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Abstract: Heaney’s whole poetry seems to have a tri-partite structure: leaving home,
wandering, and coming home. In the later poems in Seeing Things, The Spirit Level,
Electric Light, and Human Chain, he raises the question of the solidity of the
known physical world; asks where the spirit lives; and shows the journey back to
his spiritual center. Re-reading his later works Seeing Things and Electric Light, I
find they are featured with journey back into his omphalos. By this, I mean the
journey back to his home, and back to his parents, and back to the Irish spiritual
world without the boundary between the concrete and the abstract, which is also
perceived to be a journey back to Irish literary tradition and back to ancient Greek
and Roman literary tradition.
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제목: 셰이머스 히니의 후기 시: 옴파로스로의 회귀
우리말 요약: 히니의 시는 고향 떠남, 방랑, 귀향이라는 삼부구조로 되어있다. 1991년
작품인 환영보기로부터 1996년 영혼측정기 2001년 전기 등불그리고 그의 마지
막 작품인 2010년 인간 고리에 있는 서정시들에서 작가는 우리가 이미 알고 있고
우리의 눈으로 파악할 수 있는 것들이 과연 견고한 것인가 그리고 영혼은 어디에 깃
드는가라는 의문을 제기하고 있다. 그리고 이 시들에서 히니의 관심은 초기 시의 그의
정신적 중심이었던 고향과 가족으로 회귀하는 모습을 보여준다. 그런데 여기서 중심이
라하면 북아일랜드의 시골 고향마을, 그의 가족과 부모님 이 밖에도 영적 세계추구등
의 아일랜드 문학 전통과 단테 버질등의 고대 그리스 로마의 전통까지를 의미한다.
주제어: 삼부구조, 귀향,옴파로스, 셰이머스 히니, 환영보기, 전기 등불
저자: 홍성숙은 청주대학교 영어영문학과 교수이다.
____________________________________
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I

Omphalos

originating from such words as womb and phallus means “the

center of human consciousness” or “the poetic Helicon” or “the column of a
Greek Temple in Delphi” or “the spiritual world of human beings in
theosophy.” And this word frequently appears in Irish literature, indicating
that the Irish people have faith in and attachment to their own tradition as
their center. And this thought constitutes a core element in Irish nationalism.
I think the conception of omphalos in Heaney’s poems relates to his parents
and the tradition of his rural hometown as his origin of birth and death. It
also relates to the ancient Greek and Roman literary tradition as well as the
ancient and modern Irish literary tradition searching for, especially, a spiritual
and transcendental view of life.
Heaney’s whole poetry seems to have a tri-partite structure: leaving home,
wandering, and coming home. Heaney’s early poetry, ranging from Death of A
Naturalist to North, describes the mental conflict of whether to be a participation
poet who represents his Catholic community in Northern Ireland, or to be a pure
poet who neglects his community. And these early works express the poet’s
conflict caused by Northern Troubles prior to leaving Northern Ireland. Field
Work, The Haw Lantern, and Station Island were written after he moved to
Southern Ireland, showing a sense of sin caused by baring his responsibility for
his Northern Catholic community in a mood of the wanderer. However, in many
poems in Seeing Things, The Spirit Level, Electric Light, and Human Chain, he
raises the question of the solidity of the known physical world and asks where
the spirit lives. Also these poems show the writer’s process of his journey back
to his omphalos, making up Heaney’s physical and mental world.
In this paper, I’ll put forward my view of the poet’s journey back to
omphalos by studying his later poems in Seeing Things (1991) and Electric
Light (2001).
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II
Unlike some modernist poets such Robert Frost and Emily Dickinson
characterized by discontinuity, Seamus Heaney’s poems deal with continuity
linking family with the rural background of Derry, which is an Irish literary
legacy as well as European literary one. Although his later poems choose the
postmodern techniques and poetics of self-reflexivity and the parody of
Roman poems like Aeneid or The Divine Comedy, I think he mainly belongs
to the modernist who doesn’t neglect either the literary tradition of the
western or the Irish tradition. Western culture’s pendulum seems to sway
between Hellenism and Hebraism. Heaney’s pendulum like James Joyce seems
to sway to Hellenism as his literary omphalos. In the later poetry collections,
allusions from classical literary works more frequently appear. In Seeing
Things which was motivated by the poet’s longing for his dead father and
friends who had affected his writing, Heaney identifies himself with Aeneas
who goes down the hell to look for his dead father. “The Golden Bough” as
the first poem in Seeing Things is a translation of Aeneid Book 6, line 98～
148. This poem shows Aeneas’s desire of meeting his own father in the
underworld, which mirrors the desire of Heaney to see his own father. We
can see the underworld as a reflection of the peat bogs of “Tollund Man,” a
preserved representation. The next part is Aeneas’s answer to a female
shaman, Cumae, who warns him of some danger leaving hell would be more
dangerous than entering it:
Heroic Aeneas began: ‘No ordeal, O Priestess,
That you can imagine would ever surprise me
For already I have foreseen and foresuffered all.
But one thing I pray for especially: since they say it is
here
That the King of the Underworld’s gateway is to be
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found,
Among these shadowy marshes where Acheron comes
flooding through,
I pray for one look, one face-to-face meeting with my
dear father.
Teach me the way and open the holy doors wide.’ (ST 2)

