AN

élways gravitating back toward the soil it is rooted in‘and nourished
by:

[ 4 .“
) 1 grew out of all this

like a weeping willow

inclined to

the appetites of gravity. (93-96)**

. (j?—‘ . .

Even more importantly and mprg‘spocitically_di:ectod toward the
Northern Irish situation and the problmmﬂbot Heaney's own poetry
together, howevef, this desire for equilibrium exemplifies itself in
JTraditions,” the first poem disculsed in this chapter. Here Heaney
balances a religious view of Irish culture as cyclical and soil-governed
with a progressive one that sees this culture as man-infiuvenced and e
forvard-moving. Also, he reconciles the old and not !polly dead Irish
tradition with the more recently and forcibly imposed British and
Eenerally Western tradition through an cgpnndiﬁéxand qravit‘iionall
embrace th’ is gontly’hst{mmt but, as the tone of Bloom's t&nl

4« Sstatement suggesti/“hbt smiug Oor necessarily o:clus;vr of Northern -

16 cOrcoran says much the same sbout this image but po&nts also to its o
verbal anblguitics (see 104). R :



"Ireland 4 1 was born here. lreland A

‘communal ‘we,' 'us' and our,' Heaney blends his personal and phBlic

%

’ voices sqf!ncceSSfully that Bloom s statemant becomes A representative

"!"

calebratiqn of bdth Heaney 5 and his community's terrltorlal attachment

€,
» . ,v;v

Similarly, yloom s symbolxc status and the simultaneous sqpse ot
z\\ ! - .
attachment and‘past tense distance ev1dent in his statement also finally

- |'

serve to liﬁk Heaney and Joyce himself toqether as detached artists who

nevertheless remain tiad to thelr nation and serve as individual agents

promotlng its encircling and absorptlon .of the whole Western tradition:
¢ s

q-‘}‘

These various successes of "Traditions are fo doubt ‘due t5 the

DA

fact that, of all the poems in Wintéring Out‘and Northy it best

illustrates the basig vision that has charlEterized Heaney's eag}ier
poetry and that has provided him with thé best dnd most perséhally
satisfying means of reconciling his childhood wlth:his adylthood, his
private self and poetry with his community and an extra—hnman reelm, dnd'
also the more general concepts of repetition and progress, loss ané
gain, and rootedness and transcendence. As some of the poems of the
earlier collections have already suggested, and many of the poems of
these collections made clear, this s%rt of complex balance is.a delicate
and difficult one to maintain,‘tending at different times to tip more
toward the past than the present or future: the religious or fatalistic
than the progressive or open-ended, the per'sonal and artistic‘than the
comhunal. Nevertheless, Heaney has for the most part struggled to
conta&g‘these fluctuations both through and within his'use of earth and
~ N
earth—relatedaimagery. This has been so not only because of Heaney's own

preteronc3 for such imagery but because the earth, serying as both

~ ’



has provided him wWitn @ Dasis DOUN IOr & MYTNOLOGlZlng, aestnsiiciziiy

' .- . . :
and self<surrendering approach to his most important thematic concerns,
A ) »

including the'lrouﬁles, and for an objectig}ing,'fnalyticar“and -
mastering one. Now, 1n "Hercules and Antaeus,“ Heanex, having made
'somethlng of ‘a last ldrge ard tagled attempt at maintaining this'
comﬁiex balance in "Klnship," seems to have wearied temporarily of it
and given up almost éntirely his use of earth imaqery And in doing so,
_he abandons not only its religious/dycllcal signitioance, which he has
lost faith in and noStalglcally but skeptioall; terms»upap for the
dispossessed” (32), but its poteutlal tor promoting progress api
rationality, except in so much ‘88 he now defines this potential againet{
andhnot through, terrltorial attachment. " ‘
» In light of the demfnds and pressures of the Northern Irish

situation, this crucial gesture appears understandable, since the
iﬁ;yclicu)/developmental vision'of progres: as inevitablé; evem while it
”retains the past, would seem 1lkely to enoourage, at best, a
simultaneously religious and humaﬂlst complacency about a relolution to
the Troubles. And, at worst, it would encouraqe fatalism and £ru|tretioa
over any delay in this resolution. For. 1nstanco, "Tredltlons"'
exemplitication of Heaney s cyclical/developuental vlslon no doubt
eppears to him, when uiewed Ln the direct 1iqht of the Troubles, too
tacile anq ;i.‘its.s'nance neither relevant eaough nor tenahle, andvls
taeretore,‘witﬁfall ltaiapperentﬁsucoees, oleappolatgdly abendoned by
- him.

