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The personal and the political
In Heaney’s collections the landscape becomes 
a battleground. In Wintering Out (1972) poetic 
pronunciations of place names give way to disputed 
territories. In Door into the Dark (1969) Heaney writes 
a ‘Requiem for the Croppies’, the United Irishmen who 
rose against the British in 1798 but were slaughtered in 
their thousands. Written around the 50th anniversary 
of the Easter Rising of 1916, Heaney intended to make 
‘space in the official Ulster lexicon for Vinegar Hill’ 
(where the battle took place). But when ‘Requiem for 
the Croppies’ was published it became appropriated 
by Republicans (those who seek a united Ireland and 
will accept violence as a means to that end). In 1971 
a recording of the poem was included on an album 
of rebel songs and in 1999 the words ‘they buried us 
without shroud or coffin’ were inscribed above a mural 
in a Republican area of Belfast. 

In 1980 Heaney was asked if he would write 
something for the IRA prisoners who were protesting 
in the Maze prison. While feeling sympathy for the 
prisoners, he balked ‘at being commanded’ and no 
poems followed. This encounter inspired the exchange 
in ‘The Flight Path’ (1996) where the speaker’s response 
is: ‘if I do write something,/ Whatever it is, I’ll be 
writing for myself.’

Luke McBratney celebrates the life of a 
man who became a Nobel laureate but 
kept faith with his farming roots

The death of Seamus Heaney does not feel like the 
passing of a person so much as the passing of an 
age. The poetic landscape has been transformed 

by his weighty and magisterial verse.

The parish and the universe
Heaney’s poetry is for the world, but is rooted in the 
parish. As Patrick Kavanagh said:

to be parochial man needs the right kind of 
sensitive courage and the right kind of sensitive 
humility. Parochialism is universal; it deals with the 
fundamentals.

Heaney’s work delivers Kavanagh’s ideals in spades.
Yet in Death of a Naturalist (1966) Heaney’s 

countryside is less a rural idyll than a crucible for his 
poetic coming of age. He has spoken himself of the 
incipient danger in the landscape, where the ‘“mud 
grenades”…seem to have a sexual pin in them just 
waiting to be pulled’. There are other hints of violence, 
with blackberries that are stored (like ammunition) in 
a ‘cache’, the juices of which are like sticky blood and 
where frogs ‘are cocked/ on sods’.
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Useful resources
O’Driscoll, D. (2008) Stepping Stones: Interviews with 
Seamus Heaney, Faber & Faber.

Poetry Foundation site with biographical notes, 
readings and interviews: www.tinyurl.com/obogryh

Annotated copy of ‘Casualty’, discussion questions 
and other resources: www.tinyurl.com/qdve5yu

Recordings of Heaney’s poems:  
www.tinyurl.com/bceshz

An interview discussing ‘Digging’, ‘Requiem for the 
Croppies’ and ‘The Grauballe Man’:  
www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p00y0grg

Radio 4 tribute: www.tinyurl.com/oplguw4

A personal response from a Northern Irish reader: 
www.tinyurl.com/ptcvgpe

Heaney on Desert Island Discs:  
www.tinyurl.com/pb24sjf

Heaney bibliography: www.tinyurl.com/pexa7vy
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The honest Ulsterman
The best of Heaney’s political poems are for himself, 
addressing violence through the prism of personal 
experience. For example, in ‘Punishment’ (1975) the 
speaker describes an Iron Age woman who was executed 
for adultery. As the poem progresses it becomes clear 
that she represents a Catholic woman who has been 
tarred and feathered by those in her own community 
to punish her for her relationship with a British soldier.

What is most moving, most disturbing, yet 
ultimately most honest about ‘Punishment’ is the 
speaker’s position towards the subject. He recognises 
that in his intimate examination of her body he is an 
‘artful voyeur’, fetishising the results of a savage act from 
a safe distance for his own pleasure and artistic ends. 
Yet despite the loving words and tone, he voices his 
inability to act. He confronts the cowardly, conformist 
nature of being a bystander who is unwilling to speak 
out: the paradox of being willing to cast ‘the stones of 
silence’ makes such inaction seem actively wounding.

As the poem moves into its final quatrains, the Iron 
Age context dissolves into the descriptions of tar and the 
railings, where ‘betraying sisters’ in Northern Ireland 
hold their victim in a punitive act of ritual humiliation. 
But the poem does not end here: it closes with the 
speaker digging deeper into his own conscience. 
He admits two feelings: that he would ‘connive/ in 
civilized outrage’ at the act of punishment, and that 
he understands ‘the exact/ and tribal intimate revenge’. 
By doing so Heaney courageously refuses to simplify 
moral, emotional and tribal complexities. He lays bare 
his own mixed feelings — however uncomfortable and 
unpalatable they might be.

Cruel nature
Such honesty is not just seen in response to the violence 
in Northern Ireland — it is a quality of Heaney’s 
work that has been there from the start. In Death of 
a Naturalist the cruelty of nature was not just evoked 
by rotten blackberries or vengeful frogs, but by the 
uncomfortable shifts in the human life cycle. ‘Follower’ 
might begin with a familiar relationship where a boy 

admires the strength and skill of his father, but Heaney 
has the honesty to leave us with unsettling thoughts 
about how this relationship ends:

But today 
It is my father who keeps stumbling 
Behind me, and will not go away.

The first poem in Death of a Naturalist is ‘Digging’. 
It uses a pen/spade analogy to announce Heaney’s 
departure from farm work in favour of his poetic 
vocation. I like to think of this poem as being a promise 
that he will dig deeply into his landscape and into the 
experiences of himself and his people — a promise 
that, however much he addresses the universal issues, 
his work will remain true to the parish from which he 
came. It is certainly a promise he kept.
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