The title of Seeing Things written in commemoration of his dead father
and his literary friends such as Philip Larkin, Richard Ellmann, Ted Hughes,
and Tom Dylany means two things: one is to see things in an objective way;
the other is to see the ghosts associated with everyday things. Questioning
himself on the presence of the spirit, he tries to invoke the spirit. The poet’s
longing for his dead father found in many poems like “Man and Boy,” “The
Ash Plant”, “Seeing Things”. In “Man and Boy” as in “Follower,” we can
feel the circulation of life as well as the poet’s longing for his dead father
by remembering his father’s wise advice and death-bed:
‘Catch the old one first,’
(My father’s joke was also old, and heavy
and predictable.) ‘Then the young ones
Will all follow, and Bob’s your uncle.’
. . . .
My father is a barefoot boy with news,
Running at eye-level with weeds and stooks
On the afternoon of his own father’s death.
. . .
The open, black half of the half-door waits.
I feel much heat and hurry in the air.
I feel his legs and quick heels far away
And strange as my own-when he will piggyback me
At a great height, light-headed and thin-boned,
Like a witless elder rescued from the fire. (ST 14-15)
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“The Journey Back” in Seeing Things also depicts the poet’s longing for
Philip Larkin and Dante. In this poem is quoted Larkin, and again Larkin
cites Dante who describes burdens full of duties and ordeals with soothing
routines. In this respect the poet quotes Dante as well as Larkin; this poem
uses the postmodern technique of pastiche. Although the poet accepts the
mentor’s advice of “routine is a kind of revelation,” the poet feels pity for
himself burdened by boredom, referring himself as “A nine-to five man” with
the possibility of being a great man like Jesus Christ:
Larkin’s shade surprised me.
He quoted Dante：
‘Daylight was going and the umber air
Soothing every creature on the earth,
Freeing them from their labours everywhere.
I alone was girding myself to face
The ordeal of my journey and my duty
And not a thing had changed, as rush-hour buses.
Bore the drained and laden through the city.
I might have been a wise king setting out
Under the Christmas lights-except that
It felt more like the forewarned journey back
Into the heartland of the ordinary,
Still my old self. Ready to knock one back.
A nine-to-five man who had seen poetry’. ( ST 7)

Seeing Things is made up of many poems like still-life pictures such as
“A Basket of Chestnut,” “The Biretta,” “The Settle Bed” and “The
Schoolbag” containing some memories related to physical things. “A Basket
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of Chestnut” contains the memory of his dead friend, Edward Maguire, who
painted the portrait of the poet without a basket of chestnuts which was laid
beside the poet. This poem puts forward Heaney’s idea that things include the
invisible world as well as the visible world:
I recollect this basket full of chestnuts,
A really solid gather-up, all drag
And lustre, opulent and gravid
And golden-bowelled as a moneybag.
And I wish they could be painted, known for what
Pigment might see beyond them, what the reach
Of sense despairs of as it fails to reach it,
Especially the thwarted sense of touch.
Since Edward Maguire visited our house
In the autumn of 1973,
A basketful of chestnuts shines between us,
One that he did not paint when he painted meAlthough it was what he thought he’d maybe use
As a decoy or a coffer for the light
He captured in the toecaps of my shoes.
But it wasn’t in the picture and is not.
What’s there is comeback, especially for him.
In oils and brushwork we are ratified.
And the basket shines and foxfire chestnuts gleam
Where he passed through, unburdened and dismayed. (ST 24-25)

The second part of Seeing Things entitled Squarings consists of 48 poems
in the form of terza rima, which can be classified into 4 sections called
Lightening, Setting, Crossing, and Squaring. And most of the poems take the
reader from the visible world to the transcendental world by using language
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that is concrete to the abstract one, which I think reflects the Celtic
sensitivity. These poems are made of images matching each title-Lightening,
Setting, Crossing, and Squaring. The poems in the Lightening section, whose
meaning represents “illumination” as well as “alleviation,” try to catch the
moment of epiphany of the unencumbered wandering spirit. The poet tries to
catch the instant of spirit’s flaring before death imagining the last moment of
Jesus Christ nailed on a cross:
xii
And lightening? One meaning of that
Beyond the usual sense of alleviation,
Illumination, and so on, is this:
A phenomenal instant when the spirit flares
With pure exhilaration before deathThe good thief in us harking to the promise!
So paint him on Christ’s right hand, on a promontory
Scanning empty space, so body-racked he seems
Untranslatable into the bliss
Ached for at the moon-rim of his forehead,
By nail-craters on the dark side of his brain:
This day thou shalt be with Me in Paradise. (ST 66)

