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Abstract: Seamus Heaney is widely acclaimed as the greatest Irish poet since W. B.
Yeats, but he suffers the anxiety of influence from Yeats. Heaney’s anxiety is deeply
rooted in the dilemma of his being unable, or being compelled, both to accept and
to break away from Yeats, whether as a poet or an Irish poet. Heaney, by serving
strategically as a defender and tactically as a breaker of the Yeatsian legacy,
succeeded in overcoming this anxiety, winning himself the subjectivity as a poet and
carrying the Yeatsian legacy forward into the new age.
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제목: 예이츠와 히니: 영향의 두려움
우리말 요약: 셰이머스 히니는 W. B. 예이츠 이후 가장 위대한 아일랜드의 시인으로
널리 인정된다. 그러나 그는 예이츠의 영향에 대한 두려움이 있다. 히니의 염려는 한
시인으로서든 아일랜드의 시인으로서든 간에 예이츠를 수용하기도 거부하기도 곤란한
처지에 있기 때문이다. 전략적으로는 예이츠의 유산을 옹호하면서 전술적으로는 유산
을 깨뜨리는 역할을 하여 이 두려움을 극복하고 스스로 시인으로서의 주관성을 확보
하여 예이츠의 전통을 새로운 시대로 이끄는 데 성공한다.
주제어: W. B. 예이츠, 셰이머스 히니, 영향의 두려움, 아일랜드성
저자: 라 량공(羅良功)은, 중국, 우한 430079, 화중사범학교, 영문과 교수이며, 그의 주
된 연구분야는 영시와 미국문학이다.
____________________________________

F or

critics and the public, the name of Seamus Heaney, the Irish Nobel

laureate, is bound to be linked with that of his precursor, W. B. Yeats, also
an Irish Nobel Prize winning poet. The multitude of news stories and
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comments about Heaney’s death on August 30, 2013, has further undergirded
this conception. For example, BBC official website acclaimed Seamus Heaney
as “internationally recognised as the greatest Irish poet since W. B. Yeats.
Like Yeats, he won the Nobel Prize for literature and, like Yeats, his
reputation and influence spread far beyond literary circles” (“Obituary Seamus
Heaney,” website). In this two-sentence comment, Yeats is mentioned twice in
comparison with Heaney, which is typical of the current thinking way of the
critical circle and the public and reflects a hot scholarly issue which has been
dealt with by scholars from many perspectives. And for Heaney himself, his
link with Yeats seems to have been predetermined by the coincidence that he
was born in the year when Yeats died. Heaney was quite conscious of his
life-time connection with Yeats and Yeats’s legacy, forming a subtle attitude
toward Yeats in poetry and poetics, which suggests a profound anxiety in
Heaney about Yeats’s inevitable influence.
In his famous 1948 article “Yeats as an Example,” W. H. Auden, by
defining a major poet as one whose poem sets an example for the following
poets to help them solve the poetic problems which confront them (Auden
187) or the one who has the effect on the achievements of posterity (Auden
195), placed Yeats to the sublime position in the evolution of Irish literature
as a great example setter. However, Seamus Heaney, in his 1978 lecture at
University of Surrey entitled “Yeats as an Example?”, raised a questioning
tone about Yeats’s exemplary role. Hazard Adams seems right by pointing out
that Heaney, in this lecture, does not mean to suggest Yeats as an influence
in style or an object of his objection but just an influence that is everywhere
(Adams 215-232). In his speech of ambiguity, Heaney expressed his
admiration for less than Yeats’s courage of breaking away from his middle
class, his persistent dedication to art, and his large-minded, whole-hearted
assent to the natural cycle of living and dying. Actually Heaney avoided the
stylistic and thematic issues by referring mainly to the spiritual, which helps
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make less noticeable the Yeats’s influence in Heaney. Furthermore, Heaney
suggested possible negative influence of Yeats which should be avoided.
When explaining the title of his speech, which borrows Auden’s title with an
additional question mark, he added that Auden’s essay of the title without the
question mark is “appreciative but not ecstatic” and that the title with
question mark is “meant to acknowledge the orthodox notion that a very
great poet can be a very bad influence upon other poets” (“Yeats as an
Example?” 109). All these suggest an attempt Heaney made to avoid, weaken
or resist Yeats’s exemplary energy, and thus reveals his great anxiety in the
presence of Yeats’s influence.
Heaney’s anxiety is deeply rooted in the dilemma of his being unable, or
being compelled, both to accept and break away from Yeats, whether as a
poet or an Irish poet. As a poet, Heaney cannot write without reading other
poets, especially those who are widely acclaimed as examples. For Heaney,
Yeats is such a figure near and dear to him in both English-language poetry
and Irish poetry, who is of great help for Heaney to solve some poetic
problems as faced by an Irish poet who wrote in the English language.
Furthermore, Yeats has established his central position in modern Irish poetry
and has become a sign representing the mainstream of Irish poetry. To follow
Yeats means to follow the mainstream and to secure a position acceptable in
Ireland. Heaney, though his first book of poems North was highly praised by
Robert Lowell as a brand-new type of finest political poetry since Yeats (Qtd.
in Corcoran 35) and later he won the Nobel Prize for Literature, has been
challenged by Irish poets of his generation such as Paul Muldoon, Derek
Mahon, and Tom Paulin. Thus Heaney must demonstrate himself as heir to
Yeats, just as he tried, in some of his prose, to foreground or emphasize his
leadership in his generation (Muldoon 20). At the same time, to follow such
an example often means a threat of losing the poet’s subjectivity, or his
autonomy of art, which will eventually lead to the poet’s failure to survive
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into posterity. So in the young poet’s heart always lies a patricide complex,
for this is the very way out of his survival. Just as Harold Bloom quoted
André Malraux in his The Anxiety of Influence, “Every young man’s heart is a
graveyard in which are inscribed the names of one thousand dead artists but
whose only actual denizens are a few mighty, often antagonistic, ghosts” (26).
For Heaney, Yeats is both the father he must follow and the influence he
must resist or even murder, which puts him under dual pressures.
As a poet who was born in North Ireland, part of British territory in the
political sense, but moved to the South living as an Irish citizen, Seamus
Heaney, just like W. B. Yeats, was quite aware of his being Irish. To object
to his inclusion in The Penguin Book of Contemporary British Poetry (1982),
Heaney published his famous verse-form “An Open Letter” (1983) to declare,
once again, his cultural and also political stance as an Irish poet:
Don’t be surprised if I demur, for, be advised
My passport’s green.
No glass of ours was ever raised
To toast The Queen. (9)

