Secondary Perspectives – Seamus Heaney

Heaney on Heaney:

"Be advised! My passport's green. / No glass of ours was ever raised! To toast The Queen". In a lecture in 1995 Heaney explained that he wrote about the color of the passport "to maintain the right to diversity within the border". 

"Each person is on Earth to make sense of themselves and for themselves and to bring the inchoateness of this self into an expressible state," he reflects. "These are the essential and redemptive steps of poetry." 

Heaney has said that poetry is “restoration of the culture to itself” and has referred to poems as “elements of continuity, with the aura and authenticity of archaeological finds, where the buried shard has an importance that is not diminished by the importance of the buried city; poetry as a dig, a dig for finds that end up being plants”.  (Preoccupations p.41)

“poetry involves a conscious savouring of words” (Preoccupations p.46)

Critics on Heaney:

"His poetry shows a powerful devotion to the earth, particularly to the landscape and soil of his native Northern Ireland. But Heaney is equally dedicated to language." (Gilbert, 2000)

"Heaney writes as a commentator, not as a participant" (English Teachers' Association, 1992)
"Only the most gifted poets can start from their peculiar origin in a language, a landscape, a nation, and from these enclosures rise to impersonal authority. Seamus Heaney has this kind of power, and it appears constantly...Nationality becomes landscape; landscape becomes language; language becomes genius." (Ehrenpreis, 1981)
He won The Nobel Prize in Literature 1995 "for works of lyrical beauty and ethical depth, which exalt everyday miracles and the living past"

“The problem of poetry moved from a matter of finding the satisfactory verbal icon to being a search for images and symbols adequate to predicament.” – in reference to writing at time of the Troubles

“Heaney staked out the boundaries of his poetic, devoting himself to excavations of his chosen land.” – in reference to pastoral style and use of images of rural Ireland to suggest greater universal ideas.
Death of a Naturalist:

"Heaney's writing is full of taste, touch, smell, sight and hearing.” (Gilbert, 2000)
"This was the first place where I felt I had done more than make an arrangement of words: I felt I had let down a shaft into real life." (Heaney, 1980 – in reference to ‘Digging’)
"A poem dense with the mucky thickness that is often the trademark of a Heaney poem...reading Heaney is like trudging through clay." (MacBeth, 1979 – in reference to ‘Death of a Naturalist)
North:

"On his seeing some of the photographs [of the bog people]...Heaney's imagination was stirred. The bog which had been a part of the poet's childhood world now acquired a new significance." (Maguire, 1986)
 In 'Punishment' Heaney "sees in the corpse of a ritually sacrificed woman an echo of the Catholic women in Northern Ireland who are tarred and chained to their front porches for dating British soldiers."  (Pellegrino, 2003)
 'The Irish Troubles' are a subject he touches on briefly, again trying to convey subtle political commentary with his pen. "Violence, human as well as natural is a significant issue in many of the poems." (English Teachers' Association, 1992)