Having made his gesture, however, Beapey_peojn alnost'illedia;ply‘

to regret it. He has in fact remarked to Deans that he believes it was

~
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could move

“gangerous, - asSerting tnatl lasleay LUSLT wmusLe o . ssanes Puv  melmowma

the "obstinate voice of ratioralist humanism [as represented by

Hercules]" and what Deane has implicitly termed the "atavisms”

previously present ifi Heaney's poetry (68). This regret is already

partially apparert as early as "The Unacknowledggd Legislatgr's Dream”

[N .
(56); which begins the second and "more public” part of North and in
»

which Heaney, playing upon Sheliey's epithet, satiriually.undercuts his
role as would-be political spokesman for Northern Catholics by
presenting himself as more,of a cag%d and helpless po{itical érisoner on
display before his readers: “Wene those your eyes just now at the
hatch?” (16). Most significant in this poem ate H?aney's comic

comparisons of himself with both Tarzan and Archimedes, who "thought he

world if he could / find the right place to position his

#

lever” {1-2), since these clearly mock thevheroically earth-ddtached and

earjh-dominant rationality he has just finlshed espousing in "Hercules

\

and Antaeus.” In particular, the seeming transformation ofgﬂeaney 3

~

"creeper of secrets" (5) into "a strappado” (10), from which he feels
: ’

himself swinging, caricatutres the previous poem's image of Hercules

- . A
lifting Antaeus/Heaney. : »
\ .

Heaney's uneasiness with his new goetic voice, however, is only a

symptom .0f the deeper tenszons evident in Part II of Norfh A part of
these, as "The Unacknowledged Legislator's Drezgt/inltially stuggests and
"Preedman” (61) and three of the poems of the sequence, "Singing School,”
"The Ministry of Fear" (63-65), "A Constable Calls" (66-67) and "Orange
Drums, Tyrone, 1966" (68), make clear, is He&néyjs assumption of ths

most sustained and overtly partisan political stance of his career.

4
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unflattering portrait of the Unionist mentality. Bnt even more notable,
because different in its political stance, is "Freedman,” which is . y
headed by a quotat#en trom Barrow's The Romans justifying imperial Roman
enslavement of "backward” races, and in which Heaney, making skilful and
cutting use of the Catholic #sh Wednesday ritual of having ashas
impressed on one's forehead by a prlest, presents himself and his tellow
Northern Irish Catholics as having been doubly enslaved by the Roman
_church and the Roman-like British/Protestent occupation (the latter\
being a comparisomn he has made before in "Kinship"): I wasfunder that .

thumb too like all my caste” (8). Also siénlticant’is Heanay's

presentatxon of the ashes upon his own apd other Northern Catholics'

foreheads—-in this poem constituted of dust rabherzthgn proper ashes--as

a symbol of their enslavement by that particular part of the Irish

4
Catholxc religjon, subsumed from the earlier pmgan one, which
-perpetuates unquestioning fidelity to the native territorial deity. As

this two-pronged attack suggests, Heaney s turnlng away from one part _ ot .

1 4

his divided community is in actuality only the first step in his turnlng\

_ away Qr;n his entire community, aldng.wlth its territorial rootedness,

" in the interests of his own self and poetry. "rreedman; is, after all, &
poen more ahont poetry's redemptibn--and elienation-;ot Heaneyﬁtrcm the ..
bonds of \both-sides of his community than about these hends-themselves:
"And poetr ped my brow and sped 7‘ / Now they wild say 1 bite the
‘hand that fed me" (15-16). ‘