This declaration also suggests Heaney’s struggle for his Irish identity by
drawing a political dividing line between himself and Britain as represented by
the Queen. In this sense, W. B. Yeats had obviously set a good example.
Yeats, widely acclaimed as founder of modern Irish literature, succeeded in
constructing Irishness in his poetic creation by liquidating the influence of the
English colonial culture and by taking advantage of modernization of English
poetry to lay a solid foundation for modern Irish literature. Heaney was quite
aware of this, especially the exemplary energy in young Yeats’s strife. He said,
It is easy to admire this young Yeats: his artistic ambitions, his national
fervor, his great desire to attach himself to a tradition and a corpus of
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belief that was communal. For all the activity and push of the enterprise,
the aim of the poet and of the poetry is finally to be of service, to ply the
effort of the individual work into the larger work of the community as a
whole, and the spirit of our age is sympathetic to that democratic urge.
(Yeats as an Example? 106)

However, though sharing the similar political and cultural ideal, Heaney could
not use the Yeatsian legacy all the time, for he after all lived and wrote in a
different age and context and was faced with his particular tasks to which
Yeats might have not provided any solution. Just as Auden said,
All generations overlap, and the young poet naturally looks for and finds
the greatest help in the work of those whose poetic problems are similar to
his because they have experiences in common. He begins, therefore, with an
excessive admiration for one or more of the mature poets of his time. But,
as he grows older, he becomes more and more conscious of belonging to a
different generation faced with problems that his heroes cannot help him to
solve, and his former hero-worship, as in other sphere of life, is all too apt
to turn into an equally excessive hostility and contempt. (187)

In order to fulfill his own cultural and artistic goals as an Irish poet, Heaney
had to break through Yeats’s influence in some way, which sharpens his
anxiety by tearing himself into two, a defender and at the same time breaker
of the Yeatsian legacy.
In general, Seamus Heaney was sober and rational in dealing with the
anxiety of Yeats’s influence, just as demonstrated in his calling W. H.
Auden’s appraisal of Yeats “appreciative” and “ecstatic” (“Yeats as an
Example?” 109). Heaney’s poetic creation and poetic ideas reveal his efforts
to keep a balance between his two roles: strategically a defender and
tactically a breaker of the Yeatsian legacy.
Strategically Heaney followed Yeats in his cultural and poetic stance. It is
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a striking characteristic that Heaney stuck to Yeats’s cultural stance as an
Irish poet throughout his whole literary career, which is to be discussed
further in the following parts. To fulfill his cultural goal, Heaney again
adopted Yeats’s view of poetry and of the poet. By quoting Yeats’s view of
the poet, “A poet is by the very nature of things a man who lives with
entire sincerity, or rather, the better his poetry, the more sincere his life”
(“Yeats as an Example?” 100), Heaney expressed his admiration for Yeats’s

