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INTRODUCTION





Some years ago, the Russian-American poet Joseph Brodsky complained that every social order—be it autocracy, democracy or theocracy—seeks instinctively to belittle the authority of poetry. Belittlement, of course, needn’t require confrontation of the kind dissidenteastern European poets feared until recently and W.B. Yeats in his lifetime relished (‘I thirst for accusation’, he wrote defiantly), but simply neglect or derisory sales. Despite various poetry revivals in countries such as the United States and Britain, poetry in the English-speaking world has been demoted in moral stature since the days of Kipling, Hardy, Rupert Brooke and Eliot, and Yeats himself who in his later years raised poetry to grandeur.


Brodsky is particularly fitted to voice this complaint, for he is one of the group of so-called ‘superstars’ of poetry who include Czeslaw Milosz of Poland, Les Murray of Australia, Derek Walcott of St Lucia, John Ashbery of the United States, and Seamus Heaney of Ireland. He remarks that the poet by trade is a monoglot, but he can be widely translated, as these poets have been, thereby becoming ‘international’. To the extent that poets would regard their art as a kingdom or republic independent of political states, this is fitting. And yet there may not be a genuine connection between the international reputation of these poets and the depth of response among their respective countrymen.


With Heaney the connection is demonstrably there. Enormous popular esteem, huge sales, and high critical status don’t always coincide, but Heaney enjoys all three. In England he is critically respected and in the USA he routinely receives copious review and interview space in The New Yorker and other magazines. Thousands of copies of his slim volumes bear his inscription from book launches and chance encounters; classrooms of pupils weigh his responsible tristia in order to matriculate. Beyond sales and celebrity, Heaney has raised the name of ‘poet’ to an exalted honorific, and he has been the uncrowned laureate for some years in Ireland where poets, like nationalist heroes, have historically been ‘held in devout reverence’.


Accompanying his talent and his achievement have been Heaney’s enthusiastic love for poetry (the amateur in him) and his unswerving dedication to poetry (the professional in him, aspiring to devotee, even prophet). Attentive readers, especially Irish readers, have sensed that here is poetry that earns some of the reverence that Brodsky said it received in ancient Greece: but Irish readers need only recall the bards of their own antiquity to have a comparison at hand. Of course, there have been intelligent sceptics and detractors (even in Ireland), but Heaney’s admirers and those inspired by his example have far outnumbered them.


The Nobel laureateship, therefore, has been a confirmation, not a bolt from the blue. Before Stockholm there was the Professorship of Poetry at Oxford and appointment to a Harvard chair once occupied by Robert Lowell. But, to borrow from Heaney himself, the prizes have been the corn dollies or harvest bows on the quiet, diligent reapings of verse, for Heaney is first and fundamentally a country poet, locating the origin of his deepest values in the countryside of Ireland generally and of County Derry specifically.


In his life and literature he has translated himself from his rural beginnings to Belfast, California, Dublin and Massachusetts, and as reader and lecturer, to cities and campuses of the world, but in a sense he has never left rural Ulster. The ‘Famous Seamus’ tag may have a hint of Irish begrudgery in it, and even allude to a certain careerism in a poet who once publicly wished for ‘a five-year plan’ for his sojourn in Oxford, but it also signals the Irish conviction that fame and accomplishment can change a real person only superficially and that, deep down, Shem the Penman is Seamus still.


He has composed a body of work of deepening complexity and with a kind of storyline (which I call its ‘mythography’) to which The Achievement of Seamus Heaney is meant to be a reader’s guide. He enjoys a peculiar warmth of regard on both sides of the sectarian divide in Ireland, celebrated variously as an Irishman, an Ulsterman, and a Northern Catholic. The last is not to be seen as evidence of tribalism or parochialism. Rather, it is a genuine cultural redress that I expand upon in the third part of this short book. Nor is it provincial or reductive to point out his origins and progress: Heaney’s per sonal identity is an express dimension of his poetry, and the notion of redress presides over his whole enterprise, including his criticism—the best Irish literary criticism, incidentally, since that of Yeats.


There have been three previous Irish Nobel laureates in literature, all southern Irishmen and Anglo-Irishmen—Yeats, Shaw and Beckett. Joyce, the Catholic Dubliner, greatest novelist in English of this century though he was, did not win: too removed from his tribe, too removed in his masterpieces from popular comprehension (even Beckett raised broad gloomy laughter), too monkishly tenacious, too aromatic of indecency. Of current major Irish poets, Derek Mahon  (a kind of verse Beckett) and Paul Muldoon (a kind of verse Joyce) are unlikely to win the decisive regard of the people or of the Nobel Prize committee.