On the surface, then, these poexs vould seem to ntlect louthinq

of the noro-ttrictly,detach.d,and progressive vision that Heaney is now_



in the way one might expect them to be. For instance, as supposedly
“public" poems, they seem to have little to offer Heaney's community.
The view>they present of the Northern Irish situation is neither
'‘rational humanist' nor progressive; it tends rather, as "Whatever You
say Say Nothing” (57-60) revyeals, toward a étance that oscillates
between rage and despair. Indeed "Orangg Drums, Tyrone, 1966"--actually
written in 1966--reflects what Heaney has described as "the'aggravated
young Catholic male part” of himself, which for the most part "yent
underground” and was replaced by "the private county Derry chiidhood
part" (Deane, "Unhappy" 66) after having only fleetingly reveéled itself
in "Docker™ (DN 41) and a few other unpublished or uncollected pﬁems he
describes to Deangr If one considers these facts, then one might
]

reasonably see the second part of North as a partiél downturn from
Heaney's more recent attempts at maintaining a unified and unifying view

) -«
of his community.

’ L 4
Furthermore, if orie compares this "public” section of poems with

its oppositely intentioned counterpart in Wintering Out, one finds that

it %s,kiron}cally, even more personally and artistically orientedAthan
this previéus shift away from a personal/gublicvbalance. In other yords,
geaney's public and sometimes éoliticallf partisan voice has
resurfaced--if one can reverse,dnd modify his previous metaphor. But in
expressing it, Heaney has only directed his attention deeper A
"underground,” to the private self and poetry that are now, in a séhse,
1Yi"g'beneth it again. (This situation is not unlike the dl;enatﬁrg‘

b ]
earth—-absorption that has also undercut Heaney's earlibr and milder

~

. *
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qﬂtachment ) Yet this section does not appear as successful as the

second part of Wintering Out, perhaps because having for the most part

consciously dispensed not only with much of the symbolic earth imagery
expressing Heaney's territorial attachment but with this ettachment
-itself--and particulé&ly its larger religious aspect--it has seemingly
deprived his poetry of the iﬁeginative framework that has given it ite
previous scope, tension and distinctness. It could very well be the
apparent loss of th;s overall . and in;ri&ate framework that Heegpy has in

[}

mind when he claims "anybody could_write" these poems.
4
Following out of this broad difference, moreover, is a clear

N

difference in these seEtions' stances toward co?munity. Part II of

Wintering Out largely reveals, as has already been said, an aloofness
4 0 Y

and neutral peripherality in Heaney's poetic relationship to the public

worlé of Northern Ireland, but it has nqt, as such personal poems as
"wedding Day” (57), "Mother 05 the Grooq" (58) and "Summer Hom:} (59-61)
demonstrate, entirely lost a/éavourable view of community or, m?re ..
pa;ficularly, familx, even though it deals with difficult personal. and
familfal changes and with marital and other ,fe’mil‘ial er communal®
problems. Furthermore, the position of the previously discussed
non—neaney figures of this section, while coﬂnunally petipheral and even
other-worldly, is nevertheless detined both through and eguinst some of
the more basic and positive ideas associatod with comunity. ror
instance, the "Little mgon man” of Bye-‘Child, " even while a victim of
child abuse, is describod as "taithtul / At the foot of the yard"

(10-11) and his imticulate speech as . . s

i‘ - TR e . . ‘:;,J .



. . gabu.ug WULULEDD PI.WL
Of lunar distances :
N\ Travelled beyond love. (22-24)

In fact, this boy and the mad daughter of "A Winter's Tale” are

¥

paradoxical a}gures in their existence both within and outside their

communities and in their orbital encircling and unification of {he
L}

community or communal values that they yet, in some sense, surpass. This

is particularly the case with the mad girl, who is presented, first as a
fugitive, eséaping her community's search parties until be;ng.encircled

‘and welcomed back to "family hearth and floor"(14), and then as herself

a wandering encircler and unifier of her community:

Still, like good luck, she returned.
Some nights, crossing the thresholds
Of empty homes, she warmed

Her dewy roundings and folds

To sleep in the chimney nook.

After all, they were neighbours.

As neighbours, when they came back .
Surprised but unmalicious

Greetings passed

Between them. She was there first
And so appeared no haunter’

But, making all-comers guests,

She stirred as from a winter -
Sleep. Smiled. Uncradled her breasts. (17-30) .