After the Lightening section comes to the Setting section which attempts
to create an order and the banal but revelatory transformation from day to
night. This tries to engrave something permanent by focusing all of his
mental power. Especially, the 22nd poem in the second section called Setting
starts from “Where does spirit live?” where the speaker raises the
overwhelming question of spirit. He is looking for the spirit inside or outside
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things remembered, things made, things unmade, everywhere asking the
question of the ghost of W. B. Yeats:
xxii
Where does spirit live? Inside or outside
Things remembered, made things, things unmade?
What came first, the seabird’s cry or the soul
Imagined in the dawn cold when it cried?
Where does it roost at last? On dungy sticks
In a jackdaw’s nest up in the old stone tower
Or a marble bust commanding the partrrre?
How habitable is perfected form?
And how inhabited the windy light?
What’s the use of a held note or held line
That cannot be assailed for reassurance?
(Set questions for the ghost of W.B.) (ST, 78)

Many poems of the third section, Crossing, contain memories of his
members such as beloved father, friends and a sexual encounters. The 27th
poem in this section describes the flow of all things. The poet identifies the
safety of traveling through life with a soul guide and his father is depicted as
a guardian of life-travel:
xxvii
Everything flows. Even a solid man,
A pillar to himself and to his trade,
All yellow boots and stick and soft felt hat,
Can sprout wings at the ankle and grow fleet
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As the god of fair days, stone posts, roads and crossroads,
Guardian of travellers and psychopomp.
‘Look for a man with an ashplant on the boat,’
My father told his sister setting out
For London, ‘and stay near him all night
And you’ll be safe.’ Flow on, flow on
The journey of the soul with its soul guide
And the mysteries of dealing-men with sticks! (ST 85)

Fittingly the fourth section, Squaring, is completed with memories of
previous experiences which constitutes a meeting of the beginning and the
end. The last poem of this section indicates that the seventh heaven in the
future will be the reflection of his experience and things foreknown and
already sensed:
xlviii
Strange how things in the offing, once they’re sensed,
Convert to things foreknown;
And how what’s come upon is manifest
Only in light of what has been gone through.
Seventh heaven may be
The whole truth of a sixth sense come to pass.
At any rate, when light breaks over me
The way it did on the road beyond Coleraine
Where wind got saltier, the sky more hurried
And silver lame shivered on the Bann
Out in mid-channel between the painted poles,
that day I’ll be in step with what escaped me. (??????)
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In Electric Light, Arcadia, the sanctuary at Epidaurus is identified with
his home town with Anahorish, County Derry. Heaney’s spirit seems to return
to his hometown and perches at Derry, which can be witnessed by the fact
that “At Toombridge,” the first poem of Electric Light, depicts the bridge of
his hometown. And also, the electric light of the title is associated with the
lamps swung in the yards on winter evenings in “Anahorish.” This means
Seamus Heaney is going back to his childhood and his hometown. Although
the boy who watched his father digging and who carried a milk bottle to his
grandfather in Toner’s bog left Northern Ireland and wandered, he could not
be a prodigal wanderer, for he didn’t move to a foreign country or even

—

leave the island. It was his origin of birth and death his hometown and
parents that he returned to. His hometown in Electric Light is still pictured
by the contrasting image of “pen” and “gun” as in “Digging” in Death of A
Naturalist:
Where the flat water
Came pouring over the weir out of Lough Neagh
As if it had reached an edge of the flat earth
And fallen shining to the continuous
Present of the Bann.
Where the checkpoint used to be.
Where the rebel boy was hanged in ’98.
Where negative ions in the open air
Are poetry to e. As once before
The slime and silver of the fattened eel. (EL 3)