―

dedication to his cultural enterprise and to his integrity as a poet though
sometimes seeming arrogant, which in turn leads to his tactfulness in keeping
both the artistic beauty of poetry and its function of serving life and thus
protecting the poet’s autonomy. Heaney said,
What is finally admirable is the way his life and his work are not separate
but make a continuum, the way the courage of his vision did not confine
itself to rhetorics but issued in actions. […] Yeats bore the implications of
his romanticism into action. (“Yeats as an Example?” 100)

He further explained,
I admire the way that Yeats took on the world on his own terms defined
the areas where he would negotiate and where he would not; the way he
never accepted the terms of another’s argument, but propounded his own. I
assume that this peremptoriness, this apparent arrogance, is exemplary in an
artist, that it is proper and even necessary for him to insist on his own
language, his own vision, his own terms of reference. This […] from the
artist’s point of view […] is an act of integrity, or an act of cunning to
protect the integrity. (“Yeats as an Example?” 101)

Based on his admiration for Yeats’s such qualities, Heaney himself often
returned to the role of poetry and the poet as a constant theme in his essays
like “The Government of the Tongue” (1988) and “The Place of Writing”
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(1989). In these essays, Heaney, based on his own reasoning and cultural
stance, reached his conclusion that “the task of the poet is to ensure the
survival of beauty, especially in times when tyrannical regimes threaten to
destroy it” (Press Release, website). This receives a constant echo from his
poetic practice. His poetry demonstrates Heaney’s “own Declaration of
Independence,” as Östen Sjöstrand put it at the Nobel Award Ceremony, that
“[P]oetry can never be reduced to a political, historical or moral issue. In the
final resort poetry is its own reality” (Sjöstrand, website). Obviously in this
idea is Yeats’s spirit, which in turn is adopted in Heaney’s poetic practice to
face the influence of Yeats himself and to reshape and revise the Yeatsian
legacy at a tactical level.
Sticking to Yeats’ cultural stance as an Irish poet, Heaney replaced Yeats’s
point of view and definition of Irish culture with his own. Born and growing
in the South of Ireland, Yeats drew much upon the ancient Celtic legends,
myths, and occult culture to construct modern Irish literary tradition. Many of
his early poems like “The Wanderings of Oisin” employed subject matters
from ancient Celtic epics while his later poems drew more on the Irish occult
philosophy. The poem “Who Goes with Fergus,” for example, suggests his
respect for Irish ancient occult and supernatural culture. Interestingly, James
Joyce, the leading figure of another school of Irish literature of Yeats’s age,
had Stephan Dedalus, the protagonist of his Ulysses, sing this poem instead of
praying for his dying mother to suggest a declaration of his break from
Catholics that had been long ruling Ireland. In this sense, this poem can be
viewed as a sign of ancient Celtic culture merging into modern Irish life and
thus contributing to the formation of modern Irish culture.
Unlike Yeats, Heaney was based in the Jutland and on its Tollund culture
of North Ireland, where he was born and grew, for construction of the
awareness of modern Irish literature. Heaney’s replacement of Yeats’s South
with the North is due to his understanding of Irish culture and to his idea of
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how literature is tactically and efficiently used to serve life. Yeats was faced
with cultural and political issues like Irish independence from British ruling
and the Civil War, and it was necessary for him to rediscover Irish cultural
tradition for construction of the awareness of being Irish to resist British
cultural colonialism. In Heaney’s age, especially since the 1970s, the Troubles
was drawing more and more concern and attention to the North from not
only the international community but also from inside Ireland, and Heaney as
a poet of profound national consciousness must face the issue of the North.
Meanwhile, Heaney noticed that Yeats’s effort to construct national literature
based on the ancient Celtic myths failed because the middle class Yeats
depended upon in this enterprise proved unreliable, which caused Yeats
himself to break away from them. Furthermore, Heaney believed that the
north of Ireland is closer to the truth of modern Ireland: though from the
historical perspective the ancient Celtic culture boasts greater legitimacy as
the root of Irish culture, the north seems to represent the cultural hybridity of
modern Ireland, for the North is where British and Irish cultures meet, where
Christianity, Anglicanism, and Catholics meet, where they keep the memories
and national signs of the Great Hunger, the potato, the peat, the boggy
landscape, and so on. Resorting to such images, his poetry collections like
Death of a Naturalist, Door into the Dark, Wintering out, Station Island, and
North recall fragments of the past and evoke the feelings of the sufferings in
the Famine, the bitter experiences of the Troubles, the conflict in Ulster.
Heaney’s tactful use of such images as the bog and the disappearing island in
the North allows him to gather readers of different groups, and to awaken
their memory of and awareness of this country and its cultural liquidity and
hybridity. For example, the following lines of his “Bogland”
Our unfenced country
Is bog that keeps crusting
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Between the sights of the sun.
They’ve taken the skeleton
Of the Great Irish Elk
Out of the peat, set it up
An astounding crate full of air. (41)