Heaney has shown that a writer can be a major one without Joyce’s productive abnegations; sacrificing nothing by way of artistic integrity in refusing to see the bulk of the people as ‘rabblement’, as young Joyce and middle-aged Yeats did. In his unfailing courtesy and civility, Heaney has performed a one-man, dignified ‘long-dance’ through the minefield of Irish history and the Irish present.


Since that present has included a quarter of a century of death and destruction, atrocity and reprisal in Northern Ireland, the civilities and courtesies cannot always have been easy to maintain. There were those who disapprovingly saw his removal from Belfast to Dublin in 1972 as an Irish nationalist’s gesture of delinquency, others who disapprovingly saw it as an Irish nationalist’s gesture of inherited commitment. Unlike John Montague and Thomas Kinsella, two other fine Irish poets, Heaney did not speak out directly against British policy in Northern Ireland, coming closest to political rhetoric in Part II of North (1975) and in An Open Letter (1983), discussed below.


But if he did not speak out, he spoke in, which is what a poet in his truest office does. Events are absorbed and internalized, re-issued, and sometimes recognizable in their translation only by our disciplined reading. Besides, from the Monaghan poet Patrick Kavanagh, Heaney learned the value of taking the measure of things ‘angle-wise’ in a crooked countryside. ‘Crooked’ in Ulster means contrary, cute: to the slanted hills and valleys, people accommodated themselves by captiously (or mock-courteously) weaving deceptions. Kavanagh’s ‘half-talkcode of mysteries/And the wink-and-elbow language of delight’ become Heaney’s ‘land of password, handgrip, wink and nod’. Heaney chose to cross-plough Ulster’s obdurate political terrain and made a virtue of it, knowing like Kavanagh and watchers of the skies that some things come into focus only when we look off to the side of them.


Heaney’s has often been a view from no-man’s land, an uncommon and valuable perspective. He has tried to dedicate his central allegiance to Poetry and make that art his candid but chivalrous battlefield. Wilfred Owen was familiar first-hand with the original no-man’s land and as a poet imaginatively inhabited it. Heaney’s artistry in rhyme owes something to the English poet, and as recently as Seeing Things (1991) he occasionally returns to Owen’s favourite half-rhyme. ‘Above all I am not concerned with Poetry’, Owen wrote. ‘My subject is War and the pity of War. The Poetry is in the pity’. Heaney on the other hand  has been concerned with Poetry. If that has apparently neutralized him as a vocal citizen with a position on the national or constitutional question in Ireland, it has permitted a profound and latently political attachment to place. The place (or status) of poetry and the poetry of place have been one and the same for him. There he has tried to forge the ‘conscience’ of his people, borrowing Joyce’s word for ‘consciousness’. It is as if Poetry has been Heaney’s conscience, preventing blatant partisanship or propaganda, keeping him in the political no-man’s land as fidelity to Poetry dictates.


Like Owen, though, he has also been concerned with pity. Several Heaney poems have moved me to tears—‘Casualty’, ‘A Postcard from County Antrim’, ‘Funeral Rites’ among them. Such poems have purged one’s general and specific grief and simultaneously melted the fierce tribal sentiments most of us from Ulster fall prey to at times. (Michael Longley’s ‘Wounds’ stands with them as humane witness and indeed bridges the worlds of Owen and Heaney)


This, too, is a kind of translation. It is little wonder that actual translations have steadily occupied Heaney: Ovid’s Metamorphoses (a book of bodily translations), Virgil’s Aeneid, Dante’s Divine Comedy, the medieval Irish tale Sweeney Astray (Buile Suibhne, the transformation of a man into bird), Brian Merriman’s eighteenth-century Irish poem, The Midnight Court (Cúirt an Mhéan-Oíche). Most of the verse Heaney has chosen to translate is peculiarly applicable to Heaney’s own case and the case of Ulster, and therefore is a limb of his body poetic. A translation is also a fresh way of seeing the thing translated. Only by first seeing things in their inescapable presence can we perceive their glowing absence.