The poetic materials of Electric Light are various: the memory of
hometown and parents, birds, flowers are also objects. In the poem of
“Lupin” he praises the force of life of the flower, Lupin, enduring the heat
of summer. And “Virgil: Eclogue IX” and another eclogue with the title of
“Bann Valley Eclogue” show Heaney’s literary taste turns to Roman and
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Greek poets:
Poet
Bann Valley Muses, give us a song worth singing,
Something that rises like the curtain in
Those words And it came to pass or In the beginning.
Help me to please my hedge-schoolmaster Virgil
And the child that’s due. Maybe, heavens, sing
better times for her and her generation.
Virgil
Here are my words you’ll have to find a place for:
Carmen, ordo, nascitur, saeculum, gens.
Their gist in your tongue and province should be clear
Even at this stage. Poetry, order, the times,
The nation, wrong and renewal, then an infant birth
And a flooding away of all the old miasma.
Whatever stains you, you rubbed it into yourselves,
Earth mark, birth mark, mould like the bloodied mould
On Romulus’s ditch-back. But when the waters break
Bann’s stream will overflow, the old markings
Will avail no more to keep east bank from west.
The valley will be washed like a new baby. (EL 11)

“Glanmore Eclogue” shows that the classic genre of eclogue is available
for description of his pastoral experience in Glanmore. Furthermore, “Sonnets
from Hellas” also shows that his interest goes back to ancient Greek and
Rome as a literary center. Heaney pictured himself as a shepherd in his poem
“Bann Valley Eclogue” as in Virgil: Eclogue IX. And the poet invokes the
Muse to produce a poem which can delight his singing master, Virgil. Virgil
says to the poet that trauma of the land will be recovered.
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Poet
Bann Valley Muses, give us a song worth singing,
Something that rises like the curtain in
Those words And it came to pass or In the beginning.
Help me to please my hedge-schoolmaster Virgil
And the child that’s due. Maybe, heavens, sing
better times for her and her generation.
Virgil
Here are my words you’ll have to find a place for:
Carmen, ordo, nascitur, saeculum, gens.
Their gist in your tongue and province should be clear
Even at this stage. Poetry, order, the times,
The nation, wrong and renewal, then an infant birth
And a flooding away of all the old miasma.
Whatever stains you, you rubbed it into yourselves,
Earth mark, birth mark, mould like the bloodied mould
On Romulus’s ditch-back. But when the waters break
Bann’s stream will overflow, the old markings
Will avail no more to keep east bank from west.
The valley will be washed like a new baby. (EL, 11)

While in Seeing Things Heaney proceeds to look for his dead father, the
last poem of Electric Light invokes his mother who had the smashed nail
with dark dirt. And here, the electric light reminds the reader of the lamps
swaying in the yard of his home town in the evening in “Anahorosh.” It was
this light which offered some hope to the suffered ancestors; it’s the light to
shine a silver line on their dark history:
Candled-grease congealed, dark-streaked with wicksoot...
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The smashed thumb-nail
Of that ancient mangled thumb was puckered pearl,
................................................................................................
Year in, year out, in the same chair, and whispered
In a voice that at its loudest did nothing else
But whisper. We were both desperate
The night I was left to stay, when I wept and wept
Under the clothes, under the waste of light
left turned on in the bedroom. ‘What ails you, child,
What ails you, for God’s sake?’ urgent, sibilant
Ails, far off and old. Scaresome cavern waters
Lapping a boatslip. Her helplessness no help.
.......................................................................................
If I stood on the bow-backed chair, I could reach
The light switch. They let me and they watched me.
A touch of the little pip would work the magic.
.............................................................................................
Then they were gone and Big Ben and the news
Were over. The set had been switched off,
All quiet behind the blackout except for
Knitting needles ticking, wind in the flue.
She sat with her fur-lined felt slippers unzipped,
Electric light shone over us, I feared
The dirt-tracked flint and fissure of her nail,
So plectrum-hard, glit-glittery, it must still keep
Among beads and vertebrae in the Derry ground. (EL 80-81)

III
Heaney’s whole poetry seems to have a tri-partite structure: leaving home,
wandering, and coming home. Heaney’s early poetry, ranging from Death of
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A Naturalist to North, describes the mental conflict caused by the Northern
Troubles prior to leaving Northern Ireland. And then, Field Work, The Haw
Lantern, and Station Island, all written after he moved to Southern Ireland,
show the sense of sin caused by baring the responsibility for his Northern
Catholic community in a mood of the wanderer. However, in many lyrics
constituted by acts of remembering of Seeing Things, The Spirit Level,
Electric Light and Human Chain, he raises the question of the solidity of the
known physical world and asks where the spirit lives. And also these poems
show the writer’s process of journey back into his omphalos making up of
Heaney’s physical and mental world. Here, by journey back to omphalos, I
mean his journey back to his home town of Derry in Northern Ireland,
journey back to his parents, journey back to the Irish literary tradition, and
his journey back to ancient Greek and Roman tradition as omphalos of
European culture.
Key images, the Chain of Being and Circle, symbolize Heaney’s life, and
he, like James Joyce, seems to perceive Greek and Roman, not English,
culture to be the central culture of Europe. And his later works show his
practice of remembering and alluding to his death as well.
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