suggest an optimistic attitude to the future of this culturally-hybrid country by
the image of the “bog that keeps crusting,” while the poem “The
Disappearing Island,” by suggesting the possibility of the disappearing of the
island on which Irish people live, conveys a worry about Ireland’s future.
These poems not only present a process of constructing the national
consciousness, but also sharpen the cognition and experience of various
possibilities of the cultural hybridity and liquidity.
In this way, Heaney further enriched and redefined the connotation of
Irishness Yeats tried to construct in his poetry. For Yeats, Irish culture is not
close and pure but open and hybrid, but he attempted to solidify it into a
Celtic-based culture. Heaney accepted Yeats’s idea about an open Irish
culture, but put emphasis on its liquidity and inclusiveness. The images of the
bogland and water in his poetry, for example, typically foreground the
changeability and openness of Irish culture, and thus Heaney’s open attitude
towards cultures, native and/or alien. In order to soothe his anxiety of going
against the Yeatsian legacy, Heaney turned to James Joyce, representative of
another Irish literary school, for example (Collins 30). In his long poem
“Station Island,” Heaney, the speaker/poet in this poem, hears his mentor

—

Joyce saying

The English language
belongs to us. You are raking at dead fires,
a waste of time for somebody your age.
…

Keep at a tangent.
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When they make the circle wide, it’s time to swim
out on your own and fill the element
with signatures on your own frequency,
echo soundings, searches, probes, allurements,
elver-gleams in the dark of the whole sea. (94)

Here is an example of the confluence of the Yeatsian and Joycean legacies in
Heaney. And inspired by these examples, Heaney demonstrated great courage
in opening his poetry to various cultures and developing them into his own
voice. For example, Heaney experimented with the sound form of his poetry
by adding some elements of the Irish language and developed a unique
rhyming style of his own as demonstrated in Station Island (“Earning a
Rhyme” 63-70). Also by adding Irish cultural elements in his rewriting of
ancient Greek myths or translating of Beowulf, Heaney succeeded in
employing alien cultures to carry Irish culture and thus endowing Irish culture
with strength of life and forms of life. Behind this is Heaney’s confidence in
Irish culture, which in turn is deeply rooted in the thriving consciousness of
being Irish as constructed by the efforts of Yeats and his partners.
Cultural openness means a non-violent poetics, which is about the strategy
of how art serves life. It means a little offense of Heaney against the
Yeatsian example, for Yeats is two-faced about violence. Generally speaking,
Yeats attached greater importance to the role of culture in the construction of
the awareness of an independent Irish than the role of violence, but in the
1910s and after, he put remarkable emphasis on art’s social involvement and
occasionally suggested his support, though limited, for violence in poems such
as “Easter, 1916” and “The Second Coming.” In dealing with Yeats’s idea
about violence, Heaney tried to avoid any offense by foregrounding Yeats’s
ideas against violence and for humanity before expressing his disagreement
with Yeats’s militant ideas. In his “Yeats as an Example?”, he raised a
hypothesis that if he were requested to revise Yeats’s Collected Poems he
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would end the book with two kinder and quieter poems “A Meditation in
Time of War,” expressing his dissatisfaction with violence, and “Cuchulain
Comforted,” describing the death of the violent hero (110-113). For him,
these two poems ask indirectly about the purpose of art and reveal Yeats’s
answer by quoting Coventry Patmore: “The end of poetry is peace” (112). In
this way, Heaney identified himself with Yeats here, despite Yeats’s
occasional tendency of violence, and, by consciously avoiding the other side,
rooted in the Yeatsian legacy he developed his own non-violence poetics in
his early years. Heaney expressed his non-violence poetics as early as in
“Digging” (1966).
Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests; snug as a gun.
Under my window, a clean rasping sound
When the spade sinks into gravelly ground:
My father, digging. I look down
Till his straining rump among the flowerbeds
Bends low, comes up twenty years away
Stooping in rhythm through potato drills
Where he was digging.
…

