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Controversial 
commemorations?

In the midst of commemorations 

of the centenary of the Somme, 

Luke McBratney looks at other 

incidents of the period and how 

authors remember them
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literature: a poem that voices the ambivalence of his 
feelings towards the rebellion and its leaders, yet also 
honours their sacrifice and conveys the significance of 
their actions.

You can find the poem with a simple internet search, 
and learn more about the context at www.tinyurl.com/

jtwtod3 and www.irishtimes.com/1916

Notice how the first stanza presents the speaker’s 
seeming indifference towards the rebels. He recounts 
passing a few ‘meaningless words’ with them. But at 
the close of the stanza comes the refrain: ‘All changed, 
changed utterly / A terrible beauty is born.’

The second stanza picks out particular rebels and, 
again, does not lionise them.  One is characterised by 
her ‘shrill’ voice, another (the husband of Yeats’ great 
love, Maud Gonne) as a ‘drunken vainglorious lout’. 
The speaker, however, notes that even this man ‘has 
been changed in his turn’. The event in which he and 

Commemoration is about remembering, 
honouring or celebrating events and people. Yet 
the ways in which we commemorate — in both 

life and literature — can be controversial.  

The 1916 Easter Rising
In the middle of the First World War, at a time 
when Ireland was ruled by Britain, a group of rebels 
occupied buildings in Dublin and proclaimed Irish 
independence. The fighting lasted only a week and 
was not initially supported by many Irish people. But 
when the leaders were executed, public opinion turned 
towards the rebels.

Even now, the ways in which these events are 
remembered causes controversy, with some politicians 
refusing to attend official events. In 1916 the Irish 
poet W. B. Yeats tried to make sense of things in verse. 
‘Easter, 1916’ is a fine example of commemorative 
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Activities
1 Choose a text that contains commemorative 

elements, e.g. ‘For the Fallen’, ‘Mametz Wood’, 
Birdsong.
a How are people and events remembered/

commemorated?
b In what ways can the time of publication 

and the responses of readers enrich your 
response?

2 Read ‘Soldier poets and the legacy of the 
Somme’ in English REviEw, Vol. 26, No. 4 
when your copy arrives. Beginning with the 
publication of Journey’s End in 1928, comment 
on the ways in which writers have remembered 
the First World War. Where possible, discuss 
how readers and audiences responded.
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the other rebels have participated has transformed 
them into something much bigger than themselves.

Consider Yeats’ imagery: it has an excess of 
meaning. The rebels are compared to a ‘stone’: a symbol 
of both solidity and cold- or hard-heartedness. Yeats’ 
final stanza supplies no answers. Indeed, apart from 
the refrain and its ‘terrible beauty’, each sentence is a 
question. Did an excess of patriotism warp the rebels’ 
sense of judgement? Might the British have granted 
Ireland independence after the war anyway? Yet the 
rhythms of the names being said, the patriotic mention 
of the Irish national colour and the final use of the 
refrain not only commemorate, but seem to celebrate, 
the sacrifice of these people and perhaps honour them 
as founders of their state.

Despite its textual ambiguities, Yeats knew the 
sensitive nature of his poem’s subject and chose to 
circulate it privately at first. When he finished the poem 
in September 1916, he distributed only 25 copies.  It was 
a further 4 years before publication. Publishing in 1916 
might have offended British sensibilities — especially 
since, in July, the country had suffered the greatest loss 
of life in its military history, at the Battle of the Somme.

‘Requiem for the Croppies’  
In 1966, Seamus Heaney was tasked with writing about 
the 50th anniversary of Easter 1916. It was a tense time 
in Northern Ireland: the Civil Rights Movement was 
demanding an end to anti-Catholic discrimination 
and many nationalists were planning to express their 
defiance towards the British through their celebrations 
of the Easter Rising.

Rather than confront issues directly, Heaney wrote 
a sonnet (a form closely associated with English verse) 
about an earlier rising against British rule in 1798. Read 
simply as a poem in isolation, there is much to admire 
in ‘Requiem…’.  Many are moved by the elegy for a 
band of ill-equipped brothers who went up against the 
might of British cannon and also by the poet’s use of 
sympathetic, natural imagery. The sonnet has a cyclical 
quality: the barley that the rebels put in their pockets 
as rations in the first line becomes the barley ‘that grew 
up out of [their] grave’ in the last.

Yet reading the poem in the light of 1916 makes it 
more unsettling. Might the image of the barley suggest 
that the seeds sown in 1798 were reaped in 1916? 
Does such memorable and emotive imagery leave the 
reader with a romantic notion of Irish rebellion that 
celebrates blood sacrifice? Heaney recognised that 
‘there was an element of transgression in celebrating’ 
the rebels of 1798 ‘in official Ulster of 1966’. But while 
he intended to give ‘freedom of cultural speech’ to 
those in favour of a united Ireland, publishing the 
poem when 1916 was being commemorated and 
when anti-British sentiments were commonplace had 
unforeseen consequences. The poem took on a life of 
its own. It grew popular with Republicans (those who 
believe in a united Ireland) and an unofficial recitation 
of the poem appeared on an album of rebel songs. 
Heaney stopped reading the poem in public, fearing 
that this would be misconstrued as a sign of support 
for Republican terrorists. 
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