In contrast, the stance toward community revealed in Part I1 of North is

more strictly 6ne of the artist reacting against and desiring to escape \___
from }té confiniﬁg infiuences. Howevef; this‘basic stance, in keeping

with its largely negag&ys underlying impulse, ironically defines itself
through and agaihst somé of the more basic and negative characteristics
associatgd with community--narrowness, ;ivalry, hostility and

violepcaé-ana therefore takes the shape of inner, artistic retreat

L § R .
within the comrunity, with attack upon it being the chief means of



is only encircled and trapped. For instance, the Homeric allusion he
uses to describe the Northern Catholic population in "Whatever You Say
Say Nothing,"

. half of us, as in a wooden horse
were cabin'd and confined like wily Greeks, .
Besieged within the siege, whispering morse (74-76),

in itself presents an additional and deliberately Infernoesque image of

_concentric and confining communal circles (amplified by the images of
! *

"coiled‘tongue‘" and "flames" directly preceding it).!” Furthermore, in

being even more strictly applicable to the position of the "wee six”

(62) Belfast Grouﬁ of which Heaney is a member, it suggests an
additional and debilitating inner circle into which he sees these poet;
as having been forced to retreat and "Where to be saved you only must
save face / And whatever you say, you say nothing” (63-64). Heaney's
fused allusion;vto Homer and Dante are not coincidental but in fact
reflect his belief in the existence 6f similar ten§iqn5 be;ween the
public‘and private poefic voices throuéhout the Western literary
tradition. This idea has already partially surtaéed through
"Praditions”' simultaneous resolutién of this teﬁsion and embrace of the
Western tradition from Homer through Joyce. It is, moreéver, re—echoqd
many years later in an iﬂferview with Christopher Lydon and Derek
Walcott on the poetry of Robert Penn Warren, when H;aney points out the

same tension in Warren's "Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce” and says,

implicitly cqmﬁéﬁfiﬂ?‘ﬁh "Whatever You Say" in the process,

17 My thanks to Professors J. F. Forrest and S. Rees. for pointing out
yet another allusion in this passage--this one to Shakespeare's Macbeth:
"But now I am cabined, cribbed, confined, bound in / To saucy fears and
doubts” (III.iv,.24-25). . . . o

7~
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authenticity would somehow be compromised by taking on public
matters. But poetry always, from Homer through Dante, has (%at
challenge. And Warren did not refuse the challenge and rose to
the occasiocn in many places. It's the largeness of the voice and
the enterprise that I salute. . . . (607)

The voice of "Whatever You Say" is, of course, ﬂoansely angry rather
than 'large,' even though the enterprise¢un5erlyin§ it is clearly
weighty. In fact éne notes how a&f?erent both the "morse” whispered by
the "wily"” Northern Catholics and implicitly by the additionally
confined and equally wily Belfast poets, and "The famous / Northern
reticence, the tight gag of place / And times" (60-62) silenéing all
parts of the community ane from the released and almost supernaturally
expressive "remote mime"” of "Bye-Child"'s inarticulate "Little moon
man." However, the similarity between the increasing sense here of
solitude within community and the strange but communally unifying
solitude of the 'Bye—child' and the mad daughter also hints at the
eventual success of Beaney's e;terprise, which subsumes the Western
poetié Eraditionxéf private/public tension by modeling itself after
Dante's success and does so more satisfactorily to Heaney, because more
strenuoﬁsly, than "Traditions.”

Heaney's representation of the ever-dwindling and more purely
artistic community -to which he feels he can safely belong and which is
encircled by other hostile communities, silently or secretly waiting for
an opportunity to ﬁriumph over its opposition, is only further -
reinforced by "The M%pistry of Fear” (63-65) and "Summer 1969" (69-70).

in the former, this community--if one discounts the fleeting, past-

reference to Kavanagh--has been reduced to just two poets, Heaney and
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out of a culturally imprisoning circle:
Ulster was Britiéh but with no rights on

The English lyric: all around us, though t
We hadn't named Lt the m‘nlstry of fear. (55-57)

o -
By "Summer 1969," tpis narrowing 'community,' is no longer a community
at all but Hepney himself, who, vacationing in Spain and reading "The
life of Joyce"” (6), is both physicaliy and intellectually displaced from
the outbreak of the Troubges. However, having "retreated to the codl of
the Prado” (20),\Heaney fiﬁ?s himself confronted with Goya's
"nightmares” (26),'which have an obvious relevance to the territorially
inspired and cyclidal violence now occurring in his own country:

. {

. ‘Dark dgclones, hosting, breaking; Saturn
Jewelled in the blood of his own children,
Gigartic Chaos turning his brute hips
Over the world. Also, that holmgang

where two berserks club each other to death
For honour's sake, greaved in a bog, and sinking. (27-32)

Also relevant is the poem's final ‘image of the solit;}y Goya confined by
; metaphorical bull-ring and engaged in a fight to éae death with
destructiveAhistorical forces, which stands as a bleak sort of ideal for
Heandy in his own position-as solitary artist confronted by the‘
Trou?ies: "He painted with his fists and elbows, flourished / The
s§9l;ed cape of his heart as history charged” (33-34).

_These poems are crucial to an understanding of the acute but

ultimately productive tensions in Heanéy's cyclical/developmental vision _‘”'

A

-

at this point. As their series of ever-narrowing concentric dirclos--th."

last one continuing to enclose tha artist and the to- and tro-chntqing

bull of history—-suggests, Heancy, while attcupting both to clcapo tho

‘oibrooted, cyclical vision previously chanct‘:izinq ‘his po‘try and to

BN

re



change the community and historical patterns circumscribed and dictated
by this same vision, has as yet been unable to offer any genuinely
progressive line of escape to his community in this "public” and
fexpl{cit" section of EQEED- Rather, he'has found only a seemingly
reqres}mye line of retreat for himself, into the world of self and
poetry, wh;re he continues to_.do battle with the still cyclically
ciréum5cribed historical tprces confining him and 'bulling' his
"guttural muse."” Furthermore, his poetic voice, whereas before it has
alternated between brutality and consolation, is now largely brutal,
offering very little hope to his community and in fact “wreck[&ng]" much
oé the "comfort” he has previously sought to offer through his

’
cyclical/developmental vision. Paradoxically, ‘however, it is Heaney's
retreat from and reaction against the community he sees himself as
serving that points the way tora slightly different and more effective
voice for him as b9th a‘private and communal poet: a voice that is
‘inarticulate,’' brutal and largely secret in strictly public or communal
terms and that deals largely with personal and artistic concerns but

that is ultimately more capable of consoling, instructing and guiding

t
the community toward change pecause, as Heaney, quot}ng Kavanagh, later

puts it in his foreword to Preoccupations, "the self is interesting only
as an example" (14). And more generally speaking, it is Heaney's ironic
inne; retreat within an increasingly narrow-seeming and coq{ining
cyclical vision, even while he is reacting against it, that finally
offers him the possibility of transportation beyond it: a transportation
that takes the form of an inward, cominunally and territorially attached,

yet orbital and dotachpd, poetic vision. .

L B



Such paradoxical resolutions of the various tensions and
ambivalences in Heaney's poetic vision are not new. They have in fact
suggested themselves as early‘as "Digging,"” "Gravities”™ and "The
Plantation," as well as being evident, té varying degrees, in
“Traditions,” the previously discussed poems of Part II of Wintering
Out, and the willow image of "Kinship"--in other words, in many of those
poems that best illustrate Heaney's, basic cyclical/developmental vision.
They have even been present in "Antaeus,” which predates all but the
first two of these poems'* and whose final lines, "But let him’not plan,
lifting me qff the earth, / My elevation, my fall" (19-20), might
.initially look like clever closure but in retrospect seem, not even a
reversal of the paradox, but a preliminary step towards its partial
achievement in "Hercules and Antaeus” and the second par{ of North. Nor
are these resolutions fully arrived at by the end of this volume. This
is particularly e;ident if one shifts away from the Antaesus metaphor and
instead very roughly compares Heaney to Dante--in particular the Dante

of The Divine Comedy, whose influence on Heaney from the early 1970s

onward has'clearly begun %0 show itself in his poetry at this point.3*
In the context of such a comparison, which Heaney hifiself appears to be
making, he can be seen as having made a Dante-like, solitary deéision to
break free of the seeming dead-end of territorial attachment and
cyclical vision in the attaempt to find a progressive 'right road' to
personal/artistic and commuhal 'salvation' from the "barbarous cycle”