By God, the old man could handle a spade.
Just like his old man.
…

The cold smell of potato mould, the squelch and slap
Of soggy peat, the curt cuts of an edge
Through living roots awaken in my head.
But I’ve no spade to follow men like them.
Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests.
I’ll dig with it. (1-2)
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In this poem, Heaney suggested that his non-violent poetics is deeply rooted
in the peace of his ancestors’ life and, in a broad sense, in Irish history, and
that poetry is expected to address the nature of life. And the endorsement
from the Yeatsian legacy would make Heaney’s poetics more acceptable as
part of the Irish mainstream.
As to the path leading poetry to its cultural goal, Heaney and Yeats were
divided sharply from each other. Yeats in his early years drew mainly on
ancient native culture and mythology to achieve a collective identity,
especially among the middle class, and, after he formally broke away from
the latter, devoted himself in his late years to the occult and his personal
mythology to achieve his goal of constructing the Irish cultural consciousness
and identity. His poetry often suggests a heavy burden of history and a
pursuit of collective identity. On the other hand, Seamus Heaney, with his
works which “exalt everyday miracles and the living past” (Press Release,
website), put emphasis on the writing of reality and the role of individuals in
constructing the Irish cultural identity. For Heaney, Yeats’s advocacy of the
contribution of the ancient Celtic epics and myths to the construction of Irish
identity is little more than the elitists imposing their understanding of national
identity upon people, which is not reliable; instead, national consciousness
must be naturally derived from the individuals’ life experience, and in order
to construct the national consciousness the poet must focus on individuals and
their everyday life. That is to say, Heaney advocated that the construction of
the spiritual subject of collective experience is achieved through writing
individuals, thus forming “national unconsciousness,” as Collins put it in
Seamus Heaney: The Crisis of Identity. So, as is commented in “Press

―

Release,” Heaney “assumes that generations of rural ancestors who while not

―

illiterate were not literary either are asserting themselves within him. He
speaks with warmth of the rich experience his parents have communicated,
but can also express some impatience with their reticence. It is against this
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background that one can read the poem ‘Alphabets’ (in The Haw Lantern,
1987) with the lines ‘The poet’s dream stole over him like sunlight / And
passed into the tenebrous thickets’” (Website). In poems like “Station Island”
and “Disappearing Island,” Heaney suggested that the existing collective
consciousness and culture of Ireland would disappear and that only efforts
from individuals will count in preserving Irish culture and consciousness.
Therefore, Heaney covered a giant gap between Yeats’s collective- and
vision-oriented poetic approach and Heaney’s individual- and reality-oriented
approach.
Such a giant gap can actually be viewed as a kind of betrayal from
Yeats and would threat Heaney’s own legitimacy in Irish literature. In order
to avoid any possible hurt from such an action, Heaney took two measures.
One, he, by providing a chronological perspective to the evolution of Yeats’s
poetics and poetic creation, exalted Yeats’s perseverance in artistic pursuit:
“What Yeats offers the practicing writer is an example for a poet approaching
middle age. He reminds you that revision and slog-work are what you may
have to undergo if you seek the satisfactions of finish; he bothers you with
the suggestion that if you have managed to do one kind of poem in your
own way, you should cast off that way and face into another area of your
experience until you have learned a new voice to say that area properly…”
(“Yeats as an Example?” 109-110). By saying this, Heaney stressed the
possibility of Yeats’s own change and offered a defense of Heaney’s
breakaway. Two, under the pressure from the example of Yeats digging
national history in ancient Celtic culture and from the burden of history, the
puzzled Heaney turned to James Joyce for endorsement. For example, in his
long poem “Station Island,” the mentor tells the poet/speaker to “Let go, let
fly, forget” (92-93) so as to get rid of the historical burden and to face the
present obligation. In this way, Heaney showed his respect for the Yeatsian
legacy and secured his freedom or protected his freedom to write as an
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independent poet, just as he praised Yeats’s strategy of protecting his integrity
as a poet.
In general, Heaney, by revising and reshaping the Yeatsian legacy, not
only freed himself from the anxiety of Yeats’s influence, but also contributed
to his unique position as a poet. If Yeats contributed to the independence of
Irish literature by constructing the consciousness of being Irish, then Heaney
achieved a further step forward from Yeats. Both of these two poets fulfilled
their own historical mission, but Heaney endowed the Yeatsian legacy with
new life and carried it forward to the new age.
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