This has been the luminous formula of Heaney’s art all along, whether the things be bog oak and settle beds from the aged Irish countryside, murdered acquaintances from Ulster, wells and flax-dams from a Derry childhood, or the poet’s dead parents. Heaney’s remembered world is unsubstantial and crowded, and it becomes in the empathy of our reading our own world in which, like the poet in the imagined Danish fenland of the ‘The Tollund Man’, we are sometimes lost, often unhappy, but always at home. The profoundest achievement of Seamus Heaney is to have lent the lives of his readers the eloquent and imaginative appearance of permanence, and to have made the lost belongings of those lives seem, like his, redeemable.



















1


THE EARLY POETRY






Craft and Spadework: Death of a Naturalist (1966)



‘Seamus Heaney might well become the best Irish poet since Yeats.’ A year after I wrote that, the American poet Robert Lowell decided the subjunctive could be dispensed with when, verbatim, he attributed North (1975), Heaney’s fourth volume of verse, to ‘the best Irish poet since W.B. Yeats’.


Mention of Yeats in these circumstances unavoidably implied in Heaney a comparable gravity of oeuvre, since it is difficult to think of Yeats without thinking of the weight and dimensions of his body of work. It was, of course, an accumulation of arresting individual poems —an irrigating intervention in the British poetry scene—that won Heaney’s early reputation. With Wintering Out (1972), his third collection, Heaney had released a flow of talent in others with his homely wheat-straw lapped round the frozen pumps of hinterland Hippocrenes. But now it is the tide of his work that commands respect and, at least until the 1980s, deeply influenced the writing of poetry, both inside and outside Britain. The Yeats comparison is at once more justified than in 1974, and less relevant to Heaney’s increasing autonomy.


It is a small measure of the continuity of Heaney’s poetry, of the tenacity of its preoccupations, that much of what I wrote in ‘The Poetry of Seamus Heaney’ (1974) throws modest light on what Heaney has published since Wintering Out. With three full-blown volumes and several pamphlets to his credit, Heaney had already assembled a body of work of extraordinary distinctiveness and distinction. Single-mindedness of purpose, a fertile continuity of theme, increasing competence in execution, a growing unmistakability of voice: these were from the start Heaney’s strengths and by the early 1970s they placed him beyond hailing distance of most younger British poets. Indeed, two other young Northern Irish poets, Derek Mahon and Michael Longley, were among the few who rivalled Heaney in their assured sense of direction.


Heaney was not to be deflected from working his enviably rich vein as he struck deeper and deeper towards some unseen mother lode. The metaphor is apt, for Heaney’s early subject was ‘working the earth’, and his exploitation of this coincided with the ‘whole earth’ movement in Britain and the United States. Just as important, it coincided with the attempts of several writers in Northern Ireland to delve beneath the violent surface of life in the province into lore, history and myth, on the principle that the poisonous plant can best be understood by its roots. Digging deep has always been a hazardous business in Ulster, for it is to resume the dark, in Heaney’s phrase, and the dark is fearful. Heaney may have been engaged with this before terror struck in 1969, but the ‘Troubles’ surely lent his poetry urgency and authenticity.


To speak of purpose and continuity is to make him sound dull, whereas Heaney wrote a verse that achieves, but does not depend upon, immediate impact. The most eye-catching feature is a use of rawly physical metaphors for things in and out of the physical world: frogs are ‘mud grenades, their blunt heads farting’; granary sacks are ‘great blind rats’; a quiet river wears ‘a transfer of gables and sky’; a pregnant cow looks as though ‘she has swallowed a barrel’. Heaney’s metaphors are so right, so conclusive that they generate within the poem and across the canon an axiomatic quality that is perilously close to being self-defeating; they can even in cumulation constitute their own kind of preciousness. In consequence, the poet occasionally gave the impression of a man hastening to patent a style. Craft, with which unlike most young poets Heaney was preoccupied, is not merely honest skill but also the cunning of Daedalus the maker of labyrinths and the fashioner of wings.


Early Heaney poetry startles with its physicality. I remember the pleasurable shock of encountering for the first time imagery so bluff and dead-on. Few poets have enlivened their work with a more remarkable gift for seeing afresh the physical world around us and beneath us.








All year the flax-dam festered in the heart


Of the townland; green and heavy headed


Flax had rotted there, weighted down by huge sods.


Daily it sweltered in the punishing sun.


Bubbles gargled delicately, bluebottles


Wove a strong gauze of sound around the smell.