("The Interesting Case" 38) of Northern Irish violence. Thinking he has

1s The poem was first published in Hibernia October, 1966 (17).

wRRW

1* For more detailed explanations of this influence, which will not be
discussed here, see Heaney's "Envies and ldentifications” and Kieran
Quinlan's "PForsaking the Norse Mythologies.” -
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found this road in "thé obstinate voice of rational humanism,” he has,
however, been blocked by the violence itself, which makes progress
beyond it extremely difficult if not impossible. Heaney ha® therefore
been forced to retreat back into a series of ever-narrowineg and
increasingly ant{;cémmunal and brutally--o. at best,
melancholily--portrayed circles (carried part of the‘way by his
Antaeus-like "illiterate fidelity” to native community and territory?°),
eventually finding himself at the very point he was initially trying to
work toward: a more objective, detached and, in its own way, progressive
and hopeful view of himself, the Northern Irish community and the
cyclical myth. However, Heaney is not yet either fully comfortable with
or fully confident in his new poetit voice. In fact, "Exposure” (72-73),
the final poem of North, finds him--in partial contrast to Dante at the
end of the first stage of his journey--in a southern as opposed to
northern region, but one which is still, in the form of a Wicklow
forest, a 'Dark Wood,' where he carries on uncertainly “"weighing and
weighing” his "responsible tristia” (21-22) and is therefore largeiy
unable to see the night sky and its "once-in-a-lifetime portent, / The
comet's pulsing rose” (39-40).

This last image,itself suggests the nature of the dissatisfaction
underlying Heaney's uncertaintya since, in symbolically placing him 6ut
of the range of a vision of a critical phase in the comet's orbit, it
reveals his "vague feeling of missing a historical moment; (Cooke) in
the cyclical fortunes of Northern Ireland--a moment which he has, as a
Northern Catholic, long anticipated and which is now, despite its basis

in territorial attachment, ‘'above,' not 'beneath' him. Something Qt this

2% See INf. XXI.112-4S.



sense of displacement has also been present in the final poem of

Wintering Out, "Westering” (79-80), where Heaney sees the crucified

Christ and the Irish culture with which he equates him as lunar and in a
distinct cyclical orbit that he has, by virtue of his journey to
- Berkeley, been "unreeled, unreeled” (28) out of and that is at this
point beyond his reach:

gix thousand miles away,

I imagine untroubled dust,

A loosening gravity,

Christ wei?hing gy his hands. (33-36)
However, Heaney's choice here of the image of a comet with its "pulsing
rose” over one of the moon (which would imply frequent recurrence) gives
his feeling of displacement a greater sense of permanence and in fact
heightens the disparity between himself and Dante, since the "pulsing
rose” light of the comet he has missed seeing strongly brings to mind
the vision of the rose that Dante eventuflly attains‘egg_. xxx-xx?xxx).
Clearly, in this respect, Heaney's 'break' with a territoriall? attached
c§clical vision has nevertheless left him attached to it, if oply in the
form of 'missing' and desiring it. Furthermore, in his synbol%s
expression of this 'break,' he has obviously continued to use cyclical
or circular images and, in the form of Dante's Divine Comedy, a whole
narrative based on a Medieval conception of the universe as a system of

downward- and upward-radiating ‘circles and spheres. While he has

M all of these (and his increasingly brutal poetic voico) of any

31 It is also worth noting that Dante's lt.ltus as hu.d, llu.t.} 'Gdelt
poet and his belief in a "Greyhound® figure 1.101) who would
sventually redeem the Boly M hin (whizh, 10( is clearly of a.



not only of the poems just discussed but of the penultimate poem_in the
"Singing Schd®l” sequence, "Fosterage” (71). Here Heaney picks up
"Freedman"'s final image of poetry's wiping his "earth-starred” (9) brow
and redeeming him from 'Roman’ bondage (replacing personified poetry,
however, with his early mentor, Michael McLaverty). But, in his very use

of linear and circular imagery, he reveals the persistence of his

essential, earth-based vision:

1 have the Journals

He gave me, underlined, his buckled self
Obeisant to their pain. He discerned

The lineaments of patience everywhere

And fostered me and sent me out, with words
Imposing on my tongue like obols. (13-16)

Indeed, one can even see Heaney's inward retreat and its beneficial
results as having been promoted by his cyclical vision, although not in

any purely positive way. For, in having made this retreat, Heaney has in
fact chosen to follow the counsel of "The longship's swimming tongue”

»
(20) in North's fitle poem (19-20), which, in keeping with Heaney's -

other bleak visions of cyclical and empty sameness, has told him,

Lie down

in the word-hoard, burrow
the coil and gleam

of your furrowed brain.

