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TEXTS IN CONTEXT

New Selected 
Poems 1966–1987
by Seamus Heaney
Biographical contexts
Heaney’s Edenic rural childhood is seen as the source of much of his 
poetry. As Dennis O’Driscoll notes, his ‘books have all included eidetic 
[unusually vivid] evocations of childhood’ (O’Driscoll 2009). And the 
loss of this trusted, safe world of childhood — signalled by Heaney’s 
departure from the family farm and his entrance into St Columb’s 
College as a boarder — is a further inspirational force: ‘The wound 
of expulsion from that tried, tested and trusted world hurt him into a 
poetry of evocation, yearning and elegy’ (O’Driscoll 2009). 

Literary contexts
As one schooled in the appreciation and criticism of literature through 
his grammar school education — where he excelled in Latin as well 
as English — and his studies in English language and literature at 
Queen’s University Belfast, it is not surprising that Heaney’s output 
has been critical as well as creative. His first major collection of 
prose, Preoccupations: Selected Prose 1968–1978 (1980), is an 
excellent source for discovering about Heaney’s poetic influences and 
development. For example, you can trace the influence on Heaney 
of other poets who were preoccupied with nature, such as Edward 
Thomas and Robert Frost, as well as Irish influences, such as Patrick 
Kavanagh. 

Other elements important to his poetry, such as his appreciation of 
the Irish landscape, including its bogland and contested place names, 
are explored through his prose. His second major prose collection, 
The Government of the Tongue (1988), explores ideas of poetry and 
poetic influences that extend beyond Britain and Ireland. Reading 
Heaney’s criticism perhaps enables you to understand how he would 
like to be read. His critical approaches are essentially those of close 
reading/practical criticism and historicism. 

Political contexts 
The Northern Ireland conflict 1969–98
Heaney’s early rural life was less directly touched by the ‘Troubles’ than 
the lives of many others. The farmlands in which he grew up contained 
a mix of Catholics and Protestants, and the Protestants in his area were 
by no means social superiors. Even so, scarcely perceptible differences 
between those of the two religions are registered in poems like ‘The 
Other Side’ (1972). While relatively unseen in rural areas, by the late 
1960s discrimination and social separation were features of Northern 
Irish life and a pressure group, the Northern Ireland Civil Rights 
Association, was formed to protest against anti-Catholic discrimination. 
In October 1968, one of their marches in Derry, the main city in 
Heaney’s county, was followed by violence between protesters and the 
police. A Protestant backlash followed and, in August 1969, the British 
Army was deployed to keep the peace. Initially welcomed by Catholics, 
the soldiers came to be seen as symbolic of British oppression, which is 
reflected in poems like ‘The Toome Road’ (1979). 

Violence in the 1970s escalated, and in August 1971 the government 
introduced internment (imprisonment without trial). Hostilities 
increased: in 1970 there were 25 deaths; in 1971 there were 173; in 
1972 there were 467. And on 30 January 1972, a Civil Rights march 
in Derry became known as Bloody Sunday. Soldiers, who were sent 
to make arrests, shot 13 unarmed civilians whom they claimed 

they thought were opening fire. Further violence ensued from both 
Protestant paramilitary gangs and Irish Republican Army (IRA) bombs. 
Support for the IRA increased, and terrorists took on the role of 
‘defenders’ of Catholic housing estates. In urban areas, such as Belfast 
and Derry, people living in Catholic and Protestant areas began to 
separate themselves by erecting barricades between the communities. 

While never part of a political organisation or willing to write from 
a partisan or propagandising perspective, many of Heaney’s poems 
explore aspects of life during the Troubles. For example, the collection 
North (1975) reflects the violence and divisions that escalated in the 
early 1970s. Some poems spring from direct personal experience: ‘The 
Strand at Lough Beg’ (1979) elegises the sectarian murder of Heaney’s 
second cousin, Colum McCartney, who returns in a dramatic sequence 
of ‘Station Island’ (1984) to accuse the poet of having ‘saccharined [his] 
death with morning dew’. 

The 1980s saw the conflict in Northern Ireland gain worldwide 
attention. IRA prisoners protested at being categorised as criminals 
rather than political prisoners and some were prepared to starve 
themselves to death for their beliefs. The second hunger striker to die 
was Francis Hughes, a man from Heaney’s home village of Bellaghy, 
and a vision of him emerges in Heaney’s ‘Station Island’, forcing the 
poet to confront his political and moral failings.

Natural contexts
Heaney’s fascination with the natural world is a constant in his work, 
as the titles of several of his collections attest, for example Death of 
a Naturalist, Wintering Out (a term from cattle farming) and Field 
Work. As well as a child-like fascination, Heaney often takes an 
analytical, even academic, interest in nature. The bogs that were 
near his childhood home made a lasting impression. This is not just 
evident in the early nature poems of his first collections, but later 
in Wintering Out and North, where this interest combined with his 
reading about peat bogs in the work of archaeologist P. V. Glob. Glob 
had researched preserved bog bodies in Denmark that were believed 
to have been sacrificial victims, and which provided an arresting 
metaphor for the violence of the Troubles.

Historical contexts
To explore the present, Heaney often looks to the past, not just to 
the more atavistic time of the Iron Age and the bog bodies, but 
to particular events in Irish history. For example, ‘Requiem for the 
Croppies’ (1969) is inspired by both rebellions against the British in 
1798 and 1916, and ‘Act of Union’ (1975) offers an allegory of an 
ill-matched couple to stand for the two countries, Ireland and Britain, 
that were joined by an Act of Parliament in 1800. As well as this, 
Heaney often draws on historical figures, from Sweeney, the seventh-
century Ulster king, to Ireland’s Viking past, and from the Irish poet 
Francis Ledwidge to the rebel Wolfe Tone.
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Seamus Heaney’s weighty and magisterial verse 
is now read, appreciated and studied around the 
world, but, in many ways, it springs from a very 
particular place: the farm on which he grew up. 
In the words of Carson McCullers which Heaney 
quotes approvingly in his early essay ‘The Sense 
of Place’, ‘to know who you are you have to have 
a place to come from’ (Heaney 1980)
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