Heaney’s first volume, Death of a Naturalist (1966), whose title poem I have just quoted, is as heavily laden with assonance, alliteration, imagery of touch, taste and smell, and with synaesthesia (the buzz of bluebottles visualized as gauze) as the flax is with sods. Heaney is on firm ground when recreating the processes of the earth and man’s interaction with nature through ritual, custom and work. Not only are Heaney’s poems about manual work on the farm—ploughing, planting, harvesting, horse-shoeing—but they are themselves manuals on how the work is actually done. It is amusing, for instance, to set ‘Churning Day’ beside E. Estyn Evans’s account of churning in Irish Heritage (1942) and Irish Folk Ways (1957). Heaney in such a poem is folklorist, recalling old customs that survived into his native Derry of the 1940s.


Of course, by dint of education, travel and rural changes, Heaney is no longer at one with his country origins, and so his rehearsal of the customs he witnessed or participated in as a child assumes the quality of incantation and commemoration. The poems, he would have us believe, are substitutes for the farmwork he was once close to. In ‘Digging’, the first poem of his first volume, and one that functions as a crude but effective manifesto, the poet recalls his father, like his father before him, expertly cutting turf on Toner’s bog, and says:








But I’ve no spade to follow men like them.











The ex-peasant, newly urbanized, newly middle-class poet proclaims his alternative:








Between my finger and my thumb


The squat pen rests.


I’ll dig with it.











In one respect, Heaney has been literally true to his word. If the early poems are about the use of tools—the churn-staff, the bill-hook, the spade, the hammer—they themselves are verbal mimicries of tool-using. From his evident reading and the intimacy of his recall, one senses Heaney’s preparation before each poem, like that of the thatcher (in the poem of that name) of whom the poet writes:








It seemed he spent the morning warming up.











Heaney plainly likes to execute each poem, once preparations are complete, with ‘the unfussy ease of a good tradesman’ (‘The Outlaw’). The poem’s rhythm can imitate the rhythm of the body and lungs during the work—the curt clauses echoing the blows of a riveter’s hammer in ‘Docker’, chopped lines and caesurae imitating turf-cutting in ‘Digging’, variable line lengths contrasting the actions of setting and lifting fishing-lines in ‘A Lough Neagh Sequence’.


But though craft is manual, there is scope in its circumspection for delicacy, pride and even, as ‘Thatcher’ demonstrates, magic:








Couchant for days on sods above the rafters


He shaved and flushed the butts, stitched all together


Into a sloped honeycomb, a stubble patch,


And left them gaping at his Midas touch.











The mythic powers that inhere in the country are not always benignly magical. The poem which entitled Heaney’s first book is a fanciful obituary of the boy Heaney who might have studied the countryside around him as a naturalist but who instead fled in fear from the dark underfoot powers of nature (in this case the ‘great slime kings’ who lord over the mating frogs). The mature Heaney would revisit the fearful sites and probe them, not as a naturalist but as a poet.


No less than ‘Digging’, ‘Thatcher’ is a poem about writing poetry, and Heaney admires not merely the craftsman’s cautious preparation and paced execution but also his unspoken sense of participating in a tradition. Heaney himself seems to have learned a respect for humble country ways as poetic matter from poets as technically diverse as John Clare, Thomas Hardy, Robert Frost, R.S. Thomas and Ted Hughes and, in Ulster, Patrick Kavanagh, John Hewitt and John Montague.


Death of a Naturalist, impressive debut though it was, is very much an apprentice’s book, shot through with extravagances and infelicities. In ‘Trout’ we are asked in the space of a few words to envisage the fish as a ‘fat gun-barrel’ (a curious cartoon image) and at the same time as a tracer-bullet, a volley and a ramrod, images vivid in themselves but odd in combination. Disturbing images of ballistics and detonation pepper the volume. Frogs are ‘mud grenades’ in the title poem; crocks are ‘pottery bombs’ in ‘Churning Day’; ‘Dawn Shoot’ is about shotgunning foxes; when the poet slaps the animal in ‘Cow in Calf’ the blows ‘plump like a depth-charge’; sea explodes, wind strafes, and space is a salvo in ‘Storm on the Island’; the spectrum of colour on the canvas bursts—‘a bright grenade’—when the painter ‘unlocks the safety catch/On morning dew’ in ‘In Small Townlands’.
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