Compose in darkness.
Expect aprora borealis
in the long foray

but no cascade of light.
Keep your eye clear ’

as the bleb of the icicle,

trust the feel of what nubbed treasure
your hands have known. (29-40)

-

11 (cont'd) cyclical bent and might also be termed “"pap for the
disposso‘sod“) clearly appeal both to Heaney's sense of his own position
as displaced poet and to his Northern Catholic sensibility.



Given the essential inescapability of an earth-based
cyclical/developmental vision, then, Heaney's task in his next three
volumes of poetry becomes, not an attempt to break free of this vision,
but instead an attempt both to re-evaluate its meaning and to
reincorporate it into his poetry in a way that_reatfirms his original
organic understanding of tl:e relationship between poet, community and ‘
extra-human realm but also stresses more emphatically its progressive,
dynamic and transcendent aspects. In other .words, he attempts, from this
point, to establish the dialogue between “rational humanism” and
religious, ferritorial "atavisms” tha&e insists Qupon ln his inte{view

with Deane. .



Conclusion

The most hd?lc distinctions between Heaney's earlier and later
poetry are made implicitly by,HeaBey himself, in a recent article on
Patrick Kavanagh. Of Kavanagh's ﬂqitial poetic treatment of his original

county Monaghan world, he writes,

it is supplied with a strong physical presence and is full of
the recognitions which existed between the poet- and his place;
it is symbolic of affections rooted in a community life and has
_behind it an imagination which is not yet weaned from its
“origin, an attached rather than detached faculty. . . . Mam$ of
those poems do indeed celebrate the place as heavenly, many more
are disappointed that it is not as heavenly as it could or
should be, but all of the early Monaghan poetry gives the place
credit for existing, assists at its real topographical presence,
dwells upon it and accepts.it as the definitive locus of the
given world.

The horizons -of the little fields and hills, whether they
are gloomy and constricting or radiant and ‘enhancing, are sensed
as the horizons of consciousness. He knows that the Monaghan
world is not the whole world yet it is the only one for him, the
one which he embosses solidly and intimately ifnto the words of
- poems. We might say that Kavanagh is pervious to his world's
spirit more than it is pervious to his. . . . the experienced
physical reality of Monaghan life imposes itself on the poet's
consciousness 5o that he necessarily composes himself, his
poetic identity and his poems in relation to that ancircling .
horizon of givgn experience. ("The Placeless Heaven" 372)

Using much the same terms, Heaney then goes on to describe the "égfinite.

chinge" in Kavanagh's later depiction of this world:

We might say that now the world is more pervious to his vision
than he is pervious to the world. When he writes about places
now, they are luminous spaces within his mind. They have been
evacuated of their status as background, as documentary
geography, and exist instead as transfigured images, sites where
the mind projects its own force. In this later poetry, place is
included within the horizon of Kavanagh's mind rather than the

- other way around. The country he visits is inside himself..

(372-73)
The correspondences between Kavanagh's early poetry, as Heaney
understands it, and Heaney's own early work are numerous and obvious:

the poets' views of their original worlds as saérod, centred and
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encircling grouna LOUSLEeLLIY LiEll all; LUTLL GIUULVALTHL Govsprtave: we e
or jperviousness' to them; and their lapgelg\religious rendering of them
in symbolic.terms that 3re yet largely literal in detail. More
important, however, are the Qbvious and numerous correspondences between
the developments in the two poets'’ work:'thei;\EGentual internalizgtion
Sf‘their original worIds and placement of them within a greater
persp;ctive in theif own petsonal consciou;ness; the resulting
'perviousness’' of these worids to fhei:gimagination;_and their rehdering
of them in more purely symbolic terms (though still literal inasmuch as
these terms frequently t:ke the form of familiar physical images) as
expansive ideas or potentially trangcendent vigions. * —

. These developments are apparent in such recent' poems of Heaney's
as "The Toome Road" (FW 15), "The Birthplace? (SI 34-35), "The Mud
Vision" (HL 48-49) and "The Disappearing Island"” (HL 50). In these,
Heaney transforms liéeral landscape or memory‘ot it into more purely
symbolic terms in order to make a larger statement about the equal
inadequacy of utterly passive territorial rootedness and complete
sepg_ration or remoteness from place, whether this éla;:e be one's
chiidhood environment or one's nation. Thus he implicitly urges greater
mental and spiritual engagement in reperceiving the donpor and larger
meaning of the idea of 'sacred world' as the first but not the only

¥

realm of possibility or of potential trawscendence and \
\

selt-attirmation--a realm that, ideally, one carries withm oneself and

acts upon always. In these 1att.r rupocts, thon, the poms seorve as

important illustrations of the bnhnco between roliq!.on and humanisa,

torritorial rootedness and dcuc!nnntr' that nundy has uégat inucitly

to achieve in his poetic truuunt ot plm tln‘oughout nu unur

— * . - .':’ <.
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‘work--although, as the "Station Island” seqdence (SI 61-94) most
pointedly demonstrates, not without great struggle.
_ y :

chommodating and in fact making possible this new balance and the
overall change in H;;ney's representation of his original county Derry
wérld and his later and broader ones are two fundamental and related
changes in his uﬁ%erstanding of an earth-based cyclical/developmental
pattern. The first_ig‘a-movement away from his earlier view of place as

generat!ig but absorbing and confining change within an overall cyclical
pattern o; which it forms the ever—present centre. Instead, Heaney sees
his childhood lagdscape, and indeed any landscape or broader territory,
as promoting growth but; in doing so, emptying out beyond itself into an
expanding sphere of experience, leaving onlf its memory and essentia}\/

enabling idea behind and thus becoming more of an imaginary, constantly

re-approximated and departed—from place théq\?n actual 6ne——fhe

o

"luminous,"” meditated-upon mental site Heaney refers to. This is the
process and product symboliied by thg idea of Heaney's original‘world
'breathing' upon him in "the spit blood of a Jast few haws and
rose-hips” (17) in‘CThe Loaning" (SI 51-52) and by the image of the
"space utterly empty, utterly a source” which Heaney contemplétes '
"walking round and round” in both’"Statiqn Island, III" (SI 67-68) and
"Clearances, 8" (HL 32). The second of the two basic changes is Heaney's
shift from his earlier organiclunderstanding of place as binding and
blurring all distinctions between its individual components, past and
present, into eternal sameness to one that sees it more discriminatingly

as a congregate of distinctive parts through which growth occurs

separately, although interrelatedly, and upon which the nature of the



applies to the personal and communal realms, ﬁeaney still believes in

his organic relationship with community aAd place and in his role as the
articulator *of the ideas qu possibilities generated by or associate&
with territory but stresses more emphatically the individuval and
concerted ‘communal pursuit of any transcendent understandiné of them.
This much is evident in a recent interview, in which Heaney explains the-
artist's function of "produc[ing] forms which will renew the
consciousness” and assist in redefining the expanding and changing Irish
"sacred world view"” but also points to the role of the artist’'s audience

: td

and of larger social institutions in this process, stating that "Society

A

is an organism” and the artist is "only one little cell in the organism”
}Linehan 1).) i

Such changes are so significant as to transform Heaney's earlier
and more.iiferal and passive. presentation of an earth-based patterh.
However, while Heaney's understanding of this pattern has changed, the
essence of his vision, inasmuch as it still values the origin;}
influence of earth and place on poet and ‘community, and inasmuch as it
still conceives of the processes of this influence in
cyclical/developmentai terms, clearly remains unaltered. This
combination of continuity and change is perhaps Best captqrod by Heaney
himself in the opening and closing of the first 'two- JGlanmore Sonnets”
(PW 33-38), which both in contént.am_i‘ form connect Heaitey's later poetry
with the earlier but at the.same time stress both 1£s openness to the B

present and its forward wvmntz

- Vowels plouqbod into other: opomd ground,
Each verse returning like tho p.‘louqh turncd round.
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